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Rabbi Ayala Sha’ashoua-
Miron came of age in

northern Tel Aviv (what is today
the suburb Ramat Aviv), the
child of Zionists who emigrated
from Iraq in the socialist 1950s.
Sha’ashoua-Miron’s parents left
tradition behind in Iraq when
they came to Israel, and she was
raised as a product of the secular
Israeli metropolis. She says that
she never really considered her
Jewish identity until she left Is-
rael to pursue a master’s degree
in screenwriting at UCLA, and
found herself on Yom Kippur
eve suddenly longing for home.
She found Rabbi Jonathan
Omerman’s progressive study
center, Metivta – A Center for
Jewish Meditation, and for the
first time felt the ritual and tradi-

tion resonate. Sha’ashoua-Miron
acknowledges the irony of her
discovery. “My parents left
Judaism to come to Israel, and
I had to go to the other side of
the ocean to find it again, to pick
up the suitcases that my parents
left behind.”

When Prime Minister Yitzhak
Rabin was assassinated 11 years
later, Sha’ashoua-Miron and her
family decided to return home.
After living comfortably as Reform
Jews in the U.S., the dearth of
liberal options in Israel was deeply
disappointing. Rather than com-

promise, she decided to get in-
volved, resolving that “if I want
it to happen in Israel, I need to
take responsibility and become
a part of it.” After the age of 40,
without prior training in Jewish
texts or leadership, Sha’ashoua-
Miron entered rabbinical school
at HUC-JIR. She recalls, “There
was so much I needed to learn.
This was not in my bones, in my
family, but I really thrived on
learning something new myself
and getting to share it with others.”

A year before her ordination,
in November 2005, she helped
found and became rabbi of
Kehilat Bavat Ayin, the 25th
Progressive community in Israel.
The congregation is in Rosh
HaAyin, a diverse town of
35,000 near Tel Aviv that began
as a small Yemenite village. Rosh

“Every Israeli Reform rabbi has an unusual path,” says Rabbi Ayala Sha’ashoua-Miron, founding rabbi of Kehilat Bavat

Ayin in Rosh HaAyin, Israel, and a recent graduate of the Israeli rabbinical program at HUC-JIR/Jerusalem. Sha’ashoua-

Miron refers to the ever-growing cadre of pioneering Reform rabbis (or Progressive, as they are known in Israel) who are

building the Israeli Movement for Progressive Judaism (IMPJ) stone by stone. Progressive Judaism is still largely uncharted

territory in Israel, and they must work tirelessly to create a fresh, contemporary, and rich Judaism that speaks to the values

and lifestyle of modern Israelis. As a result of their efforts, the Movement is gaining ground and attracting disenfranchised

Israeli Jews to tradition in exciting new ways.

Rabi Ayala Sha’ashoua-Miron officiating at a bat mitzvah
ceremony at Kehilat Bavat Ayin.
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HaAyin is a very traditional town
steeped in Sephardic religious
heritage, yet is slowly adjusting
to the liberal values that the con-
gregation brings to the table. The
recent election of a secular, non-
Yemenite mayor for the first time
is illustrative of the tide of
change. Kehilat Bavat Ayin at-
tracts a core of 25-30 families
and others who come for b’nei
mitzvot, holidays, and education.
Around 250 people came to wor-
ship on Rosh Hashanah. “Gaining
momentum, we become more
and more a natural part of Rosh
HaAyin and people know we are
there,” Sha’ashoua-Miron says.

Despite the growth, the commu-
nity must constantly lobby for
acceptance by its Orthodox and
ultra-Orthodox neighbors, many
of whom perceive this new
phenomenon in their midst as
an infiltration of American
Ashkenazic culture notwith-
standing its rabbi’s Iraqi heritage.
She is saddened that the commu-
nity is perceived as a threat since
it provides such a valuable serv-
ice, welcoming secular Israelis
who would otherwise have no
Jewish practice.

