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Kol Nidre 5778: Israel 

Rabbi Ita Paskind 

Congregation Beth El, Norwalk 

 

June 2017 marked 50 years since the 1967 Six-Day War in Israel.  Any of us 

who bore witness to the unbelievable events of those 6 days carries to this day 

the triumphant emotion, the elation, the pride in what our little country 

accomplished.  I’m sure the images come back easily with hearing the words 

“Har HaBayit b’Yadeinu! Har HaBayit b’Yadeinu!”, “The Temple Mount is in 

our hands!”  And it was. 

We sit in a different place 50 years later, not so much in terms of the land 

Israel controls, but in the way Israelis and Jews the world over feel about our 

homeland and their place within it.  It used to be easier to speak about Israel 

and know you were preaching to the choir; today it’s much more challenging.  

Some Jewish communities, I’m sure, are discussing on these holidays the 

challenging reality of Israel’s control of the territories.  Others may be focused 

on Israel’s security situation in the greater region, and perhaps our own 

country’s role in protecting that security.  My focus this evening is on the 

frustrating and disappointing place of Judaism within the Jewish state--in 

particular, the lack of Jewish pluralism in a homeland meant to be for all Jews.   

 

I’d like to offer a framework for this evening’s reflections on our homeland, 

inspired by Dr. Elana Stein Hain of the Shalom Hartman Institute, one that I 

hope will be meaningful to each of us.  

In the very center of our Torah, the middle of the book of Leviticus/VaYikra, 

we encounter what biblical scholars call the “Holiness Code”.  Enveloped on 

either side by narratives, mitzvot, rituals, and a long journey, the Holiness 

Code presents the very core of what it means to live a life in the shiny rays of 
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the Divine, a life worthy of our relationship with God.  The most famous 

snippet in this Holiness Code is familiar to us all:  v’ahavta l’re’acha kamocha, 

“love your neighbor as yourself”.1 We know it in Western society as The 

Golden Rule--don’t do unto others as you would not have done to yourself.  

And Hillel, the early Sage, famously taught this lesson to a man who wanted to 

study for conversion to Judaism while standing on one foot, urging him to go 

and study, as the rest of the Torah serves as a commentary on this verse.   

 

But there’s more depth to v’ahavta l’re’acha kamocha, and that’s important 

when we approach a conversation that might not be very comfortable.   

Snuck in right before v’ahavta l’re’acha kamocha is this teaching:  “You shall 

not hate your brother in your heart; you shall surely rebuke your neighbor, 

and not bear sin because of them”.  In this section of doing the right thing by 

our neighbors and fellows, we are told to offer them rebuke when they are 

acting in the wrong.  And so, in the course of 2 verses, the Torah encourages 

us 1) not to hate our brother in our heart; 2) to offer rebuke when it’s needed; 

and 3) to love our neighbor.  That’s a pretty stark progression--to go from 

hating to loving--a progression that’s always begged the question: what’s the 

role of the rebuke, or in Hebrew, tochecha?  What do we expect will happen if 

and when we fulfill this mitzvah and tell someone else that they could be 

doing better? 

 

The Book of Proverbs, Mishlei, comes along with a suggestion.  In Chapter 9, 

verse 8, we learn “Reprove not a scorner, lest they hate you; reprove a wise 

person, and they will love you.”  It’s easy to understand the first part of that 

                                                
1 Leviticus 19:18 
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verse--if someone perceives that you are picking on them, no good can come 

from that rebuke; they simply aren’t open to hearing it.  But if we are able to 

offer reproof to someone who can hear it, however difficult it may be, perhaps 

he or she may come to appreciate the feedback.  Perhaps, a little ways down 

the road, he or she will realize that we cared enough to offer tochecha, that we 

also have skin in the game, and that at the end of the day, we’re probably 

playing for the same team.  While the verse in Proverbs may seem a little far-

fetched at first glance, it might actually have something profound to say about 

the nature of human conflict and resolution. 

 

I’m giving you a lot of lead-up to my message this evening, I know.  To be 

honest, it’s really difficult for me to feel conflicting emotions about Israel, as 

perhaps you have as well.  But out of this love, I feel an imperative to offer our 

homeland some tochecha.  I want to add one more, modern, dimension to this 

idea of rebuke as a demonstration of love.   

I learned recently of a book entitled Exit, Voice, and Loyalty: Responses to 

Decline in Firms, Organizations, and States by Albert O. Hirschman.  It’s 

centered in the fields of politics and economics, so it’s kind of outside the 

kinds of things I read regularly, but it’s spot on our topic.  Hirschman states 

that it’s natural for companies, organizations, and states and countries to 

experience rises and falls in success over time.  Those in management 

positions learn of the decline in 1 of 2 ways--either some customers stop 

buying the products and walk away, and it’s up to management to figure out 

how to improve; or the customers express their dissatisfaction directly to the 

management, and it’s up to the management to take that feedback and work to 

improve.  The first scenario--walking away--is Hirschman’s “exit”; and the 
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second scenario is “voice”.  When there’s the option to walk away, most people 

will do that.  But what makes them choose the “voice” option--to take time, in 

spite of their upset, to express their disappointment and frustration--is their 

loyalty to the company or organization.  It’s not rocket science, but it sure 

does help to have someone spell it out. 

