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ARE YOU (AN INFLUENCER) ->

All human beings are both influenced and influencers at the same time. We are affected by
people around us and automatically affect others, sometimes without even realising.

This Shavuot booklet has been created for teenagers and young adults to further explore the
theme of independent thinking. Do we ask enough questions? Is free thinking a sign of
confidence or stubbornness? What can we learn about the way we think, challenge and seek
clarity, from Jewish sources and current affairs?

The Jewish scientist Isidore Rabi won the Nobel Prize for physics in 1944. He was once asked
why he became a scientist. He replied: "My mother made me a scientist without ever knowing it.
Every other child would come back from school and be asked, "What did you learn today?' But
my mother used to say, 'lzzy, did you ask a good gquestion today?’ That made the difference.
Asking good guestions made me into a scientist.”

(J3DN3INT4ANI 4O

When the Torah was given to the Jewish nation at Mount Sinai on Shavuot in the year 1313 BCE,
corresponding to the Jewish year 2448, there were two parts - the Torah and the Oral Torah. The
Torah was codified from the outset while the Oral Torah is a compilation of discussions, debates
and insights which have been collated from the conversations of the rabbinic sages over
centuries. Each of us is encouraged and empowered to add to that dialogue.

CHAG SAMEACH!
Rabbi Eli Levin Batsheva Wolf Rabbi Joel Kenigsberg Dania Mann-Wineberg
Tribe Rabbi Tribe Secondary Rav Shaliach, & Josh Daniel

and Youth Education Bnei Akiva UK and Chinuch workers,

Manager Magen Avot Community Bnei Akiva UK

THE SECTIONS OF THIS BOOKLET ARE COLOUR CODED TO REFLECT
THE DIFFERENT TYPES OF CONTENT INCLUDED.

Section one Section two presents @ Section three features a passage
is a debate. articles to get you thinking. of Talmud (Oral Torah) and
an excerpt from the Book of Ruth,
which we read on Shavuot.

Each sectionhas SOURCE POINTS TO PONDER and SUGGESTED ANSWER

We have provided different learning styles to appeal to a range of interests and levels. Take your pick
or try all three, but either way get involved in the discussion. Your voice is important.




@5 DEBATE(ON INDEPENDENT THINKING

Introduction

The following debating session is about the importance
of and the Jewish view on independent thinking and
asking guestions.

How does Judaism View
Independent Thinking?
By Batsheva Wolf
from Tribe

NEWS PROVISION IN RUSSIA

SOURCE Washington Post article, 8 March 2022 =

Even as his rockets rain down on Ukraine, Russian President Vladimir Putin is engaged in another
war at home: One bent on total control of public opinion. To read or view the manipulative
domestic coverage of the assault on Ukraine is to walk through a looking glass into a
propagandist world of Russian heroes and Ukrainian nationalist villains. The cast of characters
seems to serve one purpose: Creating a single narrative of the war for Russians built on Putin’s
preferred — if false — narrative. (...) In Russia, truth is getting harder to find as the penalties for
speaking it grow harsher. A draconian “fake news” law signed by Putin last Friday criminalizes
contradiction of the official Kremlin line on a war that Putin insists is not even a war — and merely
describing it as such in Russia could now earn you a 15-year jail sentence. The tightening
restrictions force some of the few remaining independent news outlets in Russia to shut down or
suspend operation, even as the Kremlin moved to restrict access to foreign-based websites and
social mediaincluding Facebook.

POINTS TO PONDER SUGGESTED ANSWER

Why do you think the Russian
government tries to control
the news provision for

the Russian population?

inion on this?
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Q DEBATE(ON INDEPENDENT THINKING

FREEDOM OF THOUGHT IN JUDAISM

I— SOURCE From ’48 Ways to Wisdom’, Rabbi Noah Weinberg, www.aish.com =

//

POINTS TO PONDER SUGGESTED ANSWER

— Rabbi Weinberg encourages us to analyse what we learn

and to think for ourselves. He tells us to ask questions in
order to gain a deeper understanding of the issue at hand.
— Rabbi Weinberg used to say: “Your mind is a flashlight to
. ) / lead you out of the darkness and into reality”, emphasising

how we should use our own intellect and mind to guide us.
N This is vastly different from the view of governments such as
el the Russian, that try to control the way people think.




