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Editor’s Suggested Discussion Guide:
• Do you agree with Margolis that ‘too

much of our North American Jewish iden-
tity has been predicated on Israel?’ What
alternative views (e.g., from other articles
in this issue of Agenda: Jewish Education)
counter this view? 

• What is your stance regarding the central-
ity of Israel to Jewish identity? How does
that influence the way that you view or
educate about Israel? 

• Margolis claims that our communal lead-
ers have educated us to view Israel in

‘response to crisis’ rather than educate
about Israel in her own right. Do you
agree? How does his perspective relate to
those presented in articles by Chazan and
Ezrachi in this issue of Agenda? 

• Margolis calls for each synagogue, school
and community to develop a clear state-
ment of its commitment to Israel. How
could such discussions be stimulated?
Who are the stakeholders who need to be
at the table for such conversations? What
would be needed to implement the ensu-
ing decisions programmatically? 
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Re-Imagine Israel Education
ELAN EZRACHI

I N T R O D U C T I O N  B Y  T H E  E D I T O R
Elan Ezrachi envisions an ‘open global village’ with Israel at its center as the focus for Israel education and Jewish edu-

cation in the United States. Beginning with a review of the history of the Jewish community in the United States, Ezrachi

explains why he believes Israel education has been a problem in our communities and proposes ways that lay and pro-

fessional leadership can confront this challenge, both philosophically and practically. 

Since the eruption of violence in Israel in
October 2001, the relations of North
American Jews to Israel are tainted by a

sense of crisis. One expression of this “so
called” crisis is the absence of a proper educa-
tional response to the new reality. Two indica-

tors are often mentioned. First, the dramatic
drop in educational travel to Israel (92% drop
in participation in Israel Experience programs
between 2001 and 2002),1 and second, the vul-
nerability of Jewish students on the North
American university campus. Educators and
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community leaders are concerned that Jewish
university students are ill prepared to face the
attacks on Israel’s policy, as the campus has
become an increasingly hostile environment.
Most of the institutional efforts in recent years
have been directed toward responding to these
alarming symptoms in a variety of educational
and communal campaigns. Little has been
done to confront the real problem of Israel
education. 

As I see it, the matzav (the “situation,” a tech-
nical term that was used in the American
Jewish discourse at the beginning of the 2001
intifada to describe the state of crisis in Israel)
is not the cause of the crisis in Israel educa-
tion. If anything, the crisis in Israel’s security
and well being served as a trigger for intensifi-
cation of trends that existed prior to these
developments. 

Before any discussion on the pragmatics of
Israel education in the United States, it is
important to assess the place of Israel in Jewish
life in the United States. Such an assessment
will demonstrate that the role of Israel in the
life of Jews in the United States has been prob-
lematic from the outset. 

The American Jewish experience evolved on a
parallel track to the Zionist “project.” The
majority of American Jews immigrated to the
New World with the expectation to settle and
flourish in the land of opportunity. Zionism, in
the American Jewish imagination, was a ven-
ture worthy of support, a source of pride and
compassion, but not a prescribed goal for per-
sonal fulfillment. Jonathan Sarna points out
that American Jews were particularly fascinated
by the components that were lacking in
American Jewish life: a high moral character,
the pioneering spirit and the socially just soci-
ety.2 But this fascination was not regarded as a
call for a direct engagement with Israel’s day-
to-day reality. Breaking away from classical
Zionism, American Jews regard the American
experience as the fulfillment of contemporary
Jewish life. Many American Jews feel that Israel
is a solution for Jews who cannot exercise the
freedom and the opportunities that American

Jews enjoy. In essence, Israel is a refuge for
other Jews. Jews in America, as part of their
communal responsibility, should support this
refuge with generosity and dedication. This
basic American Jewish position is, in my mind,
the core of the problem that American Jewish
education has to face.

