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L e s s o n 1:
The Meaning of Israel

1. Outline
a. What is Israel engagement and why is it an issue?
b. What are some possible meanings of Israel for us and our students?
c. Overview of the course and its goals

2. Introduction

In the traditional Jewish community, long before there was a Zionist movement or
a state of Israel, the “connection to Israel” was built in to everyday life.  The entire
calendar of holidays, the words of the daily prayers, the everyday detail of the
stories of the Bible and the laws of the Mishnah – all were permeated with Israel:
its landscape, its climate, its agriculture, its geography.

The success of Zionism has led to the crisis of Israel education.  Now that Israel is a
modern state, now that we have “returned to history” with all the unpleasantness
and difficult dilemmas that that entails – and now that in our modernization we
have lost much of the substrate of tradition in which our Israel connection was
rooted – we are left trying to create a new connection to Israel, based on the
assumption of the Zionist revolution: that Judaism is a nationality, not a religion.

The difficulty that the modern or post-modern North American Jew has in defining
his/her Jewish identity (religious?  ethnic?  national?  universalistic?) creates a
parallel difficulty in defining his/her relationship to Israel – and this in turn leaves
educators without clearly defined goals and outcomes.  This whole course is
designed to help teachers grapple with this situation and formulate their own
responses.  This first lesson is meant to articulate the problem, and start the
deliberation process that will, hopefully, run throughout the course.

3. Lesson goals
a. Awareness of the problem of “Israel engagement”
b. Beginning the process of self-examination regarding our relationship to

Israel
c. Awareness of the outlook and goals of the course



9 Ksharim

4. Expanded outline
a. Awareness of the problem of “Israel engagement”

i. Suggestion: begin with a discussion among the participants, as
to what they see as the problem:

1. is there a problem?
2. why?
3. is it generational?
4. how does it manifest itself in their classrooms?  In

their communities at large?
5. is it ideological?
6. have they tried to respond to it?  How?
7. what is needed?

ii. Discuss Shaul Kellner’s brief analysis (source 1); to what extent is
our problem the demythification of Israel?  To what extent is it
the fundamentally non-Zionist nature of North American Jewish
identity?
Another, newer look at the problem of disengagement: see
Source 2

iii. See these two summaries of a recent survey by sociologist
Steven Cohen, measuring various indicators of North American
Jews’ connectedness or lack thereof to Israel:
http://www.forward.com/articles/2770
http://www.forward.com/issues/2003/03.01.24/news2.html
What are the educational implications of these results?
What can/should be done?

b. Beginning the process of self-examination regarding our relationship to
Israel

i. The NACIE “Why Israel” unit contains sufficient material for a
couple of lessons focused around the question of “what place
does the land/state of Israel have in our Jewish identity?”  The
first part of the unit, based on passages in Judah Halevi’s Kuzari,
could serve as a lesson by itself, focusing on the traditional
conception of exile; the second part, with its collection of
modern texts, offers participants an opportunity to seek a
thinker whose articulation of the meaning of the modern state
comes closest to their own views.

ii. Alternatively, participants can be divided into groups, each
group receiving one of the texts given below in Source 3
(and/or other texts, as for example from the “Why Israel” set),
and being asked to study it together and the present their
reaction to it to the entire group – leading to a discussion of the
various meanings Israel can have to different Jews, and of what
it means to us.

http://www.forward.com/articles/2770
http://www.forward.com/issues/2003/03.01.24/
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1. Is it the land that is special, or the state?
2. What happens to our connection to the land if we reject

the belief in God?  In the historicity of the Bible?
3. Is our relationship to Israel any different from, say, a

Hungarian’s relationship to the land of Hungary?
4. Is our relationship conditional or unconditional? Can we

imagine a situation in which we would not feel attached to
the state?

iii. And in Source 6, a few texts relating to the meaning of
landscape in general: does land have inherent values, or do we
project values onto the landscape?

c. Awareness of the outlook and goals of the course
i. So, what is the connection between our own personal take on

the meaning of Israel and how and what we teach our students?
See this author’s view, in Source 4 below.  Do we all agree?

ii. Suggestion: as a kick-off for this course, and the first iteration of
a discussion to which we should probably return now and then,
have participants prioritize ideal outcomes of their own
teaching of Israel to the classes they really teach, and compare
notes.  Do we agree on our goals?  Do the other stakeholders
(kids, parents, community) agree with us?

iii. This course is built of three roughly equally parts:

1. Israel in the Bible - on the assumption that the main
Jewish text we all teach, in some form or other, is the
Bible.  The setting for most of the Bible is Israel, it can be
seen as a user’s manual for the land, and one of its
dominant themes is the movement of the Jewish people
into and out of the land.

