
 

 

 

 

TOWARD	A	NARRATIVE	ENGAGEMENT	APPROACH:		

SUPPORTING	INTERGENERATIONAL	JEWISH	DIALOGUE		

ON	ISRAEL	AND	THE	ISRAELI–PALESTINIAN	CONFLICT	

	

Renana	Brooks	

MA	Project,	Academy	for	Jewish	Religion	

Advisor:	Professor	Job	Y.	Jindo		

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

Year	of	Submission:	2026	



 

Page	1	of	68	

	 TABLE	OF	CONTENTS		

PREFACE	....................................................................................................................................................................................	2 

ACKNOWLEDGMENT	.............................................................................................................................................................	5 

CHAPTER	1:	INTRODUCTION	..............................................................................................................................................	7 

THE	PROBLEM	–	CONVERSATIONS	THAT	BREAK	BEFORE	THEY	BEGIN	...............................................................................................	9 
THE	JEWISH	CASE:	A	MICROCOSM	OF	A	LARGER	CRISIS	.......................................................................................................................	10 
THE	PROJECT	QUESTIONS	..........................................................................................................................................................................	11 
WHY	THIS	PROJECT	MATTERS	..................................................................................................................................................................	12 
STRUCTURE	OF	THE	PROJECT	....................................................................................................................................................................	12 

CHAPTER	2:	REVIEW	OF	LITERATURE	.........................................................................................................................	14 

PART	I:	CONFLICT	DIALOGUE,	MEDIATION,	AND	NARRATIVE	PSYCHOLOGY	.............................................................	15 
PART	II:	NARRATIVE	PSYCHOLOGY	AND	JEWISH	IDENTITY	FORMATION	...................................................................	24 

CHAPTER	3:	A	THEORETICAL	MODEL	OF	NARRATIVE	ENGAGEMENT	...............................................................	33 

1.	DOUBLE	LISTENING—CREATING	EMOTIONAL	SAFETY	FOR	MUTUAL	PRESENCE	.......................................................................	33 
2.	MAPPING	NARRATIVES	—	ORGANIZING	DIVERGENT	STORYLINES	INTO	SHARED	STRUCTURES	...............................................	34 
3.	SCHEMA	ACCOMMODATION—SUPPORTING	COGNITIVE	GROWTH	WITHOUT	IDENTITY	COLLAPSE	.........................................	34 

CHAPTER	4:	CASE	ANALYSES	OF	NARRATIVE	ENGAGEMENT	AND	ITS	TRAGIC	LIMITS	................................	36 

CASE	ANALYSIS	1:	THE	ENEMIES	PROJECT	................................................................................................................................	36 
CASE	ANALYSIS	2:	ISRAELISM	..........................................................................................................................................................	38 
CASE	ANALYSIS	3:	JULIA	&	HER	MOTHER	—	A	RECORDED	KITCHEN-TABLE	DIALOGUE	......................................	41 
CASE	ANALYSIS	4:	PURPLE	—	RESETTING	THE	TABLE’S	SHORT	DOCUMENTARY	...................................................	43 
CONTRASTING	THE	CASES	WITH	NARRATIVE	ENGAGEMENT	.........................................................................................	46 
CONCLUDING	REFLECTION	..............................................................................................................................................................	48 

CONCLUSION	.........................................................................................................................................................................	51 

1.	THE	CONTRIBUTION	OF	NARRATIVE	ENGAGEMENT	.........................................................................................................................	51 
2.	IMPLICATIONS	FOR	EDUCATORS,	RABBIS,	AND	COMMUNAL	LEADERS	...........................................................................................	53 
3.	IMPLICATIONS	FOR	FACILITATORS	OF	DIALOGUE	.............................................................................................................................	54 
4.	IMPLICATIONS	FOR	JEWISH	COMMUNAL	LIFE	....................................................................................................................................	56 
5.	LIMITATIONS	AND	FUTURE	DIRECTIONS	.............................................................................................................................................	58 
6.	TOWARD	A	PRACTICE	OF	NARRATIVE	ENGAGEMENT	.......................................................................................................................	59 
7.	EPILOGUE:	THE	COVENANT	OF	CONVERSATION	................................................................................................................................	61 

REFERENCES	.........................................................................................................................................................................	63 

	

 

 



 

Page	2	of	68	

PREFACE	

	

This	project	grows	out	of	a	convergence	of	personal	experience	and	professional	training.	

As	a	clinical	psychologist	and	narrative	therapist	with	more	than	thirty	years	of	practice—

and	as	a	Jew	who	has	participated	in	the	intergenerational	conversations	about	Israel	that	

shape	so	much	of	communal	life—I	have	witnessed	both	from	the	outside	and	from	within	

how	stories	shape	identity,	belonging,	and	moral	judgment.	This	dual	perspective	has	made	

the	current	moment	in	Jewish	life	especially	striking:	the	same	narrative	patterns	I	see	in	

clinical	work	now	appear	in	families,	congregations,	schools,	and	communal	institutions	

whenever	Jews	of	different	generations	speak	about	Israel	and	the	Israeli–Palestinian	

conflict.	

In	communal	settings,	professional	networks,	and	my	own	family,	I	watched	people	who	

care	deeply	about	one	another	struggle	to	speak	across	difference	without	fear	of	rupture.	

Older	adults	often	described	alarm,	feeling	that	a	loosening	attachment	to	Israel	signified	a	

loosening	attachment	to	Judaism.	Younger	adults	spoke	of	frustration	and	disappointment,	

feeling	unprepared	for	the	complexity	of	the	conflict	and	unheard	when	raising	questions	

of	justice	or	Palestinian	experience.	Both	sides	were	sincere,	yet	both	frequently	left	

conversations	feeling	unseen	or	misjudged.	

I	recognized	these	dynamics	in	myself.	I	often	felt	an	urge	to	correct	younger	people’s	

views,	coupled	with	the	realization	that	I	did	not	fully	understand	the	moral	frameworks	or	

lived	experiences	shaping	them.	Listening	more	closely	taught	me	that	younger	Jews	were	

not	disengaged,	but	differently	engaged—through	universalist	ethics,	human-rights	

commitments,	and	exposure	to	narratives	largely	absent	from	their	Jewish	education.	What	

was	breaking	down	in	these	conversations	was	not	simply	factual	agreement	but	the	

capacity	to	remain	in	relationship	while	holding	divergent	accounts	of	history,	morality,	

and	identity.	

Two	encounters	crystallized	the	direction	of	this	project.	

First,	my	exposure	to	the	iCenter’s	Dual	Narrative	pedagogy—an	educational	approach	

that	invites	learners	to	study	Israeli	and	Palestinian	narratives	side	by	side—offered	a	

language	for	something	I	had	long	recognized	in	therapeutic	work:	that	transformation	
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occurs	not	through	persuasion,	but	through	the	ability	to	hold	multiple	stories	without	

collapse.	This	approach	helped	me	see	how	narrative	learning	might	be	structured	so	that	

tension	becomes	a	site	of	growth	rather	than	withdrawal.	

Second,	I	was	struck	by	a	dialogue	recorded	by	Job	Jindo	in	his	interview	with	Yossi	

Klein	Halevi.	Jindo	observed	that	genuine	peacemaking	requires	“a	certain	degree	of	self-

negation	or	self-transcendence;	otherwise	each	person	insists	on	a	monopoly	on	revelation	

and	truth.”	Halevi	responded	that	what	is	needed	are	not	people	who	talk	about	peace,	but	

people	who	“embody	peace”	by	confronting	the	parts	of	themselves	that	have	not	yet	

evolved.	Their	exchange	named	the	spiritual	dimension	of	dialogue:	that	learning	to	hear	

what	unsettles	us	is	itself	a	discipline	of	self-transcendence.	That	insight	animates	this	

thesis.	

This	work	is	therefore	my	attempt	to	think	constructively	about	the	conditions	under	

which	such	conversations	might	become	more	emotionally	sustainable	and	more	

intellectually	generative.	It	is	not	an	empirical	assessment	of	a	particular	program,	and	it	is	

not	a	tool	of	political	advocacy.	As	the	title	“Toward	Narrative	Engagement”	suggests,	it	is	a	

prolegomenon:	a	preliminary	conceptual	effort	to	outline	the	kinds	of	frameworks	that	may	

allow	Jews	across	generations	to	engage	one	another	without	rupture.	

The	model	I	call	Narrative	Engagement	integrates	insights	from	narrative	psychology,	

narrative	mediation,	conflict-resolution	theory,	and	Piagetian	schema	theory.	It	proposes	

that	productive	dialogue	requires	a	sequenced	process:	emotional	safety	through	double	

listening,	shared	comprehension	through	mapping	narratives,	and	the	possibility	of	

cognitive	growth	through	schema	accommodation.	Each	component	exists	independently	

in	prior	scholarship;	this	project	argues	that	their	integration	is	essential	when	

conversations	involve	identity,	memory,	and	moral	obligation.	

The	approach	offered	here	is	exploratory	rather	than	definitive.	It	synthesizes	existing	

scholarship,	develops	a	theoretical	model,	and	examines	several	real-world	cases—drawn	

from	film,	documentary,	family	dialogue,	and	civic	training—not	as	data	from	an	

intervention,	but	as	illustrations	of	what	happens	when	conversations	unfold	without	

adequate	scaffolding.	My	hope	is	that	this	framework	may	help	educators,	rabbis,	parents,	

and	communal	leaders	recognize	the	dynamics	they	encounter,	understand	why	certain	
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dialogues	falter,	and	imagine	practices	that	preserve	relationship	even	when	disagreement	

runs	deep.	

It	is	equally	important	to	state	what	this	project	does	not	attempt	to	do.	It	does	not	

prescribe	a	correct	political	stance,	adjudicate	historical	claims,	or	promise	to	resolve	

polarization.	Its	ambition	is	more	modest:	to	offer	one	carefully	argued	framework	that	

may	help	Jewish	communities—and,	by	extension,	other	communities	facing	similar	

fractures—sustain	connection	in	the	midst	of	profound	moral	and	narrative	difference.	

If	this	work	succeeds	in	clarifying	the	problem,	opening	new	questions,	and	pointing	

toward	more	disciplined	methods	of	engagement,	it	will	have	fulfilled	its	purpose	as	an	

initial	contribution.	I	offer	it	in	that	spirit:	as	groundwork	for	further	inquiry,	and	as	a	hope	

that	our	most	difficult	conversations	can	become	more	honest,	more	resilient,	and	more	

worthy	of	the	relationships	they	are	meant	to	sustain.	
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CHAPTER	1:	INTRODUCTION		

	

Across	many	societies,	conflicts	over	identity,	memory,	and	moral	obligation	have	

intensified.	These	tensions	have	not	only	polarized	political	communities	but	have	also	

fractured	families,	congregations,	campuses,	and	civic	institutions.	While	disagreements	

over	policy	have	always	existed,	what	has	shifted	in	recent	years	is	not	merely	the	content	

of	disagreement	but	its	location:	arguments	increasingly	concern	not	what	we	should	do,	

but	who	we	are	and	what	we	owe	to	one	another.	When	conversations	involve	identity,	

belonging,	trauma,	ethical	responsibility,	or	collective	history,	disagreement	readily	

becomes	visceral	rather	than	intellectual.	The	result	is	that	people	who	care	deeply	about	

one	another	often	find	themselves	unable	to	speak	across	their	differences	without	risk	of	

rupture.	

This	challenge	is	sharply	visible	within	Jewish	communities.	Over	the	last	decade—most	

notably	since	October	7,	2023—intergenerational	divides	have	widened	as	younger	Jews	

adopt	moral	frameworks	shaped	by	universalist	ethics,	racial	justice	movements,	and	

sustained	exposure	to	Palestinian	narratives,	while	older	generations	remain	anchored	in	

stories	formed	by	antisemitism,	the	Holocaust,	and	the	hard-won	lessons	of	Jewish	

vulnerability.	These	divergent	horizons	of	experience	now	produce	not	only	different	

conclusions	but	different	moral	languages:	continuity	and	safety	for	one	group;	equality	

and	non-harm	for	another.	The	result	is	that	conversations	that	once	felt	difficult	now	feel	

perilous,	as	if	participants	occupy	parallel	moral	universes.	

As	a	result,	Jewish	communities	now	face	an	urgent	question:	

	

How	can	Jews	of	different	generations	speak	honestly	about	their	core	values,	their	

political	commitments,	and	their	ethical	concerns	without	deepening	polarization	or	

risking	identity	rupture?	

	

This	question	is	part	of	a	broader	problem	that	extends	beyond	the	Jewish	world.	Scholars	

in	political	science,	psychology,	conflict	resolution,	and	communication	studies	have	

documented	a	rising	inability	of	people	across	generations	to	sustain	difficult	
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conversations	about	contested	issues—whether	race,	nationalism,	gender,	immigration,	or	

the	Israeli–Palestinian	conflict—without	triggering	defensiveness,	shame,	or	moral	

indictment.	Despite	a	proliferation	of	dialogue	initiatives,	few	models	have	successfully	

enabled	participants	to	both	learn	something	new	and	stay	in	relationship.	Traditional	

empathy-based	approaches	often	manage	emotional	heat,	but	they	rarely	produce	the	

deeper	cognitive	and	moral	shifts	required	when	people	encounter	narratives	that	unsettle	

their	own.	

This	project	addresses	that	gap.	As	titled	“Toward	Narrative	Engagement,”	it	is	conceived	

as	a	prolegomenon—a	disciplined,	conceptual	exploration	of	how	intergenerational	

conversations	might	be	structured	to	reduce	polarization,	sustain	relationship,	and	enable	

genuine	learning.	It	does	not	claim	to	provide	a	]inal,	empirically	validated	solution.	Rather,	

it	offers	an	analytical	model,	grounded	in	existing	scholarship	and	informed	by	case	

studies,	that	seeks	to	point	toward	more	promising	directions	for	practice.	At	its	heart	lies	a	

commitment	drawn	from	within	Jewish	intellectual	tradition	itself:	the	conviction,	

exempli]ied	in	the	rabbinic	ideal	of	machloket	l’shem	shamayim	or	argument	for	the	sake	of	

Heaven,	that	disagreement	can	become	a	site	of	spiritual	and	moral	re]inement	when	each	

side	listens	deeply	enough	to	integrate	what	is	challenging	in	the	other.	Narrative	

engagement	translates	that	ethic	into	contemporary	pedagogy.	It	argues	that	even	if	a	

comprehensive	method	remains	beyond	reach,	it	is	possible	to	articulate	the	conditions	

under	which	dialogue	becomes	more	emotionally	safe,	more	intellectually	generative,	and	

less	likely	to	damage	communal	bonds.	

The	central	hypothesis	of	this	thesis	is	that	intergenerational	conversations	collapse	not	

simply	because	the	issues	are	difficult,	but	because	participants	lack	a	sequenced	

framework	that	supports	both	emotional	regulation	and	interpretive	complexity.	To	

address	this	gap,	the	thesis	proposes	Narrative	Engagement,	a	conceptual	model	composed	

of	three	interdependent	elements:	

	

1. Double	Listening	(a	technique	for	emotional	safety),	

2. Mapping	Narratives	(a	tool	for	structured	comprehension),	and	

3. Schema	Accommodation	(a	cognitive	process	that	makes	transformative	learning	

possible).	
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While	each	component	exists	in	prior	research,	they	have	rarely	been	brought	together	

into	a	single	sequencing	model	designed	to	help	participants	both	remain	in	relationship	

and	learn	in	meaningful	ways.	The	present	work	thus	takes	a	step	toward	such	an	

integrated	model.	

	

The	Problem	–	Conversations	That	Break	Before	They	Begin	

Intergenerational	dialogue	often	collapses	as	soon	as	identity	feels	threatened.	When	

people	bring	to	the	table	different	histories,	traumas,	value	hierarchies,	or	narrative	

structures,	the	breakdown	tends	to	follow	a	predictable	pattern.	

	

(1) Threat	and	defensiveness:	New	information	is	heard	not	as	content	but	as	

accusation—against	one’s	community,	moral	integrity,	or	past	choices.	Shame,	fear,	

and	anger	constrict	the	capacity	to	engage	material	that	feels	threatening	to	one’s	

identity	(McAdams	&	McLean,	2013).	

(2) Narratives	that	do	not	line	up:	Participants	map	the	conflict	through	different	

starting	points,	assign	different	meanings	to	the	same	events,	and	rely	on	

incompatible	moral	frameworks.	Without	a	shared	structure	for	comparison,	each	

side	experiences	the	other	as	negating	what	is	essential	or	emphasizing	what	is	

incidental	for	their	own	purposes.	

(3) Cognitive	rigidity	rather	than	growth:	The	Threat	Rigidity	Theory,	introduced	by	

Staw	et	al.	(1981),	shows	that	under	perceived	threat,	dissonant	information	is	

either	rejected	outright	or	assimilated	in	ways	that	reinforce	existing	schemas.	

Individuals	leave	the	conversation	more	entrenched—and	more	estranged—than	

when	they	entered.	

	

These	dynamics	are	well	documented	across	psychology,	conflict	studies,	and	narrative	

theory,	yet	most	communal	and	educational	initiatives	do	not	fully	account	for	them.	

Programs	often	rely	on	goodwill	or	empathy,	assuming	that	attentive	listening	will	

naturally	lead	to	understanding.	In	practice,	however,	conversations	without	deeper	
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scaffolding	tend	to	revert	to	persuasion	attempts,	defensiveness,	or	quiet	withdrawal,	or	at	

best	to	seeing	the	other	side	as	simply	more	humane.	

Existing	models	reveal	similar	limits.	Approaches	such	as	those	in	Stone	et	al.’s	Difficult	

Conversations	(2010)	or	basic	active-listening	frameworks	can	soften	emotional	intensity	

but	offer	little	guidance	for	making	divergent	narrative	structures	intelligible	or	for	

integrating	dissonant	information.	Narrative	mediation	(Winslade	&	Monk,	2000)	adds	

valuable	tools—externalizing	problems,	attending	to	storylines—but	does	not	provide	the	

cognitive	architecture	needed	to	support	schema	revision	or	to	track	the	interpretive	gaps	

that	repeatedly	derail	dialogue.	

