
Reflections from Israel 
 March 8, 2016  28 Adar I 5776   Dear Friends,  I returned from Israel two days ago after participating both in the Ride-4-Reform and the Central Conference of American Rabbis' (CCAR) conference which occurs every seven years in Israel.  During the CCAR conference, our group of over 300 rabbis made headlines almost every day. Our presence in Israel is stronger than ever which naturally inspired the heinous (over) reaction of some of the heredi (ultra-orthodox) community. We participated in a Knesset committee meeting with the leaders of the major parties including MKs Herzog, Livni, and Lapid. Senior CCAR leadership met with PM Netanyahu. They spoke of the increasing role of Progressive Judaism in Israel especially with sabra (native) Israelis. They hailed the historic decision at the Kotel (Western Wall) that will provide for a beautiful, egalitarian prayer space. The most important part of the Kotel decision is that, for the first time, the Israeli government formally has acknowledged non-Orthodox Judaism as legitimate. There will be many legal and political fights to come on this, but a seismic shift has begun.   

See Rabbi Eric Yoffie’s commentary on this decision here:  http://www.haaretz.com/opinion/.premium-1.707283 (however, if you don’t subscribe to Haaretz, you won’t be able to read it.) Another article overemphasizes a negative spin which does not accurately reflect my feelings nor most rabbis I know but gives a sense of the struggles http://www.ynetnews.com/articles/0,7340,L-4772806,00.html; another speaks specifically about the service at the Kotel http://www.timesofisrael.com/reform-rabbis-celebrate-mixed-western-wall-worship-with-prayers-at-future-site/.  I felt this shift when meeting with the Israeli rabbinic students in a day of study at Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion. All of these students were born in Israel and many are already pioneers in Israeli schools and community centers and synagogues bringing a relevant Judaism to many "secular" Israelis who are seeking a connection to their Judaism they did not know existed.   I felt this shift when we met, during the ride, with student rabbi Yael Karrie, who is paid by the State of Israel as the regional rabbi for the northern Negev. She drives from kibbutz to kibbutz to city to town to create study groups and Kabbalat Shabbat services. She is inspiring. She kept us captivated with her stories even after a full day of riding. People are hungry for what she is offering. There are now monthly Kabbalat Shabbat services in many kibbutzim that never had them. There are dialogue groups with the Bedouin in Rahat, and peace efforts along the border with Gaza that she also facilitates.  I felt this shift during Shabbat dinner with my former landlords (from my last sabbatical) and their four young kids. During our dinner conversation, they had many questions about Reform Judaism and many opinions as well. They are orthodox themselves and, from their perspective, felt that the egalitarian (orthodox) minyan that met across the street from them was “reform” as well! Nevertheless, Israelis are paying attention.  Besides focusing on progressive Judaism, I participated in an Encounter program in East Jerusalem and met with five Palestinian leaders. They spoke of current realities from the stabbings in recent months to their despondency about Palestinian political, social, and religious leadership and, nevertheless, their strong views that the onus belongs to Israel to get things moving again.   



