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Experiencing, crafting, and sharing one’s  
personal story of  Israel and Jewish peoplehood 
unleashes the curiosity and creativity that links 
teens to the continually unfolding narrative that 
began with biblical ancestors and continued to 
future generations.

JEWS HAVE BEEN telling and retelling the stories of peoplehood in 
texts, folktales, and celebrations for millennia. We don’t know who first 
began telling these stories, but each of us is the first person to tell our 
own stories. 

The tour guide is a storyteller, and so is every tourist. Shifting the focus 
between the grand narrative of “The Israel Experience” and personal 
narratives of young people experiencing Israel for the first time enables 
adolescents to embrace their own experience, encouraging them to be 
the transmitters of their own culture. Participants reflect, retell, and relive 
the great moments of their journeys. In this way they shift from being 
spectators to actors as they become part of the evolving story of Israel. 

Israel programming is as much about the stories  
yet unwritten as it is about understanding the past.  
The stories teens tell about their experience in Israel  
are about friends, counselors, and guides as well  
as about the places they visit. They develop three  
levels of relationships in Israel. They discover a place, 
build personal connections as they share exhilarating 
experiences almost every waking hour of each day, 
and they are on a journey of self-discovery. Exploring 
these three levels of relationship building with the 
participants before, during, and after their experi-
ences in Israel is part of building a bridge to a Jewish 
future. 

Fellow A came to Project InCiTE (http://www. 
projectincite.blogspot.com) from a national organi-
zation as an assistant regional director of marketing 
and recruitment for Israel Programs. Her project 
provides teens with the opportunity to reflect on 
experiencing Israel through sharing video logs. 

“The goal is for our teens to feel more knowl-
edgeable, more confident, and able to articulate 
their impressions and empowered to share their 
story. We asked several questions: What does it 
mean to tell a Jewish story, and what is the story 
that you want to tell? We engaged them in the 
process of creating vignettes through which 
they would tell their personal story and cultivate 
their own identity.

Successive generations have told ancient and 
contemporary stories, written them down, 
added their own context in Hebrew, Aramaic, 
various Jewish and not particularly Jewish 
languages, and they have taken advantage of 
technological advances from papyrus to the 
printing press in order to spread the word. 
Songs, plays, drawings, paintings, photogra-
phy, films...nearly every conceivable cultural 
and artistic medium has been employed. 
Today’s adolescents are adapting to rapidly 
evolving technologies, and they are no less 
interested in words and images than at 
any time in the past. Their social networks 
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(school, youth group, camp, or Internet) are how 
people experience community, find role models, 
seek guidance, develop their identities, and share 
their own visions of the future. 

Each project was both a retelling and a reliving 
of a meaningful moment, relationship, or encoun-
ter. The ‘Israel experience’ provided the frame-
work for personal transformation. This project 
enabled them to become active transmitters of 
their own culture, inspiring peers at a friend’s 
house, online, or in front of their religious school 
class.”

Fellow B joined Project InCiTE as the regional 
advisor in the New York metro area for a major 
youth group. He focused on making sense of  
personal connections to the nuances and even 
the controversies surrounding national symbols. 

“Different places in Israel precipitate different 
reactions from different people, including con-
necting with Israel through conflicting emotions. 
I was excited to see the Palmach museum, for  
instance, but the actors and their superficial  
stories made the experience disappointing.  
The Yitzhak Rabin Center (http://www.rabin 
center.org.il), on the other hand, was powerful, 
informative, and emotional, telling the story of  
Israel through the biography of Rabin. Having 
both positive and negative experiences has  
enabled me to cultivate a very honest and 
dynamic relationship, with valid opinions and 
conflicting emotions. I strongly support Israel,  
yet I can at times disagree with the actions of  
the government or the positions of certain  
communities. 

There are times when a relationship can be 
personal and meaningful without being weighed 
down by any struggle to make meaning. I am 
troubled by the physical environment and the 
politicization of the Western Wall, yet I love  
the Eilat boardwalk. I once joined a group for  
a weekend excursion to Mitzpeh Ramon, in the 

Negev. I walked to a high peak near the edge of 
the crater early on Shabbat. Inspired by the light 
and the beauty of the desert, I began to stretch 
my body on the edge of a high cliff, in a light 
breeze, the sun just above the horizon. It was 
exhilarating.

That afternoon, while talking with some friends, 
someone asked, ‘Did you see someone doing 
yoga during services?’ Apparently, everyone 
had. They compared their prayer to my yoga, 
assuming that whoever it was on the cliff must 
have been on a spiritual journey. I told them that 
it was me—and that it was an amazing experi-
ence, and I loved the scenery, but I didn’t have 
any spiritual awakening. My friends attempted 
to impose their expectations, and they seemed 
disappointed when my experience on the cliff 
did not live up to their expectations.” 

And Fellow C came to Project InCiTE as the 
regional youth advisor in the Chicago area and 
Northern Midwest regions for a national youth 
group. Her project focuses on leadership devel-
opment through encouraging Israel trip partici-
pants to return and share their personal stories 
with their peers. 

“We asked, ‘How can developing a personal nar-
rative about Israel create a dynamic connection?’ 
The answer unfolded before our eyes in Israel. 
Each of the teens was touched or moved by a 
moment on a mountain, a time at the Wall, or a 
visit to a mosque. Three months after returning, 
during a follow-up call, they reminisced at length 
about the moments they enjoyed. I asked them 
if anything had surprised them or affected them 
differently since they returned. 