 

That’s where I find myself as we enter this holiest day of the year.  One of my 

most treasured relationships is in trouble.  I am a loyal supporter of Medinat 

Yisrael/the State of Israel, a lover of the land, the people, and the language.  

And I’m also disappointed.  Actually, no, I’m angry. 

 

My love and my loyalty stand in the way of my walking away from Israel--I’d 

never do that.  But the time is past when I can just watch from 7,000 miles 

away and let someone else handle the problems.  This year, it’s felt personal.  

It hurts. 

 

I simply cannot ignore the intrareligious strife that’s become even more 

rampant, the issues that make the homeland for all Jews look like it’s 

excluding a significant portion of Jews, including every single one of us. 

Since that inspiring June of 1967, the Jewish people have had unfettered 

access to the Kotel, the holiest site in the Jewish religion.  But of course it’s not 

been that simple.  That holiest site is governed by the most right-wing 

elements in Israeli society, by individuals who refuse to acknowledge any 

Jewish way of life different from their own.  As non-Orthodox Jews, we are 

quite familiar with the feeling that there’s not a place for our kind of Judaism 

there.  How many of us find it a little weird to approach this sacred space and 
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bid farewell to the opposite-sex members of our families and friends?  How 

many of us women have forgotten to bring or wear a skirt to the kotel, 

because we’re just OK praying in pants? How many women have received 

dirty looks or even worse when singing aloud in the very section designated 

for women’s prayer?  How many men have been harassed for actively 

supporting women’s prayer on the other side of the mechitza?  And what’s 

your reaction been when you learned that the designated mixed-gender 

prayer area was completely removed from the main Kotel plaza? 

For decades, marginalized groups have been pushing for equal access to the 

Kotel--Women of the Wall, the Reform Movement in Israel and in North 

America, and our own Conservative Movement here and in Israel.  The 

pushing has happened at the Kotel itself, most visibly with Women of the 

Wall’s monthly Rosh Chodesh services; it’s also happened through legal 

channels, with representatives of all movements engaging regularly with the 

Knesset and the court system.   

Almost 2 years ago, in January 2016, the Israeli government accepted a deal, 

brokered by the Reform and Conservative movements, along with Women of 

the Wall and the Jewish Agency for Israel, that would create a third area at the 

main Kotel plaza for mixed-gender egalitarian prayer, just like we have in 

every Conservative and Reform synagogue around the world.  Our people 

would finally be able to express our Judaism as naturally in Israel as we do at 

home. Finally, we would be acknowledged.   

As you may be aware, that deal came crashing down this past June, when 

Prime Minister Netanyahu gave in to pressure from the ultra-Orthodox parties 

in his coalition and reneged.  And this is where I see the need for the tochecha.  

Netanyahu has always seen himself as the leader of the State of Israel, as well 
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as the ambassador to world Jewry.  Although he’s not always been everyone’s 

favorite, he scored major points among progressive jews with the Kotel Deal 

in 2016, and we expected him to carry through.  Now, it seems that the 

ambassador to world Jewry plays that role when it’s convenient, not out of his 

personal or professional conviction.   

 

The current state of affairs is this:  The Israeli Supreme Court, in response to a 

petition from the liberal Jewish movements, has ordered the government “to 

either reinstate the Western Wall agreement with non-Orthodox groups or 

explain why it should not force the state to honor the deal”, according to a 

report by the Jewish Telegraphic Agency (JTA) on August 31. 

 

As Jews who find ourselves back on the outside, we must give voice to these 

concerns and not simply walk away.  We must not allow ourselves and our 

movements to be played as pawns in the game of Israeli politics.  For one, I 

take immense pride at the leadership of the Conservative movement, who 

travel to Israel frequently to meet with Knesset members and with Prime 

Minister Netanyahu himself.  Most of us in this room do not have the 

connections to do that, but we are part of a larger network, and we have a 

responsibility to support the organizations and agencies who are working 

tirelessly on our behalf on issues of religious pluralism, including the Kotel. 

 

There’s one more area where Jews outside of the ultra-Orthodox world are 

feeling betrayed, and that it with regard to overseeing conversions.  Like the 

Kotel story, this issue is not new, but it has had a recent development, not in 

our favor.  On June 25, 2017, the Knesset approved for passage the Conversion 



7 

Bill, a law proposed by the ultra-Orthodox parties to grant the Chief Rabbinate 

total authority over Jewish conversions in Israel. If passed, conversions 

performed outside of the Chief Rabbinate’s supervision will be unrecognized, 

which of course has consequences for all changes in personal status. 

