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Shulamit Magnus – founder of Original Women of the Wall, Jewish historian, professor Emeritus Oberland College, 

plaintiff of first WOW Supreme Court suit, and plaintiff on second suit by activists of WOW for enforcement of these 

rights. 

Cheryl Birkner Mack of Original Women o...- Masters Jewish Education from Jewish Theological Seminary, taught 

rabbinic studies served on board of WOW and served as gavait for their services.  She resigned from board over the 

decision with the Israeli govt. to move to Robinson’s Arch and is now an activist with the Original Women of the Wall 

and is also a plaintiff in the suit. 

Shulamit:  The purpose of the OWOW is for tefilla at the Kotel.  The group was founded in Dec. 1988; in the 

context of the first International Conference of Jewish Feminists that took place in Jerusalem.  Over 1000 

women from all walks of Jewish life and Jewish religion and secularity.  Norma Joseph suggested that women go to 

the kotel and read from the Torah.  Had tefilla group in her apartment for five years, which was condemned by 5 

roshei yeshivot from Yeshiva University.  About 70 women went.  Reconstructionist women led services.  I read 

Torah there.  It was one of the highlights of my life.  Why did it take a group of women from the US to come up with 

this idea, since the kotel is in our backyard?  I stayed for the year and we decided to continue this.  There was 

extraordinary violence; I had never experienced anything like this before.  We adhered to Halacha.  We didn’t 

count ourselves a minyan.  We were attacked violently nonetheless.  What that made clear to us was that this 

was not about halacha:  it was about women who were going outside the bounds of what patriarchal society 

decides are the boundaries of women’s limits. 

Chesler – that’s patriarchy you are up against.  How can it be objectionable for women to do something that when 

men do it, it’s a mitzvah,   When women do it, it becomes something negative and absurd.  It has to do with ingrained 

prejudice and with financial and all kinds of political investments.  We don’t accept substituting another corner for this 

one, or another location. 

October 2013 – split between WOW and OWOW.  What led to this split? 

Birkner:  The board of OWOW decided to leave the wall; to forego the only goal of the group, which is women’s 

tefillah at the kotel and to begin to, in the name of Reform and Conservative movements to take on another goal.  We 

did not want to forego praying at the Wall.  We had won significant victories.  We had won court cases 

acknowledging our rights; we had rabbinic support and support from communities within Israel and outside 

of Israel, as well including JOFA.  It was their decision to move, which left us with our only decision to have 

women’s tefilla at the kotel.   

Plan by Natan Sharansky and Avichai Mendelblit.to make place for egalitarian prayer near the kotel after  

Birkner:  Shulamit and other WOW met with Sharansky and told him that we were not interested in moving to another 

site.  Anat Hoffman called Robinson’s Arch “back of the bus, second class.”  We, subsequently, met with 

Avichai Mendelblit and told him the same thing.  In the month of Elul 2013, Naftali Bennet built the beginning 

of the platform that is for egalitarian prayer.  We called for a sleep-in.  The WOW spent a night at the kotel, 

which was an amazing experience.  It was in protest of insisting that women of the wall go there.  In the 

morning, leaders of the Conservative and Reform movement came to show their solidarity and they said, we 

can understand that you cannot support our goals of having egalitarian prayer at Robinson’s Arch.  We 

support you at having women’s prayer at the kotel, and we will go our way.  Within a month, Anat had 

changed her mind and convinced members of the board to follow with her. 

Shulamit:  There is egalitarian prayer hear the kotel and there has been for over 17 years.  I’ve been there many 

times.  If you go to the Facebook page of the Conservative and Reform movement, you will see they are very proud 

of the fact that they hold bar and bat mitzvoth there and other ceremonies, where they have led Rabbinic delegations 

to protest the failure of the Netanyahu government to implement the deal for the kotel, they’ve had hundreds of 

people there.  Its not that there is no egalitarian option near the kotel.   

https://www.facebook.com/JOFAorg/videos/10155383972176848/


When the deal is described, it’s described in very disingenuous and misleading terms.  What we hear is that 

the deal would have created egalitarian space at the kotel and that is simply not true.  There is egalitarian 

space and that is at Robinson’s Arch and not at what anyone calls the kotel.  The kotel appears on maps, it’s 

where dignitaries go, the Pope goes, Trump.  We all know what the kotel is.  There was never an agreement 

to have an egalitarian space there.  Sharansky had this idea to do this astounding rebuilding of the whole 

site, which was never going to happen.  But what the Conservative and Reform movement wanted from this 

deal was state recognition and funding near the kotel.  That’s a goal of theirs that they’ve wanted for a long 

time.  They made an agreement with the government that they would not press their claim at the kotel itself; 

they would accept that recognition and funding at Robinson’s Arch. 

