Fatal Embrace:  Christians, Jews and the Search for Peace in the Holy Land

by Mark Braverman

Questions for Study and Reflection

Introduction

1. What is the "Fatal Embrace? 

2. What is the author’s view of how the issue of “balance” in talking about the Israel-Palestine conflict is typically used? 

Chapter 1

1. The chapter describes the parallel “moments of truth” facing Jews and Christians.  What are they?  How do the parallel crises comprise the “fatal embrace” that gives the book its title?

2. At the close of the chapter the author asks, “What is the proper relationship of the rest of humankind to the Jewish people and to our national homeland project?”  Reflect on this question.  

3. On page 23, the author introduces the term “ethnic cleansing” to describe what the State of Israel is doing to the Palestinians. Is this a new idea for you?  How do you react to the use of this term?

Chapter 2

1. Encountering the Israeli occupation of the West Bank, the author experiences a powerful identification with the Palestinian people. What is the nature of this identification?  How do you make sense of it with respect to his strong Jewish and Zionist upbringing?

2. The chapter recounts a psychological and emotional “turning point” for the author when he visits Yad Vashem, Israel’s Holocaust Museum.  What’s your reaction to this section?

3. In another irony, the author is helped to make sense of his experience through the teachings of a Palestinian Anglican priest, Rev Naim Ateek. How did his encounter with the work of the Sabeel Center for Palestinian Liberation Theology help him deal with his emotional turmoil and crisis of identity?

4. What has been your own experience in encountering the Israeli-Palestinian conflict?  How would you describe your own journey so far?  Mention any teachers or guides you have encountered in your  journey. 

5. At the close of the chapter, the author describes his identification with an Israeli peace activist who no longer feels at home in his Jewish West Jerusalem neighborhood. He sees himself having joined a “new exile” of Jews who, beginning to construct a new Jewish narrative in response to the Palestine issue, seek a “different return, a new ingathering.” Can you identify with this feeling in any way from a personal or spiritual journey of your own?

Chapter 3

1. The chapter opens with two stories from the author’s life:  one from childhood and one from his recent experience. What is your reaction to the two stories?  

2. The author describes these two experiences as “bookmarking 50 years of Jewish history.”  What does the author mean to say here about the meaning of recent Jewish history?  What relevance does it have to the theme of the book?

3. What are the main themes in the “Jewish narrative” of Jewish history (page 55)?  How does the author connect this with modern political Zionism?

4. Alvin Rosenfeld, writing for the conservative Jewish advocacy group the American Jewish Committee, defines loyalty to the State of Israel as "a test of one's loyalty to the Jewish people." He thus equates Zionism with Judaism, claiming that anti-Zionism (even if one is a Jew), or any lack of loyalty to Israel, is tantamount to anti-Semitism and that criticism of Israel partakes of the anti-Jewish ideologies of the past. What do you think of this position?

5. The author asserts that "As Jews, we can no long afford to think only of ourselves -- seeing ourselves as victims, as a beleaguered minority."  What reactions and thoughts are provoked in you by this assertion?

Chapter 4

1. How does the story of the Nassar farm in Palestine illustrate the struggle over land that underlies the conflict?  What other examples are cited in the opening of this chapter?

2. What is the point that the author is making about the nature of Zionism and the ideological roots of the conflict?  

3. Through his review of the work of British Jewish psychoanalyst Jacqueline Rose, the author makes the point that although Zionism in its origins is an atheistic ideology, it is actually a religious movement.  What does that mean?

4. The author claims on page 96 that the proponents of Zionism “need” Israel’s “enemies” in order to justify their belief in the necessity for a Jewish homeland.  Do you agree?

5. The author quotes from an article by Amira Hass, a Jewish Israeli living and reporting from the West Bank. In the quoted piece Hass reports that armed Israeli settlers in the West Bank "practice terrorizing Palestinians because Israeli authorities let them do so. In their own way, they do the same thing the 'legitimate' occupation authorities do: They drive the Palestinians off the land to make room for Jews.  In other words, they are following orders."  What do you think of the analysis that "the settlers are acting out the will and intent of the Israeli government?"

6. In his analysis of political Zionism the author quotes from writer Jacqueline Rose's commentary on Israel’s responses to national tragedies such as the 2003 Haifa suicide bombing. Rose writes that Israel is "eternally on the defensive, as though weakness were a weapon, and vulnerability its greatest strength.”  What is your reaction (or reactions) to this statement?

Chapter 5

1. How has the Christian effort to atone for anti-Semitism in the aftermath of the Nazi Holocaust affected Christians’ attitudes toward the State of Israel?

