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Morning Session 
 

OPENING AND WELCOME 

Dr. Harold T. Shapiro [Chair of the Colloquium] thanked Dr. Steven Bayme for his efforts in 

organizing the colloquium and presented an overview of the upcoming program and the special 

interest of AJC’s Koppelman Institute in the issues before the colloquium.  He noted the 

heterogeneity of the participants both in terms of age and in relation to their particular interests 

within the Jewish community.  

 

OPENING ADDRESS BY DR. DAVID ELLENSON 

 Dr. Ellenson began by briefly discussing Peter Beinart‟s recent controversial article “The 

Failure of the American Jewish Establishment.” Ellenson believes that the gap between the 

generations noted by Beinart is partly due to the more universalistic attitudes that young people 

tend to have. This universalism, he argued, is also an inherent problem in the Israel-Diaspora 

relationship, since Israeli Jews see issues much more from a national perspective. In the 

speaker‟s opinion, however, the major reason for Israel‟s current difficulties on the world scene 

has less to do with Israeli policies than with the Palestinians‟ refusal to fully accept the State of 

Israel.    

 Additionally, he explained how the concept of pluralism is simply unknown to Israelis.  

In America, there are democratic and pluralistic norms of tolerance.  But in Israel, there is a 

divide between extreme secularism and Orthodoxy.  While the ongoing construction of 

settlements has alienated many American Jews, far worse is the indifference to Israel among 

American Jews.  Another problem is that younger American Jews fear speaking out about Israel 

because they may be accused of naiveté at best and anti-Zionism at worst.  

 Dr. Ellenson raised the question of how to educate young American Jews about Israel.  

He said that the goal should not be to produce unthinking advocates for the State of Israel, which 

will arouse tension within and between the generations, but rather to take a more balanced 

approach that focuses on a deeper understanding of the complex nature of Israeli society.    

 Finally, Dr. Ellenson noted that intermarriage and the consequent growth of mixed-

religion families comprised another reason why the generation of younger Jews may find 

themselves emotionally more distant from Israel.   

 

COMMENT BY REBECCA NEUWIRTH 

 

 Ms. Neuwirth noted that the problem went beyond discussions and education and 

involved actual policymaking, especially since AJC sees itself as a body that influences policy 
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and in this context nuances were often lost or even counter-productive.  Young people want to 

have an influence on the policy side, too.  Will they want to deal with an organization that just 

goes back and forth in exchanges of opinion, or an organization that really influences policy 

makers on issues central to Israeli interests? 

 

OPEN DISCUSSION – RESPONSE TO MORNING SPEAKERS 

 

Religious Pluralism 

One participant argued that Israel is actually religiously more pluralistic than America at 

this point.  More exciting and creative approaches to Judaism are occurring in Israel rather than 

in the U.S.  The participant also said that the moderate Left in America was making a critical 

error by not distinguishing itself from the far Left.  Thus the Left as a whole is perceived as 

wanting to delegitimize the State of Israel.     

 

Education about Israel in America 

 One participant claimed that Jewish education in the U.S. had been hijacked by those 

interests focused on combating anti-Semitism.  A second participant suggested that there are two 

kinds of education: one focused on the contemporary nature and evolution of Israeli society and 

the other on the traditional Zionist narrative.  Moreover this participant claimed that as American 

Jews have become more Americanized, differences between American and Israeli Jews have 

grown.  The participant wanted an explanation for why the older generation of Jews is off the 

charts in passion, love for, and identification with the State of Israel.  A third participant pointed 

out that few American Jews spend time teaching their kids about their own Jewish history.   

 Another issue that kept surfacing was the Holocaust‟s centrality in Jewish education.  

Some suggested that the Holocaust had become politicized.  One participant noted that young 

Jews know about Israel via CNN.  Young Jews want to be exposed to a wide variety of views.  

