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Implement the Kotel Agreement! Parashat Trumah 5782 

Rabbi Michael Safra 

B’nai Israel Congregation, Rockville, MD 

 

 I don’t like criticizing Israel. Especially on a week when Israel was unfairly maligned as an 
“apartheid state” by Amnesty International UK, I count myself among Israel’s friends, not its enemies. 
Any government should have license to make certain decisions without worrying about my opinions; 
and certainly Israel – where I have a stake as a citizen and a Jew, but do not vote or serve. But still, there 
are instances when it becomes necessary – out of concern and love – to express disappointment and 
urge a different course. 

 That happened this week, when I wrote a letter to Israel’s ambassador to the United States, 
Mike Herzog, expressing disappointment at the announcement by Prime Minister Bennett that his 
government will not implement the Kotel Agreement of 2016 – an agreement Bennett helped write.  

 Recall the compromise. The Kotel, Judaism’s holiest site, the remnant of the retaining wall that 
supported Herod’s expanded Temple Mount, is not a synagogue. But for decades, it has functioned as 
an Orthodox synagogue with mandated separation between men and women and modesty rules 
regulating women’s dress and voice. For years, a group called Women at the Wall has challenged the 
status quo at monthly worship services. Often their gatherings have turned violent; and it has been ugly. 

 After three years of negotiation, then-Prime Minister Netanyahu’s cabinet agreed in 2016 that 
in exchange for officially establishing the largest section of the Kotel plaza as an Orthodox with all the 
implied restrictions, the government would expand the egalitarian section in a way that would make it 
look and feel like a regular, sanctioned part of one unified Kotel. 

 The backlash was almost immediate, as the ultra-Orthodox would not accept even a modicum of 
recognition of non-Orthodox Judaism. In 2017, for reasons of coalition politics, then-Prime Minister 
Netanyahu froze implementation. When Prime Minister Bennett came into office this summer, he 
announced intentions to re-implement the agreement as part of a larger initiative to repair the 
relationship between Israel and world Jewry. In December, I was invited to hear Minister of Diaspora 
Affairs Nachman Shai speak beautifully about these intentions in one of a series of meetings in New York 
and Washington. But last week, the Prime Minister told the Jerusalem Post that his government would 
not be able to implement the Kotel compromise. 

 And that upsets me. Not because there aren’t egalitarian options at the Kotel – the Ezrat Yisrael 
section is not near the main plaza, but it is beautiful and available; there are egalitarian minyans in 
Jerusalem; and, certainly, I do more praying here Israel than I do in Jerusalem anyway. I am bothered by 
the implication that it doesn’t matter. There is a narrative that non-Orthodox Jews outside Israel don’t 
matter much because non-Orthodox Judaism is doomed to disappear; and we don’t support Israel 
enough anyway. Among the secular, there is a feeling that the Kotel doesn’t matter; it is just a pile of 
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stones that secular Jews stopped visiting years ago. That’s what bothers me – this sense that Israel or 
American Jewry or the Kotel don’t matter. Because that’s dangerous.  

 It’s ironic to be talking about the Kotel on the day we read Parshat Trumah. Because a lot of 
people reexperience the Mishkan with the same lack of interest. Why does the Torah spend so much 
time on the details – 16 of the 40 chapters of Exodus? Who cares how many cubits; and who even 
knows what a cubit is? It seems like a lot. We don’t worship God that way anymore. We don’t need the 
altar or the laver or the tapestries. We experience God in our hearts. So why bother? 

 But it does matter. The late Pinchas Peli of Ben Gurion University in the Negev writes that the 
Tabernacle matters because it was a national project. “V’asu li mikdash, They shall make me a sanctuary 
that I may dwell among them.” In Peli’s words, “The in-dwelling of God among the people cannot take 
place as long as the people are passive and do nothing to help bring the sacred into the world. … My 
dwelling among them is on condition that they make me a sanctuary.” God doesn’t just come to us; we 
have to act. That is the purpose of mitzvot – Shabbat creates sanctity in time; kashrut adds sanctity to 
eating; acts of kindness enable us to do God’s work. We act, we do and God dwells among us.  