2. The author states: “It is one step from Jewish specialness to Jewish superiority.”  What are your reflections to this statement early in the chapter?  Do you agree?  Can the same be said in reference to other ethnic or faith groups?  Is the Jewish case special, and if you think so, how and why?

3. Do you agree with the author when he writes that when Christians affirm the specialness of the Jewish people, “they end up negating the very thing that Christianity was doing, which was superseding the tribal in favor of the universal”? (p 115)

Chapter 6

1. What is the author’s point about what happened to Christianity after the Nazi Holocaust?  What does he mean by the term  “reverse supercessionism?”

2. On pages 132-133 the author writes about the fundamental way that Christianity differentiated it from Judaism during the early years of the new faith. He seems to be saying that Christians have now betrayed essential qualities of their faith in their effort to atone for anti-Semitism and to reconcile with the Jewish people (see also, page 119, “Let Jesus be Jesus.”) What do you think?

3. On page 142 the author talks about the “trap that well-intentioned Christians can fall into in their interfaith efforts.”  What is this trap? Have you had any personal experience with it? 

4. In the traditional view, the Old Testament tells the story of God’s choosing the Jews as His special people.  The relationship confers special status and special responsibilities.  As a Jew, the author appears to be rejecting the designation of chosen people and the specialness that it implies. What do you think about this?

5. Do you believe that by claiming that Christianity came to take the place of the Jews in God’s favor, that Christians then became the Chosen People?  What would that mean?  Does God have favorites?  What do we do with this entire concept?  

6. The author claims that in the aftermath of WW II, Christians attempted to undo the denigration of Jews over the centuries by embracing God’s original covenant with the Jews.  He asserts that Christians have succeeded only in replacing the old theology with a new “Judeo-Christian triumphalism.” What do you make of this and do you agree?
7. Do you see Paul as a Jewish reformer,or as the founder of a new religion?  Does the answer matter and if it does, why?

8. On pages 143-144 the author seems to be making the point that the split between the Jews who followed Jesus and those who did not follow him was not about the nature and divinity of Christ, but a response the social and political nature of the Jewish establishment of the time.  What do you think of this idea?

Chapter 7
1. The author introduces Protestant Old Testament scholar Walter Brueggemann’s concepts of Royal Consciousness and the Prophetic Imagination. How does he describe these fundamentally opposed modes of experience?  The author returns to Brueggemann again and again throughout the book.  Why are Brueggemann’s ideas so important for the book?

2. The author describes Brueggemann’s change with respect to the role or significance of the land to the Jewish people.  What is this change about?

3. In concluding the chapter, the author, returning to Brueggemann’s emphasis on the necessity for grieving, dwells on the parallel grieving that Christians and Jews must experience:  Christians for the sin of anti-Semitism, and Jews for the abuses of the Jewish State.  In calling for a “transformation of the Jewish connection to the land,” he invokes Brueggemann’s concept of exile. Does this mean that he believes that Jews must give up the dream of safety and live forever in insecurity?

4. What do you think of Braverman’s claim that the “land” can no longer be seen as an essential part of God’s covenant with the Jews?
Chapter 8

1. The author critiques colleague Don Wagner’s interpretation of the Book of Jonah.  What’s the basis of the critique?  What would you say is the basic issue for the author on how the book is typically understood?  Why is this such an important issue for the author?

2. Rosemary Ruether is a leading feminist Catholic liberation theologian. Yet the author feels that in Ruether’s early attempt to rid Christianity of its historic anti-Judaism she legitimized the abrogation of Palestinian rights by the Jewish homeland project. Why do you think the idea of a primary Jewish right to the land has been so persistent, gaining acceptance even among the most progressive and activist Christian theologians?

3. At the conclusion of the chapter, the author suggests that the human rights failures of the State of Israel has put Christians in the difficult position of jeopardizing their hard-won ties with the Jewish people.  He writes:  “The sad reality now is that more often than not, because of the unwritten rule to keep the issue of Israel off-limits, what once may have been a vibrant, productive enterprise in mutual sharing and respect has become an empty exercise – a careful, brittle détente.” Does this resonate with your experience?

4. What do you think about the meaning of the book of Jonah?  Do you agree with the author that it falls short of conveying a message of universal justice? 


5. The author writes that “the schism in Judaism that led to Christianity was not about the question of the divinity of Christ.  Rather, it concerned the nature of God and his relation to humankind” (180).  What do you think of this statement?


