
"Our struggle is political and has far-reaching influence on 

Israel's image" 

Leslie Sacks, CEO of Women of the Wall, explains the close connection 

between the Jewish communities' support of the State of Israel and the 

success of women's struggle for free worship 
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It is hard to remain indifferent to the women of the Western Wall. It is a movement 

that seeks things that seem simple to us, such as the right to pray loudly or to wrap 

ourselves in a prayer shawl, but for these courageous women we are dealing with a 

struggle of decades. I actually held the conversation with Leslie Sacks about the 

"Limmud" project in which she took part and taught. The unique project, which was 

held throughout last week, was organized by Limmud TLV and included lecturers, 

men and women from various disciplines who spoke about various and fascinating 

subjects. The goal was to study together and broaden the horizons, and Leslie Sachs, 

the director of Women of the Wall, told me at length about the excitements towards 

the "Limud". 

In her workshop she spoke about the organization she has been leading for years, 

about the challenges and successes. However, the reality in Israel is changing rapidly, 

and the article on "Limud" immediately turned into a Zionist-diplomatic-Jewish-

feminist manifesto that explains in great detail the influence of the women of the 

Wall on the image of Israel in the United States in particular and in the world in 

general. 

"I believe that the greatness of this struggle is that it is precisely on the seam line 

between the demand for gender equality and freedom of religion, a group of women 

stands against a strong and archaic establishment that represents no one but a very 

small group in Israel and certainly in the world," says Sachs. One cannot skip feeling 

her charisma and high energies even through a telephone conversation. "The 

struggle of the women of the Wall has been going on for 27 years, and the first years 

were difficult to operate in terms of media, but in the end we succeeded ... Today 

there is no one who does not know about us and the support is tremendous, in spite 

of what one could think. 

I hear mostly criticism about you 

"There are a lot of interested parties in this story, and we have to know that our 

struggle is a political struggle, not a religious one, as others would like to paint it, a 

political struggle over the distribution of resources, power and money. The yearly 

budget of the Western Wall Heritage Foundation is above NIS 80,000,000, It is a lot 



of money. Our struggle is aimed also at  undercut the base of Ultra-Orthodox 

establishment ruling in Israel. The Wall is indeed a Jewish holy site, but one must not 

be confused and think that the opposition to us stems from religious motives, 

because the women of the Western Wall are also Orthodox women, and all the 

activity takes place within the framework of Jewish law" . 

 

What are you really asking for? 

Among other things, not to let men decide for us women what is considered 

modestly dressed or modest behavior and what not. Modest dress code is an 

expression of religious fundamentalism, which always tries to control women 

through dress or behavior: to stay at home, not to speak on the radio, not to run for 

public office, to cover themselves from head to toe. Modesty is a very powerful 

means of control, for example, take the first separate bus that came out of the 

Western Wall. It began operating after the women of the Western Wall lost their 

case at the High Court of Justice and in my opinion was an expression of the 

regression to the progress we sought" . 

 

A humiliating treatment that is not accepted in the Diaspora 

"I have no doubt that the Women of the Western Wall are the subject that connects 

Jews to Israel," says Sachs with confidence. "This is the most moving issue that has 

been able to touch the broadest Jewish crowd in the world for many years. Most of 

the Jews in the world are liberal and therefore the connection is strong. This place, 

the Wall, the Wall that remained, is the deepest symbol of Judaism for every Jew 

wherever they are. For Diaspora Jews, the humiliating treatment of women at the 

Western Wall is unacceptable. This is what united them behind the Women of the 

Wall, "she adds. 

Zacks tells of the breakthrough in which the Women of the Wall caused the Israeli 

government to negotiate with them about their demand to pray on their way at the 

Western Wall, and the connection with Diaspora Jewry has no small influence on this 

decision. "When he was Israel's ambassador to the United States, Michael Oren (now 

MK) told Prime Minister Netanyahu that he must solve the problem of the Women 

of the Wall. Today it is very rare that those who set out for pro-Israel campaigns in 

the United States won't meet questions about the Women of the Wall, and people 

demanded to know what the story is, why they are not allowed to pray", she says. 

 



 

Why is it so important to them? 

 

"It is an essential subject for the United States Jews. Before last Passover I was there 

on a lecture tour, and in the audience a woman sat in the front row and was really 

crying about this subject. She told me "You are the heroines!" and this strengthened 

me a great deal. Everywhere we spoke about the WOW, people felt that we are 

leading the struggle not only for us, but also for them, both women and men. The 

support is tremendous and it is hard to understand how far it goes, since  here is 

here in Israel there is also resistance - and that is what we hear most of the time" . 

 

And what is the actual effect other than sweeping support abroad? 

 

"I have an interesting story about this. Four years ago we received a phone call from 

the police, in which we were told (me and Anat Hoffman, the chairman of Women of 

the Wall) that the new police commander in the David region, the Jerusalem area of 

which the Western Wall is a part, wants to talk to us. We met him of course, he was 

accompanied by a large entourage. He asked us to tell him about the organization, 

and this was the first time we had such a dialogue with the police. 

"When we expressed our appreciation at his willingness to come and hear us, he said 

that he just returned from a tour of the States as part of a delegation, and as part of 

the tour he visited many Jewish communities throughout the States. He told them 

that he was going to be responsible for the Kotel area – they really got enthusiastic 

and the whole crowd was speaking of that. They didn't stop asking him what the 

story was and why they won't let us pray the way we wanted. There he understood 

the importance of our struggle to the Diaspora Jewry and therefore he wanted to 

hear from us directly about the struggle. 

Strongly opposing boycott 

Sachs has very moving stories about various struggles to advance the status of 

women in  Israel. Starting with media events where they tied themselves with iron 

chains and ending with special prayers they led at the Kotel. The issue of Israel-USA 

relation and its dependence on the permission they are given to pray as they like is 

obvious, but it seems that not enough was done in the diplomatic field to make the 

Jewish-American community more involved for Israel. 



"The American Jewry will not give up the right of women to pray at the Western 

Wall. We are a courageous and determined group of women willing to bear the 

consequences of their faith and ready to even be arrested for it. We are a Zionist 

group that loves Israel and we make our criticism in the Jewish world, at home" . 

 

What about support for the boycott movements? What is the movement's 

position? 

 

"There is no question at all. The women of the Wall strongly and strictly oppose 

boycott. We want our country to be better, egalitarian and hence stronger, we are 

working for the sake of tikkun olam, and abroad we explain about the struggle, but 

we will never act in frameworks that will harm Israel. This is our conscious and clear 

decision. You think they did not invite us to the UN to talk about the struggle, 

certainly they did, but we did not agree to go. " 

So are you aware that they are trying to use you as a battering tool against Israel? 

"We are not there. We are not naive, we understand the political game, we believe 

in democracy and democracy in our eyes, includes gender equality and freedom of 

religion and conscience, for us this struggle is part of the strengthening of democracy 

and we do not aim to harm Israel". 

 

Will we conclude on an optimistic note? 

 

"Sure. One of the most frequently asked questions in my lectures is whether I am 

optimistic, I answer that those who know the members of the Women of the 

Western Wall and the dozens and hundreds of our supporters, know that we will not 

give up and that the agreement that will be accepted by us must be found, since we  

will not give up our right to equality" . 


