If Reform Judaism is to offer Israelis a new
voice in their search for meaning and direc-
tion, a serious leadership generation has to
be kick-started. The students and graduates
of our Israel Rabbinical Program are charged
with the task of revitalizing and, in a sense,
reinventing non-Orthodox Judaism in the
Jewish State. They are talented and motivat-
ed to create structures and institutions that
can help meet this sacred challenge.

Who Are Our Students?

Ayala, Alona, Aharon and Golan [see sidebar]
are but four out of the 35 students enrolled
in the Israel Rabbinical Program of HUC-
JIR. Eighteen are women. Eight were born
in the Former Soviet Union, and one student
comes from each of the following, respective-
ly: Buenos Aires, Amsterdam, Brooklyn and
London. The rest are sabras, Israeli-born.
Four were born and raised Orthodox. Two

(continued on page 4)

by Dr. Michael Marmur
Dean, HUC-JIR/Jerusalem

Penge the Migp of sraeli'

Meet Some of Israel’s
future Reform leaders:

Middle East meets West

Ayala Meron-Shashua was born in Israel in the late 1950s to Iragi-born parents and grew up
in a suburb nearTel Aviv. After completing her Army service Ayala studied for a Liberal Arts uni-
versity degree, married her husband Avi, and the young couple started raising a family. Ayala’s
first encounter with non-Orthodox religious Judaism came in the mid-1980s, when she and
her family came to Los Angeles for a few years. Enrolled as a graduate student at UCLA, Ayala
began to meet practitioners of a Judaism she had never before encountered. She found her-
self drawn particularly to Jewish meditation practices and new approaches to prayer and
spirituality. Returning to Israel with her family after ten years in the United States, Ayala took
up a research and teaching position at the Center for Iragi Jewish Heritage. When she decided
to interview at HUC-JIR in Jerusalem she explained to the Admissions Committee that, for her,
Progressive Judaism could offer an opportunity to find a bridge between modern, Western
ideas and the particular cadences of the oriental Jewish heritage.

Shifting Identities

For the first eighteen years of his life Aharon Fox was completely immersed in the Ultra-
Orthodox world. Then he shocked his family by announcing that he was going to serve in the
Israel Defence Forces. He stayed in the paratroopers for ten years, reaching officer rank. In
the course of those years Aharon decided to leave his Orthodox upbringing behind
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Israeli rabbinical student Navah Hafetz

him. He moved to a secular kibbutz, married and started a family. Upon leaving
the Army Aharon felt drawn to education and, before long, had become a senior
teacher in one of Israel’s premier high schools. His field is
. ‘ ‘ Talmud and Rabbinics and, after a while, his personal search
J led him to apply to HUC-JIR in search of an approach that
was neither Ultra-Orthodox nor Ultra-Secular.

Genuine Openness
) Alona Licizca was born in Kiev in the Ukraine. She came

. \J‘e to Israel in 1991. A mother of two, Alona holds degrees
%\gaﬁ in Spanish literature and English linguistics, and has

worked as coordinator of the Russian Department of the Israel

Movement for Progressive Judaism. She hesitated for some time between the HUC-JIR pro-
gram and that offered by the Schechter Institute, affiliated with the Conservative Movement,
and opted for HUC-JIR. “The thing | appreciate most within the Reform Movement is its open-
ness, its readiness to discuss any idea, its pluralism, and its genuine willingness to confront
problems. So, for me, the decision was clear,’ Alona explains.

GolanOs Heights

Golan Ben-Chorin is a third-generation Israeli Reform Jew. His grandfather was one of the
founders of Reform Judaism in Israel, which he brought with him from Germany upon making
aliyah. His father was the first Israeli-born Reform rabbi. Golan imbibed the spirit and values of
the Movement from his earliest years. In his own right, he has become a pioneer of informal
Jewish education and is currently working on a doctorate in this field. He combines a keen intel-
lect with a great sensitivity for prayer and music and proven organizational skills. Reflecting on his
decision to join the program, Golan says that such a step is, for him, “a natural progression and
a tremendous opportunity to continue my personal growth” And what of the future? Golan
responds: “I hope to contribute my educational expertise and rabbinical skills to grounding the
Reform Movement in Israel as an authentic Israeli entity.”
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were born and raised on highly secular
kibbutzim. Three have completed doctor-
ates, including one student with a tenured
position at an Israeli university. Four others
are in doctoral programs. All of the stu-
dents are engaged in advanced academic
studies, and the fields in which they special-
ize include Mysticism, History, Talmud,
Bible, Liturgy, Jewish Philosophy,
Literature, and more. Five of them are
officers in the IDF. The average age of

the students is a little under 35.

This is the most diverse group of men and
women ever to study for the Reform rab-
binate in the history of our Movement.

The numbers, though small, represent many
more than the program has ever ordained
since Motti Rotem became its first graduate
in 1980.

Once these students are ordained, they will
work as congregational rabbis, or fulfill other
roles within the ambit of Israeli Reform
Judaism. Yet others may serve communities
abroad, particularly in the Former Soviet
Union. And it is reasonable to assume that
we will see graduates of the Israel Rabbinic
Program serving as school principals, leading
figures in community service, academia, the
arts, and more.

= THE CHRONICLE

What should an Israeli rabbi know? The
short answer to the question is, perhaps,
everything and more. Our graduates are
expected to earn the respect of the public at
large, be prepared to deal with complex per-
sonal and institutional dynamics, and speak
informally to audiences which may be unin-
formed or even openly hostile. They have to
try and find a way to articulate a modern
Judaism which is rooted authentically in the
tradition, and yet is genuinely responsive to
the needs of a society in transition.

