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The Use of Social Media Photographs in the Struggle for Gender 
Egalitarianism in Judaism in Israel
Edna Barromi-Perlman a,b

aKibbutzim College of Education, Tel Aviv, Israel; bUniversity of Haifa, Haifa, Israel

ABSTRACT
Photographs of female clergy conducting Jewish ceremonies in 
Reform synagogues are considered highly controversial by Ultra- 
Orthodox Judaism in Israel. Such photographs appear on social 
media of Reform Judaism, which advocates egalitarianism in religion. 
Beit Daniel synagogue in Tel Aviv is active in this realm, introducing 
images of diversity and inclusion in their social networks. The study 
presents an analysis of forms photographic documentation of cere-
monies in and outside the synagogue, posted on Facebook and web-
sites. This study engages in a visual analysis of the images. It decodes 
the visual elements that participate in a struggle for visual cultural 
normalization of gender egalitarianism. Concepts of religious viewing 
and critical viewing of images on social media are discussed.

Can we learn about Judaism in Israel today by looking at Facebook photographs of 
synagogues in Israel? The answer suggested in this paper is in the affirmative; but the 
lessons depend on exploring denominations, geographic locations, and synagogue neigh-
borhoods. Various streams of religious Judaism in Israel have their own norms of doc-
umentation and presentation of Jewish practices, specifically conventions regarding the role 
of women in Judaism.

Beyond presentation conventions and norms, in some cases, movements and congrega-
tions, such as Reform Judaism, use social media as a means to promote changes in religious 
customs and practices. But they face a formidable task. Nowadays, the entire Israeli society 
is subjected in various ways to the diktats of the Jewish ultra-orthodox who advocate strict 
observance of the Jewish law and oppose modern values and ways of life. In contrast, 
Reform Judaism’s tenet is that there is more than one way of being Jewish, allowing for 
freedom in documenting Jewish religious practices and ceremonies. Particularly, it allows 
for freedom to create images of women in the spirit of liberalism and egalitarianism.

In this study I will explore online photographs, presenting women in religious services 
on social media of one synagogue, Beit Daniel, a prominent Liberal Reform synagogue, 
situated in Tel Aviv, the largest secular metropolis in Israel. The research presents a visual 
analysis of selected photographs posted on its Facebook and websites, of religious ceremo-
nies and clergy functions. The aim is to understand how the analysis of the visual signs and 
symbols in digital images of ceremonies reflecting a preferred reality of liberalism, diversity 
and inclusion can contribute to promoting religious change. The paper presents a process of 
decoding photographs of women and men participating in services equally; female clergy 
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reading from the Torah and conducting services, and (female) Bat- Mitzvah ceremonies. 
The goal of exposing readers to the process of analysis is to enable them to engage actively 
with social-media on matters of gender egalitarianism in Judaism.

From the hundreds of photographs that have been posted of social, cultural, national and 
Jewish events on Beit Daniel’s social media that I have viewed, I selected five for analysis. 
These five selected photographs represent the major themes of the paper: female clergy in 
Jewish practices, women holding the Torah, a photograph of an egalitarian Aliyah (coming 
up for Torah reading), and use of visual phatic communication on Reform social media. 
They all contain Jewish symbols such as the Torah Scroll, Tallit (Jewish prayer shawl), and 
Kippah (brimless cloth cap worn by religious Jewish males). Four photographs in the study 
were taken by myself on the streets of Jerusalem and one is an online advertisement directed 
to Jewish Orthodox consumers.

Beit Daniel is one of the fifty-six Reform congregations that are spread throughout the 
country, varying in size, population, and financial status. Its website and Facebook page are 
the most financially invested and active of all the Reform congregations in the country, and 
it was chosen for the study due to its extensive use of social media. Beit Daniel’s employ-
ment of social such as Facebook enables reaching large audiences from different geogra-
phical locations, and expands the experience and practice of Judaism, from a lived religion 
to a digital religion as well. “The editability of this medium affords more calculated 
messages to be crafted and recrafted to more effectively achieve a specific purpose” 
(Brubaker & Haigh, 2017, p. 2)

Research of Jewish Digital Religion

There is a growing understanding of the space and influence of digital religion, particularly 
during the Covid 19 pandemic, and the closing of places of worship for over a year. Scholarship, 
to date, has largely focused the research on uses of internet by Orthodox Judaism, Ultra- 
Orthodox groups and Orthodox engagement online (Campbell, 2015). Studies of Judaism 
online have recognized that the internet is an interesting and important sphere because it allows 
for studying the inner working and communication practices of these traditionally closed 
religious communities. (Campbell, 2015, P. 5). Abrams et al. (2013) researched the contribution 
of the Internet to Jewish self-definition, practices, beliefs, values, behaviors, and rituals (p. 143). 
Abrams explored fans’ online actions in creating implicit religion.