I went to Hebron in the West Bank with other rabbis and visited the burial site of Abraham and Sarah, the Cave of Machpelah, half of which is a mosque and half a synagogue. Despite the surreal and challenging setting, it was a spiritually powerful visit. Back in the streets with shuttered shops and heavy military presence (which is only in 3% of the city), we heard from a representative of the Jewish settlers who spoke passionately and reasonably about protecting this central Jewish historical space and shared the legal basis for ownership of the land gong back over one hundred years. We heard a very different narrative from former IDF soldiers who are part of an NGO called “Breaking the Silence.” Their experiences serving in Hebron and how it disrupts Palestinians’ lives made it clear that Israel needs to leave Hebron. Personally, I am clear that we need to leave Hebron, but because of this visit, it will feel much more of a loss, a painful concession, rather than a foregone conclusion.   In a very different vein, we saw the vibrancy of Israeli society from a new cultural and consumer space called Sarona, a renovated Templar village in the heart of Tel Aviv to a new nightlife scene in Machane Yehudah, the mostly food market in Jerusalem by day and at night, a young, hip pub scene featuring many local craft beers. A lot has changed in just a couple years. We visited the Google campus in Tel Aviv where we met creative entrepreneurs who are building new companies from bold ideas such as addressing limited world food supplies with grasshoppers as a new protein source (!) to cutting energy costs and global warming with HVAC machines that electronically cleanse the air of CO2 and toxins inside buildings instead of bringing in fresh air which require continual heating or cooling.  And finally, about the ride….it was an extraordinary journey, connecting to the land and the people. There were a few North Americans including my friend Rabbi Misha Zinkow, who was my senior rabbi at Mount Zion for three years. Mostly, the group was Israeli including a rabbi from Rosh HaAyin, Rabbi Ayala Miron-Sha'ashua, and her husband Avi who was our primary guide. We also had four 18 year olds, two doing a preparatory year before the army in the Reform Movement program in Jaffa and two who are working, on their own initiative, in Israeli elementary schools and community centers to create new chapters of the Reform youth group, Telem.   We cycled 250 kilometers over five days from Zikim Beach (within visual sight of Gaza) to Jerusalem. It may not sound like a lot, but the vast majority of the ride was off road on paths sometimes four inches wide with steep inclines and descents with many obstacles in our path from streams to boulders to cliffs on one side or barbed wire. All along the way, even though we were in the northern part of the Negev, the land was full of verdant horizons of wheat, red poppies and calaniyot, yellow flowers from mustard plants, purple irises, white orchids and blossoming almond trees. On the last day, the only day with rain, we arrived in Jerusalem covered in mud, drenched, having ascended in the most literal and visceral way, and feeling satisfied in a way I will never forget.  L’shalom - with prayers for peace and sanity in Israel (and America),  Adam 
 Adam Stock Spilker, Rabbi  PS – There are eight pages of pictures with captions below. 
  



  Hiba Nusseibeh, Women’s Center for Legal Aid and Counseling (green shirt) and Mahmoud Muna, Founder of the Educational Bookshop, (on far right), speak about rights and residency in East Jerusalem, Encounter program. http://www.encounterprograms.org/    
       President Reuven Rivlin welcomes CCAR and speaks out against racism within Israel.  

MK Yitzkak “Bougie” Herzog, leader of Zionist  Union party, head of the opposition in Knesset, speaks to CCAR during Knesset meeting 

  



     
   On the way to Hebron, we went by the Etzion junction, a main intersection in the West Bank by Gush Etzion. It is heavily guarded by soldiers, many standing within concrete barriers. Sadly it has been the site of many attacks including one just minutes before we got there. Eliav Gelman, age 30, a captain in the IDF and father of two was stabbed and then shot by accident by soldiers neutralizing the attacker. Eliav died a couple hours later in the hospital from the gunshots. Zichrono livracha.     

(above) “Cave” of Machpelah, Hebron. This structure 
was built by Herod 2000 years ago, thus the similarity to 
the Temple Mount in Jerusalem. (right) - the gate 
enclosing Sarah’s (supposed) tomb. Genesis chapter 23 
speaks of Abraham’s purchase of the Cave of Machpelah 
as a burial site for Sarah. 



     
Among the many signs in Hebron – in the small section that the Jewish settlers are claiming – are signs such as these speaking of the land owned by Jews before the 1929 Arab revolt.     
.       

Along the main street that is closed to Palestinians, we hear stories of the community that lived in these homes. A few families remain but cannot leave their home on the street side, but have to use the back alley. 



  (above) We as members of the CCAR (including rabbis from around the world, Israel and North America) hold a creative morning service in the egalitarian space at the Kotel (Western Wall). This area is temporary until a new, larger and more architecturally sound space is build.  

 
(above) The Google campus in Tel Aviv and one of the presentations by enVerid http://enverid.com/    



US Ambassador to Israel Dan Shapiro (who grew up going to OSRUI) addresses CCAR and Masa (volunteer programs post college)  students.         
 (below) Sarona in Tel Aviv http://saronatlv.co.il/?lang=en   

 Machane Yehuda (Jerusalem’s food and more market) at night. Historic figures have been painted on many of the stores’ metal shutters by 22-year-old artist Solomon Souza. 

 



Bike ride begins at Zikim beach with a dvar Torah by Rabbi Gilad Kariv (standing on the right). Kariv is the executive director of IMPJ (Israel Movement for Progressive Judaism) and has become a regular on Israeli TV and in the Knesset speaking about progressive Judaism.           (below) Fields of wheat with Gaza City in the background.   

 



Rabbi Misha Zinkow and myself on day 3 at Lachish in the sunshine and day 5 in Jerusalem in the rain and mud.   

              
We met some animals along the way – some on our path and some just amused by us!   



          Some of the wildflowers. And we were served great food along the way!    
 
A new bike path in Jerusalem 
(below) 

 