@5 DEBATE(ON INDEPENDENT THINKING

TRUTH vs LIES

SOURCE Transforming the World, p.99, Rabbi Leo Dee =

The Hebrew word for truth, Emet, nnx, consists of the first, middle and last letters of the Hebrew
alphabet. [...] The Hebrew word for lie, Sheker, apw, consists of three consecutive letters in the
Hebrew alphabet. The letters of Emet are all letters that stand on two legs. The letters of Sheker
are all letters that stand ononeleg.

Say our Rabbis, the difference between truth and lies is that truth is seeing the whole picture -
from beginning to end. And truth stands on two legs- it can be tested from multiple angles and it
always stands up and stands the test of time. Lies are true to an extent, otherwise they’d just be
stupid statements. But they’re only a small part of the truth. They don’t stand the test of time, nor
do they stand up against investigation.

POINTS TO PONDER SUGGESTED ANSWER

What do you think the above
has to do with asking questions
and free thinking?

Can you connect this to the
previous source from Rabbi
Noah Weinberg?

PN



SCIENCE vs BELIEF

Q DEBATE(ON INDEPENDENT THINKING

I— SOURCE

//

Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks, www.rabbisacks.org =

POINTS TO PONDER

SUGGESTED ANSWER

According to Rabbi Sacks, asking questions is a show of
ultimate belief that Judaism holds the answers. It is showing
trust that the religion can weather being challenged.

POINTS TO PONDER




ARTICLES TO GET YOU THINKING

JUDAISM’S CAVEAT TO INTELLECTUAL HONESTY

In perhaps one of the strangest midrashim in our
tradition, Moshe asks his father-in-law, Yitro, for
permission to leave the land of Midian and return
to Egypt. Yitro agrees that Moshe can go back to
Egypt, on the condition that he lets his first-born-
son (Gershom) explore idol worship. Bizarrely,
Moshe agrees to this condition! Some background
on who Moshe’s father-in-law was might help us
understand the midrash.

Another midrash tells us that Yitro had served
every known idol. After coming across some evil
or injustice associated with each idol, he rejected
all of them in favour of serving God. Yitro came
to Judaism through a moral-intellectual search
for truth and justice, reminiscent of Avraham’s
own journey to discovering God. Yitro wanted
his grandson to realise Judaism in the same way
that he did and Moshe (seemingly seeing the value
in such an approach) agrees.

Clearly, this intellectual-moral search for truth and
justice through independent thinking is an significant
value in Judaism, but it also comes with an
important caveat. Years later, in Sefer Shofetim
(the book of Judges), we are introduced
to “Yonatan son of Gershom, son of Menashe”
(Judges 18:30). Yonatan and his descendants were
idol worshippers. The rabbinic sages identify this
character with Moshe’s grandson. In other words,
according to our rabbinic sages, Moshe’s grandson
was an idol worshipper! What went wrong with
Yitro’s plan for an intellectually honest moral search
for Judaism? Perhaps this gives us an insight into
our sages’ view on intellectual honesty.

Being intellectually honest presupposes being both

By Josh Daniel (Chinuch worker, Bnei Akiva UK)

intellectual and honest. Going about that search,
towing along all our unintellectual dishonesties
(and emotional baggage!), is not always a recipe
for success. It was certainly possible for Avraham
and Yitro, but does that mean it is possible

for everyone?

In the Torah whenever the Shalosh Regalim (the
three pilgrimage festivals - Pesach, Shavuot, Succot)
are presented, the order is always Pesach, Shavuot,
Succot. What is the significance of this order? Rabbi
Chaim Soloveitchik zt”l (1853-1918) presents the
following answer. The cycle of these three festivals
is representative of our life. When you are born, you
are incubated, you are immersed and surrounded by
spiritual things and the people you love - this is
Pesach. Then comes your bar or bat mitzvah, when
you accept Torah and mitzvot- this is Shavuot, which
celebrates the Jewish people receiving the Torah.
And finally, in your adulthood you interface and share
your Torah and Judaism with other Jews and the
world - this is Succot.

The three festivals represent increasing levels
of exploring and interfacing our knowledge with
the outside world. The most wide-ranging mitzvah
of Pesach is to not eat chametz, a negative
commandment, representing intellectual insularity,
because Pesach is about being passive, being
born and taking things in. The most pervasive mitzvah
of Succot is dwelling in the succah, a positive
commandment and Succot is about being active and
interfacing our knowledge (and homes) with the
world. Shavuot is about the in-between. It has no
unigque mitzvot associated with it and represents the
careful balance between the two.

