Pesach and RSY-Netzer;
Storytelling and Traditions
Pesach is all about telling stories and passing down traditions… we read
the hagadah, tell the story of the Exodus, and we each have our own eclectic
family Seder rituals and customs.
Similarly, huge amounts of what we do in RSY-Netzer is about passing
down tradition, culture, values and atmosphere. We tell stories about our
histories, ourselves, and through the peulot we write, the resources we
build and the worlds and adventures we create.
In working on these resources for our movement this Pesach, we found some chinuch on the
RSY-Netzer computer system from around 10 years ago. In reading it, this idea struck us; as we
move towards Pesach and start retelling traditions and stories and re-enacting rituals and
customs, we can embark on a similar process in RSY-Netzer. We can reread and therefore relive
and learn from these educational resources, which were put together over a decade ago.
In these pages, you’ll find:
-

Some alternative versions of elements of the Seder. These retellings of “Dayeinu”, the Ten
Plagues, and the telling of the story of the Exodus can help us think more about the texts
which have been handed down to us. RSY-Netzernikim were reading these 10 years ago…
what has changed since then? How do we relate to them now?

-

Some reflections on Pesach and RSY-Netzer’s ideology, written by a movement worker 11
years ago, having just returned from Veidah.

-

A Brief History of RSY-Netzer, researched and written by current boger, Joe Grabiner.

In this way, let’s retell our story, the story of RSY-Netzer this year,
and let’s pass down from generation to generation the traditions, knowledge
and ideas which our leaders have been bringing us for years. By cherishing
the past and being creative, dynamic and putting in all the effort we can to
build an exciting and vibrant future!

Chag pesach sameach! !שמח

חג פסח

Dayeinu
By Arthur Waskow

If we were to free the Jewish people, but not to beat the swords of
every nation into plowshares,
It would not be enough for us.
If we were to beat the swords of every nation into plowshares, but
not to free our earth and air of poisons,
It would not be enough for us.
If we were to free our earth and air of poisons, but not to share our food and end all hunger,
It would not be enough for us.
If we were to share our food and end all hunger, but not to free the poets from their prisons,
It would not be enough for us.
If we were to free the poets from their prisons, but not to free all women, men, and children to be persons,
It would not be enough for us.
If we were to free all humans to be persons, but not free ourselves to know You,
It would not be enough for us.
Then how great, doubled and redoubled, are the claims the Redeemer makes upon our efforts! You call us
to struggle, work, share, give, think, plan, organize, sit-in, speak out, dream, hope, and pray for the great
Redemption!

Ten Plagues of Jewish Women
From Lichvod Pesach: A Women's Community Seder Haggadah by Sylvia Schatz, Avi Z. Rosenzweig, Sherry Hahn,
Rabbi Debra R. Hachen, Gloria Z. Greenfield, Temple Emunah, Lexington, MA, April, 2000.

Those were the plagues God sent to the Egyptians, horrors that were part of our liberation. Today, we see
ourselves as God's partners, not in the punishment of other people, but as agents for redeeming the world.
We therefore look around with open eyes at the plagues that enslave us. They need to be identified and
confronted. We name these plagues of today:
BLOOD - The dying hopes and dreams of women struggling with infertility and miscarriage.
FROGS - The uncontrollable leaping rate of violence against women: rape, domestic violence, muggings
and more.
LICE - The negative stereotypes which cause Jewish women to feel shameful or dirty or degraded.
BEASTS - The hunger and poverty that eats away like a beast at the most vulnerable women, especially
single mothers, the elderly and children.
CATTLE DISEASE - The distorted body images that hurt us physically or psychologically, with effects
ranging from low self-esteem to the scourge of eating disorders.
BOILS - The conscious or unconscious sexism that rises to the surface even in Jewish liturgy and
communal life.
HAIL - The continued attempts to limit our control of our reproductive rights, forcing women to have illegal
abortions or carry out pregnancies that should have been ended.
LOCUSTS - The men who feed their egos by oppressing their wives - twisting Jewish law and misusing it
by refusing to grant divorces to these "chained" women known as agunot.
DARKNESS - The blind eye that does not see women as equal and valuable, leading to sexual
harassment, glass ceilings, lack of equal pay, disrespect for aging women, and more.
SLAYING OF THE FIRSTBORN - The pervasive presence of diseases like breast cancer and AIDS, which
threaten to take more of our mothers, daughters, sisters, friends.
May this year bring each of us the opportunity to fight these plagues and others, that we may help bring
redemption to God's world.

