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At the height of the PW Botha-era nastiness of the 1980s, Franz Auerbach wrote to the Director 

General of Home Affairs announcing that he no longer wished to be classified white. He demanded 

that the authorities reclassify him as a human being. Not unexpectedly, the Director General failed 

to answer.  

With what one might describe as the relentless Teutonic determination of a German Jewish yekke, 

Franz wrote letter after letter of demand until finally an answer arrived: that in South Africa it is not 

possible to be classified as a human being. The revelation that South Africa does not classify its 

population as human was regarded as so amusing that the Times of London, no less, put it on the 

front page.  

For some 18 months Franz continued with his one-person campaign of pestering the authorities, 

noting for example that a coloured person is defined as someone who is neither black nor white, and 

since he did not wish to be classified as either black or white could he please be classified as 

coloured. More replies followed from the authorities, quite courteous, actually, pointing out that he 

would have to move to a coloured area, and if caught sleeping with his wife, could be prosecuted 

under the Immorality Act. Finally he returned his ID book to the government and said he did not 

want it back, ever. For several years, he managed without an ID book, no small feat given that in 

those days your driver’s licence was stamped into the ID book. He finally managed to get a new, 

non-racial ID book in the nick of time to vote in the first democratic elections of 1994. 

All quite ridiculous, of course. It got him nowhere and he expected it to get him nowhere. But it was 

a quite ingenious form of satire at the expense of obtuse authority. And he was also making a 

serious point about the dangers of putting people in boxes, depriving them of a shared humanity. It’s 

this, drawing a false line between the us and the them, which leads in small steps ultimately to such 

tragedies as Pittsburgh, where a group of frail and elderly Jews could be redefined as a genocidal 

threat to white America.  

Franz’s opinions were of course exceedingly annoying and unpopular among his white peers for 

most of his life. He was very nearly fired from his post as a history teacher for criticising the racist 

bias of school history curriculum. But as his own biography shows, he kept on loudly condemning 

injustice until the end of his life. Do we, should we, have the same courage to express unpopular 

opinions?  

Now we Jews have a certain flattering self-image of ourselves, which has helped us greatly to offset 

the unflattering images of us propagated by anti-Semites and the like. According to ourselves, we 
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are the people of the book. We will ignore for the moment that it was Christians who invented the 

book and we are the absolute last people on earth to stick with the scroll. Nonetheless, according to 

ourselves, we are intellectually inclined from birth, thoughtful, rational, which is why we don’t breed 

all that many Jewish soccer hooligans or hijackers, just some tax evaders. 

We have, we also tell ourselves a robust tradition of debate. We are able to sensibly and patiently 

talk through our problems, which is why it took a Jew named Freud to invent the ultimate non-

contact sport, psychology. And we can trace that all the way back to the master sages, some two 

millennia ago. Here from Talmud Bavli Eruvin we can see the beginnings of it: 

 

Talmud Bavli, Eruvin, 13a-b: 

“Rabbi Abba said that Shmuel said: For three years Beit Shammai and Beit Hillel disagreed. 

These said: The halakha is in accordance with our opinion, and these said: The halakha is in 

accordance with our opinion. Ultimately, a Divine Voice emerged and proclaimed: Both 

these and those are the words of the living God. However, the halakha is in accordance with 

the opinion of Beit Hillel. 

The Gemara asks: Since both these and those are the words of the living God, why were Beit 

Hillel privileged to have the halakha established in accordance with their opinion? The 

reason is that they were agreeable and forbearing, showing restraint when affronted, and 

when they taught the halakha they would teach both their own statements and the 

statements of Beit Shammai. Moreover, when they formulated their teachings and cited a 

dispute, they prioritized the statements of Beit Shammai to their own statements, in 

deference to Beit Shammai …This is to teach you that anyone who humbles himself, the Holy 

One, Blessed be He, exalts him, and anyone who exalts himself, the Holy One, Blessed be He, 

humbles him.” 

