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Arthur Lelyveld was bleeding badly.  Lelyveld was the senior rabbi at Fairmount Temple in Cleveland.  He had come down to Hattiesburg, Mississippi, to help register black voters as part of Freedom Summer in 1964.  He was returning at the end of the day with two white civil rights workers and two local African American women whom they had registered.  Two thugs attacked him and the other men and beat them with tire irons.  They all survived, but “Rabbi Lelyveld was hospitalized with a deep gash over his right eye, a cut over his left ear, and bruises on his chest and abdomen.”  The two attackers received a suspended sentence and a fine of $500.


Fairmount Temple has continued to produce leading figures in Reform Judaism.  Not coincidentally, it was where my predecessor Rabbi David Widzer received his Jewish education.  And it is now led by Rabbi Robert Nosanchuk.


Earlier this week, Rabbi Nosanchuk too was physically attacked when he was working for equality.  People swore at him.  Children called him a “Nazi.”  They tried to grab the object he was holding out of his hands.  The object was a Torah scroll.  Rabbi Nosanchuk was one of a dozen or so rabbis who joined with 200 people in attempting to pray as men and women together at the Kotel, the Western Wall in Jerusalem.


He wasn’t the only one.  As a report in the Israeli newspaper Haaretz put it, “Some of the most prominent names and faces in the Jewish religious world were shoved, pushed and even thrown to the ground when they resisted security officials stationed at the Western Wall, one of Judaism’s holiest sites, and made their way to the designated prayer plaza in a procession.”  Among those names were Rabbi Rick Jacobs, the president of the Union for Reform Judaism, and Steve Wernick, the president of the United Synagogue of Conservative Judaism.  

The Western Wall is the last vestige of the original Temple in Jerusalem.  Jews have come there to pray for centuries.  For almost all of that time, men and women prayed together.  Israel took control of the Wall following the Six Day War of 1967.  Soon, it gave that control over to the ultra-Orthodox rabbinate, which turned the Wall into their version of a synagogue, with a barrier between men and women.  Some women chose not to challenge the barrier but rather just to ask to pray in the women’s section with a Torah on occasions when the Torah is to be read, such as Rosh Hodesh last Wednesday.  They even tried to bring in their own Torah scrolls.  But the rabbis in charge banned this.  They have plenty of Torah scrolls of their own, but they won’t let women read from any of them.


The protestors did obtain permission from the police to bring their own Torah scrolls to the Wall.  However, the police did not notify the ultra-Orthodox organization, the Western Wall Heritage Foundation.  So, when the demonstrators arrived, the security police tried to keep them out.  Haaretz reports, “When the protesters [sic] resisted, attempts were made to remove the Torah scrolls from their arms, often forcefully.”  


The article continues: “Once they pushed past the security personnel, the Torah-bearing rabbis were confronted by ultra-Orthodox protestors, mainly very young boys, who also tried to push them back.  Numerous scuffles and fistfights broke out.  Many of the rabbis carrying the Torah scrolls, including women, were physically bruised.  Police stationed at the site did not intervene to stop the violence.  Instead, they observed and even filmed the scene.”

Meanwhile, Women of the Wall, the organizers of the monthly efforts for full prayer services in the women’s section, continued to hold their service.  They too were heckled, and people tried to drown them out.  But for the first time, they had full-size Torahs with them.  As people attacked them, the men who supported them broke into the women’s section and helped defend their right to pray.


To understand why this protest took place at all, we have to go back to last January, when the government of Israel “voted to create a new section at the southern part of the Western Wall – near the area known as Robinson’s Arch – where members of the non-Orthodox movements could hold egalitarian prayer services.”  The vote was the culmination of three years of negotiations, and all sides gave up something important to reach the compromise.  Shortly afterwards, the ultra-Orthodox parties, which had been prepared to go along with it, were jolted by stronger opposition than they had expected from their own communities.  They started to attack the deal.  And Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu stalled its implementation, apparently forever, despite objections from those involved in Wednesday’s protest.  The non-Orthodox movements felt that they had no choice but to engage in what the organizers called “an act of civil disobedience.”


It might have been nice if one of the builders of the Tower of Babel had decided to engage in an act of civil disobedience, but it would probably not have ended well.  This week’s parashah tells the story of the building of the tower.  The people all had the same language.  They came into a valley and decided to set up a city.  And then they tried to build a tower all the way to the sky, “so that we can make a name for ourselves.”  But God confused their speech; that is, they started speaking different languages.  And the tower was never completed.


According to the rabbis, the builders were so focused on the tower that they forgot about the individuals who were doing the work.  If a brick dropped from the tower, they wept, but if a person fell to her death, nobody cared.


The story of the Tower of Babel is a fable, probably invented to explain why people speak so many languages.  But as in many fables, this one has a profound truth.  The twentieth century commentator Yeshayahu Liebowitz has made the point that having so many ways to speak is actually a blessing, because it tells us that individuals should be able to express themselves.  We should be honoring people, not bricks.


We should be honoring people at the Western Wall, not the stones of the Wall itself.  We should learn from the Tower of Babel that there is a place for various ways of expressing ourselves, including expressing ourselves in prayer.  Each of us should have the opportunity to find our own Jewish way of approaching our sacred history, our sacred spaces.

And we should remember, as we do, that what makes them sacred is our common humanity.  As Rabbi Stacey Blank, who has made aliyah, said in a blogpost, the struggle for access to the Western Wall “is about reminding everyone that the Jewish tradition is a tradition of geographic and ideological diversity.”


Rabbi Blank was among those who took part in the protest on Wednesday.  She heard the nine and ten year old boys using terrible names to yell at the women who were praying.  And this is what she did, in her own words:


“As I passed them, I reached out my hand to pat them on the shoulder, just as I would do for my own son who is the same age.  I smiled at them.  I said, ‘May you find goodness, happiness and blessing in your lives.  May all your ways be ways of derech eretz (being a good person).’  They hesitated for a moment.  An Orthodox woman stood behind them, watching quietly the interaction.”


And she continued, “I will not be a part of hatred.  I will disagree, I will speak my mind, I will practice Judaism the way that I believe – the way that perhaps G-d has inspired me to do.”


Like Rabbi Widzer, Rabbi Blank came out of Fairmount Temple.  And like Rabbi Nosanchuk, she is a worthy successor to Arthur Lelyveld.  A month after being beaten, now released from the hospital but still bandaged up, he was called on to deliver a funeral eulogy.  The deceased was Andrew Goodman, one of two Jews and a black man murdered by the Klan for trying to register voters that summer in Mississippi.  In his remarks, Rabbi Lelyveld said that “[n]one of these civil rights workers ... would have us in resentment and vindictiveness add to the store of hatred in the world.”


We seek a place at the Wall.  We seek that place not for self-aggrandizement, not to make a name for ourselves.  We seek it in the spirit of the lesson of the Tower of Babel; we seek it to allow diversity to be made holy.  We seek it because people are holier than orthodoxies or relics.  We seek it because we refuse to add to the store of hatred in the world.


May a Wall that has space for all Jews come speedily and in our day.


Kein y’hi ratzon, be this God’s will.
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