NN



POINTS TO PONDER

Is intellectual honesty
important in Judaism?

Can you think of any other
reasons that the three
pilgrimage festivals might be
placed in that order?

Can you think of a prayer we
say on Shabbat that conveys
these very ideas?

SUGGESTED ANSWER *

A few years ago, when | attended the Chief Rabbi
Shabbaton run by Tribe, Chief Rabbi Ephraim Mirvis
explained that before we ask questions like, “mi k’eloheinu?=
“who is our God?” every Shabbat, we first declare, “ein
k’eloheinu” - “thereis none like our God.”

Only by first learning a lot about God can we begin to delve
into questioning His nature. Before Yaakov “wrestled with
God,” Yaakov learned about God for 14 years.” Whilst
appreciating intellectual honesty as a key value for the
Yitro’'s and Avraham’s of the world, let’s spend our Shavuot
getting to know God, in the deepest way we can so we can
declare “ein k’eloheinu” with a full heart.




ARTICLES TO GET  YOU THINKING

RELIGIOUS ZIONISM AND INDEPENDENT THINKING

By Dania Mann-Wineberg (Chinuch worker, Bnei Akiva UK)

When God offered the Torah to the Jewish People,
their famous reply of

“We will do and we will hear”

denotes the importance of practical religious
commitment in Judaism as a foundation for then
working to understand, ‘why? However, it is important
not to forget the ‘vnwi’ (we will hear) part of this
monumental declaration, the importance of working
to understand a concept in order to then orchestrate
it in a meaningful and authentic way, even if it is one
that we have already been practising.

Some people reading this have grown up with the
phrase ‘Religious Zionism’ ricocheting around the
Jewish environments we find ourselves in. Perhaps
it has been declared part of an institution’s hashkafa
(religious outlook), maybe we have sung about it on
machane (camp), or have been strongly encouraged
to make Aliyah by people we look up to. All of these
examples, whilst indicating an inherent pride in and
focus on Religious Zionism, as well as demonstrating
a fulfilment of fwyy’ (we will do), do not really do
justice to the nuanced and beautiful range of
independent thinkers behind the development of this
intricate outlook; the ynwi’ giving rise to the abundance
of opportunities for independent thinking (if it is taught
properly).

Firstly, being a Zionist at all requires a substantial
dose of independent thinking. We are constantly
bombarded with narratives in the media and from
those around us which can be biased and often
contradictory. The decision to seek additional
information and not take every report at face value
is to think independently.

From a different angle, making the decision to firmly
paste the word Zionist’ next to ‘Religious’ in one’s
Hashkafa can require one to consciously think in an
independent way, often requiring a burst of intellectual

“ypun nwyy” (Shemot 7:24),

bravery in the process of becoming a Zionist salmon
in a stream that holds no spiritual significance to the
modern state of Israel.

Contemporary Religious Zionism itself was developed
by independent thinkers who looked to one side to see
powerful secular Zionist pioneers and looked to the
other to see giants within Torah thought who did not
see the development of a Jewish State as a Torah
value in the context of the 19th century. Enter Rav
Kalischer, Rav Gutmacher and Rabbi Yehuda Alkali,
19th Century pioneers of Religious Zionist thought.
They trawled through the Torah and other religious
texts, providing evidence for their belief that the return
to Eretz Yisrael could be a drawn-out process,
requiring initiative and hishtadlut (effort) from human
beings rather than just prayer. With the turn of
the 20th Century came Rav Kook (1865-1935), with
his mystical model of Religious Zionism and an
intrinsically spiritual process, followed lateron by
Rav Soloveitchik (1903-93) with his own nuanced and
independent way of thinking on the topic.

Rabbi Sacks highlights the complexities in thought
associated with Religious Zionism.

“The State of Israel has in itself transformed the terms
of Jewish life and brought to the
forefront a series of theological questions that had laid
dormant or disattended since the end
of the biblical period.” (Crisis and Covenant p. 18)

Let’s not shy away from asking complex questions
or acknowledging the validity of nuance in hashka
when it comes to Religious Zionism. This Shavuot, let’s
address the ynwy (we will hear) as well as
the vy (we will do). Let’'s not be content with just
promoting Aliyah and supporting Medinat Yisrael, but
explain why this is important, acknowledging the value
of each and every one of us as well as our chanichim,
youth and students, in the mesorah
(tradition) of Jewish thought.



POINTS TO PONDER

— \Why is Religious Zionism
an important outlook within
Jewish thought?