What was most impressive about the Hillel school, then was that quite apart from being prodigious 

talkers, they were also willing to listen carefully to the other side, even to give their opponents 

priority to ensure that they weren’t showing bias. They were willing to criticise themselves. They 

were willing to say: maybe I was wrong. Or to quote another phrase used elsewhere by the ancient 

sages, this was debate for the sake of heaven, meaning debate not for the sake of winning any 

partisan battle or for seeking personal gain, but debate for the sake of finding truth. 

So we have our guidelines from the School of Hillel. Over the 20 centuries and more since then, has 

listening to the other side been a frequent theme of Jewish history? Probably not. A plausible 

argument can be made that the reason for the survival of the Jewish people in the face of 

extraordinarily adversity, has not been their open-mindedness, but their stubborn stiff-neckedness, 

their refusal to see reason. You and I are here today because our ancestors, generation after 

generation, when faced with the easy choice of conversion to some other religion, or the hard 

choice of enduring poverty, persecution, exile or death, always took the hard route of refusing to 

change their ways. To do that successfully, you need enormous courage. You also have to absolutely 

close your mind to even the slightest hint of doubt. The snag is this. Having no doubts can be a close 

companion to having no tolerance for any different ideas. Particularly not of any ideas that might 

lead you ask of yourself: is it possible that I was wrong? 
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Which brings me to a recent incident in our community, two months ago, which was the controversy 

that decided me to choose this particular topic for the Auerbach lecture. For those who missed it, 

here is an extremely abbreviated version, all names and addresses withheld. 

There is an organisation in this country which you are probably familiar with, even those who have 

never yet forked out large sums of money to attend its annual weekend nosh-ups, which are a 

mixture of bumping into people you last saw in matric at King David, eating far too much and, for 

those who are serious about such things, intellectual buzzing in multiple auditoriums. I shall not 

name this organisation, but it starts with the letter L. And may perhaps end with the letter D. Any 

guesses? 

You may well be right. This organisation whose name I have not mentioned, has managed under a 

single umbrella to unite for the first time people who otherwise never speak to one another. 

Progressive and Orthodox, right-wing and left wing, Chabbadniks, atheists, Likkudniks, Habonimniks, 

women in shetls and women with rings in their noses, Trump fans and Trump foes, one staters and 

two staters, Zionists and anti-Zionists. It is the only safe space in the Jewish community. Indeed it is 

the only organisation we have that is capable of fulfilling the Hillel dictum of debate for the sake of 

heaven. 

The trick to running an organisation like this, is a near-fanatical attention to balance. You have to 

make sure that the arts and music and cooking and yoga and Glenhazel and Beit Emanuel 

constituencies are all catered for. You can have a gay rabbi who used to be a Mormon, you can have 

a Jewish witch doctor and a self-proclaimed priestess with purple hair and no-one will murmur a 

note of dissent. But there is one topic on which you have to tread lightly. Israel. The only way to deal 

with Israel is balance. You aim to find five speakers from the right, five from the centre, and five 

from the left. 

Three weeks before the Cape Town event this year, the programme finally emerged. Inside the 

lounge of a luxury apartment in Cape Town, a person, name withheld, scrutinised in close detail all 

hundred and something-odd presenter names, checking them against some mysterious database. 

Three of the presenters failed the test. They were known to be supporters of BDS. 

This person phoned a friend, who happened to be a generous donor to a great many Jewish 

community causes, many of them familiar to you, one of those being the organisation called L. A 

message was sent to the organisers of L: It went sort of, something like this: remove those three 

speakers or kiss your tochis goodbye. Perhaps not exactly those words. Various other community 

organisations were called to be reminded of who supplied their funding. Perhaps they too would like 

to dissociate with the organisation known as L. A certain Jewish School nestled at the foot of Table 

Mountain, which had signed a contract to host the event, were told: refuse to host the event unless 

those three are removed. 

Because the organisation known as L is by definition a loose shamble of unpaid people of widely 

differing opinions, including some with no fixed opinions at all, there was no unity on what to do 

next. The issues were: Disinvite the speakers, and the organisation carries on, with just three little 

awkward blank spaces in the programme. Keep those three on the programme, and the organisation 

loses its venue, its community support and its major donors, imperilling its existence, now and in the 

future, amen. The frantic discussions that followed did not split along party lines. There were 

conservative Zionists who said the principle of free speech comes first, and there were life-long 

liberals who said the organisation is too important to be sacrificed for three people.  
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What do you do when a gun is put to your forehead and the safety catch clicked off? Regardless of 

your inner mental turmoil or the depth of your conscience, you hand over your wallet. The 

pragmatist wing won over the idealist wing. The three people were disinvited from speaking. Some 

people said the organisation had sold its soul, betrayed its most fundamental principles. The lesson 

to be learnt: Everyone in this country is free to express an opinion, but your opinion tends to be far 

more authoritative if you can put money behind it. 

