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Editorial Preface: What makes us Progressive? 

Shalom Chaverim, 

We are grateful for the opportunity to put 

forward this compilation of South African 

Progressive Jewish thought. This is the 

second issue of “SA Progressive Jewish 

Views”. A year ago we published the first 

issue, which was dedicated to Israel. Now, 

we ask: what is the essence of our 

Progressive Judaism? What makes us – as 

Jews – Progressive? 

One of the criticisms often made against us 

is that our Judaism is based on comfort, 

and has no real value in it, nor are there 

values it stands for. It is our hope that in the 

pages of this issue, readers will be able to 

understand clearly what we stand for and 

what our values are. 

Our journey into Progressive Identity starts 

with an interview with the incoming SAUPJ 

chair, Monica Solomon, expressing the 

values and hopes she brings to this 

position. Then Professor David Bilchitz 

shares with us his perspectives regarding 

our role in the current political climate of 

South Africa. That piece was delivered as a 

speech at the opening event of our last 

SAUPJ biennial. 

Professor Merle Williams creates a unique 

encounter between modern French 

philosophy and the notion of how the 

stranger is to be treated according to our 

scriptures. The challenge presented in the 

book of Deuteronomy is still relevant today. 

Also on the note of our challenges, Rabbi 

Schell is sharing with us personal words on  

 

the meaning of being called into the 

Progressive rabbinate.  

One of the main themes our community 

was dealing with this last year was the Kol 

Isha court case, led by SACRED. In June a 

communal colloquium was held in Cape 

Town, for which two Progressive 

submissions were presented. We are 

honoured to bring them to you here, now 

that a settlement has been achieved. 

Finally, in the month of Shevat, last 

February, a group of young leaders 

gathered at Tlholego Ecovillage and 

Learning Centre to reflect on the essence of 

South African Progressive Judaism. The 

result was the “Hinnenu” – “Here we are” – 

the statement at the end of this document. 

We hope that you will be uplifted and 

inspired by it. 

We wish you a year of prosperity and 

growth, 

Yours,  

Rabbi Sa’ar Shaked, Editor 
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An Interview with SAUPJ Chair, Monica Solomon 
 

You enter the SAUPJ chair’s position 

with much experience and long 

organizational memory of our 

Progressive movement. Can you share 

with us some of the highlights moments 

from your years in service of our 

movement? 

I joined Beit Emanuel in 1994 and in 1995 

became a member of Sisterhood.  In 1996 I 

became National Treasurer of the South 

African Union of Temple Sisterhoods 

(SAUTS) and also of the SAUPJ.  In 2002 I 

became National Vice President of SAUTS 

and in 2004 I became President, a position 

I held until 2010.  In 2011 I was invited onto 

the Board of Women of Reform 

Judaism.  In 1996 I joined the committee 

organising the WUPJ biennial here in South 

Africa.  I was nicknamed “Computicket 

Monica” as I allocated all the seating in the 

various shuls for the Erev Shabbat service 

and paired delegates with South African 

hosts for Shabbat dinner.  I was the 

organiser of the Beit Emanuel 50th 

celebrations, organising 4 separate events 

during that year.  I also organised the 

Jewish Experience expo held at Beit 

Emanuel which drew over 1000 visitors 

during the week that it was on.  In 2006 I 

moved to Bet David and was active on their 

Management committee.  Other highlights 

include being honoured as Kallat Bereishit 

by Beit Emanuel and Kallat Torah by Bet 

David.  Of course being elected Chair of the 

SAUPJ is the pinnacle. 

 

The last SAUPJ biennial in Cape Town in 

July was experienced by many as a 

moment of unity and goodwill. What 

made that last conference special?  

 

I believe that all delegates came to the 

Conference with a fantastic attitude and the 

will to work together as one unit, and to go 

forward to a future of co-operation.  The 

overseas delegation helped with making the 

conference one to remember because each 

one of the 12 delegates from the WUPJ 

brought something special to the table.  I 

also believe that the leaders of our 

Movement understand that I am committed 

to doing the best I can possibly do and that 

I am always available to talk to anyone.  I 

am happy to discuss anything but my one 

proviso is that if you come to me with a 

complaint you must also be able to offer a 

solution. 

One of the main issues we faced as a 

movement in the last year was 

SACRED’s involvement in the “Kol Isha” 

legal case. How do you summarize the 

achievements and costs so far? Do you 

think victory was achieved? As well – 

many people are concerned that the 

agreement that was made in Cape Town 

will not be applied in Johannesburg and 

Durban. Can you address this 

concern?   

 I am delighted that the Cape Board has 

agreed to change the programme for their 

Yom Hashoah commemorations and can 

see no reason for the rest of the country not 
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to go the same route.  I am part of a 

committee that will be discussing the 

Johannesburg event and aim to put forward 

a strong case for the inclusion of women 

singing. To me the most important thing is 

dialogue.   

What are your goals for your term as 

SAUPJ chair? How would you like your 

term to be remembered?   

I aim to unify the various regions so that we 

all work towards the same goal – promoting 

Progressive Judaism and strengthening our 

ties both within South Africa and beyond.  I 

would hope that at the end of my term the 

leaders of our communities say they are 

sorry to see me go!  Then I will know I have 

at least done some things right. 

What are the challenges facing 

Progressive Judaism in South Africa? 

How do you think we should be 

approaching them?  

I believe the main challenge is that we do 

not think we are special.  We are forever 

trying to get recognition by the Orthodox 

community.  It’s almost as if we feel like 

second class Jews.  We need to recognise 

that our Judaism is as authentic as the 

Orthodox model – it’s different but in no 

way is it inferior.  We need to stand up for 

what we believe in.  I think it is the duty of 

every leader, be they a rabbi or the 

chairman of a congregation, to instil 

knowledge and pride in our members.   

 

What makes you feel committed to 

Progressive Judaism? And more 

generally – what makes a person a 

Progressive Jew?  

I am committed because I believe in 

progressive thinking which allows me to 

express my Judaism in my own way.  It isn’t 

easy to be a Progressive Jew.   We have to 

think about everything we do.  We don’t just 

believe without questioning.  I love the fact 

that I can live my Judaism in the way I do 

because I have good reasons for my 

choices.  I enjoy being able to pray as part 

of the community and not apart from them 

as if I were a distraction.  I am grateful that 

as a Progressive Jew I have as much right 

as any man to lead the service, read from 

the Torah or deliver a Drosh.  For me 

women’s rights are hugely important. 

What would you like to wish to all the 

congregants and fellow Progressive 

Jews on this New Year’s Eve?   

My wish would be for a world where peace 

is the norm, and Not something we have to 

fight for.  To my fellow congregants – my 

husband Steven and I wish you L’Shana 

Tova - may you be blessed with health and 

happiness and may you be inscribed in the 

Book of Life for a year of blessings. 
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Our Political Climate - a Progressive Jewish Perspective / Prof. David Bilchitz1 
 

You have arrived in a country filled with 

dreams. A country that has been described 

as a miracle, whose national flag is filled 

with colours representative of the country’s 

diversity coming together into a unified 

nation, and whose national anthem is a 

living reminder of the possibility of 

reconciling two divergent political 

narratives. Indeed, our overseas guests 

have arrived at a point where South 

Africans are about to go to the polls for 

local government elections in the next 

month. For South Africans, going to polls is 

not an ordinary act. Justice Albie Sachs, a 

famous constitutional court judge states the 

following about the meaning of the vote in 

South Africa:  

‘Universal adult suffrage on a common 

voter’s roll is one of the foundational values 

of our entire constitutional order. The 

achievement of the franchise has 

historically been important both for the 

acquisition of the rights of full and effective 

citizenship by all South Africans regardless 

of race, and for the accomplishment of an  

                                                           
1 Opening address to the SAUPJ Biannual, given at Bet David Progressive Jewish Congregation on the 7.7.2016 

 

all-embracing nationhood. The universality 

of the franchise is important not only for 

nationhood and democracy. The vote of 

each and every citizen is a badge of dignity 

and of personhood. Quite literally, it says 

that everybody counts. In a country of great 

disparities of wealth and power it declares 

that whoever we are, whether rich or poor, 

exalted or disgraced, we all belong to the 

same democratic South African nation; that 

our destinies are intertwined in a single 

interactive polity’. 

