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TU B’SHVAT - FOR A GREENER FUTURE
Oren Hudida of Neve Ziv, in the Galilee, planting a pine tree as the
Keren Kayemeth Le’Israel-Jewish National Fund starts the planting
season of Tu B'Shvat. (DROR ARTZI / KKL-JNF ARCHIVE)   SEE PAGE 23
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PARSHA OF THE WEEK SSHHAABBBBAATT  TTIIMMEESS

PARSHAT
BESHALACH
Rabbi Dovid Wineberg
Associate Rabbi, Sandton
Shul

HARRY IS an investment banker
in Manhattan. Each day, on his
way to work, he passes by a little
old lady selling pretzels for 25
cents, and each day he generous-
ly throws a quarter into her till
without taking a pretzel. 

One day, he tosses a quarter
and is preparing to move on
when the little lady calls out to
him: “Hey mister, you’re a very
good customer but you should
know that pretzels went up to 35
cents!”

Gratitude can be a fickle ges-
ture - both when we’re dishing it
out or when we’re receiving it.
Sometimes we find ourselves
practically gushing for things
that are relatively minor, while
the greater favours go unnoticed,
or worse. 

An old Yiddish adage com-
plains: “What favours have I
done for him that he should hate
me so much?” or as they say: “No
good deed goes unpunished.”

Can you be grateful for the
wrong things? Maimonides
(Rambam) asserts that mis-
placed gratitude can lead to
untoward results. How, he won-
ders, did intelligent people who
were so well versed in astrono-
my, agronomy and astrology,

his murder of the Egyptian. 
A popular Jewish custom is to

leave food for the birds over
“Shabbat Shira”, the Shabbat of
the Red Sea crossing to thank
them for preserving the integrity
of Moses’ instruction. 

Since it’s clear to Moses that
nature has no independence and
has therefore not made a choice,
how come he shows such appreci-
ation to a tool?

Herein lies the great lesson of
gratitude (Hakarat hatov in
Hebrew): Appreciation is for the
result, not the motive. 

When was the last time you
warmly thanked the petrol atten-
dant? True, it’s his job - but he
saved you a lot of hassle. 

The same is true with teachers
and civil servants and bank
tellers - even rabbis. It may be
their job, but they have just pro-
vided you with a service and for
that you should be grateful. 

If Moses could acknowledge the
dust of the earth or the waters of
the Nile, you could thank a
human being who made the
choice to be at your service. 

It goes further. Moses doesn’t
just say “thank you” to these
forces; he becomes indebted to
them. Because the effect of grati-
tude must be loyalty. 

Some people are wary of being
indebted to others; they’d rather

ever deceive themselves into wor-
shipping nature as divine beings? 

His answer is that these most
learned individuals understood
the deep impact of nature’s influ-
ence on all aspects of life and
therefore began offering gifts in
appreciation for the bounty which
they helped produce. 

The early ones understood that
the sun and moon weren’t in
charge, but they appreciated their
influence nonetheless and tried to
steer them in their favour. Thus
began the slippery slope towards
idol worship. In fact, teaches the
Rambam, nature’s force is simply
a tool in the hand of the artisan
with no independent will of its
own.

So it’s interesting to note that
Moses consistently shows appreci-
ation for nature’s “kindness”.
Moses won’t strike the Nile; it
saved his life. He also won’t curse
the earth as it helped him cover

Thanks, but no thanks
January 29/14 Shvat
January 30/15 Shvat

Beshalach
Shirah Tu B’Shvat

Starts Ends
18:15 19:34 Johannesburg
18:28 20:30 Cape Town
18:15 19:30 Durban
18:20 19:48 Bloemfontein
17:59 20:01 Port Elizabeth
18:15 19:50 East London

MOIRA SCHNEIDER
CAPE TOWN
PHOTOGRAPH 
SUPPLIED

BERNICE MUSIKANTH
is to be honoured with
her 100th Chairman’s
Award at a luncheon at
the Mount Nelson Hotel
at the end of January,
the first estate agent in
Seeff’s southern region -
including the Western
Cape - to achieve this.  

To be eligible for a
Chairman’s Award, one
needs to meet certain
sales criteria, be it num-
ber of units or rand
value per month.   

Musikanth, a former
teacher, has been a top achiever in the prop-
erty game since her entry into this field in
1996. For the past 10 years she has been
recognised on an annual basis for either
having sold the highest number of units in
a partnership of two or three, or being the
runner-up in this category. 

She specialises in the sale of apartments
- both new developments and the resale
market - in the City Bowl area of Cape
Town, which includes Gardens,
Oranjezicht, Tamboerskloof, Vredehoek,
Higgovale, Devil’s Peak, Bo-Kaap and
Zonnebloem.

“I’m passionate about property,” she
says. “It’s a hard profession, but very
rewarding.” 

Bernice Musi-

kanth, who is to

receive her 100th

Chairman’s Award

for property

sales.

not owe anyone anything. But
the English language has a word
that describes the interaction of
indebtness: it’s called, “relation-
ship”. 

The Torah describes the
Jewish people’s reaction to the
great miracle of the sea with two
words: “vaya’aminu baShem”,
and they believed in G-d. 

Seeing the Egyptian threat
drowning in the sea, inspired the
people to put their faith in G-d’s
commitment to them. And the
result of this well placed faith
was a relationship: “Az Yashir...”
then the people sang His praise,
committing themselves to
Hashem as His people. 

May we be inspired to show
our gratitude and thereby into
deeper and more meaningful
relationships, with people, the
universe and, above all, Hashem.

Good Shabbos!

100th Chairman’s
Award sweet
music to Bernice LISA MORALEE

PHOTOGRAPH: CAROL ROD

UNEMPLOYMENT has become a reality for
many skilled South Africans. The volatile eco-
nomic climate created by the world recession,
has resulted in huge job losses throughout the
country. Despite having the right qualifica-
tions and skills, many people are overlooked,
while others are placed in jobs that they are not
suited for. This situation is less than ideal for
both employers and potential employees.

In the face of economic uncertainty ORT
JET took on the challenge to ease the burden of
unemployment. In May 2009, ORT SA launched
JETjobs, to help skilled Jewish candidates find
suitable employment. ORT’s success  requires
an extended network within the Jewish busi-
ness community in order to access potential
opportunities. ORT JET’s, extensive business
database has been a very suitable platform
from which to launch JETjobs. 

Candidates looking for jobs are assisted in a
number of ways. Firstly, the network facilitates
the connection between candidates and poten-
tial employers and allows their skills and qual-
ifications to be viewed by various employers
and other recruitment agencies. Secondly, it
gives candidates the opportunity to have their
skills matched to suited employment. 

Thirdly, it gives employers a competitive
edge as they are able to hire the most compati-
ble candidates at a greatly reduced recruitment
cost, while giving assistance to the community.

JETjobs also takes the employment search to
the next level by providing candidates with
training, as ORT believes in   “Educating for
Life”. Various courses and lectures are offered
to candidates and assisted businesses as well as
skills training, general advice and guidance,
which is also on hand.  