Yet, as pointed out by Campbell, “the study of Jewish groups in the internet has arguably 
been an understudied area in need of more significant attention and critical examination” 
(Campbell, 2015, p. 1). In particular, research of religion in digital space in Judaism by non- 
Orthodox diasporas has been scant. Reform Judaism as a religious online user in Israel has 
not been researched at all, nor has research been conducted on Beit Daniel in this regard. 
Hence, this paper attempts to fill the gap. It will proceed to present the basic tenets of 
Reform Judaism vis a vis Ultra-Orthodoxy in the context of theories of networked religion, 
religious viewing, religious spectatorship, lived religion, and digital religion.

Viewing and Decoding Photographs of Reform Judaism

Individual decoding of images involves stages of viewing. Bratchford (2018) defines three 
conditions of viewing: “visibility (the conditions of being seen), vision (seeing or failing to 
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see), and visuality (the distribution of power determining who can see what and how)” 
(p. 1). These three functions are distinct and complex. Although they are intertwined, they 
are open to the influence of political powers in different ways; they relate to who determines 
the conditions of seeing, and what is not shown or seen. Seeing an image on Facebook page 
is part of its visibility, the condition in which it is seen. The vision (seeing or failing to see) 
constitutes the choice of the viewer to open the Facebook page or website. The visuality 
(determining who can see what and how) relies on the fact that the Facebook page are open 
to the public, which enables a distribution and dissemination of the visual content of liberal 
Reform Jewish ideology.

This study relates to the act of viewing and reading the information in the photograph by 
internet users rather than the responses of the viewers. The photographs are analyzed in 
regard to what is shown and how they can be read as social constructs. Van Leeuwen 
explains that it is important to relate to the social context and period in which the images 
were created and the different social and cultural meanings they connote (Van Leeuwen, 
2005). I am interested in what one actually sees and the process of looking, asking the 
readers to observe the images, and distinguish the use of signs and symbols. The analyses 
relate to the formal construction of the photographs, to the visual codes (such as proxemics, 
body posture, haptics composition, size and text), that contribute to the process of making 
meaning. All these are contingent on the interpretation and contextualization of the images.

The compilation of data for this study involved viewing photographs of Beit Daniel’s 
social media over an extended period of time. I surveyed the Movement for Reform and 
Progressive Judaism’s (IMPJ) website (http://www.reform.org.il/eng/) and the social 
media – Facebook and websites – of all fifty-six congregations in Israel. I interviewed 
Rabbis from several congregations, chairs of congregations, staff members of Beit Daniel, 
and public relations staff of the IMPJ. I visited various congregations in Israel and inter-
viewed congregation members regarding their attitude toward the use of social media in 
order to gain a comprehensive perspective of opinions, perspectives, and reflections of users 
that provide an understanding of the complexity of the topic

The Threat of Liberalism and Modernity to Jewish Orthodoxy

The Ultra-Orthodox stream of Judaism adheres strictly to the scriptures and self-segregates 
from modern society. It emerged in Europe as a “distinctive group in the nineteenth century 
in response to the rise of the Reformed movement, which sought to modernize Judaism” 
(Campbell, 2010, p. 11). Extreme factions of Haredim follow guidelines by their rabbis to 
have only a limited access to websites on the Internet, thus constricting their connection to 
the rest of democratic society. In Israel, the Orthodox population constitute a minority of 
about 13% of the total population (Malach & Cahaner, 2020). Although united in its anti- 
secular approach, this group consists of different factions (e.g., Sephardic, Lithuanian, and 
pious Hassidic Ultra-Orthodox) who differ in religious practices and attitude toward 
Zionism and the state.

The expanding Jewish Orthodox population in Israel has consistently increased its 
electoral weight, resulting in the growing leverage of ultra-Orthodox religious parties in 
the dominant right-wing party bloc in Parliament. Their increased power is partly due 
a high demographic growth rate (of four percent per year), which is the most rapid among 
all populations in developed countries (Jerusalem Institute for Policy Research, 2017, p. 4). 
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Similarly, Reform Judaism, Conservative Judaism, Secular Judaism, Jewish Renewal 
Movement, and Humanistic Judaism have also gained a stronghold in Israel in the past 
twenty years.

There is a built-in tension between the Orthodox community and the rest of Jewish 
society. The state of Israel was founded in 1948 as a homeland for the Jews as a democratic 
state. The modern Hebrew national and secular Jewish culture centered on the return to the 
land, in which the old Hebrew culture developed. The new modern culture posed a threat to 
the ultra-Orthodox population in Israel, as for them, it meant “that religious believers were 
to accept equality within Jewry with non-believers” and “portended the eventual end of the 
supremacy of the Orthodox faith within Jewry” (Kressel, 1972, p. 1068).