One of the little oddities about all this is that none of the three speakers were asked to, or indeed 

offered to, speak on any topic related to BDS. It was about who they were. If they had chosen to 

speak about challah baking, it would have made no difference. And since none of the three were 

particularly famous, other than to other people who already agreed with them, the couple of dozen 

people who might have gone to hear them speak would never have known that they were in the 

presence of darkness. 

What exactly lay behind this excitement? Was there a fear that inviting three BDS supporters to not 

speak about their BDS support would have an epidemic effect? At the end of the lecture would there 

be a sudden outpouring of anti-Zionist opinion, a rush of suburban Jewry, yentes, kugels, 

Chabbadniks, eager to fling their blue JNF tins in the trash and sign up for Israel Apartheid Week?  

I was told it was about bestowing upon those BDS supporters an undeserved legitimacy, about 

saying: your opinions are worth listening to. Well, there are good opinions and there are bad 

opinions. When a bad or unconvincing opinion is expressed in public, does it improve its legitimacy, 

or does it destroy its legitimacy? There is an argument, and I think it’s rather a good one, that the 

real test of one’s commitment to freedom of speech is not how many of your friends you will stand 

up for, but how strongly you’ll defend the right of others to express opinions you detest. An even 

harder challenge to your own moral courage is how willing you are to test your own opinions in open 

debate against those whose opinions you detest. And the really, really hard test, which few people 

are able to pass, is admitting you might have been wrong. 

Now, freedom of debate, at least in the setting created by our organisation that starts with the letter 

L, does not mean free-for-all. The Internet took a while to discover that letting it all hang out, letting 

anyone say anything about anyone, merely invited trolling, bad behaviour and a culture of bullying 

and racism. The childhood ditty, “Sticks and Stones may break my bones but words cannot hurt me” 

…. Is not entirely true. This past week showed us that a stew of anti-Semitic discourse in the 

backstreets of the Internet can lead to murder. Words can incite violence. They can deliberately 

mislead an audience into harmful activity. They can be a form of bullying. They can be racist, they 

can cause offence. There needs to be a principle of not doing harm. 

Bad behaviour can be constrained by setting certain rules. They’re the rules that the School of Hillel 

pretty much set two thousand years ago, and which the organisation we know as L has turned into 

its own code of conduct. Engage in reasoned debate. Respect the other side. Keep your ego out of it. 

Do not deliberately mislead your audience by telling lies. Consider whether your speech causes 

harm. Try and listen. Listening is of course the real crunch factor. It’s something that has to be 

learnt. 

For the purpose of argument, let’s now push this issue as far as it can be pushed. Should Robert 

Bower, the mass murderer of Pittsburgh, be permitted to speak at a Jewish debating forum? The 

man evidently has strong opinions. Conservatives are always arguing that they get censored by the 

left. There are pundits in American who keep saying, why should the left be allowed their opinions 

but not the right. In a society which values free speech, even Robert Bowers has a right to be heard. 
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But in this case, I don’t think Robert Bower passes the Hillel School test. Judging by what we know of 

his opinions, namely that Jews are committing genocide against the white race, he falls into a 

category of hate speech, trolling, intellectual dishonesty and sheer craziness that disqualifies him.  

Now here’s a more difficult one. Should a supporter of BDS be permitted to speak at a Jewish 

debating forum? The quick answer would be no, BDS are sowers of hate. The slow answer would be, 

does the individual speaker satisfy the Hillel test of reasoned, respectful and truthful debate. I would 

guess that there are some BDS supporters who fail that test, and others who will pass it. It might also 

be argued that we have an urgent need, in our own interests, to engage with BDS, face-to-face. BDS 

is a world-wide reality which directly affects Jews and should be an open topic of discussion across 

the entire political spectrum, from those who vigorously oppose it to those who vigorously support 

it. Or is the problem that we’re scared to have that debate? 

