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Dear friends,
I was asked to speak about the role of Israel education in JCCs in Europe. The point of view that I have chosen to discuss is the vision that young adults in Europe have towards Israel and the part JCCs should play in terms of Israel education.

What I will present are some disorganized thoughts that I propose to debate after listening to young people and what they think about Israel. These are not closed truths but they show important changes in the perception of young Jews in several countries in Europe.

I have based my presentation on surveys, focus groups and meetings with young people in general who are not very active in the organized Jewish institutions. However these Jews represent the majority of the Jewish population in Europe.  

To better understand the feelings, thoughts and perceptions of Jewish youth living in Europe towards Israel, we need to first understand some basic issues.

1. When considering young European Jews, most of the Community leaders (including lay leaders and professionals) use parameters that are no longer up to date. The tendency is to read the reality through the lenses of 30 to 40 years ago.  For many years with modernism as the background, Jewish identity was considered as a whole, as something closed-in, and singular. Also Jewish Community was perceived as a homogeneous group, as “the Community”.
In that time this was functional. Both ideas became ideals and as such taboos, truths that no one can discuss. However in the world we are living today, none of these concepts work in the same way.

2. According to this vision, reality is still perceived and thought of in terms of opposing forces such as: Jews vs. assimilated Jews, friendly environment vs. anti-Semitic environment, friends of Israel vs. those against Israel, Aliyah vs. Yoreda (today lot of Israelis are living abroad with no conflict), and Israel vs. Diaspora. It is an “us against them” mentality, a dual identity conflict (to be a Jew vs. to be an Italian for example). So we see that the reality is either black or white. You are with me or against me, nothing in the middle. And always, we Jews perceive the environment as a threat.

3. These classic models do not help us understand what is actually going on now. When we meet with leaders the concepts are quite similar, even though the world has dramatically changed and will continue to change and constantly affect human beings and particularly the youngsters who obviously are the more dynamic group.

4. We are living in times of complexity. The logic of opposition doesn’t work anymore. Institutions as the models of modernity are in crisis: the family (new models), the school (not all the knowledge comes from the teacher), religion (wide variety of options) and authority among others. This also affects the concept of community that is changing. Communities at large were institutions whose main mission was to take care of the human being, a place where you find security. Since the end of the last century Israel was considered an example of a secure place for Jews living in the Diaspora. However, for many Jewish youth this is not the case anymore. 

5. The concept of identity is in crisis. There is no longer a closed definition of what a person is. Today it has changed and people can be many things at the same time with no conflict. We like to use the concept of “identity a la carte”. Young people live in the present. I cannot plan since I don’t know what tomorrow will bring. Past and future are less important. Instead of being “the chosen people” they are the ones that choose permanently but the paradox is that nobody wants to give anything up. They want many things at the same time.

They say: “I will try to live where I feel better.” This connects with a society of consumption and pleasure. I can love Israel, go there for holidays and have a good time but let’s be clear that I live in France and that I’m French for example, or Spanish. 

6. The place of Israel: Israel for the Diaspora was a kind of a Utopia. Israel was looked upon as a place of perfection and all its ideals, starting before 1948 when it was created and for many years up until approximately the end of the last century. But now for the young people this is no longer the case. 

7. Israel as a promised land: The idea behind the promise was that there was a future for you, a clear and sure future. The feeling was that Israel takes care of you. 
But now we live in times of uncertainty. Nobody buys any promises, nobody believes in them.
The reality today is even harder everywhere.  There are no guarantees of success in your life.  It all depends on you. People need to choose all the time and he or she is responsible for his or her decisions. But decisions are not forever.

8. Zygmunt Bauman, in his book “Liquid Times: Living in an age of uncertainty,” connects the idea of utopia with progress and that today progress is not perceived as a shared goal by a community but  rather as a personal way to survive. In parallel, Israel is perceived as place of conflict, with permanent tensions. So, in an individualist and hedonist world, youngsters ask themselves: “Why I should sacrifice myself?  Life is short and I need to think about my own goals”. All the Israelis living abroad confirm their perception.

9. There is an important difference between to advocate and to educate. We see very little programs that really educate about Israel and a lot that advocate.  We consider advocacy as something to do in general society but towards the members of a community it is about educating. The only way to educate is to allow questioning, to allow real debate. Youngsters complain that they cannot debate and express their ideas. Any comment against Israel is perceived as an attack on our identity so it is avoided. However, I think young people today should have the opportunity for freedom of discussion. A young person recently told me, “I can have strong ties with Israel but at the same criticize it.”

10. Youngsters nowadays don’t seem to find their place in Jewish organizations. They do not feel included. Actually communities are reactive to the inclusion of those who are different.
The message is: “They are not interested in joining our organizations.” This is partially true but there are several positive experiences which show that when there is something meaningful, then they will join.

As many feel uncomfortable with the current model, they have two options: 

The first is to stay with (or join) these traditional organizations. However, a majority have no contact with these institutions. The second and more powerful option, which has been really growing over the past few years, is to start creating their own organizations using current paradigms, which are much more dynamic and flexible. 

Conclusions:
There are several experiences happening today in terms of real Israel education. Mainly they are spaces which are organized by youngsters and they don’t treat participants as children. 

They promote real debates and this builds stronger identity. There are places where nobody brings propaganda about Israel when they don’t need to. They are spaces where you can get first-hand information on what is going on in Israel and not from local media which in general has a negative approach. They are places where real exchange also takes place with Israelis in similar conditions and where it is possible to discuss “taboo” areas. 

I think we need idea to create exchange on an equal footing, including debates on what is really meaningful for them and not for us. I strongly believe that the JCC can become a privileged place for this and to show that there is a genuine space for young people.
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