The congregation has been meet-
ing in a local matnas (community
center) for over a year, and is
vying to receive one of the pre-
fabricated buildings that the
government supplies to new syn-
agogues and has only recently
agreed to give to Reform congre-
gations. It needs to overcome an
additional hurdle – to win ap-
proval from the city to use public
ground for the building – but
has been thwarted because of
pressure on the mayor from the
Orthodox parties in the munici-
pality. “They want us to be quiet

until the end of the election year,
but we will not be quiet!” She
knows that it may take some
time before the Israeli religious
right accepts that the Movement
is here to stay. In the meantime,
she believes in a firm, proud
stance. “The word “Reform” is
a red flag in Israel. But the Israel
Movement for Progressive Judaism
(IMPJ) is a Reform community,
and we don’t want to hide under
the ‘Progressive’ label.”

Sha’ashoua-Miron has found
a spiritual home at HUC-JIR,
whose Jerusalem campus is one
of the most meaningful places in
the holy city to her. “HUC-JIR
was more of a journey than just
going to school,” she says. “It
will always occupy a corner in
my heart.” She and her class-
mates continue to learn together
once a month with Dr. Michal
Muszkat-Barkan, Director of the
Department of Education and
Professional Development, who
was their student advisor. “We
feel that when we go out into our
rabbinates, we still need the sup-
port from our peers.” This year
she is giving back as well, teach-
ing a course for first-year students
in the Israeli Rabbinical Program.

Though she works to make room
for Reform Judaism in Israel, she
believes that Jews living in the
Diaspora play a very important
role in Jewish revival. “When I
meet groups I never tell them the
Zionist story that you must be in
Israel. I tell them that they are
needed where they are. I discov-
ered my Judaism in the Diaspora,
and it has a very active role in re-
vealing Judaism and creating
different phases of Jewish life.”

Rabbi Dr. Edgar Nof repre-
sents another non-traditional

path to Reform Judaism in Israel.
A native of Buenos Aires, Ar-
gentina, he was studying to
become a Conservative Rabbi
before he made aliyah in 1982.

Shortly after his move, he at-
tended a lecture that would
change his career trajectory.
Rabbi Uri Regev, who was then
the Director of the Israeli Rab-
binical Program and today is
the President of the World
Union for Progressive Judaism
(WUPJ), led a discussion about
the status of women in liberal
movements. Regev’s passionate
account of women’s equality in
Reform Judaism inspired him
and led him to enroll at HUC-
JIR. His classmates were other
future Movement leaders, Rabbis
Dr. Michael Marmur, Naamah
Kelman, and Meir Azari. Shortly
after he was ordained, he became
director of the Israeli Rabbinical
Program (1990-97).

In 1997 Nof moved to Haifa to
serve as rabbi of the Ohel Abra-
ham synagogue. In 2000 he
became the rabbi of Or Hadash,
the largest Reform synagogue in
northern Israel, a vibrant congre-

gation that conducts 350 lifecy-
cle ceremonies a year and attracts
150-180 people on a typical
Shabbat. There are a quarter of
a million Jews in Haifa, and Nof
is proud that 8% of them be-
come b’nei mitzvot at Or Hadash.
In just half a decade, the number
of girls who have a bat mitzvah
at the shul has grown from only
two or three per year to more
than 120-150 annually.

What is most striking about the
congregation and Nof’s vision is
its tikkun olam (healing the world)
agenda, a kaleidoscope of pro-
grams designed to meet the needs
of Haifa’s ethnically and culturally
diverse community. Among many
others, the synagogue hosts
“Soccer for Peace,” which brings
together Christians, Jews, and
Muslims to play Israel’s national
sport; a pre-school and holiday
meal program for Ethiopian
immigrants; a “bibliotherapy”
program that helps traumatized
children deal with emotional
problems; and three support
groups for more than 50 mothers
of children killed by terrorism.

During the recent Second
Lebanon War, when Hezbollah
Katyusha rockets rained down on
Haifa, Or Hadash operated one

Rabbi Edgar Nof leading services at Or Hadash.
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of the largest bomb shelters in
the city, one of only five in all
of Haifa with activities for chil-
dren. The Union for Reform
Judaism-funded initiative pro-
vided educational programming
for children and families from
morning to night for the dura-
tion of the war. The synagogue
is also the home and spiritual
backbone of the only Religious
Action Center (RAC) office in
Israel’s north, with the first
Ethiopian-born lawyer ever
to serve in the Movement.

Nof believes that Or Hadash is
creating a better Jewish world
and that Israeli society desper-
ately needs Reform Judaism to
become more pluralistic and
egalitarian and more appealing
to the younger generation.

