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Israel: the name evokes much meaning for most people who have spent some time at a NFTY event, Jewish summer camp or religious school. Some will recall that Israel is the Jewish state in the Middle East. Others will note that it is the historical homeland of the Jews; still others will recognize a spiritual connection to the land. There are numerous responses to the concept of Israel, a country embedded with history, culture, and mystery. For some the connection is recognized; for others it remains ambiguous.

The modern state of Israel is currently undergoing one of its most difficult periods in its tumultuous 57-year history. After having achieved peace with Jordan and Egypt and relative security along the border with Syria and Lebanon, the Jewish state is now fighting the threat of Palestinian terrorism, while simultaneously seeking a way of ending that violence. Ariel Sharon, Israel’s current Prime Minister, has initiated the disengagement of Israeli military forces and settlers from the Gaza strip and part of the West Bank. Now that many people agree that Israel has found a Palestinian partner for peace in Mohammad Abbas, president of the Palestinian Liberation Organization, it is imperative that American Jews support Israel in its bid for peace.

As the historical homeland of the Jewish people, Israel represents an important cultural connection, even in an autonomous environment like the American Jewish community. While most Jews in North America identify with the communities from which their ancestors emigrated, such as Eastern Europe or Morocco, our overarching identity as Jews derives from our ancestors’ interactions with each other and Israel’s geography.

Spiritually, Israel is the birthplace of the Bible, the central text of Jewish religion. When we pray or celebrate a holiday, we connect to the Bible’s roots in Israel. Our modern prayer service was developed by Ezra the Scribe in order to suit the needs of Jews returning to Israel from exile in Babylon. Most holidays are related to agricultural cycles followed by residents of ancient Israel. The result is the inextricable relationship between religious aspects of Judaism and the land of Israel.

Finally, Israel represents each and every Jew on the planet, regardless of how personally connected you feel. To uninformed people, Israel’s actions are a stereotyped reflection of all Jews’ beliefs. So, while some people will question you about Israel’s actions, it is those who do not seek explanation who may accuse you (i.e. all Jews) of committing atrocities against Palestinians. Thus, you must care about Israel in order to protect the reputation of yourself and of Jews worldwide by engaging in meaningful dialogue.

Related Questions:

What kind of challenges will I face in supporting Israel?

There is a growing trend of opposition to Israel’s right to exist on college campuses, and even in high schools. Those who seek to delegitimize the State of Israel are gaining influence in the international community. Know how to defend Israel’s legitimacy from anti-Israel individuals and groups. A key argument is that you may not agree with Israel’s policies, but you still support its right to exist. It is up to us, as the future leaders of both the adult Jewish community and the United States to ensure that Israel retains U.S. backing in the difficult times to come. Start with the suggestions under Taking Action, and pursue your own research as well!

How can I get more informed? 

Learn more about the Palestinian-Israeli Conflict by visiting www.bitterlemons.org, a website that presents two opinions from each side of the conflict every week. Follow Israeli news from Haaretz, and The Jerusalem Post. 

Taking Action:

Support the Israeli economy 

Buy gifts for friends and family at Israeli Products or Shop- In-Israel web sites or another favorite Israeli Product retailer. You can also buy Israeli products in grocery stores: the prices may be slightly higher than American alternatives, but you’ll be supporting Israeli companies.

Visit Israel 

High school students can go on NFTY’s L’dor Vador Summer in Israel, or spend a semester studying Jewish History, Hebrew and general studies on NFTY’s Eisendrath International Exchange (EIE) High School in Israel. High school graduates can spend a year in Israel before they go to college on the Reform Movement’s Carmel program, traveling, studying in their own beit midrash and taking classes at Haifa University. Anyone who is 18 to 26 years old and has never been to Israel can go on Birthright Israel completely free. For information about these programs, check out NFTY, Kesher or Birthright Israel's web sites. 
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