INTRODUCTION:  SETTING THE CONTEXT

The introduction should frame the context of the teach-in and answer the question: 

“Why are we, as Reform Jews, engaged in this conversation today?”

Suggested Activities

· Jewish-Text Study 

Ask the participants to read some of the enclosed Jewish texts in pairs and then discuss the questions that follow.  Some of these texts address the role that Israel plays in our lives; others discuss the importance of argumentation and diversity in Jewish life.  

· Brief Introductory Remarks

The leaders of the teach-in, whether they are members of the clergy, members of the Board, or congregants, may want to make some introductory remarks. Feel free to use the enclosed talking points. 

Enclosed Materials

· Jewish Texts with Questions

· Pirkei Avot 6:3

· Abraham Joshua Heschel

· Judah Halevi Poem

· Psalms 126

· Eiruvin 13b

· Excerpt from “A Statement of Principles for Reform Judaism,” CCAR, 1999

· Introductory Talking Points

JEWISH TEXTS

Category I:  On Learning

Text 1

Whoever learns from another, one chapter or law or one verse or one word or even one letter, is bound to accord the teacher honor.  We learn this from King David who learned only two things from Achitophel but called him teacher, companion, and friend, as it says, “You are my equal, my companion, and my familiar friend” [Psalms 55:14].  There is certainly an inference to be drawn.  If David, the King of Israel, learned only two things from Achitophel and regarded him as his teacher, companion, and friend, how much the more should one who learns a chapter, a law, a verse, a word, or even a letter from another accord that other [person such] honor.  Honor can only mean Torah, as it says, “The wise shall inherit honor” [Proverbs 3:35] [and] “The perfect shall inherit good”  [Proverbs 28:10]. Good means Torah, as it says, “I give you good doctrine; do not forsake My Torah” [Proverbs 4:2].

Pirkei Avot 6:3

Guiding Question
1. This is a text about learning.  Part of the purpose of this teach-in is to challenge what we already know about Israel and the conflict and to think beyond what we already know.  What do you hope to learn from this teach-in?

Category II:  On Israel 

Text 2

The love of this land was due to an imperative, not too an instinct, not to a sentiment. There is a covenant, an engagement of the people to the land. We live by covenants. We could not betray our pledge or discard the promise.

When Israel was driven into exile, the pledge became a prayer, the prayer a dream, the dream a passion, a duty, a dedication.

Intimate attachment to the land, waiting for the renewal of Jewish life in the Land of Israel, is part of our integrity, an existential fact.  Unique, sui generis, it lives in our hopes, it abides in our hearts.

It is a commitment we must not betray.  Three thousand years of faithfulness cannot be wiped off.

Abraham Joshua Heschel, 

Israel:  An Echo of Eternity, NY:  Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1967, p. 44

Guiding Questions

1. Discuss Heschel’s assertion that the love of Israel is “due to an imperative.”  What does he mean by a covenant of the people to the land?  How do we maintain this covenant today?

2. Heschel suggests that the covenant has evolved, in fact, from a pledge to a prayer, a prayer to a dream, a dream to a passion, to a duty.  Discuss each of these phases. Which one describes your own feelings about Israel? 

Text 3

My Heart is in the East and I am at the

Edge of the West. Then how can I taste

What I eat, how can I enjoy it?  How

Can I fulfill my vows and pledges

While Zion is in the domain of Edom,

And I am in the bonds of Arabia? It

Would be easy for me to leave behind

All the good things of Spain; it would

Be glorious to see the dust of the

Ruined Shrine.

Judah Halevi

Guiding Questions

1. Halevi begins by writing “My Heart is in the East and I am at the Edge of the West.”  Does this resonate with how you feel?  How would you describe where your heart is?

2. Halevi claims to be “in the bonds of Arabia.”  As North American Jews, what are the bonds that restrain us?  

Text 4

When Adonai restored our exiles to Zion, it was like a dream. Then our mouths were filled with laughter, joyous song was on our tongues. Then it was said among the nations, “Adonai has done great things for them.” Great things indeed God did for us; therefore we rejoiced. Restore us, O God, as You return streams to Israel’s desert soil. Those who sow in tears shall reap in joyous song.  A tearful man will plant in sadness, bearing his sack of seed. But he will come home in gladness, bearing his sheaves of grain.