In his eyes, the challenges that
Reform Judaism faces in Israel
are to be expected – change takes
time, especially radical change.
“I see myself as one of the pio-
neers,” Nof says. “If you compare
the development of Reform Ju-
daism with the birth of the State
of Israel, we’re still in the 1880s.”
He believes that the hard work
will eventually pay off. “Right
now we are 25 Reform congrega-

tions up against 6,000 Orthodox
synagogues. It will take 200 years
to get equal rights in Israel, but it
will come. Being realistic, we
have to take what we have and
make it stronger so that our work
will pay off down the line.”

Rabbi Maya Leibovic broke
barriers in 1993 as the first

Israeli-born woman to become a
pulpit rabbi in Israel. American-
born Naamah Kelman had been
ordained the year before, but to
Israelis, a sabra (native-born) of
their own entering this office was
a landmark event. Leibovich re-
members a quip by a local
journalist that “now the Reform
Movement also has a Rabbi
Maya,” a play on the name of an
ultra-Orthodox Shas Knesset
member, Rabbi Moshe Maya.

For Leibovic, the day when the
term “Israeli woman rabbi” was
no longer just a dream was a
transformative, highly personal
moment. She remembers the
pride that she shared with the
HUC-JIR community and her
family on that day, and the “deep
sense of coming back home” that
she felt. “When I think of my or-
dination I miss my father who

banished God from our home as
a result of losing his family dur-
ing the Holocaust. The personal
journey I made at HUC-JIR al-
lowed me to reconnect to Jewish
text, prayer, and spirituality and
has made me a more complete,
whole human being.”

Leibovic has experienced the full
spectrum of reactions to her
choice, but believes that Israeli
public opinion has made progress
in the 15 years of her rabbinate. “I
think Israel as a society has learned
to recognize the different voice of
women in the rabbinate and to
value their leadership.”

She thinks that her gender is an
asset in her career, especially at
the congregation that she calls
home. Kehilat Mevasseret Zion
(known by its acronym, pro-
nounced “Kamaz”), was
established the year she was
ordained, and the two have
matured together. The vibrant,
450-family-strong congregation,
which recently built a beautiful
new building, took some time
to gain acceptance. Leibovic
describes some of the worst inci-
dents of the early years, including
arson and hate letters, and the
tragic loss of a kindergarten
teacher in the first Intifada. She
doesn’t look back to those times,
however, and focuses instead on
the synagogue’s present vitality.
Under her leadership, Kamaz has
nurtured partnerships with other
institutions and organizations in
the city and has built a very suc-
cessful social action program

called Time Bank. “Our work
is admired by both the local
municipality and the mayor. No
one makes it too easy on us and
yet we are a well-known congre-
gation.”

Leibovic revels in the personal as-
pects of her rabbinical role, “the
teaching, sharing in life events,
guiding and being guided by
others.” She urges American Re-
form Jews to develop their
personal, spiritual connection to
their brothers and sisters in the
Progressive Movement in Israel.
“Please come visit us. Please re-
member we are one people.
Become true active partners.”

Rabbi Ofer Sabath Bet-
Halachmi was pursuing a

Ph.D. in Talmud at the Univer-
sity of Haifa and working for
HaMidrashah, an organization
that teaches secular Israelis about
Judaism, when he decided he
wanted more. He was looking
for a spiritual connection to his
Jewish identity but didn’t know
where to look for it in Haifa.
He discovered liberal American
Judaism for the first time at B’nei
Jeshurun in New York, and was
inspired by the pluralistic, pro-
gressive practice that he felt
would really appeal to Israelis.
“My Israeli Jewish identity was
always strong, but to explore it in
a different way, with people with
different perspectives, opened
me up. I went immediately to
HUC-JIR in Jerusalem and
started to study.” He was or-
dained in the class of 2005 with
Ayala Sha’ashoua-Miron and is
married to Rabbi Rachel Sabath,
NY ’95, who teaches liturgy atRabbi Maya Leibovic reading Torah

at Kehilat Mevasseret Zion.
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HUC-JIR and leads lay leader-
ship education at the Shalom
Hartman Institute in Jerusalem.