Interview skills are available to give candi-
dates the best possible platform on which to
find employment and ORT is adding a facility
to enable candidates to upload their CVs to the
ORT JET website, which will further assist net-
working and placement. ORT JET will facili-
tate basic computer training at a very reason-
able cost. This is being done as a response to a
vital need that has been identified as a huge
barrier of entry into the job and business mar-
ket for many people, 

Since its implementation, JETjobs has
placed over 19 candidates in appropriate posi-
tions. In a short time span during a recession,
JETjobs made a difference to both candidates
and employees in the Johannesburg Jewish
community. 

Find the right placement or candidate by
using the JETjobs network. The search does
involve a minimal fee or compulsory donation.
For more information contact Nicci Raz on
(011) 728-7154 or e-mail nicci@ortjet.org.za 

To find out about the other services offered
by ORT JET, visit www.ortjet.org.za

The ORT JET team. Cindy Silberg ORT JET oper-

ations manager, Nicci Raz ORT JET fundraiser

and JETjobs manager, Rowan Swarz ORT JET

trustee and Avron Urison ORT JET CEO.

ORT’s JETjobs takes on the
unemployment challenge
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NEW YORK - A Chabad-initiated project has won a
$100 000 grant in a community project on Facebook.

A Chabad-initiated project won a $100 000 grant last
week when it was named a runner-up in the Chase, a
highly publicised contest run on Facebook.

The Friendship Circle, a Michigan-based project that
helps families with children with special needs, fin-
ished fourth last week in the JP Morgan Chase Bank
Community Giving Project contest, which offered $5
million in prizes to charities with budgets smaller than
$10 million.

The Chabad project received 59 023 votes, but lost out
to Invisible Children, a San Diego-based project that
helps child refugees of the civil war in Uganda.

Invisible Children edged the Isha Foundation, which
helps disadvantaged children in India, for the $1 mil-
lion grand prize. Invisible Children received 123 990
votes to 122 742 for Isha.

The bank created a platform on which charities
could create fan pages and ask for votes. Thousands of
charities created pages, and the top 100 vote getters by
December 12 were named finalists and awarded $25 000
each. The top finalists competed in a second round of
voting.

Though Susan G Komen for the Cure, an organisa-
tion that fights breast cancer, was started in honour of
a Jewish woman, and Seeds of Peace works in Israel
seeking a solution to the Palestinian-Israel conflict, the
Friendship Circle was the overtly Jewish project
among the contest's 100 finalists. 

Founded in 1994 by Rabbi Levi and Bassie Shemtov
in West Bloomfield, Michigan, the Friendship Circle
now has 65 branches in the United States, Canada,
Australia, France and China comprising 4 000 benefici-
aries and their families, and more than 8 000 volun-
teers. 

At its annual conference in Newark, New Jersey, last
week, Friendship Circle International announced that
the programme was well on track to have 100 branches
operating worldwide by the end of this year. (JTA)

FRIENDSHIP CIRCLE WINS $100 000 IN CHASE

CHALLENGE

DAVID SAKS

EVER SINCE the massive earthquake
that devastated Haiti on January 12,
Jewish and Israeli relief organisations
have been a highly active and visible
component of the international rescue
effort to alleviate the plight of the
stricken Caribbean country. 

The SAJBD has now set up a “Haiti
Emergency Relief Fund” on behalf of
the victims and issued an appeal to the
South African Jewish community to
support it. It has further linked with
American Jewish World Service
(AJWS), one of the largest Jewish relief
organisations in the world and will
channel all donations received to it. 

AJWS has been centrally involved in
Haiti relief work, both in aiding popu-
lations in the crisis zone and in assist-
ing those not already targeted for large-
scale relief, such as poor and rural
areas outside the capital, Port-au-
Prince. The promised support from the
South African Jewish community has
been warmly acknowledged, with
AJWS CEO Ruth Messinger calling it
an “excellent show of global trans-
national support” in this time of dire
need for the Haitian people. 

The Board’s letter to the community
opens by quoting Anne Frank, who
wrote: “How wonderful it is that no one
need wait a single moment to improve
the world.”

It concludes with an eloquent appeal
for community members to get
involved and make a difference:
“Imagine if you went home tonight and
everything you held dear was gone.
Imagine if on the other side of the
world, there was someone who had the
means to help. You have the power to be
that person.”

Funds raised will go directly
towards, inter alia, supporting search
and rescue efforts, providing food and
shelter for survivors, making available
emergency health services and educa-
tion to help reduce the second wave of
casualties due to injuries and disease
spread by corpses and human waste
and clearing roadways to facilitate res-
cue work and the distribution of emer-
gency supplies. 

In the latter area, there have arisen
serious obstacles to bringing timeous
assistance to victims. Additionally,
emergency psychosocial support to
survivors will be provided. Looking
ahead, support will be given to longer-
term recovery initiatives, including the
rebuilding of community centres, clin-
ics and schools, replanting of crops and
assisting community-based organisa-
tions in rebuilding civil society.

• Donations to the Haiti Emergency
Relief Fund should be made directly
into the SAJBD’s account, including
the depositor’s name and “Haiti” as the
reference. The Board’s banking details

are: Absa, Adderley Street branch,
account name: SA Jewish Board of
Deputies (Cape Council); Account
number 40 6049 3647, branch code
312109, current account.

A six-year-old Haitian girl was pulled

from the rubble and treated by the

IsraAID team in Port-au-Prince, Haiti,

on January 18. (PHOTOGRAPH: IsraAID)

SAJBD establishes Haiti
Emergency Relief Fund

• At the time of going to press, David Jacobson, Executive Director of the Cape Board of Deputies, commented that response
was trickling in. “There have been a couple of large generous donations, but on the whole the response to the appeal has
been relatively slow.”

AROUND THE
WORLD

NEWS IN BRIEF
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ROBYN SASSEN

LAST YEAR this time, Israeli
Ambassador to South Africa
Dov Segev-Steinberg, was
introduced to an Israeli/South
African cultural clash at the
Musho International Festival
in Durban. One year later, Sara
Gon director of Tararam, the
Israeli cultural arm which had
financially sponsored parts of
that festival, has resigned, due
to ideological differences and a
career shift; Segev-Steinberg is

left holding the cultural baby, it seems.
It was “Sounds from here”, an avant-

garde play about abuse, written by an
Israeli woman and performed by a
Palestinian woman, that Tararam, estab-
lished in 2004, had helped travel to South
Africa. This play caused the “trouble” last
year inciting anti-Jewish and pro-Muslim
protests. Gon went out of her way to pub-
licly acknowledge the support of the then
new ambassador. 

The Tararam-enabled visit, in June last
year, of 87-year-old master violinist, Ivry
Gitlis, to Soweto’s Buskaid kids, was a sig-
nificant turning point in the lives of many

Sara Gon, former

director of

Tararam.
(PHOTOGRAPH COUR-

TESY SARA GON)

Dov Segev-

Steinberg, Israeli

Ambassador to

South Africa. (PHO-

TOGRAPH COURTESY

WWW.WITNESS.CO.ZA)

Dada Masilo receives an ovation from her Israeli collab-

orators in the debut of “Umfula Wa Ma Dada” in

Herzliya earlier this month. (PHOTOGRAPH: AMOS VINEKOV)

Going, going Gon - but Ambassador
says Tararam is still carrying on

young black violinists; Tararam was at
that point already a cultural touchstone,
linking South Africa viably with Israel. 

