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NICOLA MILTZ

South Africa’s decision to expel Israel’s 
chargé d’affaires has escalated into a 
full-blown diplomatic crisis, drawing 

condemnation from the United States (US) State 
Department, sharp rebukes from multiple domestic 
political parties, and expressions of shock from 
Jewish communal organisations.

Chief Rabbi Dr Warren Goldstein publicly 
accused the African National Congress (ANC) 
and the Department of International Relations 
and Cooperation (Dirco) of allowing ideology to 
override the national interest.

This follows Dirco’s decision on Friday,  
30 January, to declare Israel’s chargé 
d’affaires to South Africa, Ariel Seidman, 
persona non grata, giving him 72 hours 
to get out the country. Israel responded 
by expelling South Africa’s ambassador in 
Ramallah, Shaun Byneveldt, in what officials 
on both sides acknowledge as a further 
deterioration in bilateral relations.

On Tuesday, Tommy Pigott, the deputy 
spokesperson for the US State Department, 
issued a blunt condemnation of Pretoria’s 
decision. “South Africa’s recent decision 
to expel Israel’s top diplomat is another 
example of its poor foreign policy choices,” 
Pigott said. “Expelling a diplomat for calling 
out the African National Congress party’s 
ties to Hamas and other antisemitic radicals 
prioritises grievance politics over the good 
of South Africa and its citizens.”

Dirco accused Seidman of “unacceptable 
violations of diplomatic norms and practice 
which pose a direct challenge to South 
Africa’s sovereignty”, including insulting 
President Cyril Ramaphosa. It accused 
Seidman of using official social media 
platforms to attack Ramaphosa, and inviting 
Israeli officials to the country without 

permission.
Dirco spokesperson Chrispin Phiri said this week 

that the department was assessing the impact of 
the decision on South Africa’s diplomatic presence 
in the region, including its services in Palestinian 
territories, and was considering the facilitation of a 
potential new ambassador.

He said Israel could also facilitate the 
appointment of a new chargé d’affaires to South 
Africa “if it is interested in correcting the conduct 
of Mr Seidman”.

The reciprocal expulsions point to a freezing 
of relations rather than a complete severing of 
diplomatic ties, according to analysts who warn 

that it marks a clear escalation in hostilities 
between the two countries.

The dispute partially centres on the Israeli 
embassy’s public communication, particularly 
on social media. Its more recent posts adopted a 
forthright and at times “cheeky”, though measured, 
tone. This is described by insiders as a broader 
embrace of so-called “Twitter diplomacy”.

Supporters of the Israeli mission argue that 
though the tone was occasionally sharp, it didn’t 
cross diplomatic red lines and remained within 
accepted international norms.

One post that drew attention was from 6 October 
2025, amid the Global Sumud Flotilla saga. 

Responding to a Mail & Guardian article headlined, 
“Cyril to Israel: Release Them Now”, the embassy 
posted, “Mr President @CyrilRamaphosa: We 
trust DIRCO_ZA has informed you that all South 
Africans who tried to enter illegally will be expelled 
tomorrow via Jordan. As always, it’s the South 
African taxpayers who get the honour of paying for 
their fellow citizens’ deportation tickets.”

Diplomatic sources caution against reducing the 
saga to social media alone, noting that much of the 
engagement under scrutiny involved humanitarian 
outreach and development cooperation facilitated 
by visiting Ambassador David Saranga, the director 
of the digital diplomacy bureau at Israel’s Ministry 

of Foreign Affairs, working in coordination 
with the Israeli mission in South Africa.

Saranga facilitated engagement between 
Israeli representatives, abaThembu King 
Buyelekhaya Zwelibanzi Dalindyebo, and 
civil institutions including hospitals and 
nongovernmental organisations (NGOs) 
operating in the beleaguered Eastern Cape. 
The aim was to address severe challenges 
such as water scarcity, healthcare delivery, 
and to support infrastructure.

Sources say it was the visibility of these 
engagements – particularly photographs, 
videos, and posts shared publicly following 
visits to the Eastern Cape – that ultimately 
triggered concern within Dirco. “It was 
the straw that broke the camel’s back,” 
said one insider. According to sources, 
the outreach was perceived as bypassing 
national government structures, despite its 
humanitarian focus.

Two days after the widely publicised 
visit to the Eastern Cape involving Israeli 
representatives, Seidman was declared 
persona non grata.