6. Have you been aware of “the ecumenical deal” Christian leaders have made?  

Chapter 9

1. This chapter concerns the struggle of progressive Jewish thinkers to square the Zionist redemptive dream and heroic mythology with the reality of the modern State of Israel.   Israeli writer Avraham Burg has been admired for his courageous and probing critique of Israeli society and Zionism. What is the basis of the author’s critique of Burg’s book, The Holocaust is Over and We Must Rise from its Ashes?

1. In his review of Israeli author Avraham Burg and the organization Rabbis for Human Rights, the author challenges the notion of a “humanitarian Zionism.”  Do you find yourself in agreement?   If so, then what could be the solution?

2. In the chapter the author raises the issue of whether Zionism had to result in a Jewish national home, and references a number of Jewish thinkers who had opposed the idea.  Can you envision a Jewish society existing in Palestine in some other form?  If Jews are to “rise from the ashes” of their holocaust, what alternatives to an ethnic nationalist homeland might be pursued?

3. Consider the statement on page 206:  “Here is the crux of the matter:  Jewish nationalism as expressed in the State of Israel is in conflict with our modern values of fairness, universalism, and human rights.”  Do you agree?  (If you do, would you say so in public?)

4. The author quotes at length from Jewish liberation theologian Marc Ellis, who writes that in order to resolve the problem of Palestine, the Jewish people must move “beyond empowerment.”  What do you think this means?  He also says that the Jews cannot do this alone, but only with the Palestinians, who are the “victims of our empowerment.”  How do you understand this?

5. On page 205 the author poses the question:  “What is this Jewish desire for specialness?”  Can this question be asked of other faith communities as well?

Chapter 10
1. The author recounts meeting a Palestinian villager in the Hebron region who beseeches the U.S. visitors to “tell your President to stop killing our children!”  What is the point the author is introducing about the role played by the U.S. in the conflict?

2. The author makes much of theologian Walter Wink’s concept of the “Myth of Redemptive Violence.”  What is that?  According to the book how have  the State of Israel and the Jewish people fallen victim to that myth?  What are some of the examples provided in the chapter? What examples are provided of Israelis who have stepped outside of the confines of this myth?
3. “We need help” writes the author at the close of the chapter, referring to the Jewish people.  What does he mean?  And do you see any parallels to the broader American experience?



Chapter 11
1. The author opens the chapter with two dreams. What is the issue the author is struggling with in the dreams?  How does this introduce the central theme of the chapter?

2. The author quotes a number of Christian theologians who call for a renewal of or revisiting of the concept of the covenant.  He appears to be pointing to the concept of community.  What does he mean by this?

3. The author names the church as a force for change, again referring to a number of writers who advocate a new look at the nature of the movement founded by Jesus and the nature of the early church.  What is the vision that is being evoked here and how does it point to a solution to the Israel-Palestine conflict?

4. The author calls on Jews and Christians to make “common cause.”  What is that in this case?  What does it have to do with “interfaith dialogue?”

Chapter 12

1. Early in the chapter the author calls on the U.S. to be a “true friend to Israel.”    What does this mean?  How has the U.S. not been a good friend?

2. What do you think of the author’s discussion on page 282 of the limits of the concept of the Jewish state?  

3. It is clear that the book was written at the time of Israel’s bombardment and invasion of Gaza in the winter of 2008-2009. What lessons does the author draw from this event?

4. On pate 274 the author introduces Wink’s concept of the Third Way and the idea of “militant nonviolence.”  How do you see this pointing to avenues of activism for peace in the Middle East?  What is Wink’s idea of the Kingdom of God in this framework?

5. The author enters into a discussion of the question of one state or two states for Israel and Palestine.  He quotes Israeli writer Meron Benvenisti’s claim that “the one state is already here.”  What does Benvenisti mean by this?  

6. Do you agree with some that “one state” would be “the end of Israel?”  How does the author address this issue?

Chapter 13

1. The author is calling for a change in the unstated rules that have determined the nature of interfaith dialogue between Christians and Jews.  What are these rules, and what does the author appear to be calling for now?

2. What might this change mean for Christians who have spent so much time and effort building bridges of reconciliation with the Jewish community?

3. The author calls on Christians to undertake the work of justice for the Holy Land.  He cautions Christians not to allow the opposition of the organized Jewish community to impede this work.  The author emphasizes that this is a call to the church, and not primarily an interfaith activity.  What do you think about this?

4. The author believes that diplomatically it is the U.S. that must make the peace, but that this will require the political backing of the churches at leadership levels and at the grassroots.  He writes:  “it is on the American church that this responsibility falls.”  Do you agree?  What historical examples does the author use to strengthen his case?

5. The author lists action steps at the close of the chapter.  Which of these may have already been taken by your church or community?  Which do you think can be taken on?  Do you see any barriers, and if so how could they be addressed?
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