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Editorial Introduction:

Welcome chaverim to ‘Nu?’ the RSY-Netzer magazine for ideology, education, updates
and kef! Nu means ‘so...” in Hebrew, and we felt it was a good name to re-launch our
old magazine pardes with. We want you to be questioning, as well as reading this for

education, information and entertainment.

Why now? Well we wanted to launch this at Shavuot as it is the festival traditionally
associated with learning. Shavuot is the time we celebrate receiving the Torah, and for
generation after generation Jews have stayed up all night studying and learning. So whilst
we don’t expect you all to do that (although there are plenty of opportunities), a quick

read of our little ‘Nu?’ magazine should make your brain cogs spin.

For this edition of ‘Nu?” we’ve chosen to focus on Reform Judaism as it has been
something we wanted to improve education on all year. So sit back, get a hot ethical

beverage, and read on...
We also really appreciate your feedback — so please let us know what you think!

Richard Pearson, Nu Editor, 5771
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Q: So Cassie, tell us a bit about your’
¢ where are you from?

'Y LQY FNRBY 93aSE:x AdQa
Q: Why did you want to work with R8¥tzer?

A: Because | wanted to give something back to the
Reform community.
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A: Gideon
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A: The mess!
Q: At what age will you send your daughter on camp*
A: 2!

vY ¢KI it@hkere BoN®ulsee the future of RSY
Netzer?

A: More people involved, from all over the country.
Q: Best film of the twentieth century?
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Q: Were you part of a movement growing up?

A: No, sadly not, but | wish | was part of RSY-netzer, my
madrich at shul was an RSY-Netzer madrich and | always
wanted to be a part of it.

Thanks Cassie!

The RSY-letzer Update

Josh Markin

It’s been almost a decade since RSY-Netzer last sent out a
magazine, so I guess this is an update on the last 10 years of

RSY-Netzer, and I've got 700(ish) words to do it in, let’s get
going!

In order to keep things convenient, and to aid any skim
readers out there, I'm going to break this down into a few

topics: Ideology, programmes, and people.

Ideology: I guess the first thing to note is that it has grown
in the last few years, in fact it has grown in the last few
months! That’s right the brand new, and somewhat
enigmatic, “Fourth Pillar” which is all about you! We decided
that the way we do everything — hadracha, empowerment,
caring about individuals — is actually part of our ideology, not
just a way of life. In other ideology related news over the last
10 years or so... we have become vegetarian for ideological
tikkun olam related reasons rather than just because it’s
convenient, we have a formal policy describing our Zionism,
we have started making political statements (well we did it
once in 2005) and much more! We’re still running Social
Action, Israel related activities, services around the
country...the ideology really is alive and kicking (or SMTV or

whatever it became)

Programmes: Well in ten years a lot has changed, and a lot
has stayed the same. We have new names for the camps
which is a big change, but only for people who went through
life with the old names; for anyone who doesn’t know —
Garinim is now Briyah, Rishon is now Emunah, Sheni is now
Reut, and Bet is now Atid — Israel Tour is still called Israel
Tour. We have added in new programmes throughout the
year; there’s Purim Spiel-Off (an annual cheesier version of
Eurovision), Netzer Venture (Northern and Southern days
and weekends of activities and pe’ulot), Course Hadracha (no
longer just a short residential, now a 2 year course)... there
are others that have come and gone over the last 10 years, and
all of them have been exciting and have built RSY-Netzer into

the movement it is today.

Veidah has remained the same mix of deep debate, divisive

disputes and friendly banter, with serious and entertaining
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proposals for RSY-Netzer all being discussed in depth. Annafim (local clubs) are
no longer the subject of annoyance every year, now it’s vegetarianism and

shabbat practices that tend to get blood boiling.

Shnat is still going strong, next year, despite the downturn because of tuition
fees, Netzer is the second biggest provider of Jewish gap years from the UK.
With the introduction of people from North America and across Europe it is now

a truly international programme.

People: The most important part of the update, the most important part of the movement. The people
constantly change, as does the community they create, but the feel of the community is remains recognisable to
what it has always been. In terms of big changes, we now have RSY-Netzer “youth workers” (or similar) in loads
of communities around the country, and two Northern Project Workers (in the North) who do a massive amount
to promote us, whilst being full time students! As for the people that have stayed the same, Aly shows no signs of

going anywhere!

We have a great team of bogrim, including our Va’ad Mazkirut, who work to keep the movement going and
improving, fantastic Madrichim who make our events special, and some of the loveliest chanichim around. I
guess whilst this is not technically anything new and update-y, it’s a good note to finish on...Thanks for

continuing to make RSY-Netzer so special!!