This participant urged the de-politicization of Israel education.  Finally, a participant talked 

about the importance of language, pointing out the primacy of Hebrew literacy for the survival of 

Jews.    

 

SMALL-GROUP DISCUSSION 

The large group was broken down into four small groups of approximately ten participants each.  

Each group contained a mix of men and women from different political backgrounds and ages.  

The groups were advised to focus on the following list of questions, but other issues from the 

morning discussion were allowable as well.  The summary below is from just one of the small 

groups, and is therefore not necessarily representative of all the conversations that took place. 

 

Questions 

 How do we assess the alleged distancing from Israel among younger American Jews?  

What needs to be done to address that distancing? 

 What are the implications of an ascending Orthodox base of support for Israel among 

younger American Jews? 

 What are the implications of the religious status quo in Israel for its relationship to 

American Jewry? 

 What needs to be done to revitalize a liberal Zionism within American Jewish circles, 

including questions of Israeli social justice and West Bank settlements? 
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Birthright 

 One participant brought up the impact of Birthright, which studies have shown to be very 

positive.  The participant claimed that the community seems hesitant to celebrate its 

accomplishments in regard to the Birthright program.  A second participant noted that Birthright 

has been accused of having a political agenda, and several participants cited recent examples.  

Another participant claimed that the measure of engagement cannot just be who is connected, but 

also how they are connected.  This participant used the saying “if you think your partner is 

perfect, then you are not ready for marriage,” to describe the community discussion regarding the 

relationship between America and Israel.  People must be willing and able to see the 

shortcomings of both Israel and America, as the community strives for the connection of young 

Jews to Israel. 

 

Identity 

 Suggestions of why it is difficult to get younger people involved included: young 

people‟s suspicions about an agenda; their desire for open dialogue in which they are able to 

compare and contrast; young Jews are not a monolith and must be engaged in a variety of ways;  

many may be pro-Israel but do not want to be considered Zionists; individuals may be distancing 

from Israel because they define their identities in terms of a personal Judaism (i.e. family, texts, 

and spirituality), not collective identity; and a lack of awareness that the terms social justice and 

human rights come out of the Jewish tradition.  

 

Distancing  

 One participant urged the acceptance of the fact that American culture is different from 

Israeli culture, and therefore should not be expected to have identical understandings of this 

issue.  A second participant listed four types of distancing: dissenting distancing, which can also 

be a reflection of caring; Jewish identity as a personal matter, with no room for Israel as an 

external identity structure; indifference in the form of assimilation; and simple antagonism to the 

State of Israel.  Another participant said that the fastest growing movement among young Jews is 

social justice, a liberal orthodoxy that may affect the future of the American-Jewish relationship 

with Israel.  A fourth participant noted the lack of Israel education at prestigious Jewish day 

schools, contributing to the difficulty in having a dialogue.   

 

The “Big Tent” 

 The group facilitator posed the underlying question regarding distancing from Israel as 

whether to attempt cosmetic changes (i.e. marketing and messaging) or essential changes (i.e. 

how people think about their values and fundamental stance toward Israel).  He discussed the 

possibility of balancing Israel education with Holocaust education.  As for the issue of the “big 

tent,” the facilitator noted that people need to be careful about who is involved in the 

conversation.  One participant asked why the Jewish community is so afraid of an open 

conversation that it is willing to alienate its own people.   

 A second participant argued that the “big tent” often leads to ideological blandness, so 

that everything needs to be done by consensus and general statements are all that everyone can 

agree on.  An alternative to the “big tent” is to encourage advocates for certain issues and allow 

the leaders of each group to develop its own particular parameters, such as whom to include 

and/or exclude.  Virtually every grouping will have some form of “red lines.” 
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 Debate ensued as to what kind of model should be adopted by the community.  Some 

suggested that another kind of establishment is possible in which anyone is allowed in to try to 

convince others of the rightness of his/her position, but must acknowledge that there may be 

dissent.  A third participant strongly disagreed and called it morally problematic to 

systematically exclude any Jewish voice from conversations that pertain to Israel.  A fourth 

participant claimed that the “big tent” could include anyone who believes that Jews have a right 

to their own state.  
 

