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AJN  COMMENT

N May 13, 1939, just a few months 
after Kristallnacht, a ship departed 
Hamburg carrying 937 Jews flee-
ing the Holocaust. Most held visas 
to enter the US. The SS St Louis 
arrived at Havana two weeks later, 
where the passengers were expecting 

to disembark and await the finalisation of 
their immigration formalities for the US. 
But the Cuban government would not 
permit them to land. Requests to President 
Roosevelt to expedite their entry into the 
US went unanswered. On June 6, 1939, 
the SS St Louis was forced to depart Cuba. 
It sailed back to Europe, where 254 of its 
passengers perished at the hands of the 
Nazis.

It was in response to this and other inci-
dents that the United Nations resolved, at 
its first session in 1946, that no refugees 
should be forced to return to their country 
of origin. In 1951, the UN Convention on 
Refugees was adopted. It has since been 
signed by 145 countries, including Israel, 
one of the earliest signatories. 

It offered protection for those fearing 
persecution in their country of origin. It 
was initially available only to those who 
had fled the atrocities in Europe prior to 
1951 – i.e., mainly Jews – but was later 
extended to everyone fleeing persecution 
anywhere. The Convention has sometimes 
been referred to as “the world’s apology 
to the Jewish people”, though of course it 
applies nowadays to everyone.

Or does it? There are currently around 
38,000 people seeking asylum in Israel, 
mainly from Sudan and Eritrea. Some have 
submitted applications to be recognised as 
refugees under the UN Convention, but 
few applications have even been considered 

and only a small number accepted.
After years of cycling these asylum seek-

ers in and out of Manus-style detention 
in Holot, the Israeli government has now 
announced that they are to be forcibly 
deported to unsafe countries. Some of 
those who have been sent back have suf-
fered rape, torture and human trafficking. 
In some cases, they have ended up back in 
Sudan – the very country from which they 
fled for their lives. Chilling shades of the 
SS St Louis in 1939.

Seeking refuge from persecution is 
deeply ingrained in our history, in our 
culture, and in our religion. Virtually all 
of the religious celebrations and commem-
orations in the Jewish calendar – whether 
those originating from ancient times, like 
Pesach and Shavuot, or more contempo-
rary occasions like Yom Hashoah and Yom 
Ha’atzmaut – either recall dark moments 
of suffering in our history, or celebrate our 
forebears’ flight to liberty. Alongside these 

are many other instances of persecution, 
in every corner of the globe and at every 
moment in our history, from confinement 
to ghettos, to inquisitions, to blood libels, 
to pogroms, that do not have a commem-
orative day. 

Seeking freedom from persecution is 
a defining and profoundly Jewish experi-
ence. It is an experience also reflected in 
our religious scriptures. On no less than 
36 occasions, the Torah exhorts us to 
welcome foreigners, because we were for-
eigners in Egypt and we understand their 
suffering.

As well as disregarding its interna-
tional legal obligations, Israel’s new policy 
toward asylum seekers is an affront to our 
history and our values as Jews. This is not 
who we are. It is why so many are protest-
ing against it – from lawyers to rabbis to El 
Al pilots who have refused to carry asylum 
seekers away from Israel. 

Here in Australia, the country with the 

highest number per capita of Holocaust 
survivors except Israel – people are insist-
ing on being heard. An emergency appeal 
launched by the New Israel Fund Australia 
raised $20,000 within just one week to 
help fund lawyers and case workers in 
Israel who are assisting asylum seekers 
facing deportation. And, in just two 
days, 200 people signed a letter to PM 
Netanyahu protesting against his asylum 
seeker policies. NIF plans to send the let-
ter to Mark Sofer, Israel’s ambassador to 
Australia, next week.

We know better than this. Please join 
us and call upon the Israeli government to 
treat its refugees with the compassion that 
Jewish people, our parents and our ances-
tors, have sought at times of grave danger 
for more than 2000 years.

Steven Glass is vice-president of New Israel 

Fund Australia and a board member of the 

Asylum Seeker Centre of NSW.

African asylum seekers and Israelis protesting outside the Rwandan embassy in Herzliya last week. Photo: EPA/Abir Sultan

ISRAEL’S REFUGEE POLICY

‘An affront to our history and values’

EMBRACING CONFLICT

You don’t have to agree with them, just listen

I
N my role as a community rabbi 
as well as a psychotherapist, I reg-
ularly find myself managing con-
flict. Conflict resolution is one 

of a rabbi’s most common roles; 
defusing tension within a family, 
attempting to repair dysfunctional 
marriages and even mediating pro-
fessional fallouts. 

