JINSA 2007 After-Action Report


Before participating in the JINSA-sponsored Israel trip, I had some knowledge of the Jewish faith.  However, this experience was limited to my interactions with my Jewish roommate and his stories about family holidays and traditions.  My experience in foreign countries with different customs and ways of life was limited as well, so I expected to keep an open mind when traveling to the Middle East.  I had no idea how much we would learn and experience in less than three weeks because of our busy schedule and utmost quality of instruction.  In all, I thought the trip was an invaluable experience that brought a depth of knowledge to my understanding of Middle Eastern politics and as to why the region is becoming exceedingly volatile, especially with the expansion of nuclear weapons and their accessibility.

Some of the most meaningful parts of the trip came when we were able to stay in a region—such as Tel Aviv, Jerusalem, or Haifa—for a few days, so that the subtleties of the culture could be absorbed.  When we were on the move towards the middle of the trip and settling for only a night at a time, the travel became tiresome and it detracted from the group being able to immerse ourselves like we did in some of the other regions.  However, even with the travel and extended hours riding on the bus, I felt like we had an opportunity to see almost every part of Israel.  In Jerusalem, I particularly liked the fact that we devoted parts of two full days to the old city, which to me had the most meaning.  Being in such proximity to the Western Wall, the Church of the Holy Sepulcher, and the Dome of the Rock brought a new understanding of how two cultures have tried to exist in the same region, both claiming the area as their most holy of holies.  What I had seen from a distance for years—the violence and calamity in the Middle East—now has different meaning, as I can see why such a small city is perhaps the center of much of the world’s conflict.   


I consider my time spent immersing myself in Israeli culture as an experience I will look back upon for the rest of my life, but the trip would not have been the same without the people that made each area of the country come alive.  Our tour guide, Jon Cutler, genuinely cared about our group and it was evident that he was sacrificing his own personal time just so that he would be absolutely sure that we enjoyed ourselves and had a positive experience.  Without “Yoni”, parts of the trip would have lost their meaning, probably because there were simply so many events scheduled on a daily basis.  It is hard for anyone to stay alert and take meaning from activities when the schedule is unrelenting (especially when we took full advantage of the Israeli nightlife), but Yoni took time to interact with each member of the trip.  He gave us time to relax and engross ourselves in the coastline and beautiful countryside that one does not readily think of when Israel is mentioned.  Without our military escorts, Dani Smith and Moran, we would not have taken away the same meaning from the military schools and installations.  They made these visits more meaningful because they were able to answer our questions and provide useful anecdotes because of their fluency in English and their respect for the Israeli military.  Often times, a powerpoint presentation was used to talk about a particular service’s military capabilities.  Without our guides, these would have become tedious because there was about a 4-5 day span when we sat through what seemed like a dozen similar computer presentations.  The one exception to this was the cadet school, where the officer teachers of the school engaged us in a conversation and had everyone in the room laughing and participating in the lecture.  Of course, the complimentary snacks and drinks were always appreciated wherever we went. 


One particularly interesting event from the trip was the scholarly lecture from the Professor from Hebrew University.  We were able to sit down in a closed environment for a candid conversation about the fate of the Middle East and the conflicts that face the nation.  Even our professors—teachers of Middle Eastern politics—were captivated by the lecture and asked as many questions as we did afterwards.  I believe that one of the greatest obstacles that Israel faces is that the American public, and perhaps the rest of the world, simply does not understand the grave conflict and possible inevitably of war with its neighbors.  People do not understand that there are countries that want Israel wiped completely off the map, and I believe that Israel would gain respect if the world knew what the stakes were, and what the nation faces in the coming years.  The professor also explained to us some of the basic political differences between Israel and the United States, mainly the Israeli citizens’ focus on security and their livelihood, something the average American takes for granted on a daily basis.  Our opportunity to interact with Israeli soldiers also brought more meaning to our experience, especially the two soldiers that stayed with us for a couple of days.  Hearing their stories of close battle and their trials as company commanders (even though they were barely as old as some of us) opened our eyes to the challenge that Israel faces and the country’s youth who are directly impacted. 

      Ironically, the most enjoyable parts of the trip were the ones that seemingly looked the most unremarkable on the schedule.  The nature hikes, swimming in the waterfalls, and climbing Masada were unforgettable because they gave us a chance to experience what makes Israel beautiful, and to realize what Israelis believe in.  Most enjoyable of all was the chance to go spelunking in the caves lit by candlelight.  I was frightened at first, but the thought of the ancients climbing into the same earth years before me gave me the courage to try something that I would not have normally done on my own.  I also appreciated climbing the plateau by the Sea of Galilee, because Jon took us down the route that actually required us to scale part of the cliff, which made for some excellent picture opportunities, especially when we ran into a few wild goats.  These outside experiences were exhilarating and brought to life by the thought of walking in the footsteps of the Hebrews of millenniums ago.  I genuinely appreciated being given the chance to participate in what I consider one of the best experiences of my life.  From the travel company to the tour guide, to the quality of lodging and meals, to the unforgettable experiences in the Israeli countryside, it was truly an experience that I will cherish for the rest of my life. 