Afternoon Session 
 

SMALL-GROUP SUMMARIES BY FACILITATORS 

Following the small break-out discussions, the large group reconvened and the respective 

facilitators presented the main points of discussion from their individual groups. 

 

Group 1 

 The facilitator broke down the discussion summary into three major areas: what is the 

cause of the distancing (diagnostic), what can be done about it (prescriptive), and whom to 

include.  One possible cause for distancing was identified as lack of a sense of peoplehood.  

Another possibility was indifference due to secularism and the impact of intermarriage.  Another 

reason cited was disgust felt by some with particular policies of the current Israeli government.  

It was noted, however, that young people have always been less attached to Israel than their 

elders, and perhaps we should not be overly concerned.  A final cause mentioned was that the 

established Jewish community sees its role as defending Israel, thus setting up limits to the 

conversation and thus more alienation. 

 In terms of prescriptions, one key idea was refocusing Israel education on the State itself, 

and expanding the boundary of those in the conversation to anyone willing to have a civil 

discourse.  Thus those allowed to participate in conversations about the future of the Jewish 

people would constitute a much broader group than those organizations now thought to be 

representing the Jewish community.  It was also noted that some of the voices most critical of 

Israel and its policies are also those most knowledgeable about these issues.  Lastly, there was 

some debate over whether or not American Jews ought to be speaking out on Israel‟s security 

policies.  Some were willing to leave security issues to Israeli policymakers, while others feared 

that this would stifle legitimate criticism. 

 

Group 2 

 Most of this group took the descriptive for granted and focused on the prescriptive.  

There was agreement on several points: some thought it was important to operationalize civil 

discourse so that people would see how they could learn from those with whom they disagree; 

many of the group thought the Israel experience [i.e. Birthright] should be privileged; the group 

thought it important that we should recognize the multiplicity of perspectives and provide 

students and the broader community with the full array of a multitude of opinions. 

 There was disagreement on whether opening “dirty laundry” to public view should be 

part of the prescriptive process.  There was also some debate about the particularism/ 

universalism polarity as expressed in the views of the younger and older generations, and how 

that affects one‟s personal attachment to Israel.  Lastly, people should be met where they are, and 

engaged without prior filters. 
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Group 3 

 This group primarily focused on the issue of connecting to or distancing from Israel.  

There was agreement that distancing is occurring but disagreement over why.  This problem was 

not unique to the Jewish community, as there is a general move toward a more polarized and 

politicized world.  There was disagreement over whether or not there should be pre-set 

parameters in Jewish public discourse about Israel.  Some participants noted that any 

organization is going to have parameters including some and excluding others, but others argued 

that any talk of parameters is problematic and even morally wrong. 

 

Group 4 

 Everyone agreed that there is a clear distancing from Israel and that, with the exception of 

the campus, the issue is not overly political.  Younger people do not like to be spoon-fed about 

how to feel about Israel.  It was noted that it is difficult for those growing up in a liberal 

atmosphere to accept certain Israeli policies however justified they may be on security and/or 

other grounds. The major points of disagreement included how to define Israeli security, how to 

limit the discourse, and the meaning of Jewish identity in the Diaspora. 

 

GENERAL DISCUSSION 

Following the reports by the group facilitators, the floor was opened to the participants.   

 

Assumptions 

 One participant questioned how a critical conversation can take place with as many 

people as possible without bringing assumptions and baggage to the table, and described the 

Jewish community‟s labeling and assumptions as highly destructive.  Another participant called 

the Jewish community‟s view cynical; but others disagreed.  Others argued that the Jewish 

community has not developed the tools or maturity to have an open conversation about Israel.  In 

response, some participants wanted to discuss how to change the community so that it might be 

able to have this conversation. 

