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I.         Introduction 

For North American Zionist Jews, Yom Ha’atzmaut is a time to celebrate the establishment of the 
State of Israel and, at the same time, to consider the past, present, and future of our relationship 
with Israel and its citizens. This guide is designed to help you examine this important relationship 
in terms of the following key questions:  

- What frameworks and models have been used to characterize the relationship between 
North American and Israeli Jewry?  

- What type of loyalty should Israel expect from North American Jews and what does that 
loyalty demand of us?  What kind of voice should North American Jews have when it 
comes to Israeli policies?  

- In what ways are North American and Israeli Jews dependent on one another?   
- What is the model or combination of models necessary to (re)build a sense of 

Peoplehood?   
 

This guide provides a framework for looking at these relationships through the metaphors we 
use to describe them (section II), a text study to probe the roots of these metaphors (section III), 
and a worksheet to explore the implications and effects of these metaphors (section IV). 

We encourage you to use the guide on your own, with a study partner or with a group at a pace 
that feels comfortable. The questions are provided to facilitate reflection or conversation. 
Choose the ones that resonate. Chag sameach!  
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II.          Metaphors and Models of Peoplehood 

Our view of the world around us and our politics are filtered through the stories we tell about 
what the world is and what it should be. We use metaphors to describe and understand reality 
and to organize how we see and react to it.  

If this is so, it is valuable to ask: what deep stories have the Jewish people told about our 
relationship to one another? What metaphors do each of us most naturally reach for in describing 
the nature of the relationship between Jews in North America and Israel?  

Below are basic sketches of some of the most common metaphors used to describe this 
relationship in classical and contemporary Jewish thought.  

 

1. Shalom Hartman Institute, “Israel and World Jewry: Definitions of Relationships,” in 
“Together and Apart: The Future of Jewish Peoplehood,” iEngage Vol. 5, 2020 

Family: A group of people related by blood and having a shared sense of belonging and mutual 
obligation. 

Shared Believers: A group of people who have a strong commitment to a shared religious belief 
or a belief that something is right or good. 

Partners: A group of people who join in a common undertaking, with shared risks and profits. 

Investor: Participant in a collective enterprise that expends money, capital, or resources with the 
expectation of achieving a profit or gaining an advantage. 

Consumer: A person who purchases or benefits from the use of goods and services. 

 

Questions for Reflection:  

- Which of these metaphors best describes your understanding of the nature of Jewish 
peoplehood? 

- What are the implications of these metaphors when applied to the relationship between 
Israeli and North American Jewry? What are the particular implications for questions of 
loyalty and obligation? 

- What are the strengths and weaknesses of each metaphor? What other metaphors would 
you add to this list?  
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III.       Text Study 

Below are classical and contemporary Jewish texts which reflect some of these understandings 
of Jewish peoplehood. As you read each one, consider: 

- How does this text add to, change, or complicate previous understandings of this 
metaphor? 

- What is a contemporary example of this kind of deep story playing out in the relationship 
between North American Jews and Israeli Jews? 

 

Family Model 

2. Michael Wyschogrod, The Body of Faith, 1983 

The foundation of Judaism is the family identity of the Jewish people as the descendants of 
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. Whatever else is added to this must be seen as growing out of and 
related to the basic identity of the Jewish people as the seed of Abraham elected by God through 
descent from Abraham. This is the crux of the mystery of Israel’s election. Seen through the eyes 
of man, a divine election of a group defined by some ideological criterion would be far more 
plausible. It would have been far more understandable had God elected all those who feed the 
hungry and clothe the naked or, if our sensibilities are more contemplative than active, all those 
who have grasped the absolute or achieved Nirvana. These are accomplishments of individuals 
and reflect unusual endowment or effort or both. But being born into a particular family is hardly 
an achievement for which anyone deserves either credit or blame…God chose the route of 
election, and of the election of a biological instead of ideological people, because this was his 
free choice…Rarely has any theology come to grips with the contingency that follows from God’s 
freedom.  

