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OBSERVATIONS

The trumpeting place

I 
always feel inadequate trying to describe to those outside 
our Jewish tradition the milestone moment a boy puts on 
tefillin for the first time.

The word phylacteries is no help. How do I explain the 
straps and the boxes or my heart skipping as I watch a 

preteen grandson who likes pizza and soccer, carefully putting 
the arm once broken in a skateboard accident through the 
leather loop, making sure that the parchment-filled box is af-
fixed parallel to his heart?

How can I describe how the second box looks, pushing aside 
chestnut bangs above soft chocolate eyes? My flashback carries 
me to the pledge we made at Mount Sinai.

And so, when our latest Sabra grandson, a month short of 13, 
recently reached this moment, I felt that searing joy and grate-
fulness, maybe even a greater measure of gratefulness to be here 
considering the COVID-19 pandemic fear that has engulfed 
us grandparents. Just living in Jerusalem, my home a short 
drive from the Old City where the two holy Temples stood is a 
continual wonder. Our Sabra sons, too, first laid tefillin at the 
Western Wall. How fast the generations pass!

This time is a little different. Our son and daughter-in-law 
have opted for Azarat Yisrael, the alternative Kotel venue. This 
is the part of the Western Wall south of the better-known plaza, 
beyond the Mughrabi Bridge. You enter closer to Dung Gate, 
via an elder-challenging narrow staircase. A large engraved 
fallen stone reminds us that above us was the corner called 
the Trumpeting Place. Here stood the shofar-blower on Fri-
day afternoons who announced to the shopkeepers and their 
customers below that it was time to go home for Shabbat. Our 
contemporary siren before sunset on Fridays in Jerusalem is the 
modern equivalent.

The area is also known as “Robinson’s Arch” because the 
American archaeologist Edward Robinson discovered the re-
mains of the staircase that led to the Temple Mount there in 
1838. Back then, all our family ancestors were living in Central 
and Eastern Europe. Could they imagine their descendants liv-
ing in Jerusalem?

Both sides of the family – now thankfully expanded with 

multiple first cousins – gather for this sacred act on this prayer 
platform built in 2013 when Prime Minister Naftali Bennett 
was the Diaspora affairs minister, and later renovated with a 
smooth wooden floor. Like the Western Wall plaza on the other 
side of the bridge, there are tables set up for each family and 
Torah scrolls.

I EXPECTED the space to be sparsely occupied – after all, 
tourists haven’t returned – but every table is full. Although 
usually characterized as a place of controversy, a space for only 
non-Orthodox prayer or a refuge for tourists or uppity women, 
the plaza is orderly and quiet except for the chanting and sing-
ing. The other families look just like ours: Israeli moms in skirts 
and head coverings, men and boys wearing kippot, ritual fring-
es dangling. I see a famous Orthodox woman Torah scholar at a 
nearby gathering with her cousins.

Our grandson, like his older brothers, studies in a yeshiva. 
The other grandparents, born in Israel, are Orthodox Jews as 
well. Both the mom and dad are descendants of the Levites 
who sang on the Temple steps. Since those days, there has been 
a lot of bittersweet history. Both of our in-laws are children 
of Holocaust survivors who maintained their faith, farmed 
the good land and rebuilt their families. Our own families 
left Europe earlier, sojourned in the US, before joining the 
ingathering of the nations.

Our ceremony, of weekday morning prayers and Torah 
reading, is the same as those we’ve celebrated on the other side 
of the bridge, except that both men and women are nearby. No 
one has to balance on a rickety chair or argue with other fami-
lies for a view of the soon-to-be bar mitzvah boy. With the table 
in the middle, we arranged ourselves men on one side, women 
on the other.

Only later do I realize why this feels so natural. For the past 
nearly two years so-called mirpesset minyanim (literally, balcony 
prayer quorums), ad hoc outdoor prayer gatherings, have prolif-
erated. On balconies, sidewalks and driveways, men and women 
have found creative ways for group prayers without erecting bar-
riers. Bring your own chair and siddur and, sit down to pray. Best 
seat is under a lamppost. More than one devout woman friend 
has confided how much she likes that arrangement or how she 
will miss singing “Lecha Dodi” on Shabbat eve beside her hus-
band on the balcony when the pandemic ends.