Under Gon’s steerage of the Tararam
project, Israeli jazz had become an expect-
ed feature in the Standard Bank Jazz
Festivals all over the country and the
Israeli film festivals, funded by Tararam
and critically selected by Gon, were grow-
ing in popularity. 

“I am not a typical member of
Johannesburg Jewish society,” Gon, a for-
mer judge and the founder of the
Johannesburg Philharmonic Orchestra,
said recently in an e-mail, “but I thought
my knowledge, insight and administrative
skills would assist the aims of Tararam. I
believed that Tararam had the potential to
change opinion of Israel, not only held by
Jews, but by the rest of the community. 

“However, my artistic choices and
advice regarding the local scene have been
criticised or ignored. De facto, I am (now)
an administrator. I turn 50 next year. I
must control my own working life. I am
prepared to source venues and arrange
them, to hire transport and find musical
instruments.  

“I’m prepared to do all the legwork
around a production, but I make the deci-
sions too. This is no longer open to me at
Tararam.

“The sponsor (a prominent businessman
who elects to remain anonymous) has sup-
ported me, but I’ve told him that Tararam
cannot work parallel to, or at odds, with
the Embassy.” 

The ambassador was effusive in compli-
menting Gon on the sterling job of work
she had done with Tararam. “We were
sorry to see her go. She is a wonderful per-
son,” he added.

He stressed that Tararam continues to
function as excitingly as it had done in the
past, citing Tararam’s sponsorship of
Israeli choreographer Dana Ruttenberg to
perform at this year’s Dance Umbrella
from the end of February and the Israel
film festival which will happen, as usual,
nationally during June.

“Tararam is about promoting Israeli cul-
ture in this country. It is about new brand-
ing. Most people think of Israel and they
think of hatred, blood and warfare. It is
our job, in running Tararam to show
Israel’s wonderful culture to the broader
public. We have plans to showcase cine-
matography, dance and music from Israel
in the months and years ahead.”

Tararam’s final project under Gon’s
steerage saw South African dancer/chore-
ographer Dada Masilo travelling to Israel
to work with youth company Dance-
motion Israel, this month. 

“The project was amazing,” according to
South African-born Lynore Blum, one of
the founding partners in the company.  

“In the month that she spent in Israel,
Dada gave and participated in workshops
and finally staged ‘Umfula Wa Ma Dada’
based on Tchaikovsky’s ‘Swan Lake’, with
two male dancers from the Dance Factory
and our Israeli young dancers in Herzliya.
The performance received a standing ova-
tion. 

“Dada had auditioned 47, and chose 18 - 12
of them will be coming to South Africa to
perform at the Dance Umbrella in March. 

“Dada returns in October for the Tel
Aviv Dance Festival and to collaborate
with our dancers again.” 

Blum was enthusiastic about the pro-
ject’s existence and Masilo’s collaborative
energies within it, but was unsure as to
how it might be funded.

In the wake of her association with
Tararam, Gon plans to re-establish her
company, Sara Gon Agency cc, formed in
2007, with an expressed focus on classical
music in South Africa. 
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Back: Cindy Silberg ORT JET, Michael Sieff

former National Director ORT SA, Gregg

Kinross, runner. Front: Lauren Friedman,

runner, Nicci Raz ORT JET runner and Joel

Kessler, runner. Absent from the photo

are David Shapiro and Hilton Gishen who

will also be running the marathon.

MOIRA SCHNEIDER
CAPE TOWN
PHOTO SUPPLIED

LATE LAST year, Christiana van Zyl put
her money where her mouth was when she
delivered the first installment of funds rais-
ed to establish a playground at a kindergar-
ten for cerebral palsied children in Ash-
kelon, 20 kilometres from the Gaza border. 

A longtime supporter of the Jewish State,
van Zyl is treasurer of the Support
Association for Zionism (SAZ), a group of
Christian and Jewish Zionists founded over
a year ago in the southern Cape. 

“Our hearts are very into the vision for
Israel and supporting it in whatever way we
can,” she says, explaining her involvement
with the organisation. “The founding of SAZ
was a platform for us as Christian Zionists to

express our support for Israel in a practical
way, not just praying, but to help build up
the communities.” 

Kumi Ori - Arise and Shine - SAZ’s project
to establish the playground, has so far raised
R100 000. Van Zyl, the project leader, esti-
mates that the recipients will have the total
amount by the end of January. The total cost
of the venture will be R435 000; the project
will be ongoing.

Construction work hasn’t begun yet as the
special flooring needed is very expensive. “I
met with Mr Meir Bounhik, director of the
Ashkelon Foundation, who showed me
around the nursery school,” she recalls.

“What touched my heart was the totally
devoted personnel of that kindergarten and
the way that they handle the children.” 

She points out that South African Jewry
was closely involved in the founding of

Ashkelon, making the current effort “very
special” to the city-dwellers.   

For the Van Zyl family, support for Israel
is second nature. Her husband, Leon, is co-
chairman of SAZ (with David Abel) and her
son Rehgert is chairman of its youth league. 

On February 24, Leon will attend a cere-
mony at the playground where a wall-
mounted plaque with an inscription com-
memorating SAZ’s contribution, is to be
unveiled. “I think it’s very generous of them
to do that,” she comments.  

On that score, I ascertain from her that
these trips are self-funded. “It’s worth it,”
she says, unfazed. 

Christiana’s visit - her 16th to Israel - has
had the effect of inspiring her to reach even
greater heights. “More than ever, I’m deter-
mined to see that we will stand with Israel
and assist them in whatever way we can.”  

LISA MORALEE
PHOTOGRAPHER: CAROL ROD

THE YEAR 2010 has stirred great excitement
for South Africa, as everyone counts down
the days to the Soccer World Cup kick-off.
However, there is another countdown taking
place in Houghton, Johannesburg, for the
staff of ORT SA. On April 25 thousands of
people will gather in London to run the 30th
London Marathon, one of the world’s largest
fundraising events. ORT SA will be part of
this.

Nicci Raz, ORT fundraiser, has put togeth-
er a team of dedicated people who will put
their takkies on in order to raise funds for
ORT South Africa. Some are seasoned run-
ners, while others are running for the first
time, but, all will cross the finish line with
one goal in mind: raising funds to ensure the
continuity of the amazing projects that ORT
SA are involved in.

The London Marathon was founded in 1981
by John Disley and Chris Brasher. Since then
it has grown in popularity and is among the
top five marathons in the world. 

The runners include Nicci Raz (ORT SA),
Joel Kesler (Anooraq Resources), David
Shapiro (Sasfin Bank), Greg Kinross (CIC
Energy Corp), Lauren Friedman (personal
trainer), Hilton Gishen (attorney ) and Craig
Nadleman (Mamba Media) and Jonathan
Martin (Blue Label Telecoms).

Raz says although she is not a runner, she
is determined to complete the marathon.
“Taking on the huge commitment to run the
London Marathon is part of my mission to
raise awareness as to what ORT SA has
achieved and continues to achieve through
various community projects.” 