The threat of Reform Judaism to Orthodox Judaism has transformed over the years into 
an existential social rift. This fracture can be explained by trends of secularization on the 
one hand, and “religionization” (ha’ data, in Hebrew) on the other (Zehavi, 2017). Feferman 
(2018) explains that secular Israelis are “turned off from Orthodox Judaism and are 
increasingly exposed to non-Orthodox alternatives,” such as the Reform or Conservative 
movement (p. 39). At the same time, Israeli secularism has been undergoing changes; the 
Hebrew term for secular, Hiloni, does not necessarily equate with “secular” or “atheist,” nor 
does it mean that Hiloni Israelis are uninterested in engaging with Jewish traditions or 
observing Jewish lifecycle events. Indeed, most Israelis who identified as “reform” also 
identified as either “traditional” or secular” (Ibid, p. 34).

This shift in Israel secularism ties in to a wider trend. According to Matlak (2014), in the 
modern secular world, religion has made a comeback, in what has been described by 
scholars as social reality functioning according to a “post-secular paradigm.” In the case 
of Israel, secular society began “shifting with respect to spirituality and religion . . . seeing 
more spiritual meaning and a reconnection to tradition” (Matlak, 2014, p. 47). A post- 
secular approach rethinks the relationship between modernity and religion and the dichot-
omy between the religious and the secular in modern society, allowing for traditional 
practices to be given a modern form. Modernity in religion involves sacred and secular 
notions being mediated online, on social networks. Thus, I claim that the attempts of 
Reform Judaism to promote Jewish liberalism and pluralism on social media place the 
movement’s activities within a post-secular paradigm.

Photographs of Haredi Women in the Streets of Jerusalem

Ultra-Orthodox Jews who endorse many forms of discrimination toward women, are 
growing in influence and becoming more dominant. In Jewish Orthodoxy, women’s roles 
are largely restricted to the family and the community. Haredi women are expected to dress 
modestly and avoid emphasizing their physical appearance. They refrain from exposing 
their elbows, knees, and collarbone. Their skirts and sleeves are long, their necklines are 
high, and – when married – wear various forms of hair coverings.

Some Haredi women shave their heads and cover them with either wigs, scarves, or snoods. 
Other women wear a partial headcover that exposes the front line of hair; others use scarves 
tied in many fashions, with a partial or complete covering of the hairline. In extreme cases, 
a very small number of women appear completely covered from head to toe, which the media 
calls “Taliban women.” For reasons of modesty, there are only a few photographs of Haredi 
women on the internet. Figure 1 show different forms of head covers for women walking in 
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the streets of Jerusalem, from slight amounts of hair being exposed (Figure 1) to shaved heads 
with cover. The more observant women refrain from colors (Figure 1). Those variations stem 
from levels of adherence to the Halakhah of the various sects, factions, and streams. 
Nevertheless, all dress codes of women share a fundamental characteristic of Judaism which 
“under its auspices harsh injustices can be perpetrated . . . against women” (Irshai, 2010, 
pp. 57–58). Taragin-Zeller (2014) defines this as a “socio-masculine discourse based with 
a divine imperative” (p. 75). This socio masculine domination has brought about situations in 
which municipalities enable public outdoor events that segregate women and men. In some 
cities, women are allowed only restrictive use of sidewalks and staircases. Universities, 
colleges, and community centers offer segregated classes. Fischer describes how “Haredi 
groups insist that the public buses that serve their communities be segregated by gender, 
with women sitting in the back of the bus. On certain bus lines, women who were not aware of 
this requirement or who refused to comply with it have been insulted, spat upon, and even 
beaten.” (Fischer, 2012, p. 13).

Haredi Men on Social Media Advertisements

The growing expansion and political, cultural, financial, and sociological power of the society of 
the ultra-Orthodox has generated a proliferation of ultra-orthodox visual imagery that serves for 
advertisements, marketing, media, news, journalism. To cater to the consumer demands and 
needs of the ultra-Orthodox population in Israel, public institutions, such as health services, 
hospitals, banks. Health clubs, outdoor festivals, have adopted a code of religious modesty in 
advertising. Figure 2 shows a campaign advertisement of the Kupat Holim Clalit’s national 
health plan, the oldest and largest in the country, that has adopted religious codes.