This	thesis	builds	on	these	insights	and	argues	that	conversations	break	down	not	

because	participants	lack	goodwill,	but	because	they	lack	an	integrated	method	that	can	

hold	emotional	safety,	narrative	structure,	and	cognitive	transformation	together.	

Narrative	engagement	is	proposed	as	one	such	method:	a	sequenced	framework	designed	

to	protect	relationship	while	creating	the	possibility	of	genuine	learning	across	deep	

difference.	

	

The	Jewish	Case:	A	Microcosm	of	a	Larger	Crisis	

While	the	project	is	relevant	to	all	polarized	communities,	the	Jewish	case	provides	a	

particularly	vivid	microcosm	of	the	broader	phenomenon.	Several	factors	converge	to	

make	intergenerational	Jewish	dialogue	unusually	fraught:	

	

(1) Divergent	Identity	Formation:	Older	generations	often	trace	their	Jewish	identity	

through	antisemitism,	the	Holocaust,	and	the	fragility	of	Jewish	survival.	Younger	

generations,	raised	in	relative	safety,	have	been	shaped	by	universalist	ethics,	social	

justice	movements,	and	exposure	to	Palestinian	narratives.	These	different	life	

worlds	yield	different	moral	starting	points.	

(2) Conflicting	Moral	Priorities:	For	many	older	Jews,	Jewish	safety	is	a	non-

negotiable	value.	For	many	younger	Jews,	universal	equality	is	the	primary	moral	

lens.	Each	group	worries	that	the	other’s	priorities	endanger	what	matters	most.	

(3) Emotional	and	Relational	Stakes:	These	disagreements	unfold	within	families,	

synagogues,	schools,	and	youth	movements.	The	conflict	threatens	not	only	ideas	
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but	also	belonging	itself.	Losing	a	shared	narrative	can	feel	like	losing	the	very	glue	

that	holds	the	community	together.	

(4) Lack	of	Structured	Methods	for	Dialogue:	Most	Jewish	educational	spaces	

encourage	debate	or	empathy	but	rarely	provide	a	structured	method	that	helps	

people	understand	how	their	narratives	were	formed,	how	those	narratives	differ,	

and	how	they	might	integrate	new	information	without	rupturing	identity.	

	

This	thesis	argues	that	the	Jewish	generational	divide	is	not	simply	a	political	conflict;	it	is	

an	educational	and	psychological	crisis	rooted	in	unexamined	narrative	structures.	It	also	

argues	that	this	crisis	offers	a	unique	opportunity:	because	Jews	across	generations	share	

community,	history,	and	family	ties,	they	provide	fertile	ground	for	developing	and	testing	

a	model	of	narrative	engagement	that	could	be	applied	more	broadly.	

	

The	Project	Questions	

The	challenges	outlined	thus	far	lead	directly	to	the	questions	that	structure	this	project.	At	

their	core,	they	concern	not	only	what	people	disagree	about,	but	how	they	can	remain	in	

relationship	while	doing	so.	This	work	is	therefore	guided	by	two	overarching	questions:	

	

(1) General	Question	—	Conflict	Dialogue:	How	can	people	of	different	generations	

engage	in	difficult	conversations	about	morally	charged	issues	without	increasing	

polarization	or	risking	identity	rupture?	

	

(2) Jewish-Specific	Question	—	Narrative	Psychology	and	Identity:	How	can	Jews	of	

different	generations	speak	about	Israel,	justice,	safety,	equality,	and	Jewish	

continuity	without	damaging	relationships	or	fragmenting	communal	belonging?	

	

A	third,	methodological	question	follows:	

	

(3) Applied	Question	—	Narrative	Engagement:	Can	a	structured	model	integrating	

double	listening,	narrative	mapping,	and	schema	accommodation	create	the	

conditions	for	both	relational	safety	and	cognitive	learning?	
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As	noted	earlier,	the	thesis	does	not	claim	to	resolve	these	questions	conclusively.	Rather,	

its	aim	is	to	develop	a	coherent	conceptual	framework	that	can	guide	future	empirical	

research	and	inform	programming	in	educational,	communal,	and	dialogical	settings.	

	

Why	This	Project	Matters	

The	significance	of	this	study	lies	not	only	in	the	reality	of	growing	polarization,	but	in	the	

recognition	that	many	existing	approaches	to	dialogue	are	no	longer	adequate	for	the	kinds	

of	disagreements	communities	now	face.	Earlier	models	often	assumed	that	empathy,	

open-mindedness,	and	basic	communication	skills	would	naturally	lead	to	mutual	

understanding.	Yet	the	conversations	unfolding	today—in	families,	congregations,	and	

communal	institutions—reveal	a	deeper	challenge.	Participants	enter	dialogue	with	not	

just	different	views,	but	different	moral	languages,	shaped	by	divergent	experiences	of	

safety,	justice,	and	belonging.	Under	such	conditions,	even	sincere	attempts	at	empathy	

falter	because	people	lack	a	shared	framework	for	interpreting	each	other’s	stories	(Tajfel,	

1974).	

	

Structure	of	the	Project	

The	project	is	organized	into	four	main	components,	each	building	on	the	last.	It	begins	

with	a	literature	review	in	two	parts.	The	first	surveys	scholarship	on	conflict	dialogue,	

narrative	mediation,	and	identity-based	disagreement,	outlining	where	current	models	

succeed	and	where	they	fall	short.	The	second	examines	research	on	narrative	psychology	

within	Jewish	contexts,	showing	how	identity	formation	across	generations	creates	distinct	

interpretive	horizons	that	shape	reactions	to	contested	issues.	

The	second	component	develops	the	theoretical	model	of	Narrative	Engagement.	It	

elaborates	the	three	elements—double	listening,	mapping	narratives,	and	schema	

accommodation—as	a	sequenced	framework	designed	to	provide	emotional	safety,	

interpretive	clarity,	and	the	possibility	for	cognitive	growth.	

The	third	component	turns	from	theory	to	concrete	illustration.	Four	cases—“Two	Jews:	

A	Zionist	and	an	AntiZionist,”	Israelism,	Julia	and	her	mother,	and	Purple—are	analyzed	in	

depth.	Each	reveals,	in	a	different	register,	the	consequences	of	dialogue	conducted	



 

Page	13	of	68	

without	adequate	scaffolding	and	the	kinds	of	openings	that	might	have	been	possible	

under	a	narrative	engagement	framework.	

The	final	component	considers	practical	implications	for	educators,	rabbis,	dialogue	

facilitators,	and	communal	leaders.	It	outlines	how	the	principles	developed	here	might	

guide	the	design	of	intergenerational	programs	or	curricular	interventions	and	identifies	

questions	for	future	empirical	research.	
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CHAPTER	2:	REVIEW	OF	LITERATURE	

	

	

The	literature	relevant	to	this	project	spans	two	distinct	domains	that	must	be	held	

together	to	understand	why	intergenerational	Jewish	conversations	about	Israel	so	often	

break	down.	The	first	concerns	how	dialogue	functions:	the	psychology	of	disagreement,	

the	dynamics	of	threat	and	defensiveness,	and	the	methodological	limits	of	contemporary	

dialogue	and	mediation	models.	The	second	concerns	what	is	specific	to	the	Jewish	case:	

the	narrative,	historical,	and	emotional	forces	that	shape	Jewish	identity	formation	across	

generations.	

Neither	domain	is	sufficient	on	its	own.	Dialogue	theories	can	explain	why	conversations	

collapse—how	threat	responses	inhibit	listening,	why	defensiveness	constricts	cognitive	

flexibility,	and	where	models	of	negotiation	or	interpersonal	communication	cease	to	be	

effective—but	they	cannot	account	for	the	particular	moral	and	historical	weight	that	

Israel,	memory,	trauma,	and	justice	carry	for	Jews	of	different	ages.	Conversely,	scholarship	

on	Jewish	identity	clarifies	the	narratives	that	underlie	these	conversations	yet	does	not	

offer	tools	for	structuring	dialogue	that	is	emotionally	safe,	interpretively	rigorous,	or	

capable	of	supporting	cognitive	growth.	

For	this	reason,	the	chapter	is	divided	into	two	parts.	Part	I	reviews	research	on	conflict	

dialogue,	narrative	psychology,	mediation,	and	political	polarization.	It	also	addresses	the	

limits	of	the	dominant	“difficult	conversations”	paradigm—rooted	in	negotiation	theory	

and	communication	psychology—and	examines	why	its	tools	of	empathy,	reframing,	and	

distinguishing	intent	from	impact	(Stone	et	al.,	2010)	often	fall	short	in	identity-based	

disputes	where	asymmetries	of	power,	trauma,	and	moral	urgency	shape	how	meaning	is	

received.	Part	II	turns	to	scholarship	on	Jewish	narrative	identity,	collective	memory,	

trauma	transmission,	and	moral	formation,	showing	why	intergenerational	disagreements	

in	Jewish	communities	take	their	particular	shape	and	why	divergent	moral	languages	

arise	around	Israel.	

Taken	together,	these	bodies	of	literature	provide	the	groundwork	for	the	Narrative	

Engagement	model	developed	in	Chapter	3,	which	brings	emotional	safety,	narrative	
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comprehension,	and	cognitive	transformation	into	a	single	framework	for	

intergenerational	dialogue.	

	

PART	I:	CONFLICT	DIALOGUE,	MEDIATION,	AND	NARRATIVE	PSYCHOLOGY	

Intergenerational	conflict	dialogue	draws	on	several	fields—interpersonal	communication,	

negotiation	theory,	conflict	resolution,	political	polarization	research,	and	narrative	

psychology.	Each	offers	useful	tools.	The	“difficult	conversations”	framework	(Stone	et	al.,	

2010)	reduces	tension	by	separating	intent	from	impact.	Principled	negotiation	(Fisher	et	

al.,	2011)	distinguishes	positions	from	interests.	Narrative	mediation	(Winslade	&	Monk,	

2000)	highlights	how	stories	shape	identity.	Polarization	research	explains	how	moral	

threat	and	group	identity	narrow	perception.	

Yet	these	approaches	share	a	central	limitation:	they	were	not	designed	for	identity-

level	disputes	marked	by	divergent	moral	languages,	competing	historical	narratives,	and	

unequal	experiences	of	vulnerability.	Narrative	psychologists	show	that	stories	do	not	

merely	express	identity;	they	constitute	it	(McLean,	2008;	McLean	&	Syed,	2016).	When	

threat	attaches	to	belonging,	dissonant	information	is	experienced	as	danger	rather	than	

data	(Hillman	et	al.,	2023).	Models	that	assume	symmetry,	shared	ground,	or	mutual	

goodwill	therefore	falter	in	the	Israel	context.	As	critics	observe,	the	“difficult	

conversations”	paradigm	manages	heat	but	rarely	produces	the	deeper	schema	

reorganization	required	for	moral	or	generational	reconciliation—and	often	avoids	such	

depth	intentionally	in	order	to	lower	tension	(Zschau	et	al.,	2025).	This	section	surveys	

these	literatures	with	an	eye	toward	both	their	contributions	and	their	limits,	and	toward	

situating	Narrative	Engagement	within	a	framework	that	acknowledges	identity	threat,	

narrative	divergence,	and	cognitive	rigidity	as	defining	features	of	intergenerational	Jewish	

conversations	about	Israel.	

	

1.	Classic	Dialogue	Frameworks:	Strengths	and	Limits	

Contemporary	dialogue	practice	draws	heavily	on	the	interpersonal	communication	and	

negotiation	traditions.	Seminal	works	such	as	Difficult	Conversations	(Stone	et	al.,	2010)	

and	Crucial	Conversations	(Patterson	et	al.,	2002)	emphasize	reframing,	separating	intent	

from	impact,	distinguishing	facts	from	interpretations,	and	cultivating	curiosity.	These	
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models	have	proven	effective	to	some	extent	in	interpersonal	disputes—such	as	marital	

conflict	or	workplace	misunderstandings—where	the	primary	obstacle	is	

miscommunication	or	misattribution.	

However,	these	frameworks	rest	in	part	on	assumptions	that	do	not	hold	in	identity-

based	disputes:	

	

(1) A	shared	moral	language	or	evaluative	framework.	

(2) Disagreement	arising	primarily	from	misunderstanding	rather	than	divergent	

histories	of	harm.	

(3) A	goal	oriented	toward	resolution,	compromise,	or	mutual	correction.	

	

In	generational	debates	about	Israel/Palestine,	race,	gender,	or	national	belonging,	these	

assumptions	collapse.	As	Iyengar	et	al.	(2019)	and	Garrett	et	al.	(2018)	have	shown,	when	

disagreement	touches	identity,	belonging,	or	trauma,	corrective	information	is	processed	

as	threat	rather	than	insight.	Even	perfect	understanding	does	not	produce	convergence,	

because	the	disagreement	lies	not	in	facts	but	in	the	narratives	that	give	those	facts	

meaning.	Classic	communication	models	therefore	help	clarify	misunderstandings,	but	they	

rarely	support	the	deeper	task	of	integrating	dissonant,	identity-relevant	information	

(Amiot	&	Jaspal,	2014)	or	negotiating	conflicting	moral	registers	(Walzer,	1994).	

	

2.	Peace	and	Conflict	Resolution	Approaches	

A	second	major	strand	of	relevant	literature	emerges	from	peace	and	conflict	resolution	

studies,	often	collectively	labeled	conflict	transformation.	Three	major	theoreticians	have	

contributed	to	this	field.	John	Paul	Lederach’s	work	on	“moral	imagination”	(2005)	

emphasizes	the	capacity	to	envision	and	generate	constructive	processes	in	the	midst	of	

violence.	Herbert	Kelman’s	(1990)	interactive	problem-solving	workshops	brought	

influential	members	of	conflicting	parties	together	to	explore	one	another’s	needs,	fears,	

and	values	in	order	to	gain	analytic	understanding	of	the	conflict’s	root	causes.	Fisher’s	

(1990)	needs-based	models	further	suggest	that	traditional	negotiation	often	fails	because	

adequate	trust	has	not	been	established	prior	to	entering	formal	dialogue.		
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Together,	these	paradigms	highlight	the	importance	of	trust	formation,	relationship	

repair,	and	distinguishing	positions	from	underlying	human	needs.	These	approaches—

pioneering	especially	in	the	Israeli–Palestinian	context—foreground	psychological	

dimensions	such	as	humiliation,	existential	threat,	and	national	identity.	

Yet	several	limitations	emerge	when	these	methods	are	applied	to	polarized	or	

intergenerational	communal	settings:	

	

• They	rely	on	neutral	facilitators,	stable	environments,	and	long-term	engagement—

conditions	rarely	present	at	a	Shabbat	dinner,	a	synagogue	board	meeting,	or	a	

tense	family	conversation.	

• They	presuppose	a	readiness	to	explore	underlying	needs,	but	under	identity	threat	

(Rothman,	1997;	Aronson,	1969)	such	readiness	is	limited.	Drawing	on	Festinger’s	

dissonance	theory	(1957),	participants	often	lack	the	emotional	bandwidth	for	this	

kind	of	exploration.	

• They	emphasize	relational	transformation	but	offer	limited	guidance	

on	cognitive	transformation—how	individuals	integrate	unsettling	or	morally	

disruptive	information	into	their	interpretive	schemas.	

• They	were	designed	for	political	elites	or	structured	peace	workshops,	not	for	

communities	in	which	generational	asymmetry,	divergent	moral	languages,	and	

social	penalties	for	nuance	(Noelle-Neumann,	1974;	Kuran,	1995)	complicate	

inquiry.	

	

Thus,	while	conflict	resolution	literature	provides	invaluable	insights	into	relational	repair,	

it	does	not	directly	address	the	asymmetry	of	narrative	formation,	the	cognitive	rigidity	

that	arises	under	threat,	or	the	challenge	of	integrating	new	stories	without	experiencing	

disloyalty	or	identity	rupture.	
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3.	Mediation	and	Narrative	Approaches	

Narrative	mediation,	developed	by	Winslade	and	Monk	(2000),	comes	closest	to	the	

concerns	of	this	project.	It	begins	from	the	premise	that	conflict	is	not	merely	a	clash	of	

interests	but	a	clash	of	stories—interpretive	structures	through	which	people	understand	

identity,	harm,	responsibility,	and	possibility.	Narrative	mediation	therefore	helps	

participants:	

	

• externalize	the	problem	(“the	problem	is	the	problem,	not	the	person”),	

• deconstruct	dominant	narratives,	

• identify	neglected	or	alternative	storylines,	and	

• co-author	new	possibilities	in	dialogue.	

	

This	approach	has	been	especially	influential	in	contexts	where	moral	identity	or	

communal	meaning	is	at	stake,	and	it	aligns	with	research	showing	that	personal	stories	

can	bridge	divides	more	effectively	than	factual	correction	alone	(Kubin	et	al.,	2021).	

Yet	narrative	mediation	also	shows	limits	when	applied	to	intergenerational	Jewish	

disagreements	about	Israel:	

(1) Readiness	for	deconstruction	is	uneven:	Older	participants	often	depend	on	long-

held	narratives	structured	by	memory,	trauma,	and	loyalty.	These	narratives	

function	as	protective	identity	anchors;	loosening	them	can	feel	like	moral	exposure	

or	disloyalty.	

(2) Insufficient	scaffolding	for	cognitive	reorganization:	While	narrative	mediation	

excels	at	helping	people	hear	one	another’s	stories,	it	provides	little	guidance	for	

integrating	dissonant	yet	credible	information	into	one’s	existing	schema.	Under	

identity	threat	(Rothman,	1997;	Festinger,	1957),	new	information	is	typically	

assimilated	defensively	rather	than	accommodated.	

(3) Facilitator	dependence:	The	approach	requires	high-skill	practitioners	and	

extended	sessions.	Most	real-world	intergenerational	conversations—around	

dinner	tables,	in	classrooms,	or	in	synagogues—lack	such	conditions.	

	



 

Page	19	of	68	

As	a	result,	narrative	mediation	informs	but	does	not	suffice	for	the	task	at	hand.	Its	

insights	require	additional	structure,	especially	concerning	how	emotional	safety	can	

support	schema	accommodation	when	narratives	carry	deep	moral	and	communal	

significance.	