In order to meet these almost impossible
demands, the Program has been structured
to combine academic endeavor, professional
expertise, and spiritual growth. The Program
typically lasts four years and, at the same
time, students are required to complete an
M.A. degree in a field of Jewish Studies in
one of Israel’s premier universities. Faculty

includes full-time HUC-JIR scholars along-
side many of Israel’s brightest and best
educators in areas as diverse as Talmud,
Bible, Liturgy, Islam, Homiletics, Jewish Art,
Management Skills, Counseling, Mysticism,
and Modern Hebrew Literature.

One of the most exciting developments of
recent years has been the deepening relation-
ship between HUC-JIR’s Israeli students and
North American students spending their
required first year of study at our Jerusalem
School. If there is hope for the long-term
relationship between Israel and the Diaspora,
that hope lies in people-to-people relation-
ships. This year the links forged between
students on the various programs have been
stronger than ever before. A retreat in which
the Israelis and North Americans can social-
ize and study together has been organized on
the initiative of the students themselves.

An Uniolding

The College-Institute is part of a cutting-
edge initiative designed to ensure that the
denominational barriers dividing Israelis
today may yet become a thing of the past.

A number of our students participate in a
joint project with students from the
Conservative Schechter Institute, the Secular
Oranim Institute, and a well-known Orthodox
yeshiva. Students are given the opportunity
to break down stereotypes and to collaborate
on program planning and study. We hope
and pray that the fruits of this initiative will
be felt in the decades to come.

The Israel Rabbinical Program has produced,
to date, twenty-eight leaders distinguished for
their extraordinary leadership and achieve-

ment. Some have become renowned in Israeli
public and spiritual life, including Uri Regev,



founder of the Israel Religious Action Center
and Executive Director of the World Union
for Progressive Judaism; Meir Azari, founding
rabbi of Beit Daniel Congregation in Tel
Aviv; Maya Leibovic, founding rabbi of the
burgeoning congregation in Mevasseret, just
outside Jerusalem; Gregoriy Kotlar, our first
graduate from the FSU, now rabbi of our
Movement’s congregation in Moscow.
Others, too, are on their way to becoming
leaders of note. In addition, a number of the
Program’s graduates now play an active role
on our faculty, where they join in the pio-
neering task of creating a course of study for
the Israeli religious leadership of tomorrow.

Both the father and grandfather of Dr.
Yehoyada Amir were ordained as Reform rab-
bis by the Rabbinical Seminary in Berlin. Dr.
Amir, known to everyone as Yoki, has gone on
to become one of the rising stars of the Jewish
Thought Department of the Hebrew
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University. Four years ago he took over as
Director of the Israel Rabbinical Program at
HUC-JIR and, under his tenure, there has
been spectacular growth. There have been
more applicants for the Program in one year
than had applied during the previous three
decades. With his combination of academic
rigor and commitment to liberal educational
principles, Yoki has helped create an atmos-
phere of excellence and commitment in which
a diverse group of students can interact.
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This year, while Yoki is spending time at
HUC-JIR’s Los Angeles School, Rabbi
Ada Zavidov is supervising the Program.
A graduate of our Program, Ada brings an
illustrious family history together with her
own extraordinary personal qualities to her
work. Adas grandfather, Abba Achimeir,
was one of the most influential thinkers
and activists in the right-wing Revisionist
movement, and she was brought up in a
thoroughly secular Israeli environment.

Her own path to the rabbinate was itself a
fascinating journey, and she now shares the
task of helping others pursue their dreams.

Another key member of the team is Rabbi
Naamah Kelman, the first woman graduate
of our Program and director of our
Department of Educational Initiatives.
Naamah's maternal grandfather, the great
Reform rabbi Felix Levy, would undoubtedly
have glowed with pride at the sight of his
granddaughter playing a key role in the edu-
cation and formation of tomorrow’s Israeli
Reform leadership.

Speaking at his Inauguration as HUC-JIR
President, Rabbi David Ellenson left no one
in any doubt as to his commitment to the
growth of this program. New faculty posi-
tions will be opened up and the Israel
Rabbinical Program will be set on a sound
economic basis.

The developments described here — the
exponential growth of the program to ordain
Israeli Reform Rabbis — has been made
possible through the vision and generosity

of a few individuals and foundations, most
notably Morton Meyerson from Dallas,

TX, the Goldman Family Fund from San
Francisco, CA, and Peter Joseph and
Elizabeth Scheuer from New York City. Their
seed investment has born fruit at a pace that

no one could have anticipated. The challenge
is now to continue to strengthen the various
programs of HUC-JIR/Jerusalem for North
Americans, Israelis, and others from around
the world.

The Hebrew word for crisis, mashber, also
means birth. Israel is today undergoing a
profound crisis, but it is both a belief and

a prediction that it will emerge from this
crisis with resilience and an overwhelming
will to live. In order for this crisis to be

an opportunity for regeneration, men and
women of extraordinary quality will need
to step up and lead Israeli society in new
directions — social, economic, cultural, and
spiritual. Our graduates are already out in
the field as the battle for Israel’s physical sur-
vival and spiritual wellbeing is being fought.

HUC-JIR/Jerusalem is making sure, after
the dust has settled and the noise has died
down, that Israel is set to face its great chal-
lenge: the encounter of Judaism with
modernity. It is this encounter which has
always been at the heart of Reform Judaism.
It is this encounter which will now deter-
mine whether Israel is to stride forward to its
destiny. Nobody may yet have noticed, but
it's Ayala, Aharon, Alona, Golan, and their
colleagues who are going to be key players in
this historic undertaking.





