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On July 12th, 2010, Anat Hoffman, living in Jerusalem, decided to pay a visit to the Western Wall to offer up some prayers to God. Anat wore a tallit, brought with a prayer book and had a small torah scroll in a duffle bag.  So far, nothing out of the ordinary. But when Anat began to pray, all hell broke loose. Men were shouting, women were wailing, and the Israeli police grabbed Anat by both arms, thrown into a police car and swept off to jail. Why? Because Anat Hoffman is a woman. Her crime: being a woman, holding a torah scroll and praying out loud at the Western Wall.
Did this happen in Tehran?  No.  In Baghdad?  No.  It was in Jerusalem at the Western Wall.  Who is Anat Hoffman? She is the lay leader of the Women of the Wall, a group of women who gather once a month to pray together at one of the holiest sites for all Jews.  Not charged at the scene were the men and women who shouted the most disgusting sexist comments at the women while they tried to pray.  Not charged were the men who spit and threw things at the women.  Not charged were the men standing on the other the side of the mechitza, doing the exact same thing, praying and hold a Torah.  But of course they were men.  

Is this Jerusalem, the city of peace, the capital of the homeland for every Jewish person? Or is it the capital for select Jews. On this Yom Kippur, the holiest day of the Jewish year, I stand in awe before God and pray for the atonement of my sins. But I wonder, do my prayers reach Heaven but not Anat Hoffman’s?  Does God hear a man’s voice but not a woman’s?  How can there be, in the Jewish world today, such narrow-minded and sexist thinking?  It makes me angry and it should anger and frustrate you too. 

This past year has been a particularly difficult one for Israel. There was the Flotilla incident a few months ago where apparent drama-seekers hoped to break the blockade of the Hamas terrorist- controlled Gaza Strip.  These supposedly peaceful protesters were on a ship loaded with bullets, machine guns and rocket launchers that were found in boxes when the boat was finally forced to unload at the Ashdod port for inspection.  Our IDF navy, in boarding the ships to steer them to port, had been attacked and in the battle had killed 6 of the militant armed men.  The weapons were finally confiscated but collateral damage was already inflicted on the psyche of the Israeli army and on the image of the Jewish people. In this instance I believe that Israel had a right to defend herself and control her security. I believe in the trustworthy hands of the competent and ethically motivated Israel Defence Forces.  I leave it up to the Israeli government to settle the political peace process.  

But when it comes to matters of the religiosity of the Jewish state, I do feel that I can and must make my voice heard.  I am not prepared to leave the decisions regarding who is a Jew- conversion, marriage, divorce, women’s rights and education - in the hands of the present government, kowtowing to a couple of small but politically powerful ultra- orthodox parties.  This is my homeland too and I want it to be a place where I, a Reform Jew, am recognized as a Jew and as a Rabbi.  A place where the people I have converted here in the Reform tradition can go and live proudly and be recognized as Jews. A place where the Reform Rabbinical College, is on an equal playing field with every other institute of Jewish learning.  A place where a reform female Rabbi can get voted on by her community and be paid by the government the same as every other Rabbi in every municipality in Israel. A place where men and women can stand side by side praying to God.   These dreams are not impossible to attain.  But to accomplish them we have some work to do and possibly some compromises to make. But make no mistake, the result will be worth it, a Jewish homeland that we can truly call home.

A few days after she was arrested and released, Anat Hoffman visited Canada to enrol her children in Camp George.  I had the opportunity to meet with her and hear first hand about her encounter.  She was quite adamant that this was not accidental or unintentional.  Every month the women of the wall gather to pray at the wall.  Every month they are harassed.  Every month they try to smuggle in a Torah to the Wall and every month the same officer confiscates it and holds it in his police car until the women have finished their service.  
On this particular day in July, Anat cleverly asked a Reform male Rabbi, Rabbi Levi Weiman-Kelman of Kehillat Kol Haneshama, if he would carry her Torah to the Wall plaza.  Of course at the wall checkpoint, (imagine: a praying checkpoint) no one gave him a second glance and he covertly passed it to Anat as they were about to start.  Anat knew the reaction of the onlookers and of the police would be fierce.  She in fact has a great relationship with the Wailing Wall police. When they know the women are coming, they set up a ring of people to protect them to allow them to pray.  But it isn’t enough.  The Women of the Wall don’t want the police to know them and help them.  They just want to pray like everyone else, when and where they want.  Do the police go into the men’s area and escort the Torah out to avoid men being spit upon and punched?  Anat Hoffman refuses to simply allow the status quo to continue.  

Anat reminded me that this year it has been decided that women can’t pray out loud at the wall. But where does it end?  On a public bus lines in Jerusalem, women must sit at the back of the bus.  There are post offices with separate entrances for men and women.  Soon it will be water fountains.  Perhaps it will be decided that women can’t to go anywhere near the Western Wall plaza. Or maybe women won’t even be allowed into Jerusalem. Is this the Jewish state we know and love or is this Alabama circa 1955. My friends, we are on a slippery slope, and the time has come to take a stand and draw a line that cannot be crossed.

Anat Hoffman and her friends are not rabble-rousers and they certainly are not violent.  Anat told me that when she was put in the back of the police car, she sat next to a loaded machine gun.  She gently asked the officer if he could hold the gun so she could sit more comfortably. Does this sound like a criminal?  Anat Hoffman is the Rosa Parks of our generation.  We must stand with the Women of the Wall and with anyone, male or female, who is denied basic religious freedom in Israel.