Not that I don’t appreciate the seclusion of the mechitza 
(partition) dividing men and women in my beloved synagogue 
in normal times. But these aren’t normal times. Those of us 
who have enjoyed the ad hoc prayer groups should have, at 
the least, learned a lesson in flexibility and humility. And yes, 
I preferred the ringside view of my grandson’s big moment 
without the usual stress of competing for space at the mechitza 
divider. From the number of observant local families like ours 
at the alternative site, many Israelis are voting with their feet.

The southern portion of the Western Wall lay under rubble 
until it was back in our hands after the Six Day War in 1967. 
Patiently, archaeologists uncovered layer by layer, revealing 
a city vibrant with life and spirituality. But the great piles of 
fallen stones also speak of the destruction of the Holy Temple 
wrought by the Roman legions in Jerusalem in the year 70 CE. 
The powerful external enemy was aided by the internal strife, 
the wanton hatred and arrogance that weakened us and an-
gered the Almighty.

What bitter irony that the Western Wall has become a 
touchstone of internal conflict in Israel and in the Diaspora 
at the same time that external enemies are gathering their 
strength. Standing in Azarat Yisrael, the solution seems so 
simple. The planned renovations of the Western Wall must 
include both sides of the bridge, preserving our history and 
ensuring our future.

That will be a message worth trumpeting around the world.■

The writer is Israel director of public relations for Hadassah, the 
Women’s Zionist Organization of America. Her latest book is A 
Daughter of Many Mothers.
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PSYCHOLOGY

We are all in this together 

M
y brother, a psychology major in 
university, enlisted me, his dutiful 
younger sister, to help with one 
of his social psychology experi-
ments. 

We were to position ourselves on the third floor 
of the university library, me in the hallway, close 
to where people exited from the elevator and he 
a short nod away. When the timing was right, he 
gave the signal, and I was to drop a small pile of 
books and a stack of computer cards (welcome to 
the ’70s) near the unsuspecting patrons, with the 
sole purpose of seeing how they responded. 

Would they ignore the little scene I created or 
come to my aid and offer to help me pick up the 
books and cards? While some people helped pick 
up the dropped objects, most did not. 

This fascinating study appeared to be indicative 
of how people typically respond. Some offer to help 
out and even look for these opportunities, whereas 
others ignore or pretend they didn’t see anything. 
Since they didn’t know me, it may have been easi-
er to distance themselves from the situation and not 
assume any responsibility for helping out. After all, 
why should they get involved?

One might predict that the less similar the person 
who needed help was to someone, the less likely they 
might be to offer the other assistance. The similarity 
in age, physical appearance, gender, socioeconomic 
status or religion might lead to greater identification 
and a desire to help. Then too, if someone “like you” 
appears to be okay, and seems capable of handling the 
situation, do you “need” to get involved? 

I remembered this experiment perhaps better than 
my brother, many years later, because how people 
chose to respond that night directly impacted how 
often I was left picking up my props. 

Soon to be a psychology student myself, I recognized 
that the potential finding of the study was due in part 
to the relevance of another social psychology observa-
tion, based on a famous event, a decade prior, the Kitty 
Genovese episode. 

This young woman was murdered while reportedly 
over 30 witnesses, aware of the screaming, did noth-
ing, believing that others would take responsibility 
and respond. Sensational at the time, the original 
news report about this case was discredited years later. 

Nevertheless, the concept of the “bystander effect,” 
a phenomenon whereby someone is less likely to get 
involved in helping when others are perceived to be 
available to help, has been studied in detail in social 
psychology. In fact, there seemed to be an inverse cor-
relation: the more people around, the less likely they 
were to respond. 

This could partially explain my reaction when years 
later, having moved from a small town to the Big Ap-
ple, I was shocked when onlookers walked over or 
around a man presumed to be drunk laying on the 
sidewalk. I could not believe that they simply assumed 
he was okay. 

It seems like Israelis, on the other hand, in general act 
differently than those from other countries. Hearing 
a noise, while some may run away from a perceived 
threat, many often run to help. Seeing ourselves as 
responsible for each other, we are even more likely to 

reach out and offer a hand to those around the world 
whom we’ve never met. 