Psalms 126

Guiding Question

What do you think the Psalmist meant by “Those who sow in tears shall reap in joyous song”?  How does this relate to the history of the Land of Israel? 

Text 5

Israel
We are Israel, a people aspiring to holiness, singled out through our ancient covenant and our unique history among the nations to be witnesses to God's presence. We are linked by that covenant and that history to all Jews in every age and place. 

We are committed to 
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(Medinat Yisrael), the State of Israel, and rejoice in its accomplishments. We affirm the unique qualities of living in (Eretz Yisrael), the land of Israel, and encourage [image: image2.png]


(aliyah), immigration to Israel. 

We are committed to a vision of the State of Israel that promotes full civil, human, and religious rights for all its inhabitants and that strives for a lasting peace between Israel and its neighbors. 

We are committed to promoting and strengthening Progressive Judaism in Israel, which will enrich the spiritual life of the Jewish state and its people. 

We affirm that both Israeli and Diaspora Jewry should remain vibrant and interdependent communities. As we urge Jews who reside outside Israel to learn Hebrew as a living language and to make periodic visits to Israel in order to study and to deepen their relationship to the Land and its people, so do we affirm that Israeli Jews have much to learn from the religious life of Diaspora Jewish communities. 

We are committed to furthering Progressive Judaism throughout the world as a meaningful religious way of life for the Jewish people. 

In all these ways and more, Israel gives meaning and purpose to our lives.
“A Statement of Principles for Reform Judaism”
Pittsburgh Convention, Central Conference of American Rabbis, 1999
Guiding Questions

1. The text affirms the interdependence of Israeli and Diaspora Jewry as religious communities. In what ways are the two interdependent?  

2. Are the two communities interdependent beyond the realm of religion, for example, politically? 

3. Is the vision articulated for the State of Israel (“promotes full civil, human, and religious rights for all its inhabitants”) a reality yet?  If not, what is our role in helping to realize that vision?  Can we have a role in this endeavor while we are living in the Diaspora?

Category III:  On Dialogue and “the other”

Text 6

R. Abba stated in the name of Samuel: For three years there was a dispute between Beit Shammai and Beit Hillel, the former asserting, “The halachah [Jewish law] is in agreement with our views” and the latter contending, “The halachah is in agreement with our views.” Then a Bat Kol (Heavenly Voice) issued forth, announcing, “[The utterances of] both are the words of the living God, but the halachah is in agreement with the rulings of Beit Hillel.” Since, however, both are the words of the living God, what was it that entitled Beit Hillel to have the halachah fixed in agreement with their rulings? Because they were kindly and modest, they studied their own rulings and those of Beit Shammai and were even so humble as to mention the actions of Beit Shammai before their own.

Eiruvin 13b
Guiding Questions

1. What is this passage trying to teach us about how arguments should be made and judged according to Jewish law? 

2. What can we learn and apply from the above story to our present-day discussions about Israel? 

INTRODUCTORY TALKING POINTS

· In Search of Peace and Security:  A National Teach-In on Israel is a Movement-wide program designed to engage Reform Jews in discussion and debate on the critical issues facing Israel today.  Over 250 synagogues across the United States and Canada are participating in this national conversation.

· The objectives of this teach-in are threefold:

· To engage Reform Jews on the critical issues affecting Israel today;

· To provide participants with a historical context regarding the recent violence in Israel and an opportunity to learn about and discuss the key issues being debated in Israel today; and 
· To provide an environment in which participants can engage in conversations that encompass a plurality of views and opinions on what support for Israel means.

· This teach-in is the beginning of what we hope will be a program of dialogue and action that will take place in our synagogues across the United States and Canada.  It is time to broaden the discussions within the Jewish community to include the debate about peace and security that Israelis engage every day.  

· Thank you for committing yourself to this conversation and engaging in this critical area of concern for our community.

· The past two years have been filled with pain and confusion for Jews in Israel and North America.  Many of us have experienced deep feelings of disillusionment and the loss of hope.

· The Reform Movement, which is committed to the Jewish people and dedicated to Israel's well-being, looks to the future and maintains the belief that a peaceful and just resolution to this conflict can be found.  
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