The problem does not end with the clash
between the two narratives. Looking at this
issue from a sociological perspective we are
confronted with another dimension of difficul-
ty. The problem lies in the fact that American
Jews lack the basic characteristics of a
Diaspora community. The term Diaspora (or
Galut, exile) is commonly used to characterize
the experience of Jews throughout history in
the context of exile, homelessness and disper-
sion from the historical homeland.3 The term
Diaspora does not fit nicely with the American
Jewish narrative of successful Americanization.
American Jews rejected the classical Jewish
narrative of Diaspora as well as rejecting the
notion of Israel as the “homeland,” thus resort-
ing to regard Israel in symbolic properties. In
today’s sociological analysis, the concept of
Diaspora is part of the sociology of immigra-
tion. Namely, it is a one-way process of dis-
placement, relocation and acculturation. James
Clifford describes the main features of the typi-
cal diasporic identity: “a history of dispersal,
myth/memories of the homeland, alienation in
the host country, desire for eventual return,
ongoing support of the homeland, and a collec-
tive identity importantly defined by this rela-
tionship.”4 Clifford acknowledges that the appli-
cation of this definition to specific groups
requires flexibility since no community can be
expected to qualify on all counts, throughout
its history. Indeed, the American Jewish experi-
ence does not share in that part of the defini-
tion that talks about alienation from the host
country and a desire to return to the homeland. 

The organized American Jewish community has
been functioning as a Diaspora for decades,
working on behalf of Israel and other interna-
tional Jewish affairs. However, the politics of
the American Jewish Diaspora were limited to
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the protection of Israel’s interests in the inter-
national arena and rescue and relief for Jews in
distress. This highly effective performance
stopped short of an American Jewish commu-
nal and educational effort to engage young
Americans with Israeli society and culture.
American Jews chose to keep Israel on the
symbolic level and refrain from direct engage-
ment with the evolving Israeli experience.
Steven M. Cohen framed this pattern of hold-
ing back from a greater involvement. He
argued that Israel is: “virtually absent from the
private sphere. For American Jews pro-
Israelism is all political, it is neither cultural
not spiritual; …American Jewish involvement
with Israel is far more bound up with fear and
danger than with hope and opportunity.”5

American Jewish identity did not develop as a
transnational identity that invites individuals to
engage in active relationships with Jewish com-
munities outside the United States, and partic-
ularly with Israel.

As time goes by, most American Jews will not
have personal memories of displacement and
immigration to be used in constructing their
identities. Nor will they be able to relate to the
Holocaust and the founding of the State of
Israel as concrete and personal memories.
Jewish education will continue to do its best to
reproduce more American Jews as the struggle
to retain meaning and structure continues. 

It is here where the challenge to Jewish
Education lies. What are the properties of
American Jewish education that can be con-
ducive to the development of a global Jewish
identity, with Israel in its center? 

The answer is both ideological and pragmatic.
On the ideological level American Judaism has
to formulate a position that fits well with
today’s American Jewish set of values and
lifestyles. American Jewish theology and ideol-
ogy needs to come up with a persuasive argu-
ment regarding Israel. A call for the defense of
Israel will not suffice. Israel has to be present-
ed to American Jews as a source of spiritual
nourishment, as a celebration of Jewish revival,
as a reference point for revitalization of Jewish

life in America, and as possible place for
American Jews to settle. (Yes, aliya should be
part of the lexicon.) Israeli culture, in all its
manifestations needs to be present in both the
private and the public Jewish spheres. Modern
Hebrew should be regarded as an essential tool
for contemporary Jewish identity. These are
challenging demands that American Jewish
educators need to undertake. There must be a
strong value-based articulation of Israel’s place
in American Jewish life.

Once there is a true ideological transformation
toward Israel, we will find that there are multi-
ple ways to engage the next generation with
Israel. The task is actually quite simple. What
is needed is an intervention system that will
instill relationships and memories into the
identity construction of young Jews.
Anthropological literature offers us a direction
through the works that examine the effect of
globalization on identity development. The
reality of globalization creates the flow of cul-
tural objects, images and meanings, resulting in
back-and-forth transferences, mutual influ-
ences, negotiations, relationships and constant
transformations.”6 This new reality provides a
rich set of tools for Israel educators. 