  
Questions for Reflection: 
 
- How do you relate to Wyschogrod’s concept of the Jewish people as family?  
- How does the family metaphor change if Jews imagine themselves within different kinds of 

family relationships, such as siblings, cousins, parents and children, or spouses? 
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Shared Believers Model 

3. Exodus 19:1–6 

On the third new moon after the Israelites had gone forth from the land of Egypt, on that very 
day, they entered the wilderness of Sinai. Having journeyed from Rephidim, they entered the 
wilderness of Sinai and encamped in the wilderness. Israel encamped there in front of the 
mountain, and Moses went up to God. The LORD called to him from the mountain, saying, “Thus 
shall you say to the house of Jacob and declare to the children of Israel: ‘You have seen what I 
did to the Egyptians, how I bore you on eagles’ wings and brought you to Me. Now then, if you 
will obey Me faithfully and keep My covenant, you shall be My treasured possession among all 
the peoples. Indeed, all the earth is Mine, but you shall be to Me a kingdom of priests and a holy 
nation.’ These are the words that you shall speak to the children of Israel.”  

 

את ְּבֵני־יִ  י ְלֵצ֥ ֶדׁ֙ש ַהְּׁשִליִׁש֔ ר ִסיָנֽי׃ַּבֹח֨ אּו ִמְדַּב֥ ה ָּב֖ ִים ַּבּ֣יֹום ַהֶּז֔ ֶרץ ִמְצָר֑ ל ֵמֶא֣ אּ֙ו    ְׂשָרֵא֖ ים ַוָּיֹב֨ ַוִּיְס֣עּו ֵמְרִפיִד֗
  י ַוֽ ר ִסיַנ֔ ל ֶנ֥ ֶגד  ִמְדַּב֣ ם ִיְׂשָרֵא֖ ַחן־ָׁש֥ ר ַוִּיֽ ר׃ַּיֲח֖נּו ַּבִּמְדָּב֑ יו יְ   ָהָהֽ א ֵאָל֤ ים ַוִּיְקָר֨ ה ֶאל־ָהֱא�ִה֑ ה ָעָל֖ הָו֙ה ִמן־ ּוֹמֶׁש֥

ל׃ יד ִלְבֵנ֥י ִיְׂשָרֵאֽ ב ְוַתֵּג֖ ית ַיֲעֹק֔ ה תֹאַמ֙ר ְלֵב֣ ר ֹּכ֤ ר ֵלאֹמ֔ יִתי ְלִמְצָר֑  ָהָה֣ ר ָעִׂש֖ ם ֲאֶׁש֥ ם ְרִאיֶת֔ א  ַאֶּת֣ ִים ָוֶאָּׂש֤
י ְנָׁשִר֔  י׃ֶאְתֶכ֙ם ַעל־ַּכְנֵפ֣ ם ֵאָלֽ א ֶאְתֶכ֖ ה ִאם־ָׁש֤מֹוַע ִּתְׁשְמעּ֙ו ְּבֹקִל֔  ים ָוָאִב֥ י  ְוַעָּת֗ ם ֶאת־ְּבִריִת֑ י ּוְׁשַמְרֶּת֖

ֶרץ׃ י ָּכל־ָהָאֽ ים ִּכי־ִל֖ ַעִּמ֔ י ְסגָֻּל֙ה ִמָּכל־ָה֣ יֶתם ִל֤ כֶ  ִוְהִי֨ י ַמְמֶל֥ ם ִּתְהיּו־ִל֛ ים ְו֣גֹוי ָק֑דֹוׁש ֵא֚ ְוַאֶּת֧ ֶּלה  ת ֹּכֲהִנ֖
ל  ר ֶאל־ְּבֵנ֥י ִיְׂשָרֵאֽ ר ְּתַדֵּב֖ ים ֲאֶׁש֥  ׃ ַהְּדָבִר֔

 

Questions for Reflection: 

- How did the Exodus and the giving of the Torah transform the nature of the Israelite people?  
- What does it mean to be a community tied to each other on the basis of biology (as it is in 

