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The Israel Discourse Advisory Committee (IDAC) began its work for the new year on 

January 9 in the newly renovated Bossen Library with thoughts from Rabbi Soffer, 

drawing on the story of the Biblical Joseph to suggest the possibility of “changing the 

narrative” as we, collectively, seek to create a hopeful future. 
 

Federation Executive Director Jill Madsen visited the committee to amplify on material 

she had earlier provided on how the Federation and the Israel Center make decisions 

about Israel-related program offerings and invitations to synagogues to become co-

sponsors. She underscored both the role of the national JCC and local staff in program 

development, which is guided by a determination to be proactive and to overcome fears 

of addressing what can be a difficult topic. With respect to the co-sponsorship of Israel-

related programming, which is reserved for larger, high-profile events, the Federation is 

motivated primarily by a desire to involve synagogues in promoting the activity; 

financial support is a secondary consideration. No co-sponsorship requests are currently 

pending, although Jill mentioned that another Israel-oriented Shalom Hartman course, 

with involvement by synagogues, is under consideration for next year. Because the 

Federation's planning occurs on a two-year time line, other possible future programs 

could come to IDAC for consideration this spring. Jill also indicated that the Federation 

welcomes initiatives from synagogues which the Federation could join as a co-sponsor. 
 

Committee Chair Norm Loewenthal indicated that IDAC member Sigal Peter-Wohl had 

decided to leave the committee, so that, with the earlier departure of Caryn Hertz, there 

are now two vacancies on the committee.  He emphasized the importance of maintaining 

a full complement of committee membership in order to do IDAC's work while also 

assuring a philosophical balance within the committee. President Ziva Raney indicated 

that she and the rabbi are actively seeking to make new appointments, keeping these 

considerations in mind, and hope to fill the vacancies by the end of the month. 
 

Norm took note of the fact that IDAC is now in the final months of its second 18 month 

mandate as an ad hoc committee, which comes to an end more or less at the conclusion 

of the current organizational year. Working on the assumption that, going forward, 

synagogue leadership will want to create some kind of institutional structure to address 

Israel discourse and programming, he suggested that committee members devote 

thought to what sort of approach, based on IDAC's experience over the past three years, 

the committee might wish to recommend. 



 

Reporting informally, committee members who had attended the recent URJ Biennial in 

Chicago stated that although there were no programs based on entities comparable to 

IDAC, the Biennial offered a rich array of sessions concerning various aspects of Israeli 

political and social issues, including matters of racial justice, Zionism and other 

challenging topics. Of particular interest was the subject of Israel-related education and 

how to approach curriculum development and teaching on Israel in a thoughtful, 

nuanced way. A heartening takeaway from the Biennial is that useful resources exist 

within the Reform movement on many matters of interest to the committee  (it was 

noted that many Biennial sessions themselves are available online). It is also 

encouraging that conversations on Israel-related topics at the Biennial were themselves 

conducted in a civil manner. At the same time, it was noted that in light of political 

developments in the U.S. and Israel, the Biennial was occurring at a fragile moment, 

indicative of the background against which IDAC is engaged in discourse in our own 

synagogue. A link of sorts between the Biennial and a recent activity at Judea was an 

address by Rabbi Josh Weinberg in Chicago on social justice in Israel, including 

reference to Palestinian rights. Finally, it was suggested that IDAC members might want 

to consider providing a session on IDAC's work at the next Biennial, in Washington, 

DC, in 2021. 
 

Concerning upcoming Israel-related programming at JRC, Norm Loewenthal expressed 

disappointment that there was  little to report. A major event in the Jewish community is 

the visit of Artist in Residence Shirel Horovitz for a series of programs under Federation 

auspices. One of those, a lecture entitled “Look at Me – Identity Politics in Israel,” will 

be held at Judea on February 11, though that occasion involves the synagogue not as co-

sponsor but as a venue (approved by IDAC at its previous meeting pending concurrence 

by synagogue leadership). The Adult Education Committee is apparently planning a 

number of programs in the coming months but none of these directly concern Israel-

related matters. The potential plans of Rena Fraade, Director of Congregational 

Learning, to offer a program based on the film “Heading Home,” concerning the Israeli 

national baseball team, remain on hold. 
 

This circumstance highlights the somewhat frustrating reality that IDAC, while it may 

suggest, stimulate and encourage programming in its efforts to foster thoughtful 

dialogue on Israel, is not itself a programming entity; it relies on the efforts of 

synagogue committees and leadership and potentially those of the rabbi, to initiate and 

conduct Israel-related programs and activities. Discussion about that reality led to two 

strands of thought: 1) that a successor to IDAC might be structured so as to be more of a 

programming entity, or 2) that a possible future program (conceivably initiated by 

synagogue leadership) could be about IDAC or its successor. Such a program could 

include an effort to gauge the wishes of the congregation in some manner, and could 

lead to a reaffirmation and/or revision of the Israel Discourse Policy, which has been the 



wellspring of IDAC's existence and role. 
 

Despite the dearth of current programming proposals and matters requiring IDAC's 

attention, Norm Loewenthal suggested that it is important for the committee to “be at the 

ready” to address unanticipated circumstances and, accordingly, to schedule further 

meetings. At the same time, it seems best to wait until current vacancies can be filled 

and new members oriented. With that in mind, Norm suggested that waiting to schedule 

a next meeting until the end of February or beginning of March, depending on when the 

new appointments are made. He indicated that he would be in touch about that and 

would send a scheduling doodle when it is timely. 

 

Submitted by Norm Loewenthal, Committee Chair 
 