The universality of the vote is a reminder of 

the high idealism behind South Africa’s 

constitutional democracy. From a past 

based in discrimination and division, South 

Africa committed itself to a different path, 

one that would treat every individual with 

equality, dignity and freedom. The 

Constitution has been hailed as one of the 

most progressive in the world. Indeed, no 

less than the famous US Supreme Court 

judge Ruth Bader Ginsburg got into trouble 

when she recommended that countries 

currently drafting constitutions should look 
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to the South African constitution rather than 

that of the USA. Certain features of the SA 

Constitution have made it particularly 

progressive: it includes socio-economic 

rights which guarantee that every citizen 

has adequate housing, sufficient food and 

water, adequate health-care services and a 

decent education. These rights can be 

enforced in courts of law. The Constitution 

not only imposes obligations to realize 

fundamental rights on the government but 

also on businesses and private individuals. 

And the Constitution was first constitution in 

the world to prohibit discrimination on 

grounds of sexual orientation.  

Despite these wonderful ideals, South 

Africa is far from realizing them. One of the 

refrains that is constantly heard concerns 

the massive chasm between the aspirations 

of the constitution and the current reality 

faced by many if not most South Africans. 

The Constitution guarantees in section 

27(1)(b) the right of everyone to have 

access to sufficient food: yet, a recent study 

found that ‘malnutrition, especially stunting 

is prevalent in hospitalized children’.2  The 

                                                           
2 Janine Brink et al, The prevalence of malnutrition in 
children admitted to a general paediatric ward at the 
Chris Hani Baragwanath Academic Hospital, 8 SOUTH 

AFRICAN JOURNAL ON CHILD HEALTH. 112, 116 (2014).  

Constitution promises in section 29(1) a 

right to basic education yet South African 

children consistently perform very badly in 

tests measuring literacy and numeracy.3 

The Constitution guarantees in section 12 

(1)(c), the right to be free from all forms of 

violence from either public or private 

sources; yet the levels of murder, rape and 

robbery remain unacceptably high across 

the country. Sadly, our own Rabbi Schell 

was recently the victim of a car theft and 

many of the people here will have had 

some brush with crime.  

There is thus a need somehow to bridge 

this gap: indeed, the Interim Constitution of 

South Africa described itself as an ‘historic 

bridge between the past of a deeply divided 

society characterized by strife, conflict, 

untold suffering and injustice, and a future 

founded on the recognition of human rights, 

democracy and peaceful co-existence and 

development opportunities for all South 

Africans, irrespective of colour, race, class, 

belief or sex’.  

3 See ENCA “Literacy, Numeracy Standards of SA Children 
to be revealed” (Thursday 5 December 2013) available at  
http://www.enca.com/south-africa/literacy-numeracy-
standards-sa-children-be-revealed 
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Unfortunately, that process of moving a 

nation from a past based in injustice to a 

society founded upon justice is a difficult 

one and one faced with perils. Interestingly, 

this is the theme currently of the weekly 

readings of the Torah. I leined at a 

barmitzvah recently the portion of Shelach 

Lecha from the Torah which deals with the 

spies who go to provide a report to the 

people on the promised land. As we know, 

the majority comes back with message of 

negativity, that the Israelites will not be able 

to succeed in taking over the promised 

land; whilst a minority, Calev and Joshua 

speak in the language of possibility, and 

optimism that indeed, ‘yes, we can’ take it 

over. After the people become frightened 

and spoke of returning to Egypt and back-

tracking from all that has been achieved, G-

d reaches the conclusion that virtually the 

whole generation that left Egypt cannot be 

the one to enter the promised land. We 

read similarly also of stories of deep 

dissatisfaction and of rebellions amongst 

the people themselves in what was 

anything but a smooth journey to the 

promised land. 

Indeed, this story is rich with the 

resonances it has for South Africa. In many 

ways, the vast majority of voices are quite 

pessimistic at present about our future and 

our ability to realize our ideals. You have 

arrived in South Africa at a time of turmoil 

and dissatisfaction. Protests often erupt into 

violence. The Gini coefficient has increased 

not decreased since apartheid. And there is 

increased racial tension.  

 It is hard to hold on to the possibility of the 

new society which the Constitution 

envisages. Indeed, people are tempted 

continually to ‘go back to Egypt’ and retreat 

into old discourses around race, further 

dividing the peoples of this unique country. 

South Africa can in some sense be said to 

be wandering in our forty years of the 

desert trying to navigate and find our way 

amidst the uncertainty of which direction we 

should take. That, in turn leads to all kinds 

of political upheavals and violence.   

At the same time, there are voices of 

optimism and hope that remain. Despite the 

attempt to destroy our national broadcaster, 

civil society campaigners have been on the 

streets attempting to fight for its survival in 

a form that can live up to our national 

ideals. Students succeeded last year in 

ensuring the government creates a fairer 

dispensation for those who are poor and 
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desperately wish to study. Sadly, at times, 

protests are counterproductive and land up 

burning schools, surely as Prof Tinyiko 

Maluleke has argued, a collective act of 

national suicide.  

In my view, for those of us who remain in 

this country, the path we must follow must 

be the one of Joshua and Calev, that we 

can indeed achieve the country that we 

dream of. Holding onto the possibility of a 

better future amidst a deeply troubling 

present is in a sense an act of faith. And it 

is this act of faith in which religion, and in 

our context, progressive Judaism in 

particular can play an important role.  

The formal establishment of Progressive 

Jewish life in South Africa happened in the 

1930s during a very different time: indeed, 

on Shabbat, we will be celebrating the 

establishment of the mother synagogue of 

the progressive community at Temple Israel 

in Hillbrow in 1936. That establishment was 

of course an act of hope in the future of the 

country. Yet, it took place at a time in which 

the gates were being closed to Jewish 

immigration to the country at a time of 

greatest need and in which black people 

were being confined to only 13 percent of 

the land of the country and having their 

qualified suffrage in the Cape removed. The 

growth of the movement took place against 

a back-drop of the second world war, in 

which we had our own version of Nazis in 

South Africa’s known as the 

Ossewabrandwag, the growth of the 

nationalist party after the war and the 

development of the apartheid system from 

1948 onwards. Of course, we very proud of 

the fact that several of the rabbis in the 

progressive movement sought actively to 

oppose apartheid, and, at times were often 

at odds with parts of their own communities 

(as has eloquently been researched by 

Irwin Manoim, chairperson of Beit Emanuel 

who is writing a comprehensive and 

fascinating history of the movement). A 

movement that had, in its early years, to 

reduce the emphasis on ritual observances 

and focus on the ethical teachings of 

Jewish life, was of necessity deeply 

confronted by the unjust system of 

apartheid, amongst which it was 

developing.   

We are in different times today and the 

values of the new constitutional order are 

now entirely congruent with those espoused 

by Progressive Judaism. Indeed, we are 

now in a space in which the challenge is 
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how to help build the new society and hold 

onto the vision of the Constitution. 

Progressive Judaism is perhaps well-placed 

in this regard: it, in some sense, holds onto 

the counter-intuitive doctrine that the world 

can be better than it currently is. Indeed, 

some of our great thinkers such as 

Mordechai Kaplan of the last century, see 

the very notion of G-d as involving our faith 

in the possibility of the world being better 

than it is as we see it and find it.  

The expression of G-d in the world for Jews 

is not simply about purely abstract 

philosophy and living apart from society but 

involves concretely instantiating the values 

which we hold dear in our daily lives. We 

know about the excellent work done by the 

Mitzvah school and the Sisterhood in 

concretely helping advance education and 

social welfare in our society. All our 

synagogues have projects that engage 

actively with the society around us and 

seek to promote an environment of mutual 

respect for all in our country.  

Sadly, many of the structures of the 

organized Jewish community in South 

Africa have struggled to transform in line 

with the ethos of the new democracy. 

Orthodox Rabbis still in masse boycott fora 

like Limmud, a cross-communal event for 

all Jews. They do so base on the idea, that 

if they were to come, they would somehow 

endorse Progressive Judaism given the fact 

that Progressive rabbis give sessions at the 

conference (as do presenters from all 

denominations). Of course, this goes 

entirely against any democratic mind-set 

which must recognize that one can engage 

or acknowledge different points of view 

without agreeing with them.   

And, more recently, Progressive Judaism 

has taken an activist turn with the formation 

of SACRED, the South African Centre for 

Religious Equality and Diversity, which is 

seeking to be the equivalent of the Israeli 

Religious Action Centre or the Religious 

Action Centre in North America. SACRED 

was formed to challenge religious-

orientated discrimination in the Jewish 

community and beyond and to help create a 

society consonant with the constitutional 

values of South Africa.  

We have watched from afar as IRAC has 

attempted to stop gender discrimination on 

buses in Israel and to find a space for 

Progressive Jews at the Kotel. SACRED 

has also recently become involved in an 

important court case to challenge gender 
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discrimination in the Jewish Community. 