2. Israel in the rabbinic tradition – on the assumption that
another pillar of our curriculum comprises the calendar
and the mitzvot – both areas in which Israel is a central
motif.

3. Zionism and the rise of the Jewish state, and various
aspects and issues in the modern state.

iv. See the master list of suggested lessons for a 60-session course,
in Source 5.
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Sources

1. From an Interview with Shaul Kelner, published by NACIE, 2004

Shaul Kelner is a Senior Research Associate at the Cohen Center for Modern Jewish
Studies at Brandeis University. He holds a Ph.D. in Sociology from the City University of
New York.

a.  What in your opinion is the ideological context for the crisis of the "Israel
Experience" (youth and student educational short and long term programs to
Israel)?  What are the implications of this new reality for Israel-Diaspora
relations?

Sadly, the behavior of the youth and their parents is rational, given the context.
Unlike previous wars, where the homefront and the front line were clearly
distinguished, in this one the front line is in the centers of civilian life that tourists
would normally frequent.

As I see it, the basic ideological context is a Diaspora amcha and leadership that
has replaced an ethnic allegiance to mythic Israel with a personalized, religion-
centered Judaism in which Israel is largely irrelevant.

There has been an ideological shift in the purpose of Israel Experience Programs
since the short term programs were first established 50 years ago.  Originally,
these programs were targeted only to the elite of Diaspora Jewish youth
movements, and their purpose was more explicitly Zionist rather than Judaic. In
many cases, the trips were hachsharah tools to prepare the kids for ailyah and
kibbutz life.

Over the years, the programs have moved away from this shlilat hagolah
orientation to see themselves as a means of preserving Jewish life in the Diaspora.
Reconceived as Jewish education and identity-building programs, Israel became a
means to an end rather than the end in itself. This allowed for a huge expansion of
the programs to appeal to a mass market. But it also set the stage for what we are
seeing now.

Outside of Modern Orthodoxy, American Jewish leadership, while firmly pro-Israel,
is largely non-Zionist. This trend is on the rise. The more dynamic elements of the
Jewish community here are framing Jewishness in religious terms, not ethnic ones.
For example, Tu B'shvat, once the quintessential Zionist holiday celebrated with
the blue JNF pushke , is now increasingly celebrated with neo-Hasidic
environmentalist seders. American Jewish cultural leaders are focused on adapting
Jewish religion to make it meaningful in the American context.  In a society that
has made religion a thoroughly personal aftair, making Judaism meaningful and
relevant is the sine qua non of Jewish existence, and hence the major American
Jewish project of the late 20th and early 21st centuries.  My sense is that a good
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portion of American Jewish leadership would say, "If Israel contributes to this,
great. If not, so be it, we'll find other ways."   But if Israel is on the leaders' radar
screen at all, it is because of what Israel can do for American Jewry, rather than
what American Jews can do for Israel

b. What are the ramifications in the North American Jewish community of the fact
that young people are being deprived of a direct encounter with Israel?

This will perpetuate the trend I described above. The drift from Israel is not just
among the amcha ,but among the American Jewish leadership as well.  This is not
for lack of exposure.  In fact, the university programs and seminaries that have
allowed a good portion of American Jewish leaders to spend significant time in
Israel may have been a double-edged sword.  Much of Israel's importance to
American Jews in the past rested on its mythic proportions.  The intimate
knowledge many of our leaders have gained by living in Israel (but on largely
Diaspora Jewish programs and Diaspora communities) may have demystified
Israel.  This makes it easier for American Jewish leaders to claim that their ways of
being Jewish are just as good if not better than Israeli ways.

The short-term programs do a much better job than the long-term ones of
conveying the mythic Israel, which is a crucial basis of American Jewish solidarity
with Israel.  Don't denigrate the importance of myth.  It serves a valuable purpose.