	

4.	Polarization,	Political	Psychology,	and	Identity	Threat	

A	fourth	body	of	literature—political	psychology—clarifies	why	intergenerational	Jewish	

conversations	about	Israel	so	frequently	break	down	even	when	goodwill	is	present.	This	

research	reframes	polarization	not	as	disagreement	but	as	affective	polarization:	the	

tendency	to	view	out-groups	(including	dissenting	in-groups)	as	morally	suspect,	

dangerous,	or	unintelligible	(Iyengar	et	al.,	2012;	Iyengar	&	Westwood,	2015).	

Key	findings	relevant	to	this	thesis	include:	

	

• Identity	Threat	Reduces	Cognitive	Complexity:	When	individuals	experience	

critique	of	their	group	as	critique	of	themselves,	the	nervous	system	shifts	toward	

defensive	processing	(Cikara	et	al.,	2011).	Under	such	conditions,	new	information	

is	heard	as	threat	rather	than	insight.	Festinger’s	classic	dissonance	theory	(1957),	

along	with	Aronson’s	extension	of	it	to	self-concept	threat	(Aronson,	1969),	explains	

why	people	seek	to	restore	equilibrium	by	rejecting	or	reinterpreting	dissonant	

facts.	

• Corrective	Information	Often	Backfires:	Studies	by	Nyhan	&	Reifler	(2010)	show	

that	attempts	to	“set	the	record	straight”	can	increase	belief	in	misinformation.	

Participants	double	down	when	their	narrative	identity	feels	challenged.	

• Moral	Conviction	Intensifies	Rigidity:	Skitka	et	al.	(2021)	demonstrates	that	

when	positions	are	moralized—tied	to	justice,	survival,	or	dignity—compromise	

feels	like	betrayal.	In	intergenerational	Jewish	contexts,	younger	participants	

moralize	universalist	ethics;	older	participants	moralize	Jewish	survival.	Each	

perceives	the	other's	view	as	violating	a	sacred	value.	

• Social	Penalties	for	Nuance:	Noelle-Neumann’s	spiral	of	silence	(1974)	and	

Kuran’s	preference	falsification	(1995)	reveal	how	individuals	silence	complexity	to	
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avoid	social	costs.	This	phenomenon	is	acute	in	Jewish	communities	where	

disagreement	about	Israel	can	threaten	belonging	(Waxman,	2016).	

	

Together,	these	findings	show	that	fact-based	debate,	empathy	alone,	or	unstructured	

dialogue	cannot	overcome	the	psychological	forces	that	govern	identity-protective	

cognition.	For	learning	to	occur,	participants	require	emotional	safety,	narrative	structure,	

and	scaffolding	for	meaning-making—conditions	missing	in	most	existing	communal	or	

educational	models.	

	

5.	Conversational	Receptiveness	and	Listening	Research	

A	fifth	stream	of	research	examines	how	specific	communicative	behaviors	influence	

defensiveness	and	openness	in	conflict	settings.	Yeomans	et.	al	(2020)	developed	the	

framework	of	conversational	receptiveness,	identifying	behaviors	that	reliably	reduce	

threat,	such	as:	

	

• acknowledging	the	other’s	concerns,	

• validating	emotions	without	conceding	substance,	

• highlighting	partial	agreement,	and	

• avoiding	absolutist	or	accusatory	language.	

	

These	tools	meaningfully	lower	physiological	arousal	and	increase	willingness	to	remain	in	

dialogue.	They	parallel	classic	insights	from	Rogers	and	Farson	(1957),	whose	work	on	

empathic	listening	demonstrated	that	reflective	attention	can	reduce	shame	and	foster	

openness.	

Empirical	studies	support	this:	receptive	language	increases	perceived	fairness,	reduces	

negative	affect,	and	improves	the	chance	that	one’s	counterpart	will	engage	constructively.	

Narrative	research	likewise	suggests	that	personal	stories	can	soften	polarization	more	

effectively	than	factual	correction	alone.	

Yet	two	core	limitations	remain:	
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(1) Micro-skills	without	macro-structure:	Receptiveness	techniques	operate	at	the	

level	of	phrasing	or	tone.	They	help	participants	stay	in	the	room	but	do	not	help	

them	understand	or	organize	the	deeper	narrative	differences	that	generate	conflict.	

A	conversation	may	feel	calmer	without	becoming	more	meaningful.	

(2) Safety	without	transformation:	Lowering	defensiveness	is	necessary	but	

insufficient	for	learning.	Without	a	structure—such	as	mapping	narratives	or	

explicitly	guiding	participants	through	schema	accommodation—openness	does	not	

automatically	lead	to	cognitive	reorganization.	As	political	cognition	research	

shows,	people	can	be	calm,	polite,	and	still	absorb	new	information	in	ways	that	

simply	reinforce	existing	schemas	(Sweeny	et	al.,	2010).	

	

For	these	reasons,	conversational	receptiveness	forms	an	important	foundation	for	double	

listening,	but	cannot	substitute	for	the	fuller	framework	required	in	identity-based,	morally	

charged	intergenerational	conversations.	It	provides	the	conditions	under	which	learning	

becomes	possible,	but	not	the	mechanisms	of	learning	themselves.	

	

6.	Educational	Psychology:	Piaget,	Accommodation,	and	Identity	Learning	

A	sixth	strand	of	literature	comes	from	educational	psychology,	especially	Jean	Piaget’s	

distinction	between	assimilation	and	accommodation	(Piaget,	1954;	Hanfstingl	et	al.,	2022).	

Assimilation	incorporates	new	information	into	existing	schemas;	accommodation	

restructures	those	schemas	when	the	information	does	not	fit.	Although	foundational	in	

developmental	theory,	this	distinction	is	underutilized	in	conflict	dialogue.	

Accommodation	requires	several	conditions:	a	moderate	level	of	challenge	(rather	than	

overwhelming	threat),	emotional	stability,	and	structured	opportunities	to	reorganize	

meaning.	Contemporary	research	on	cognitive	dissonance	in	groups	(McKimmie,	2015)	

and	on	motivated	reasoning	(Taber	&	Lodge,	2006)	shows	that	when	information	

threatens	identity	or	group	belonging,	individuals	default	to	assimilation	without	

accommodation:	they	take	in	new	facts	in	ways	that	protect	prior	commitments.	

These	dynamics	map	directly	onto	intergenerational	Jewish	conversations.	Older	

participants	may	fear	that	accommodating	dissonant	material	about	Israel	undermines	

collective	memory	and	communal	responsibility.	Younger	participants	may	fear	that	



 

Page	22	of	68	

accommodating	older	perspectives	compromises	their	commitments	to	justice	and	human	

rights.	Without	scaffolding,	both	default	to	defensiveness	or	narrative	entrenchment.	

Piaget’s	(1954)	insights	therefore	illuminate	a	central	gap	in	existing	dialogue	models:	

they	cultivate	empathy	but	rarely	offer	a	cognitive	mechanism	for	how	participants	might	

revise	their	interpretive	frameworks.	Narrative	Engagement	draws	on	this	tradition	to	link	

emotional	safety	(double	listening)	and	interpretive	clarity	(mapping	narratives)	to	the	

cognitive	conditions	necessary	for	accommodation	and	genuine	learning.	

	

7.	Jewish	Identity,	Memory,	and	Moral	Formation	

The	final	stream	of	literature	relevant	to	this	chapter—and	the	subject	of	Part	II	in	fuller	

depth—concerns	Jewish	identity	formation.	Scholars	such	as	Yerushalmi	(1982),	Volkov	

(2022),	Loeffler	(2018),	Magid	(2013),	and	Hirschhorn	(2017)	demonstrate	that	Jewish	

memory,	political	belonging,	and	moral	language	are	entangled	in	ways	that	make	

intergenerational	disagreement	uniquely	charged.	

Key	patterns	emerge	across	this	literature:	

	

• Different	historical	anchors:	Older	generations	often	root	identity	in	narratives	of	

persecution,	vulnerability,	and	collective	survival.	Their	moral	language	is	“thick”	in	

Walzer’s	sense	(1994):	saturated	with	communal	memory	and	obligation,	yet	less	

attuned	to	the	“thin”	discourse	preferred	in	contemporary	public	debate.	Younger	

adults	often	invert	this	pattern,	relying	more	on	universalist	or	structural	

frameworks	while	being	less	fluent	in	the	memory-saturated	idiom	of	prior	

generations.	

• Different	ethical	horizons:	Younger	Jews,	raised	in	multicultural	and	digitally	

connected	environments,	tend	to	employ	a	“thick”	universalist	moral	vocabulary	

that	emphasizes	equality,	non-harm,	and	solidarity	across	groups—an	idiom	that	

may	feel	thinner	or	less	immediately	grounded	for	those	with	limited	experience	in	

such	contexts.	These	frameworks	are	coherent,	but	they	are	often	unintelligible	to	

individuals	formed	in	earlier	historical	and	communal	settings.	
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• Asymmetry	of	what	is	taught	and	what	is	learned:	Jewish	education	frequently	

conveys	emotional	attachment	(love	of	Israel,	awareness	of	antisemitism)	more	

effectively	than	historical	complexity.	When	younger	adults	later	encounter	

alternate	narratives—especially	Palestinian	accounts—the	dissonance	can	feel	

destabilizing	or	even	identity-threatening.	

• Trauma	and	memory	as	moral	structure:	Collective	memories	of	the	Holocaust,	

wars,	and	antisemitism	generate	powerful	schemas	that	frame	Israel	as	existential	

refuge.	These	memories	shape	emotional	responses	before	they	shape	explicit	

arguments.	

	

Because	identity	formation	occurs	in	different	historical,	cultural,	and	political	contexts,	

generational	conflict	is	not	merely	ideological	but	developmental:	a	collision	of	distinct	

meaning-making	systems.	Dialogue	models	that	ignore	these	asymmetries	misdiagnose	the	

conflict	as	disagreement	about	facts	rather	than	as	the	clash	of	differently	constructed	

Jewish	selves.	

This	literature	underscores	why	a	model	tailored	to	Jewish	intergenerational	

conversations	must	address	both	emotional	safety	and	narrative	comprehension.	

Otherwise,	participants	are	not	debating	the	same	story	from	different	angles	but	

inhabiting	entirely	different	stories.	

	

8.	Why	Existing	Dialogue	Models	Plateau—and	Why	a	Second	Lens	Is	Needed	

Taken	together,	these	findings	reveal	a	clear	pattern:	existing	dialogue	frameworks	help	

reduce	heat	and	decrease	polarization	by	increasing	willingness	to	engage	in	conversation,	

but	they	rarely	reach	the	deeper	work	of	interpretive	reorganization	that	intergenerational	

Jewish	conversations	or	other	highly	charged	communication	contexts	may	require	

(Kopelowitz	et	al.,	2025;	Nagai-Rothe,	2015).	Participants	may	become	more	civil,	more	

patient,	or	more	willing	to	listen,	yet	the	underlying	structures	of	meaning—the	stories	

that	define	threat,	loyalty,	justice,	and	belonging—remain	largely	untouched.	As	a	result,	

empathy	increases	but	frameworks	remain	fixed;	defensiveness	softens	but	interpretive	

distance	persists.	
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This	plateau	indicates	that	dialogue	models	rooted	solely	in	communication	psychology	

or	conflict	resolution	cannot,	on	their	own,	explain	why	intergenerational	Jewish	

conversations	about	Israel	collapse	as	quickly	and	painfully	as	they	do.	The	core	challenge	

is	not	procedural	but	narrative	and	identity-based.	To	understand	why	certain	

conversations	feel	existential,	why	particular	claims	feel	dangerous,	or	why	some	forms	of	

disagreement	rupture	relationships	while	others	do	not,	we	must	examine	how	Jewish	

identities	are	formed	and	how	narrative	structures	function	as	moral	anchors	across	

generations.		

For	this	reason,	the	literature	review	now	turns	to	a	second	domain	that	is	essential	for	

the	argument	of	this	thesis:	narrative	psychology	and	Jewish	identity	formation.	These	

fields	illuminate	how	stories	are	internalized,	how	collective	memory	shapes	moral	

perception,	and	why	generational	cohorts	experience	the	same	events	through	

fundamentally	different	narrative	horizons.	They	offer	the	conceptual	grounding	needed	to	

understand	not	only	why	dialogue	breaks	down,	but	what	kinds	of	scaffolding	might	allow	

it	to	hold.	

	

PART	II:	NARRATIVE	PSYCHOLOGY	AND	JEWISH	IDENTITY	FORMATION	

Intergenerational	Jewish	dialogue	cannot	be	understood	without	attending	to	how	Jewish	

identities	are	formed,	transmitted,	and	revised	over	time.	Jewish	identity	is	not	merely	a	

set	of	beliefs	or	practices;	it	is	a	narrative	inheritance—an	ensemble	of	memories,	rituals,	

traumas,	aspirations,	and	ethical	obligations	that	shape	meaning	long	before	individuals	

consciously	reflect	on	them.	Scholars	of	narrative	psychology	emphasize	that	people	

understand	themselves	through	the	stories	they	inhabit.	In	Jewish	communities,	these	

story	structures	are	unusually	rich:	they	stretch	across	millennia,	bind	individual	

experience	to	collective	memory,	and	frame	contemporary	events	within	enduring	arcs	of	

vulnerability,	survival,	renewal,	and	moral	responsibility.	

Recent	work	in	Jewish	identity	studies	parallels	this	narrative	turn.	Bethamie	Horowitz’s	

shift	from	asking	“how	Jewish”	to	“how	are	they	Jewish”	(Horowitz,	2002;	2016),	the	

multidimensional	approach	of	Aronson	et	al.	(2019),	and	the	network-based	approaches	of	

Kelman	et	al.	(2017)	underscore	that	Jewishness	is	lived	as	a	web	of	stories	and	

relationships	rather	than	a	static	attribute.	At	the	same	time,	empirical	studies	such	as	
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Pew’s	Jewish	Americans	in	2020	show	that	different	generations	anchor	those	stories	in	

distinct	moral	registers:	older	adults	foreground	continuity	and	survival,	while	younger	

adults	emphasize	justice	and	universal	ethics.	As	Walzer’s	(1994)	distinction	between	

“thick”	and	“thin”	moral	languages	suggests,	these	divergent	story-worlds	generate	not	

only	disagreement	but	also	mutual	incomprehension.	

This	literature	review	examines	five	strands	of	scholarship	that	illuminate	why	

generational	disagreement	within	Jewish	communities	so	often	feels	like	a	clash	of	moral	

worlds	rather	than	a	dispute	over	facts:	(1)	narrative	identity;	(2)	collective	memory	and	

trauma;	(3)	contemporary	shifts	in	moral	formation;	(4)	narrative	socialization	in	Jewish	

educational	settings;	and	(5)	moral	emotions	and	the	fragility	of	belonging.	Together,	these	

strands	explain	why	conversations	about	Israel,	justice,	safety,	and	continuity	are	uniquely	

susceptible	to	breakdown	and	provide	the	conceptual	grounding	for	the	Narrative	

Engagement	model	developed	in	the	next	chapter.	

	

1.	Narrative	Identity	and	the	Stories	We	Inhabit	

At	the	core	of	narrative	psychology	is	the	notion	that	identity	is	fundamentally	story-

shaped.	McAdams	&	McLean	(2013)	and	Bruner	(2004)	argue	that	individuals	construct	

“life	narratives”	that	integrate	past,	present,	and	imagined	future	into	meaningful	wholes.	

These	narratives	function	as	frameworks	for	interpreting	threats,	obligations,	loyalties,	and	

moral	claims.	Jewish	identity	scholarship	increasingly	adopts	a	similar	lens,	treating	

Jewishness	not	as	a	fixed	quantity	but	as	an	ongoing	process	of	self-storying	within	

particular	communal	and	historical	contexts.	

Four	insights	from	narrative	identity	theory	are	especially	relevant	here:	

	

(a) Narratives	precede	critical	reflection:	People	inherit	their	earliest	stories	from	

parents,	schools,	synagogues,	youth	movements,	and	communal	memory.	Before	

individuals	can	analyze	or	question	them,	these	stories	already	structure	what	feels	

intuitive,	plausible,	urgent,	or	dangerous.	Horowitz’s	(2002)	emphasis	on	“how”	

people	are	Jewish	highlights	that	such	early	narrative	formations	shape	everyday	

choices	long	before	they	are	articulated	as	beliefs.	
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(b) Narratives	organize	emotional	reactions:	Stories	do	not	simply	catalogue	events;	

they	teach	what	should	evoke	pride,	fear,	indignation,	or	shame.	In	many	Jewish	

communities,	narratives	of	persecution,	resistance,	and	survival	cultivate	emotional	

reflexes	around	vulnerability,	betrayal,	and	collective	responsibility.	For	younger	

adults	shaped	by	social	justice	movements,	newer	narratives	of	solidarity	and	

structural	critique	evoke	different	emotional	repertoires.	What	feels	like	loyalty	in	

one	narrative	may	feel	like	complicity	in	another.	

(c) Narratives	resist	revision:	Because	narrative	identity	tends	toward	coherence,	

new	information	that	threatens	the	story	is	often	assimilated	selectively	or	rejected	

outright.	Cognitive	dissonance	and	identity-protective	cognition	reinforce	this	

tendency:	material	that	fits	the	story	is	welcomed;	material	that	destabilizes	it	is	

minimized,	reinterpreted,	or	excluded.	This	helps	explain	why	exposure	to	new	

facts	about	Israel	or	Palestinian	experience	does	not	automatically	yield	integration	

or	change.	

(d) Narratives	function	as	moral	languages:	Narratives	define	heroes	and	victims,	

obligations	and	limits	of	empathy,	insiders	and	outsiders.	They	supply	what	Walzer	

(1994)	calls	“thick”	moral	descriptions,	densely	embedded	in	particular	histories	

and	communities.	When	generations	inhabit	different	story	structures—one	

thickened	by	Shoah	memory	and	the	fragility	of	survival,	another	saturated	with	

“thin”	universal	norms	of	rights	and	justice—they	effectively	speak	different	moral	

languages	even	when	referring	to	the	same	events.	