The South African Jewish Board of 

Deputies – which is formed to be the 

umbrella body of the Jewish community 

representing all Jews – in the last ten years 

has effectively banned women from singing 

memorial songs and dirges at the Yom 

Hashoah memorial ceremony. This position 

was a back-tracking from a previous 

position where women participated as 

equals in this important ceremony. 

Unfortunately, in 2005, the new Chief 

Orthodox Rabbi chose to make a statement 

by walking off the podium when a young 

girl, Hilit Milner sang a song ‘To Everyone 

there is a Name’, commemorating those 

lost in the Holocaust and emphasizing their 

individuality. He based his action upon his 

understanding that there is a general 

prohibition in Jewish law preventing Jewish 

men from hearing women from singing. His 

position on Jewish law translated into the 

Board of Deputies stopping women from 

singing at this ceremony claiming that it 

was seeking to accommodate those 

religious Orthodox men who felt that they 

could not participate in the ceremony 

should women sing.   

Understandably, this position has been 

deeply controversial in the Jewish 

community and the dispute has reached the 

secular courts. SACRED is a party to the 

action and it is claiming that the Board of 

Deputies is violating South Africa’s strict 

anti-discrimination statutes through its 

actions. A number of progressive women’s 

organizations have joined the action. They 

protest on numerous grounds. First, the 

supposed prohibition on women singing is 

itself of very doubtful provenance in the 

Talmud, has had significant disagreement 

as to its scope in the Middle Ages, and 

there are respected modern Orthodox 

halachic authorities who do not believe it 

applies to women singing at 

commemorative ceremonies such as Yom 

Hashoah. Why then has the Chief Orthodox 

Rabbi sought to impose a controversial 

position that is deeply damaging to the 

dignity of women in the community where 

this is not required by Jewish law itself? 

Why has the South African Board of 

Deputies which is supposed to represent all 

Jews allowed itself to accept such a 

position?  

Secondly, the fact that a number of 

religious men consider themselves bound 
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by the prohibition does not mean that 

women should be prevented from 

participating as equals in the ceremony. 

Nor that such naked discrimination should 

take place at a ceremony which 

commemorates the terrible denial of dignity 

of all persons in the Holocaust.  

I have focused a little on this concrete case 

as it demonstrates the opportunity that the 

new South African legal order offers to 

address and challenge practices within the 

Jewish community which are discriminatory. 

It also offers an insight into how private 

associations themselves are affected by the 

prohibition on discrimination.  We still do 

not know what the outcome of the case will 

be: and it is hoped that there can be some 

meeting of minds between the two sides. 

What we do know is we should be proud 

that an organization affiliated with the 

SAUPJ has taken up this important cause 

and sought to fight for the sacred value of 

gender equality. It has also shown the 

congruence between the values held dear 

by progressive Judaism and those of the 

new constitutional order and the 

possibilities this may give rise to.  

To our overseas guests, I hope I have given 

you some feel for the country you have 

arrived at. Indeed, South Africa is a country 

in development. Its renewal was rooted in 

deep ideals. These ideals still inspire many 

of us: indeed, my formative years at school 

were spent in the transition to democracy 

and my most crucial years at university in 

the early years of the new democracy. As 

you can hear perhaps, I still have a passion 

for ensuring our society lives up to its 

highest ideals and so do many of the South 

Africans here. South Africa’s success is 

only possible through concrete actions that 

translate these ideals into reality. The new 

order creates the opportunity for the 

flourishing of faith communities and for the 

transformation of relationships within those 

communities. The new order in a sense 

also needs faith communities. 22 years into 

the new South Africa, Progressive Jews in 

South Africa today have a great opportunity 

to help develop the society in a positive 

direction and, in so doing, to give concrete 

expression to a number of our core 

doctrines of Tzedek Tzedk Tirdoff – Justice 

Justice Shalt you pursue – and committing 

ourselves to Tikkun Olam, repairing the 

world, and the country for all those who live 

in it.    
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The Stranger and the Other as our Challenge/ Prof. Merle Williams 

For months I have been haunted by an 

image that appeared in a BBC news 

broadcast: a strong, handsome man is 

sitting on top of a heap of rubble in the 

Syrian war zone, frantically trying to lift 

jagged lumps of concrete with his sinewy 

hands. His family were buried when the 

building collapsed. His face is contorted 

with a silenced scream of anguish, as a 

reporter’s shaken voice reviews political 

demands, international opinion and the 

estimated death toll. It is scenes of this kind 

that prompt desperate migrations by land or 

sea to the assumed safety of Europe. The 

physically active push elderly relatives in 

improvised wheelchairs along winding 

tracks, while pathetically small bodies wash 

up on beaches or capsized boats rock 

ominously on an oily swell. Displacement 

and xenophobia have also come to the 

doorstep of my congregation, Beit Emanuel 

in Johannesburg. Our community has 

energetically collected food, blankets and 

clothing for the vulnerable homeless from 

neighbouring parts of Africa, appalled at the 

knowledge of at least one foreigner 

murdered in front of a camera lens. This is 

the story of the stranger, and it is an urgent 

story of our time. It is equally a pressing 

challenge for the values of Progressive 

Judaism. 

A recent invitation to give a drashah on 

parashat Eikev led me to reflect on these 

deeply troubling upheavals, while 

recognising the difficulty of shaping an 

ethically adequate response.  Parashat 

Eikev continues the discourse begun in Va-

et’chanan. As the children of Israel prepare 

to enter the Promised Land, Moses 

passionately emphasises that they will 

reach their goal and enjoy a comfortable, 

fulfilled life only under the dispensation of 

God. He reminds them of their past 

derelictions, vividly evoking the shocking 

spiritual violation – and violence – of the 

episode of the Golden Calf. Only through 

the integrity of obedience to God’s mitzvot, 

Moses argues, will the people deserve 

peace, harmony and abundance in their 

new environment. Then he interpolates a 

specific ethical requirement: since God 

‘befriends the stranger, providing food and 

clothing. – You too must befriend the 
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stranger, for once you were strangers in the 

land of Egypt’ (Deuteronomy 10: 18-19). In 

a frequently cited passage from the 

Talmudic tractate Baba Metzia (59b), Rabbi 

Eliezer wonderingly notes that this 

injunction to care for the stranger appears 

36 times in the Torah, effectively protecting 

the needs and dignity of the ger toshav or 

the resident alien who can otherwise claim 

no civic and political rights.4 This call at 

once for empathy and practical intervention 

is rooted in historical narrative, the folk 

memory of the unrelenting hardship of 

slavery in Egypt. Yet it is equally ethical, 

because it takes the form of imitatio Dei. If 

God avows a special responsibility for 

strangers, then this must become the 

commitment of the children of Israel, who 

have been created in the image of God. 

Strikingly, the appeal on behalf of the 

stranger appears within the same 

discursive context as the prohibition of 

idolatry and the assertion of God’s 

sovereignty. 

The presentation of the stranger in Eikev is, 

it seems to me, a special case of the Other 

as discussed by Emmanuel Levinas, who 

                                                           
4 See the note on Deuteronomy 10:18 in The Torah: A 

Modern Commentary, ed. W. Gunther Plaut. Revised 

was perhaps one of the greatest ethical 

thinkers of the last century. Levinas 

survived the Second World War in a 

prisoner-of-war camp, because he had 

been put under pressure to enlist in the 

French army. However, his father and 

brothers were killed in Lithuania by SS 

forces. His first major philosophical work, 

Totality and Infinity, is traced by the 

imagery of ‘good soup and bread’, the 

staple commodities and pragmatically 

tradable currency of the Shoah. Levinas 

determines that philosophy should be 

founded in ethics, rather than treating ethics 

merely as one of its derivative or 

subordinate branches. He also contends 

that the self can grow into meaningful 

consciousness and sensibility only through 

its engagement with the Other. It is the 

Other who makes me most fully myself, yet 

paradoxically demands that I sustain him 

even to the extent of snatching the bread 

from my own mouth in order to feed him. 

The Other therefore approaches me from a 

dimension of figurative (or metaphysical) 

mastery or height, compelling me to enact 

my responsibility by her very neediness and 

Edition. New York: Union for Reform Judaism, 2005, 

1237. 
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fragility. In this way, I am summoned to 

respond to the uniquely human face of the 

Other, his or her characteristic mode of self-

presentation or being-in-the-world, in the 

mode of the Biblical panim-el-panim or 

‘face-to face’, just as Moses is sometimes 

deemed to have encountered God. I have 

no option but to reply from the depth of my 

selfhood, ‘Hineini. Here I am. Take me.’ 

