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For the Sake of Zion I Will Not Be Silent 
 

  ְלַמַען ִצּיֹון ֹלא ֶאֱחֶׁשה ּוְלַמַען ְירּוָׁשַל ִם ֹלא ֶאְׁשקֹוט
 ַעד־ֵיֵצא ַכּנַֹגּה ִצְדָקּה וִיׁשּוָעָתּה ְּכַלִּפיד ִיְבָער

For the sake of Zion I will not be silent, 
And for the sake of Jerusalem I will not be quiet, 

Until her righteousness shines like a light, 
Her salvation like a flaming torch. 

Isaiah 62:1 
 

 תשועת ישראל עתידה לבוא על ידי "נביאים"
 לא על ידי "דיפלומטים"...

The salvation of Israel will be brought about  
by “prophets,” not “diplomats”... 

Ahad Ha-am, HaShiloah, Vol. 2 (1897) 
 

The tallises that Rabbi Widzer, Cantor Sarah, and I are wearing were designed in honor of the 
70th anniversary of the State of Israel and the 30th anniversary of the Women of the Wall, 
which was celebrated this year. The mission of Women of the Wall is simple—to win 
recognition of the right of women to pray and sing out loud, wear tallises, and read from the 
Torah at the Western Wall, the most central holy site of the Jewish people. For thirty years, 
they have gathered on Rosh Chodesh, the first day of every Hebrew month,  to pray in the 
women’s section of the Western Wall plaza. 
 
For thirty years, the Ultra-Orthodox authorities have tried to intimidate and silence them, to 
treat the Western Wall like an Ultra-Orthodox synagogue, where women’s voices are 
forbidden. There are 100 Torah scrolls available for use in the men’s section of the Western 
Wall. In the women’s section, there are none.  When the Women of the Wall began to bring 1

their own, the authorities forbade it and began subjecting women to body searches, to make 
sure they weren’t “smuggling” Torah scrolls. The Women of the Wall persisted. They have been 
insulted, spat on, and physically attacked. They’ve had their prayer books ripped away and 
literally burned—by other Jews. They’ve been arrested for wearing a tallis at the Western Wall. 
They’ve gone to the Supreme Court, won, and had the Court’s rulings ignored. They persisted.   2

 
In March, at a special service held to commemorate the 30th anniversary of Women of the 
Wall, something happened that had never happened before. Thousands of Ultra-Orthodox 
teenagers had school canceled by their leaders and were bused to the Western Wall early in 
the morning; the plan was to fill up the women’s section so the Women of the Wall service 
could not take place. That had happened before. The Ultra-Orthodox rabbi of the Western Wall 
prevented Women of the Wall from using loudspeakers, but permitted loudspeakers in the 

1 Anat Hoffman, “The Torah That Made History,” 4/28/2015. 
2 See this timeline for Women of the Wall’s full history. 

 

https://reformjudaism.org/blog/2015/04/28/torah-made-history
https://www.womenofthewall.org.il/timeline/


men’s section to try to drown them out. The crowd of protesters became increasingly 
violent—shoving, scratching, and verbally abusing the Women of the Wall and their supporters. 
For the first time in 30 years, out of concern for life and safety, the Women of the Wall cut their 
prayers short. Their chairwoman, Anat Hoffman, called it “chillul Hashem,” “a desecration of 
God’s name.”  But the next week the Women of the Wall were back at the Western Wall, 3

praying and reading Torah. 
 
The story of Women of the Wall symbolizes so much of what we cherish about Israel. The 
juxtaposition of the ancient sites of Jewish history and memory with the living and evolving 
Judaism of today. An interdenominational group of women—Reform, Conservative, Orthodox, 
and others—calling on their society and the Jews of the whole world to support them in 
asserting their right to Jewish equality and autonomy. The toughness, the perseverance in the 
cause of justice. 
 
But this story is also emblematic of what has distanced so many American Jews from the State 
of Israel. The Western Wall, site of the ancient Temple of King Solomon, the direction we face 
to pray tonight, is controlled by an Ultra-Orthodox rabbi? And after a 30-year struggle, it isn’t 
safe for women to pray out loud in public? Women are spit on and assaulted for wearing a tallis 
or reading Torah? In Israel? And the police stand by? It sends us the message that our kind of 
Judaism is not respected or protected in the Jewish state. 
 
The relationship between American Jews and the State of Israel is not as strong as it once was. 
Memory of the ingathering of Jewish refugees after World War II or the heroic victory in 1967’s 
Six-Day War are fading. The Israeli-Palestinian conflict has left many American Jews conflicted. 
The increasing domination of the Ultra-Orthodox Chief Rabbinate and discrimination against 
progressive Judaism in Israel is part of the problem. And then there is the overall weakening of 
communal ties: Just as we speak of a younger generation of American Jews being less likely to 
affiliate with a synagogue, so too they are less likely to feel a personal attachment to the State 
of Israel. 
 