Reform Judaism: History matters!

Alma Smith

The first British Reform Synagogue, West London, was
born out of a broigus (disagreement). Typical, right? Some
families from the Spanish and Portuguese Congregation of
Bevis Marks wanted to create a satellite synagogue nearer
their new homes in the West End of London rather than
having to make the journey but their request was rejected.
So, in 1840 they split from Bevis Marks and went ahead
without permission and without a connection to the other

cornrnunity .

Given the opportunity to form their own synagogue, this
new community was faced with a number of decisions —
Who should be their Rabbi? How should they celebrate fes
tivals? Who should receive a Jewish education? And so

despite having formed for local reasons, a new Jewishness

was being forged. In the inaugural sermon of West London
Synagogue, the Rabbi, David Woolf Marks criticised an
‘over-fondness for opinions of bye-gone times’ and the West London Synagogue
‘indifference’ to the lack of Jewish education women were

receiving. We're still challenging the Judaism around us for not keeping up with modernity.
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Other independent synagogues soon started springing up: in Manchester in 1856, in Bradford in the
1880s; and more. In 1942, the disparate Reform communities met together to discuss how to cope with
the war and evacuated children. By the end of that meeting there was an Association of British
Synagogues. Again, like the beginnings of West London Synagogue, these communities met due to local

pressures, not ideological passion.

Why does this matter? Well, in Germany Reform Judaism started because of ideological disagreements
between traditional Jews and reformers. However in Britain Reform Judaism came about because of the
needs of local communities, and only then did it take on the ideology of what tended to be a mentality

more integrated with Western thought.

This directs us to a key question for the Reform Movement — should we have a clearly articulated
movement ideology or should we reflect the values of our members? We began with entirely
autonomous synagogues, they came together because they broadly agreed with each other, and the
association they formed was there to reflect those shared values. If we choose to reflect where our
members are at, we gain the advantage of inclusivity. We are able to open our arms broadly and count
everyone in. We lose the ability, however, to inspire and direct Jewish lives. We also face the problem
of trying to reflect what everyone believes. This requires vagueness, and so we easily slip into defining
ourselves by what we are not. If we do this rather than a positive articulation of what we are, we run
the risk, as Ben Rich the new Chief Executive of the Movement for Reform Judaism put it, that ‘we will

be at best their default choice and at worse no choice at all.’

It is possible to do both reflect a broad consensus but also direct and inspire. An example of this was
when the Reform Movement recently caught up with RSY-Netzer’s policy from Veidah a few years ago
demanding more equality for homosexual marriage. With the rabbis encouraging gay marriage, this
shows the Reform Movement responding to the times, and going beyond them, being a force for
inclusivity beyond that which secular society has yet

been able to accommodate. This kind of progression, f/\

and articulation of what inclusivity actually means to
This directs us to a key question for

the Reform Movement O should we

The British Reform Movement began in broigus, and have a clearly articulated movement

us is positive.

then a selection of synagogues realised that they had a ideology or should we reflect the

lot in common. This process is what has allowed us to values of our members?0

evolve in a gradual way, continuing to take tradition W
and practice seriously while getting closer and closer to an articulation of beliefs. The Reform
Movement is not done reforming and evolving. Both Judaism as a whole, and the Reform Movement,
continue to need fresh thinking. That is where RSY-Netzernicks should come in! Doing Reform
Judaism properly should be hard — it involves really understanding our Jewish heritage while also taking
into account modern scholarship and our own spiritual journeys. It involves considering the needs of the
Jewish community and the needs of humanity. It requires a personal investment from each person in
their own Judaism. We hope that RSY-Netzer will continue to give individuals the investment in their
Jewish journeys and that RSY-Netzernicks will continue to push the Reform Movement, giving it that

freshness and enthusiasm that youth leadership is best placed to do.
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Reform Jewish Continvity: a glance at Reform
Zionism

Richard Pearrson

Recent comments across the pond in America are part of a move calling for Reform Judaism to move
away from its central message of ‘personal choice’ towards a more clear directed form of Judaism. In
the words of the American rabbi Leon A. Morris, this will allow, “more worthy and urgent Jewish
values can take center stage.” To many people in Reform Judaism this may come as a shock to
something so often identified as a core of Reform Judaism. However, a simple flick through a text book
will show you that ‘informed decision making’ as we love to call it hasn’t always been at the heart of

Reform Judaism, and really only became a central message in the last 40 years.