The money raised by the London Marathon
campaign will be used to do what ORT SA
does best, help others by “Educating for Life”.

The overall financial goal for ORT SA’s
marathon campaign is R1, 2 million. In order
to raise this amount, sponsorship for each
kilometre will be sold for R30 000. However,
any donations are welcomed, as ORT SA’s
marathon campaign slogan states “Together
we can go the distance”.

A portion of the funds raised will be donat-
ed to Tshwane Place of Safety, A haven for
abandoned babies suffering from HIV and
other related illnesses. 

ORT SA prepares
for the London
Marathon

Christiana van Zyl with Meir Bounhik,

director of the Ashkelon Foundation, at

the special needs kindergarten in Israel

for which the Support Association for

Zionism is raising funds. 

SAZ’s Christiana spearheads Ashkelon fundraiser
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YAD determined 
to get young SA
Jews involved
RITA LEWIS

ALTHOUGH MANY of the South
African Jewish youth of today are
to some extent, interested in what
is going on in the community,
many feel this is just not enough.
Current trends therefore are to
encourage the "up-and-coming"
young people to involve themselves
in the community organisations. 

These, however, are mostly run
by the older generation and as oil
and water are known not to mix
too well, a new group has been cre-
ated by the IUA/UCF for the
youth. It will be called YAD (Young
Adults Division of the IUA/UCF).

This new division recently held
its launch at a fun evening entitled
the "YAD Comedy Evening",
which was held at the Simon
Kuper Hall, attended by some 150

young people.
YAD committee's new chair-

man, Gary Rothstein, welcomed
the gathering and gave a vote of
thanks to all the sponsors of the
evening including the DJ, Adi
Kaimowitz and organiser of the
sound system, Wayne Berger, say-
ing that the evening was for fun,
the serious work would start later.

Zev Krengel, national chairman
of the SA Jewish Board of
Deputies, gave a rousing speech
saying: "We are proud Zionists and
proud South Africans." 

Speaking about South Africa
and the rising worldwide anti-
Semitism phenomenon he said:
"We don't come cap in hand. We
will fight for Jewish rights. This is
our country. Let's build it up -
until you all make aliyah."

He added that any anti-Semitic

remarks made
by anyone,
would be given
zero tolerance in
this country and
elsewhere. The
safety of Jews
everywhere was
paramount and
thanks must be paid
to Israel's strength
and the fact that
Israeli soldiers were
presently "out
there fighting to
keep us safe". 

He said we had a debt of grati-
tude to pay to every one of them.

A video was then shown on the
varied work of the IUA/UCF
which will be continued by the
new group. 

After the dinner was served, MC

Greg Katz announced that the
"serious stuff" was over and it was
the turn of the comedians to
entertain the gathering.

Rabin and "Magic Man" Mark
Banks kept them in stitches with
their jokes and repartee.

The Magic Man then showed

everyone how to make animals etc
from different shaped balloons
and also displayed his prowess
with magic tricks.

During the evening Wayne
Berger auctioned some interesting
articles in an effort to raise funds
for the new group.

Lesley Davidowitz with

Paula Goldman YAD's

(Young Adult's)

co-ordinator 

IUA-UCF.

Two comedians, Magic Man and Rabin.
Avrom Krengel with Naomi Hadar, executive director, Gauteng IUA-UCF, Jody

Rakusen and Greg Katz.

Left: Mark

Banks, the

main comedi-

an of the

function.

Right:

Chairman of

the YAD, Gary

Rothstein.

Avrom Krengel, chairman of the SA

Zionist Federation and co-chairman 

of the IUA-UCF.

Magic Man, Mark Banks, Kineret Bitton, YAD committee member

and the representative of RAM (the sponsor of the drinks at the

event) Yoni/Jonathan Lurie. Some of the crowd listening to the speakers.

National chairman of the SA Jewish

Board of Deputies, Zev Krengel

addressing the gathering.
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COMMUNITY BUZZ
LIONEL SLIER 
082-444-9832, fax: 011-440-0448,
lionel.slier@absamail.co.za

JOHANNESBURG

South Africa’s first religious school -
Yeshiva College - was established in
the mid-1950s by Rabbi Michel
Kossowsky who named it “Yeshivat
Beth Yitzchak” in memory of his
father, who was the rabbi of the
Federation of Synagogues, as well as
rav of Johannesburg Beth
Hamidrash Hagadol and head of the
Beth Din.

When former South African,
Yaakov Coblentz (of the Efrat Kollel)
recently whisked out a Tanach and
showed Rabbi Shneur Suchard,
Rashi’s comment on Joshua not hav-
ing been suitably eulogised, it was a
precursor to a request: “Please write
a short sketch outlining Rabbi
Kossowsky’s life and work.”  

Rabbi Suchard wrote: “So, who
was Rabbi Yitzchak Kossowsky who
spent the last 18 years of his life
(1933 - 1951) shaping Jewish religious
life in South Africa?

“Sifting through a considerable
amount of archival material, I was
taken by surprise. Rising before me
was a luminous figure of the first of
20th century Jewry. Already in
Lithuania and Poland, Rabbi
Kossowsky was renowned for his
knowledge of Torah and an emis-
sary for the leading Torah authori-
ties.

“So, when the South African com-
munity looked to appoint a rabbi of
stature who would be respected for
his scholarship, it was no surprise
that Rabbi Kossowsky was chosen.
He proved well versed to take a
stand on the most challenging issues
of the day - complex halachic ques-
tions, kashrut, conversions, gittin
(bills of divorce), and Jewish educa-
tion.”

(Acknowledged with thanks to
Telfed, the magazine of the SAZF in
Israel.)

To be continued.

CAPE TOWN

The Birth of a Community by Israel
Abrahams.

‘This little volume is an account of
the history of Jewry in the Western
Province. The major section deals
with the period 1870 - 1902. This
work reflects much careful and
painstaking research on the part of
the author.

“This contribution to the meagre
historical literature of the Jews in
South Africa is valuable for its biog-
raphical sketches of three outstand-
ing spiritual leaders of the Cape
Jewish community of the latter half
of the 19th century.

“The stature of the Rev Joel
Rabinowitz grows steadily with time

and Rabbi Abraham’s sympathetic
and vivid description of this lovable
personality is definitely the best that
has hitherto appeared.

“Rabbi Abrahams further does full
justice to the valuable services ren-
dered to the community by the Rev
Abraham Frederick Orenstein,
whose private ‘collegiate’ school for
Jewish boys produced a number of
future leaders of the community, the
most notable, Morris Alexander
MP.”

This book review appeared in
Jewish Affairs October 1955. Price 10
shillings. (One rand.) (Today such a
book would probably cost over R200).

(To be continued).

JOHANNESBURG

In 1903 a meeting of the Jewish
Women’s Communal League was
called to discuss the plight of two lit-
tle orphaned Jewish girls. Rabbi
Hertz suggested the founding of a
home in Johannesburg and Max
Langerman donated four stands in
Kensington for it.

The new organisation was known
as the South African Jewish
Orphanage and was temporarily
housed in rented premises in
Hillbrow at 51 Pretoria Street and
later at 23 Esselen Street.