The second Temple, the Herodian Temple, was a massive structure and there were retaining walls because it 

was a massive structure.  What we know as the kotel was a portion of the Western Wall and it continues 

south for quite some distance.  Robinson’s Arch, as it became known, the Southern portion.  There was an 

archeologist Robinson and he excavated it. That was where the egalitarian site was and was supposed to be 

beefed up.  What the Conservatives and Reform demanded that there be a revised entry to the whole area 

and that there be equal signage so that the entire area space would be listed, visible and accessible, and 

critical to them, it would have equal status with the kotel. 

Why would the chareidi establishment, which runs the kotel in this country ever had agreed to a deal for 

state funding and recognition of the Conservative and Reform movements, which they regularly label as 

satanic – why would they have gone along with an agreement that would give state funding and recognition 

for these movements near the kotel?  Why did they agree to it to begin with?  Rabbi Rabinowitz agreed to it.  

All the chareidi parties in the Knesset knew about it and agreed to it.  The Chief rabbis, both of them, knew 

about it and agreed to it.  Why?  Because the tradeoff for making Robinson’s Arch the official site for 

Conservative and Reform tefilla was to change the status of the kotel from     hakadosh, which is its official 

legal status meaning it is a national holy site, it is not a synagogue under any auspices.  The deal would have 

changed that status to chareidi synagogue from which women’s tefilla, which we enact there regularly where 

we have Supreme Court recognition and District court recognition.  

It is also minhag hamakom, we have won every legal battle on this.  This deal would have bulldozed all of 

that.  It would have made the kotel the holy site of all of us including the secular – a chareidi synagogue from 

which women’s groups’ tefilla – we doven together, wear talitot, we read Torah together when we are able to 

get one in – that would have not only been banished, it would have been made a criminal offense punishable 

by long years in jail and serious fines.  That was the deal. 

After it was announced, Ateret cohanim, which doesn’t like the Chareidi establishment, gave a ton of money 

to publicize this in the Chareidi Street. When the Chareidi Street got wind of it, they would rise up, which is 

exactly what happened.  The deal became politically untenable for the entire chareidi establishment and they 

told Netanyahu that if he implements it, they will bring down the govt.  That’[s what the deal is.  It is not 

progressive.  It’s regressive and it would take away all the rights Jewish women have won at the kotel. and 

banish us to Robinson’s Arch. 

Birkner:  We all support Reform and Conservative.  We would like them to have official recognition.  The price 

is too high.  If the price is the expulsion of women who want to pray at the kotel, not under Rabbi 

Rabinowitz’s direction but as our own minhagim are, that price is too high.  There are other ways of getting 

recognition of non-Orthodox movements. 

What are you seeking in going to court on January 14th? 

Shulamit:  In 2003, there was a Supreme Court ruling that said that everything we were trying to do was legal and 

that it was politically sensitive and we should try to work something out at Robinson’s Arch.  They gave the 

government a year to make Robinson’s Arch accessible and fit for tefilla.  They never did it.  But we have a ruling.  

How can you rule that tefilla is illegal at the kotel when women do it?  Its ranked misogyny and the court upheld the 

legality of it.  Then in 2013, we had a district court ruling that said it was minhag hamakom – by that time we were 

praying there for 25 years.   



In 2010, the rabbinic administrator of the kotel – Shmuel Rabinowitz – posted a notice on his website that said, 

henceforth – nobody is allowed to bring a sefer Torah to the kotel, which on the face of it is very strange.  Its 

reminiscent of the British – very strange for a Jewish state to be saying that.  It sounds gender neutral but when we 

try to get hold of one of the reputed 180 sifrei Torah that are at the kotel, Rabinowitz refused to allow us to have any 

of them.  We can’t bring one in – gotcha, you can’t read from the Torah. 

We’ve secreted one in on many occasions.  There are photos of us reading Torah at the wall.  But he’s blocked it.  

Our Supreme Court case, which is being brought by the Center for Women’s Justice – Dr. Susan Weiss, she’s 

leading the case, challenges the authority of Rabbi Rabinowitz to have issued that ruling.  We say it’s illegal.  What 

we want is for the court to enforce its prior rulings, which says we can do all of this.  That’s the suit. 

The court is very political; for 30 years, it’s tried to get rid of this case.  It does not like to rule on contentious cases 

that are about state and religion.  Netanyahu and the chareidim have frozen this deal, so the court cannot evade this 

case.  About two months ago, they upped the number of justices to 9, which is a very high number of justices.  It 

means they are taking the case very seriously, and they want cover for potentially issuing a sweeping ruling.  So we 

hope they will. 

What is the denominational makeup of OWOW?   

Birkner: Until 2012, the tefilla group was always done as a women’s tefilla group; no devorim kedusha were done.  In 

2012, I edited the first siddur for WOW.  At that point, we began to have a more pluralistic policy. 

