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The Israel Discourse Advisory Committee (IDAC) held its last meeting of the calendar 

year on December 3, 2019. 
 

Norm Loewenthal, Committee Chair, began the substantive part of the meeting by 

emphasizing the high quality of the current Federation-sponsored Shalom Hartman 

course on “Engaging Israel,” co-sponsored by JRC and other synagogues, that is now 

well under way.  He observed that both this course and last year's offering, “Jewish 

Values and the Israeli-Palestinian Conflict,” have not only been outstanding in their own 

right but have provided an ideal context for learning and constructive dialogue about the 

difficult issues that concern many in our congregation.  Norm suggested that serious 

consideration be given to offering one of these courses within Judea in the near future to 

stimulate participation by our own congregants, which, in the current and recent courses, 

has been lamentably low. 
 

The bulk of the meeting consisted of a review of the November 19 visit of Rabbi Josh 

Weinberg, Vice-President of the Union for Reform Judaism, with responsibility for 

ARZA (Association of Reform Zionists of America) and other Israel-related matters. An 

important feature of all of Rabbi Weinberg's sessions during that day was the use of 

guidelines for discussion, or ways for the congregation to be a “heart that listens,” 

provided by Rabbi Soffer: 1) lead with curiosity, 2) listen with resilience, 3) speak from 

our own stories, 4) ask real questions. Although much of Rabbi Weinberg's visit 

concerned matters other than direct reference to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, the 

guidelines were apparently helpful in maintaining a civil tone in discussions, and should 

be similarly useful on other occasions going forward, especially those related more 

directly to the conflict. 
 

In a wide-ranging discussion of Rabbi Weinberg's topics – the history of Reform 

Judaism's relationship to Zionism, the importance of participation in the upcoming 

elections to the World Zionist Congress, the advancement of a “liberal” Jewish agenda in 

Israel – a number of points emerged. All, including additional educational programming 

and more in-depth historical treatment of Rabbi Weinberg's topics, related to IDAC's 

central task of fostering meaningful dialogue on Israel-related issues.  But particular 

emphasis was placed on several themes: pursuing areas of consensus (rather than 

disagreement) regarding Israel; developing space for a meaningful relational connection 

with Israel and Israeli society, thereby closing or at least narrowing the gap that now 



exists; employing the notion of Jewish “peoplehood” in this effort; assuring that Judea 

becomes a “safe” place for expression of all perspectives on Israel, including 

controversial or unpopular ones (which apparently it is not now perceived to be by 

some); making use of relevant and compelling personal stories; exploring more deeply 

what it means to be a “progressive Jew,” especially in the context of Israel and its 

security concerns; fostering a better understanding of the work of IRAC (the Israel 

Religious Action Center); and a number of other thoughtful ideas. Specific programming 

possibilities that were mentioned included engaging such outside groups as Resetting the 

Table (devoted to “courageous communication across divides”) and the Parents Circle – 

Families Forum (of parents of Israelis and Palestinians killed in the conflict). 
 

Norm Loewenthal noted that in view of IDAC's role as an advisory rather than a 

programming body all of these approaches would require initiative from Judea's 

committees or its lay or rabbinical leadership. 
 

Rabbi Weinberg's visit apparently did not provide complete clarity on the new ARZA-

URJ organizational relationship or on expectations regarding the ARZA dues opt-in on 

Judea's membership application. It was hoped that information on these topics – and for 

that matter on the specifics of voting in the World Zionist Congress elections – would be 

provided at the December URJ Biennial in Chicago, which a number of Judea members 

will be attending.  However, reference to the ARZA opt-in did lead to additional 

discussion at the IDAC meeting of this long-standing matter. There continues to be 

discomfort by some in the congregation about the presence of this item on the 

application and a feeling that, at the least, its presence (and ARZA in general) need to be 

better explained and understood. There also continues to be a point of view that opt-ins 

for other worthy organizations might appropriately be explored and that digital 

mechanisms might be employed to allow for such choices to be indicated conveniently. 

It appears that as this discussion goes forward it will be helpful to have information 

about practices in other Reform congregations and about the extent to which the opt-in is 

used at Judea. 
 

Note was taken about the recent “Thou Shalt Innovate” presentation at the JCC, with co-

sponsorship provided by Judea and other organizations. Because this matter had 

received considerable discussion within Judea and its organizational sub-units, it seemed 

worth reviewing the presentation itself. Only one IDAC member had attended, 

indicating that, in that person's view, the presentation was not merely a recitation of 

technological accomplishments but included reference to political issues, the importance 

of the educational system in Israel, the imperative of “Tikun Olam,” the contributions 

made by Israel's diverse society, and Israel's constructive place in the world. 
 

Norm Loewenthal indicated that as requested at IDAC's previous meeting he had invited 

Jill Madsen, Executive Director of the Durham-Chapel Hill Jewish Federation, to attend 



an upcoming IDAC meeting to provide background on the Federation's choices of 

Israel-related programming and its related requests to Judea for co-sponsorship of 

programs. Jill will attend  IDAC's next meeting, on January 9, and, in advance of that, 

she has provided a document on Federation's guidelines for this area of programming. 

Views regarding that document by IDAC members were generally positive, though some 

concerns were expressed that its call for “consensus” was overly broad and that its 

reference to “diversity,” though admirable, was not always reflected in actual 

programming. It was also pointed out that, with respect to programming based on films 

(including the many engaging and provocative films on Israel that can be screened), 

useful ancillary educational materials are usually available. In addition, interest was 

expressed in seeing the charter of the Israel Center, to which reference is made in the 

guidelines document. There was clear unanimity that IDAC'S conversation with Jill at 

the January meeting will be conducted in an entirely positive and constructive vein, 

reflecting the committee's appreciation to her for taking the time to discuss these issues. 
 

With regard to the proposal from Rena Fraade, Director of Congregational Learning, 

considered at the previous meeting, to do a program based on the film “Heading Home,” 

concerning the Israel national baseball team, Rena has indicated that she will provide the 

additional information requested by the committee (i.e. how the program will constitute 

an educational experience within a framework for critical thinking and discussion) for 

the committee's next meeting. Norm indicated that he had also been in touch with Chip 

Carnathan, the co-chair of the Adult Education Committee with responsibility for Israel-

related programming, who indicated that programming ideas are currently percolating 

within that committee and may be ready for presentation to IDAC at its next meeting. 
 

To clarify the use of the Community News section of eNotices discussed at the last 

meeting – where it was pointed out that JRC committees and congregants may request 

the inclusion of information about specific upcoming programs, including Israel-related 

programs, in the community – Norm has been in touch with JRC staff about concerns 

that there are sometimes more requests than can be accommodated. Staff is currently 

drafting additional language to accompany the disclaimer under the Community News 

heading indicating how to request that specific items be included but also noting that it 

may not be possible to accommodate all requests [note: wording along these lines has 

since been added.] 
 

Ziva Raney and Rabbi Soffer have been encouraged to fill the current vacancy on IDAC 

so as to give us a full complement of membership and to maintian a balance of 

perspectives on the committee. 
 

IDAC's next meeting will be on Thursday, January 9. 
 

Submitted by Norm Loewenthal, Committee Chair 