The Telling
By Arielle Derby, from The Smith College Women's Haggadah, 1998.

Ima, Mother, tell me a story.
Yocheved looks down, over her bulging belly, at the little daughter tugging at her arm. This is her Miriam,
full of whys and whens and how comes. A story? Yocheved, sitting at her loom, has only one story to tell,
one she fears her daughter is too young to hear. But Miriam will not be hushed, and so Yocheved, weary
from the mud and the cloth and the stove, begins...
Once there was a people enslaved by an evil king. They worked day and night, but he was never satisfied.
This king, Miriam, wanted more, wanted everything the people could give. And he took everything from
them, down to their lives, down to their sons.
Miriam, bored of the story she has heard so many times, puts her hands on her mother's belly.
Ima, will I have a brother?
Yes
And Ima, will the bad king take my brother?
No. This time, the bad king cannot have everything he wishes. The voices of slavery will call out and be
answered; through the strength of the few, all will be saved. Do you understand, my daughter? Only
through courage will the bad king be overcome. Ahh, Miriam, I am a slave, but my children, they will be
free... you hold the power to make them free.
Tell me a story, whispers Shifra to Puah as they wait, tense, in the darkness. Another baby will soon be
born, but this night, the angel of death will be forced away. Puah, I am afraid, and Shifra reaches for her
hand. Do not be afraid, my sister, my friend. Puah's voice does not shake. We are givers of life, and the
power of life is strong, stronger than Pharaoh and his gods, stronger than law. Remember the force of life
within us all, in this birth tent, in this woman's camp, and you will not be afraid...
And what story can you tell me, whisper's Pharaoh's Daughter to the baby in the basket, his cries already
slowing. She holds him to her breast. What else can you be to me but a gift, a little treasure? A child for the
woman who is barren, and when I am old you will tell my stories for me. Pharaoh's Daughter knows the
origin of this gift, so often prayed for, but holds her silence. She walks calmly into her father's house.
Father, I have brought you our future, my son, she says.
I have sent my husband Moses back to You, Tziporah tells the darkening sky outside her tent. I found him
aimless in the desert but I know he belongs to You, and to his people. He will have a hard time of it, I know,
he hates crowds and says he doesn't speak well. I have a child on the way and he said he wouldn't leave
me, but I saw Your voice in his eyes and so I have sent him... may he go with visions for the future and
return with the faces of his past. What stories, then will he have for our child?
The women have dropped their tambourines in exhaustion; the sun is beginning to set. Miriam, Miriam, sing
to us, they cry. Miriam, tell us a story. And Miriam, the child of slavery, hears the voice of her mother. And
Miriam the prophetess of freedom, begins to tell the story...

A note from a movement worker for Pesach 5763/2003
I returned yesterday from an exhilarating Veidah tired but inspired. Dosing in front of the TV,
I caught the end of a programme about asylum seekers. Two people who had been campaigning
against asylum seekers, lived with refugees for a week. They found the experience difficult and
ended by saying that these particular people should be welcomed, but that they still believed that
the majority of asylum seekers are not genuine.
I was watching this programme with my mum and after it finished she turned to me and said
that these asylum seekers are us. My grandparents were refugees along with many others in
the Jewish community in England. We are refugees. I am left wondering how we, the Jewish
community, are affected by the refugee issue. We learn in the Torah that ‘God created
humankind in God’s Image’ (Bereishit 1:2) and that ‘saving a life is equivalent to saving the
whole world’ (Jerusalem Talmud, Sanhedrin 4:1). If we hold these concepts close to our hearts, do
we have a duty to care and do something for refugees?
Why I am I telling you this today? Tomorrow night Jews all over the world will sit down at the
Seder table and recount the story of being slaves in Egypt. We will remember our pain and then
our journey to freedom. As Reform Jews, I think it is appropriate to think about how this story
relates to us now, and the world in which we live. There are many people who live as ‘slaves’
without freedom, and many others who have come to the UK to escape oppression. Each of these
people are created in God’s image, and each one represents the whole world.
We were slaves in Egypt. We drink the salt water and taste the bitter herbs to remember how it
felt to live without freedom. Equally, we could watch the news to bring this to our attention. We
are now free. I think Pesach is a good time to think of others who are not. You could discuss
people who are still ‘slaves’ at your Seder or think about those that are desperately trying to gain
their own freedom. You can even visit the following website to see what you could personally do:
http://www.refugeecouncil.org.uk/supportus/index.htm.
Becca Kay (now Rebecca Fetterman)