Figure 1. Illustration photographs of women in Jerusalem by Jaffa Gate. Courtesy of Author.
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This advertisement appeared in one of Clalit’s campaigns intended for the ever-growing 
ultra-Orthodox consumers. In this campaign, all the service providers are Haredi – dentists, 
pharmacists, doctors, and telephone operators. The central figure in this ad is a Haredi man 
holding a stamp, indicating that this healthcare plan has received a “kashrut” approval 
(Kashrut approval serves as an officially certified acknowledgment by the rabbinical offices 
that certain foods are fit to eat according to Jewish dietary laws). The print of the stamp 
reads, “In this matter, we do not compromise.” The small text in white continues this line 
stating that “life is full of compromises and concession, but in some areas of life this is not 
allowed, for instance, in the case of the health of our family and children.” The image of the 
stamp serves as an indication of the healthcare plan being considered pure, clean, lawful, or 
acceptable. In the same image, in the right-hand corner, the iconic cartoon character of the 
male boy with his head uncovered has undergone a religious transformation by wearing 
a green cap. Whereas the original iconic image is that of frolicking boy, the transformed 
child in Figure 3 appears obedient. He is gesturing a “hand heart” with his fingers, which 
indicates that he is also subservient to the needs of his society.

In both cartoons, the child is smiling. Thus, the Kashrut stamp extends from the male 
authoritative Orthodox persona to the male Orthodox boy. In addition, the space between 
the man’s hands suggests a space in which the Jewish ultra-Orthodox male is in command. 

Figure 2. Kupat Holim Clalit healthcare plan advertisement, reading “In this matter, we do not 
compromise”.

Figure 3. Original iconic cartoon image of a male child for Kupat Holim Clalit.
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Women are absent from this advertisement, furthermore, in various outdoor advertise-
ments in Jerusalem women are effaced altogether by graffiti vandalism. As Fischer (2012) 
explains, “the public space, in keeping with demands that are being made, is assuming 
a more religious character, that is, it is increasingly functioning or being organized accord-
ing to religious norms and symbols” (p. 10). In this particular advertisement, the overt 
message is of the male hegemony in mainstream Israeli institutions, so that the human body 
represented in the media, in general, is more often a male body. Underrepresentation of 
women in the media is expressed not only in the small numbers of visible women but also in 
generalizing and stereotyping them (Rayegani, 2017). The photograph in Figure 2 follows 
a trend of the intentional visual absence of women from the Israeli public sphere, that is an 
ideologically motivated “none-representation” (Ledin & Machin, 2018, p. 56). Hence, Israeli 
society is consistently exposed to viewing covert and overt signs of non-representation, 
stereotyped presentation, or underrepresentation of women in general the public sphere.

Image of Female Clergy in Reform Judaism

Figure 41 is a photograph of a ceremony of Reform conversion to Judaism conducted by 
a female Rabbi. Reform Judaism is a religious denomination within Judaism which emerged 
in the late 1800; s as a “ reinvention of traditional Judaism by European and American Jews 
concerned with how Jewish faith should respond to contemporary Eastern civilization and 
political-social emancipation”(Campbell, 2010, p. 11) Reform Judaism adheres to the 
scriptures and the commandments, yet allows a flexibility of interpretation and recognizes 
the secular modern, liberal sphere of life. Reform conversions are acknowledged by the 
Ministry of Interior but not by the Ministry of Religion, both of which are controlled by 
ultra-Orthodox Jewish parties. The recognition of the Ministry of Interior was achieved as 
a result of legal battle won in 2002 by the Reform Movement (Feferman, 2018). The Reform 
Movement conducts on average 250 conversions a year. This specific photograph contains 
many visual codes pertaining to political, ideological, and religious struggles that are rife in 

Figure 4. Photograph from Facebook page of Merkazei Daniel.

1The photographs are used with permission.
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Israel. Three women and a child are holding four Torah scrolls. The women are wearing 
sleeveless clothes, the Rabbi is wearing a Kippah and Tallit. Such a photograph of a Reform 
conversion ceremony is contested by Jewish Ultra-Orthodoxy and places Reform Judaism 
in the forefront of the battle of modernism and pluralism in Judaism.

The central female figure, Rabbi Galia, stands at the front of the image, conducting the 
ceremony. In contrast, Ultra-Orthodoxy bans women from serving as clergy or conducting 
clerical functions. In this image, the men stand on the sides, since they are not central 
figures, holding the tallit that serves as a symbolic canopy for the ceremony.

This is a sample of how Reform Judaism introduces religion in a non-intrusive visual 
form to Israeli secular society. The defiance of the visual omnipotence of Jewish Orthodoxy 
allows for a pluralistic approach to Judaism.