This is the place in the Yom Kippur sermon for the impassioned ode to Israel and its centrality to 
Jewish life everywhere. I could write that, but it wouldn’t be honest. Because I struggle with my 
relationship to Israel as much as anyone. 
 
A little history… 
 
As a young adult, I was inspired by the classical phase of Reform Judaism, which rejected 
Zionism, which taught that America could be our Promised Land and that Judaism should be a 
set of high ideas, above nationalism or politics. 
 
But in college I fell in love with the Hebrew language. And so I found myself reading Israeli 
poets and listening to Israeli music. I immersed myself in the vibrant Hebrew and Jewish culture 
that exists only in Israel. 

3 “Women of the Wall Demands Government Inquiry Into Violent Attacks at Western Wall,” Haaretz, 
3/10/2019. 
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https://www.haaretz.com/israel-news/.premium-women-of-the-wall-demands-government-inquiry-into-violent-attacks-at-western-wall-1.7003709


 
As a new rabbinical student, I lived for a year in Jerusalem. That year kindled my outrage at the 
treatment of non-Orthodox Jews in Israel. And as Israel’s peace camp has dwindled, and the 
voices of radicalism and racism in Israel have grown louder, I’ve mourned. 
 
And still, in ten years serving as a rabbi, I’ve grown closer to Israel, I think. I’ve seen the effect 
that Birthright trips and other Israel experiences have on Jewish identity. In an era of rising 
global antisemitism, I take more seriously the notion of Israel as a safe haven for Jews. And I 
still love Israeli culture, proven by my Netflix queue and YouTube history and podcast 
subscriptions—and occasionally an actual book. 
 
So am I Zionist? I am, and this is my Zionism—for my entire life, I have debated Israel and 
questioned Israel and criticized Israel and celebrated Israel and held hopes for Israel. Zionism 
for me does not mean agreeing with all the decisions of the Israeli government or taking Israel’s 
side in every dispute. Zionism for me is investment—emotional, intellectual, time, money, 
attention, expectations—in one of the great visionary projects of the modern era and Jewish 
history—creating a Jewish society in the ancient homeland of the Jewish people. 
 
You probably have different questions, different struggles. Some of you no doubt feel closer to 
Israel than I do, and some more distant. 
 
But if you have hopes for Israel, as I do. If you want Israel to be a place where Judaism is 
expressed in the fabric of everyday life—where today, on Yom Kippur, the streets are empty of 
cars, so even those who don’t attend synagogue feel in their hearts the solemnity and 
awesomeness of this day. If you want Israel to be an “or la’goyim,” ”a light to the nations,” 
exporting not only cutting-edge tech but humanitarian aid and a vision of a moral society. If you 
think that Israel can be an engine of Jewish creativity and renewal for Jewish communities 
throughout the world… 
 
Then I think we’re Zionists together.  
 
And if we want our kind of Zionism to shape the future of Israel and the Jewish world, there is 
something each of us needs to do. We have an election to vote in. 
 
This January through March, voting will be open in elections for the World Zionist Congress. 
These elections take place every five years, and every Jew over the age of 18 is eligible to vote.  
 
The World Zionist Congress is sometimes called the “Parliament of the Jewish People”; it was 
convened for the first time by Theodore Herzl in Basel, Switzerland in 1897. Delegates from 
seventeen countries attended to hear Herzl’s plans and establish goals for the emerging Zionist 
movement. After the conference Herzl wrote in his journal, "At Basel I founded the Jewish 
State. If I said this out loud today, l would be greeted by universal laughter. In five years 
perhaps, and certainly in fifty years, everyone will perceive it."  And he was right. 4

4 “1897: The First Zionist Congress,” Israel Ministry of Foreign Affairs. 
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You know the World Zionist Congress best by the institutions it created. If you ever put coins 
into a blue box like this [Holds up.] or have given or received a certificate for “planting trees in 
Israel,” then you know the Jewish National Fund. Before Israel was established, the JNF played a 
critical role in fundraising and purchasing land for Jewish settlement. Since its founding, JNF has 
planted 250 million trees in Israel. But today, it also innovates green technology and 
agriculture, creates tourist sites and parks, and encourages development in less populated 
areas of Israel. The Jewish National Fund land holdings are about 13% of the State of Israel, and 
it has revenues of hundreds of millions of dollars per year. 
 
