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A spiritual revolution in a torn Israel: The women rabbis rebuilding the 
connection to Jewish identity 

Six women recently ordained as rabbis at Hebrew Union College bring a new 
message into the heart of Israel’s existential crisis – a renewed connection to the 
values of social solidarity, pluralism, and liberalism. “We must take ownership of 
Jewish cultural identity and not give up on it,” they say. 
 

 

From right to left: Dr. Andrew Rehfeld, President of Hebrew Union College; Rabbis Dganit Timor Jenshil, Yael 
Schweid, Adi Segal, Shirley Zfat-Daviday, Dr. Maayan Morag, Zehavit Kalif and Talia Avnon-Benveniste. 
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A journey of search, renewal, and calling 

The women ordained this year as Reform rabbis differ from one another in almost 
every respect – their backgrounds, professions, and life paths – yet something 
essential connects them: a courageous search for a Jewish spiritual identity that 
is unapologetic, and a willingness to turn that personal search into a public 
mission. 

Rabbi Dganit Timor-Jenshil, who grew up at the heart of Religious Zionism in 
Moshav Merkaz Shapira, remembers well the boundaries set for women already 
in her childhood, when Bnei Akiva youth counselors were instructed not to wear 
pants, and at school they were taught that “women do not serve in the army.” As 
a teenager struggling to find her place in synagogue, she discovered that women 
sat far in the back and were not allowed to take part in leading religious public 



life. It was specifically during her military service that she began to discover a 
different, freer identity. A few years later, when she encountered an egalitarian 
Kabbalat Shabbat service in the U.S., she felt for the first time that tradition could 
also be an open home. That experience became the axis of her new life. 

Today, as Deputy Director of Hebrew Union College, she sees her calling as 
building a bridge of hope between Israel and world Jewry: “We must not lose 
Diaspora Jewry, and we have a responsibility toward it,” she says. “You can love 
Israel even when your relationship with its government is complicated.” 

Rabbi Shirley Zfat-Daviday, an attorney, grew up in a “lightly religious” home and 
sought a spiritual depth she did not find in the familiar religious institutions. Her 
journey took her through a hardal (national ultra-Orthodox) midrasha in the 
South Hebron Hills, leaving religion altogether, and then studying at the secular 
yeshiva “Bina” – until the moment she realized that one can engage with Judaism 
from a place of freedom and partnership. “Being a rabbi is the new activism,” she 
says. “It’s about not giving up on our Jewish story, but rewriting it – in a language 
that is egalitarian, open, and moral.” 

From the other side of this spiritual journey comes Rabbi Yael Schweid, a veteran 
psychoanalyst and clinical psychologist, who for decades treated people 
through the psyche until she realized she was missing a spiritual language. After 
two decades in the Reform movement, as part of the volunteer leadership of the 
community in Tzur Hadassah, she decided to turn community leadership into a 
full profession. She now plans to establish a regional rabbinate in the Eshkol 
region – implementing a unique model of one rabbi for several communities – out 
of a belief that spirit and psyche are not in competition, but nourish one another. 
“People are thirsty for depth, identity, and ritual,” she emphasizes. “We need to 
once again claim ownership of our culture.” 

Rabbi Adi Segal, from Kibbutz Shamir, grew up in the Hashomer Hatzair youth 
movement and brings to the rabbinate her work as a psychologist and 
researcher. Her work with victims of terror and trauma led her to explore more 
deeply the connection between psyche and spirit as a space for healing rifts and 
fractures. As a feminist, she sees great importance in women’s leadership that 
takes its place in the chain of tradition and raises its voice. Based on her doctoral 
research on mothers’ stories of stillbirth, she wrote a responsive booklet that 
offers information and adapted Jewish rituals. Today she sees the connection 
between psychology and the rabbinate as a healing space: a place to breathe, to 
widen horizons, and to build solidarity between individuals and communities. 

The trauma of October 7 created a deep longing for social cohesion and a 
renewed Jewish solidarity, but the political and social reality has only sharpened 



the rift. In a reality of fragmentation and distrust, the Reform movement offers an 
alternative of tikkun (repair) and spiritual resilience: communities that bring 
together people from all streams, centered around rabbis – women and men – 
who lead a new discourse on a Jewish identity that is open, tolerant, and 
meaningful. 

Recently, six new women rabbis joined the ranks of Reform clergy, after four 
intensive years of study at Hebrew Union College. At the ordination ceremony, 
attended by families and the Reform community, an honorary doctorate was also 
awarded to former Supreme Court President Justice (ret.) Esther Hayut, in 
recognition of her many years of contribution to advancing the values of justice, 
equality, and the rule of law in Israel. 
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Rabbi Dr. Maayan Morag, who grew up in Rosh Ha’ayin in a secular home of 
Moroccan–Tripolitan origin, has also gone through a journey of spiritual 
awakening. Her high school teacher of Jewish Thought at Thelma Yellin opened 
up a world of ideas for her, and during her studies in the United States she was 
exposed for the first time to egalitarian prayer. “I hadn’t realized how excluded I’d 
been,” she admits. “I understood that you can pray without partitions – and that 
this is a revolution.” Today she is part of the leadership team of the Reform 
community in Givatayim – a vibrant, lively community with hundreds of 
participants in Yom Kippur services, Kabbalat Shabbat, and study circles. “My 
dream is that every man and woman will feel that Judaism also belongs to them, 
with no one holding exclusive ownership,” she says. 

Alongside her stands Rabbi Zehavit Kalif, one of the veterans of the movement, 
whose life has long been interwoven with learning, culture, and education. She is 



a Ministry of Education instructor and a teacher of Jewish and Israeli culture, has 
been active at Beit Daniel in Tel Aviv for nearly three decades, and for the third 
year now leads a community beit midrash she founded in Givatayim. Her 
intellectual curiosity, love of poetry and classical Jewish texts, and her belief in 
the power of havruta (paired learning) ultimately led her to the rabbinate. “I’m not 
here to preach religion,” she clarifies. “The goal is to enable every person to find 
confidence and resilience through Jewish culture, without fear of religious 
coercion, but out of a sense of belonging.” 

In this way, six different biographies are woven together into a single story about 
a quiet revolution: a revolution that seeks to return to Israeli society its spiritual 
language – not as a retreat into the past, but as a step forward toward an open, 
humanistic, egalitarian Judaism that believes in the power of women to lead, 
teach, and guide communities. 

“Inviting the next generation of Jewish leadership” 

Dr. Nachman Shai, Dean of the Hebrew Union College campus in Jerusalem, 
emphasizes the institution’s role in building a new generation of spiritual 
leadership: 
“At Hebrew Union College we have created a hothouse for a spiritual and social 
revolution that Israeli society so deeply needs. Anyone who believes in the 
values of equality, pluralism, and an open Judaism is invited to join us and help 
lead Israel’s new spiritual leadership. Our goal is to train a generation of spiritual 
leaders – women and men – who can restore to Israeli society the values it has 
lost or worn down: equality, pluralism, and social justice, and to provide hope 
amid a complex and fractured reality. Ordination to the rabbinate is a central tool 
in the work of healing and change,” he notes. “Four years of study and training 
provide the ‘ammunition of knowledge’ and the tools needed to drive meaningful 
change in a torn Israeli society and to restore its hope. Today there are many 
communities waiting for talented Reform women rabbis who can connect Jewish 
values, education, and communal spirit, and instill a vision in which the 
rabbinate is a space of engagement, identity connection, and the creation of an 
open and inclusive cultural language.” 

 

 