Characteristics of Beit Daniel as a Cultural Institution

Beit Daniel synagogue is located in Israel’s secular hub, the urban metropolis of Tel Aviv. 
About half a million residents live in Tel Aviv’s center and close to four million in the Tel 
Aviv area. According to Libel-Hass (2015), Tel Aviv is Israel’s cultural center, a world city 
where global and local trends converge, as do liberal Judaism and Israeli secularism. Since 
its inception in 1991, Beit Daniel has functioned as a multi-purpose religious institution and 
community center, offering a variety of educational, cultural, and recreational activities to 
thousands of Tel Aviv residents of a diverse background. Beit Daniel has become part of the 
fabric of the city to many people who are open to Reform Judaism. I argue that it has 
expanded its use of social media by attempting to create its own visual vernacular of Reform 
Judaism, adapted to the Tel Aviv population. Beit Daniel has approximately 250 paying 
household members. The plethora of activities and events that take place in the building 
serve as the aegis of the visual imagery created under its auspices. The social and cultural 
activity, alongside the religious practices of Beit Daniel, is generated by a perception of Beit 
Daniel as an active and influential institution in Tel Aviv

One of the particular characteristics of Beit Daniel’s management is the power and 
position of its rabbi, Meir Azari. Rabbi Azari serves as a founding and senior rabbi, CEO, 
and fundraiser of Beit Daniel. He has proven ambitious and influential in the movement 
and in the municipality of Tel Aviv-Jaffa. Rabbi Azari describes the political leadership of 
Tel Aviv as progressive and determined to develop liberal Judaism. He initiated building 
a hotel in Jaffa and was able to raise millions of dollars for this entrepreneurship, called the 
Daniel Centers, and he has opened three separate congregations. He acknowledges the 
power of the media so that the executive staff hires a public relations firm that oversees the 
Hebrew and English Facebook pages and websites and a professional photographer to 
document events. A Beit Daniel staff member told me that

[T]here are many constrictions on the choice of photographs—what can be aired, published, 
put on the screen, or permitted. Not every photograph is allowed. Our attorney investigated 
this matter in depth. There is no staff worker who is entirely in charge of this issue, yet there is 
a staff member appointed to select photographs (March 13th, 2019),

She maintains that promoting gender equality is closely intertwined with the broader issue 
of building the community and not a stand-alone issue, since the goals of Beit Daniel 
overlap.
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Social Media Platforms of Beit Daniel

Beit Daniel administer two websites, one in Hebrew and the other in English (Interview, 
January 22, 2020); https://www.beit-daniel.org.il/en/). The English Facebook page of the 
institution is named “The Daniel Centres for Progressive Judaism,” with 1,788 followers at 
the time of this writing (Daniel Centers For Progressive Judaism [n.d.]). The English 
Facebook page posts are addressed to international Reform audiences, potential donors, 
Israelis abroad, English-speaking immigrants, and tourists. The Hebrew Facebook page, 
with 9,963 followers to date, is called Merkazei Daniel LeYahadut Mitkademet. The page 
caters to congregation members and diverse populations of the Tel Aviv area, such as the 
gay community. It promotes events and celebrations that take place in Beit Daniel according 
to the Jewish Calendar, (Merkazei Daniel LeYahadut Mitkademet, n.d.).

Figure 5 shows the Facebook page of the Daniel Centers in which the Figure 4 appears in 
the top right (Daniel Centres for Progressive Judaism, n.d.). It shows the layout of the page 
and how the small image can be viewed by scrolling down the page while viewing posts of 
events of national holidays such as Memorial Day and Holocaust day, writers and politi-
cians’ talks, book fairs, children’s activities and concerts. The advertisements contain 
dynamic images, colors, and fonts. Viewing this image on a Facebook page full of posts 
of events shapes the process of viewing as part of a larger cultural phenomenon in Tel Aviv.

There is also a Facebook group for the community members, named in Hebrew Kehilat 
Beit Daniel. The Facebook community group banner shows a photograph of a community 
dinner. It has 475 members to date, and the information is in Hebrew. The activity in the 

Figure 5. Merkazei Daniel Facebook page.
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group is moderate. There is a crossover of use between the community group and the page 
so that official events appear at times on both. The events posted on the Hebrew Facebook 
page mostly promote future events, while the Facebook group posts current and past events. 
Beit Daniel, de facto, is the only congregation that runs two Facebook pages, two profes-
sional websites, and a private Facebook group, in which the member are free to add their 
own posts and images.

Beit Daniel hires separate designers and managers for each website. This practice is 
consistent with the claim that communities need innovation in order to modify technical 
structures, and make them more in line with the community’s social and religious life 
(Campbell & Fulton, 2013). They define this as religious social shaping of technology. The 
Hebrew website is designed as informative, communal, and local. The English website 
presents Beit Daniel’s mission, vision, leadership, staff, and supporters. The text of the 
website in English states that “[f]or the last thirty years, the Daniel Centers has become one 
of the leading organizations promoting and renewing the Jewish spirit, in the Jewish state.”