In 1906 the orphanage moved to its
own premises in a grand house in
Kensington. The official opening
took place on May 6, 1906 and this
date is now accepted as the birth date
of Arcadia (the later premises of the
orphanage). Although it was built to
accommodate 32 children, in 1921
there were 64 youngsters living
there. This was obviously an unsatis-
factory situation and something had
to give... and it did.

The situation was exacerbated by
the arrival that year of 87 (of the 200)
“Pogrom and War” orphans brought
out to South Africa by Isaac
Ochberg, rescued from Russia,
Poland and Ukraine. (Ochberg was
chairman of Orangia Jewish
Orphanage in Cape Town at the
time).

So, in 1922 Villa Arcadia was pur-
chased from Sir Lionel and Lady
Florence Phillips. Arcadia first
opened its doors to 141 children.  

HOLLYWOOD

“When the Marx Brothers
announced in 1946 that their upcom-
ing film was called ‘A Night in
Casablanca’, Warner Brothers
threatened to sue for breach of copy-
right. Warners had produced the
great hit ‘Casablanca’ four years ear-
lier and insisted that the Marx
Brothers were trying to cash in on it. 

“But Groucho Marx was no
slouch. He had his lawyers threaten
Warner Brothers with breach of
copyright for using the word ‘broth-
ers’. The Marx boys won as they
were brothers before the Warners
had formed their company.”

AROUND THE WORLD
NEWS IN BRIEF

NEW YORK - Israel has been grant-
ed membership in a United Nations
regional group in Geneva. 

Israel's membership in JUS-
CANZ - an acronym for Japan, the
United States, Canada, Australia
and New Zealand - was approved
last week by consensus. The group
also includes Norway, Switzerland
and several other democratic coun-
tries. 

The move was hailed by both the

American Jewish Committee and
its Geneva affiliate, UN Watch,
which called it a "historic accom-
plishment".

Israel has long been prevented
from joining regional groups at the
United Nations, a state of affairs
that has inhibited its full participa-
tion in the world body and roused
the ire of its foreign ministry and
American Jewish groups, which
considered the exclusion a blatant

contravention of the UN charter's
guarantee of state equality. 

In 2000, Israel was admitted to the
Western European and Others
Group, or WEOG, at UN headquar-
ters in New York. 

"Admission to JUSCANZ is
another step on the long road to
ending systemic discrimination
against Israel within the UN sys-
tem," AJC Executive Director David
Harris said in a statement. (JTA)

ISRAEL JOINS UN BLOC IN GENEVA

LONDON - Two British kosher
food companies were raided for
having illegal workers.

The Great Food Company and
Gilbert Kosher Foods could be
fined up to $113 000, The Jewish
Chronicle reported.

Five men working for The Great

Food Company were found to be
Sri Lankan and face charges for
having counterfeit documents.
Two men from Gilbert Kosher
Foods were found to be working
illegally while their asylum appli-
cations were being processed,
according to the Chronicle.

British Border Agency staff
interrogated 56 employees in 
the raid, according to the newspa-
per.

Both companies have the same
managing director, who is facing
stiff fines for knowingly hiring
illegal workers. (JTA)

BRITISH KOSHER FOOD COMPANIES RAIDED

From Taki in The Spectator,
December 5, 2009.

• The Marx Brothers were, of
course, Jewish. Originally there
were five: Groucho (Julius), Chico
(Leonard) and Harpo (Adolph) who
remained after Gummo (Milton) and
Zeppo (Herbert) had left after brief
appearances.

• Another madcap Jewish trio
were “The Three Stooges”. Larry
Fine, Mo Howard and Jerry
Howard. Jerry was later replaced by
his brother, Shemp. The trio made
what were called two- and three-
reelers which were shown as part of
the supporting programme of news-
reels, cartoons, adverts and trailers,
which played before the interval as
was usual in cinemas as anyone
over the age of 60 will well remem-
ber.   

JOHANNESBURG

From Carol Stock quoting Serena
Lapin writing from New Zealand:

“How heart-warming it is to know
that you are as busy as ever with
projects that are farsighted and of
great value. I sometimes feel that my
father’s generation is about to disap-
pear into oblivion - their children
scattered all over the world, their
graves unvisited, their contribution
disappeared into a misty past which
is becoming ever-increasingly inac-
cessible.”

Carol comments: “Almost any Jew
reading the above will and can relate
to its poignancy and efficacy. Who
among us has not a story to tell? 

“For some of us, however, the sto-
ries are being lost; the information is
simply not there for many, the mem-
ories have been possibly dispersed
forever.

“I am not a South African, but
some six months ago, I came to learn
about the ‘Friends of Beit
Hatefutsoth’ and their very valuable
work, incorporating their intensive
research and the publication of their
books - Jewish Life in the South
African Country Communities.” (So
far, volumes 1, 2 and 3, out of a pro-
jected 5.)

“So it is, that today, I will tell the
story of my experience with this
project and my subsequent involve-
ment. I tell the story, in the hope that
you too might identify with this
truly remarkable project, the bene-
fits of which are far-reaching and
beyond measure.

“What then, is it about this project
that ignites a spirit of regeneration,
of pride, of passion and of belong-
ing? In part, it is the working of a
group of women who are totally
dedicated, enthusiastic, professional
and, in fact, quite remarkable. 

“There are deadlines to meet, texts
to be written, facts to be checked,
photos to be collected, interviews to
be organised and all this to very
exacting specifications.”

To be continued.

PRINCIPAL
The King David schools are proud to provide an

environment rich in Jewish culture and tradi-

tion.  Outstanding academic results have been

achieved consistently over past years, and

standards of excellence in both the academic

and extra curricular arena are espoused.

Applications are invited for the post of Principal of King David Junior Pri-

mary School Linksfield.  The incumbent will be responsible for the man-

agement of the School which has approximately 400 pupils from grades

1 – 3.

Essential characteristics sought are • appropriate academic and profes-

sional qualifications • proven track record of leadership 

• motivation and vision within an academic environment of quality and

standing • a passion for education and a clear understanding of the

changing academic environment • experience in handling disciplinary

matters • the ability to assist in the compilation and administration of

school budgets is also important.

Market-related remuneration package is on offer.

Applications with a full CV and the names of three referees should be

submitted before midday on 12 February 2010 to koseffs@sabje.co.za

Only shortlisted candidates will be contacted.
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The South African Associates of 

Ben-Gurion University of the Negev,

seeks to recruit a top calibre person 

as Executive Director/Fundraiser.

BEN-GURION University is an internationally renowned university in Israel, with associate offices in coun-

tries such as Argentina, Belgium, Brazil, Canada, France Israel, Japan, Mexico, The Netherlands,

Switzerland, United Kingdom, United States and South Africa.

Honorary doctorate degrees have been conferred on a number of prominent South Africans, including

Nelson Mandela, Bertie Lubner, Eric Samson, the late Mendal Kaplan and Nadine Gordimer.    

The South African Associates of Ben-Gurion University seeks to appoint a top calibre man or woman

as executive director/fundraiser.