In a famous interview recorded in 

Ethics and Infinity, Levinas explains: 

The first word of the face is the ‘Thou 

shalt not kill’. It is an order. There is 

a commandment in the appearance 

of the face, as if a master spoke to 

me. However, at the same time, the 

face of the Other is destitute; it is the 

poor for whom I can do all and to 

whom I owe all. And me, whoever I 

may be, but as a ‘first person’ [an ‘I’], 

I am he who finds the resources to 

respond to the call.5  

A Levinasian ethics permits no expedient 

compromises or evasions. I am 

accountable to and for the Other, including 

and especially the stranger. In about 1850, 

                                                           
5 Emmanuel Levinas, Ethics and Infinity: Conversations 

with Philippe Nemo. Pittsburgh, PA: Duquesne University 

Press, 1985, 89. 

the English poet Arthur Hugh Clough wrote 

a short piece entitled the ‘The Latest 

Decalogue’ (in other words ‘A Modern Ten 

Commandments’) as a sharp satire on the 

materialism, economic exploitation and 

moral complacency of Victorian society. 

The poem begins mockingly with ‘Thou 

shalt have one God only; who/ Would be at 

the expense of two?’ (1-2). After satirising 

this foundational principle of monotheism, 

the text arrives rapidly at the sixth 

commandment: ‘Thou shalt not kill; but 

needst not strive/ Officiously to keep alive’ 

(11-12).6 This convoluted process of cynical 

reasoning is precisely what Levinas rejects. 

We are not charged merely with avoiding 

murder; the face of every suffering 

individual constitutes an appeal to me to 

embrace my responsibilities and to cherish 

life, regardless of prevailing cultural 

judgements, demographic quotas and the 

vagaries of immigration rules. Recognising 

the face of the Other is not a formal duty 

that can be delegated, deferred or even 

ignored. Levinas is steeped in Torah and 

Talmud, so he knows that every halachah is 

appropriately defined, with its 

6 Arthur Hugh Clough, Selected Poems, ed. Jim McCue. 

Harmondsworth, Middlesex: Penguin, 1991, 147. 
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accompanying set of obligations clearly 

stipulated. Yet he insists on going further, 

construing Judaism as a faith of infinite, 

unfulfillable responsibility, both to the Other 

and to God as the ultimate Other. 

Responding to the ethical irreducibility of 

the face of the Other must become a 

lifetime’s taxing task. 

Such an understanding of the claims of the 

stranger as Other requires a radical 

hospitality, a hospitality that resonates 

particularly with our Jewish heritage as 

descendants of Abraham whose guests 

proved to be angels. Nonetheless, 

hospitality remains a distinctly risky and 

even unnerving enterprise. Who can tell 

how the guest may turn out, perhaps 

becoming an unwanted burden or an 

insidious threat rather than a friendly and 

productive member of the community? 

Jacques Derrida, whose later thought was 

creatively inflected by Levinas, 

distinguishes two different types of 

hospitality. The first is the ‘conditional 

hospitality’ derived from the ancient Greek 

tradition of the xenos or ‘guest-friend’; it is 

based on the acknowledgement of 

                                                           
7 See Jacques Derrida (in exchange with Anne 

Dufourmantelle), Of Hospitality, trans. Rachel Bowlby. 

approved names, pre-existing pacts, mutual 

interests and usually a common language. 

The aim is both to circumscribe the 

mandatory duties of the host and to render 

him as secure as possible in delimiting his 

dealings with a foreigner. The second type 

is ‘absolute hospitality’, which asks no 

questions, seeks no guarantees and 

accepts whoever or whatever ‘turns up’, 

regardless of unforeseeable 

consequences.7 ‘Absolute hospitality’ is 

thus poised on a knife-edge with potential 

hostility, while welcome is counter-balanced 

by canny suspicion. Moreover, each type of 

hospitality depends upon, and is infused by, 

its other, so that clear-cut distinctions 

cannot easily be drawn.   

There is no straightforward resolution to 

such teasing dilemmas. As Levinas 

suggests, not only a single and singular 

person but also all of humanity looks at me 

out of the far-reaching revelation of the 

face. My freedom as a notionally self-

sufficient being is inherently compromised 

by this naked plea for support; I cannot 

deny it. The very texture of language, as 

marking at once an awareness of the face 

Stanford CA: Stanford University Press, 2000, 23-27, 75-

79. 
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and an acknowledgement of the call to 

hospitality, becomes an invocation of 

justice. The Other must be treated with 

equity, in accordance with perceived claims 

and a range of imagined entitlements. This 

is why there is for Levinas a prophetic 

quality to discourse with and about the 

stranger; it becomes performative in 

evoking prompt and appropriate action. 

Returning to parashat Eikev, individuals in 

their turn relate to God as the absolute, 

transcendent Other when they respond to 

the stranger as a human Other, ensuring 

her subsistence. These verses of Torah 

serve as a prescient reminder that the 

migrants and asylum-seekers uncertainly 

fashioning a precarious existence in South 

African cities are the responsibility of local 

populations, including – and perhaps 

especially – the actively engaged 

Progressive congregations. At the same 

time, it becomes questionable to put out of 

mind the steadily tramping procession of 

destitute refugees from the chaos of Middle 

Eastern insurgencies to economically over-

stretched and frequently unwilling European 

destinations. From this perspective, the 

adventurous migrant children from North 

Africa, now cut off from their families and 

sleeping in the streets of Sicilian towns, 

should not disappear quite so easily from 

consciousness when the television set is 

switched off for the night. 

These pressing problems are clearly not 

susceptible of quick, uncomplicated or 

conclusive solution; they persist as 

ineluctable ethical and humanitarian 

challenges. Some fellow-philosophers have 

argued that Emmanuel Levinas should be 

classified as a moral idealist. His project of 

ethical responsibility to the Other is deemed 

impossible in real-world terms, and it is 

therefore addressed principally within a 

theoretical framework. Nonetheless, 

Levinas’s thought is directly consonant with 

some key precepts of Torah. As the austere 

spiritual self-reckoning of the High Holy 

Days approaches, it seems apt to recall his 

vision for the ethical aspiration of Israel in 

one of his early Talmudic readings. Levinas 

identifies in the implicit spiritual orientation 

of the children of Israel at Sinai a capacity 

for 

… an uprightness without stupidity, 

an absolute uprightness which is 

also absolute self-criticism, read in 

the eyes of the one who is the goal 

of my uprightness and whose look 
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calls me into question. It is a 

movement toward the other that 

does not come back to its point of 

origin … a movement beyond 

anxiety and stronger than death. 

This uprightness is called Temimut, 

the essence of Jacob.8  

Millennia later, contemporary Progressive 

Jews are accordingly invited to pursue the 

uprightness of Temimut in their interactions 

with the stranger, who so often assumes 

the guise of the foreigner, the migrant or the 

refugee. Levinas urges courage rather than 

caution, relentless self-appraisal under the 

gaze of the Other and an ethics that 

eschews excuses motivated by transient 

contingencies. This daunting challenge 

figures as an infinitely open task for modern 

Jews, just as it encapsulates their legacy of 

Torah, creative commentary and searching 

philosophy. Within the Progressive setting 

of informed personal choice, such an 

appeal is likely to resonate with particular 

force. 

[This piece is slightly adapted from a 

sermon that was delivered at Beit Emanuel 

on Shabbat Eikev, 26 August 2016.] 

 

                                                           
8 Emmanuel Levinas, ‘The Temptation of Temptation’, in 

Nine Talmudic Readings, trans. Annette Aronowicz. 

Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1990, 48. 
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Being a progressive Rabbi / Rabbi Adrian M. Schell 
 

Judaism teaches us that words have 
creative power. As a rabbi I am blessed to 
experience this power every single day; I am 
able to create worlds by sharing thoughts 
and knowledge with the next generation, I 
repair worlds with words of healing, and I 
mourn worlds that have passed with words 
of comfort. Being a rabbi is the best 
profession in the world – if you ask me – and 
mainly because it is not a profession.     

Years ago, when I started my journey to 
become a rabbi, I was asked to reflect about 
what a rabbi is and should be. Since then, 
this question has never left me: not during 
my studies, not during my time as a rabbi in 
Germany, and of course not in my daily work 
here in Johannesburg. And as a Progressive 
Jew, this question included another 
dimension: What is a Progressive rabbi?  