 Debate ensued as to whether the Jewish community truly understands the root of the 

problem.  Statistical analysis suggests that the widespread assumption that most Jews are liberals 

is incorrect.  Fewer than half of Jews identify as liberals, and only a small minority of young 

adults falls into the “liberal and alienated” category.  However, the trend might be moving 

toward greater alienation, as recent studies seem to show a certain disconnect from Israel, 

particularly among self-identifying nondenominational Jews.  To be sure, the interpretation of 

the evidence regarding alienation from Israel remains in dispute. 

 

Challenges 
 One participant argued that people are concerned more about overall engagement with 

Israel than about the nature of the engagement.  A second participant argued that it is important 

to focus on the quality of the connection.  It was also noted that there can sometimes be a 

disconnect between how individuals feel personally and professionally.  Also, there may be a 

difference between wanting to have an intellectual conversation, on the one hand, and having an 

easy and meaningful way to connect to Israel, on the other. 

 Another issue is the gap between young Jews as a whole and non-Orthodox Jewishly 

engaged young adults.  Additionally, there were two categories of distancing cited, political 

alienation and ideological alienation; in such a framework, dissent may be considered different 
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from alienation.  Furthermore, a key question for the Establishment regards future leadership and 

the young, intellectual elite.  Another difficulty mentioned was the different paradigms by 

generation; there is a language of complexity and critical inquiry that exists among younger 

people and could be deployed to enrich the conversation on Israeli issues. 

 Others noted that some of the greatest challenges come from Israeli academics.  A 

participant noted that the perceived discomfort with Israel is not just about nationalism but also 

about imperialism and globalization, where more of the intervention needs to take place.  Finally, 

someone asserted that indifference is not a problem that the community should be concerned 

with, and that teenagers and young adults have never been as connected to Israel as they are now.  

Instead, this participant considered the polarization over Israel as a much more pertinent issue, 

since American Jews can simply exit the conversation altogether.   

 

Education 

 It was argued that Jewish academics do not want to be role models for Jewish students; 

they just want to be teachers.  Another issue raised was that 90% of courses about Israel relate to 

either Hebrew language or the Middle East conflict, and there is very little taught about Zionism 

or the history of Israel.  Many in the room wondered whether liberal Zionism could reemerge as 

relevant for young Jews.  It was argued that Israel education for young Jews focuses too much on 

the emotional connection at the expense of a more comprehensive approach.  Additionally, it was 

noted over the last fifteen years teachers have been creating their own syllabi, opening up 

opportunities for skewed and tainted academic perspectives.  Others mentioned the importance 

of teaching kids before they get to the college campus and training more people to teach Israel 

studies.   

 Finally, distancing may be related to Jewish denomination.  A participant noted that in 

the Orthodox community, unlike the rest of the Jewish community, the young are actually more 

connected to Israel than their elders.  While some choose to ignore this anomaly, effort is needed 

to build bridges between the Orthodox and non-Orthodox around the issue of Israel.   

 

FINAL DISCUSSION 

Dov Zakheim opened the concluding session with some questions about future directions: 

 

 Who should attend sessions like these?  Is this the right mix of individuals? 

 Should the focus be on pre-university, during university, or post-university life? 

 What is the role of Israelis in all this?  Do they have a role in the conversation? 

 Where should this discussion take place?  On a college campus?  What are the 

implications of different locations? 

 How does the community get those who are not really committed to attend these 

sessions? 

 

Inclusion/Exclusion 

 One participant argued that there is a large group of young people who are still connected 

to Israel and interested in the land, its people, and its religion.  As for broadening the tent, this 

participant argued that more voices that are passionate about Israel should be included.  A second 

participant noted that the younger generation recognizes the need for a generational shift, but the 

older generation needs to have this conversation as well.  Referring to the Beinart article, a third 

participant questioned how the Jewish Establishment can have an open discussion while also 
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protecting Israel.  A fourth claimed that having a mature conversation means getting beyond the 

conflict with the Arab world and incorporating Israeli domestic issues. 