Nevertheless, the present research on the production of this online operation in Beit 
Daniel (as in most other Reform congregations) revealed a weakness in execution. Although 
most of the photographs shot during services conform to the principles and ideology of the 
movement, their selection and negotiation are carried in an intuitive, ad hoc fashion. The 
concept of negotiating religion online by selecting appropriate photographs directed at 
being “ lived out both online and, in an information, – and technology-driven society” 
(Campbell, 2012, p. 22) does not occur.

Feel Good Photographs of Reform Judaism

Visual tools employed on religious social media also incorporate phatic forms of commu-
nication as a means of normalization of the content of the images. Phatic communication 
plays a part in positive communication between people, relying on feel good photographs 
and familiar symbols (See Figure 6). They emphasize a non-referential use of language to 
share feelings and to establish a mood of sociability and communion with other people. 
Visual phatic communication employs the medium of photography to create social photos. 
Jurgenson (2020) explains that “the general function of the photo is about social commu-
nication, rather than to stand alone as a self-referential object. The social photo finds its 
purpose, not in the image object itself but in the transmission of the moment it presents. 
Circulation is the content, and the experience is what is offered and shared.” (p. 23). 
Viewing social photos of social interactions develops “feel- good” positive responses rather 
than a critical engagement with the content of the image. This form of social communica-
tion is common in networked communities. A networked community can create new social 
interactions and shifting paradigms regarding faith and clergy practices. “Networked 
religion encapsulates how religious experience, belief, and practice are lived out online 
through dynamic social relations and interaction.” (Campbell, 2012, p. 2).

Visual phatic communication is presented in Figure 6. During the summer, the three 
congregations of the Daniel Centers conduct services together. The Facebook advertisement 
for this event is “Beit Daniel’s musical Kabbalat Shabbat service goes outdoors! Plus, 
a special Tot Shabbat service @17:30. This week’s service is dedicated to Pride Month. 
Join us in celebrating ALL colors of the rainbow. Everyone is welcome @ Park Hayarkon, 
across from Beit Daniel.” The services are conducted on the riverbank, near the playground. 
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Large mats are placed on the ground to allow seating for families with toddlers, and music 
by professional musicians is played through a loudspeaker. The hour of the services is on 
Friday evenings, during twilight when many families choose to take their children for 
a stroll.

In this photograph of outdoor services in the Yarkon Park. adjacent to the building, the 
people are dressed casually. The atmosphere is inclusive. It intentionally presents the 
ambiance of the outdoors, the park, and the children. These visual signs are intended to 
create an impression of sociability and communality, both common in phatic visual 
communication. There is no gender specification, the main themes are the activity out-
doors, the location by the river bank, and social accessibility to all people. None of the 
photographs are posed, which contributes to the air of normalcy and community. This 
photograph illustrates Judaism as a lived religion in which people practice prayer, music, 
and rituals. It relates to “the shaped and experienced in the interplay among venues of 
everyday experience.” (Hall, 1997, p. 9). Burroughs and Feller (2015) explain that the 
dissemination of religion has shifted “toward social media and lived religion in digital 
space” (Burroughs & Feller, 2015, p. 358). Viewing digital images of religious ceremonies on 
social media is influenced by the form and process of dissemination as well as by the power 
of faith. It is a form of social-religious spectatorship which creates a religious visuality that 
stems from seeing as part of religious practice. Furthermore, viewing images of religious 

Figure 6. Kabbalat Shabbat (Friday night services), Facebook, June 19, 2019.
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practices is a transformative experience, internally processed and negotiated by the specta-
tors. Religious seeing, according to Miles, implies “perceiving a quality of the sensible world, 
a numinosity, a ‘certain slant of light’ in which other human beings, the natural world and 
objects appear in their full beauty, transformed” all of which develop a religious sensitivity 
(p. 2). Williams (2015) defines this as “religious viewing.”

Viewing photographs of religion, of religious rituals, and religious symbols is a form of 
religious visuality, which expands not only to what we see but also to its material presence— 
when and where we see it and in what format. (Williams, 2015, p. 1)

This extends to where, how, and in what format images of religion are constructed, presented, 
disseminated, viewed, accessed, or seen, such as Facebook. Jewdokimow and Quartier (2019) 
add that “[r]eligion and spirituality are both visual and material phenomena. They are 
materially present in public and private space” (p. 9). The Internet and social media are public 
spaces in which images of Judaism exist and viewed and allow lived religion to be expressed in 
the format of digital religion, especially in feel good photographs.