The neutral positioning of the 
mediator affords them the oppor-
tunity to see both sides of the story, 
but also to appreciate both parties’ 
personal narratives. Narratives are 
not necessarily the truth, but they 
are the individual’s truth. It is 
their reality and it forms their 
all-encompassing self-identity. Our 
perception is our reality, it seldom 
matters what the actual truth is.

Both parties are always convinced 
that their narrative is the truth. 

Everyone has a narrative; stories 
we were told, and those we told 
ourselves, to make sense of the 
world around us. It allows us to feel 
safe and, more importantly, moral. 
Opposing narratives cause conflict; 
two parties arguing about whose 
perspective is the correct one.

Engaging with people in a con-
structive manner requires that we 
learn to listen to their narratives; 
coming to understand and appreci-
ate their perspectives. Listening to 
others does not mean agreeing with 
them. It doesn’t mean you will jus-
tify their position and it doesn’t give 
credibility to their narrative – it is an 
act of empathy, a means to humanise 
the other, and in turn yourself.

As true as this is in the inter-
personal realm, it is even more 
pronounced in the public arena. 
Conservatives blacklist liberals. 
Atheists have no time for believers. 
Tolerance extends only to those with 
whom I agree. Public discourse has 
been relegated to protesting things 
that makes us feel uncomforta-
ble. The result is that we have all 
retreated into our respective corners, 
safe in the knowledge that we don’t 
have to face or engage THEM. 

There is, however, a high public 
cost to this oppositional approach; 
xenophobia; fear of difference. 

When I considered that positive 
change, both personal and political, 
requires a prior period of discom-
fort; I wondered if there was a way 
to create a constructive, yet con-
frontational, dialogue.

In a world where communities 
continue to drift apart and polarise 
one another, I was desperate to 
create opportunities to engage spe-
cifically with people with whom I 
disagree. I wanted to create a forum 
that could humanise … THEM.

Initially my thoughts were to 
only invite those people far outside 
of our community walls; those with 
whom we never engage, specifically 
the Palestinian and Muslim popu-
lations. But on further reflection, 
I considered that perhaps the focus 
needs to be equally inwards as there 
is a complete lack of engagement 
within the Jewish community itself. 

Left-wing groups only host 
speakers that preach to their con-
verted, the conservatives do like-
wise. Secular and progressives ignore 

the legitimacy of the conservative 
position and within the Orthodox 
world, non-Orthodox voices are not 
welcome. To this end, our commu-
nity has developed a revolutionary 
program: “THEM – explorations in 
tolerance and difference”.

Within every political, cultural 
and religious group there is always 
a “THEM”; the people outside our 
frame of reference. We don’t engage 
with THEM, we don’t truly under-
stand THEM but we still have a 
very strong opinion of THEM.

To be clear, my intent is not to 
promote pluralism. As an Orthodox 
rabbi who leads an Orthodox com-
munity, my heart is dedicated to 
Hashem and to Torah. The goal is 
to understand different narratives, 
those that we disagree with and 
those that we disapprove of. The 
program seeks to create an opportu-
nity to feel comfortable and uncom-
fortable simultaneously. THEM is 
an attempt to humanise those face-
less figures on the other side of the 
political and religious divide.

THEM is a structured series of 
public debates and discussions with 

members of the “THEM” commu-
nity. It is intended to be provocative 
and confrontational. 

Each session will comprise an 
initial discussion or debate; asking 
tough questions targeting points of 
difference and there will be time for 
a Q&A from the audience.

Our first season of presentations 
begins on February 22 and will 
address “The future of Judaism and 
the Jewish people”. It will entail 
a debate between Rabbi Jeffrey 
Kamins of Emanuel Synagogue and 
myself. The subsequent sessions will 
include hearing from a Palestinian 
refugee, challenging an Islamic 
scholar on sharia law, whether we 
should embrace or reject intermar-
ried couples and coming to grips 
with the controversial position of 
Chabad Messianism. 

This course is a first of its kind 
in Sydney and it is promises to be 
engaging and confronting.

Rabbi Gad Krebs is rabbi of Kehillat 

Masada Synagogue, St Ives.  

For a detailed program, email  

rabbi@masada.org.au
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