One of the reasons BDS really gets under the Jewish skin, is that BDS is an attempt by the 

Palestinians or their supporters to play by the Jewish book. BDS is not about firing missiles or 

throwing stones or bombs in restaurants. It’s about non-violent boycotts. People say Gandhi 

invented non-violent boycotts. But actually, we invented them. We invented the cherem, a close 

companion to our other favourite, the farriebel. At the halachic level, a cherem is a formal rabbinic 

excommunication from a Jewish community, a most severe penalty. But in ordinary life, anybody can 

have a cherem with anyone else, and indeed, it is a popular sport. The famous story about the small 

town with two shuls, the one you attend and the one you refuse to attend: that’s a cherem The 

Fiddler on the Roof story about the loving father who has to boycott his own wayward daughter: 

that’s a cherem. Baruch Spinoza asks some impertinent questions about God and he is turfed out of 

the community. Did we hang Baruch from a meathook or burn him at a stake the way certain other 

religious groups might have done? No, we Jews, in our civilised and restrained way, just showed our 

backs to him. We invented the tactic that is now being turned upon ourselves. 

Shutting our eyes, our ears, our minds, our doors, turning our backs; we do it all the time. The 

shrinks have come up with a label to explain our unwillingness to open up, they call it Cognitive 

Dissonance. It describes how, in early adulthood, we have largely formed our opinions on most 

matters, both the things we know a lot about and the things we know nothing about. Thereafter, it 

takes nothing short of a massive emotional crisis to get us to shift our opinions. The world outside is 

so bewildering that we need to take comfort in some certainties, even if the only people we are 

bluffing are ourselves. We each live in our own private echo-tank, our heads bombarded by opinions 

and conspiracy theories we already agree with, driving us, in some cases, quite hysterical.  

This is why, when people are asked to listen to two speakers, one they agree with, one they don’t, 

they have no difficulty recalling the arguments they agree with and great difficulty recalling the ones 

they don’t. In the old days when there were still such things as newspapers, people would buy only 

the papers they agreed with. And even then, their eyes would manage to skate around those topics 

they found disagreeable. You might have opened to a page with a photograph of starving people, 

and your attention would slip instead to the shampoo advert beneath that. How did people, during 

the apartheid era, manage not to know what was happening, even though it was reported on almost 

daily? By averting their eyes. 

It comes as no surprise then, that there’s one topic that is completely out of bounds. It’s that topic 

that starts with the letter I. There’s a simple rule of correct behaviour in our community, which we 

all understand. No Jew regardless of his or her stature, may criticise Israel for any reason 

whatsoever, whether in public to a crowded room of strangers or over the Shabbat table to five 

close relatives. Because firstly you don’t live there, secondly you didn’t fight in the IDF, third they’re 
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not firing rockets at your home; fourth because of the Shoah, and fifth because anti-semites are 

listening for the first crack in our communal resolve. And we all understand why and where that 

comes from. If a woman can say she suffers post-traumatic stress thirty years after being raped and 

still trusts no men, well, the Jewish people who have been raped repeatedly for two thousand years 

and counting, have every reason to have suffered collective post-traumatic stress and to trust 

absolutely nobody. Of course the irony of this is that in Israel itself, there has long been plenty of 

noisy opposition, which has overflowed into highly critical movies, poetry, novels and art. Even 

rabbis speak out. But not here. 

Perhaps you, like me, have a certain visceral reaction to criticism of Israel. Programmed deep into 

the inner recesses of my sub-conscious from early childhood, when alongside the alarm clock on my 

mother’s bedside table was a blue JNF tin, whenever I hear any criticism of Israel, my instinctive 

reflexive reaction is: how dare they. Those anti-semites! I have a pathetic need to read nice things 

about Israel. I look, and am frequently disappointed. 