The duties and responsibility will include the following:

The raising of funds for remittance to the University in Israel;

In consultation with the University, develop joint research and scientific projects between the

University and the South African universities and Institutions (as has been done in the past).   

The University recently entered into such a joint research project with the University of Johannesburg

in the fields of water purification and algae as a source of energy. Such a joint scientific and research

project is currently being formulated with the University of Cape Town in the field of schizophrenia. 

To generally reinvigorate and re-energise the South African Associates and develop appropriate com-

mittee structures in provinces of this country.

To develop the South African Associates of Ben-Gurion University brand including appropriate market-

ing and PR campaigns.

These duties will inter alia include the following:

Research of donor environment, proactive sourcing of suitable corporate donors and development and

maintenance of donor database.

Development and execution of a fundraising strategy and plan.

Drafting and submission of funding applications in accordance with the identified and prioritised

management, training and project activity needs of the Foundation.

Securing income from individuals and corporations, as well as revenue and capital income from

trusts, private and public foundations, NGOs and agencies.

Donor reporting and communication.

The following skills and competencies will be required:

Self-starter - ability to work independently and within a team.

Positive frame of mind - ability to get the work done timeously and efficiently.

Strategic thinker - ability to see the bigger picture and to link funders and projects for long-term use.

Must be willing to undertake activities that are not directly linked to job specs but which support

organisational development and growth.

Perseverance - must be tenacious to follow through with all funders.

Applications to be submitted to the SA Chairman of SAABGU - 

Herby Rosenberg, fax (011) 325-5911 or saabgu@icon.co.za

Shortlisted candidates will be contacted to arrange an interview.

MOIRA SCHNEIDER
CAPE TOWN
PHOTOGRAPHS SUPPLIED

A CD containing 18 songs
recorded live at the 9th Annual
Leah Todres Yiddish Song
Festival, has just been released
under the title “Cape Town
Zing”. 

The selection includes old
favourites such as “Rozhinkes
mit mandle” and “Bay mir bistu
shein” featured alongside num-
bers like “Reviewing the
Situation” and “A Hard Day’s
Night” in what is billed as “a 60-
minute journey in song from
Eastern Europe and Russia to
the United States, Argentina,
England and South Africa”.

Artists include opera stars
Aviva Pelham and Beverley
Chiat, as well as Ivor Joffe, can-
tor of the Green and Sea Point
Hebrew Congregation, and the Herzlia
Vocal Ensemble. 

Conceived in 2001 as a once-off
fundraiser for the Cape Jewish Seniors’
Association (CJSA), the Yiddish Song
Festival has become an annual event rep-

resenting the “extraordinary revival of
Yiddish song in Cape Town.” 

The CD can be obtained at a cost of R120
from the CJSA who will benefit from 
the proceeds. Telephone (021) 434-9691 or
e-mail cjsa@icon.co.za 

Members of the Yiddish Song Festival team at the launch of the CD, “Cape Town Zing”,

Irma Kesler, Sandy Segal, Aviva Pelham, Dragana Jevtovic, Matthew Reid, Fay Singer,

Richard Gore, Beverley Chiat, Ivor Joffe and Caely Levy. 

The cover of the CD. 

OWN CORRESPONDENT

COMMENTS SUCH as “kill all da f**king
Jews. Hate every single one of them...
hope Iran nukes them” and “let’s holo-
caust them” appeared on a popular stu-
dent website in Sydney, accompanied by
swastikas and a burning Israeli flag.

The New South Wales Jewish Board of
Deputies succeeded in getting the com-
ments removed and the bloggers banned
from the site.

The site, called Bored of Studies, is
Australia’s largest student website with
290 000 members and an average of seven
million monthly hits. It is recommended
to students by schools as a useful study
resource. 

Managers of the site removed the
material and banned those responsible
for the offensive posts after being
approached by NSW Jewish Board of
Deputies Chief Executive Vic Alhadeff,
who said the comments constituted
racial hatred.

“There is a place for humour in public
debate, but there is nothing humorous
about inciting racial hatred and encour-
aging people to kill, which is what many
of the comments did,” Alhadeff told the
SA Jewish Report.

“There is an onus on all of us, as citi-
zens of a country which celebrates diver-
sity, to show respect for others, and in
doing so we can expect respect in return.”

Alhadeff emphasised that all racism
needs to be condemned. “We have con-

cerns about all racism, whether it is
directed against Christians, Muslims or
Jews,” he said.

Tighter controls on the site’s forums,
and by all website publishers, are needed,
he added. “Taking action to moderate
after such comments are posted is too lit-
tle, too late because the damage has been
done.” 

Many users of the site applauded the
bans, but others defended the comments,
saying they were made in jest. “Most of
the posts... were satirical and humorous
in their exaggeration,” said user
Mirakon in a thread responding to the
controversy.

“Those with a narrow-minded sense of
humour were actually foolish enough to
take all of these comments seriously.”

Another user wrote that “slagging peo-
ple off” is part of the Australian cultural
identity. “Not taking things or ourselves
too seriously is core to this community,”
user Philphie said. “All the fun people
are banned.”

The incident occurred as a report
shows the number of anti-Jewish inci-
dents in Australia has spiked. The Anti-
Semitism Report was compiled by the
Australia/Israel and Jewish Affairs
Council. It reported 962 accounts of anti-
Jewish incidents in the past year, twice
the annual average.

Physical violence accounted for 27 of
the incidents in the report, with vandal-
ism, harassment and intimidation
accounting for the other incidents. 

Crude Jew-bashing on
Oz student website

Best of Yiddish Song
Festival now on CD
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STORY AND PHOTOGRAPH BY 
MOIRA SCHNEIDER
CAPE TOWN

BEING LOCKED up in Pollsmoor Women’s
Prison, on a regular basis, does not sound
appealing, but this is precisely what has
been happening to Debby Silver and Joan
Rubinstein for the last five years. 

Under the auspices of the Women’s
Resource Centre, a project of the Union of
Jewish Women, the two have been running
a weekly life skills programme for the
inmates, focusing on childhood, relation-
ships, loss, goals for the future, change, the
handling of conflict and other issues that
impact on women’s lives.   

The pair started the centre 12 years ago,
initially as a shelter for battered Jewish
women, but decided to extend it to include
the whole community. “We felt that a shel-
ter wasn’t going to work and decided to
focus on the empowerment of women in
the broad sense,” says Silver.

They were initially invited to become
involved by Mr Justice Hannes Fagan,
then-Inspecting Judge of Prisons, who had
heard of their work. 

They work with sentenced prisoners,
including murderers - something that they
take very much in their stride. Rubinstein
speaks of the “universality among women,
we all want the same things. 

“It often is a case of: ‘There but for the
grace of G-d go you and I’,” she says. “We
have had social workers in our group, char-
tered accountants - it’s across the board.”
I’m amazed to learn that there have been
two Jewish women in the groups. 

“Our approach is that they’re people and
that they’re more than their crime,” Silver
comments, “and that means a lot to them
(in a place) where they’re defined by their
crime. We look at them as human beings
where something has gone wrong in their
lives and they’ve made bad choices.

“We help them trace it back so that they
can move forward differently. The recidi-
vism rate is around 60 per cent,” she adds,
“and of the hundreds of women who have
passed through our groups, we’ve have had
two or three returning to prison.” 