	

This	framework	helps	explain	why	intergenerational	conversations	about	Israel	so	often	

collapse.	Younger	and	older	Jews	are	not	simply	trading	opinions	within	a	shared	frame;	

they	are	navigating	different	narrative	worlds,	each	with	their	own	emotional	logic	and	

moral	grammar.	Without	a	method	for	making	those	story	structures	visible	and	

discussable,	attempts	at	dialogue	easily	devolve	into	mutual	misrecognition	rather	than	

shared	inquiry.	

	

2.	Collective	Memory,	Trauma,	and	the	Weight	of	History	
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Jewish	identity	is	deeply	grounded	in	collective	memory.	Yerushalmi	(1982)	and	

Halbwachs	(1925/1992)	describe	collective	memory	as	the	cultural	architecture	through	

which	communities	interpret	both	past	and	present.	In	Jewish	life,	this	memory	is	

transmitted	not	only	through	historical	teaching	but	also	through	ritual,	liturgy,	and	family	

narrative.	The	result	is	a	durable	emotional	framework	that	shapes	how	different	

generations	understand	danger,	belonging,	and	moral	responsibility.	

Four	elements	of	the	memory	literature	are	especially	relevant:	

	

(a) Memory	as	inheritance:	Jewish	memory	is	carried	through	holiday	cycles,	prayer,	

stories	of	exile	and	return,	and	the	retelling	of	persecution	and	resilience	across	

centuries.	The	Exodus,	medieval	expulsions,	pogroms,	and	the	Holocaust	form	a	

continuous	arc	in	which	vulnerability	and	survival	remain	central	motifs.	The	past	

becomes	a	moral	lens	for	the	present.	

(b) Trauma	and	postmemory:	Hirsch’s	concept	of	postmemory	(2012)	explains	how	

descendants	of	trauma	survivors	inherit	not	the	events	themselves	but	the	

emotional	logic	of	those	events—vigilance,	anticipatory	fear,	and	the	sense	that	

catastrophe	can	return	without	warning.	For	many	older	Jews,	the	Shoah	and	

antisemitism	remain	internalized	baselines.	As	Waxman	(2016)	and	others	note,	

this	inherited	vigilance	shapes	expectations	of	loyalty	and	collective	responsibility	

in	ways	younger	Jews	may	not	share	or	understand.	

(c) Memory	as	moral	compass:	“Never	Again,”	a	slogan	first	voiced	by	liberated	

inmates	at	the	Buchenwald	concentration	camp,	functions	as	a	multivalent	moral	

injunction.	For	some,	it	demands	Jewish	self-protection	and	solidarity;	for	others,	it	

mandates	universal	moral	vigilance	and	identification	with	other	victims.	The	same	

memory	thus	yields	divergent	ethical	imperatives.	Once	again,	Walzer’s	(1994)	

distinction	between	“thick”	and	“thin”	moral	languages	helps	clarify	this	divergence:	

descendants	of	survivors	often	operate	within	a	thick	narrative	of	communal	

continuity,	whereas	younger	generations	apply	thinner,	universalist	moral	norms	to	

the	same	history.	

(d) Memory	as	boundary:	Challenges	to	inherited	memory	can	be	perceived	as	

breaches	of	loyalty.	When	younger	Jews	reinterpret	Jewish	history	through	
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universalist	frameworks	or	interrogate	the	implications	of	Zionism,	older	Jews	may	

hear	not	critique	but	abandonment.	Research	on	social	identity	threat	(Iyengar	et	

al.,	2012)	confirms	that	threats	to	collective	continuity	trigger	defensiveness,	

narrowing	the	space	for	dialogue.	

	

These	dynamics	render	intergenerational	exchanges	highly	volatile:	contesting	

historical	meaning	can	feel	like	contesting	the	right	to	belong.	

	

3.	Contemporary	Shifts	in	Moral	Formation	

Younger	Jewish	adults	are	shaped	by	cultural,	political,	and	educational	environments	

profoundly	different	from	those	that	shaped	their	parents	and	grandparents.	Sociologists	

such	as	Cohen	and	Kelman	(2007)	and	Horowitz	(1998)	highlight	several	large-scale	shifts	

that	produce	distinct	moral	languages	across	generations.	

	 	

(a) Rise	of	universalist	ethics:	Younger	Jews	often	foreground	equality,	anti-racism,	

and	global	justice	as	primary	moral	commitments.	Their	ethical	frameworks	derive	

from	pluralistic	educational	settings,	civic	discourses,	and	social	movements	that	

emphasize	systemic	critique.	This	moral	horizon	frequently	requires	scrutinizing—

even	morally	judging—one’s	own	community.	It	is	not	disengagement	but	

engagement	through	a	different	grammar	of	obligation.	

(b) Decline	of	institutional	authority:	Where	older	generations	relied	on	synagogues,	

federations,	and	legacy	organizations	to	define	communal	norms,	younger	adults	

form	identities	through	decentralized	networks—campus	groups,	activism,	digital	

platforms,	and	peer	communities.	As	Horowitz	(2002)	notes,	Jewishness	is	

increasingly	lived	relationally	rather	than	institutionally.	Inherited	narratives	are	

therefore	received	with	conditional	trust	rather	than	automatic	acceptance.	

(c) Increased	exposure	to	Palestinian	narratives:	Digital	media	has	opened	access	

to	Palestinian	voices	long	absent	from	formal	Jewish	education.	The	asymmetry	

between	what	younger	Jews	were	taught	and	what	they	subsequently	encounter	

often	produces	cognitive	and	moral	dissonance.	Studies	such	as	the	educational	and	
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polling	organization	Boundless	Israel’s	year-end	report	(2025)	confirm	that	

younger	Jews	frequently	feel	that	their	earlier	education	omitted	complexity.	

(d) Reframing	of	antisemitism:	Older	Jews	often	understand	antisemitism	as	a	unique	

existential	threat	anchored	in	lived	or	inherited	trauma.	Younger	Jews	tend	to	

situate	antisemitism	within	broader	frameworks	of	prejudice	and	structural	

injustice.	These	differing	interpretations	shape	how	each	generation	responds	to	

criticism	of	Israel:	one	views	such	critique	as	a	potentially	dangerous	erasure	of	

Jewish	vulnerability,	while	the	other	sees	it	as	a	moral	obligation	consistent	with	

anti-racist	commitments.	

(e) Shifts	in	diaspora–Israel	relations:	Israel	no	longer	functions	as	the	central	axis	of	

identity	for	many	younger	Jews;	instead,	it	has	become	a	site	of	moral	negotiation.	

Beinart’s	(2012)	description	of	the	“loyalty–conscience	bind”	captures	this	

dynamic:	younger	Jews	often	resist	demands	for	solidarity	that	would	compromise	

their	moral	frameworks.	Research	by	the	Cohen	Center	complicates	this	narrative,	

showing	that	attachment	may	increase	with	age,	yet	cohort	effects	reveal	a	genuine	

reconfiguration	of	meaning	(Cohen	&	Kelman,	2007;	Saxe	et	al.,	2008).	

	

Together,	these	shifts	create	divergent	moral	starting	points	that	are	easily	

misinterpreted	as	apathy	or	betrayal.	In	reality,	they	reflect	different	formative	experiences	

and	different	narrative	inheritances—conditions	any	intergenerational	conversation	must	

navigate	with	care.	

	

4.	Narrative	Socialization	in	Jewish	Educational	Settings	

Research	on	Jewish	education—whether	in	day	schools,	supplementary	schools,	youth	

movements,	summer	camps,	or	Israel	experiences—shows	that	formative	environments	

shape	early	narrative	frameworks	long	before	individuals	begin	to	articulate	political	or	

moral	commitments.	These	settings	transmit	not	only	knowledge	but	emotional	

orientation:	pride,	belonging,	vigilance,	and	a	sense	of	shared	destiny.	

Four	themes	from	this	scholarship	illuminate	why	intergenerational	conversations	later	

collide:	
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(a) Emotional	bonding	and	selective	storytelling:	Jewish	educational	settings	often	

privilege	affective	attachment	over	analytical	complexity.	Educators	cultivate	pride,	

solidarity,	and	love	of	Israel	through	powerful	emotional	experiences—

celebrations,	communal	singing,	identity	rituals,	and	curated	encounters.	While	

transformative,	these	practices	tend	to	simplify	political	realities.	As	research	from	

Keysar	et	al.	(2000)	shows,	students	often	graduate	with	strong	emotional	bonds	

but	limited	frameworks	for	processing	competing	narratives.	

(b) Narratives	of	vulnerability	and	resilience:	Curricula	frequently	emphasize	

episodes	of	persecution	and	survival—slavery,	exile,	pogroms,	the	Holocaust,	and	

the	founding	of	the	State	of	Israel.	These	stories	reinforce	vigilance,	continuity,	and	

gratitude	but	often	marginalize	non-Jewish	perspectives	or	the	complexities	of	

contemporary	conflict.	As	Kelman	et	al.	(2017)	note,	these	narratives	create	

powerful	moral	reflexes	that	later	shape	how	older	adults	interpret	critique	of	

Israel.	

(c) Israel	education	and	curated	experiences:	Programs	such	as	Birthright	provide	

immersive	encounters	with	Israel	that	generate	strong	emotional	attachment	

through	place-based	learning,	community	bonding,	and	symbolic	experiences.	At	

the	same	time,	many	participants	later	discover	that	certain	political	or	historical	

complexities—particularly	Palestinian	perspectives—were	absent	or	minimized.	

This	asymmetry	in	exposure	often	becomes	a	flashpoint	when	young	adults	

encounter	alternative	narratives	and	experience	disillusionment	or	betrayal.	

(d) Asymmetric	narrative	exposure	and	later	dissonance:	Because	early	Jewish	

education	tends	to	center	Jewish	memory	and	identity	while	omitting	or	minimizing	

Palestinian	accounts,	later	encounters	with	Palestinian	narratives	produce	

significant	cognitive	and	emotional	dissonance.	The	Boundless	Israel	year-end	

report	(2025)	illustrates	that	exposure	alone	is	insufficient:	without	interpretive	

scaffolding,	new	stories	can	feel	destabilizing	rather	than	illuminating.	

	

These	patterns	help	explain	why	intergenerational	dialogue	often	features	mismatched	

moral	vocabularies	and	asymmetrical	knowledge.	Older	generations	may	assume	a	shared	

narrative	foundation	that	younger	adults	no	longer	possess,	while	younger	adults	may	
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interpret	omissions	in	their	Jewish	education	as	forms	of	concealment	or	ideological	bias.	

Without	a	framework	that	makes	these	differences	intelligible,	conversations	about	Israel	

frequently	become	sites	of	rupture	rather	than	inquiry.	

	

5.	Moral	Emotions	and	the	Fragility	of	Belonging	

Intergenerational	Jewish	dialogue	is	shaped	not	only	by	differing	narratives	and	moral	

languages	but	by	the	moral	emotions	that	bind	individuals	to	their	communities.	Scholars	

of	moral	psychology	and	communal	life	emphasize	that	emotions	such	as	shame,	loyalty,	

fear,	and	the	longing	for	belonging	play	central	roles	in	how	people	interpret	narratives	

about	Israel,	justice,	and	Jewish	continuity.	

Four	dynamics	are	especially	relevant:	

	

(a) Loyalty	as	identity	anchor:	For	many	older	Jews,	loyalty	to	the	Jewish	people	and	

to	Israel	is	not	merely	an	attitude	but	a	core	identity	commitment,	shaped	by	

memories	of	vulnerability	and	historical	insecurity.	Critique	of	Israel	may	therefore	

feel	like	betrayal—an	unraveling	of	the	very	conditions	that	ensured	Jewish	

survival.	As	Waxman	(2016,	2017)	and	Beinart	(2012)	note,	perceived	disloyalty	

often	triggers	moral	alarm	rather	than	intellectual	curiosity.	

(b) Shame	and	moral	accountability:	Younger	Jews,	formed	in	moral	ecosystems	that	

emphasize	universal	justice,	anti-racism,	and	solidarity	with	the	oppressed,	often	

experience	shame	when	confronting	Palestinian	suffering.	This	shame	can	generate	

repudiation	of	earlier	communal	narratives	or	anger	at	perceived	concealment.	It	

also	fuels	a	moral	urgency	that	older	adults	may	find	destabilizing	or	accusatory.	

(c) Fear	of	rupture:	Both	generations	carry	fears	that	inhibit	curiosity.	Younger	adults	

fear	relational	exclusion—being	labeled	disloyal,	naïve,	or	antisemitic.	Older	adults	

fear	a	loosening	of	continuity,	imagining	that	generational	critique	of	Israel	signals	

weakening	ties	to	Jewish	peoplehood.	These	anxieties	create	conversational	

fragility:	even	small	disagreements	feel	as	though	something	essential	is	at	stake.	

(d) Identity	vulnerability	and	defensive	rigidity:	When	core	values	are	challenged,	

people	often	respond	with	defensiveness,	rigidity,	or	emotional	withdrawal—

patterns	consistent	with	research	on	identity	threat	and	moral	injury.	
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Conversations	collapse	not	because	participants	lack	goodwill	but	because	they	fear	

losing	belonging,	dignity,	or	moral	integrity.	

	

These	emotional	dynamics	elevate	the	stakes	of	intergenerational	dialogue.	They	ensure	

that	disagreements	over	Israel	are	rarely	experienced	as	purely	political	or	factual;	they	

become	tests	of	loyalty,	ethical	competence,	and	communal	membership.	Any	method	that	

hopes	to	sustain	dialogue	in	these	settings	must	therefore	address	emotional	vulnerability	

as	a	central—not	peripheral—feature	of	the	conversation.	

*	

Taken	together,	these	strands	of	scholarship	show	that	intergenerational	Jewish	

disagreement	is	not	simply	a	matter	of	divergent	opinions.	It	arises	from	distinct	narrative	

identities,	emotional	inheritances,	moral	languages,	and	educational	trajectories—each	of	

which	shapes	what	feels	loyal,	threatening,	or	ethically	required.	These	dynamics	make	

conversations	about	Israel	particularly	prone	to	collapse	unless	supported	by	a	framework	

that	can	hold	emotional	vulnerability	alongside	narrative	complexity	and	cognitive	

challenge.	

The	next	chapter	turns	to	that	framework.	It	presents	the	Narrative	Engagement	model	

as	a	sequenced	approach	designed	to	meet	precisely	the	conditions	described	here:	

emotional	safety,	clarity	about	divergent	storylines,	and	the	cognitive	scaffolding	necessary	

for	learning	across	profound	moral	difference.	
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CHAPTER	3:	A	THEORETICAL	MODEL	OF	NARRATIVE	ENGAGEMENT		

	

Intergenerational	conversations	about	morally	charged	issues	demand	more	than	goodwill.	

They	require	a	framework	that	helps	participants	stay	emotionally	safe,	comprehend	one	

another’s	narrative	worlds,	and	remain	open	to	learning	even	when	confronted	with	

unsettling	information.	The	model	proposed	here—Narrative	Engagement—is	not	a	

formula	that	guarantees	agreement,	nor	a	technique	that	eliminates	conflict.	Rather,	it	

identifies	the	cognitive	and	emotional	conditions	under	which	meaningful	dialogue	

becomes	possible.	

At	its	core,	Narrative	Engagement	brings	together	three	intertwined	processes:	Double	

Listening,	Narrative	Mapping,	and	Schema	Accommodation.	Each	process	is	distinct,	yet	

they	depend	on	one	another.	Without	emotional	safety,	comprehension	collapses.	Without	

comprehension,	cognitive	flexibility	shuts	down.	Without	cognitive	flexibility,	dialogue	

merely	rehearses	entrenched	positions.	The	aim	of	this	chapter	is	to	describe	how	these	

processes	function	together	as	a	conceptual	scaffold	for	conversations	that	might	

otherwise	break	apart.	

	

1.	Double	Listening—Creating	Emotional	Safety	for	Mutual	Presence	

Difficult	conversations	break	down	early	when	participants	feel	morally	judged,	

misunderstood,	or	threatened.	The	concept	of	Double	Listening,	first	introduced	by	White	&	

Epston	(1990)	and	later	elaborated	by	Guilfoyle	(2014),	seeks	to	reduce	this	sense	of	threat	

by	training	participants	to	listen	not	only	to	what	is	said,	but	also	to	what	is	feared,	hoped	

for,	or	protected	beneath	the	words	of	the	other	figures	in	their	lives.	It	invites	participants	

to	attend	simultaneously	to	the	surface	claim	and	to	the	underlying	experience	that	gives	

that	claim	its	emotional	force.	

This	practice	does	not	require	agreement.	It	requires	curiosity	about	the	emotional	logic	

beneath	another	person’s	stance.	By	reducing	perceived	moral	indictment,	it	helps	

participants	remain	in	the	room—psychologically	as	well	as	physically.	For	example,	when	

a	younger	speaker	says	“I	felt	betrayed	by	what	I	later	learned,”	double	listening	helps	an	

older	listener	hear	the	longing	for	transparency	rather	than	a	personal	accusation.	
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Double	Listening	is	therefore	not	merely	a	communicative	skill	but	a	relational	posture	

that	lowers	defensiveness	and	allows	dialogue	to	continue	without	rupture.	It	is	the	

precondition	for	engaging	any	narrative	that	feels	threatening.	

	

2.	Mapping	Narratives	—	Organizing	Divergent	Storylines	into	Shared	Structures	

Even	when	participants	feel	safe	enough	to	speak,	conversations	derail	when	each	side	

implicitly	uses	a	different	storyline	to	interpret	the	issue	at	hand.	Narrative	Mapping,	a	

term	first	used	by	Michael	White	(2007)	to	describe	characters’	journeys	in	narrative	

therapy,	was	later	adapted	by	Matar	&	Harb	in	the	collection	Narrating	Conflict	in	the	

Middle	East:	Images	and	Communications	Practices	in	Lebanon	and	Palestine	(2013).	These	

techniques	provide	a	structure	for	making	divergent	storylines	visible	through	discourse,	

imagery,	and	communication	practices.	They	surface	how	people	begin	the	story,	which	

moments	they	emphasize,	which	actors	they	center,	what	details	they	highlight	or	omit,	

and	what	moral	conclusions	they	draw.	