One of the teens told us how snorkeling in the 
Red Sea had been a transformative experience. 
He contrasted the beauty of the pristine Gulf of 
Eilat with the Gulf of Mexico after the recent oil 
spill. Thinking about the ecological damage close 
to home, he unsuspectingly found his personal 

connection to Israel. ‘What would 
happen if there was an oil spill there?’ 
A boy from California said that the 
story about the Red Sea and the  
Gulf of Mexico had affected him as 
well. He said it came to mind every 
time he saw the Pacific Ocean. The 
first boy’s story became a part of  
the second boy’s narrative. Now, 
every time he sees the ocean,  
he reflects back on his Israel 
experience. 

One girl shared how her  
experience meeting Israeli  
teens influenced the way she 
has acted at home. Meeting  
an Israeli peer preparing for 
two years of army service  
inspired her to take owner-
ship for her actions and 
responsibilities. ‘If she  
can handle this responsi-
bility, there’s no reason I 
can’t also.’ Reflecting on 
her connection to Israel 
pushes her to be more 
mature, to realize her 
own potential. 

They explained how 
Israel became the  
backdrop for the  
amazing friendships 
that they built while 
on the trip. I asked 
them why they 
thought this was  
the case, especially 
considering that 
most were traveling 
with people they 
had grown  
up with at  



JOSHUA YARDEN holds an MA in Judaic Studies 
from the University of Haifa and a PhD in education,  
culture, and society from the University of Pennsylvania, 
where he wrote a dissertation entitled, “Embracing  

Complexity: A Reflective Investigation of Cultural Transfor-
mation through Reflective Practice in Experiential Learning.” 
He has extensive experience in Israel and in North America, 
working with individuals, camps, schools, community organi-
zations, and national initiatives engaging learners and teachers 
in the process of “becoming Israel.” His many presentations 

include: “In Search of Solutions: Understanding Israel through 
Problem-Based Learning,” “The Binding of  
Abraham,” “Jacob’s Struggle to Become Israel,” 
“The ‘Torasophy’ of Experiential Learning,” and 
“The Well-Framed Empty Space.”

REBECCA SYKES’ time at Camp Ramah set things back on fire 
anytime she strayed from blazing a path as an artist who also wants to  
live a Jewish life. Time at camp also lead to degrees from Columbia  
University and the Jewish Theological Seminary in theater and music.  
Ramah Darom and Ramah Wisconsin feel like home, the kind of home 
where you can write, direct, teach improv, and create a staff-training  
curriculum while you eat tater tots. Currently, Rebecca serves as Artist in 
Residence at Hillel of University of Chicago where her Anusara-inspired  
yoga classes allow the diverse community to explore an integrated  

approach to mind-body awareness, using each yoga pose to 
powerfully open to new possibilities. And do handstands. 
As a singer, actress, yogini, mentor, and educator, Rebecca 
helps individuals and organizations take reliable risks  
towards inevitable inspiration.

summer camp. Israel provided a new environ-
ment—unlike any other they had experienced 
before, and they were pleasantly surprised to 
see how that enabled them to form new relation-
ships with old friends. The depth and the power 
of narrative enables people to connect and 
reconnect to their groups. Individuals who share 
their experiences define the nature of the group 
experience, even when they relate very private 
moments.”

In conclusion, Yehuda Amichai’s poem  
“Tourists” (http://www.mfa.gov.il/MFA/MFA 
Archive/2000_2009/2003/9/Yehuda%20 
Amichai-%20Poems) suggests that Israel’s story 
is one of simple people and the stories they tell, 
as much as it is about heroes, battles, and arche-
ology. Likewise, each one who makes the journey 
from the Diaspora to Israel embodies an entirely 
meaningful experience, which is also a part of the 
story of the people of Israel. 

The Torah devotes a lot of space to storytelling. 
Abraham becomes the first Hebrew on his jour-
ney to Canaan. Jacob actually becomes Israel on 
his way back to Canaan, the land that will come 
to be known as Israel. Each of us, each descen-
dent of Jacob, discovers our own connection 
to the people, the culture, and the land of Israel 
in a personal way. Getting adolescents talking, 
writing, Facebooking, blogging, vlogging—and 
who knows what’s coming next—enables their 
personal narratives to pick up where the biblical 
narrative leaves off. Unleashing the curiosity and 
the creativity of teens to express themselves, to 
ask questions, and to begin to provide their own 
answers helps them to become engaged and 
carry on the discussion for another generation. 

Israel programming is as much about the stories yet unwritten as it is about understanding the past.
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“Maya”

“Rachel and Liz”

“Matt”

“Liz”

Personal Narratives As part of her InCiTE project, Fellow Carine Warsawski gave flip cameras 
to a selected group of teens on a recent summer experience trip to Israel. 
Here are some examples of the personal narrative experiences recorded 
during the trip.

For more information about Carine’s project, or other projects developed 
through Project InCiTE, please visit our webpage at http://www.project 
incite.blogspot.com

http://vimeo.com/16395374
http://vimeo.com/16395374
http://vimeo.com/16395493
http://vimeo.com/16395493
http://vimeo.com/16395269
http://vimeo.com/16395269
http://vimeo.com/16395106
http://vimeo.com/16395106
http://www.projectincite.blogspot.com/
http://www.projectincite.blogspot.com/