Like the Kotel situation, the Conservative and Reform movements sprung into 

action, petitioning the Supreme Court to prevent passage of the bill.  The 

response was strong and swift, and Netanyahu found himself once again 

between his political backers, the ultra-Orthodox, and everyone else.  He 

managed to get both the petition and the bill tabled for 6 months.   

Now, there are some big differences between the Kotel issue and the 

conversion issue.  First up is the place of the Modern Orthodox world.  Modern 

Orthodoxy doesn’t have much skin in the game in the Kotel conversation, but 

even Modern Orthodox rabbis would lose all authority over conversions, 

marriage and divorce, and verifying the Jewish status of someone wanting to 

make aliyah… we’re all in the same boat when it comes to the Conversion Bill.  

You may be familiar with the infamous “blacklist” of 160 rabbis, published by 

the Israeli Rabbinate--rabbis whose letters verifying the Jewish status of 

someone wanting to make aliyah were not to be trusted.  The blacklist 

included many Conservative and Reform rabbis, and even a few American 

Modern Orthodox rabbis.  The good news for you is that the blacklist included 

no women, so if you’re interested in making aliyah, I’ll be more than happy to 

write a letter to the Chief Rabbinate verifying your status.  I’m sure they’ll 

accept it no problem. [PAUSE] 

The real difference between the Kotel situation and the Conversion Bill is that 

any conversion, wedding, or divorce performed by a rabbi outside of the Chief 

Rabbinate’s approved list--inside Israel or not--will not be recognized by 
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Israel.  Let’s say I sponsored an individual’s conversion.  I taught him for at 

least a year, sat on a rabbinical court with 2 other rabbis to interview him, and 

supervised his immersion in a kosher mikveh.  Every part of his conversion 

was kosher, except for the rabbi.  This man now wants to move to Israel, and 

you know what happens:  the letter I write is rejected because it’s me - a 

woman and a rabbi in the Conservative movement; his conversion is rejected 

because it’s me; and if he wants to make aliyah, he would have to undergo a 

full conversion process with a Rabbanut rabbi, invalidating the Judaism he has 

worked so hard to achieve.   

Take another for instance.  A young woman makes aliyah, meets a young man 

and they intend to marry.  Of course, they must seek a rabbi through the 

Rabbanut, because no other rabbi’s officiation would be accepted.  Of course 

they will discover that her mother converted to Judaism with a Conservative 

rabbi, and therefore, according to the Rabbanut, the woman herself is not 

Jewish, and must undergo formal conversion with the Rabbanut.  How 

degrading.  Keep in mind that over 70% of American Jews currently marry 

someone who is not Jewish, and any subsequent choice to convert and move 

to Israel is subject to these problems.  These are just some of the 

consequences non-Orthodox Jews would suffer should the Conversion Bill 

pass.   

 

These 2 intrareligious issues do not stand alone.  They are part of the larger 

framework of the Jewish character of the Jewish State, a state intended to be a 

sanctuary for ALL Jews.  I do not think I’m exaggerating when I say that these 

issues reach so far throughout the Jewish world that, should they end up in 

favor of the ultra-Orthodox right, it would become a security issue for Israel.  
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If Reform, Conservative, Reconstructionist, and Modern Orthodox Jews have 

no influence within Israel or outside of it, we stand to see a major dropoff in 

the commitment of the next generation.  And, not to be crass, but there’s the 

practical reality of Jewish fundraising--particularly American dollars--that 

supports innumerable Israeli organizations and institutions.  That’s not even 

to mention the political influence we have on our Congress, whose support 

literally has protected Israelis from falling rockets.  I’m certainly not calling 

for a halt to that giving--please don’t misunderstand me--but it is one 

potential consequence of long-term exclusion, and the Prime Minister knows 

it. 

 

I hope you are as upset as I am.  I also hope that each of us carries a healthy 

dose of loyalty and love for our homeland, and that we’d all prefer to make 

ours concerns heard than to turn away in apathy.  After all, that’s what this 

Day of Atonement is all about--we repair relationships, we apologize, we take 

responsibility, we make ourselves whole again.  V’ahavta l’re’acha kamocha, 

we love our neighbors as ourselves, and Israeli leadership needs to 

understand how its actions have ruptured so many beautiful and loyal 

relationships. 

1967 was incredible, but it is long in the past.  What will the next 50 years 

bring?   

The chance to make a difference is critical, as the clock is ticking on both the 

conversion bill and on the Kotel deal.  Now is the time to fight for the Jewish 

soul of our Jewish State, and the way to do it is to support the Conservative 

Movement at home and the Masorti movement in Israel.  Consider a gift this 

year as you plan where to give your tzedakah.  As a collective, we will be able 
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to raise our voice loud enough that the Jewish State will, God willing, one day 

welcome all colors and flavors of Jewish practice, that it will truly be an Am 

Yisrael Chai, a living, breathing, flourishing Israel.  Ken Yehi Ratzon.  May it be 

God’s will.  Amen. 

 

 