This begs the question of what are the foundations of Reform Judaism — and when we see fundamental
shifts in ideology, what is holding us together? In order to look at this I want to retrace how Reform
Judaism dealt with a key element of its initial ideology — that Judaism was a religion not a nation — and

what happened to Reform Judaism as it went through fundamental changes as Zionism developed.

Reform Judaism started in Germany in the mid 19" century. One of its core messages was that Judaism
should be a religion and not embrace other elements. Early Reform rabbis stressed the ethical universal
message Judaism should be spreading. This feeling remained strong in Reform Judaism as it developed
throughout the world, causing one of the great Reform historians, Philipson, to write in 1907, “If the
reform movement teaches anything clearly, it is the repudiation of the political and national aspects of
traditional Judaism.” This feeling can clearly be seen in American Reform ideas as we see in the

Pittsburgh Platform of 1885 — a statement of beliefs and values where it states, “We consider ourselves
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no longer a nation, but a religious community, and therefore expect neither a return to Palestine, nor a
sacrificial worship under the sons of Aaron, nor the restoration of any of the laws concerning the Jewish

state.”

Reform Judaism officially was so anti-Zionism that they were amongst groups that protested against the

first Zionist congress — causing the city of Munich

m to ban the event — and force the conference to
Basel.

Ovhat are the _foundations of Reform

Judaism & and when we see However, by the mid twentieth century Reform

fundamental shifis in ideology, what Judaism was changing. Pro-Zionist feelings were

is holding us toge ther?0 becoming mainstream, and in 1973 the World

Union of Progressive Judaism relocated to
M Jerusalem. Quite a change!

What caused this shift was several forces acting at the same time. On one hand the horrors of Nazi
Germany changed the mindset, and at the very least subdued opposition to Zionism for several years.
Equally, the euphoria surrounding the creation of the state of Israel equally affected the Reform
community — several key members donating large sums and even moving to Israel. There was also a
more subtle drift caused by demographic and educational change. In the early twentieth century great
numbers of east European Jews migrated to the Americas. This new community integrated into the
Reform community, but brought with them a greater sense of Jewish communal and national identity.
The arrival of this community, and the education they went on to deliver for all Reform synagogues,

produced a curriculum which included previously unthought-of of sources, for instance texts from Ahad

Ha’am about the culture of Judaism.

To understand what Reform Judaism believes we have to go by publications and statements issued.
These obviously are the product of individuals, councils and committees, and as the individuals involved
changed, so too did the ideas they reflected. Whilst there was a general consensus on many issues over
time, later platforms reflected a Zionist narrative that would go on to be a key element of Reform
Judaism — allowing Zionist youth movements like Netzer to thrive. So that makes us question, what is

Reform Judaism?

Well, I would propose it is three things. Firstly, it responds to the needs of the individuals within it.
When trends changed, ideas developed, and the composition of the community was altered — Reform
Judaism had to change as well. This is not just to pander the needs of the majority, or ‘go with the flow’
but rather to reinvent Judaism to meet the needs of the generation. This relies on a second element —
that Reform Judaism has to remain faithful and keep at its core: Judaism. Finally, Reform Judaism has
always striven to be intellectually honest. It accepts critique and hence allows regeneration,

development and even complete contradiction.

If this is the case, then we have to ask in the current day what do our generation of Reform Jews want,
and how can Jewish values enhance their lives, enrich those people and build community. This bit, I'm
not going to answer for you —I don’t think I could get anywhere close if I tried — so this is up to you.

Nu? Have a think about it — that’s what Shavuot is for.
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Informed decision making 1 is it casy

Judaism?
Emma Weleminsky-Smith

Reform Judaism gives its members a greater degree of personal freedom to pursue one’s own
ethics than traditional Judaism. A reform rabbi will not hound you for having bacon on your matzah or
not knowing the difference between Midrash and Mishnah. This freedom- the parking-your-car- in-the-
shul car park factor has become the face of Reform Judaism, and it continues to draw more Jews into
the Reform fold. But what are the implications of such a free Judaism? Why is it so open? Is it really
‘free’? Is it easy Judaism? These questions are key to understanding the concept of informed decision
making.

As Reform Jews we both affirm the importance of our ancient traditions and the
opportunities and ideas of the modern world. This is very easy to say but difficult to carry through.
Halachic Judaism has a relatively clear set of rules. Simple to understand: you cannot do this + you must
do that = sorted! Although such a lifestyle requires a significant amount of study and will power in
order to live to the letter of ‘the law’, it removes the individual in the rational decision making process.
What the law says is right, and if 'm not sure about something, my rabbi is right. Of course there are
aspects of a halachic life where decisions must be made, but the spectrum of options available is
massively reduced by the traditional rules.