These days, religions in general are in a 
competition with many other “concepts to 
master one’s life”, such as social networks, 
sports and other activities. While it might be 
that in the good old times rabbis were sitting 
behind their desks and never had to worry 
about the centrality of Judaism in the lives of 
their communities, outreach in the name of 
God is part of being a rabbi today. Providing 
an understanding that God is relevant and 
that the Jewish tradition has to offer 
something more than merely some old, 
dusty concepts is, in my understanding, on 
top of the pile of any rabbi’s desk. Being a 
rabbi does not only allow us to speak about 
God, it actually demands it from any rabbi. 
There is often a kind of uneasiness in talking 
about God, but if we allow our doubts and 
struggles to be part of our thoughts, “G-talk”  

 

can actually become an enriching aspect in 
any community’s life. Being a rabbi who has 
trust in God I don’t fear uneasy questions 
even though I don’t have an answer to all of 
them.  

“I believe a rabbi must hear, listen and be 
aware of all congregants,” recently a 
congregant told me. “Listening and 
awareness in order to respond will help to 
form a positive attitude within the 
congregation. People know if you are 
listening. They need to know that in difficult 
times, the Rabbi shares their burdens, 
creating a feeling of togetherness and unity.”  

Rabbis aren’t – against all odds – only 
teachers or members of a Beit Din, a 
rabbinic court. To the contrary, they are 
individuals who take part in the lives of 
others; accompanying them on their life’s 
journeys. And the congregant is right; first 
and foremost a rabbi needs to be a good 
listener. Not only in the sense that a rabbi 
should have the ability to actively listen, but 
to be able to carefully recognise the other 
and to listen to the soul of this person. I like 
the notion of understanding the rabbinate 
as a calling and not as a profession, 
because it emphasises the ability to listen.  

Putting away your own “ego” to make space 
to see the other is what I expect from any 
rabbi, myself included. This is perhaps the 
most difficult part of being a rabbi, but also 
the one that grants you many wonderful 
moments. To see the other, to encounter 
another human being in a true moment of 
empathy is a true blessing. And I am grateful 
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every single time this is granted to me, 
although I admit that putting away one’s ego 
does not always happen, and is not always 
possible. A rabbi is a human being, too, but 
it is so important for me to have it as a goal 
or even more so, to demand it, because this 
is not only one way of the serving God – to 
recognise and maintain the dignity of any 
human being, but also a way to encounter 
God.  

To ensure that the Eternal spark in 
everyone is honoured and handled as the 
most precious of God’s gifts to us, makes 
the rabbinate a holy task, and makes 
being Jewish a holy endeavour. It is terrific 
to celebrate the life of a newlywed couple 
and to guide them into their partnership, to 
bless a new-born baby, and to accompany a 
young person to become a Bat or Bar 
Mitzvah. But one also meets God in a person 
who has lost their job, a young individual in 
an identity crisis, a human being with cancer 
or at the end of a long and successful life -- 
this is humbling and beyond human words. 
To serve God means to have a deep 
understanding for God’s creation and to see 
the beauty and diversity in it regardless of 
the circumstances. 

Being a rabbi and being a progressive Jew 
means to dance the dance between the past 
and modernity. To keep traditions, but not to 
exaggerate them. To include modern trends 
and ideas, but not to sacrifice your own 
identity to the Zeitgeist. All aspects of life and 
the society of which we are part must equally 
have an impact on decisions and actions we 
make, in the same way as halachic and 
traditional considerations have done. 
Modern Judaism can only remain relevant 
when it is able to find its balance. And as a 
rabbi I see myself walking on this continuum, 
moving carefully from one side to the other 
and back again. 

My Judaism is inclusive, open, 
approachable, capable of embracing the 
individual and of serving the collective. As a 
progressive rabbi I want to share my 
knowledge in order to learn and to grow, and 
to help growing and learning. My Judaism is 
based on dialogue and informed choices, not 
on the dictum of Halacha – the religious law. 
Often I tell people that they can’t blame me 
for a decision they made, but for not giving 
them enough information to make that 
decision. My Judaism is not judgmental, but 
demanding. 

In the image I have, everyone is their own 
advocate in the trial before God. If we are 
able to justify our decisions, God will be mild 
and graceful. It is ignorance that helps the 
evil to thrive, not the honest attempt. We are 
partners with God and God is our partner, 
not our adversary. I like the image of a parent 
that sees its child making the first steps. Of 
course the child will fall many times on its 
tuches, but the parent does not chastise the 
child for its failure. The parent applauds it for 
the effort, and supports the child during any 
step that follows. This is the colourful image 
of my Judaism. The guiding hand our 
tradition offers, the acknowledgement of the 
individual journey every one of us has to 
make, the recognition that one may fall on 
this path without losing the opportunity to try 
again and again and again, moving forward 
step by step until an unstable walk becomes 
firm and safe.  

In my Judaism, a rabbi must be able to walk 
in front of their congregation, while at the 
same time form the rear guard. Protecting 
the congregation from within, and from 
outside attacks. A rabbi is not a Jack of all 
trades: a rabbi is a human being with 
strengths and weaknesses, and with all the 
right to be a human being who can both fail 
and win. But at the same time, a rabbi has a 



20 
 
 

 

function in the congregation that demands 
that he put his own ego aside and serve the 
congregation. My former teacher in Berlin, 
Rabbi Tovia BenChorin repeated over and 
over his approach towards the rabbinate: “It 
is not your congregation that serves you, it is 
you who serves a congregation. It is not God 
who serves you, you serve God.” I 
understood that rabbis need to lead a 
congregation, but must also allow the 
congregation to lead them, too.  

I’d like to close with a thought about the 
ideals of leadership the Torah is presenting 
to us, and that resonates so wonderfully in 
my heart: 

During Jethro’s visit to the Israelites camp, 
he notices a long line of people waiting to 
bring their disputes before Moses. Sitting 
alone from morning until evening, Moses 
listens to each argument, hears each 
problem, and states his judgment on each 
situation brought before him Jethro is 
astounded: 

“What is this thing you are doing for the 
people?” he asks Moses. “Why do you act 
alone, while all the people stand about you 
from morning until evening?” 

Noting that Jethro was deeply upset with 
Moses, Rabbi Fields quotes in his “Torah 
Commentary for Our Times” on the Parasha 
an ancient sage who suggests that what 
disturbed Jethro was not that Moses 
appeared overworked – but that Moses had 
become full of self-importance. Moses, he 
says, was “behaving like a king, who sits on 
his throne while all the people stand.” 

The Torah is an important guideline for every 
one of us. One of its goals, in my 
understanding, is to form a just society. The 
Torah was formed out of a group of slaves 
who became a nation of priests, serving God 

and all humanity. Here is a message for 
every one of us, as we are all to some 
degree slaves to something, and we will 
hopefully one day become these Kohanim, 
priests, that the Torah envisions us to be. 

And so it doesn’t come as a surprise that the 
Torah also raises the question of leadership. 
As much as the Torah leads us to a society 
founded on the ideal of equality and 
democracy, it does not undermine the need 
for a strong leadership as long as it is to the 
benefit of the people. And that is why Jethro 
criticises Moses so harshly right in the 
beginning of his leadership. 

A quote from the Numbers 27.16 and 17 
underlines this idea. This time it is Moses 
who asks God at the end of his leadership to 
appoint a new leader, a good shepherd for 
the Israelites “who shall go out before them 
and to come in before them”. 

“Both instructions of the Torah teach us that 
leadership has always been a serious 
responsibility. Caring for the safety of a 
community and preserving its culture and 
traditions are complex tasks. Jethro 
appreciated the need to share the burden, 
and the interpreters of his advice to Moses – 
defined for us the qualities of leadership – 
required by Jewish tradition,” so Fields 

And so I pray to God, being part of the 
leadership in this holy community, that I will 
meet the standards our tradition has set for 
us, that I will be wise in my leadership like 
the aged Moses, and always sensible to the 
need of our people like Jethro. 

“One thing I ask from the Eternal, one thing I 

desire: That I may dwell in the House of Adonai 

all the days of my life, to behold the 

graciousness of the Eternal, and to enter His 

sanctuary.”    (Psalm 27.4) 
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Submissions to JBOD Colloquium- June 2016, Sivan 5776  

A. Rabbi Greg Alexander and Dr. Glenda Kruss Van Der Heever  

(Temple Israel, CPT)

We stand here today to represent the 

Progressive voice on Kol Ishah. For many 

here you might assume that the 

Progressive Movement does not hold any 

position on Kol Ishah. As everyone knows, 

in any Progressive shul a woman can be a 

service leader, cantor or rabbi. Our bat 

mitzvah candidates chant Maftir and 

Haftarah just like the bar mitzvah 

candidates and our services feature mixed 

choirs and female soloists. 

This is not a practice that arose by chance 

or one that is ignorant of Halacha. We are 

well aware that this is not the practice in all 

the synagogues of Cape Town, and we fully 

support the right of any synagogue to run 

services that fit their understanding of 

Halacha in their buildings. However, what 

brings us here today is the communal 

space, owned by neither our shul nor any 

other - in this case the cemetery on Yom 

HaShoah, with a memorial service run by 

the Jewish Board of Deputies. 