Shulamit:  When Rivka H ; she made it clear that she wanted to follow Halacha but she wanted women from all 

denominations to participate.  It was a very symbolic action.  1988, there was the mi hu Yehudi, there was a 

tremendous amount of sinas chinom going around.  We all agreed to follow Orthodox guidelines as an act of 

solidarity and love. The women who led tefilla were Reconstructionist rabbis.  We all got together as a symbol of 

solidarity.  That too has not changed.  The tefilla policy is whoever is leading, we follow her minhag including those 

who doven in an egalitarian way and don’t normally restrict ourselves in this fashion, we follow her minhag.  We 

respect it and do it.  If the woman wants to count themselves as a minyan, we will only do that if there are ten women 

who will so count themselves.  We will never count an Orthodox woman as part of the minhag if she doesn’t count 

herself as part of that because we respect everyone‘s customs and we don’t violate anyone’s conscience.  When we 

get to devorim b’ikdushah, an Orthodox woman doesn’t remove herself physically but she does mentally.  We don’t 

count her and she doesn’t count herself but she stays there with us as we stay there with her when it’s done in the 

Orthodox fashion.  We are the only group that prays together and alternates policy in a way that respects everybody. 

Kolech – the Israeli Orthodox feminist organization is a plaintiff with them.  Jofa’s sister organization in Israel.  

Their position is that no woman (Orthodox) should be banished from the kotel because of her minhag 

tefillah.  The deal is for egalitarian tefillot and Orthodox women do not participate in those tefillot.  She and 

the women who are part of kolech do not want to be forced to participate in that.  If Orthodox women want a 

mechitzah at Robinson’s Arch and they make that request known in advance, they will get a mechitzah for 

them.  Since its an open space, one fence would not be enough.  What this proposal would also do is 

marginalize women in this egalitarian space, which is not a feminist position.  We are not going to be 

marginalized anywhere.  Also, why go along with banishing women’s tefilla from the kotel when a) it has 

complete legal recognition, it has 3 years of precedence.  Why force women to go to Robinson’s Arch? 

Cheryl Birkner:  Now the violence is rare.  We put on our tallit, pray and go home.  And that is done on a regular 

basis.   

Shulamit:  The claim that its mayham there when women put on tallit and tefillin is simply not true.  People largely 

ignore us. 

Would you favor a timesharing arrangement and not share the time with other group? 

Cheryl:  We want to have the option of going to the kotel whenever we want. 



Shulamit:  Timesharing was suggested, even as legal suggestions.  Theory and   of Feminist Judaism..  We asked for 

11 hours a year and it was rejected.  This is not about women’s tefillah, its patriarchy – its about money and power – 

there’s a ton of it at the kotel. 

Timesharing means, they share too.  They go to Robinson’s Arch for the same time that we go to the kotel. 

Susan Weiss, our attorney.  We’ve been add it for 30 years.  What new argument can she make?  Just get on with 

it already.  The question is about women’s rights and civil equality.  The kotel is not a synagogue.  The 

chareidi establishment is trying to extend their reach and that becomes de facto and they are doing it in a lot 

of other ways.  Requiring that there be supervision of women in mikvaot.  There is no requirement to do that.  

Telling women that they can’t light chanukiot at the kotel.  Where do they come to do that?  This suit is about 

freedom of conscience, civil liberties, recognition of respect and recognition of individual customs and 

reining in elicit power of the chareidi rabbinic establishment.  What we’re asking for is not even a primary 

ruling, we have that.  We are asking them to enforce their own ruling, which is that women can read Torah at 

the wall and have access to the sifrei Torah that are there.  If they won’t let us have access to them, then we 

will bring them in.  But they have to stop this fetish about women and Torah. 

WOW has institutional support from the Reform and Conservative movements.  They have staff, office, professional 

help with PR, education director, they sell stuff.  We don’t.  What would really help is to get the word out about what 

this deal is because that knowledge is being withheld.  … When I go alone to pray, the women’s section is shrinking, 

it’s not a good place to go; they’ve turned it into a chareidi shul.  When I go with a group of women and pray with 

them, I connect to that place.  I see Judaism in female form and I hear it in female voice.  Even those of us who 

participate in egalitarian Judaism, egalitarianism does not obviate feminism.  Feminism is not solved in egalitarianism.  

We may change the practices of tefila and of ritual, but if you open the chumash and Tanach.  If you open the 

Mishnah, the Gemarrah, any of Rabbinic Judaism, you will see marginality as a woman.  You will see you’re other 

there.  A man sees himself as Jew and a woman sees herself as “other”.  That doesn’t change.  That’s why we need 

women’s groups so we can travel this difficult journey of being connected and being disconnected.  .. When I go to 

the kotel, I am whole as a woman.   

JOFA 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