 And in the same way as the Tabernacle, the State of Israel is a national building project. A 
diverse people bridging theological and ideological and geographical divides to build a national 
homeland and change the historical trajectory. Failure to implement that agreement suggests that 
maybe it just doesn’t matter anymore. And that would be tragic. 

 Perhaps the most fascinating symbol in the Tabernacle is the kruvim, the cherubim. Scholars 
discuss. The Talmud says kruvim are “k’ravia,” like the face of a child; others say they had bird-like or 
animal-like features; we know they had wings. The Torah says God communicated with Moses from 
between the cherubim. Modern scholars like Nachum Sarna suggest they acted as God’s throne – not an 
idol to be worshipped, but a symbol of the place where attention to an invisible God might focus.  

 We read that there were two: “v’asita sh’nayim, You shall make two cherubim of gold … at the 
two ends of the ark’s cover.” Why two? The 11th-century Rabbi Abraham Ibn Ezra says there were two 
cherubim “ki sod ha-Echad lo yera-eh ki im bishnayim, Because the mystery of the One could not appear 
except through two.” The mystery of the One cannot appear except through two. Think about that. 
Those who think that the Orthodox community is strong enough to sustain the future of Judaism by 
itself; those who think the American Jewish community is so powerful as to no longer need Israel; those 
who think Judaism can survive as a religion of the spirit without physical space, without mitzvot, without 
Israel: The mystery of the One cannot appear except through two. God, the Jewish people, Judaism 
needs us. And not just us; we need them too. 

 The note in Etz Hayim adds: “The cherubim ‘confront’ one another, even as a religious person 
must always be connected to other people and may never turn away from them to be concerned only 
with God.” A religious person is not allowed to say he has figured it all out; not allowed to say he knows 
the authentic path to God; not allowed to say that other views are illegitimate or other people don’t 
matter.  
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Another ancient teaching suggests a magical quality to the cherubim. If the Jewish people were 
unified, the faces of the cherubim turned inward; but if there was discord or division, the faces turned 
away from each other. The cherubim symbolize that God needs us; God needs them; God needs us to 
figure out how to work together, accept one another, implement the agreement for the sake of our 
Jewish future! 

I began with criticism of an Israeli political decision, an indictment of them. But my message is 
really about us. Because Israel needs us, the Jewish people need us, God needs us to act. If pluralism is 
to have a chance, we need to show that it matters to us.  

• That means supporting and connecting to the Masorti movement in Israel or joining 
Ya’ar Ramot, our sister congregation in Jerusalem.  

• It means writing a note to Ambassador Herzog. It can be simple: “Dear Ambassador 
Herzog, I was disappointed to learn that Prime Minister Bennett has given up on 
implementing the Kotel Agreement. I believe there should be One Wall for One People. 
There has to be a way for Israel to show that Jews like me matter too.” The email is 
cos@washington.mfa.gov.il.  

• It means learning about the work of the World Zionist Organization. Did you know there 
is a quasi-government of the entire Jewish people? It allocates billions of shekels in 
Israel, based on seats allocated in worldwide elections; and in the last election, the 
Orthodox voted more. But the Conservative and Reform movements have a voice there. 
Just recently, they came together to block a controversial plan to build an amphitheater 
in Sheikh Jarrah. They secured allocation of millions of shekels for environmental 
projects through Keren Kayement L’Yisrael, and millions more for pluralistic educational 
projects  in Israel and the United States through the Jewish Agency. It will be a couple 
years before the next election. But when it comes, we have to vote because it matters.  
 

That is the message of Parashat Trumah. We may worship God differently today, but the need 
to do, the need to act, the need to work together to establish God’s Presence in a still-imperfect world – 
that need hasn’t changed. “V’asu li mikdash v’shakhanti b’tokham, Let them make me a sanctuary. Let 
them work together to support Me – that I may dwell among them.” Shabbata Shalom. 
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