 

Security 

 One participant argued that having conversations does not jeopardize security.  Others 

agreed that the community often takes so-called security dangers too seriously.  There was also a 

discussion about the collective trauma regarding the security situation in Israel, making it harder 

to have an adult conversation about this.  Some said that the American Jewish community is not 

capable of having an adult conversation about anything related to Judaism.  It is unclear whether 

today‟s younger generation understands the fears of the older generation.  Lastly, a participant 

argued it ultimately harms Israel‟s security if people are not given opportunities to feel invested. 

 

The Establishment 

 One participant argued for providing multiple portals of entry to the communal 

discussion, and for encouraging local communities to convene their own debates.  A second 

participant mentioned that AJC would appear far more credible if it took the lead in creating a 

consortium around these issues.  This participant noted that the words “two-state solution” had 

not been mentioned, and that would leave certain organizations outside the tent.  Another 

participant suggested that AJC take the lead on writing a code of civil discourse and getting 

leaders of the Jewish Establishment to sign it.  Another noted that despite her own generational 

and attitudinal conflicts, the only entry to these issues was through the Jewish Establishment. 

 It was noted that the Establishment should not be a pejorative term, and should 

encompass the whole spectrum of Jewish voices and backgrounds.  Others said that this 

colloquium represented a huge leap forward in addressing multiple issues and hearing multiple 

voices around one table.  Additionally, someone argued that the community has a very complex 

and confused narrative not only because Israel keeps changing in unpredictable ways, but also 

because people come at these issues from their own narratives.  Another participant argued that 

there are three concrete issues that the Establishment must deal with: religious discrimination in 

Israel against the non-Orthodox, gender discrimination, and the human rights of Palestinians. 

  

CLOSING COMMENTS BY DR. BAYME 

The final comment was given by Dr. Bayme, who reviewed the day’s overall accomplishments. 

 

 Dr. Bayme emphasized that he was not intending to capture all of the points of debate; 

but rather to note some of the successes of the day and to suggest follow-up activities.  Dr. 

Bayme praised all of the participants, organizers, and staff.  He made a special point of 

highlighting the role that AJC continues to hold within the Jewish community as communal 

think-tank and catalyst that has the unique capacity to bring together intellectual and lay 

leadership from around the country.  He also pointed to the cross-generational and cross-

disciplinary dialogue that characterized the day‟s events.   

 Substantively, Dr. Bayme focused on three main points: the question of how young Jews 

feel about Israel today; the ascension of the Orthodox camp within the pro-Israel community; 

and the nature of the American Jewish Establishment and its political positions.  Dr. Bayme 

noted that while the first point was discussed at length throughout the day, the other two did not 

draw similar attention.  He argued that the central question is: “what is the responsible thing for 

Jewish leadership organizations to do with respect to Israel-oriented questions?”  Noting that the 
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Jewish Establishment is largely responsible for the special relationship between America and 

Israel, Dr. Bayme was wary of any detrimental effects to this relationship should the Jewish 

Establishment‟s position change.  Nevertheless, touching upon a theme shared by others 

throughout the day, he criticized the Establishment for its focus on Israel advocacy at the 

expense of genuine Israel education.   

 Dr. Bayme concluded with his own views on the central themes of the day.  Unwilling to 

see a dichotomy between polarization and indifference, he argued that both sentiments were at 

work.  While acknowledging the role of polarization, he felt that indifference is more bothersome 

than outright hostility, since hostility, which could in fact reflect how deeply people care, may be 

engaged.  Moreover, we need to understand Israel as a mature democracy, which regularly holds 

elections.  Elections invariably result in disappointment for those backing the losing side.  

