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Introduction
Difficult conversations about Israel often break down, leaving you frustrated and unheard. This kit 
provides practical tools to navigate these discussions effectively. It's designed for educators, 
students, and community leaders who want to foster constructive dialogue rather than heated debate. 
By using this guide, you will have the resources to shift the conversation to productive discussions.

Why Conversations Break Down

Conversations often derail due to several factors:

Emotional intensity: Strong feelings can cloud judgment and hinder rational discussion.
Lack of understanding: Differing perspectives and incomplete information can lead to 
misunderstandings.
Polarization: The issue is often framed as a binary choice, preventing nuanced discussion.
Triggering language: Certain words or phrases can evoke strong negative reactions.
Assumptions: Incorrect assumptions about others' beliefs or motives can poison the well.

What’s Really Happening in These Conversations

Beneath the surface, these conversations often involve:

Identity: The conflict is often linked to individuals' sense of self and belonging.
Values: Core beliefs and principles are often at stake.
History: Past events and historical narratives shape present-day perspectives.
Power dynamics: Unequal power relationships can influence the discussion.
Trauma: Historical and ongoing trauma can significantly impact emotional responses.

Pause → Diagnose → Respond

This model provides a structured approach to navigating difficult conversations:



1.  Pause: Before reacting, take a moment to collect yourself and observe the situation.
2.  Diagnose: Identify the underlying factors contributing to the tension (emotional intensity, differing 

perspectives, etc.).
3.  Respond: Choose a response that addresses the underlying issues and promotes constructive 

dialogue.

Example responses include:

Acknowledging emotions
Seeking clarification
Framing the conversation
Finding common ground

Real-World Scenarios & Reframes

Scenario 1:

Someone says: "Israel is committing genocide."

What’s Actually Happening? 

This is a loaded moral and legal conclusion presented as an established fact. It carries strong 
emotional weight and is often used to shut down nuance rather than invite analysis.

What not to do: 

❌ Immediately argue numbers or statistics
❌ React defensively or emotionally
❌ Dismiss the claim outright without engaging

What to do instead:

Try:

“That’s a very serious claim. What definition of genocide are you working with?”

Or:

“Are you describing intent, outcome, or both?”

👉 You are shifting the conversation from accusation → definition and analysis

Scenario 2:

“Israel is a colonial enterprise.”

What’s actually happening:



This is not just a historical claim.
 It’s the application of a specific ideological framework that shapes how the entire conflict is 
interpreted.

What NOT to do:

❌ Jump straight into a historical debate
❌ Try to overwhelm with counter-facts
❌ Accept the framing without questioning it

What to do instead:

Try:

“When you say colonial—what model are you applying here?”

Or:

“Do you see this as similar to European colonialism, or something different?”

👉 You are shifting the conversation from assumption → framework examination

Scenario 3:

“Criticism of Israel is antisemitic.”

What’s actually happening:

This is a collapse of categories—treating all criticism as prejudice, without distinguishing between 
them.

What NOT to do:

❌ Agree or disagree in absolute terms
 ❌ Shut down the concern entirely
 ❌ Turn it into a binary argument

What to do instead:

Try:

“I think it depends on what kind of criticism we’re talking about. How would you distinguish between 
the two?”

Or:

“Where do you think the line is between criticism and antisemitism?”

👉 You are shifting the conversation from binary thinking → nuanced distinction



10 Most Useful Lines

1.  "That's an interesting perspective. Can you tell me more about why you feel that way?"
2.  "I hear your frustration. I'm also concerned about..."
3.  "What are the underlying values at stake here?"
4.  "Can we agree on some common principles to guide our discussion?"
5.  "I'm not sure I agree with that statement, but I'm willing to listen and learn."
6.  "Let's focus on the specific issue at hand, rather than making broad generalizations."
7.  "I appreciate you sharing your thoughts. It's helpful to hear different perspectives."
8.  "Where do you get your information about this issue?"
9.  "Can we identify any points of agreement?"
10. "Thank you for engaging in this difficult conversation."

Key Insight: Framing

How you frame the conversation significantly impacts its trajectory. Instead of framing it as a win-lose 
debate, frame it as a collaborative effort to understand different perspectives and find common 
ground. Emphasize shared values and goals and avoid language that might trigger defensive 
reactions.

Take Away Cheat Sheet

Print this page for a handy reference:

Model: Pause → Diagnose → Respond

Pause: Take a breath.
Diagnose: What's really going on?
Respond: Choose your response thoughtfully.

Quick Prompts:

"Tell me more about..."
"I'm also concerned about..."
"What values are at stake?"
"Can we agree on...?"
"Where are you getting your information?"

Next Steps



Want to take your conversation skills to the next level?

I offer workshops and lectures on navigating difficult conversations about Israel and other sensitive 
topics. Please contact me to learn how I can help you or your organization foster constructive 
dialogue and build bridges across divides.

Get in touch at contact@joelmeyer.org

Find out more at www.joelmeyer.org

Read and Subscribe to my Substack ‘Simply Complicated’ at: 
https://itssimplycomplicated.substack.com 