Mapping	does	not	determine	whose	story	is	“true.”	Instead,	it	clarifies	how	each	

narrative	organizes	meaning.	This	process	renders	disagreement	intelligible	rather	than	

personal	because	participants	can	see	that	they	are	not	disputing	a	single	event	but	the	

framing	that	gives	events	their	significance.	For	example,	mapping	might	reveal	that	one	

participant	begins	the	story	with	centuries	of	Jewish	vulnerability,	while	another	begins	

with	contemporary	Palestinian	displacement—illuminating	why	each	interprets	the	

present	so	differently.	

By	externalizing	the	stories	visually	and	verbally	rather	than	embedding	them	within	

the	self,	mapping	enables	participants	to	examine,	describe,	and	compare	their	interpretive	

structures	without	experiencing	the	exchange	as	an	assault	on	identity.	

	

3.	Schema	Accommodation—Supporting	Cognitive	Growth	Without	Identity	Collapse	

Even	when	narratives	are	mapped	successfully,	participants	still	face	the	difficult	work	of	

integrating	new	information	that	challenges	their	existing	frameworks.	Piaget’s	(1954)	

distinction	between	assimilation	(fitting	new	information	into	existing	categories)	and	

accommodation	(revising	the	categories	themselves)	is	crucial	here.	In	conflict	dialogue,	

assimilation	often	leads	to	defensiveness,	selective	listening,	or	moral	justification.	
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Accommodation,	by	contrast,	allows	individuals	to	expand	their	interpretive	frameworks	

without	invalidating	their	core	identities.	Hansfstingl,	Arzensek,	et	al.	(2021)	offer	a	model	

for	moving	from	assimilation	to	accommodation	in	an	adaptive	way	that	enriches,	rather	

than	threatens,	one’s	sense	of	coherent	identity.	

Schema	Accommodation,	as	used	in	this	model,	refers	to	the	cognitive	shift	that	becomes	

possible	when	people	can	hold	their	own	story	while	making	space	for	previously	excluded	

or	marginalized	elements.	It	is	not	capitulation.	It	is	a	form	of	internal	reorganization	that	

enables	participants	to	tolerate	ambiguity,	accept	multiple	truths,	and	absorb	complexity	

without	feeling	disloyal	to	their	in-group.	For	example,	accommodation	may	occur	when	an	

older	participant	recognizes	that	acknowledging	Palestinian	suffering	does	not	negate	

Jewish	historical	trauma,	allowing	both	narratives	to	coexist	without	erasing	either.	

Accommodation	is	the	most	delicate	part	of	dialogue,	and	it	becomes	possible	only	when	

the	earlier	two	conditions—emotional	safety	and	narrative	comprehension—are	already	

present.	

*	

Taken	together,	these	three	processes	form	an	integrated	approach	rather	than	a	set	of	

isolated	techniques.	Double	Listening	reduces	the	emotional	pressure	that	often	derails	

difficult	conversations	before	they	begin.	Narrative	Mapping	makes	visible	the	deeper	

story	structures	within	which	each	participant	interprets	meaning.	Schema	

Accommodation	then	provides	the	psychological	space	in	which	those	structures	can	

expand	to	include	unsettling	or	previously	excluded	elements.	

None	of	these	processes	can	function	in	isolation.	Emotional	safety	makes	it	possible	to	

engage	without	shutting	down;	narrative	clarity	makes	it	possible	to	understand	rather	

than	misinterpret;	cognitive	flexibility	makes	it	possible	to	grow	rather	than	retreat.	

Narrative	Engagement	relies	on	the	interdependence	of	all	three,	each	preparing	the	

ground	for	the	next	and,	together,	enabling	dialogue	to	hold	both	relationship	and	learning	

at	once.	

This	chapter	has	outlined	the	model	in	conceptual	terms.	The	next	chapter	turns	to	four	

cases	in	which	people	attempt	to	speak	across	moral	divides,	offering	a	clearer	view	of	

what	happens	when	any	part	of	this	sequence	falters—and	what	becomes	possible	when	

the	conditions	for	engagement	are	better	aligned.	
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CHAPTER	4:	CASE	ANALYSES	OF	NARRATIVE	ENGAGEMENT	AND	ITS	

TRAGIC	LIMITS	

	

The	preceding	chapter	outlined	a	theoretical	framework	for	narrative	engagement:	the	

claim	that	sustainable	dialogue	in	conditions	of	deep	conflict	rests	on	a	particular	

sequence.	The	first	step	is	the	creation	of	emotional	safety	through	double	listening.	The	

second	is	the	achievement	of	intelligibility	through	mapping	the	different	narratives	in	

play.	The	third,	and	most	difficult,	is	the	possibility	of	cognitive	growth	through	schema	

accommodation.	These	principles	make	sense	in	the	abstract,	but	the	question	remains	

whether	they	can	hold	when	the	realities	of	grief,	loyalty,	anger,	and	fear	enter	the	room.	

This	chapter	therefore	turns	to	four	case	studies,	each	drawn	from	a	different	medium:	

an	experimental	art	film,	a	political	documentary,	a	recorded	family	dialogue,	and	a	civic	

training	exercise.	Each	was	conceived	with	its	own	aim—to	provoke,	to	expose,	to	

reconcile,	to	instruct—and	each	offers	a	window	into	what	occurs	when	people	attempt	to	

speak	across	moral	divides.	They	are	not	presented	as	neutral	illustrations.	Each	case	

illuminates	both	the	possibilities	and	the	breakdowns	of	dialogue.	

What	follows,	then,	is	not	only	description	but	contrast.	After	recounting	the	four	cases,	I	

will	set	them	alongside	the	framework	of	narrative	engagement.	The	tragedies	that	emerge	

in	each	encounter	can	be	read	as	more	than	cautionary	tales.	They	reveal	what	happens	

when	double	listening,	mapping,	and	schema	accommodation	are	absent,	and	they	point	

toward	what	might	become	possible	if	these	practices	are	deliberately	integrated.	The	

chapter	thus	has	a	dual	purpose:	to	observe	dialogue	in	its	fragile	reality,	and	to	consider	

how	narrative	engagement	might	help	explain	its	collapse	while	offering	more	durable	

alternatives.	

	

CASE	ANALYSIS	1:	THE	ENEMIES	PROJECT	

Case	Overview	

“Two	Jews:	A	Zionist	and	an	Antizionist”	(Rosen,	2025)	is	one	episode	of	the	docuseries	The	

Enemies	Project,	an	artistic	experiment	that	pairs	strangers	with	sharply	opposed	moral	or	

political	identities	and	records	their	encounter	on	film.	The	set-up	is	deliberately	spare:	

two	people	seated	face-to-face,	without	script,	commentary,	or	contextual	explanation,	
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asked	simply	to	speak	to	one	another.	The	camera	holds	steady,	leaving	the	viewer	to	

interpret	what	unfolds.	

In	this	instance,	the	pairing	is	between	two	Jews	whose	relationships	to	Israel	could	not	

be	more	different.	Ari	immigrated	to	Israel,	served	in	the	IDF,	and	lives	with	the	daily	

weight	of	insecurity.	His	world	is	marked	by	funerals	for	friends,	the	instinct	to	memorize	

safe	stairwells	during	sirens,	and	the	shadow	of	the	Shoah	as	a	reminder	of	what	

sovereignty	is	meant	to	prevent.	Ken,	by	contrast,	is	American-born,	the	son	of	a	Holocaust	

refugee.	Once	a	committed	Zionist,	he	now	calls	himself	a	post-Zionist	and	pacifist.	For	him,	

Jewish	ethics	require	universal	equality,	even	if	this	comes	at	the	expense	of	sovereignty,	

and	he	sees	Palestinian	suffering	as	too	long	ignored.	

The	film	allows	their	confrontation	to	unfold	without	mediation.	What	emerges	is	not	

dialogue	in	the	ordinary	sense	but	a	collision	of	moral	universes:	Ari’s	security-first	lens	

clashing	with	Ken’s	justice-first	ethos.	Its	significance	lies	in	crystallizing	a	fracture	within	

the	Jewish	community	itself:	the	gap	between	those	who	regard	sovereignty	as	

indispensable	and	those	who	regard	it	as	compromised.	

	

Observed	Dynamics	

From	the	opening	exchange,	the	tone	sharpens.	Ken	employs	morally	charged	terms—

“apartheid,”	“ethnic	cleansing,”	“genocide”—seeking	to	name	realities	as	he	sees	them.	Ari	

hears	these	words	as	existential	assaults,	erasing	Jewish	legitimacy	altogether.	He	responds	

by	invoking	centuries	of	persecution	and	the	trauma	of	present-day	attacks,	grounding	his	

insistence	that	without	sovereignty,	survival	itself	is	impossible.	

The	rhythm	of	the	encounter	quickly	resembles	a	courtroom.	Each	participant	makes	

arguments	not	in	order	to	explore	but	to	refute.	Ari’s	body	language	grows	taut,	his	voice	

steady	but	edged	with	frustration.	Ken’s	tone	hardens,	his	cadence	quickens.	Neither	enters	

the	other’s	story;	neither	poses	questions	meant	to	elicit	learning.	Each	speaks	as	if	the	

other’s	position	is	not	only	mistaken	but	morally	bankrupt.	The	absence	of	curiosity	is	

stark,	and	the	atmosphere	thickens	with	accusation.	
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Ramifications	

This	brief	exchange	dramatizes	a	larger	communal	fracture.	For	Jews	who	share	Ari’s	view,	

sovereignty	is	not	an	optional	good	but	the	very	condition	of	existence.	For	Jews	who	share	

Ken’s	perspective,	ethics	cannot	be	credible	if	purchased	at	the	cost	of	Palestinian	lives.	

The	dispute	is	not	primarily	about	factual	details	but	about	which	narrative	arc	governs	

Jewish	history.	The	film	makes	this	visible	with	clarity,	but	it	offers	no	path	forward.	

Instead,	it	stages	estrangement,	demonstrating	how	easily	dialogue	collapses	when	it	is	left	

without	scaffolding.	

	

Key	Tragic	Insights	

The	tragedy	is	multilayered.	On	one	level,	two	men	sit	across	from	each	other,	both	bearing	

deep	wounds—Ari	carrying	grief	and	fear,	Ken	carrying	the	sense	of	betrayal	and	

omission—yet	neither	is	able	to	recognize	the	other’s	pain.	Their	words,	rather	than	

serving	as	openings,	become	instruments	of	exclusion.	Recognition	never	takes	place;	

instead,	each	departs	more	isolated	than	before.	

At	a	deeper	level,	the	tragedy	is	structural.	The	very	format	of	the	project—placing	

adversaries	face-to-face	without	any	tools	for	support—almost	ensures	collapse.	Ari	and	

Ken	embody	vulnerabilities	that	could,	under	different	conditions,	have	led	to	solidarity.	

Both	are	heirs	of	persecution,	both	long	for	security,	both	know	the	fear	of	betrayal.	Yet	

without	the	practices	of	double	listening	or	narrative	mapping,	these	common	threads	

remain	hidden.	The	encounter	re-enacts	estrangement	rather	than	bridging	it.	What	might	

have	become	an	exchange	of	grief	and	longing	is	instead	reduced	to	a	mutual	foreclosure,	

confirming	each	man	in	his	solitude.	

	

CASE	ANALYSIS	2:	ISRAELISM	

Case	Overview	

Israelism	(Katz	&	Shapiro,	2023)	is	a	feature-length	documentary	released	in	2023	that	

follows	two	young	American	Jews	as	they	confront	the	gap	between	the	story	they	were	

raised	with	about	Israel	and	the	realities	they	later	discover.	The	central	voice	is	Simone	

Zimmerman,	raised	within	the	thick	ecosystem	of	American	Jewish	education:	day	schools,	

Hebrew	classes,	summer	camps,	and	a	Birthright	trip.	She	recalls	with	disbelief	that	despite	
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being	considered	among	the	“best	educated”	in	her	community,	she	reached	college	

without	ever	having	been	taught	what	the	occupation	meant	for	Palestinians.	Her	years	at	

university	became	a	turning	point,	as	encounters	with	Palestinian	testimonies	punctured	

the	seamless	narrative	she	had	inherited.	

Simone’s	account	is	interwoven	with	parallel	voices.	Palestinian	students	describe	

dispossession,	checkpoints,	and	daily	indignities.	Eitan,	another	American	who	once	served	

in	the	IDF,	appears	not	as	a	counterpoint	but	as	another	disillusioned	witness,	horrified	by	

the	orders	he	carried	out.	Established	leaders	also	appear,	such	as	Abe	Foxman	of	the	Anti-

Defamation	League,	who	later	said	he	felt	humiliated	by	how	his	interview	was	used	in	the	

film.	The	method	of	the	documentary	is	juxtaposition:	celebratory	Jewish	childhood	

memories	spliced	against	Palestinian	suffering,	youthful	awakenings	set	against	the	

defensive	voices	of	an	older	generation.	Its	significance	lies	in	dramatizing	a	widening	

generational	divide:	where	one	side	grounds	itself	in	the	memory	of	survival,	the	other	

insists	on	the	primacy	of	equality.	

	

Observed	Dynamics	

The	dynamics	in	Israelism	are	intense	and	asymmetric.	Simone	speaks	in	a	vocabulary	of	

betrayal—“indoctrination,”	“lying,”	“betrayal”—to	describe	her	upbringing.	For	her,	such	

words	are	marks	of	honesty.	For	her	elders,	they	are	indictments,	attacks	on	integrity,	and	

denials	of	the	effort	invested	in	sustaining	community.	Defenders	of	pro-Israel	education	

interpret	Simone’s	critique	not	as	a	demand	to	broaden	the	curriculum	but	as	a	

delegitimization	of	Jewish	survival	itself.	

The	exchange	takes	on	the	cadence	of	prosecution	rather	than	conversation.	Simone	

addresses	her	teachers	and	mentors	less	as	partners	than	as	perpetrators	of	distortion.	

Eitan’s	testimony	mirrors	hers:	his	remorse	for	enforcing	occupation	becomes	rejection	of	

the	very	frame	in	which	he	once	served.	Both	Simone	and	Eitan	speak	with	anger	

sharpened	into	clarity,	but	clarity	without	curiosity.	Elders,	in	turn,	respond	with	wounded	

defensiveness.	Foxman’s	humiliation	stands	as	emblematic:	the	sense	that	to	appear	in	the	

film	is	to	be	put	on	trial,	not	to	be	heard.	
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Ramifications	

The	ramifications	are	both	personal	and	communal.	For	younger	Jews,	discovering	silenced	

narratives	produces	moral	awakening	and	the	resolve	to	break	away	from	institutions	seen	

as	complicit.	For	older	Jews,	these	critiques	feel	like	betrayal,	threatening	the	very	

continuity	they	sought	to	preserve.	What	results	is	a	cycle	of	alienation:	empowerment	for	

the	young,	humiliation	for	the	old,	and	no	shared	framework	in	which	to	meet.	

At	the	collective	level,	Israelism	signals	a	tectonic	shift	in	Jewish	identity.	The	twentieth-

century	consensus—Jewish	vulnerability	culminating	in	Zionism	as	liberation—no	longer	

holds	for	a	growing	cohort.	Fidelity	to	Jewish	ethics,	for	Simone	and	her	peers,	now	

requires	centering	Palestinian	suffering	and	equality,	even	if	it	destabilizes	the	idea	of	

Jewish	sovereignty.	The	film	therefore	functions	not	only	as	a	chronicle	of	personal	

transformation	but	as	a	portrait	of	a	community	fracturing	across	generational	lines.	

	

Key	Tragic	Insights	

The	tragedy	of	Israelism	is	that	truth-telling	becomes	estrangement.	Simone’s	awakening	

gives	voice	to	Palestinian	pain	and	exposes	the	omissions	of	her	education.	Yet	the	way	her	

discovery	is	framed—as	accusation	and	betrayal—closes	the	door	to	recognition	by	those	

who	raised	her.	Her	liberation	becomes	their	indictment.	The	truth	emerges,	but	trust	

collapses.	

A	deeper	tragedy	lies	in	the	foreclosure	of	integration.	Simone	assimilates	new	

information,	but	instead	of	weaving	it	into	a	more	complex	framework,	she	discards	her	

earlier	schema	entirely.	Eitan	follows	a	similar	path.	The	elders,	meanwhile,	cannot	risk	

revising	their	frameworks	when	faced	with	public	condemnation.	Each	side	remains	

entrenched,	unable	to	accommodate	the	other’s	truth.	

Finally,	there	is	the	generational	tragedy.	Parents	and	children,	teachers	and	students,	

speak	in	different	moral	languages.	For	the	elders,	the	vocabulary	of	loyalty	and	survival	is	

non-negotiable.	For	the	young,	the	vocabulary	of	justice	and	equality	is	equally	non-

negotiable.	Instead	of	discovering	a	shared	horizon,	the	film	captures	their	mutual	

estrangement.	The	tragedy	is	not	only	about	Israel	and	Palestine	but	also	about	the	

fragmentation	of	Jewish	identity	itself,	as	if	one	community	were	splitting	into	two	moral	

worlds.	
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CASE	ANALYSIS	3:	JULIA	&	HER	MOTHER	—	A	RECORDED	KITCHEN-TABLE	DIALOGUE	

Case	Overview	

This	case	does	not	come	from	a	polished	film	or	carefully	staged	production	but	from	the	

ordinary	intimacy	of	family	life.	Journalist	Janna	McPartland	set	up	a	microphone	at	the	

kitchen	table	of	a	Jewish	American	home	and	recorded	a	conversation	between	Julia,	a	

woman	in	her	twenties,	and	her	mother.	The	setting	could	not	be	more	familiar—domestic	

space,	the	rhythms	of	family	speech,	the	warmth	of	a	shared	meal—but	within	that	space	

unfolds	a	confrontation	that	mirrors	one	of	the	deepest	fractures	in	contemporary	Jewish	

identity.	