2.  Crisis and Engagement
For American Jews, current crisis is test of their connection to Israel
By Steven Windmueller OP-ED on Jewish Telegraphic Agency website, July 19,
2006

LOS ANGELES, July 18 (JTA) — Israel’s military operations in Lebanon may
represent a greater test of American Jewry’s resolve and engagement with the
Jewish state than of Israel’s military capacity.  For more than two decades,
observers of the Jewish scene have commented on the decline of American Jewish
support for Israel. Studies in part confirm this shift away from the special
attachment and commitment American Jews once felt for Israel’s cause.   The 1982
Peace for Galilee Campaign waged in Lebanon, the first Palestinian intifada that
began in 1987 and subsequent events over the past 20 years were seen as dividing
American Jews and undermining their support for the Jewish state.

Some in the ranks of Jewish leadership countered this notion, arguing that
engagement with Israel represented a cyclical phenomenon and that our
communal apparatus would ratchet up its advocacy and fund-raising
infrastructures whenever there was a pressing need for American Jewish
participation.  Others suggested that due to controversial Israeli policy decisions in
the human-rights sphere and concerning territorial concessions, support for the
Jewish state had evaporated in many liberal circles.  More directly, many Jews
dispirited by Israeli actions had stepped away, while younger Jews seemed
uninterested and uneducated in the realities of Middle Eastern politics, specifically
the dramatic and complex story of Israel’s creation.
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Correspondingly, much of the debate over Jewish identity has centered on the
measure of support that Israel enjoys today among American Jews. An American
Jewish Committee study released in April 2006 included a number of interesting
observations.  One of the most interesting was the across-the-board, high level of
resonance of the Holocaust in shaping Jewish identification. For most American
Jews born before 1965, the major Jewish shaping experiences were the Holocaust
and the birth of the State of Israel.  Many scholars have argued that the impact of
these events should decrease with time, yet there appears to be a divergent
response: The Holocaust continues to be profoundly important to a broad
spectrum of young Jews, while Israel appears much less important in positively
affecting Jewish identity.

In no small measure, birthright israel was designed and introduced as a
countermeasure to these identity trends. Similarly, a broad array of Israel advocacy
programs on college campuses have appeared, driven by the concern to engage
younger Jews in promoting the case for Israel.

If Jewish connections to Israel had weakened over time, that most likely would be
reflected in general American public opinion. On the contrary, however, recent
polls show that, by a four-to-one ratio, Israel is seen both as a special friend to the
United States and as representing anti-terrorism policies that align with America’s
interests. Similarly, as one peruses the letters-to-the-editor pages of U.S.
newspapers, it’s hard not to be struck by the voices of American Jews anguishing
over Israel’s right to defend itself or calling on the U.S. government to pressure
Israel to make concessions as a way to leverage peace at this moment.

Many younger American Jews face an absence of information and rootedness
regarding Israel and its story. In part, this disconnect is tied to the politics of
disregard that seemed to define American Jewish institutional disengagement
from Israel during the first intifada and beyond. Many in the community seemed to
remove themselves from conscious involvement with Israel.  The price of this
political and cultural disconnect is a generation of younger Jews less equipped to
reflect on the dimensions of Israel’s historic struggle for normalcy or on its
geopolitical environment. This may be the single greatest tragedy of American
Jewish indifference.

As media reports and Web postings about Israeli military operations grab our
attention, one of the primary questions we may need to ask is, where will
American Jews be in this latest challenge facing Israel?  Will we witness something
like the period after the 1967 Six-Day War, a renaissance of Jewish commitment?
Or far more troubling, will there be silence during these critical hours and days, an
absence of American Jewish voices in offering statements of support or engaging
in solidarity events? Steven Windmueller is dean of Hebrew Union College’s Los
Angeles campus.