And what we want to explain to this 

colloquium today is how we see the 

halachic process regarding Kol Ishah and 

what it demands in the community. The 

understanding that Kol Isha requires 

women not to sing is a very recent 

interpretation and only one of the many 

ways that Kol Ishah has been interpreted in 

its 2000-year history. 

Kol Ishah is not traced to the Torah – its 

origin begins in the statement in the Talmud 

in the name of Shmuel that kol b’ishah 

ervah – a woman’s voice is nakedness. 

And to sum up 1500 years of commentary 

on this passage, the rabbis do not agree. 

Some, like the Rif, Rabbi Isaac Alfasi, see 

Shmuel’s statement as only aggadic, that 

is: a droshah about the powerful effects that 

women have on men. 

Many see his statement as having halachic 

impact, that is: that it legislates men not to 

hear a woman’s voice. Some read it as 

referring to the singing voice of a woman 

and some, like Maimonides, her speaking 
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voice. 1000 years ago, Rav Chai Gaon 

(Pumbedita, 939-1038) ruled (Otzar 

Hageonim to Berakhot, Perushim, p. 30, 

paragraph 102) that a man “should not 

recite the Shema when a woman is singing 

but if he can concentrate in his heart on his 

prayer so that he does not hear her or pay 

attention to her - it is permissible…”. 

What is clear is that whatever their 

interpretation, no-one up until the 19th 

Century suggests that in order to save men 

from hearing a woman’s voice, it is 

forbidden for women to sing. The only 

discussion was over what men need to 

refrain from hearing. The act of refraining 

was left to the men. 

The first Rabbi to rule that women are 

forbidden to sing was the 19th Century 

posek the Chatam Sofer, Rabbi Moses 

Sofer, and since then, many Orthodox 

rabbinic authorities, including here in Cape 

Town, have followed his ruling. There are 

examples of well-respected Orthodox 

rabbis in other communities who permit 

women singing, but let us concern 

ourselves now with Progressive 

approaches to this Halacha. 

Some Progressive commentators dismiss 

Kol Ishah as the writings of male rabbis in 

times so different to our own that their 

rulings do not apply today. Some would go 

further and say that their misogynistic bias 

against women and equality takes them 

outside of the remit of acceptable Jewish 

religious law, that their conflict with the 

Jewish values of b’tzelem Elohim, being 

created in G-d’s image, or k’vod habriot, 

respect for G-d’s creations, make them too 

extreme to consider as appropriate for 

Torah interpretation today. 

We however, want to own these texts. We 

see them as ours, even when we need to 

wrestle with them, even when we 

vehemently disagree with them, they are 

ours. Even Shmuel, he’s ours too. And we 

own him as one of our forebears, one of our 

teachers. So what does he teach us? 

We know that there is an unacceptable 

level of gender violence today. We know 

that the rate of sexual violence in South 

Africa is among the highest in the world, 

with an estimate of 500,000 rapes taking 

place per year. We also recognize that the 

world we live in today is filled with sexually 

explicit material. How do we respond? 
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Is the answer to cover women up, hide 

them away, stop them singing? Or even 

talking? 

Or is the answer to look at the tools that 

Judaism gives us to deal with this. Take 

tzitzit for example. The Torah tells us – “that 

you should look upon them and recall all 

the mitzvot and… ם, -ְולֹא ָתתּורּו ַאֲחֵרי ְלַבְבכֶּ

ר ם, ֲאשֶּ ם-ְוַאֲחֵרי ֵעיֵניכֶּ ם ֹזִנים, ַאֲחֵריהֶּ ַאתֶּ  That you 

should not go seeking out ways to follow 

your heart and your eyes in lustful urgings.” 

(Num.15). 

Tzitzit are a reminder tool for Jewish men 

and women that when things are pulling 

you in the wrong way, look on them and be 

reminded of the mitzvot. 

Tzitzit, yetzer hatov, meditation, faith, 

kavanah. These are our tools. Not to stop 

women singing - stop men raping. We 

should note and even be proud that Shmuel 

chose to raise the issue of provocative 

sexuality, even if his statement seems to 

point the problem at women. What we need 

to take from the Talmud is that it’s good to 

be aware of the thoughts that may arise, of 

the provocation that comes from voice, 

images, from music, from social media – 

and that is Shmuel’s gift to us. It’s for men 

as much as for women, to know that the 

other can be sexually attractive and that 

you will be called to respond. How do you 

respond? 

The original rabbinic discussion may have 

been about men needing to take 

responsibility for their thoughts, for their 

actions. And that is EXACTLY the 

conversation that needs to take place in our 

communities. With our sons and with our 

daughters. To tell our sons to listen to 

women. To teach them that if a woman 

chooses to dress like so, or speaks or sings 

like so, you act like a man. And a man does 

not act irresponsibly on those urges. 

In the same vein this is true of Kol Ish, the 

voice of a man, too. When a man sings or 

when a woman sings, we recognize the 

power of both of those voices, and the need 

for all of us to take responsibility for our 

responses. 

This colloquium should not be about 

whether or not a woman sings. That she 

sings must be a starting point. The 

challenge of this forum is to find a creative 

way to let everyone attend. May we have 

this discussion with respect to all views. 
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B. James Lomberg (SACRED)  

SACRED would like to begin by thanking 

the organizers of this colloquium for giving 

us this opportunity to present our 

submission. Unfortunately, though, we were 

only made aware that we would be given an 

opportunity to present to this colloquium on 

the 16th of June, with a deadline for 

submission of our presentation on the 

17th of June, even though the colloquium 

was initially advertised three weeks ago. 

We, unfortunately, were therefore unable 

to make arrangements to be present in 

person (as most of us are based in 

Johannesburg) or to prepare a detailed 

submission.  

 At the same time, we believe it is important 

to state our position clearly and 

forcefully. SACRED is opposed to 

discrimination and exclusion of women. We, 

like the SAJBD, are committed to a South 

Africa where everyone will enjoy freedom 

from the evils of prejudice, intolerance and 

discrimination. We hold dear the preamble 

to our Constitution which honours those 

who have suffered discrimination in our 

beautiful country and strive to heal the 

scars of our past by building a society 

based on democratic values, social justice 

and fundamental human rights. Women 

enjoy strong protection in the Bill of Rights, 

and this is no accident, for their oppression 

at the hands of the very men they gave life 

to is ubiquitous in our history. Our 

Constitution is meant to be a decisive break 

with the abuses of our past. 

 Songs represent the deep collective 

memory of the Jewish people, and the 

tragedy of the Shoah is no exception. Two, 

fairly well known examples are Fania 

Fenelon, who upon the liberation of Bergen-

Belsen, where she had been imprisoned, 

famously sang ‘G-d save the King’ and the 

‘Marseillaise’ on a live BBC broadcast, and 

Lyube Levitski, who on 18 January 1942 

sang at a Memorial Concert for the victims 

of Nazi mass killings the previous year. The 

poet Avraham Sutzkever remembered how 

'the audience stood insacred silence as one 

stands in front of an open grave.  Every 

word, every sound recalled the victims at 

Ponar'. 

 These voices not only deserve a place at 

all Yom Hashoah memorials, their removal 

is an insult to their memory and to the 

memory of the Shoah. Not only this, it 
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sweeps aside the great lesson from the 

Shoah – ‘never again’. Never again shall 

we fail to see the full humanity gifted by 

HaShem to each and every single human 

being and never again shall we fail to 

recognize the inherent dignity in all people. 

 This is NOT a Progressive vs. Orthodox 

issue. There are many Orthodox Rabbis, 

including the late Chief Rabbi Harris, who 

hold that the matter of kol isha is not nearly 

as simple as advocates of the ultra-

stringent interpretation currently being 

followed by the Board say it is. We quote 

extensively from the research of Professor 

David Bilchitz, a past member of the Board 

of SACRED: 

 In fact, there is no passage in the Talmud 

which clearly prohibits men from listening to 

women singing. There are three main 

passages in the Talmud which address the 

topic and the context of each is rather 

enigmatic (Berachot 24a, Kiddushin 70a, 

and Sotah 48a). These passages raise a 

number of questions which are debated 

amongst the Rishonim (the early medieval 

legal authorities): does the prohibition of 

men hearing women’s voices apply only in 

the context of saying the shema? Does the 

prohibition cover women’s speaking as well 

as singing? There are a wide variety of 

views on these topics. 