Julia	grew	up	immersed	in	the	standard	institutions	of	Jewish	communal	life:	Hebrew	

school,	Jewish	summer	camps,	synagogue,	and	a	Birthright	trip.	Her	education	was	

designed	to	instill	loyalty	to	Israel,	pride	in	Jewish	identity,	and	continuity	with	communal	

values.	But	in	the	aftermath	of	October	7,	2023,	Julia	began	attending	a	Palestinian	book	

club,	where	she	encountered	testimonies	and	histories	that	had	never	been	part	of	her	

formation.	The	discovery	left	her	shaken.	She	felt	deceived	by	the	omissions	of	her	

education	and	compelled	to	speak	of	the	injustice	she	now	saw.	

The	conversation	with	her	mother	captures	the	moment	when	Julia	attempts	to	bring	

this	transformation	home.	Her	mother,	still	rooted	in	the	narrative	of	Jewish	survival	and	

safety,	struggles	to	comprehend	how	her	daughter	could	depart	so	radically	from	what	she	

was	taught.	The	clash	is	not	simply	over	politics;	it	is	over	belonging,	loyalty,	and	

conscience.	What	makes	the	case	significant	is	its	ordinariness.	Unlike	public	debates	

where	strangers	confront	one	another,	here	the	rupture	plays	out	across	the	most	intimate	

bond	of	all:	between	parent	and	child.	

	

Observed	Dynamics	

The	exchange	is	raw	and	uneven.	Julia	speaks	with	urgency,	pressing	her	mother	to	

recognize	Palestinian	suffering	and	to	acknowledge	the	inadequacy	of	the	story	she	was	

raised	with.	Her	words	are	filled	with	the	vocabulary	of	the	book	club—“occupation,”	

“dispossession,”	“inequality.”	She	carries	herself	with	the	conviction	of	someone	who	has	

discovered	a	hidden	moral	dimension	and	feels	compelled	to	name	it.	
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Her	mother	responds	not	with	curiosity	but	with	grief	and	worry.	She	admits	openly	

that	she	cannot	understand	how	Julia	has	come	to	think	this	way.	At	times	she	tries	to	

repeat	back	what	Julia	has	said,	but	her	paraphrases	are	awkward,	missing	the	nuance	and	

betraying	her	lack	of	understanding.	Julia	hears	these	efforts	as	dismissive	rather	than	

receptive,	and	her	frustration	grows.	The	conversation	oscillates	between	accusation	and	

reassurance:	Julia	piling	up	testimonies	and	evidence,	her	mother	insisting	on	love	but	

retreating	into	sadness.	

The	emotional	triggers	are	acute.	Julia’s	language	of	“betrayal”	and	“being	misled”	

wounds	her	mother,	who	invested	in	her	daughter’s	Jewish	education	as	an	act	of	love	and	

continuity.	For	the	mother,	Julia’s	rejection	of	that	education	feels	like	a	rejection	of	her.	

For	Julia,	her	mother’s	reluctance	to	acknowledge	Palestinian	pain	feels	like	moral	

indifference.	Each	perceives	the	other	as	failing	at	something	essential:	Julia	believes	her	

mother	refuses	to	see,	her	mother	believes	Julia	refuses	to	belong.	The	conversation	moves	

in	circles,	with	moments	of	repair—expressions	of	love,	brief	softening	of	tone—always	

undone	by	the	return	of	mutual	incomprehension.	

	

Ramifications	

This	case	illustrates	in	miniature	the	costs	of	asymmetry	in	dialogue.	Julia	has	spent	weeks	

immersed	in	Palestinian	testimonies;	her	mother	is	encountering	these	perspectives,	in	

this	form,	for	the	first	time.	The	imbalance	in	exposure	produces	frustration	on	one	side	

and	bewilderment	on	the	other.	Julia	insists	on	recognition,	but	her	mother	cannot	give	

what	she	has	not	herself	absorbed.	The	result	is	stalemate.	

The	ramifications	are	profound.	In	families,	disagreement	carries	stakes	beyond	politics.	

For	Julia,	honesty	risks	alienation	from	her	mother	and	the	community	she	represents.	For	

her	mother,	conceding	Julia’s	claims	risks	betrayal	of	her	people	and	the	values	that	have	

structured	her	life.	The	cost	of	accommodation	is	existential:	for	the	child,	it	is	the	fear	of	

being	disowned;	for	the	parent,	it	is	the	fear	of	losing	authority	and	coherence.	The	family	

table,	ordinarily	the	site	of	unconditional	recognition,	becomes	the	place	where	recognition	

fails.	
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Key	Tragic	Insights	

The	tragedy	of	Julia	and	her	mother’s	conversation	is	multilayered.	At	the	most	immediate	

level,	it	is	the	tragedy	of	misrecognition.	Julia	longs	for	her	mother	to	see	her	

transformation	as	an	expression	of	conscience	rather	than	betrayal.	Her	mother,	unable	to	

grant	that	recognition,	experiences	Julia’s	critique	as	a	wound	to	her	own	identity.	Each	

leaves	the	conversation	hurt:	Julia	feeling	dismissed,	her	mother	feeling	rejected.	

At	a	deeper	level,	the	tragedy	is	generational.	The	two	women	are	not	merely	

disagreeing	over	facts	or	policies	but	speaking	in	different	moral	languages.	For	the	

mother,	the	vocabulary	of	survival	and	loyalty	is	indispensable,	shaped	by	the	memory	of	

antisemitism	and	the	necessity	of	refuge.	For	Julia,	the	vocabulary	of	justice	and	equality	

has	become	equally	indispensable,	shaped	by	the	discovery	of	Palestinian	suffering	and	the	

ethical	demand	to	respond.	These	vocabularies	are	not	only	different	but	

incommensurable,	colliding	within	the	intimacy	of	a	family	bond.	

Perhaps	the	most	profound	tragedy	is	existential.	Family,	which	should	be	the	place	of	

unconditional	recognition,	becomes	instead	the	site	of	estrangement.	Love	remains—

neither	woman	doubts	the	other’s	affection—but	love	proves	insufficient	to	bridge	the	gap	

of	understanding.	Julia	leaves	the	table	unseen	in	her	moral	awakening;	her	mother	leaves	

it	unsettled,	fearing	her	daughter	has	abandoned	her	people.	The	exchange	becomes	a	

scene	of	parallel	solitudes:	two	women	bound	by	blood	yet	divided	by	incompatible	

narratives.	What	could	have	been	a	conversation	of	shared	discovery	ends	in	estrangement	

within	love	itself.	

	

CASE	ANALYSIS	4:	PURPLE	—	RESETTING	THE	TABLE’S	SHORT	DOCUMENTARY	

Case	Overview	

Purple	(2020)	is	a	short	documentary	of	roughly	twenty	minutes,	produced	by	Resetting	

the	Table	(RTT),	an	organization	devoted	to	training	communities	in	constructive	dialogue.	

Unlike	the	other	cases	considered	here,	it	is	not	about	Israel	or	the	Middle	East	but	about	

polarization	in	American	civic	life.	The	setting	is	a	barn-like	hall	in	a	Midwestern	town,	

where	a	group	of	citizens—Republicans,	Democrats,	and	independents—gather	to	talk	

across	ideological	divides.	The	project	is	designed	less	to	resolve	a	particular	controversy	
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than	to	demonstrate	a	method:	RTT’s	facilitation	practices,	which	have	become	widely	

used	in	civic,	campus,	and	Jewish	communal	contexts.	

The	film	begins	with	the	recognition	that	political	polarization	in	the	United	States	has	

reached	a	breaking	point.	Families	avoid	conversation,	neighbors	retreat	into	silos,	and	the	

social	fabric	is	weakened	by	mistrust.	RTT	intervenes	with	a	structured	format,	intended	to	

make	disagreement	not	only	survivable	but	productive.	The	moderator,	Eyal,	opens	with	

simple,	low-threat	questions—“Who	has	avoided	a	political	conversation	with	someone	on	

the	other	side?”—and	quickly	establishes	ground	rules.	The	method	unfolds	step	by	step:	

participants	share	personal	stories	before	offering	opinions,	listeners	paraphrase	what	

they	have	heard	and	reflect	back	the	values	underneath,	and	only	then	do	curiosity	rounds	

begin.	The	film	is	therefore	both	documentary	and	pedagogy,	a	public	display	of	RTT’s	

conviction	that	dialogue	can	be	taught	and	replicated.	

	

Observed	Dynamics	

The	tone	at	entry	is	cautious	but	willing.	Participants	lean	forward,	listening	attentively	as	

one	after	another	tells	a	personal	story:	a	childhood	marked	by	exclusion	as	the	child	of	

immigrants,	a	family	that	struggled	financially	and	came	to	prize	hard	work	as	a	measure	of	

fairness,	a	life	shaped	by	religious	discipline	and	skepticism	of	government	aid.	These	

narratives	ground	political	views	not	in	abstract	ideology	but	in	lived	experience.	

The	facilitator	insists	on	discipline:	no	interruptions,	no	rebuttals.	Each	disclosure	is	

followed	by	paraphrase	and	value	reflection.	“You	want	people	to	be	treated	with	dignity.”	

“You	believe	responsibility	is	the	key	to	fairness.”	Listeners	check	back—“Did	I	get	that	

right?”—and	speakers	confirm	or	clarify.	The	effect	is	palpable.	Defensiveness	drops,	body	

language	softens,	participants	begin	to	feel	not	merely	tolerated	but	understood.	

Moments	of	tension	arise	when	disagreements	cut	close	to	identity.	One	participant	

warns	that	welfare	fosters	dependency,	another	bristles	and	insists	on	the	reality	of	

structural	barriers.	Someone	emphasizes	merit,	another	counters	with	unequal	starting	

lines.	In	ordinary	conversation,	such	moments	might	spiral	into	conflict.	Here,	the	

facilitator	slows	the	pace,	redirects	attention	to	values,	and	keeps	the	exchange	within	a	

container	of	safety.	By	the	end	of	the	session,	participants	speak	with	relief.	Several	remark	
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that	it	was	the	first	time	in	years	they	felt	they	could	talk	about	politics	without	fear	of	

attack.	

	

Ramifications	

The	significance	of	Purple	lies	less	in	the	specific	issues	discussed—work	ethic,	fairness,	the	

role	of	government—than	in	what	the	film	demonstrates	about	the	possibility	of	dialogue	

itself.	It	shows	that	polarization	is	not	inevitable,	that	given	structure	and	skilled	

facilitation,	people	can	disagree	without	dissolving	into	rancor.	For	American	civic	life,	this	

is	no	small	contribution.	

In	Jewish	communal	contexts,	the	implications	are	especially	pointed.	RTT’s	method	has	

become	one	of	the	most	widely	adopted	frameworks	for	hosting	charged	conversations	

about	Israel	and	Palestine	in	Hillels,	Federations,	and	synagogues.	Purple	functions	as	a	

training	tool	and	proof-of-concept.	It	reassures	anxious	leaders	that	dialogue	can	be	

sustained	without	meltdown,	that	communities	need	not	choose	between	silence	and	

explosion.	The	film	does	not	pretend	to	solve	disputes;	it	demonstrates	that	with	structure,	

dialogue	itself	can	survive.	

Yet	the	ramifications	also	point	to	limits.	Participants	leave	the	session	more	respectful,	

more	willing	to	re-engage,	but	not	necessarily	more	transformed.	They	know	one	another	

better,	but	their	own	frameworks	remain	largely	intact.	Civility	is	achieved,	curiosity	is	

sparked,	but	the	deeper	work	of	integrating	dissonant	perspectives	is	left	undone.	The	film	

thus	illustrates	the	“floor”	of	dialogue—safety	and	willingness	to	return—without	reaching	

the	“ceiling”	of	cognitive	reorganization.	

	

Key	Tragic	Insights	

The	tragedy	in	Purple	is	quieter	than	in	the	other	cases	but	no	less	telling.	It	lies	in	what	

does	not	happen.	Participants	discover	that	their	opponents	are	not	monsters,	that	people	

on	the	other	side	have	reasons	rooted	in	dignity,	responsibility,	and	fairness.	But	genuine	

transformation—restructuring	one’s	own	narrative	in	light	of	another’s—never	occurs.	

They	leave	more	civil,	but	not	more	complex.	

One	tragic	element	is	the	reduction	of	dialogue	to	civility.	Participants	come	to	see	that	

disagreement	need	not	mean	enmity.	This	is	important,	but	it	can	also	be	deceptive.	Civility	
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may	be	mistaken	for	depth,	when	in	fact	the	structural	divides	remain	untouched.	The	

tragedy	is	that	dialogue	risks	being	celebrated	for	lowering	the	temperature	while	leaving	

the	architecture	of	division	intact.	

A	second	tragic	element	lies	in	unfulfilled	potential.	The	facilitation	method	is	strong	in	

creating	safety	and	accuracy	of	paraphrase,	but	it	does	not	extend	to	mapping	recurring	

points	of	contention	or	pressing	for	schema	accommodation.	As	a	result,	the	conversation	

hovers	at	the	level	of	mutual	recognition	without	entering	the	harder	work	of	mutual	

transformation.	The	promise	of	dialogue	is	glimpsed	but	not	realized.	

Finally,	there	is	a	civic	tragedy.	Purple	embodies	the	hope	that	democracy	can	be	

repaired	through	dialogue,	yet	the	brevity	and	lack	of	structure	in	the	encounter	reveal	

how	fragile	that	hope	is.	Twenty	minutes	cannot	undo	decades	of	mistrust	or	polarization.	

Without	ongoing	practice	and	institutional	follow-through,	the	goodwill	generated	in	the	

session	may	quickly	dissipate.	The	tragedy	is	that	the	film	risks	being	taken	as	evidence	of	

change	when	it	is	only	evidence	of	possibility.	

	

CONTRASTING	THE	CASES	WITH	NARRATIVE	ENGAGEMENT	

The	four	cases—“Two	Jews,”	Israelism,	Julia	&	Her	Mother,	and	Purple—capture	different	

attempts	to	cross	divides,	each	with	its	own	form,	medium,	and	aspiration.	One	is	an	art	

experiment,	another	a	political	documentary,	a	third	a	family	recording,	and	the	last	a	civic	

training	film.	Each	succeeds	in	illuminating	the	depth	of	fracture	within	its	context,	and	

each	reveals	a	tragic	limit.	When	placed	side	by	side,	these	cases	make	visible	not	only	the	

struggles	of	dialogue	but	also	the	absence	of	structural	scaffolding	that	could	have	enabled	

a	different	outcome.	It	is	precisely	here	that	the	framework	of	narrative	engagement—

double	listening,	mapping	narratives,	and	schema	accommodation—shows	its	explanatory	

and	corrective	power.	

What	unites	the	cases	is	the	recurrence	of	collapse	or	incompleteness.	“Two	

Jews”	dissolves	almost	immediately	into	moral	combat.	Israelism	produces	revelation	but	

also	alienation,	truth	unveiled	but	trust	foreclosed.	Julia	&	Her	Mother	dramatizes	

asymmetry,	where	love	persists	but	understanding	falters.	Purple	achieves	civility,	but	

civility	without	transformation.	Each	encounter	begins	with	the	longing	to	speak	across	

difference,	but	without	a	structured	path,	that	longing	is	thwarted.	Narrative	engagement	
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does	not	promise	harmony,	but	it	provides	a	sequence—a	discipline—that	makes	

sustained	encounter	possible.	

In	“Two	Jews,”	the	absence	of	double	listening	is	fatal.	Ari	hears	only	the	erasure	of	

Jewish	legitimacy	in	Ken’s	words,	while	Ken	hears	only	moral	abdication	in	Ari’s	insistence	

on	sovereignty.	Their	shared	wounds—buried	friends,	inherited	trauma,	betrayal	of	

conscience—might	have	been	points	of	recognition.	Double	listening	would	have	slowed	

the	spiral,	allowing	each	to	hear	pain	beneath	accusation.	Mapping	narratives	could	then	

have	clarified	that	they	were	not	arguing	over	facts	but	over	starting	points:	persecution	

and	survival	on	one	side,	dispossession	and	justice	on	the	other.	A	visible	chart	of	these	

arcs	might	have	converted	their	courtroom	battle	into	a	framework	for	mutual	study.	

Schema	accommodation	could	have	pressed	each	further:	Ari	recognizing	that	Jewish	

survival	cannot	be	secured	by	denying	Palestinian	suffering,	Ken	acknowledging	that	

justice	must	grapple	with	Jewish	fear	of	annihilation.	Without	such	scaffolding,	the	

encounter	was	almost	destined	to	end	in	mutual	foreclosure.	

Israelism	reveals	a	different	tragedy:	the	paradox	of	revelation.	Simone’s	testimony	is	

morally	powerful,	but	its	accusatory	form	closes	the	possibility	of	recognition	by	elders	

who	hear	it	as	betrayal.	Double	listening	could	have	helped	here	in	two	directions.	Simone	

might	have	heard	defensiveness	not	as	stonewalling	but	as	grief	from	those	who	had	

devoted	their	lives	to	protecting	Jewish	survival.	Elders	might	have	heard	Simone’s	anger	

not	as	rebellion	but	as	a	plea	for	integrity.	Mapping	the	generational	arcs—education	as	

protection	for	one	side,	indoctrination	for	the	other—could	have	reframed	the	conflict	

from	accusation	to	analysis.	Only	then	could	schema	accommodation	begin:	Simone	

integrating	survival	into	her	justice-first	frame,	elders	integrating	justice	into	their	

survival-first	frame.	The	absence	of	these	steps	meant	that	revelation	hardened	into	

estrangement,	with	truth	and	trust	torn	apart	rather	than	woven	together.	