The World Zionist Congress also created the Jewish Agency for Israel, the largest Jewish 
nonprofit organization in the world. The activities of the Jewish Agency, in Israel and around the 
world, are too numerous to list. It facilitates immigration to Israel, running absorption centers 
to integrate new immigrants into Israeli life. It creates connections between Israel and the rest 
of the Jewish world, through travel programs like Birthright and sending shlichim, Israeli 
emissaries, to Jewish communities and summer camps throughout the world. It runs programs 
for vulnerable populations in Israel, like victims of terror and at-risk teens. 
 
These are the biggest, most impactful organizations in the Jewish world, and they are governed 
in part by our elected representatives in the World Zionist Congress.  
 
The Congress is made up of 500 delegates, roughly a third from Israel, a third from the United 
States, and a third from the rest of the world.  The election in 2020 will determine the makeup 5

of the U.S. delegation. The parties running represent different religious denominations and 
Zionist factions. The Reform Movement is represented by ARZA. 
 
This is the one and only time I will tell you how to vote in an election. ARZA (“A-R-Z-A”), the 
Association of Reform Zionists of America, is the Zionist arm of our Reform Movement and 
reflects our Reform Jewish values: pluralism, peace, and justice. 
 
In the last World Zionist Congress election in 2015, ARZA won the largest share of the American 
delegation, more than twice the next largest party. Victory in that election, which some of you 
voted in, had very real consequences. More than $4,000,000 a year has been allocated to the 
Reform Movement in Israel and the Hebrew Union College Jerusalem campus. These funds are 
the largest single budget source for Reform Judaism in Israel. The number of Israelis who 
identify as Reform or Conservative Jews has doubled in only five years. Reform Jews and those 
sympathetic to our goals have been appointed to staff positions and leadership roles in the 
World Zionist Organization, JNF, and the Jewish Agency. Since liberal Judaism has no voice in 
Israel’s parliament, the Knesset, ARZA’s coalition with Israel’s delegates in the World Zionist 
Congress has become an important conduit for our views to be heard by those with real power 
in the State of Israel. 
 

5Actually: 190 from Israel, 145 from the U.S., and 165 from the rest of the world. 
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We can do more. Voting for the World Zionist Congress will be open from January 21st to 
March 11th, 2020. I will be reminding you, but I want your commitment to vote to start today. 
Kol Dorot could have an impact on this election, and I am not exaggerating. In 2015, out of 5 
million eligible American Jews, only 57,000 voted. That means each actual ARZA delegate was 
earned by only 391 votes.  So that’s going to be our goal—400 votes from Kol Dorot. 6

 
On the atarah, the neck band of the Women of the Wall tallis I’m wearing is embroidered a 
verse from Song of Songs, “Hashmi’ini et kolech, ki kolech areiv u’mareich naveh”/”Let me hear 
your voice, for your voice is sweet and your face is lovely.”  “Let me hear your voice” has a 7

special meaning to the Women of the Wall, who literally struggle to let their voices be heard. 
That “voice,” the “kol” of Song of Songs and of the Women of the Wall is the same “kol” in “Kol 
Dorot.” And we too have voices to be heard in the Jewish world. A “kol” can also mean a vote, 
and in 2020 we will make our voices heard through our votes.  
 
For an Israel where members of a community like ours don’t have to go to an Ultra-Orthodox 
rabbi to convert to Judaism or to be married. For an Israel that doesn’t discriminate between 
Jewish and Arab citizens in education, housing, or social services. For an Israel that maintains 
hope for a lasting peace with its neighbors. For an Israel where women’s equality is protected, 
at the Western Wall and everywhere else. 
 
As we make our way through Yom Kippur, you’ll notice that confessions are made in the plural: 
“We are not so arrogant and stiff-necked as to stand before you…” “Al cheit she’chatanu…” 
“For the sin we have committed against you…” This reminds us of our communal responsibility. 
If we are indifferent to the struggles of the State of Israel, where 6 million of our fellow Jews 
live, that sin will be on all of us. If we fail to see the potential of the State of Israel to enrich and 
sustain Jewish life throughout the world and in our own community, that sin will be on all of us. 
But if we raise our voices to make a difference where and when we can, the merit we share will 
be beyond measure. 
 
Eloheinu v’Eilohei doroteinu… Our God and God of our generations... 
In the words of the Reform prayer book, “Let our eyes behold your presence in our midst and in the 
midst of our people in Zion.”  8

May we and they and the whole House of Israel be inscribed and sealed for a year of health and blessing 
in the Book of Life.  
And let us say: Amen. 
 

6 “Elections to the 37th World Zionist Congress Votes Are In and Delegate Numbers Allocated,” American 
Zionist Movement, 6/10/2015. 
7 Song of Songs 2:14 
8 Mishkan T’filah, p. 280 (originally in Gates of Prayer). 
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