3.  Texts for opening discussion on meaning of Israel
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a. Israel is a holy land, God’s property lent to us
Leviticus 25:14-15, 23
You shall count off seven weeks of years – seven times seven years – so that the
period of seven weeks of years gives you a total of forty-nine years.  Then you shall
sound the horn loud; in the seventh month, on the tenth day of the month – the
Day of Atonement – you shall have the horn sounded throughout your land and
you shall hallow the fiftieth year.  You shall proclaim release throughout the land
for all its inhabitants.  It shall be a jubilee for you: each of you shall return to his
holding and each of you shall return to his family.    That fiftieth year shall be a
jubilee for you: you shall not sow, neither shall you reap the after growth or
harvest the untrimmed vines, for it is a jubilee.  It shall be holy to you: you may eat
only the growth direct from the field.  In this year of jubilee, each of you shall
return to his holding.  When you sell property to your neighbor, or buy any from
your neighbor, you shall not wrong one another. In buying from your neighbor,
you shall deduct only for the number of years since the jubilee; and in selling to
you, he shall charge you only for the remaining crop years...

But the land must not be sold beyond reclaim, for the land is Mine; you are but
strangers resident with Me.

b.  The physical land has deep spiritual significance – our tie to it is mystical
Rabbi Abraham Isaac Kook, Eretz Yisrael
Eretz Yisrael is not something apart from the soul of the Jewish people; it is no
mere national possession, serving as a means of unifying our people and
buttressing its material, or even its spiritual survival. Eretz Yisrael is part of the very
essence of our nationhood; it is bound organically to its very life and inner being.
Human reason, even at its most sublime, cannot begin to understand the unique
holiness of Eretz Yisrael; it cannot stir the depths of love for the land that are
dormant within our people.  What Eretz Yisrael means to the Jew can be felt only
through the Spirit of the Lord which is in our people as a whole, through the
spiritual cast of the Jewish soul, which radiates its characteristic influence to every
healthy emotion.  This higher light shines forth to the degree that the spirit of
divine holiness fills the hearts of the saints and scholars of Israel with heavenly life
and bliss.

...The hope for the return to the Holy Land is the continuing source of the
distinctive nature of Judaism. The hope for the Redemption is the force that
sustains Judaism in the Diaspora; the Judaism of Eretz Yisrael is the very
Redemption.

c.  We wish to be organically rooted in the nature of our homeland – and thus to be
regenerated
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A. D. Gordon, “Our Tasks Ahead”
It is life we want, no more and no less than that, our own life feeding on our own
vital sources, in the fields and under the skies of our Homeland, a life based on our
own physical and mental labors; we want vital energy and spiritual richness from
this living source. We come to our Homeland in order to be planted in our natural
soil from which we have been uprooted, to strike our roots deep into its life-giving
substances, and to stretch out our branches in the sustaining and creating air and
sunlight of the Homeland.  Other peoples can manage to live in any fashion, in the
homelands from which they have never been uprooted, but we must first learn to
know the soil and ready it for our transplantation.  We must study the climate in
which we are to grow and produce.  We, who have been torn away from nature,
who have lost the savor of natural living – if we desire life, we must establish a new
relationship with nature; we must open a new account with it.

d.  Our culture is rooted in the land, our historical roots are there
Zalman Shazar, Morning Stars
Suddenly Rachel climbed up and stretched out on the trunk of a carob up on the
top of a hill. From there, golden in the sunlight her white dress glistening, she
raised her voice high in song toward us, the group down in the wadi. We heard
every note as if she were nearby, and we heard not only her voice but a powerful
echo responding: the whole landscape sang in ancient Sephardi Hebrew, which
seemed to have been preserved here in its purity. It was as if our far-off ancestors,
shepherds and maidens of Israel, who went out into these mountains on some day
of joy or mourning, had hidden those beautifully authentic, precisely articulated
Hebrew sounds in the crevices of the rocks to be preserved there till the day of
deliverance came. And the day was now beginning to come. Rachel called from
the summit and the sounds came flying to her out of their stony hiding places,
pure as on the day they were concealed, joyful as in the childhood of our people.

e.  Is the land inherently holy, or is its holiness our perception/ascription/creation?
Rabbi Nachman of Bratslav
Rabbi Nachman related that when he was in the land of Israel, the important
people there, who had come from these countries to make their homes in the land
of Israel, as is widely known – these people told him that before they came they
could not imagine that the land of Israel is of this world; they had felt that the land
of Israel was an entirely different world, as would befit its great holiness as
described in the sacred texts and in conformity to the degree of sanctity ascribed
to it in our holy Torah…  but when they got there, they saw that the land of Israel
really is of this world, for it is just like any other country, and its soil looks just like
that of our own countries…  For there is no visible difference between the land of
Israel and any other land, though this is not to say that it is the same as any other,
and even so the land of Israel is very, very holy, and happy is he who is able to
tread even four cubits upon its soil…  and the land of Israel is truly different and
utterly distinct from every other land in every respect…   Yet, even so, in the
material sense the eye of man can distinguish no difference between the land of
Israel and any other land; only he who has achieved faith in its holiness can discern
a slight difference…
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4.  Preparation for Teaching Israel – Marc Rosenstein for NACIE