The	conversation	between	Julia	and	her	mother	illustrates	the	perils	of	asymmetry.	Julia	

has	spent	weeks	immersed	in	Palestinian	narratives;	her	mother	is	hearing	them,	in	this	

form,	for	the	first	time.	The	imbalance	makes	recognition	nearly	impossible.	Double	

listening	might	have	shifted	the	dynamic:	Julia	listening	for	the	grief	beneath	her	mother’s	

defensiveness,	her	mother	listening	for	the	conscience	beneath	Julia’s	urgency.	Mapping	

narratives	could	have	set	survival	and	loyalty	alongside	justice	and	equality,	showing	not	
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betrayal	but	divergent	moral	horizons.	Schema	accommodation	might	then	have	made	

space	for	Julia	to	carry	loyalty	within	her	justice	frame,	and	for	her	mother	to	see	

conscience	as	part	of	her	daughter’s	belonging.	Without	this	scaffolding,	love	remains	but	

comprehension	collapses.	The	tragedy	here	is	existential:	family	as	the	site	of	

unconditional	recognition	becomes	the	site	of	estrangement.	

Purple	shows	a	different	limit.	RTT’s	method	succeeds	in	creating	emotional	safety.	

Participants	paraphrase	each	other	accurately,	reflect	values,	and	leave	willing	to	re-

engage.	Double	listening	is	achieved,	at	least	in	its	basic	form,	but	mapping	and	

accommodation	are	absent.	Participants	recognize	one	another’s	humanity	but	do	not	

restructure	their	own	frameworks.	They	depart	more	civil,	but	not	more	complex.	The	

tragedy	here	is	incompleteness.	Dialogue	is	reduced	to	civility,	transformation	is	deferred,	

and	polarization	remains	untouched	at	its	core.	Mapping	recurring	themes—merit,	dignity,	

fairness—could	have	allowed	participants	to	see	the	structural	contours	of	their	

disagreement.	Schema	accommodation	could	then	have	challenged	them	to	hold	dissonant	

values	in	tension,	to	reorganize	their	own	stories	in	light	of	others.	Instead,	civility	risks	

being	mistaken	for	depth,	leaving	the	architecture	of	division	intact.	

Taken	together,	these	contrasts	illuminate	the	power	of	narrative	engagement.	The	

tragedies	of	the	cases	do	not	show	that	dialogue	is	impossible;	they	show	what	happens	

when	dialogue	is	left	unsupported.	Each	case	highlights	a	different	failure:	collapse,	

estrangement,	asymmetry,	incompleteness.	Double	listening,	mapping,	and	schema	

accommodation	offer	a	way	to	address	precisely	these	failures.	They	do	not	guarantee	

transformation,	but	they	structure	the	conditions	under	which	it	becomes	possible.	In	this	

sense,	the	triplet	functions	both	as	diagnosis	and	as	prescription:	it	explains	why	the	cases	

faltered	and	points	to	how	similar	encounters	could	move	beyond	tragedy	toward	durable	

encounter.	

	

CONCLUDING	REFLECTION	

The	four	cases	considered	in	this	chapter—“Two	Jews,”	Israelism,	Julia	&	Her	Mother,	

and	Purple—form	a	kind	of	prism	through	which	the	fragility	of	dialogue	can	be	observed.	

Each	case	is	situated	in	a	different	setting:	the	austerity	of	an	art	film,	the	polemical	

intensity	of	a	political	documentary,	the	intimacy	of	a	family	kitchen,	and	the	structured	
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calm	of	a	civic	training	exercise.	Yet	all	converge	on	a	similar	point:	people	come	to	the	

table	carrying	grief,	fear,	anger,	and	loyalty,	and	without	careful	scaffolding,	these	emotions	

overwhelm	the	possibility	of	sustained	learning.	

What	emerges	across	the	cases	are	distinct	but	interrelated	forms	of	tragedy.	In	“Two	

Jews,”	the	tragedy	is	one	of	collapse.	Two	men,	both	bearing	the	legacy	of	Jewish	

vulnerability,	face	one	another	but	cannot	see	past	the	threat	each	poses	to	the	other’s	

moral	universe.	Their	encounter	ends	not	in	discovery	but	in	foreclosure.	In	Israelism,	the	

tragedy	is	one	of	estrangement.	Simone	and	her	peers	discover	hidden	truths,	but	in	

naming	them	as	betrayal	they	foreclose	recognition	from	their	elders.	Truth	is	unveiled,	but	

trust	disintegrates.	In	Julia	&	Her	Mother,	the	tragedy	is	one	of	asymmetry.	Love	remains	

between	parent	and	child,	but	comprehension	fails,	leaving	each	alone	in	her	conviction.	

In	Purple,	the	tragedy	is	one	of	incompleteness.	Civility	is	achieved,	but	transformation	

does	not	follow;	people	leave	relieved	but	unaltered.	

These	tragedies	are	not	failures	to	be	dismissed.	They	are	mirrors	of	what	happens	

when	dialogue	is	attempted	without	the	support	it	requires.	They	demonstrate	the	risks	of	

mistaking	honesty	for	connection,	civility	for	transformation,	or	love	for	understanding.	

And	they	remind	us	that	the	hunger	for	recognition	is	universal,	but	recognition	cannot	be	

conjured	from	goodwill	alone.	It	must	be	enabled	by	method.	

Placed	alongside	the	framework	of	narrative	engagement,	the	meaning	of	these	

tragedies	becomes	clearer.	Double	listening	reveals	grief	beneath	accusation;	mapping	

narratives	uncovers	the	arcs	of	survival	and	justice	that	otherwise	clash	unseen;	schema	

accommodation	presses	participants	to	reorganize	their	frameworks	rather	than	cling	to	

them.	Together,	these	practices	do	not	erase	tragedy,	but	they	allow	it	to	be	carried	

differently.	Collapse	can	become	recognition,	estrangement	can	become	re-narration,	

asymmetry	can	become	balance,	incompleteness	can	become	growth.	

The	contribution	of	this	chapter,	then,	is	twofold.	First,	it	offers	vivid	case	portraits	that	

dramatize	the	human	cost	of	failed	dialogue.	Second,	it	sets	those	portraits	against	the	

structure	of	narrative	engagement,	showing	how	each	tragedy	could	have	been	

addressed—not	solved,	perhaps,	but	transformed	into	a	different	kind	of	encounter.	In	this	

way,	the	chapter	prepares	the	ground	for	what	follows.	The	next	step	is	not	to	abandon	
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tragedy	but	to	work	with	it,	to	build	practices	that	allow	pain	and	difference	to	be	

acknowledged	without	collapsing	the	possibility	of	shared	learning.	

Narrative	engagement	is	not	a	panacea.	It	does	not	guarantee	that	enemies	will	become	

friends,	or	that	families	will	suddenly	see	eye	to	eye.	But	it	insists	that	dialogue	need	not	

oscillate	endlessly	between	collapse	and	civility.	With	deliberate	practice,	it	can	become	a	

site	of	mutual	recognition	and	even	transformation.	The	cases	examined	here	reveal	what	

unfolds	when	such	structure	is	absent;	the	framework	developed	earlier	offers	a	way	to	

imagine	its	presence.	The	task	that	remains	is	to	consider	how	this	approach	can	be	

translated	into	the	practical	realities	of	Jewish	educational	and	communal	life—how	

educators,	rabbis,	facilitators,	and	leaders	might	create	spaces	in	which	dif]icult	

conversations	can	sustain,	rather	than	sever,	the	bonds	that	hold	communities	together.	

The	next	and	]inal	chapter	turns	to	that	question.	
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CONCLUSION		

	

Returning	to	the	Central	Question	

This	project	began	by	observing	a	painful	reality:	across	the	Jewish	world,	and	across	many	

other	communities	facing	identity-based	conflict,	the	capacity	to	speak	across	generational	

and	political	divides	has	grown	increasingly	fragile.	These	fractures	are	not	merely	

intellectual	disagreements	but	clashes	of	memory,	belonging,	and	moral	responsibility.	The	

earlier	chapters	traced	this	difficulty	through	the	lenses	of	conflict	dialogue,	narrative	

psychology,	Jewish	identity	formation,	and	the	tragic	breakdowns	evident	in	real	

encounters.	Taken	together,	they	revealed	a	demanding	insight:	honest	communication	

becomes	possible	only	when	emotional	safety,	narrative	intelligibility,	and	cognitive	

flexibility	are	deliberately	supported.	

The	purpose	of	this	concluding	chapter	is	to	draw	these	threads	together.	It	does	not	

offer	a	final	method	or	comprehensive	curriculum.	Rather,	it	fulfills	the	intention	stated	at	

the	outset:	to	serve	as	a		disciplined	beginning,	a	conceptual	groundwork	for	future	

educational	and	communal	practice.	What	follows	are	orientations	and	possibilities	rather	

than	prescriptive	programs.	The	task	has	always	been	exploratory:	to	outline	the	

conditions	under	which	intergenerational	conversations	might	remain	intact	under	

pressure	and	to	gesture	toward	how	these	conditions	might	be	cultivated	in	lived	settings.	

The	framework	of	narrative	engagement,	together	with	the	tragic	insights	emerging	

from	the	case	studies,	offers	both	caution	and	hope.	This	chapter	reflects	on	what	these	

insights	mean	for	educators,	rabbis,	communal	leaders,	and	facilitators;	acknowledges	the	

limits	of	a	conceptual	study;	and	closes	with	a	reflection	on	the	promise—and	discipline—

of	continuing	this	work.	

	

1.	The	Contribution	of	Narrative	Engagement	

The	triplet	of	double	listening,	narrative	mapping,	and	schema	accommodation	was	

introduced	not	as	a	fixed	methodology	but	as	a	way	of	naming	the	inner	architecture	of	

identity-based	dialogue.	A	wide	range	of	scholarship—from	Stone	et	al.’s	work	on	“difficult	

conversations,”	(2010)	to	Piaget’s	(1954)	schema	theory	(as	later	refined	in	cognitive-
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developmental	literature),	to	studies	of	narrative	conflict	such	as	Scham’s	(2013)	work	on	

incompatible	historical	stories—has	shown	that	dialogue	collapses	when	emotional	threat	

is	high,	when	narratives	remain	invisible,	or	when	new	information	cannot	be	integrated	

into	existing	frameworks.	This	thesis	brought	those	strands	together	in	a	single	conceptual	

sequence.	

Across	the	case	studies,	the	usefulness	of	that	sequence	became	evident.	What	appeared	

as	interpersonal	failure—the	tension	between	Ari	and	Ken,	the	rupture	in	Israelism,	the	

asymmetry	between	Julia	and	her	mother,	the	incompleteness	in	Purple—proved	instead	

to	be	structural	fragility.	The	breakdowns	were	predictable	once	the	underlying	processes	

were	made	visible.	

The	contribution	of	narrative	engagement	can	be	summarized	in	three	integrated	

claims:	

	

(1) Dialogue	requires	emotional	scaffolding:	Consistent	with	research	in	conflict	

mediation	and	interpersonal	communication,	the	cases	showed	that	without	

practices	that	reduce	threat	and	enlarge	recognition,	even	well-intentioned	people	

cannot	remain	open	when	their	deepest	stories	are	challenged.	Double	listening	

operationalizes	this	scaffolding.	

(2) Conflict	unfolds	through	narratives,	not	isolated	opinions:	As	demonstrated	in	

narrative	conflict	literature,	including	dual-narrative	pedagogies	such	as	

PRIME’s	Side	by	Side	(Adwan	et	al.,	2012),	disagreement	rests	on	different	starting	

points,	different	lessons	drawn	from	history,	and	different	moral	vocabularies—

survival,	justice,	loyalty,	equality.	Making	these	structures	visible	is	itself	an	act	of	

illumination.	Narrative	mapping	provides	that	visibility.	

(3) Transformation	requires	cognitive	support:	Research	on	schema	change—from	

Piaget	through	contemporary	cognitive-therapy	models	such	as	Young’s	schema	

theory	(Young	et	al.,	2003)—makes	clear	that	learning	consists	not	in	adding	more	

facts	but	in	reorganizing	existing	frameworks	to	make	space	for	previously	excluded	

truths.	Without	a	gentle	structure,	such	accommodation	is	too	costly.	Schema	

accommodation	provides	that	structure.	
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These	claims	do	not	constitute	a	procedural	manual;	rather,	they	offer	a	conceptual	

horizon—a	way	of	seeing	the	inner	mechanics	of	dialogue	so	that	educators	and	leaders	

can	design	practices	suited	to	their	own	contexts.	This	is,	in	essence,	the	work	of	

a	prolegomenon:	to	prepare	the	ground	so	that	more	targeted	and	empirically	tested	

pedagogies	may	eventually	emerge.	

	

2.	Implications	for	Educators,	Rabbis,	and	Communal	Leaders	

Those	responsible	for	shaping	Jewish	communal	life—educators,	rabbis,	youth-movement	

directors,	campus	professionals,	organizational	leaders—are	often	tasked	with	facilitating	

conversations	for	which	existing	pedagogies	provide	only	partial	guidance.	The	framework	

of	narrative	engagement	does	not	offer	a	turnkey	curriculum,	but	it	does	illuminate	several	

orientations	that	can	help	these	leaders	design	environments	in	which	difficult	

conversations	can	proceed	with	greater	stability	and	care.	

	

(1) Begin	with	emotional	grounding	rather	than	debate:	As	research	in	conflict	

dialogue	consistently	demonstrates,	intellectual	disagreement	cannot	be	

approached	productively	until	emotional	safety	has	been	established.	Educators	can	

therefore	begin	with	gentler	entry	points:	naming	shared	intentions,	acknowledging	

fear	or	hope,	or	inviting	participants	to	locate	themselves	in	the	issue	before	turning	

to	argument.	When	participants	feel	held	rather	than	scrutinized,	their	capacity	for	

complexity	expands.	

(2) Treat	divergent	Jewish	narratives	as	legitimate	outcomes	of	divergent	

histories:	Particularly	in	Jewish	settings,	generational	divides	often	express	

differing	formative	experiences	rather	than	ideological	malfunction.	Older	Jews	

frequently	anchor	their	identities	in	Holocaust	memory,	antisemitism,	and	

narratives	of	Jewish	vulnerability;	younger	Jews	draw	heavily	on	universalist	ethics,	

racial-justice	frameworks,	and	exposure	to	Palestinian	accounts.	Naming	these	

patterns	reduces	shame	and	defensiveness	on	both	sides	by	showing	that	

divergence	is	intelligible,	not	deviant.	

(3) Teach	how	stories	are	formed:	A	meta-narrative	approach—exploring	how	

memories,	schools,	rituals,	summer	camps,	media	environments,	and	family	
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histories	shape	what	becomes	“the	story”—gives	participants	interpretive	distance.	

When	individuals	understand	how	their	own	narratives	were	constructed,	they	

become	more	willing	to	approach	another’s	story	with	humility	rather	than	

suspicion.	

(4) Integrate	narrative	mapping	into	communal	learning:	Narrative	mapping	

enables	participants	to	visualize	the	architecture	of	different	storylines:	where	each	

begins,	what	each	centers,	what	each	omits,	and	what	each	fears.	This	practice	

draws	on	the	insight,	shared	across	narrative	psychology	and	dual-narrative	

pedagogy,	that	making	stories	visible	reduces	personal	threat.	Seeing	structure	

where	once	there	was	only	tension	can	itself	be	a	de-escalating	act.	

(5) Allow	space	for	partial	accommodation:	Communal	leaders	need	not	seek	full	

convergence	of	views.	The	most	meaningful	transformations	often	occur	at	the	

margins	of	one’s	existing	framework—softening	a	binary,	recognizing	the	legitimacy	

of	another’s	vulnerability,	or	allowing	one	previously	excluded	truth	to	enter	the	

narrative.	Such	subtle	shifts	can	strengthen	communal	bonds	without	demanding	

ideological	uniformity.	

	

These	implications	do	not	prescribe	a	uniform	program.	They	outline	an	ethos—one	that	

honors	difference	without	capitulation,	encourages	rigor	without	aggression,	and	creates	

the	emotional	and	cognitive	space	in	which	shared	communal	life	can	be	sustained.	

	

3.	Implications	for	Facilitators	of	Dialogue	

Facilitators	occupy	an	especially	demanding	position.	They	must	hold	emotional	

complexity,	anticipate	moments	of	threat,	and	create	a	container	sturdy	enough	to	

withstand	disagreement	without	fracturing	relationships.	The	lessons	of	narrative	

engagement	point	toward	several	guiding	practices—not	as	prescriptive	technique,	but	as	

orientations	that	help	facilitators	sustain	conversations	under	pressure.	

	

(1) Slow	the	tempo	of	conversation:	Identity-based	dialogue	is	easily	overwhelmed	

by	pace.	Quick	exchanges	reward	rebuttal	and	escalate	threat.	Facilitators	can	slow	

the	rhythm	through	intentional	pauses,	paraphrasing,	reflective	prompts,	and	clear	



 

Page	55	of	68	

sequencing.	This	creates	room	for	participants	to	regulate	emotion,	recognize	what	

feels	at	stake,	and	resist	the	pull	toward	defensive	escalation.	

(2) Model	double	listening:	Facilitators	can	attune	to	the	value	beneath	the	claim,	the	

grief	beneath	the	anger,	the	longing	beneath	the	judgment.	Naming	these	layers	

aloud	often	reorients	the	room:	participants	begin	to	see	one	another	not	as	

adversaries	but	as	individuals	protecting	something	cherished.	This	shift	lowers	

defensiveness	and	invites	a	different	quality	of	presence—what	White	&	Epston	

(1990)	called	listening	for	“the	story	behind	the	story,”	and	what	contemporary	

conflict	scholars	describe	as	attending	to	the	moral	logic	embedded	in	each	

narrative.	

(3) Draw	narrative	structures	into	the	open:	Many	conflicts	intensify	because	

participants	mistake	narrative	patterns	for	personal	attack.	When	facilitators	

illuminate	the	storylines	in	play—survival,	justice,	dignity,	continuity—they	help	

transform	accusation	into	comprehension.	The	discussion	becomes	less	about	who	

is	right	and	more	about	how	each	person’s	interpretive	world	was	formed.	Making	

these	structures	visible	also	reduces	asymmetry,	since	participants	who	feel	

dismissed	or	misunderstood	often	regain	a	sense	of	dignity	when	their	narrative	is	

accurately	named.	