Can you think of any Torah
Sources that Religious Zionism
is based on?

Does one have to make Aliyah
to be an authentic Religious
Zionist?

SUGGESTED ANSWER

There's a lot to research here. For now though, one cool
Torah source for Religious Zionism is in the book of Ezra,
where King Cyrus gives the Jewish people permission to
return to the land of Israel and they do so on mass, just like
today (substitute the Cyrus declaration for the Balfour
declaration)! There are certainly sources explaining how
settling the land of Israel is a big mitzvah. However, we also
see that King Cyrus tells the Jews that are staying behind in
exile that they can still contribute to the building of Israel by
sending wealth over to their brothers and sisters there.
Clearly even back then, making aliyah wasn't the only way

to be a religious zionist. There are many ways to support
Israel!



By Rabbi Eli Levin

INDEPENDENT THINKING &

TALMUD, BAVA METZIA 84A

IN JEWISH TEXTS

Rabbi Yochanon
encounters Reish
Lakish who is chief
of the bandits and
encourages him

to transform his
physical strength
into strength for
Torah study. Reish
Lakish marries Rabbi
Yochanon'’s sister
and the two Rabbis
become study
partners until one
day it all goes
wrong.

Reproduced with permission from © Koren Publishers Jerusalem
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INDEPENDENT THINKING IN

MEGILLAT RUT (BOOK OF RUTH) JEWISH TEXTS
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But to her two daughters-in-law she said, “Go on now, turn back, each to your
mother’s home, and may the L-rd show you that kindness that you have shown the
dead and me. The L-rd grant that you find a place of rest, each in your husband’s
home.” As she kissed them, they wept aloud and said, “No. We shall return with you
to your people.” Said Naomi, “Turn back, daughters; why would you come with me?
Have I still sons in my womb who could be husbands to you? Turn back, my
daughters — go; I am too old to be with a man. Even were I to say, “There is hope for
me still, were I even this night to be married, even if I could bear sons again, are you
to wait for them as they grow? Would you be chained to them, never to be with
another man? No, daughters, for your presence is most bitter to me now, for the hand
of the L-rd has beaten me.” Aloud they wept still more, then Orpa kissed her mother-
in-law - but Ruth clung to her. And Naomi said, “Your sister-in-law has turned back
to her people, to her gods. Turn back after your sister-in-law.” But Ruth replied, “Do
not entreat me to leave you, to turn back, not to walk after you. For wherever you
walk, I shall walk, and wherever you stay, there I stay. Your people is my people; your
G-d is my G-d. Wherever you die, there I die, and there shall I be buried. So may the
L-rd do to me — and more - for death alone will separate me from you.” Naomi saw
that Ruth was determined to come with her, and she spoke to her no more.

Ruth was a Moabite princess
who converted to Judaism and
became the great-grandmother
of King David. She is a role
model of loyalty and
independent thinking. The Book
of Ruth opens with the sad
passing of three men, leaving
Naomi without her husband
Elimelech and her daughters-in-
law Orpah

and Ruth, without their
husbands Machlon and Chilion.
Naomi tells Orpah and Ruth to
return to

their family homes in Moab,
where they can rebuild their
lives. Orpah listens but Ruth
does not and

is determined to stay with her
mother-in-law Naomi as they
travel to Israel.
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IN TRIBUTE TO
YONI JESNER Z"L

Yoni Jesner z”’l was killed in a Tel Aviv
bus terror attack in 2002. Amongst
Yoni’s belongings that were found on the
bus, were two pages of A4 with his
handwriting. These had been started in
1999 and the latest date on them was 13
July 2001. They are of Yoni’'s thoughts on
life; very brief, but incredibly insightful in
one so young. He was not writing them
to show people, he was not writing them
to impress. He was writing them for
himself - to live by and to think about.
Yoni’s writings are available at
wWWww.yonijesner.org

YONI WROTE:
“LEARN FROM THOSE AROUND YOU.”

“WHEN TEACHING, NEVER DISREGARD AN ANSWER CURTLY.”
“ALWAYS BE ENTHUSIASTIC.”

pee YL

Yoni z’l believed that independent thinking means being open to new ideas and constantly
challenging ourselves. Enthusiasm leads to discovery. Find that passion, ask that question and
see where it leads you. We hope that you will take the debate, articles and Jewish texts in this
Tribe and Bnei Akiva Shavuot booklet, on your journey
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