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The following curriculum was written in its entirety by Rabbi Dr. Marc Rosenstein in a joint 

development project of the Federation of Greater Pittsburgh and the Jewish Agency's 

NACIE/Makōm unit.  

 

Initially, this material was taught by Rabbi Dr. Rosenstein remotely for classes in Pittsburgh, 

Palm Beach, and Philadelphia. In its second round, the material was taught by local scholars 

and educators.   

 

The motivation behind this curriculum was to create an all-encompassing learning 

experience for educators which fully addressed the place of Israel across all areas of Jewish 

life: from Israel in the bible, to Jewish holidays, Jewish history, liturgy, life cycle events, 

contemporary issues, and beyond. In light of the reality that today more than ever, as Jews 

are distancing themselves from Israel,  it is ever more pressing for teachers, rabbis, and 

other community leaders to have comprehensive tools and resources for teaching Israel to 

adults. 

 

The finished product represents an in-depth yet broad encounter with Israel throughout all 

aspects of Jewish text and Jewish life. 
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Roots in the Text, Roots in the Soil:
The Land and the Book in Education for Jewish Identity
Intensive Teachers’ Seminar: Pittsburgh – Karmiel/Misgav

Introduction: the context:

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.  Even if a Jew lived in Australia,
where Pesach comes in the fall, Pesach was for him/her a spring festival – for when we
celebrate Pesach we experience vicariously the spring of Eretz Yisrael.  Connectedness
to Israel, in the traditional community, is simply an organic part of Jewish identity.
That certainly helps to explain why Zionism became such a powerful movement:
Zionism integrated this organic identity connection to Israel with messianic longing,
modern nationalism, and secular humanism.  Zionism offered us the opportunity to
make our vicarious experience of Israel actual; to live out the messianic hope in real
time and real space.

This 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.  And so, we seek ways to make
the modern state of Israel meaningful to our students.  We try making it a topic in
social studies, in history, in current events; we teach modern Israeli songs, weep for the
suffering and death of Israelis in battle, in terror attacks, even in outer space.  But in
fact, most of our students and their families are not Zionists in any classical sense.
They are American Jews affiliated with Jewish religious institutions.  Israel is for them a
symbol, an instrument, a geopolitical reality that often makes them uncomfortable.

Most of us are operating in a religious educational context, in supplementary schools
operated by synagogues, in day schools affiliated with religious movements.  Much of
our work revolves around a religious definition of Jewish identity.  We talk about
peoplehood, but we teach Bible and prayer and holidays.  The problem is that in the
dilution of the traditional community, our teaching focuses mainly on just maintaining
some minimum level of commitment to practice – and competence; on the way to this
point, we have lost the consciousness of all of our religious observance being on some
level a form of connection to Israel.  There is Jewish text and Jewish observance – and
then, on the television, there is Israel.
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We must work to restore Israel to the center of Jewish identity.  But “Israel studies,”
“Israel curriculum,” etc. are not the way to go.  Of course, in our teaching of Jewish
history, sociology, personalities, value dilemmas, demography, etc., Israel must be
included in appropriate proportions and with proper emphasis.  However, “Israel social
studies” or even singing Israeli songs or corresponding with Israeli children do not
represent a serious solution to the problem of “Israel connectedness.”  Israel is not a
discipline in the curriculum.  It is a root value of the curriculum in the religious school,
like God and Torah.  The Bible is a book about Israel, as is the Mishnah.  Many of our
holidays lose much of their meaning if they are not understood as festivals relating to
the cycle of the seasons of Eretz Yisrael.  We must work to restore the organic
integration of Israel into every element of Jewish identity – of Jewish religious identity.
It’s not Israel curricula that we need, but Bible and rabbinics and prayer and holiday
curricula that are permeated with Israel.

If the land of Israel and our relationship to it are fundamental pillars of Jewish identity,
then all of the curriculum must be permeated by Israel – the land not merely as
“homeland,” but as the ever-present setting of our deepest collective memories, as the
environment that provides the roots and the color of all of our formative history, of our
religious observance, and of our messianic hope.  The successes, trials, and tribulations
of the modern state of Israel are important, and must be part of any curriculum;
however, they are not the core of Israel education.  The core is the land and our
relationship to it, the land and the various states we have built or dreamed of building
in it, seen through a variety of historical and theological lenses.

How do we do this?

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
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do those things, but they are not even close to sufficient, and indeed, 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 has written:

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.

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.
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General description:

To accomplish the above, the course includes:
 Exposure to and serious deliberation about different approaches to the significance

of Israel, definitions of the Jewish people, etc.
 Study of the meanings of Israel according to the texts expressing the Jewish

experience, throughout Jewish history
 Acquisition of solid factual knowledge about the land and the state: history,

geography, sociology, etc.
 Study of the pedagogical implications of different approaches to the meaning of

Israel, in the context of the various Jewish studies disciplines
 Study and experience of relevant pedagogical methodologies
 First-hand experience of study in Israel
 Experience of serious educational conversation with Israeli educators

Basically, we are establishing a “college level” course in Israel education – not just a
workshop on “how to teach Israel in your classroom.”  This implies the following
requirements:

 intellectually serious
 practically relevant for teaching
 stimulates grappling with issues of personal and professional identity
 integrates Israel with various Judaica disciplines
 fosters development of personal and professional ties among participants

Course description and mechanics:

 The course will be taught in approximately 60 weekly two-hour lessons over two
years, in addition to various special seminars and a study tour to Israel.

 The structure of the course is basically historical-chronological, with the first year
devoted to the biblical and rabbinic periods, and the second year mostly to the
modern period.  The flow of units of study will be as follows:

1.  historical/geographical introduction
2.  exile and Israel in the patriarchal narratives
3.  the Land in biblical law: ownership, stewardship, covenant
4.  conquest, sovereignty, historical geography from Joshua to Shivat Zion
5.  Jerusalem and the Temple: priests, kings, prophets
6.  the Tannaim and their understanding of the meaning of Israel
7.  Israel in the liturgy and the calendar
8.  Israel and Babylonia in the Talmud
9.  the rise of the Diaspora
10.  Zionism and anti-Zionism
11.  20th century history
12.  Israel in 20th century Jewish thought
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 The first third of the course deals with the biblical period, based on the assumption
that the Bible represents the primary historical, religious, and textual anchor of our
connection to Israel, and is an area of instruction that is important to the
participants.

 Each lesson should include (more or less) the following elements:
1.  Group study and discussion of primary text
2.  Background information, provided orally and through references to reading
3.  Personal processing: how do I as a Jew and as a teacher relate to the issues

and dilemmas in the material?
4.  Questions of practice: how might this material be relevant to the classroom?
5.  Resources for further study, and for materials for use in teaching

 In addition, it is important that each lesson or at least each unit provide
opportunities for making the three-way connection among:

Classical text/historical experience

Modern Diaspora Jewish life                                            Modern Israeli culture

 Standard format for lesson plans:
1.  Skeletal outline: heading and main subtopics
2.  General description
3.  Goals
4.  Suggested outline, with pedagogical suggestions, texts for group study
5.  (Alternative suggestions)
6.  Materials for use in class
7.  Readings and further resources




