
Complex Conversations: Israel Introspected - Course Syllabus 
 

Oct. 17 | Conversation 1: From Crisis to Covenant: Changing the Way We Think and Talk about Israel 

Driven by a few short readings, our opening conversation will explore the current relationship between Israel and 
world Jewry, asking why (and if) the Jewish community is so committed to maintaining it. We will then evaluate a 
contemporary suggestion for a distinct direction to shape our narrative about Israel given new realities that question 
Israel’s significance and even its legitimacy. 

Oct. 24 |Conversation 2:   Religion & Peoplehood:  Promoting a Group Identity in the Era of Individualism 

Israel as the sovereign expression of Jewish peoplehood matters only to the extent that peoplehood is valued and 
viewed as essential to Jewish identity.  In a world of individualism, how can a sense of belonging to a Jewish collective 
be maintained individually, and be subsequently defended to the broader culture?  

Oct. 31 | Conversation 3:  Sovereignty and Jewish Identity:  The Role a State Can Play for a Borderless People 

The establishment of the State of Israel represents the decision of [at least a segment of] the Jewish people to grant 
their collective identity a sovereign form. This conversation will ask why sovereignty is not only significant for Israelis 
but seek to define how it can contribute to the self-understanding of Jews worldwide. 

Nov. 7 | Conversation 4:  Power and Powerlessness:  The Risks and Rewards of Jewish Sovereignty 

Like other sovereign nations, Israel uses its military power as the foundation for its independence and as a means of 
safeguarding it. In the face of the modern critique of power as a corrupting force, how does Judaism perceive the 
moral foundations, responsibilities, and challenges of power? Our conversation will play off the polemic against 
power abuse found in Chumash, and the Exodus narrative in particular.  

Nov. 14 | Conversation 5: War and the Battle for Morality:  When the Fight Is Necessary, How Must We Fight? 

How do we determine what constitutes a just war? What if any boundaries do we place on the legitimate right to self-
defense? What role does world perception play in the strategies we employ on the battlefield? Our inherited Jewish 
wisdom tradition provides significant guidance to frame our discussion of these questions. 

Nov. 21 | Conversation 6: Putting a Square Peg Through a Round Hole: Implementing a Democratic Jewish State 

What are the defining features of a Jewish state, and are they compatible with the principles of democracy? How can 
Israel’s dual aspiration to be both Jewish and democratic find simultaneous expression in the realm of policy? We will 
discuss how this has been attempted in the past, and question how it might be achieved in the future. 

Nov. 28 | Conversation 7: Religious Pluralism and Human Rights:  Can we build a Jewish State for All Mankind? 

As a democracy, Israel is committed to being religiously pluralistic and to providing equal rights to all of its citizens, 
Jews and non-Jews alike. Does Israel’s Jewish dimension serve or hinder these commitments?  What principles and 
ideas ought to govern Israel’s policies on these issues? 

Dec. 5 | Conversation 8: The Values Nation:  Living Up to Our Calling as Ohr LaGoyim (A Light unto the World) 

Israel is the evolving project of the Jewish people, in which Jewish values and ideals meet the challenges of 
governance and everyday life. Together we will explore resources within the Jewish tradition that can contribute to 
the shaping of Israel as a paragon of moral and democratic values and help fulfill the aspiration of Israel to be a nation 
of values. 