A Brief History of the founding of RSY-Netzer (1977ish-1987ish)
By Joseph Grabiner, with HUGE thanks to everyone who was
interviewed
A timeline by date of important events in RSY-Netzer’s history:

1940s – YASGB is formed, led by Rabbi Dr Werner Van der Zyl in London.
1977-80 – First shaliach works for RSGB, Chaim Lederman.
1978 – After Jakob Josef Petuchowski speaks at RSGB conference, the youth are inspired to rename their group RSY.
1978 – Adam Winton, Jon Papier, and Warren Elf begin to serve as part-time unpaid mazkirim.
1980 – RSGB employs their first Youth Director for a single year.
1981 – First group goes to Ha’Machon L’Madrachei Chutz L’aretz
representing RSY.
1981 – RSGB employs Ian Wainer as the second ever Youth
Director.
1981 – First Israel Tour occurs during the winter holiday.
1982 – RSY sends Adam Winton, Di Roberts, others to Netzer
Veidah to seek out the process of joining.
1982 – First summer tour to Israel.
1983 – Gill Yentis employed as Fieldworker for the RSGB.
1983 – RSY joins Netzer.
1983 – Shichvot, ideology, song, and structure created.
1983 – “Nu” magazine established.
The second ever RSY-Netzer Veidah
1984 – RSY-Netzer slowly begins to take over Shemesh.
1985-90 – Conversations about the potential RSY-Netzer garin take place.
1987 – Melanie Sobell is employed as the first full-time paid mazkira of RSY-Netzer.
How and when RSY-Netzer was created, by who, where, who helped etc.

The origins of RSY-Netzer go back to the 1940s when Rabbi Dr Werner Van der Zyl, then rabbi of North
Western Reform Synagogue (Alyth), was the leader behind the founding of YASGB (the Youth Association of the
Synagogues of Great Britain), a not so original twist on the name of the adult organisation ASGB. For several
decades it was a loose collective of synagogue youth groups who had little to do with one another. Those
involved would join together for a summer camp originally called Frencham (named after the place it was held)
and then called Shemesh (as it remains to this day). The camp was organised and run by a group of young adults
who were members of reform synagogue communities known at “RSGB Holiday Committee”. They appointed
two directors of Shemesh each year. The two-week long camp had little Jewish content and far more of it was
dedicated to recreational games and sports as opposed to what we would now think of as a machane in classic
Zionist youth movement terminology.
At the 1978 RSGB conference (Reform Synagogues of Great Britain- after ASGB had been renamed) in
Harrogate, there were several delegates present to represent the youth of the community. They were Colin
Bulka (currently Programmes Director at JW3, London and former Head of Ha’Machon L’Madrachei Chutz
L’aretz, Jerusalem), Jon Papier, and Michael Marmur (Vice-President of Hebrew Union College). After hearing a
key-note speech by American Reform Rabbi Jakob Josef Petuchowski on the subject of informed decision
making they decided their youth group needed more of a Reform identity. That year a conference was held
named “A Need for Reform” and YASGB voted to rename themselves “Reform Synagogue Youth”, or RSY. To go
along with this, the movement decided to create the post of part-time Mazkir/a that was to be filled by
someone who had grown up in a reform community, but was not of the same group who were organising
Shemesh. Between 1978 and 1981 this unpaid post was taken on by Adam Winton, Jon Papier, and Warren Elf.
This coincided with the second ever shaliach arriving at the RSGB in 1980, Itzhik Aharoni. However, there was
nothing distinctively Zionist about the workings of RSY yet.