The lack of personal memories of Israel as the
homeland needs to be replaced by breeding an
imagined identity, which is a hybrid of the
American and the Israeli experiences. Aside
from Israeli immigrants in America, American
Jews do not have these memories and the
hybrid identity needs to be invented from the
start.7 Steven Cohen and Arnold Eisen use the
concept that came out of their research on
moderately affiliated baby boomers: “tribalism.”
They argue that: “most moderately affiliated
Jews also continue to think of their relation-
ship to other Jews as a matter of belonging to a
group that extends ‘vertically’ through time and
‘horizontally’ through space.” They coin the
term “transcended belonging,” which is a “feel-
ing of deep connection to previous generations
and future generations as well as to Jews of
today who are scattered around the globe.”8

They cite various examples in which their sub-
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jects reflect on the connection to the Jewish
people as a significant element in their lives.
Looking at their findings, there seem to be
more references to the vertical (historical)
dimension of Jewish Peoplehood than to the
horizontal (contemporary Jewry and Israel).
And most of the horizontal references pertain
to issues relating to the choice of friends,
neighborhoods and romantic relationships, all
within the American construct. While the verti-
cal connection can be negotiated through rich
assortment of symbolic rituals and religious
practices, the options for expressions of the
horizontal connection are more limited.
Typically, American Jews are attuned to helping
Jews in distress in places associated with crisis
and need and thus often the category of ‘help-
ing Jews in need’ serves as the American
expression of Jewish Peoplehood.

A hybrid identity needs to be shaped by agents,
as opposed to a natural process of identity
development. Though historically diasporic
identity tends to be reactive or situational, it is
the task of Jewish education to influence iden-
tity development of such a type.

What kinds of “agents” are available to
American Jews? Jewish education needs to be
able to develop awareness to the multi-locality
of Jewish life as part of the identity develop-
ment process. This awareness has to be multi-
dimensional; inviting young American Jews to
negotiate their American identities with the
“otherhood” of Jewish life. This requires an
appropriate educational strategy, currently
missing from the Jewish educational agenda.

An educational strategy for Israel Education
has to be divided into two main parts. First is
the educational work that needs to be done
locally, within ones own community and sec-
ond, the actual experiences that expose the
next generation to the “otherness” of the
Jewish people. In the process of education
there is a need to socialize toward Jewish
Peoplehood in a way that would lay the foun-
dation to the life experiences that will follow. A
deliberate effort has to take place in order to
incorporate a “global” motif to all aspects of

American Jewish education. This is a broad-
based discussion that covers the gamut of cur-
riculum, implicit and explicit teaching, cogni-
tive, affective and behavioral aspects of educa-
tion as well as communal support, ability to
train educators as role models and providing
appropriate resources. The ultimate goal of this
educational process is to create a readiness for
a global Jewish identity that will later be rein-
forced by a set of life experiences.

In this particular area of identity development
“learning about” is not enough. The most
effective agents of Jewish Peoplehood educa-
tion are to be found within the non-formal
educational process. As was mentioned earlier,
the cultural effects of globalization open up
new possibilities for experience and growth.
This is a great window of opportunity for
Jewish education. In terms of Israel education,
the flow of cultural elements that can serve the
educational process is achieved through two
main (modern) activities: Travel and Contact.

Historically, travel was associated with either
mass migration or with the ability of elite indi-
viduals to move around. The common folk did
not have an opportunity to see the world for
the purpose of learning and growth. Only in
recent decades did travel become one of the
most popular forms of experience and learning.
Travel has become a growth opportunity as “it
combines the pleasure of displacement with the
enjoyable role of ethnographer/consumer and
the position of heightened authority which
accompany the power to totalize and appropri-
ate, engaged in an outsiderly process of judg-
ment and comparison.”8 Travel can be a trans-
formative experience, and is recognized as an
important tool in human development.
Respectively, the western world developed a
wide range “industry” of tourism; study abroad;
exploration; service corps; etc. 