Informed decisions require a lot more on your plate, and knowing that every option and source
available is multifaceted. We do not throw out halacha because it is all wrong, or accept all of the
modern way of life. Reform Judaism does not provide us with an absolute source of truth. Informed
decision making requires intellectually honest examination of the sources we have in front of us. When
we make a decision the answer should neither be ‘that’s what everyone else is doing, let’s do it!” nor ‘it
says so in the Torah, so let’s do it!”". At its best, Reform Judaism can be seen as a truthful form of
Judaism.

[ know that for many of my emotional and intellectual

sensibilities, I cannot accept that the Torah, with its dubious

Gvhat are the implications qf such a

authorship, nationalist tendencies, sexism etc as the failsafe
free Judaism? Why is it so open? Is it source of ethics. Therefore I cannot blindly accept halacha, the
really o6fr ée product of human rabbis with a strong sense of the importance

of creating a separation between Jews and non-Jews, as the

laws that should govern our lives. Our relationship with such
sources should be a struggle - much like the name of our people, Israel: to struggle with God. As a
result I have to combine modern ideas, my ethics, and what I have learned from Judaism and the Jewish
traditions.

The troubling issue with this process is that it often is not taken seriously in the lives of
members. You rarely see Reform Jews arguing over the merits of eco kosher versus traditional kosher
over most Kiddush tables, and you might wonder whether it would occur to many to do so. It was this
issue led me to feel that Reform Judaism was a joke- as it (often) doesn’t practice what it preaches.

Perhaps the reason why informed decision making often doesn’t make it into the decision
process of many Reform Jews is that it really expects a lot of us. To truly make an informed decision
one needs to understand the options and sources of guidance on a number of levels. Where did the
source come from? What has it meant to the community that has formed and used it? What connection
might it have to God? The list of questions to answer to be truly informed could stretch on forever. To
make real informed decisions one needs to be well educated- know what you are choosing and what you
are rejecting, and to be able to put your self-interests aside- to not to choose something because it is
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what tradition tells you, or what you like, or what is easy, but what on reflection you believe to be
right. How often does anyone make such an esteemed decision? I defy anyone to make such a decision
and call it ‘easy’.

Informed decision making leaves us with a challenge- a task to progress in and develop
throughout our lives, a constant struggle to be extremely careful in our decisions, and yet to boldly act
in the world, and even more challenging, to do this process in a community. How can informed
decision making function in a community? It entails providing opportunities and an open environment
for people to carry out their decisions and gain support in doing so. Informed decision making both on
an individual and community level is possibly a potential to aim for rather than something you can say
‘this is what I/ we do’. Informed decision making has an ever moving horizon- it is a life-long goal.
Informed decision making is not about being ‘pick and choose’ Jews, but ‘struggle and do’ Jews.

T L XY XL X S TR Y xT X o, x| s
‘may the words of my mouth, and the meditation of my heart,
be acceptable to you, O God, my rock and my redeemer’

Can you be a Jewish Atheist? a question of

ORel i gi ous

The purpose of the answer is to generate
thought and discussion. It is a reflection of my
personal beliefs and does not claim an objective

answer to this question.

Let me put my cards on the table: I don’t
believe it is possible to be a Jewish atheist. This
is not to say that I don’t believe a Jewish
person’s faith in a supernatural being can
waiver, on the contrary it is believed that a
wrestling with your faith is a natural part of a
pious persons spiritual development. What I
believe is that God is the foundational basis of

all that we subsequently do and believe as Jews.

Now this doesn’t mean we have to accept the
Torah is literal when it talks about God, it may
be that it isn’t, to me this contention is not
relevant to the question of one’s faith, which
exists separately to reality. A person does not
necessarily believe in things, outcomes or ideas,

because they exist, nor because they are likely

to exist. Faith, to me, is not an intellectual

pl agiari smo

Gideon Golrstein

exercise. It’s about experience, feeling and
intuition not logic and deduction. To me a
literal interpretation of the torah, and a faith in

god are not mutually exclusive.