Sabath Bet-Halachmi is passion-
ate about carving out a uniquely
Israeli Progressive Judaism. He
says that “we need to renew the
way we speak in an Israeli way
about Jewish questions, to create
a Movement that will address the
realities of the Israeli social struc-
ture.” He came from a pioneer
family and was raised on Kfar
Vitkin, a moshav near Netanya
started by his grandfather with
19 comrades. In recent years, he
has watched the strong commu-
nity structure on which Israel
was built unravel in favor of pri-
vatization. He believes that
Progressive kehilot are the com-
munities of the future, and must
play a role in creating new Jewish
identities in a modern Israel.

His kehillah, Tzur Hadassah, is
located on the Israeli edge of the
Green Line, 20 minutes south
of Jerusalem. The 100-family
congregation was founded a
decade ago by a tight-knit group
of committed Anglo olim and
sabras who were exposed to
Reform abroad. The emerging
community is becoming a pop-
ular suburb for young Israeli

families, and now supports a
growing kindergarten, furthering
the membership boom.

The congregation is the incuba-
tor for Sabath Bet-Halachmi’s
unique vision of amplifying tra-
dition with experimentation and
diversity. He encourages his con-
gregants to write new music and
liturgy, and to participate in a
“value-centered community,” in
which the Beit Knesset (worship
sanctuary) is just one component
among many, and not necessarily
the center. “Our community is
united by shared Jewish values,
but not necessarily in the same
space and time,” he says. Some
of his congregants want education
to give a stronger identity to their
kids; others want to study texts,
and so join in the Beit Midrash
but rarely come to services; many
want to articulate Jewish values
through social action. “My con-
gregants who do tikkun olam are
dealing with the same spiritual
work that others express in wor-
ship services,” he says.

This alternative model plays out
in a very out-of-the-ordinary
building, made of several con-

joined shipping containers. The
community must juggle the
nursery school, worship, and ed-
ucational activities in the limited
space, and a lot of energy these
days goes toward fund raising for
a new building. The members
want to build a “green,” environ-
mentally-friendly structure that
embodies their values of environ-
mental justice.

Rabbi Levi Weiman-Kelman
is founder and spiritual

leader of Kol HaNeshama, a
bustling Progressive congregation
in the center of Jerusalem. Though
he is at the helm of one of the
largest Reform congregations in
Israel, he is a transplant to the
Movement, having been ordained
at JTS prior to making aliyah in
the early 1980s. Weiman-Kelman
arrived in Israel searching for a
congregation that fit his spiritual
needs. When he found that just
the right thing didn’t exist, he
started Kol HaNeshama, now
celebrating a quarter of a century
serving the Reform community
of Jerusalem.

His congregation has a member-
ship of about 350 families, and
attracts around 300 worshippers

on a typical Friday night. The
synagogue is home to a flourish-
ing educational program, with an
80-student preschool, active youth
group, adult education classes,
and social action programs. He
has seen the congregation ma-
ture, and babies who were named
on his watch have now returned
from the army to run youth ac-
tivities or settle down to raise
their own families.

Weiman-Kelman considers it a
privilege to be a Progressive rabbi
in Israel, offering an alternative
to Israelis for Jewish identity,
prayer, and social action. His life
as a rabbi is very different than
it would have been in America –
his congregants speak Hebrew
and don’t need a rabbi to trans-
late the Torah for them. Kids
who grow up attending Kol
HaNeshama don’t go on
Birthright Israel trips; they serve
in the Israeli Army and are will-
ing to sacrifice their lives for the
defense of the Jewish people.

Weiman-Kelman and his col-
leagues must offer this next
generation an alternative to
the extremes of Orthodox and
secular worldviews. They are
in agreement that the Israeli

Rabbi Ofer Sabath Bet-Halachmi blowing the shofar on Rosh
Hashanah with his Tzur Hadassah community.

Rabbi Levi Weiman-Kelman helping a bar
mitzvah boy with his tefillin.
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Progressive Movement must
provide a model for community
that embraces tradition, Zion-
ism, and humanism, and a
Jewish vision for the complex,
modern Israeli future.