The Jewish community has been quick to dis-
cover the power of travel and created a variety
of educational Jewish travel models, mostly to
Israel. Young Jews are encouraged to travel to
Israel for brief pilgrimages or long-term
immersion and study programs. It is an estab-

   



lished fact that travel experience to Israel is an
effective form of Jewish identity development.9

The communal leadership of the North
American Jewish community embraced the idea
of travel to Israel and gave it a very high pro-
file, through resources and leadership. Most
notable is the birthright israel initiative that
enables thousands of American Jewish young
adults to travel to Israel for free 10-day pro-
grams.10 Still, most American Jews do not
choose to travel to Israel altogether. Organized
Jewish travel to Israel covers only around a
quarter of American Jews by the age of 26.11 It
is therefore important to invest a significant
planning effort in developing a paradigm that
will get every young American Jews to con-
struct a set of travel schemes to Israel in the
course of their personal development. The edu-
cational discourse needs to position the Israel
travel as “normative,” a pre-requisite for a full
Jewish life in America that provides a growth
experience critical for the future of the Jewish
community.

But travel is not only about moving from one
locale to the other. This movement involves
contact with people of other cultures. Clifford
argues that while the world still employs
boundaries and passages the reality is that
“cultural action, the making and remaking of
identities, takes place in the contact zones.”12

Contact with other cultures is another feature
of the modern world, and particularly in the
second half of the 20th century. Individuals are
exposed to meeting with people of other cul-
tures through multiple venues. Intercultural
contact is a common feature of today’s human
growth experience. Encounters with people of
other cultures are a useful tool for self-discov-
ery and identity development. All this should
be applied to today’s Israel education.

The combination of travel to Israel and contact
with Israel’s culture and society is the most
powerful agency for Jewish Peoplehood educa-
tion. A strategy for Jewish Peoplehood that
begins at home should lead to the development
of life experiences that will exemplify the
notion of Jewish Peoplehood. Travel and

Contact are headings for a broad range of edu-
cational and communal interventions that need
to be further developed, beyond existing mod-
els. Most American Jews do not have sufficient
exposure to educational moments that might
breed this kind of global Jewish identity. 

The American Jewish community is sui generis
in its evolution as a Diaspora. Compared to
other ethnic groups, both old and new, Jews
are split between the their memories of their
countries of origin and their symbolic identifi-
cation with modern Israel. At the same time,
the American Jewish experience is a remark-
able story of success and cultural integration.
As time passes, the gap between the ancestral
and symbolic homelands is narrowing and the
Americanization of Jewish identity is intensify-
ing.

Jewish identity is at a crossroads and propo-
nents of the idea of Jewish Peoplehood should
be concerned. The identity of American Jews
should reflect the changes in the imagery of
the homeland; as memory fades and a new
imagination can emerge. This process will be
supported by the opportunities of the open
global village. We live in an era that enables us
to renew the idea of Jewish Peoplehood, using
the properties of an open world, with instant
communication and diminishing boundaries.
Israel Education can marvel at the possibilities
that the new world offers. 

Elan Ezrachi is the Director of the Division for
Educational Programs and Experiences at the
JAFI Education Department in Jerusalem. His
doctoral dissertation from the Jewish
Theological Seminary of America was on the
dynamics of interaction between American Jews
and Israelis.
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Editor’s Suggested Discussion Guide:
• According to Ezrachi, the fact that

American Jews see Israel as a place of
refuge for ‘other Jews’ is at the core of the
problem for Israel education in the United
States. What do you think about this
view? Do you agree that the Jewish com-
munity in the United States is not a ‘dias-
pora’ community according to the tradi-
tional definition, and that this has influ-
enced the relationship of American Jews
to Israel?

• Ezrachi feels that Israel can be a source
of spiritual engagement, cultural inspira-
tion and a connection to the Hebrew lan-

guage for Jews in the United States. What
do you see as the primary benefits of con-
nection to Israel for American Jews? 

• Ezrachi argues that travel and contact be
employed to develop a”hybrid Jewish
identity.” Is the notion of a “hybrid Jewish
identity” realistic? What would it take on
the community and institutional level to
implement this idea?

• Ezrachi points to the positive impact of
globalization on educational programs
and ventures. How might educational pro-
grams in your community integrate glob-
alization to enhance Jewish education? 

                                 


