
By Garrett Cooperman
This summer, a large number

of groups of forty or so Jewish
young adults from various
walks of life traveled together to
their unifying home state, Israel.
Many of the groups taking this
Taglit-Birthright sponsored trip
came from North America, and
many of them began the trip as
strangers to one another but
came back as friends. The
Charlotte Birthright trip – the
very trip I went on – was one of
these groups, but something set
our group apart: we all had a
connection to Charlotte and
would be able to maintain the
connections we made in Israel.
This trip left as a group, became
friends, learned about Israel,
and returned to the U.S. as fam-
ily.

Everyone met at JFK airport
in New York, where we began
our journey and start-
ed to bond right off
the bat. The vast
majority of us knew
very little about Israel
but we were extreme-
ly prepared to learn
and have a good time.

The learning (and
good times) kicked
off in Tel Aviv, where
we learned about the
founding of the State

of Israel in the very building
where it officially happened,
Independence Hall. We strolled
through the old port of Jaffa,
learning about its history, and
had a great time on the
Mediterranean beach. We visit-
ed Hadera, Charlotte’s sister city
in Israel, and got to play in the
park with the very children
being helped by the Talpiot
Community family social work
program. This was a very spe-
cial visit, and the children
weren’t the only people who
benefitted from it; we trip-goers
felt a chance to help in our sister
city was a vital stop.

The learning continued (oh,
and the good times really got
started) in Jerusalem, where a
visit through the Old City blew
our minds entirely. We had a
personal, spiritual moment at
ha-Kotel, the Western Wall, and

experienced the economic cul-
ture-shock and excitement of
the vastly popular market,
Mahane Yehuda. Managing not
to anger the British Birthright
group also staying at our hotel
was an additional high point. We
didn’t want to force a Paul
Revere moment on our staff
(“The British are coming!”).

One of the most gratifying
experiences of the entire trip
was that of Shabbat in
Jerusalem. It was amazing to see
how closely and commonly it
was observed, and how easy it is
to match that observance when
it is followed by the majority.
We were able to walk (without
vehicular interruption) from our
hotel to the Knesset and sit in
the beautiful park across the
street for a small group discus-
sion about Shabbat, about
Judaism, and about the trip.

Visiting Yad Vashem,
the Holocaust Memorial
and Museum, and Har
Herzl, the Israeli military
cemetery, was both diffi-
cult and important.
Emotions ran high, but so
did our acceptance of
information and willing-
ness to learn, as well as our
respect for those who came
before us and those cur-
rently giving their lives in
service of our people at

home and abroad.
The Negev desert was

filled with heat, but
also with camel-riding,
canyon-hiking, (and
World Cup Final watch-
ing – you know you’re
jealous) fun. We traveled
from there to Arad, where
we held a beautiful out-
doors Bar/Bat Mitzvah
ceremony for our trip-
mates who had not experi-
enced one before. They

each gave a wonderful, heartfelt
speech and said the blessings,
and our Israeli friends, who were
with us for the whole trip, helped
us with the Torah readings.

We hiked Masada and floated
in the Dead Sea; we hiked
through the Golan Heights and
toured the winery there; we
walked through mystical, histor-
ical Tzfat and metropolitan
Haifa. We had an incredible,
mind-blowing time in Israel, and
we forty (fifty counting our
Israeli friends and our staff)
experienced it as a family. We
saw and did a lot in ten days –
there is no way to fit it all into
this small article.

So if you’re a Jewish young
adult and curious about Israel
and you happen to be reading
this, I entreat you to take this
trip. Taglit-Birthright Israel con-

nects you with your culture, your
heritage, and your people like
you never thought possible. For
that, our group would like to
thank the Jewish Federation and
The Leon Levine Foundation
for making our trip possible.
This travel experience is once-
in-a-lifetime for everyone, but
we were able to build our mem-
ories and our friendships to
last. We were able to find our
connections not only in Israel,
but in our Charlotte community,
too. Y
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