The first thing we need to do is help our teachers feel empowered to teach Israel
throughout the curriculum.  We need teachers who are comfortable in their
knowledge of Israel ancient and modern, who know the map, know the seasons,
know the language, know the landscape.  We need teachers who can see in their
mind’s eye Saul and Jonathan on the Gilboa, Elijah on the Carmel, Rabbi Judah
Hanasi in Zippori, the Ramban in Acco, the settlers at Kinneret, the soldiers at the
Western Wall.   We need teachers with mastery of the texts that link us to the land,
from the wanderings of the patriarchs to the laws of the sabbatical year to the
warnings – and promises – of the prophets; from the agricultural technicalities of
the Mishnah to the agricultural images of Rachel’s poetry.  We need teachers who
have struggled themselves with the religious and ideological issues of the
meaning of the land and state of Israel for the individual Jew and for the Jewish
people.  We need teachers who have experienced both the land and the state “up
close and personal.”

The preparation of teachers to engage in “Israel education” is not a simple process
of pumping up their knowledge of the history of the modern state and of the
Arab-Israel conflict, nor is it just to equip them with videos, games, and textbooks
on life in Israel today, on heroes of the state, on Israel’s successes in high tech, etc.
Maybe we need to do those things, but they are not even close to sufficient, and I
believe that they are secondary to the kind of preparation implied in the
preceding paragraph: we need to provide for them the opportunity to experience
our texts in the context of their rootedness in the land – and to experience the
land as reflected in and explained by our texts.  Our goal is not just teachers who
possess lots of knowledge about Israel, or even who model solidarity with Israel;
our goal is teachers for whom Israel is a seamless part of their own Jewish identity,
informing every aspect of their Jewishness and flowing naturally in everything
they do as Jews and teach as Jewish teachers.

Parker Palmer:

If students and subjects accounted for all the complexities of teaching, our
standard ways of coping would do: keep up with our fields as best we can, and
learn enough techniques to stay ahead of the student psyche. But there is another
reason for these complexities: we teach who we are.

Teaching, like any truly human activity, emerges from one's inwardness, for better
or worse. As I teach, I project the condition of my soul onto my students, my
subject, and our way of being together. The entanglements I experience in the
classroom are often no more or less than the convolutions of my inner life. Viewed
from this angle, teaching holds a mirror to the soul. If I am willing to look in that
mirror, and not run from what I see, I have a chance to gain self-knowledge - and
knowing myself is as crucial to good teaching as knowing my students and my
subject.
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In fact, knowing my students and my subject depends heavily on self-knowledge.
When I do not know myself, I cannot know who my students are. I will see them
through a glass darkly, in the shadows of my unexamined life - and when I cannot
see them clearly I cannot teach them well. When I do not know myself, I cannot
know my subject - not at the deepest levels of embodied, personal meaning. I will
know it only abstractly, from a distance, a congeries of concepts as far removed
from the world as I am from personal truth.

So what we need to do is help teachers articulate their own relationship to Israel,
to clarify its place in their Jewish identities, to bring out in the open the dilemmas
with which they struggle (or which they suppress) with regard to Israel.

5.  Master Syllabus
Lesson Topic
1 Meaning of Israel, course

overview
2 Geography of Israel intro.
3 Historical introduction
4 Early ties I: Abraham in and

out of the land
5 Early ties II: Isaac and Jacob

in and out of the land
6 Joseph – archetype of the

exile experience
7 Exodus and Sinai –

formative events outside
Israel

8 The spies, the desert
wandering

9 Torah as user’s manual for
the land

10 Covenant, Torah law and
modern Israel

11 Man and landscape in
Eretz Yisrael

12 Joshua and Judges:
conquest or coexistence

13 Creating a kingdom – Saul
and David

14 The monarchy: heyday,
division, and decline

15 The destruction (and the
prophets’ warnings)

16 The messiah – prophetic
visions of redemption –
and later interpretations

17 Shivat tziyon
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18 Review and reflection:
teaching Bible and Israel