Eventually, the Code of Jewish Law (the 

Shulchan Aruch) adopts the position that 

men should be careful not to hear women’s 

voices whilst reciting the shema as well as 

a more general law against men hearing 

the voices of women who they would be 

prohibited from sleeping with. Jewish law is 

fortunately not as frozen as the Chief Rabbi 

suggests and has developed since the 

sixteenth century. It was, for instance, 

decided that the prohibition of hearing 

women’s voices applies only to singing and 

not speaking (see Magen Avraham, for 

instance). Later authorities continue to 

grapple with the correct scope of the 

prohibition. 

Famously, in the aftermath of the Shoah, 

Rabbi Yechiel Yaakov Weinberg wrote a 

responsum in his work Seridei Aish 

permitting the singing of Sabbath songs 

(zemirot) together in France by male and 

female students at a school. His opinion 

recognizes that the kol isha prohibition may 

be understood only to apply when hearing 

the voice of a woman might lead to 

improper sexual thoughts; it shows an 

important sensitivity to social context; and 
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recognizes that women would ‘feel 

disgraced and regard it as a deprivation of 

their rights’ if they were prohibited from 

singing Zemirot. 

In more recent times, Rabbi Moshe 

Lichtenstein, Rosh Yeshivah of Yeshivat 

Har Etzion, takes this logic to its ultimate 

conclusion. He also rules that the kol isha 

prohibition only applies … [when] women’s 

voices are expressed in a context or 

manner that is sexually charged. He writes: 

‘in terms of day-to-day life, this means that 

we may permit women’s singing Shabbat 

Zemirot, participation in official ceremonies 

of a serious and formal nature, listening to 

random radio commercials and the like: It is 

both possible and appropriate within the 

framework of Halakha to permit these 

scenarios, and one who does so rules 

faithfully and legitimately’. (Tradition  46:1 , 

2013).  Lichtenstein also regards it as 

demeaning to the dignity of human beings 

to suggest that ‘a man is incapable of 

seeing a woman or hearing her voice 

without perceiving her as an object’. 

Lichtenstein is not alone in his ruling and 

other Orthodox halachists rule similarly 

such as Rabbi David Bigman (Yeshivat 

Ma’alei Gilboa) and Rabbi Ronen Neuwirth 

(Beit Hillel). 

I do not deny that there are of course more 

stringent views but the point of this all-too-

brief legal discussion is that there are 

differences of opinion in Orthodox Halacha 

and it is possible and permissible for 

observant Orthodox rabbis and men to 

attend a Yom Hashoah ceremony where 

women sing without violating the Halacha. 

Why then does the Chief Rabbi (and other 

Orthodox rabbis who agree with him) follow 

an excessively strict approach in this area? 

Why do they not recognize that the 

exclusion of women from singing at Yom 

Hashoa is a deep insult to many and 

undermines their sense of dignity? Why 

cause distress to some Holocaust survivors 

and their descendants where there is no 

religious compulsion to do so? Why not 

consider the divisiveness this strict 

approach has created in the South African 

community and the harm it is causing the 

SAJBD?     

These questions are difficult to answer as 

Orthodox rabbis around the world have 

gone a different route. It is particularly 

troubling that the SAJBD allows its policy to 

be determined by a stringent interpretation 
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of Jewish law not adopted anywhere else in 

the world. 

 Our proposed solution is for the Board to 

revert back to its pre-2005 position on 

women signing at communal events. Our 

reasons for holding this opinion flow from 

the principles we have articulated above. 

The Board of Deputies is a secular, 

communal, body responsible for running the 

Yom Hashoah ceremony. It should, in all its 

actions, conform to the requirements of the 

South African Constitution and ensure that 

it does not discriminate on any grounds 

including sex and gender. Having a 

communal ban on women singing is utterly 

unacceptable for the reasons articulated 

above and violates dignity, equality as well 

as the historical memory of the Holocaust. 

At the same time, we recognize the 

importance of ensuring that all individuals 

can be present, including those with 

stringent interpretations of Kol Isha. That 

inclusion does not mean that we should 

sanction the exclusion of women. Since 

Orthodox Halacha itself allows for Rabbis to 

be present when women sing at 

ceremonies such as Kol Isha, those 

refusing to do so must bear the burden of 

their beliefs and not expect others to do so. 

As such, the principle that must the guide 

the ceremony is equal participation of men 

and women in signing - as well as all other 

aspects. The program should be clearly 

marked to indicate where women are 

singing so that those who do not wish to 

hear them can leave at these points. That 

accommodates the rights of those who hold 

exclusionary interpretations of Halacha 

without affecting the participation of women. 

That is a position that goes beyond even 

that held by the late Orthodox Chief Rabbi 

Harris by making it clear to those who hold 

these exclusionary interpretations that they 

may leave. At the same time, it recognizes 

the sacred need for equality to be withheld 

in this important ceremony. 

 Going forward from here we feel that the 

following lessons can be learned.  

 Firstly, changes of policy and consensus 

should be done openly and transparently. 

Unilateral and secretive decisions should 

be avoided at all costs.  

 Secondly, when serious disputes based on 

principle arise - for instance a dispute 

between an interpretation of Halacha and 

the Bill of Rights - the SAJBD should 

attempt to resolve the issue in a 
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constructive and impartial manner. It should 

not have taken the threat of a law suit to get 

the Board to take our concerns seriously.  

 We would like to end by saying that we 

know that the Board does excellent work for 

the community, which we should all be 

grateful for. SACRED hopes that this 

excellence can be extended to solving 

disputes within our community, as well as 

standing up for the crucial principle of 

equality which is at the center of both 

Jewish and South African values. 

 

 

Rabbi Alexander and Dr. Dr. Kruss Van 

Der Heever at the Cape Town Board 

of Deputies Colloquium, 22.6.2016 
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As Progressive Jews: Judaism has always been an encounter of many voices and streams. 

The first documented modern attempt toward progressive worship was “Adath Jessurun” in 

Amsterdam, 1796. The first time a service was held with a musical instrument and was 

conducted in a mixture of Hebrew and the local language was on 17 July 1810. 

 

AS PROGRESSIVE JEWS WE HARNESS THE DIVINE PRESENCES IN OUR DAILY LIFE. 

WE MAKE THE CONTINUAL CHOICE TO BE ENGAGED IN OUR COMMUNITIES, DRAWING 

ON A TRADITION OF WRESTLING WITH DYNAMIC INTERPRETATIONS OF THE MANY LAYERS 

OF OUR SACRED TRADITIONS. WE ENGAGE IN AND SEEK TO INFLUENCE CONTEMPORARY 

SOCIETY. FROM THIS EMERGES A PROACTIVE DESIRE FOR DIGNITY AND JUSTICE AND A 

CELEBRATION OF THE DIVINE IN EVERY PERSON AND ALL LIVING THINGS. 

WE ARE JEWISH PEOPLE OF FAITH WHO SEEK TO APPROACH THE DIVINE PRESENCE AND 

CELEBRATE OUR RICH CULTURAL HERITAGE AND TRADITION, STRIVING TO CREATE AN 

AUTHENTIC SACRED EXPERIENCE. 

AS A PROGRESSIVE JEWISH COMMUNITY WE ARE ACTIVELY BUILDING A SUSTAINABLE, 

FULLY INCLUSIVE WORLD, IN ACCORDANCE WITH THE PROPHETIC VISION OF ECOLOGICAL 

BALANCE, UNIVERSAL PEACE, JUST SOCIETY AND HUMAN DIGNITY. 

“MAY THE DELIGHT OF THE ETERNAL OUR GOD BE UPON US, BE ESTABLISHED FOR US IN 

THE WORK OF OUR HANDS - ESTABLISH THE WORK OF OUR HANDS!” 

(PSALM 90, 17) 
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Divine Presences: As in the justification to the building of the Tabernacle: “So I will dwell in 

their midst” (Exodus 25:8). 

Our daily life: As it says in the liturgy in the “Ahavat Olam” blessing: “Therefore, Eternal our 

God, when we lie down and when we rise up we will meditate on your laws and 

commandments and rejoice in your Torah forever.” 

Choice to be engaged: Rabban Gamliel the son of Rabbi Judah HaNassi said: “Beautiful is 

the study of Torah that engages with the world…all Torah study that is not accompanied by 

work is destined to cease …All those who work for the community surly are doing so for the 

sake of Heaven” (Avot 2:2) 

Tradition of wrestling: “The walls of the house of study did not fall, in honor of R. Joshua, nor 

did they resume the upright, in honor of R. Eliezer; and they are still standing thus inclined. 