During 1980 a decision was taken
by the chair of the RSGB, Raymond
Goldman, to employ a “Director of
Youth” who would oversee RSY.
Goldman had seen the dedication
and passion of the established
Zionist youth movements active in
the UK, like Habonim and Bnei
Akiva, and wanted to see if RSY
The first Shemesh summer camp in 1977
could develop into a similar group.
Essentially, it was a position created in order to make RSY into a movement. In the first year the job was done
by Mike Lee. However, it was in 1981 with the introduction of Ian Wainer that things began to change
significantly. Wainer had grown up in North East London active in the popular socialist Zionist youth
movement, Habonim. He had been a chanich, madrich, and had gone of Shnat with his movement. He then
returned to do movement work, was the Rosh Chinuch and then had made aliyah. After working on a kibbutz
and a period doing his basic training in the IDF Wainer and his wife found themselves living in Tel Aviv when
he was employed to take on the role of Youth Director at the home of RSY, The Manor House in Finchley, North
London.
In 1981, just before Wainer took on the post, the first group to go to Ha’Machon L’Madrachei Chutz L’aretz
representing RSY departed. They were Laura Janner (currently Rabbi of the Movement for Reform Judaism),
Richard Dale, and Andrew Leigh. When they returned they were, as began a trend, deeply committed to
Zionism and wanted their movement to take an ideological stance. In Wainer they found the perfect partner
and with the backing of Raymond Goldman everything was ready for RSY to become a fully fledged Zionist
youth movement. In 1982 RSY sent several delegates to Netzer Olami Veidah in Jerusalem to find out more
about the world-wide Reform Zionist youth movement. Shlichim continued to be sent from The Jewish Agency
to work with RSY, performing the classic youth movement role of the shaliach, being another responsible adult
around and also providing a particular expertise in Israel and Zionist education.
Early in 1983 Wainer secured funds from the RSGB to employ a second full-time member of staff for the Youth
Department. Gill Yentis, Wainer’s long time friend and Habonim bogeret, joined RSGB as the first ever
Fieldworker. Together they began to make big changes. RSY was given a structure and an ideology. Shichvot
were named in an extended metaphor of a tree (not dissimilar to Habonim’s use of water). The 10-12 year olds
were Garinim (seeds), the 13-16 year olds were Shtillim (shoots), and the 17-19 years olds were Illanot
(saplings). Every synagogue group who had a weekly club that affiliated to the wider movement was now
deemed an anaf (branch). Each synagogue group would appoint a rosh of their group and they would come
together to form the RSY mazkirut. Perhaps most revolutionary was the renaming and redefining of those who
worked to run activities in the movement. Previously anyone older than 17 was called ‘a manager’. However,
Wainer had a strong refrain that “managers work in Tescos, madrichim work in a youth movement”. The term
madrichim was brought in, as was bogrim. Wainer and Yentis were clear that the movement needed an
ideology- it needed something to stick it together and for everyone, regardless of where they were in the
country, to believe in and commit to. Having been heavily influenced by their youth in Habonim they chose to
mimic the three-pillar model but to make it suitable for a Reform setting. The result was Reform Judaism,
Reform Zionism, and Tikkun Olam. It is not clear exactly when those three pillars were named, however, there
is a story that at the mazkirut meeting during which the movement were finalising the pillar Tikkun Olam, a
long kabbalisitc text study on the origins of the term took place before the vote was held.
The main events of the movement during this period were almost all weekly shabbatonim. They were often
held in the no longer existent Project Block and Stable Block of The Manor House and consisted of up to 100
chanichim from all across the country sleeping on the floor overnight and having peulot run for them by
madrichim. The shabbatonim were shichvot-specific so garinim, shtilim, and illanot would all have their own,
with special hadracha events being held for the madrichim too. The movement would work with established
youth workers at bigger synagogues to try to convince them to bring their chanichim to these weekends, whilst
trying also to develop new anafim at smaller synagogues across the UK.
Once RSY had declared itself a youth movement its relationship with the RSGB became more complicated.
Always self-defining as ‘semi-autonomous’ RSY was on one hand an independent Zionist youth movement but
was on the other hand the youth group of the RSGB. It fell to Ian Wainer as the employee of the RSGB
overseeing RSY to mediate this relationship- a part of the role of Youth Director that would continue to this day,

