
GOALS

Participants will explore the history of U.S. policy for taking indigenous 

people’s land

Participants will grapple with what it means to be on stolen land

Participants will consider how to apply Teshuva to land ownership

 Repairing Jewish Pioneer Memory
What kind of teshuvah, repentance, and repair, is 

appropriate for our communal role in colonizing 

America? 

Scholar Maxwell Greenberg's research examines how Jewish people 
participated in the westward expansion which includes taking and using the 
land from the indigenous people who lived there previously. This 
conversation is about remembering history in context and not just in myth or 
the stories we tell. 

Images in Appendix A
Images in Appendix B
“Jews of the West” movie trailer https://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=EX00KWGgn2w
“The ‘Indian Problem’” National Museum of the American Indian
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=if-BOZgWZPE
Art supplies including fine point markers and colorful fine point pens,
colored pencils, and paper
“Whose land is it?” www.native-land.ca

MATERIALS

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V2spdl5OUj4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V2spdl5OUj4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EX00KWGgn2w
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V2spdl5OUj4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=if-BOZgWZPE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V2spdl5OUj4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V2spdl5OUj4
http://www.native-land.ca/


 Repairing Jewish Pioneer Memory

What are the stories of the “Jewish pioneer” trying to tell us? 

Who is present on the book covers and the trailer and who is invisible? 

What language is erasing the presence of the people who already lived 

there?

Introduction: 2 minutes 

History continues to impact our lives from the stories we tell about our 

nation, to the stories we tell about our Jewish history, to the places where 

ancestors are buried and how those stories have been told. Professor Maxwell 

Greenberg's research is a conversation about how Jewish people participated 

in westward expansion in the United States, which includes taking and using 

the land from the indigenous people who previously lived on the land. This 

conversation is about remembering history in context and not just in myth or 

the stories we tell. 

Warm-up: 5 minutes

Small groups discussion

Do you remember how old you were when you learned that most land we are 

on, including your house, synagogue, and cemeteries, are built on land that 

was taken from indigenous people? 

-OR-

How old were you when you learned more about Thanksgiving?

Discussion: 25 minutes

We’re going to consider some media around Jewish migration to the American 

West. Look at and consider the book titles and covers (Appendix A) about 

Jews migrating west. Just take a few minutes to notice what you see. 

Now, we are going to watch a brief movie trailer about Jews moving to the 

West. Pay close attention to the story that is being told. Think about what is 

being said and what is not being said. Watch: Jews of the Wild West Trailer 

LESSON

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EX00KWGgn2w
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EX00KWGgn2w


 Repairing Jewish Pioneer Memory

When people migrated to the West, they did their best to live full and vibrant 

lives and part of living life is also taking care of the dead. Burial rituals are an 

important part of people’s culture.  

[At this point, the facilitator shares slides and images of the Jewish memorial 

and graveyards from Douglas and Tombstone in Appendix B] 

Right now there is a project underway to preserve this Jewish gravesite. At the 

same time, a few miles away, land is being destroyed against the will of 

Indigenous people. When we think about who has the ability to influence the 

rules that the U.S. government makes, we can look back to advantages that 

began a long time ago. 

We’re going to watch one more video that talks about the rules and policies 

the United States government made so that Western expansion could happen. 

Those policies impacted lives at that time and now. Watch: The “Indian 

Problem” through 2:25 “We were to be taken away. Never to return.” AND 

from 10:23 -11:43 

Teshuvah (repentance, repair):

As Jews, we are asked to think about what it means to make Teshuva– 

repentance, or repair. 

As we discuss each year at Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur, "Teshuva," 

literally "return," is the idea that we can take account of where we fell short or 

made mistakes, make internal changes, repent, and have a new beginning. 

Generally, teshuva is a very personal process that each individual does alone. 

Professor Greenberg raised the possibility of applying "teshuva" to whole 

communities, asking us to make an account of the way we participate or 

benefit from the harm caused to the peoples who lived in North America 

before settlers arrived from Europe.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=if-BOZgWZPE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=if-BOZgWZPE


 Repairing Jewish Pioneer Memory

When we think about Teshuva we want to be accountable for healing harm 
after benefiting in some kind of way from the harm. 

Activity: 20 minutes
What land are you on, what land are the places you frequent and the places 
you consider sacred? You can use native-land.ca to learn out the indigenous 
people who lived on the land before people migrated from Europe and other 
parts of the world. As a way to give homage and respect to indigenous people 
and raise awareness in your community, working alone or with your family you 
are going to make art, poetry or what comes to your heart and mind to 
symbolize Teshuva for land being stolen. Maybe you will create something to 
place in your window at home or in your synagogue to provide context and 
honor those who first lived on the land that we are on. 

Closing: 7 minutes
 In two sentences please share one thing that you learned today or one thing 
that is on your mind/heart and how you feel about it? 

Facilitator notes and takeaways
Video support from the scholars is important. When possible, please watch 
the videos in their entirety. You will note that at time marker 20:38 Professor 
Greenberg lists three takeaways that are important framing for this lesson. At 
the marker 44:19 you will find the practice of Teshuva. 

https://www.democracynow.org/2020/10/12/organ_pipe_national_monument 
_border_wall

http://native-land.ca/
https://www.democracynow.org/2020/10/12/organ_pipe_national_monument_border_wall
https://www.democracynow.org/2020/10/12/organ_pipe_national_monument_border_wall
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