FAST-FORWARD to 2022. A two-year-old child with 
sniffles is negative on home COVID antigen testing two 
days in a row. The parents, still thinking something is 
wrong, test again, and on day three the little girl tests 
positive at home. On Friday, the official antigen test, 
performed by a young man, swabbing very gently, 
comes back negative. The child could officially go to 
kindergarten. 

The parents, feeling they know better, kept the child 
home, taking this little princess the next evening to 
get a PCR test. The parents tell the official tester to not 
be gentle, and in an only-in-Israel moment, the tester 
suggests that the parents themselves swab their child. 

They do and Sunday morning, this test finally comes 
back positive. Five days during which, had these par-
ents not been wise, a child would have potentially in-
fected the whole kindergarten and more. 

I have heard this scenario repeatedly. Is there any 
wonder why so many people have been unwell? 

What is the commonality in these stories? These 
past two years of social distancing during corona have 
shown us who takes responsibility for themselves 
and others, who responsibly follows directions, who 
chooses not to, and a whole lot in between. 

We have taken our masks up and we have taken 
our masks down, with some canceling all parties and 
others throwing caution to the wind and celebrating 
with thousands of their closest friends. While many of 
us can be proud of our behavior, spreading kindness 
and caring toward others, not an insignificant amount 
have opted to “do it their way” spreading germs and 
putting my loved ones as well as yours at risk. 

COVID has provided an enormous arena in which 
to assess how much we really do take care of not just 
ourselves but other people – family, friends, strangers. 

How many overwhelmed parents are all too happy 

to send their not-so-healthy children to school 
so that the child has a day of education and they 
have a day at work? How many adults go to work 
or interact with others mask-less, or with a bit of 
fever, some sniffles and assume that all is all ok… 
until it isn’t. 

I myself tested positive this past week for 
COVID. I tested because our children were com-
ing for Shabbat, and it was the responsible thing 
to do. I had such mild symptoms that I could have 
easily assumed it was my sinuses or allergies. 

Compared to how unwell I was after each vac-
cine for three to four days, I was grateful and re-
warded that I was vaccinated and had such a mild 
case of Omicron. It is obviously very contagious as 
I have barely been anywhere, am masked outside 
of the house except when eating and frequently 
wore a KN95 mask! 

When I found out I was positive and had to 
go into bidud as my husband tested negative, I 
actually breathed several sighs of relief. Soon, I 
would be less likely to infect others unknowing-
ly, or feel I was playing dodgeball waiting to be 

tagged. We all want to avoid the other bugs around.
While bidud offered the reward of far fewer 

responsibilities toward others, with no one to look 
after, I was theoretically free to see others again after 
just five days when I tested negative on days four and 
five. It seemed nevertheless that the responsible thing 
to do was to wait seven days, which I did!

AS WE are given the opportunity to look after not 
just ourselves, but others, perhaps the message is: put 
more energy into thinking of and protecting others, 
now that COVID is edging toward perhaps becoming 
endemic. 

We all know what we should do regarding COVID 
and keeping others safe. Here are a few other things we 
all can do in all aspects of our lives:

• Reach out to help others when we see they are in 
distress. At the very least we can be in telephone con-
tact and offer to help. 

• Keep our cellphone on silent when in public and 
move away if we need to speak so we don’t bother 
others. Noise can be very stressful for others. 

• Hold a door open for someone else rather than 
have it slam in their face.

• Wait for others to exit an elevator before rushing in.
• Signal our intentions to other drivers, not rush the 

intersection and assume we may have the right to go first.
• Responsibly think about how our actions may 

impact our environment and take a step to help keep it 
clean and safe for future generations. 

• Let people know just how much you love and ap-
preciate them.

• Try and anticipate what someone else might like 
and surprise them, just for fun.

• If you have family or friends who have recently 
bonded over Wordle, create a group and praise others 
for their great attempts. 

• Take time to volunteer. We are all in this together 
and it not only feels good to help out but great to put a 
smile on the face of others. 

The next time you see someone drop something, 
perhaps offer to help.   ■

The writer is a licensed clinical psychologist in private 
practice in Ra’anana, and author of Life’s Journey: Explor-
ing Relationships – Resolving Conflicts. She has written 
about psychology in The Jerusalem Post since 2000. lud-
man@netvision.net.il, www.drbatyaludman.com
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REACH OUT to others. (Ben Collins/Unsplash)