Again Rabbi Eliezer said to them: ‘If the Halacha agrees with me, let it be proved from 

Heaven!’ Whereupon a Heavenly Voice cried out: ‘Why do ye dispute with R. Eliezer, seeing 

that in all matters the Halacha agrees with him!’ But R. Joshua arose and exclaimed: ‘The 

Torah is not in heaven.’” (Bavli, Bava Metzia 59b) 

Dynamic interpretations: “I will pour out my Spirit on all flesh; your sons and your daughters 

shall prophesy, your old shall dream dreams, and your youth shall see visions.” (Joel 3:1-2) 

Influence contemporary society: following the example of great Progressive Jews who lived 

in previous generations, such as Rabbi Leo Baeck, Rabbi A.J. Heschel, Rabbi Regina Junes, 

Rabbi David Saperstein and many others. 

Proactive desire for dignity and justice: “Justice, Justice you shall pursuit” (Deut. 16:20), “Is 

not this the fast that I choose: to loosen the bonds of wickedness, to undo the straps of the 

yoke, to let the oppressed go free, and to break every yoke? Is it not to share your bread with 

the hungry and bring the homeless poor into your house; when you see the naked, to cover 

him, and not to hide yourself from your own flesh?”. (Isaiah 58:5-7) 

Celebration of the Divine: “Shout for joy to the Eternal all the earth, burst into joyous song 

with music; make music to the Eternal with the harp, with the harp and the sound of singing, 
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with trumpets and the blast of the ram’s horn— shout for joy before the Eternal, the King. Let 

the sea resound, and everything in it, the world, and all who live in it. Let the rivers clap their 

hands, let the mountains sing together for joy; let them sing before the Eternal, for he comes to 

judge the earth. He will judge the world in righteousness and the peoples with equity.” (Psalm 

98:4-9) 

Jewish people: Those who choose to be part of the covenant, as it states in Deuteronomy 29: 

10-15: “You are standing today all of you before the Lord your God: the heads of your tribes, 

your elders, and your officers, all the men of Israel, your little ones, your wives, and the 

sojourner who are in your camp, from the one who chops your wood to the one who draws 

your water, so that you may enter into the sworn covenant of the Lord your God, which the 

Lord your God is making with you today, that he may establish you today as his people, and 

that he may be your God, as he promised you, and as he swore to your fathers, to Abraham, to 

Isaac, and to Jacob. It is not with you alone that I am making this sworn covenant, but with 

whoever is standing here with us today before the Lord our God, and with whoever is not here 

with us today.” 

Rich cultural heritage and tradition: “Who had announced to the world the secret of the 

Everlasting God, the Eternal One? Who brought the world the understanding of the purity of 

life, of the purity of the family? Who conveyed to the world the respect for the Human, who is 

made in the image of God? Who brought the world the commandment of justice, of the social 

idea? The spirit of the Prophets of Israel in all of these had dwelled, the Revelation of God to 

the Jewish People was in them all. In our Judaism had it sprang, and continues on it to grow. 

Against these facts shall all casted slanders be dropped away.” (Rabbi Leo Baeck, Kol Nidrei 

Address, November 1935) 

Authentic sacred experience: “There was a Rabbi whose grandfather was a disciple of the 

Ba’al Shem Tov. Once he asked the old and limping grandfather to tell a story from his 

memories. “A story should be told in a way that brings salvation”, he said and started to tell 

about the way in which the Ba’al Shem Tov danced. . He got so excited that he stood up, 

jumped and whirled as an example of a frenzied dance. “My grandfather looked so healthy at 
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that time”, told the Rabbi, “This is how a story should be told”. (Martin Buber, introduction to 

“Or HaGanuz”) 

Fully inclusive community: Psalm 145:9-10 states that “The Lord is good to all and has 

compassion for all he has made. All your works praise you, Lord; your faithful people extol 

you.”; A similar idea is manifested in the story told about Rabbi Akiva: “Kol DeAvid Rahmana 

LeTav Avid”, “All deeds of The Merciful One are done for good purpose” (Bavli, Berachot 6b). 

All of us, created in divine image, are welcomed into the community, regardless of our skin 

colour, genders, sexual orientations, disabilities etc. 

Prophetic vision: “For this is the covenant that I will make with the house of Israel after those 

days, declares the Lord: I will put my law within them, and I will write it on their hearts. And I 

will be their God, and they shall be my people. And no longer shall each one teach his 

neighbour and each his brother, saying, ‘Know the Lord,’ for they shall all know me, from the 

least of them to the greatest, declares the Lord. For I will forgive their iniquity, and I will 

remember their sin no more.” (Jeremiah 31:32-34) 

Ecological balance: “In that day I make a covenant with the beasts and the birds, with all 

creatures that walk on the earth, as bow and sword and battle disappear from the land so that 

all may safely rest.” (Hosea 2,20) 

Universal peace: “Many peoples will come and say, ’Come, let us go up to the mountain of 

the Lord, to the temple of the God of Jacob. He will teach us his ways, so that we may walk in 

his paths.’ The law will go out from Zion, the word of the Lord from Jerusalem. He will judge 

between the nations and will settle disputes for many peoples. They will beat their swords into 

ploughshares and their spears into pruning hooks. Nation will not take up sword against nation, 

nor will they train for war anymore.” (Isaiah 2:3-4), “For there shall be a sowing of peace. The 

vine shall give its fruit, the ground shall give its harvest, the heavens shall give their dew”. 

(Zechariah 8:12) 
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Just society: “But let judgment run down as the waters, and righteousness as a mighty 

stream.” (Amos 5:24), “Zion shall be redeemed with judgment, and her converts with 

righteousness.” (Isaiah 1:27) 

Human Dignity: “This is the book of Human generations. When God created them, made in 

the likeness of God. He created male and female, blessing them and naming them Human” 

(Genesis 5:1-2), “How beloved is the human, for in God’s image it was created” (Mishna, Avot 

3:14) 

“For my house shall be house of prayer for all people” 

(Isaiah 56:7) 

 

A session during the leadership seminar at Tlholego Ecovillage and Learning Centre 
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The South African Union for Progressive Judaism’s mission is to promote Progressive Judaism 

in South Africa and espouse its traditions and practices while advocating Jewish values. 

The SAUPJ is the national representative of Progressive Reform Jews in South Africa and it 

protects Progressive Reform Jewish interests in the South African community. 

The organization provides moral, physical and financial assistance to existing Progressive 

Reform Jewish congregations, communities, associations and organizations in order to ensure 

their preservation and enhancement; and supports Progressive Reform Jews intending to 

establish any such congregation, community, association or organization. 

The SAUPJ is committed to promoting and strengthening Progressive Reform Jewish youth 

activities; Jewish education, both among children and adults; and the principles of non-

discrimination in South Africa. 

The SAUPJ promotes and encourages liaison with all other Jewish organizations in South 

Africa for the advancement and security of the Jewish community. 

The National Executive of the SAUPJ comprises a Chairperson, two Vice-Chairpersons, a 

Treasurer, the President of the South African Union of the Temple Sisterhoods (SAUTS); the 

Chairperson of the Southern African Association of Progressive Rabbis (SAAPR); the Rosh of 

Netzer (youth movement), the past President, Chairperson or Vice-Chairperson and the 

Executive Director. 

The members of the SAUPJ include Temple Israel in Cape Town (Green Point, Wynberg and 

West Coast); Temple Israel in Port Elizabeth; Temple Hillel in East London; Temple David in 

Durban; Bet Menorah in Pretoria; Temple Israel, Bet David and Beit Emanuel in 

Johannesburg; the Woman of Progressive Judaism (WPJ); ARZENU, Our political arm; the 

Southern African Association of Progressive Rabbis (SAAPR) and Netzer South Africa. 
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This is what we’ve done this year – A short pictorial journey… 
 

          

Netzer: Left – Winter Camp , Right – Presenting at a conferance 

 

 

Public Protector Advocate Thuli Madonsela was a keynote speaker 
at the celebration of Temple Israel Hillbrow's 80th anniversary. 

 

    

Rabbi Schell takes of the Mezuza  Temple Israel, CPT, celebrating graduation of the Jews by 

at the old building of Bet David, Sandton, Choice class 

to be removed to the new building.   
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The 12th Annual Auerbach Memorial lecture by Judge Dennis Davis, Beit Emanuel, Parktown. 

 

Tikkun Olam program during SAUPJ Biennial, Temple Israel, CPT. 

 

Contact Details 
 

South African Union for Progressive Judaism 

 

Postal Address: P.O. Box 1190, Houghton, 2041 

Tel: 011 646 6170 (Ext. 18) 

Mobile: 079 409 0457 

Fax: 086 544 2798 

Website: www.saupj.org.za 

Email: info@saupj.org.za 

 

http://www.saupj.org.za/
mailto:info@saupj.org.za
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