The 10-session life skills course is so
highly regarded by the prison authorities,
that prisoners are not released until they
have completed the programme. 

“The transformative power of women
sitting together in a group is enormous,”
Rubinstein stresses. “We’ve had women
who have had hectic abuse histories and
for the first time they feel they’re in a safe
place and can reveal - the support is quite
extraordinary and that’s how they grow.”

The work, often emotionally “very, very
draining”, is unpaid, a factor that does not
faze the two. “We would not do it if we did
not see some kind of reward - their growth
motivates us,” says Silver. 

While the women do not feel unsafe
inside the prison, Rubinstein admits to
feeling “claustrophobic” due to the low
ceilings, lack of light and limited space, as
well as the fact that they are locked in.
“They’ve offered many times to have a war-
den sit with us but we’ve always refused

because it just inhibits our participants.”
A former inmate who prefers to remain

anonymous, says the “wonderful” pro-
gramme “helped me put my broken life
together and made me realise that I’m a
whole person who adds value to my own
life and others”. It’s the best way to take all
the garbage out of your system and just
throw it out, she said. 

“You will always apply it in your daily
life - I have not forgotten anything that I’ve
done there. That programme used to help
me get through my worst days in prison - it
has added so much value to my life. Today
I am a very positive person - Rubinstein
and Silver do wonderful work.” 

Rubinstein, a psychology graduate, is a
former head of Lifeline Western Cape and
prior to that, ran a children’s home in

Johannesburg. Silver, a social worker, is a
therapist in private practice and has been
extensively involved in community work. 

They also work at the Vrygrond informal
settlement near Muizenberg, running sup-
port groups for the teachers at the créche
there. “They themselves come from deplet-
ed environments and very often they’re not
skilled in terms of dealing with each other,
relating to the children and handling frus-
trations,” Rubinstein explains.  

Last year Rubinstein and Silver ran a
weekly awareness programme with a
group of refugee women from places such
as the Democratic Republic of Congo,
Rwanda and Zimbabwe, looking at issues
like conflict and self-esteem. “It’s been
wonderful,” Rubinstein comments, “and
they’ve asked us to continue this year.

“These women are leaders in their own
communities,” adds Silver, “and what we
teach them, they’re going to duplicate
there. That’s the kind of thing that moti-
vates us - that our work continues.” 

Two Jewish women help fix broken lives

Debby Silver and Joan Rubinstein who

run a life skills programme at Pollsmoor

Women’s Prison.
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OPINION AND ANALYSIS  

FORUM FOR DIVERSE VIEWS

WEDNESDAY’S commemoration of Holocaust Day,
marking 65 years since the liberation of Auschwitz
death camp, where the Nazis killed over 1 million peo-
ple, mostly Jews, comes amid great concern about ris-
ing anti-Semitism worldwide. This deadly virus never
seems to die - it mutates and reappears in different
forms in each age. 

The chief rabbi of the United Hebrew Congregation
of the UK, Lord Jonathan Sacks, lists four major muta-
tions: the first derives from Christianity’s birth and its
anger at Jews refusing to recognise Christ as the sav-
iour; then during the Crusades around 1096, Jews were
seen as a demonic force responsible for that age’s evils;
then, in “enlightened” 19th century Europe, Jew-
hatred became racial rather than religious, culminat-
ing in the Holocaust. 

Sacks says we are now experiencing the fourth muta-
tion, against Jews as a nation with their own state in
their own land - a “mutant form of anti-Zionism”.
Israeli author Amos Oz says that in the 1930s anti-
Semites carried banners saying: “Jews to Palestine”.
Now the banners read: “Jews out of Palestine”.

Israeli leaders this week visited notorious Holocaust
sites. Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu met
Poland’s Foreign Minister Radek Sikorski, then visited
the Umschlagplatz, the spot where the Nazis in 1942
loaded 320 000 Jews from the Warsaw Ghetto into cattle
cars and sent them to Treblinka death camp. 

President Shimon Peres, almost all of whose family
was killed in the Holocaust, was in Germany to deliver
a speech in Hebrew to the Bundestag and for a memo-
rial at “Platform 17”, from which Berlin’s Jews were
deported. Foreign Minister Avigdor Lieberman was in
Hungary to meet senior officials and attend a ceremo-
ny in Budapest. 

Care must be taken to use the terms “anti-Semitism”
and “Holocaust” advisedly when addressing Israel’s
current political problems, so as not to cheapen them
and drain them of real meaning. 

In this vein, senior Israeli diplomatic officials on
Monday criticised Public Diplomacy and Diaspora
Affairs Minister Yuli Edelstein for saying the
Goldstone Report - which found that Israel could be
guilty of war crimes and crimes against humanity for
actions during its Cast Lead operation in Gaza last year
- was “anti-Semitic”, and saying a connection should be
drawn with International Holocaust Remembrance
Day. 

Edelstein said on an Israeli news channel: “On the
Holocaust memorial day of all days... which also marks
the battle against global anti-Semitism, we must dis-
cuss this connection, because today the soldiers of the
Israel Defence Forces are accused of harvesting
organs, murdering children and raping women... After
World War II and the establishment of the State of
Israel, anti-Semitism is not directed at Jews, but at
Israel and the Israelis. The Goldstone Report, the pub-
lications [in Sweden] about organ harvesting and simi-
lar reports, are simply a type of anti-Semitism.” 

Drawing connections between the Goldstone Report
and the Holocaust diminishes the Holocaust. And it
legitimises Israel’s enemies using Holocaust imagery
to bash Israel - such as saying the IDF employs “Nazi
tactics” against Gaza. 

This kind of terminology is familiar to South African
Jews, who have heard it from former South African
Minister of Intelligence Ronnie Kasrils and others
recently. 

So how should Richard Goldstone be judged in terms
of this issue? Two eminent South African jurists -
George Bizos and Arthur Chaskalson - have sent an
article to the Jewish Report expressing concern at the
personal vilification of Goldstone for his report, among
Jews and others. 

While emphasising that they were not commenting
on the report’s actual findings, they wanted to publicly
state their respect for Goldstone and his career, as col-
leagues, and protest the personal vilification. We are
printing their article - on pages 16 and 17 - as a counter-
point to some of the things heard and published previ-
ously in this paper. 

Is the Goldstone Report anti-Semitic, as some have
charged? Certainly not in itself. And, beyond question,
nor is Goldstone. But everything exists in a context. 

The question is rather: In today’s political context,
does the report dovetail with the mounting tide of anti-
Semitism in its latest mutation against Israel as the
state of the Jews, and will it be exploited by Israel’s
enemies to strengthen this tide? Yes, they are already
doing so.

Sixty-five years
since Auschwitz

ception of what being a secular Jew
means, to how one relates to being
Jewish in the sense of adhering to the
concept of Jewish national identity. 

It is this substitute for Judaism that is
coming under such intense pressure,
and not just on the global front, but
within the centre of Jewish national-
ism, the State of Israel, itself. 

Here, the dilemma is in the main con-
fined to Jews of the liberal-left persua-
sion, since it is really from this quarter
that the ideological battle against
Zionism and Jewish national sovereign-
ty is being waged. 