Soon after this incident at the wall, the Jews of the Diaspora were put to another test .  It started very quietly.  David Roten, Minister of Knesset for the Israel Beiteinu Party,  submitted a bill  that would reform the conversion laws in Israel, making it apparently easier for the many Russians in Israel who are halachikally Jewish, to convert.  The issue at the heart of this bill was the Right of Return.  This law, the very first enacted by Israel at her birth, states that any Jew in the world can come to Israel and automatically become a citizen.  This of course was in response to the Holocaust when Jews couldn’t find any country to take them in. Israel would now be home to any Jew, at any time.  To be Jewish one just had to prove they had a Jewish grandparent. It is not as though people were clamouring to be Jewish during most of this century, so Israel wasn’t that worried that lines of people would claim they were Jewish so they could get into our homeland.  

But in recent years, especially with Glasnost and the opening of the borders of the former Soviet Union, millions of Russians claimed Jewish ancestry to get out of there and into Israel.  There are currently 300,000 Russians living in Israel who have no real proof that they are Jewish.  Rotem wanted a quick way to convert them, giving conversion authority to municipal Rabbis all over Israel.  What Rotem didn’t take into account is that the municipal Rabbis are controlled by the Chief rabbinate, i.e., the Haredim.  Thus conversions would now officially be in the hands of the Orthodox monopoly and thereby exclude all other Jews.  Moreover, they could nullify past conversions and any conversions done by Rabbis anywhere outside Israel – by Reform, Conservative and Orthodox Rabbis no deemed acceptable.  This would be disastrous for the Jewish world.  The beliefs of a tiny minority of the world’s Jews were on the verge of becoming the Israeli government’s definition of all Jews.

In the extreme, the rabbinic court can summon you, conduct a hearing about your Jewishness and revoke it. In other words, the entire nation of Israel is presumed to be Not-Jewish — until proven otherwise. What is driving this process is the desire of a small group of rabbis to expand their authority from narrow questions of conversion to larger questions of Jewish identity. Since what applies to conversions also applies to all other clerical acts, only a few anointed rabbis would be able to determine the authenticity of one’s marriage, divorce, birth, death — and every rite in between.

I am proud to say that the Jewish world did not accept this. For once we were all united.  The 95% of the Jewish world got together, synagogues, federations, rabbinical schools, across all denominations, and united as one.  The Israeli government had never seen anything like it.  They just assumed that they could make these types of decisions without consulting world Jewry, and were stunned by the backlash. 

Natan Sharansky of the Jewish Agency said he would fight against the bill, as did President Shimon Peres. They both may be influential, but neither of them have the votes.  Where was Prime Minister Netanyahu during the uproar? How did he even let this bill get past committee to the voting floor?  Netanyahu was noticeably silent because he relies on the ultra- orthodox parties to maintain his ruling coalition.  But the protestations did have an effect, as the bill was not brought to the Knesset for a vote, conveniently allowing Netanyahu to avoid giving his opinion.  But I am proud of the Jewish world for taking a stand. We made a difference. And we must continue to do so. Because our silence provides a green light to Israeli politicians to play political games with questions of Jewish identity.

As we sit here today we must contemplate what kind of Israel, what kind of homeland we want.  And these are decisions where you and I can have an effect. 

I’ll share with you some more examples.  My rabbinical school, HUC-JIR, is located in Jerusalem.  Apparently they have back taxes of millions of shekels, which are coming due.  The issue is that seminaries in Jerusalem don’t pay property taxes. But because the Hebrew Union College is not considered to be a rabbinical school in the eyes of the Orthodox, we refuse to pay the tax and the government keeps the bill going.   But this year they said we have to pay or they would shut us down.  To settle the impasse, the Jerusalem town council recently offered us a deal.  If we called ourselves a seminary, instead of a rabbinical school, our tax bill will be wiped clean.  My first reaction was no, we want to be recognized as Rabbis. Seminary makes us sound like a Christian school.  But Anat Hoffman taught me something. We accepted the deal.  Why?  Because if not, they would have closed the school.  Let them call us what they want, we will continue to churn out Rabbis, including Israeli- born rabbis who are serving many Reform synagogues, schools and camps in Israel.  They are showing ordinary Israelis that there is more than one way to be a Jew.  Their impact is immeasurable and must continue.
The Reform movement also won a legal battle for a female Rabbi.  Miri Gold was elected by her region to be their Rabbi.  According to law, each region votes for their Rabbi.  Thus she would be the first female Rabbi to be paid by the Israel government.  But they refused to write her name on the cheque.  What should we do?  Initially I thought, force them to write her name.  Anat Hoffman again said the opposite of what I thought.  We had them write the cheque to the synagogue and they gave the money to Rabbi Gold.  Why?  She is getting paid to be the Rabbi, Israel knows it, she knows it, the shul knows it. Soon more Reform Rabbis will get paid by the state. We will wear them down.

And so my friends, we will wear them down on other issues as well.  We can do something if we feel it’s important for religious pluralism to flourish in Israel.  If we feel Reform Rabbis should be able to officiate at all life cycle events.  If we feel women should be able to pray at the wall. If we feel that women should not be required to sit on segregated  buses.  
We must make our voices heard.  When we send money to Israel, earmark it for organizations that support what we believe.  Instead of worrying about how to make peace, let’s figure out what Israel will look like once peace happens.

Let’s focus on an area where we can have an impact. Let’s change attitudes and laws and do what we can to make Israel a pluralistic Jewish state, a place that’s welcome to all Jews, a place we can truly call home.

Ken Yehi Ratzon - May that be God’s will.
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