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INTERNSHIP AFTER ACTION REPORT:  JEWISH INSTITUTE OF NATIONAL SECURITY AFFAIRS, ISRAEL - 2007
 

1. General Information: JINSA is a joint Service Academy internship that offers a deep exploration of Israeli political, social, military, and religious life. The center of conflict in each of the aforementioned categories, Israel serves as a unique axis of dichotomy. The country itself stands at the center of an ever-doddering teeter-totter, struggling between the fundamental tenets of democracy and an internal necessity to maintain a certain demographic. 
 

2. Experience Gained: While touring the significant historical sites throughout the country, visiting many military installations, meeting Israel Defense Forces (IDF) personnel, and immersing ourselves in the culture, we learned a great deal regarding the overall attitude toward war, conflict resolution, and the military in general. Israel itself is a physical manifestation of history and religion, tragic ends and inspiring beginnings, unity, tension, devotion, betrayal, compromise, and obstinacy. A 250-kilometer long wedge encapsulating the world’s political, military, and religious cores, Israel came alive for me through the stories, antics, and attitude of Cpl Jonathan Cutler, IDF – our tour guide. My passion is culture – I travel, seeking histories, traditions, mentalities, and the smaller facets of society that many dismiss as insignificant, but which are really the soul of a people.

Have my opinions on democracy, war, Zionism, military service, Palestine, Iraq, Iran, my training, and my faith changed due to JINSA? Perhaps not. Not drastically. Not yet. What I am is better informed. Newspaper headlines have become palpable, attitudes have materialized into political agendas, and textbook passages have transformed into shop merchants, soldiers, hotel clerks, and museum guides. But to a poignantly unilateral extent. 

Not that any of us expected any, but there were no sympathetic attitudes toward the Palestinian or Iranian perspectives. Every conflict, every question, dispute, and answer has more than one side to it. Perspective is good: without it, there would be no discussion, debate, democracy, or progress. But we do not know why the Palestinians have turned down treaty after treaty, or the effect the fence has on their everyday lives. The average Israeli on the street does not hate every Palestinian or Muslim, but they assume that they are hated. And as much as history may dictate that such is the case, I cannot swallow the notion that Israel faces a homogenous machine of odium. There are dissenting opinions among the American people, among the Israelis, among the world at large. Palestinians and Muslims as a whole are not exempt from perspective. What they lack, instead, is a voice.

Am I a proponent of Israel’s right to exist? Yes. Can I recognize where overlapping faiths necessitate compromise and understanding? Yes. Do I understand and appreciate all of the nuances of the conflict found in Israel? No, and I never will. The most important thing that I learned in Israel was how little I know…how little I can know. But what I do know is that life goes on. There are legacies to rein – the legacy of a father to a son, of a Prime Minister to a nation, of a State to the world. This conflict will not end soon, for it is a conflict of perspective. But, as I said before, perspective is the only road to progress.

 

4.      Highlights:  The most poignant highlight of the trip was meeting the people from the other Service Academies, our tour guide, Jon, and the two IDF officers who took time from their very busy schedules to stay with us and give us a first-hand account of what war and conflict in the Middle East is like. Everyone’s background and impressions were different, and by coming together and sharing those responses, we were each able to paint a more holistic picture of the country, the peoples, and the conflicts.
 

5.      Recommendations: I thought the itinerary, the timing, the numbers, and the foci were all brilliant. If I were to change one thing, it would be to stay at the Bedouin camp that owns the camels as opposed to the one where we did stay. The minute changes to the itinerary to include swimming in the Red Sea and the Sea of Galilee were very much appreciated. If we could have had some more time to do things like “live a day in the life of an Israeli soldier” or something like that – maybe even at their OCS or something like that, that would have been great for our ability to ask questions and to see as opposed to hear about the attitudes of the IDF. I would also have liked to have had more time to have politically-oriented round-table discussions – on a smaller scale than with the whole group. Everything else, I would keep exactly the same. Thank you for this life-enhancing opportunity. 