I read, for example, the website of the British newspaper, The Guardian, a very good news source, at 

least much of the time - they had the Pittsburgh story last week much faster than the big American 

papers, and they offered far more detail. Every week or so there’s an article on The Guardian about 

Israel, and nine and three quarter times out of ten, it’s far from flattering. At that point I’m obliged 

to ask myself, can I bear to read yet another of their Corbynite anti-Semitic slurs. But the correct 

answer, if we are to follow the Hillel School rules of engagement has to be yes, I do have to read it, I 

do have to open my mind to reports on incidents that might make me even more uncomfortable. 

And then I double check by reading it further on Ha-aretz and I also read the opposing view in a 

more kindly news source like the Jerusalem Post, and I find myself caught because I have no easy 

answers to the troubling issues they have raised today, and the troubling issues they will raise next 

week. 

Now, I’m not planning to wade here into the large and messy problems of Israel-Palestine that 

better minds than mine have failed to resolve. What this is about is the limits we have set upon our 

own ability as diaspora Jews, to ask uncomfortable questions. There is undoubtedly out there a great 

deal of ignorance about the complexities of the Middle East, or even about the most rudimentary 

basics, and the line between criticism of Israel and old-fashioned anti-semitism is frequently crossed. 

Israel-Palestine is in fact much like any other issue bouncing around social media in which loudness 

beats out nuance, and people unable to find Jerusalem on a map hold strong opinions. However, the 

unfairness of some criticism does not prove that all criticism is unfair, nor does it justify a closing 

down on any further opportunity for criticism, nor does it excuse us from the obligation to give that 

criticism a hearing. 

We have a religion that requires us to hold ourselves, or so we often tell ourselves, to the highest 

standards. We have scriptures full of prophets criticising the multifarious wickednesses of almost 

every Biblical king, in some detail and at considerable length. Saul comes across as a jealous bigot, 

David as narcissist and womaniser, Solomon as a greedy tyrant, and others, less well known, fare 

even worse. But in the case of the post-modern, capitalist, industrial, digital, nuclear-armed, seventy 

year old, contemporary state of Israel, the standard we hold ourselves up to is no standard at all. We 

have set no red lines for Bibi Netanyahu. On our benighted planet chock full of blundering, 

incompetent, devious and even bloodthirsty politicians of all persuasions and ethnicities, from north 

to south and east to west, Israel has become the first entirely blameless society in history. 

Actually, not quite the first. There is an analogy to be made with matters much closer to home here. 

You may recall that at the height of the Gupta scandals, it was commonplace to hear the line: I will 
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never criticise the ANC or my president, because the ANC were my liberators. It was also, a 

generation earlier, unpatriotic for any Afrikaner to murmur a word of criticism of the apartheid 

government. It is both unpatriotic and rather dangerous to criticise the Saudi or the Turkish or the 

Syrian or the Russian governments. In each and every one of those cases, the reasoning is the same: 

the only moral benchmark is unfailing and supine loyalty to your master. 

I recall during the apartheid era being told on more than one occasion: You don’t love your country. 

You are anti-South African. Patriotism had been appropriated by the National Party: you could not 

love South Africa, not the people, not the weather, not the landscapes, not the wildlife, unless you 

loved apartheid. Franz Auerbach saw right through that, and spent his life making the opposing 

point: that love of this country required you to reject apartheid. Donald Trump has appropriated 

American patriotism, as have Vladimir Putin and Victor Orban, and the Netanyahu government has 

successfully appropriate the love of Israel. You must love Israel as unreservedly as a mother loves 

her newborn baby son. You may not, however, love Israel the way that mother loves her son at age 

seventeen, in which the love is now accompanied by a number of criticisms, based on close personal 

observation. There is no space to say: I love Israel, I love the Jewish people, and I feel a deep anxiety 

about their welfare, and also the welfare of their neighbours and I would like to question exactly 

where they think they are heading. 