Dress Codes in Reform Judaism

Figures 7–9 present images from Facebook of women members and guests participating in 
ceremonies. Their appearance, activity and function, dress codes and use of Jewish symbols, 
encapsulate visual codes of religious liberalism. Figure 7 shows two women holding an open 
Torah scroll and a little girl supporting it from below. The photograph is posed, a Torah 
scroll is only opened on a table or carried while rolled and covered. It is not normally 
touched or fondled by children from below, which indicates that this image is unnatural and 
not part of the ceremony.

Figure 7. Photograph of two women holding the Torah scroll. Courtesy of Beit Daniel.
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The choice to visually position these women in this manner opens the Torah scroll 
to the viewers, rendering it accessible and appealing to mothers and daughters. On the 
right-hand side, there is an extended arm of a girl holding a flag commonly used in 
Hakafot Simhat Torah (seven circuits conducted in the synagogue with the Torah 
scroll) at the end of the holiday of Sukkoth (Feast of Tabernacles). The flag interjects 
the composition, turning it into a mingle of a spontaneous and posed image. The 
woman on the left is wearing bright-colored fabric; the woman on the right wears 
a sleeveless, knee-length dress. The photograph is full of light and pastel colors. In 
general, photographs of women in Beit Daniel’s social media all are characterized by 
being devoid of sexual connotations. The women are photographed from afar, and 
there is no intentional eye contact. The de-sexualization of the women does not allow 
any sexual, gender, female interpretations of these images.

Photograph of an Egalitarian Aliyah

Jewish Orthodoxy forbids photographing on the Sabbath and holy days (and a host of 
other everyday activities, such as manual turning on the electricity, cooking, driving, 
or playing music). Hence, unlike Reform Judaism that does not subscribe to these 
prohibitions, documentation of Jewish rituals in Orthodox synagogues can only take 
place on weekdays.

Figure 8 was photographed inside the Beit Daniel synagogue during a High Holiday 
service. The photograph shows men and women doing an Aaliyah to the Torah during 
a Bar Mitzvah ceremony on a Sabbath. The synagogue hosts hundreds of Bar/Bat Mitzvah 
ceremonies throughout the year. On Saturdays, up to four ceremonies are conducted in 
one day. Services are open to the public and are attended by Tel Aviv residents, tourists, and 
Bar Mitzvah families. Beit Daniel accepts everyone, without any selection process, back-
ground check, or obligation of belonging to the Reform denomination. In Figure 8 we see 

Figure 8. Beit Daniel Aliyah ceremony.
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a woman in the center reading from the Torah. She is leading the service and the central figure 
in the ceremony, flanked by men and women on both sides. The lack of dress restrictions and 
the equal participation of men and women in the ceremony appeals to secular Israelis that 
have little connection to Judaism.

In Figure 8 one can also see a variety and mélange of religious and secular signs: two 
women are wearing kippot of different types. The woman on the right is wearing a sleeveless 
shirt, and the young girl is wearing a short skirt. The women do not appear involved and 
seem to observe while separating themselves physically from the podium. The woman is 
slightly reclining forward, from a small distance. The photograph presents the different 
responses, levels of involvement, and reactions of Bar Mitzvah families to the religious 
rituals and ceremonies, which are accepted and normative. “According to its approach, all 
Jews are free to decide how to mould their spiritual lives, and there is no obligatory 
uniformity among members of the Reform Movement” (Irshai, 2019, p. 163).

Photograph of Woman Holding the Torah Scroll

Figure 9 appears on the Facebook page of the community. It shows a photograph of a woman 
holding the Torah scroll. This photograph was taken during an adult woman’s Bat Mitzvah 
ceremony (the usual age in Israel is twelve). The ceremony is a rite of passage, involving 
learning to read from the Torah, to write a sermon, and to chant the prayers. After having 
conducted the ceremony, one is considered a member of the congregation with equal 
responsibilities and the ability to conduct clergy functions in one’s congregation. In this 
aspect, female Bat Mitzvah ceremonies, conducted in liberal Judaism, refer to the distribution 
of power and control in Judaism.