19 Hellenistic period and
Chanukah

20 Roman period
21 Great Revolt
22 Mishnah and tannaim
23 Israel and Babylonia
24 The calendar
25 The High Holy Days
26 Sukkot
27 Tu beshvat
28 Purim
29 Pesach
30 Yom Hashoah
31 Yom Ha’atzma’ut
32 Omer and Shavuot
33 Shabbat
34 Daily liturgy
35 Birth, bar mitzvah
36 Coming of age in Israel
37 Marriage
38 Women in Israel
39 Death and mourning
40 Life in Israel in middle ages
41 Crisis of modernity; birth of

Zionism
42 Development of Zionism

and streams within it
43 Jews in Eretz Yisrael before

WWI
44 Mandate period
45 Partition, independence
46 Ingathering of the exiles:

immigration
47 The vision of socialist

Zionism; the kibbutz
48 1967 and the aftermath
49 From Camp David to 9/11
50 Understanding the

present: current issues and
directions (geopolitical)

51 The New Jew – education
and identity in Israel

52 Archaeology and civil
religion

53 Religion and state:
“perpetual dilemma”

54 Religion, spirit, and
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politics: since the Rabin
assassination

55 Israeli politics and how it
works (if it does)

56 The Arab citizens of Israel
57 Environmental issues
58 Israel-Diaspora relations:

case studies
59 Review and reflection: the

meaning of Israel revisited
60 Planning a trip to Israel: a

pedagogical exercise

6.  The Meaning of Landscape
a.  Yi-Fu Tuan, Topophilia
The small farmer or peasant’s attachment to land is deep. Nature is known through
the need to gain a living... For the laboring farmer, “nature has entered” - and
beauty insofar as the substance and processes of nature can be said to embody it.
The entry of nature is no mere metaphor. Muscles and scars bear witness to the
physical intimacy of the contact. The farmer’s topophilia is compounded of this
physical intimacy, of material dependence and the fact that the land is a repository
of memory and sustains hope. Aesthetic appreciation is present but seldom
articulated.

b.  Chief Seattle [Washington Territory, 1877]
Every part of this country is sacred to my people. Every hillside, every valley, every
plain and grove has been hallowed by some fond memory or some sad experience
of my tribe. Even the rocks, which seem to lie dumb as they swelter in the sun
along the silent seashore in solemn grandeur, thrill with memories of past events
connected with the lives of my people. The very dust under your feet responds
more lovingly to our footsteps than to yours, because it is the ashes of our
ancestors, and our bare feet are conscious of the sympathetic touch, for the soil is
rich with the life of our kindred.

c.  Jacob Klatzkin, Tehumim
In longing for our land we do not desire to create there a base for the spiritual
values of Judaism. To regain our land is for us an end in itself - the attaining of a
free national life. The content of our life will be national when its forms become
national. Indeed, let it not be said that the land is a precondition for a national life;
living on the land is ipso facto the national life.

d.  Yossi Gamzu, “The Western Wall”
...There are people with hearts of stone;
There are stones with human hearts.
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e. Niels Bohr to Werner Heisenberg, Kronberg Castle, Denmark:
Isn’t it strange how this castle changes as soon as one imagines that Hamlet lived
here?  As scientists we believe that a castle consists only of stones, and admire the
way the architect put them together.  The stones, the green roof with its patina,
the wood carvings in the church, constitute the whole castle.  None of these
should be changed by the fact that Hamlet lived here, and yet it is changed
completely.  Suddenly the walls and the ramparts speak quite a different
language.  The courtyard becomes an entire world, a dark corner reminds us of the
darkness in the human soul, we hear Hamlet’s “To be or not to be…”  Yet all we
really know about Hamlet is that his name appears in a 13th century chronicle.  No
one can prove that he really lived, let alone that he lived here.  But everyone
knows the questions Shakespeare had him ask, the human depth he was made to
reveal, and so he, too, had to be found a place on earth, here in Kronberg.  And
once we know that, Kronberg becomes quite a different castle for us.
[Bohr and Heisenberg were two of the leading physicists of the first half of the 20th

century]