For two decades, Weiman-Kel-
man has taught Israeli rabbinical
students and North American
rabbinical, cantorial, and educa-
tion students on the Year-in-Israel
Program at the College-Insti-
tute’s Jerusalem campus. He
teaches a “front lines” approach
to prayer and liturgy, using his
experience in the field to help
his students open themselves to
prayer and learn to lead from
within. “The main message I
try to convey is that prayer must
be meaningful to you first be-
fore you can lead others.” His
students learn that finding
meaning as they talk to God is
a constant struggle, but one that
is well worth their while.

Rabbi Meir Azari became ex-
ecutive director of the IMPJ,

at age 27, before completing his
ordination thesis at HUC-
JIR/Jerusalem. He deferred his
studies in order to take the post,
and may be the only rabbinical
student ever to lead the Move-
ment prior to becoming a rabbi.
In 1986 the organization was still
in its infancy, and Azari built the
infrastructure that would become
the Religious Action Center and
the Departments of Education
and Outreach. He is a product of
the Progressive Movement’s Leo
Baeck School in Haifa, was or-
dained at HUC-JIR in 1992,
and went on to build and lead
Kehillat Beit Daniel, the single

Reform congregation serving
metropolitan Tel Aviv.

Beit Daniel is a thriving, lively
community that has Shabbat
services and a 500-student
preschool network. The congre-
gation’s newest development is
Mishkenot Ruth Daniel (MRD),
a multi-purpose community cen-
ter and guest house and in the
old city of Jaffa. Opened in April
2007 and built with the sanction
and support of the Tel Aviv-Yafo
Municipality and the Tel Aviv
Foundation, the 250-bed center
offers young people a place to
sleep, socialize, study, and volun-
teer, and to discover Reform
Judaism in the midst of the vivid
Jaffa port. “Its structure, loca-
tion, and spirit symbolizes the
delicate intersections of diverse
segments in Israeli society. As a
crossroads between Arabs and
Jews, between immigrants and
longtime citizens, between the
affluent and the less advantaged,
between ancient and new, be-
tween west and east, Mishkenot
Ruth Daniel aims to promote an
inclusive, egalitarian, and plural-
istic spirit of tikkun olam.”

MRD was designed as an urban
hub for the Progressive Move-
ment, and its launch is considered
a big milestone. HUC-JIR hon-
ored its opening by presenting
the Doctor of Humane Letters,
honoris causa, to Gerard Daniel
there, the first time such a cere-
mony took place outside of
campus. Azari considers the
facility “a dream come true.
It holds within it possibilities
for the Reform Movement in
Tel Aviv and Israel.”

Azari developed a passion for
the fight for religious freedom
in Israel at HUC-JIR, where he
had the unique opportunity to
be mentored for two years by
Haim Cohen, Deputy President
of the Israeli Supreme Court
and famous for his lifetime
battle for human and religious
rights. Azari studied one-on-one
with Cohen, who he says was an
“amazing influence from whom
to get my understanding of the
Jewish world.” He is deeply in-
volved in the ongoing struggle
for recognition by the State.
Though he performs hundreds
of weddings each year, his con-
gregants still must go to Cyprus
for a civil ceremony, because
weddings performed by Progres-
sive rabbis are not accepted by
the Orthodox Israeli Rabbanut.
This situation is deeply insulting,
but his committed congregants
prefer to be married spiritually
and according to their values by
Azari than by an Orthodox
rabbi sent by the State.

Rabbi Azari wants American
Jews to know about the struggles
and successes of the Movement
in Israel. “In every type of com-
munity that exists in Israeli
society, Reform rabbis are there
and we need your support.
There are beautiful develop-
ments in Jewish life in Israel,
and we hope to have a shared
dialogue with our counterparts
in America.” He believes that
a strong Reform Movement in
Israel is vital, not only for Israel,
but for the Jewish people at
large, and he works to reach out
to the millions of potential Re-
form Jews in Israel who would
empower the Movement and its
causes with their participation.

Though Azari is often asked to
speak to American groups about
his advocacy for the Movement,
he yearns for the time when he
will simply be viewed as “a
teacher, not a fighter.” He says,
“I want to be perceived as a
rabbi with the ability to think
and create. We are up against
so much but look how much
we have accomplished.” �

Rabbi Meir
Azari leading
hakafot during
the Simchat
Torah celebra-
tion at Beit
Daniel.
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