albeit under a different name. One particular issue that arose was when RSY wanted their events to become
more kosher than the RSGB events were at that point in time.
The next big development in RSY was joining Netzer. With more Jewish and Zionist content during their events
it seemed like a natural move and in 1983 at a meeting of the Shtillim age group (who were 13-16) a vote was
held. There were 13 votes in favour of joining Netzer, 10 votes against, and 39 abstentions. Therefore, the vote
passed and RSY became RSY-Netzer. In 1984 Andrew Gilbert and Andrew Leigh went to Netzer Veidah as the
first official RSY-Netzer delegates. There had been some backlash from the adult community. Some in the RSGB,
including some of the rabbinate did not think the entire youth movement should affiliate so strongly with
Zionism advancing the view ‘not all Reform Jews are Zionists’. However, it was again Raymond Goldman’s
resolve and determination that meant that RSY joined Netzer with relatively few problems from the British
Reform community.
The practice of Judaism in the movement during these early years had been very much a reaction to what the
participants had experienced elsewhere in the Reform community. Many were disenfranchised by the
simplifying of Reform ritual to make it user friendly, and instead saw this approach as childish. The result was a
far more traditional form of Judaism. It was still totally egalitarian albeit less creative than what the movement
would find when they began interacting with other sniffim of Netzer, but nonetheless it was a form of Reform
Judaism that they wanted to practice. In 1985 Ian Wainer left the RSBG and Gil Yentis moved from Fieldworker
to become Youth Director.
During the mid 1980s a serious conversation began to develop about an RSY-Netzer garin. There had always
been a wide range of possibilities for chaverim of the movement who wanted to live out the ideology. One thing
that made RSY-Netzer unique in the UK was that its inclusive ideology did not demand a plan for aliyah from its
madrichim. However, by 1985 there was a group of around fifteen chaverim who did want to commit to moving
to Israel and who wanted to establish a settlement together. The plans progressed and after The Jewish Agency
offered the group some land in the North of Israel. One member of the group even began training as a plumber
in London- thinking this would be the most valuable thing for the group once they made aliyah. The plan never
went ahead, although many of those involved did end up making aliyah of their own accord.
In 1986 the movement employed its first full-time Mazkir. However, Danny Chinn, who took on the role was not
actually paid by RSY-Netzer or the RSGB. He was working part-time for Finchley Reform Synagogue (FRS) as
their youth worker and with a salary provided by them also worked for RSY Netzer. That year Chinn took on
the role of chair of the Zionist Youth Council and thereby was able to make a claim for funding to the JYCA ( a
central Jewish communal body who allocated funds to Zionist youth movements). The next year, in 1987,
Melanie Sobell became the first full-time paid Mazkira of RSY-Netzer working with two further movement
workers: one responsible for Shemesh and one responsible for fieldwork.
From that point on RSY-Netzer grew from strength to strength with countless more madrichim, movement
workers, youth directors, lay leaders and others helping it along its path to shining glory.

The madrichim of Shtillim Bet Shemesh in 1989- when RSY-Netzer
had totally taken over Shemesh.

One of the earliest Garinim weekends at The Manor House in 1983

This is an entry from “Pardess”, the magazine which RSY-Netzer chaverim used to
produce during the 80s and 90s. Pardes was discontinued, mainly because the internet
replaced it! However, we’ve got lots of old copies in the office. Libby Burkeman, the MRJ
Director of Informal Education found this article about Pesach from the April
1998/Nissan 5758 edition, edited by Oliver Bradley. Come in to the office and have a
look through some RSY-Netzer history if you like!

We wish you a meaningful and healthy Pesach, and that the stories and traditions
handed down in this choveret will add to your knowledge and connection to the chag.
Just as we pass down the narrative of the Exodus and the customs and rituals of the
Seder, let us continue to pass down the counter-culture, atmosphere and special
traditions of RSY-Netzer for a long time to come!