I teach my journalism students a sociological concept called the Moral Panic. It’s about the sudden 

outbreak of public hysteria over an incident which more sober analysis might demonstrate to be 

either trivial or non-existent. A classic example of a Moral Panic is the anti-semitic pogrom of 

medieval Europe in which a random Jew is accused of some form of abuse upon a Christian, his 

protestations of innocence are taken as proof of guilt, and the entire Jewish community is suddenly 

trapped in a whirlwind of hysteria and hostility. A characteristic of this is that the accused ceases to 

be treated as human. Survivors of the Shoah often remarked upon how suddenly their neighbours, 

people they had known or even been fond of, all their lives, turned upon them without empathy, as 

if they now wore the masks of devils and could be maltreated accordingly. Another example, 

happening right now, is the pathetic caravan of destitute and homeless refugees winding its way 

across South America, which Donald Trump has sent five thousand heavily armed soldiers to repel as 

a major threat to the USA. 

An example of a Moral Panic on a more modest scale came in 1990 when the Rabbi of this 

congregation and of its erstwhile twin, Temple Shalom, Rabbi Ady Assabi, invited the recently 

released ex-convict, Nelson Mandela, to speak on a Shabbat. What first caused the steam to rise was 

that the invitation was leaked to The Citizen, then a pro-apartheid newspaper which continued to 

regard Mandela as a terrorist. The Citizen had a month earlier published a photograph of Mandela 

embracing Yassir Arafat. What the photograph did not show was Nelson Mandela embracing 

everyone else at the same gathering. Third, the paper reported that Assabi had said that criticism of 

Israel is not necessarily anti-Semitism. There was an instant blow-up. 

The Zionist Federation, of which Assabi happened to be vice president, accused him of associating 

with a terrorist who had blood on his hands. The Israeli ambassador denounced Assabi, who also 

happened to also be an Israeli, as an anti-semite. His fellow rabbis went public saying he did not 

speak for Progressive Judaism. Letters to the newspapers expressed shock that a black man had 

been invited to speak from the bimah on a Shabbat. There were multiple resignations from the 

congregation. Some people who were unable to protest by resigning from this congregation, 

protested by resigning from other congregations. There were death threats and bomb threats over 

the phone, and hostile pamphlets handed out in the shul parking lot. Assabi had to hire a bodyguard 
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and police had to guard the grounds. Almost none of the newspapers reported on what Mandela 

actually said that night, which included thanking the many Jews who had supported him in the past. 

Anyone in this community who steps even slightly out of line, will, like Assabi, suffer the 

consequences of being labelled an anti-Israel, anti-semite. It’s a winning formula. The more you 

frighten the population, the more they will stampede into your camp. Or, alternatively, the less they 

are likely to dare to disagree with you. A recent survey of South African Jews, by Professors Shirli 

Gilbert and Debbi Posel, suggested that there was a significant number of South African Jews who 

have lost faith in the conventional verities of the community, which they consider increasingly 

narrow-minded. In particular, they have lost their unshakeable confidence in Israel, or at least in its 

current leadership. But very few of them dare to speak out. Speaking out is too dangerous. Instead 

they have become apathetic and disinterested and have turned their attentions elsewhere. 

Apathy and disinterest were never characteristics of Franz Auerbach, who joined one activist group 

or campaign after another, and never gave up. Worth noting in this context, is that he was one of 

that small group of pioneering whites who met with the ANC in Lusaka during the depths of the PW 

Botha State of Emergency. They were – of course - roundly condemned as terrorist collaborators, 

but that encounter proved to be a critical starting point to the peace talks that followed. The 

forgotten lesson of that period was: No peace settlement in history has ever happened until both 

sides stopped demonising one another and started talking to each other, face to face.  

If we are to obey the Hillel School rules of engagement, we need to create and defend more safe 

spaces for debate inside our own community. Beit Emanuel should be such a place, one which dares 

to ask the difficult questions that we prefer not to mention. We should not come to shul in the 

expectation of being comforted. We should come to shul in the expectation of being challenged. And 

if we are challenged, we should consider it our duty to examine our own consciences. But Beit 

Emanuel alone is not enough; we are a mere pinprick in the greater community. There need to be 

public events, there need to be media, websites, forums, safe spaces that cross the Progressive-

Orthodox boundaries, full of people who say “I no longer care what labels you toss at me, the future 

of our community demands clear-headed, uncensored debate.” There are many things we are rightly 

scared of, but the people we should never be scared of are ourselves. We need in fact to be 

following in the path of Franz Auerbach, who said: “To be silent is to betray our history, our religion 

and our duty to the land that gave us refuge.”  

 