Disappointment in election results, however, should not entail alienation or distancing from 

Israel as a democratic and Jewish state.  Dr. Bayme stated that much more needed to be done to 

address all of the issues raised.  He posed questions to the participants as to who should be 

present for follow-up conversations, what kind of political, intellectual, and/or lay leadership 

needed to be present, and what kinds of problems may arise from trying to include exactly those 

same groups of people on which the colloquium focused: young, alienated, and/or distancing 

Jews.  He credited the group for providing a true spectrum of opinions, beliefs, and solutions, 

and hoped that people view today‟s event as a spur for further action.   

 

CONCLUSION 

Dr. Shapiro thanked the participants and made the following closing observations: 

 

 1. There are different types of Establishments.  It is the national Establishment groupings 

 that have the most influence in Washington politics.  On the local level, synagogues and 

 federations are the key grassroots institutions.  The leeway for dissent on the local level 

 may be far greater than the leeway afforded the Establishment on the national level. 

 

 2. The question of religious pluralism in Israel is central to the divide between American 

 Jewry and Israel.  There is a need for much greater attention to the role of the 

 Rabbinate in Israeli public life.   

 

 3. The research on the degree of distancing remains in dispute.  At the end of the day, 

 we do not really know how serious it is.  All we can say is that there is significant 

 concern about it and different strategies of how to address it.   

 

 4. Among American Jews, the young express concern for the rights of the Arab minority 

 within Israel since they view human rights as a critical Jewish imperative.  The Jewish 

 establishment, though, with some exceptions, is often silent on issues of the Arab 

 minority.  Whether this values gap plays a role in aggravating the distancing from Israel 

 is a researchable question. 

 

 5. There are a plethora of issues that affect the Israel-Diaspora relationship.  However,  

 questions of security frequently assume center stage in public discourse.  We need to find 

 ways to advance discussion on the range of issues between Israel and the Diaspora even 

 as we acknowledge the critical significance of the security questions. 
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MEMORABLE QUOTES 
“There was a recent article in Heeb magazine about the most prominent Jews in America.  I 

didn‟t know who any of them were.  But, ironically, my children actually knew every single one 

of them.” –Dr. Ellenson 

 

“The only problem with relationships is that they tend to involve others.”  

–Dr. Ellenson 

 

 “I think we should take off our institutional hats.” –Rebecca Neuwirth 

 

“The one piece of hope we have is that individuals can reverse trends and inspire.”  

–Rebecca Neuwirth 

 

 “As much as we‟d like to believe that Israel‟s policies alienate Jews, it is actually because these 

people are not involved in Judaism.  People that are engaged Jewishly don‟t lose it.  Those who 

have a weak identification do.” –Rabbi Chaim Seidler-Feller 

 

“The increase in the number of people with non-Jewish relatives through mixed marriage is the 

major explanation of the decline of the engagement with Israel.” –Steven M. Cohen 

 

“I don‟t know what a proficient Zionist education means for our time.”  

–Leonard Fein 

 

“Most of our kids are monumentally ignorant.” –Leonard Fein 

 

“Do we, in Judaism, from the bima, do we tell our congregants why we should care about 

Israel?” –Ken Stein 

 

“We have made the Holocaust a central point of Jewish education.  This has trumped the 

discussion of Israel.” –Dr. Bayme 

 

“It‟s not an active rejection of 20-year-olds.  It‟s a simple fact that these things don‟t make sense 

to them.  They don‟t know what these words mean.  It‟s not part of their cultural experience.”  

–Rabbi Shai Held 

 

“An organization that has no boundaries is not an organization.”  

–Small-group participant 

 

“Do we hold Israel to a different standard?” –Small-group participant 

 

“We need to ask „why should they care‟ rather than „why don‟t they care?‟”  

-Idon Natanzon 

 

“The topic of this program should have been „How Young American Jews Are Distancing 

Themselves From Idiocy‟ because we don‟t even have the language for talking about Israel.” 

-Dr. Yehuda Kurtzer 