Genesis) versus on the basis of ideas, beliefs, and values?  
- What are some of the beliefs that bind the Jewish people today?  
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Economic Models (Partners, Investors, Consumers) 

4. Leviticus Rabbah 4:6  

Hezekiah taught: It is said, Israel is a scattered sheep (Jer. 50:17). Why are Israel likened to a 
sheep? Just as with a lamb, when it is hurt on the head or on any other limb, all its limbs feel it, 
even so is it with Israel: if [only one] of them sins, all of them feel it…  R. Simeon b. Yohai taught: 
This may be compared to the case of men on a ship, one of whom took a borer and began boring 
beneath his own place. His fellow travelers said to him: ‘What are you doing?’ Said he to them: 
‘What does that matter to you, am I not boring under my own place?’ Said they: ‘Because the 
water will come up and flood the ship for us all!’ 

 

יז): ֶׂשה ְפזּוָרה ִיְׂשָרֵאל, ִנְמְׁשלּו ִיְׂשָרֵאל ְלֶׂשה, ַמה ֶּׂשה ַהֶּזה לֹוֶקה ַעל רֹאׁשֹו אֹו   ,ִקָּיה (ירמיה נָּתֵני ִחזְ 
ַמְרִּגיִׁשין,   ָּכ� ֵהן ִיְׂשָרֵאל, ֶאָחד ֵמֶהן חֹוֵטא ְוֻכָּלן ַמְרִּגיִׁשין, ְּבֶאָחד ֵמֵאָבָריו ְוָכל ֵאָבָריו 

ָהִאיׁש ֶאָחד ֶיֱחָטא, ָּתֵני ַרִּבי ִׁשְמעֹון ַּבר יֹוָחאי, ָמָׁשל ִלְבֵני ָאָדם ): בכ  ,טז (במדבר
ִּבְסִפיָנה ָנַטל ֶאָחד ֵמֶהן ַמְקֵּדַח ְוִהְתִחיל קֹוֵדַח ַּתְחָּתיו, ָאְמרּו לֹו ֲחֵבָריו ַמה ַאָּתה יֹוֵׁשב   יֹוְׁשִבין ֶׁשָהיּו 

 ֹ ָעֵלינּו ֶאת   ּוְמִציִפין עֹוִלין א ַתְחִּתי ֲאִני קֹוֵדַח, ָאְמרּו לֹו ֶׁשַהַּמִיםְועֹוֶׂשה, ָאַמר ָלֶהם ָמה ִאְכַּפת ָלֶכם ל
ד): ְוַאף ָאְמָנם ָׁשִגיִתי ִאִּתי ָּתִלין ְמׁשּוָגִתי, ָאְמרּו לֹו ֲחֵבָריו (איוב  , יט ָאַמר ִאּיֹוב (איוב  ַהְּסִפיָנה. ָּכ� 

 ָ.ִיְׂשּפֹוק, ַאָּתה ַמְסִּפיק ֵּביֵנינּו ֶאת ֲעֹונֹוֶתיך  ֵנינּו ַעל ַחָּטאתֹו ֶפַׁשע ֵּבי  ֹיִסיף ִּכי לז): ,לד

 

Questions for Reflection: 
 
- What are the different analogies offered by this rabbinic teaching about Peoplehood? What 

are the messages that underlie these analogies?  
- What is the difference between comparing the Jewish people to parts of the body of the same 

sheep and comparing the Jewish people to passengers on the same boat?  
- How might these approaches impact our thinking about North American Jewry and Israel?   
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IV.          Worksheet 

Use this worksheet to help you develop the different implications of each metaphor. You may also want to 
return to the discussion questions at the end of section II. 

 

 
What are the 
Obligations in 
this model? 

What are the 
Emotions in  
this model? 

How does one 
Enter or Exit the 
relationship in 

this model? 

What are the 
Strengths of  
this model? 

What are the 
Challenges of 
this model? 

Family 
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Believers 
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