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To whom it may concern,

Assessing and unpacking why an experience is personally meaningful is a delicate exercise, especially when thinking about the RCFP Israel Study Tour. It is precisely because the programme was so challenging and well put together that processing its impact is complex: our conversations required a constant assessment of subtext. Who’s speaking to me? What’s their personal and historical narrative? What’s the nature of their relationship with Israel? What fundamental human rights do their experiences sit uncomfortably with? These were questions I was constantly pushed to ask myself, alongside a set of more personal ones: can I empathise with this individual? Which of my values are being challenged? How do these reports impact my relationship with Israel? Is there anything I can do to alleviate the different types of suffering I am encountering?

While I didn’t have an answer to many of these questions, I relished being given the opportunity to ask them alongside a set of peers who pushed me to think more deeply about the plight of the ‘other’. But what of the tour’s longer term impact – I wonder what will remain when the year is complete and I am no longer in contact every month with other fellows. What will come to mind when I can no longer recall the shock of hearing MK Moshe Feiglin characterise the Palestinians as a poorly behaved and unwelcome houseguest, or the respect I have for Ami Tesler’s repeated attempts to engage the Bedouin community in conversations around settlement recognition? My suspicion is that there are three key takeaways that will stand the test of time:

1. An interest in human rights is not an academic pursuit

I am too passionate about these issues to allow my interest in advancing human rights (in Israel and beyond) to remain the purview of my Facebook wall alone. It is easy to feel like these issues are too big for one individual to affect, but that kind of thinking is defeatist. We met people who were upset about big issues and are doing something about them. Yes – their initiatives are grassroots; yes – they too get disaffected; and yes - there’s plenty more to do, but they are having an impact (lo alecha hamlecha ligmor…).

2. There are plenty of people in Israel just like me
I grew up as a committed and engaged Reform Jew, actively involving myself in youth movement activities from the age of 11 to 22. In terms of Israel, I’ve been a tour participant (aged 16), gap year participant (aged 18), tour leader (aged 21), and World Zionist Congress delegate (aged 22). The point is, I’m no stranger to Israel education, frequently participating in ‘mifgashim’ (organised encounters with Israelis). There were some common threads to these various explorations of Israel: love the place, love the history, love the Jewish values, and struggle with the people. I have always found it difficult to connect with Israelis: my political bent sways just a little too far left of centre for most, my ‘Britishness’ presented itself as too unfamiliar, and my propensity to debate and challenge was too infuriating. I can honestly say that the RCFP Study Tour is the first time I have ever felt a real sense of belonging. The environment fostered by Sid, Elan, and Shauna was inclusive and supportive – I will certainly be keeping in touch with my Israeli peers (kol yisrael arevim zeh la’zeh…).

But it was not just those on the Study tour that I felt connected to. It was also the first time I’ve had the opportunity to speak with truly moderate Palestinians (Mahmud Gamal made a real impression). This point relates also to takeaway number 3:

3. Knowledge and understanding of the other must precede change
It is scary how well we all presume to know the other without ever really engaging with and relating to them. Dismissing the views of those we have judged as unreasonable, as racist, as dishonest, is far easier than explaining away the suffering of a friend. It is clear to me that the moral fabric of Israel is being threatened by a deep fear of the other. This ‘othering’ is unrelenting and on all sides – other types of Jew, other Israeli citizens, other residents of Israel, or other neighbours – the result is always a more segregated society. Up until this trip, I was concerned with peace, but now, I’m more interested in coexistence. Peace is a political question, whilst coexistence is an ethical one. If we do not create more space in our lives for engaging with those we’re afraid of, fear will only become more deeply entrenched (v’ahavta lere’acha Kamocha…)
I hope this gives you an insight into how formative an experience the RCFP Study tour was for me. If you wish to discuss my thoughts further, please feel free to ring me (+44 7765 064 664). This really is a programme about which the Jewish community should feel immensely proud.

Yours sincerely,

Ben Jacobs
René Cassin Fellow, Class 2, London Hub  
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