My point is largely semantic. Judaism has been
developing for quite some time now but has
always had a belief and covenant with God at its
core. You only have to look at one page of a
prayer book to see that. One of Judaism’s most
historically renowned prayers begins with the
line ‘Hear O Israel, the Lord is our God, the
Lord is One’. In fact the entire prayer goes on
to say how you should spend all day thinking
about this and telling it to everyone you know.
A person who defines themselves as Jewish who
doesn’t believe the traditional Jewish narrative
is, I think, underestimating the centrality of this
belief to Judaism. Even though Judaism has
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changed over the years, it never has allowed the As Jews we need our shared foundations. So

core belief of faith in God to be officially or many conflicts in the modern world are caused
outwardly disputed. I'm not a huge fan of the by a lack of shared vision and understanding. It
inheritance of Jewish status - rather I believe is important for us as Jews to accept core

it’s more important to qualify as a Jew based on Jewish values. If you call yourself a Jew without
belief in the core values of Judaism. On this one of the roots of this identity being a belief in
basis not buying into a core value of belief, such god you are committing a term I call ‘religious
as God, means you are not truly Jewish, or that plagiarism’. You are certainly something

there is a significant part of your Judaism though, just as ‘Jews for Jesus’ are certainly
missing. something, yet quite rightfully they are not

defined as Jews, or at least I don’t believe they

This is particularly relevant now. Judaism has should be. I believe this a good analogy as one

always been about a counter culture, and this of their core beliefs is just as significant, if not

has always affected the formulation of its beliefs less significant than a lack of faith in god.

and practises. In Western society having faith in

(one) god is even more contrary than it ever Just as I agree that when the hot dog was

has been before. The more that one aligns invented, it wasn’t called a hamburger despite
themselves with the mainstream opinions and retaining large similarities, I don’t believe
values of the modern Western world, the less atheist Jews should define themselves as Jewish.

of themselves they devote to Judaism.

Dear Aly | the RfY-Netzer Agony aunt column

Dear Alyson,

I canét stop weshiimtg. myo vBeveeaere,s hi tTe ¢
it, and my friends keep |l aughing a
off. What do | do?!

Aly says; Dear shemesht-s hi rt wearer, to stop you | a
at times, you can always purchase a nice new clean one from the RSY-Netzer office.

Dear Alyson,

As a future movement worker I ém i nmdvlicswed with
Dear future movement worker, | suggest that you find someone your own age and just be friends with the senior administrator

Dear Alyson,

I caneét -HBetzehes®BY out of my head. Since | ea

but my job is in jeopardy as | sometimes burst into song during the chorus. Please suggest a
remedy.

Dear Librarian
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Can | suggest that get a new job that wil!l en
content.
Have you got a problem? We
Dear Alyson, . youdg P .
Aly is here to help email your
| have a compulsive need to be messy. My fellow tzevet problems to us at
al ways bug me about this. Richard.pearson@rsy
change, or get them to accept me for whodm. What netzer.org.uk
should | do?
Dear Messy

I tds al ways very di st r es s iMkngsmalichangsm tidyggopmakestejemr h a s
less of a mission djust remember little and often always helps!

Dear Alyson,

| € m n o buastually existyl get all these emailsfromyoldabut | think ites
movement workers joke that you exist. Prove you do.

| am real, trust me , |l Om an administrator!!

Wanted and personals

Overzealous Zionist An Adam seeking his Eve, | Confused Reform Jewish Spurs fan wants to meet
WLTM more robust but only one who accepts activist WLTM either a genuine football
Zionist to discuss middle biblical criticism. feminist or anti-feminist. | enthusiast to learn what
east issues. Also likes football is about. Aston
long walks. Villa fan sought.
LQ@PS 06SSy ¢ SorryaboutCain? Welll | Mr Tikkun wants to make | You saw me bathing on
the desert too long. Can can be your Abel. GSOH his world complete. | can | the roof ¢ well | hope you
you be my 10 needed, preferably non repair you! did. Please call me!
commandments? smoker.
You were the Mazkir bdzK [ SiQa Corn Shnitzel, sad of Three colleagues seeking
wizard, | was the witch ¢ being rejected, seeking 4™ movement worker to
tSiQa YI ¢ loving vegetarian. make our year come
true.
Wanted:

1 An explanation of Reform Zionism — No salary offered, but some gone off Humous available.
q Expenses for trave]ling to camp.

I Filled in medical forms.

To reply or submit to the wanted or personals please email Richard.pearson@rsv—netzer.org.uk

The future of Nu?!

Nu? Needs you! Yes, this is not just a rhyme — it actually needs you to write articles, create columns and take this

project forward. If you love RSY-Netzer and have an idea just get in touch with us email Richard.pearson@rsv—

netzer.org.uk to express your interest!
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