For those in this camp who must
now reconcile their support for Israel
with their liberal outlook, it is boiling
down to a painful choice. They can
continue supporting Israel, but only at
a price of being dismissed as right-
wing reactionaries or, the ultimate
heresy, racists, by their ideological
peer group. 

Otherwise, at least if they wish to still
be accepted in those circles, they must
repudiate Jewish nationalism altogeth-
er and join in the anti-Israel vendetta.
All too many have opted for the latter. 

Some, at least, have the decency to
keep a low profile, only dutifully parrot-
ing the anti-Israel line when pressed on
the issue, but too many others are now
crusading against Israel with strident
enthusiasm.

Still, up until now the Jewish liberal-
left (into which category most Diaspora
Jews traditionally have fallen) has on
the whole managed to withstand the
pressure, continuing to believe in and
stand up for Israel despite the worsen-
ing climate of opinion. 

I was encouraged to read an inter-
view with the eminent historian Martin
Gilbert, which concluded by him say-
ing: “It’s good to be a Jew and it’s good
to be a Zionist, and certainly I shall con-
tinue to be both until the end of my
days.”

But will today’s generation of Jewish
liberal intellectuals be able to echo
those words? It is a test that will ulti-
mately determine whether they will
cleave to their inner loyalties and
remain a part of the Jewish people, or
whether they will throw in the towel
and allow the new Plague of Darkness
to swallow them forever.  

OF ALL the plagues inflicted on the
Egyptians, it is that of Darkness, the
penultimate punishment, that most
interests me and that seems to have the
most relevance to our times. 

Bearing in mind the principle that
events in the Torah as much foreshadows
what will happen in the future as recount
what took place in the past, it would seem
to be a profound allusion to the spiritual
bewilderment destined to descend on
humanity in the era immediately preced-
ing the Messianic era, and which is
indeed so characteristic of our own era. 

Darkness, after all, is often used as a
metaphor for ignorance, blindness to the
truth and general confusion.

As the Oral Tradition records, many
Jews, too, were victims of the Darkness
plague. One Midrash records that four-
fifths of the Jews in Egypt actually died
during this time (far eclipsing even the
decimation inflicted by “Makas
Bechoros” - the slaying of the first born -
on the Egyptians). 

As I understand that Midrash, it is a
foretelling of how in the future, the
majority of Jews would succumb to the
rigours of the exile, not physically but
spiritually. A few found their way to
Hindu India or Buddhist China, but the
overwhelming majority of exiles ended
up in Christian or Muslim countries, to
be confronted with a dominant culture
underpinned by a religion that took both
a hostile and overtly super-cessionary
view of Judaism. 

Sometimes, the pressures to which
Jewish minorities were subjected were
purely physical, ranging from actual
“convert or die” threats to life to institu-
tionalised discrimination that put a ceil-
ing on how far they could progress. 

At other times, the pressures were
more benign, manifesting as temptations
to quietly shrug off Jewish particularism
and assimilate. Probably, as many Jews
were lost to opportunistic apostasy, or
simple intermarriage not accompanied
by switching religions, in the modern age

of enlightenment than during times of
Mediaeval persecution. 

The “other half” of Diaspora Jewry
living in Muslim societies, whose history
Ashkenazim tend to know little about,
were also subjected to intense assimila-
tionist pressures. While never reaching
the level of Inquisition-like barbarity,
anti-Jewish discrimination nevertheless
proved far more long-lasting in such
countries - indeed, it persists to this day,
although the miniscule numbers of Jews
still living under Muslim rule makes this
largely of academic interest. 

Galus Mitzrayim, the Egyptian exile
and prototype experience foreshadow-
ing what was to come, is variously
described in the commentaries as a cru-
cible, through which the people emerged
strengthened and cleansed and thereby
ready to embark on the next stage of
their august national destiny. 

As noted above, though, not everyone
made it but quietly succumbed. Taken as
a whole, the unfolding of Jewish history
seems to have been a winnowing-out
process. It is ultimately only those more
intensely connected to their Jewish her-
itage, identity and sense of spiritual mis-
sion, who have been able to withstand
the myriad pressures to which Diaspora
Jewry have been subjected. 

The greatest of these have not merely
shown tenacity in maintaining their
Judaism against the odds, but have had
the foresight, self-sacrifice and faith to
invest in the future on behalf of the gen-
erations to come. 

In this largely post-religion age, the
battleground has shifted for many, away
from the by now rather nebulous con-

ON THE face of it, Israel-Germany relations have never
been better. Last week, Israeli and German government
ministers held a symbolic first-ever joint Cabinet meet-
ing in Berlin - they had held a similar joint meeting in
Jerusalem in 2008. And this week, President Shimon
Peres was due to address the German Bundestag in
Hebrew on International Holocaust Memorial Day.

Israeli officials say that Angela Merkel - who declared
during a 2008 visit to Israel that "Threatening Israel is
akin to threatening Germany" - has been Israel's most
supportive German chancellor ever.

But although there are huge benefits in the relation-
ship for both sides, Israel has a number of nagging con-
cerns.

Despite tough talk against the Iranian nuclear
weapons drive, Germany remains one of Iran's biggest
and most important trading partners. Israelis are wor-
ried, too, about the huge disparity between German
government support for Israel and the virulent criti-
cism of Israel coming from many public opinion lead-
ers in Germany.

There are also signs of growing anti-Semitism in the
country. 

On the positive side of the balance sheet, Germany is
Israel's third-largest trading partner after the United States
and China, with an annual trade volume of more than $6 bil-
lion. The Federal Republic is Israel's strongest and most reli-
able supporter in European Union forums, recently helping
to moderate a perceived anti-Israel move by Sweden on east-
ern Jerusalem.

Perhaps most significantly, Germany has made a major
contribution to Israeli security through the supply and par-
tial financing of five state-of-the-art Dolphin submarines,
which, according to foreign reports, give Israel a nuclear
second-strike option. German mediators have helped
arrange prisoner and body-parts exchanges with Hezbollah
in Lebanon, and a German mediator is involved in the

efforts now to secure the release of captive Israeli soldier
Gilad Shalit.

Israel and Germany also are enjoying significant scientif-
ic co-operation; Ada Yonath, the 2009 Israeli Nobel laureate
in chemistry, did much of her research in Germany.

Given all this, many Israelis are bewildered that Germany
hasn't done more to curb its extensive trade and technology
ties with Iran.

In 2008, German trade with Iran actually increased by 14
per cent, to more than $5 billion. The German appliance and
technology giant Siemens alone accounted for $600 million.
It has nearly 300 Iran-based employees, and with its Finnish
partner Nokia provides state-of-the-art surveillance tech-
nology. In the mid-1970s, Siemens began construction of the
reactors at the Bushehr nuclear plant in Iran.
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Israel wants to see action from
strong-talking Germany on Iran

German Chancellor Angela Merkel, with Israeli Prime Minister

Benjamin Netanyahu at the Holocaust Museum in Berlin on

January 18. (PHOTOGRAPH: MOSHE MILNER / GPO / FLASH90 / JTA)