(4) Resist	the	impulse	to	engineer	agreement:	In	identity-level	disputes,	premature	

consensus	can	backfire.	Facilitators	must	resist	the	pull	to	resolve	conflict	quickly	or	

to	equalize	perspectives	artificially.	Their	task	is	not	to	secure	agreement	but	to	

sustain	connection	long	enough	for	meaning	to	deepen.	In	many	cases,	the	most	

important	outcome	is	not	convergence	but	the	preservation	of	relational	capacity—

the	ability	to	remain	in	honest	conversation	without	rupture.	

(5) Protect	reputational	safety:	As	research	on	polarization	and	social	identity	threat	

shows,	participants	often	fear	not	the	argument	itself	but	how	they	will	be	

perceived	by	their	peers,	communities,	or	families.	Facilitators	can	mitigate	this	by	

normalizing	nuance,	naming	the	pressures	that	make	intellectual	flexibility	costly,	

and	establishing	norms	that	allow	people	to	explore	complexity	without	risking	

humiliation	or	ostracism.	A	container	that	protects	dignity	becomes	the	gateway	

through	which	genuine	curiosity	can	emerge.	
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These	practices	do	not	constitute	a	formula.	They	are	forms	of	disciplined	attention—ways	

of	holding	the	room	so	that	the	fragile	work	of	narrative	engagement	can	unfold.	Like	the	

framework	itself,	they	proceed	from	humility:	the	recognition	that	transformation	is	

possible,	but	only	when	emotional	safety,	narrative	clarity,	and	cognitive	openness	are	

carefully	sustained.	

	

4.	Implications	for	Jewish	Communal	Life	

Jewish	communal	institutions—synagogues,	Hillels,	JCCs,	youth	movements,	adult-

education	settings—are	increasingly	asked	to	hold	conversations	that	carry	extraordinary	

emotional,	ethical,	and	political	weight.	These	are	not	merely	programmatic	challenges;	

they	are	tests	of	communal	resilience.	The	framework	of	narrative	engagement	suggests	

that	communities	can	strengthen	themselves	not	by	avoiding	difficult	conversations,	nor	by	

forcing	ideological	consensus,	but	by	cultivating	a	culture	in	which	disagreement	becomes	

thinkable,	survivable,	and	educational.	

	

(1) Move	beyond	the	binary	of	silence	or	explosion:	Communities	often	oscillate	

between	avoiding	conflict	to	preserve	cohesion	or	hosting	unstructured	

conversations	that	quickly	fracture	trust.	Narrative	engagement	offers	a	third	path:	

structured,	gentle,	iterative	dialogue.	When	communities	normalize	well-scaffolded	

conversation—as	study,	as	ritual,	as	practice—disagreement	becomes	less	

destabilizing	and	more	integrated	into	communal	life.	

(2) Name	generational	asymmetry	without	assigning	blame:	Divergent	moral	and	

historical	horizons	shape	generational	disagreement:	older	Jews	often	orient	

toward	survival,	continuity,	and	collective	responsibility;	younger	Jews	toward	

justice,	equality,	and	universal	ethics.	Naming	these	horizons	explicitly	reduces	

shame	and	defensiveness.	It	signals	that	disagreement	is	not	a	personal	failure	but	

the	natural	consequence	of	different	life	contexts	and	formative	experiences.	

(3) Teach	narrative	literacy	as	a	communal	practice:	Jewish	life	is	sustained	by	

stories—biblical,	historical,	familial,	national.	Yet	many	communities	rarely	examine	

how	those	stories	are	formed	or	how	they	shape	moral	imagination.	Incorporating	
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elements	of	narrative	literacy—story	circles,	reflective	study,	parallel	timelines,	and	

structured	exploration	of	memory—helps	members	see	their	own	narratives	as	

situated	rather	than	absolute.	This	meta-awareness	deepens	empathy	without	

diluting	commitment.	

(4) Build	containers	where	nuance	is	socially	safe:	Elisabeth	Noelle-Neumann’s	

(1984)	research	on	the	“spiral	of	silence”	shows	that	people	often	mask	dissent	

because	they	fear	social	isolation	or	separation	from	the	community.	In	Jewish	

contexts,	younger	adults	may	fear	being	seen	as	disloyal,	while	older	adults	may	

fear	appearing	morally	indifferent.	Communities	can	mitigate	this	by	establishing	

norms	that	protect	vulnerability,	welcome	uncertainty,	and	treat	nuance	as	a	sign	of	

seriousness	rather	than	betrayal.	Psychological	safety	thus	becomes	a	shared	

communal	responsibility.	

(5) Incorporate	narrative	mapping	into	communal	rhythms:	Mapping	the	

architecture	of	divergent	narratives—where	each	begins,	what	each	fears,	what	

each	hopes—creates	shared	visibility.	When	done	in	low-stakes	settings	(study	

groups,	youth–adult	dialogues,	leadership	retreats),	mapping	builds	the	muscles	

needed	for	more	charged	contexts.	Members	come	to	recognize	that	disagreement	is	

structured	rather	than	personal,	which	reduces	threat	and	expands	curiosity.	

(6) Affirm	partial	accommodation	as	a	meaningful	form	of	growth:	Communities	

need	not	aim	at	ideological	convergence.	Small	shifts—acknowledging	one	difficult	

truth,	softening	a	binary,	widening	the	field	of	vision—are	often	the	most	durable	

forms	of	learning.	When	communities	celebrate	this	kind	of	incremental	

accommodation,	rather	than	demanding	dramatic	realignment,	they	signal	that	

belonging	does	not	require	unanimity.	

(7) Treat	dialogue	as	communal	maintenance	rather	than	crisis	response:	

Narrative	engagement	is	most	effective	when	practiced	over	time	rather	than	

deployed	only	in	moments	of	volatility.	Communities	that	build	a	cadence	of	

reflective	dialogue—monthly	circles,	intergenerational	learning	sessions,	annual	

communal	check-ins—develop	resilience	long	before	crisis	emerges.	Dialogue	

becomes	not	emergency	triage	but	a	form	of	covenantal	upkeep.	
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5.	Limitations	and	Future	Directions	

A	conceptual	framework,	however	carefully	developed,	necessarily	leaves	important	

questions	unresolved.	This	project	has	sought	to	clarify	the	internal	architecture	of	

identity-based	dialogue,	but	it	has	not	attempted	to	offer	a	full	pedagogical	system	or	a	

field-tested	method.	Several	limitations	therefore	deserve	explicit	acknowledgment.	

	

(1) Scope	and	Generalizability:	The	analysis	has	focused	primarily	on	North	American	

Jewish	contexts	and	on	intergenerational	disagreement	about	Israel,	belonging,	and	

moral	responsibility.	While	the	underlying	dynamics	of	identity	threat,	narrative	

divergence,	and	schema	rigidity	recur	across	many	communities,	their	expression	

varies	by	culture,	geography,	and	political	environment.	Adapting	narrative	

engagement	to	Israeli,	European,	or	non-Jewish	communal	settings	will	require	

further	contextual	study.	

(2) The	Gap	Between	Insight	and	Implementation:	Conceptual	clarity	does	not	

guarantee	institutional	change.	Educational	and	communal	organizations	differ	

widely	in	culture,	leadership	structure,	and	tolerance	for	controversy.	Some	may	

have	the	resources	and	social	capital	to	adopt	structured	dialogue	practices;	others	

may	struggle	to	implement	even	basic	scaffolding.	The	framework	offered	here	

outlines	conditions	for	constructive	dialogue	but	does	not	specify	how	institutions	

should	sequence	training,	evaluate	outcomes,	or	manage	resistance.	

(3) The	Ethical	Limits	of	Dialogue:	Dialogue—especially	across	profound	

asymmetries	of	power	or	trauma—is	not	always	appropriate.	There	are	contexts	in	

which	safety,	justice,	or	pastoral	care	take	precedence	over	mutual	engagement.	

This	project	assumes	contexts	where	participants	retain	some	degree	of	relational	

commitment	and	are	not	subject	to	ongoing	harm.	In	other	settings,	dialogue	may	

need	to	be	supplemented	or	replaced	by	other	interventions.	

(4) Lack	of	Empirical	Testing:	This	project	has	drawn	on	case	analyses,	established	

literature,	and	well-documented	examples	of	dialogue	failure,	but	it	has	not	

conducted	systematic	empirical	research.	Many	promising	models—Resetting	the	

Table	(Kopelowitz	et	al.,	2025)	and	the	iCenter’s	Conflict	of	Interest	certificate	

program	(The	iCenter,	2025)—have	begun	gathering	data	on	safety,	openness,	



 

Page	59	of	68	

educator	confidence,	and	willingness	to	engage	in	such	conversations	in	the	future.	

Yet	robust	research	on	schema	accommodation,	intergenerational	repair,	and	long-

term	narrative	transformation	remains	in	its	early	stages.	Future	studies	might	

examine	whether	structured	sequencing	(double	listening	→	narrative	mapping	→	

schema	accommodation)	measurably	increases	cognitive	flexibility,	reduces	

defensiveness,	or	strengthens	intergenerational	belonging.	

(5) The	Challenge	of	Measurement:	Some	of	the	most	significant	outcomes	of	

narrative	engagement—curiosity,	humility,	moral	imagination—are	difficult	to	

quantify.	While	psychological	literature	offers	tools	for	measuring	receptiveness	

and	affective	polarization,	no	comparable	instruments	yet	exist	for	assessing	

narrative	complexity	or	accommodation	in	communal	settings.	Developing	such	

tools	is	an	important	frontier	for	future	research.	

(6) The	Limits	of	a	Prolegomenon:	By	design,	this	project	has	aimed	to	prepare	

conceptual	ground	rather	than	to	build	a	complete	pedagogical	structure.	Narrative	

engagement	remains	a	theoretical	model:	a	scaffold	of	insights	drawn	from	

narrative	psychology,	conflict	studies,	and	Jewish	identity	scholarship.	Its	value	lies	

not	in	finality	but	in	orientation.	Further	work	will	be	required	to	translate	these	

concepts	into	practical	curricula,	facilitator	training,	and	longitudinal	assessment.	

	

6.	Toward	a	Practice	of	Narrative	Engagement	

The	work	of	this	project	has	shown	that	sustaining	dialogue	across	moral	and	generational	

divides	is	neither	intuitive	nor	incidental.	It	is	a	craft	that	requires	structure,	patience,	and	

a	disciplined	form	of	listening.	The	threefold	framework	of	narrative	engagement—double	

listening,	narrative	mapping,	and	schema	accommodation—does	not	guarantee	agreement,	

but	it	offers	a	way	for	difficult	truths	to	be	spoken	without	dissolving	the	bonds	that	hold	

communities	together.	

	

(1) From	Insight	to	Practice:	In	many	Jewish	communal	settings,	conversations	about	

Israel,	Jewish	responsibility,	and	vulnerability	have	become	brittle.	The	case	

analyses	revealed	how	easily	dialogue	collapses	when	participants	feel	unprotected,	

unseen,	or	morally	indicted.	The	practices	proposed	in	this	thesis	offer	an	
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alternative	path:	not	a	method	for	eliminating	conflict,	but	a	structure	that	enables	

conflict	to	be	held	without	rupture.	The	challenge	ahead	is	to	translate	these	

conceptual	insights	into	usable	forms	for	synagogues,	classrooms,	campus	

organizations,	and	intergenerational	family	life.	

(2) Cultivating	Emotional	Safety	as	a	Communal	Ethic:	Double	listening	is	more	than	

a	technique;	it	is	a	relational	ethic.	Communities	that	practice	it—whether	through	

structured	dialogue	sessions,	story	circles,	or	reflective	study—can	create	

environments	where	disagreement	does	not	immediately	signal	betrayal.	This	

approach	resonates	with	older	Jewish	ideals	of	argument	l’shem	shamayim,	where	

disagreement	is	not	a	threat	but	a	mode	of	devotion.	By	slowing	pace,	naming	

underlying	emotions,	and	recognizing	the	stakes	of	each	narrative,	double	listening	

restores	the	dignity	that	makes	honest	conversation	possible.	

(3) Integrating	Narrative	Mapping	into	Communal	Learning:	Narrative	mapping	can	

be	woven	into	Jewish	educational	practice	without	requiring	elaborate	

programming.	Study	groups	can	examine	how	different	stories	of	Israel,	

vulnerability,	justice,	or	peoplehood	are	formed.	Congregational	leaders	can	help	

participants	identify	recurring	moral	arcs—survival,	conscience,	loyalty,	equality—

and	trace	how	different	starting	points	lead	to	different	interpretations	of	the	same	

events.	This	does	not	erase	disagreement;	it	renders	it	intelligible.	It	allows	

participants	to	locate	one	another	within	coherent	storylines	rather	than	perceiving	

difference	as	threat.	

(4) Supporting	Cognitive	Flexibility	Without	Demanding	Convergence:	If	dialogue	

is	to	move	beyond	recognition	toward	learning,	communities	must	normalize	

partial	accommodation:	the	small	but	meaningful	internal	shifts	that	expand	a	

narrative	without	requiring	its	abandonment.	Full	convergence	of	views	is	neither	

expected	nor	necessary.	Rather,	the	aim	is	to	help	individuals	hold	complexity	

without	experiencing	disloyalty,	and	to	help	communities	honor	divergent	

perspectives	without	fracturing	belonging.	Accommodation	may	appear	modest	at	

first—acknowledging	a	neglected	historical	fact,	softening	a	binary,	recognizing	

another’s	vulnerability—but	such	shifts	accumulate	and	strengthen	communal	

resilience	over	time.	
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(5) A	Culture	of	Ongoing,	Gentle	Engagement:	Narrative	engagement	becomes	

sustainable	not	through	one-time	programs	but	through	a	culture	in	which	

disagreement	is	met	with	curiosity	rather	than	fear.	Jewish	life	contains	many	

natural	entry	points:	Torah	study,	holiday	discussions,	Israel	programs,	

intergenerational	gatherings,	and	pastoral	care.	By	embedding	narrative	practice	

into	these	rhythms,	communities	can	gradually	cultivate	habits	of	inquiry	that	

endure	beyond	any	single	event.	This	work	is	slow	and	cumulative,	not	

instantaneous.	It	requires	leaders	who	can	hold	tension,	institutions	that	can	

tolerate	discomfort,	and	participants	willing	to	approach	one	another	with	humility.	

(6) A	Foundation	for	Future	Practice:	In	keeping	with	the	exploratory	character	of	

this	project,	the	framework	offered	here	is	not	a	finished	system.	It	is	a	conceptual	

foundation—an	invitation	to	educators,	facilitators,	and	communal	leaders	to	

imagine	how	these	insights	might	be	adapted	to	their	own	contexts.	The	work	ahead	

involves	experimentation,	refinement,	and	empirical	testing.	But	the	core	conviction	

remains	constant:	that	communities	can	learn	to	speak	across	moral	divides	if	they	

are	willing	to	cultivate	emotional	safety,	narrative	clarity,	and	cognitive	openness	in	

disciplined	ways.	

	

Narrative	engagement	thus	gestures	toward	a	future	in	which	disagreement	is	not	feared	

but	stewarded;	in	which	conscience	and	continuity	are	not	adversaries	but	partners;	and	in	

which	the	bonds	of	belonging	are	strengthened,	not	strained,	by	the	courage	to	encounter	

one	another’s	stories	with	depth	and	care.	

	

7.	Epilogue:	The	Covenant	of	Conversation	

At	the	end	of	this	inquiry,	the	question	with	which	the	project	began	remains	as	urgent	as	

ever:	how	can	Jews	of	different	generations	speak	across	their	deepest	differences	without	

fracturing	the	communal	bonds	they	cherish?	The	work	undertaken	here	has	not	provided	

a	final	method,	nor	could	it.	But	it	has	illuminated	the	inner	architecture	that	makes	such	

conversations	possible	at	all.	

Across	the	chapters,	a	pattern	emerged.	Dialogue	collapsed	not	because	goodwill	was	

absent	but	because	emotional	and	cognitive	scaffolding	was	missing.	Where	threat	
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overshadowed	curiosity,	where	narratives	were	unarticulated,	and	where	dissonance	

lacked	a	structure	for	integration,	even	the	most	devoted	relationships	faltered.	Yet	

whenever	emotional	safety	was	established,	whenever	stories	were	named	rather	than	

defended,	and	whenever	participants	had	the	space	to	reorganize	their	frameworks	

without	surrendering	identity,	something	different	became	possible:	not	agreement,	and	

not	even	resolution,	but	recognition	—	the	fragile	recognition	that	sustains	relationship	

under	pressure.	

Jewish	tradition	has	long	understood	that	community	is	maintained	not	by	unanimity	

but	by	conversation.	The	sages	preserved	debates	that	spanned	generations,	insisting	that	

machloket	l’shem	shamayim	—	argument	for	the	sake	of	Heaven	—	is	not	a	disruption	of	

Jewish	life	but	one	of	its	sustaining	disciplines.	Narrative	engagement	seeks	to	translate	

that	older	ethic	into	contemporary	pedagogy:	a	way	of	holding	complexity	without	rupture,	

of	hearing	what	one’s	own	story	has	obscured,	and	of	allowing	new	insight	to	deepen	

rather	than	threaten	belonging.	

This	project	has	been	offered	as	a	beginning	—	an	opening	framework.	Its	purpose	has	

been	to	map	the	conceptual	terrain	on	which	future	practice	can	be	built,	not	to	prescribe	

detailed	programs	or	promise	uniform	outcomes.	The	work	that	remains	will	require	

educators	able	to	withstand	discomfort	without	retreat,	leaders	willing	to	cultivate	

tenderness	alongside	clarity,	and	communities	courageous	enough	to	sustain	dialogue	in	

moments	when	silence	feels	safer.	

If	the	framework	developed	here	helps	even	a	handful	of	conversations	unfold	with	

greater	care	—	if	it	allows	one	parent	and	child,	one	teacher	and	student,	one	generation	

and	the	next	to	remain	in	relationship	while	engaging	truths	that	matter	profoundly	to	

them	—	then	it	will	have	served	its	purpose.	The	covenant	of	Jewish	life	has	always	

depended	on	such	conversations.	May	the	practices	of	narrative	engagement	help	renew	

that	covenant	in	an	age	that	needs	it	urgently.	
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