The ceremony itself serves as a means for promoting gender egalitarianism. Heschel 
(2001), who is a scholar of Jewish feminism, writes that “[t]he real issue is not equality, but 
power. Who’s in charge? Who defines Judaism, and who determines whether or not we get 
to dance with the Torah?” (p. xvi) Irshai (2019) argues that for women, it is also a question 
of knowledge and deploying this knowledge and power to bring about change. In the 
photograph, the woman is the central person of the event. The supportive gaze of the 
male congregants mirrors social acceptance. Spence (1988) explains that there are various 

Figure 9. Bat Mitzvah ceremony at Beit Daniel.
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gazes that help to control, define, and mirror identities. These images, which are mirrored to 
us, construct our identities. By internalizing these gazes, we learn to differentiate ourselves 
from others in terms of our class, gender, race, and sexuality. We learn to distinguish the 
“shifting hierarchies within which we are positioned” (p. 167). She adds that “For women, 
the question of looking and taking pictures is determined by the dominant culture. Those 
who create, circulate, and own the image production process, thereby define and control 
their meanings” (Spence, 1995, p. 184). Accordingly, looking at photographs and viewing 
them should never be controlled by the male gaze.

Discussion

Photographs that appear on social media of Reform Judaism, which advocates egalitar-
ianism in religion challenge deeply-ingrained Orthodox practices. This challenges what 
Sontag (1977) wrote about photographing, which is “like sexual voyeurism, it is a way of 
at least tacitly, often explicitly, encouraging what is going on to keep on happening” 
(pp. 12). Rather than perpetuate what is happening by means of voyeurism of social 
media, questions should always be raised by viewers regarding overt or covert signs in the 
image. The viewers should ask themselves questions such as, “Do I see women in the 
image, or are they intentionally absent? What codes of appearance are there? What body 
posture, gaze, hairstyle, colors of fabric, length of the skirt, exposure of body parts, knees, 
neckline, cleavage, elbows? Is there a return of the gaze? Intentional distancing? 
Intentional effacing?” In societies endangered by gender discrimination and oppression, 
such as Israel, it is the role and responsibility of the viewer to decode and deconstruct this 
visual content, analyze the information, see what exists and absent in the image, and to be 
an active viewer.

The ability to view social-media images of religion actively and critically in a socially 
conflicted society can be enhanced by decoding the images themselves. Decoding relates not 
only to what we see, but also when we see it and how we see it. Decoding internet images 
requires developing and sustaining what Wellman et al. (2003) call networked individual-
ism. The network comprises of individuals, who enjoy personalization and control over 
means of communication within social networks. Decoding is conducted by the individuals 
that participate in network societies. Tagg (1988) writes that the regular process of encoding 
and decoding in photographs “is carried out by individuals who are themselves reciprocally 
constituted as the subjects of ideology in the unfolding historical process” (p. 188). Being 
a subject of ideology generates a process of reading photographs that has the danger of 
passivity; “the reader accepts the discourse and does not look for new or conflicting 
meanings. The reader does not create his own discourse or search for a decoding system 
since the social and ideological constructions create uniform and consensual readings of the 
symbols in the photograph.” (Barromi-Perlman, 2015, p. 9).

Normalizing controversial photographs that address social and cultural complexities 
relating to religious domination is carried out also by means of controlling the quantity, 
proliferation, and exposure to images, thus influencing their persuasive power. This 
mechanism depends on the viewers’ ability or willingness to read into underlying value 
system incorporated in the construction of these images. Passive viewing carries the danger 
of consensual reading by the public, whereas critical viewing of images on social media 
empowers the viewer to decode not only the information but also the visibility or the 
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conditions of seeing, what is shown or hidden and the visuality, namely, the potential 
determining power factors in the images.

Clarke (1997) explains that reading a photograph requires entering into a series of 
relationships that are hidden by “the illusory power of the image before our eyes” (p. 29). 
The illusory power is hidden within familiar symbols. These symbols “[E]nable rapid and 
unambiguous readings of the imagery without which the viewer might get lost. “ (Barromi- 
Perlman, 2015, p. 306). Being a critical social media viewer requires time and a disposition 
to analyze and engage with visual content and information. Photography has the power to 
persuade in a manner that “many viewers tend to be less aware of form or style than the 
content of the images” (Messaris, 1997, p. XV).

Critical viewing can hardly occur during the act of scrolling up and down a Facebook 
page with an index finger rolling on an iPhone screen. This generates a form of rapid 
automatic viewing which does not require or entail a conscious effort to examine the picture 
or construct an individual interpretation. Critical religious viewing should enhance sensi-
tivity to gender presentations and make room for gender, cultural, and ethnic diversity 
while consensual reading of photographs presenting discrimination potentially enables 
gender discrimination to exist. Gender is understood as a social construct rather than as 
an essential matter. Butler (1988) famously explains that “[b]oth sex and gender are socially 
constructed; neither sex nor gender is determined by biology. Nonetheless, both still 
influence all cultural practices” (p. 519). Ultimately, active viewing of Judaism on Israeli 
social media demands from the viewer to participate in engaging with the content of the 
images. Only this process can create a safe space for visions of gender egalitarianism in 
liberal Judaism to exist, not only on social media but also in Israeli society at large.
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