Saranga described the expulsion as 
sudden and extreme. “It was surprising,” 

Expulsion of Israeli diplomat sparks backlash

Ofri Bibas-Levy on a visit to Johannesburg this week. She lost her sister-in-law, Shiri, and her nephews, Ariel 
and Kfir Bibas, after they were taken hostage on 7 October 2023 and later murdered. See story on page 3.
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T he Ohr HaChaim, Rabbi Chaim ibn Attar, teaches 
that Torah isn’t something a person simply 
inherits. It’s something one must be ready to 

receive. Remarkably, he derives three foundational 
ingredients for a life of Torah and spirituality from a single 
verse describing the Jewish people’s journey to Mount 
Sinai: “They journeyed from Rephidim and came to the 
desert of Sinai, and they encamped in the desert; and 
Israel encamped there opposite the mountain.” (Exodus 
19:2)

At first glance, the verse appears to be a simple 
description of travel. Yet the Ohr HaChaim reads it as a 
spiritual roadmap, not only for the generation that stood 
at Sinai, but for every generation that seeks meaning, 
growth, and connection.

The first step, he said, is leaving Rephidim. The 
sages note that the name Rephidim can be read as 
“rifyon yadayim” (weakness of the hands). Spiritually, 
this represents laziness, complacency, or a lack of 
commitment. Before Torah can truly enter a person’s life, 
one must be willing to move away from spiritual inertia. 
Growth requires effort, consistency, and dedication – 
showing up even when motivation is low. Torah life is not 
built on fleeting inspiration, but on the quiet decision to 
keep growing and to become a source of blessing in the 
world.

The second ingredient 
is arriving at and 
encamping in the desert. 
For the Ohr HaChaim, 
the desert symbolises 
humility. It’s open, simple, 
and unadorned. Not 
much grows there, and 
whatever does is deeply 
appreciated. Spirituality, 
he teaches, is not about 
complicating life or 
proving one’s greatness. 
It is about slowing 

down, simplifying, and cultivating gratitude. A humble 
person doesn’t need to compare themselves to others; 
they focus on becoming the best version of themselves 
and recognise each blessing as a gift rather than an 
entitlement.

Finally, the verse shifts in an unexpected way. Until this 
point, the Torah speaks in the plural – “they encamped” 
– but suddenly, it moves to the singular, “and Israel 
encamped there”. Rashi famously explains that the 
Jewish people stood at Sinai “as one person with one 
heart”. The Ohr HaChaim reveals that this moment points 
to the ultimate purpose of spiritual life: connection.

Connection doesn’t mean sameness. It means 
learning to sense that beneath our differences, we’re 
profoundly bound to one another. It’s the ability to look at 
the people around us – family, friends, community, even 
strangers – and recognise that we are part of a shared 
story. When that awareness emerges, separation begins 
to dissolve.

On a deeper level, this 
sense of unity extends 
beyond people alone. To 
feel truly connected is to 
recognise that Hashem’s 
presence is not confined 
to a place or a moment, 
but flows through all of 
existence. When we learn 
to see the divine spark 
within others, within 
the world, and within 
ourselves, our perspective 
changes. Life becomes 
less about “me” and 
more about meaning, 
responsibility, and 
relationship.

It was only once the 
Jewish people reached 
this state – effort without 

laziness; humility without self-negation; and unity 
without loss of individuality – that they were ready to 
receive the Torah. Sinai wasn’t merely a mountain they 
stood before; it was a level of awareness they entered 
together.

This teaching feels especially relevant today. In a 
world that often pulls us toward distraction, ego, and 
fragmentation, the Torah reminds us that true spiritual 
growth isn’t about withdrawal from life, but deeper 
engagement with it. When we commit to effort, cultivate 
humility, and strengthen our sense of connection – to 
one another, the world, and to the divine presence within 
all – we recreate Sinai in our own lives, here and now.

Rabbi Shmuel Ozhekh 
Ohr Somayach 

Cape Town

CLAUDIA GROSS

Posters depicting the man accused of carrying 
out the deadly Bondi Beach attack have been 

plastered across parts of Melbourne’s central 
business district, triggering widespread distress and 
anger within Australia’s Jewish community. It has also 
raised renewed concerns about the normalisation of 
extremist imagery in public spaces.

Dr Vic Alhadeff, the former chief executive of 
the New South Wales Jewish Board of Deputies, 
described the posters as “beneath contempt”.

“Those behind the image of the terrorist had one 
of two motives,” Alhadeff said. “Either they intended 
to glorify the horrendous actions of the terrorist and 
his father at Bondi Beach, or their aim was a racist 
message designed to say that not all those who are 
described as Aussie adhere to Australia’s democratic 
values.

“At a time when Jewish Australians are reeling 

from the devastation of the massacre of 14 December, 
it’s a chilling and reprehensible image to put on 
display and with which to be confronted,” he said.

The posters, which mimic the widely recognised 
Aussie poster series created by artist Peter Drew, 
feature the face of the Bondi Beach attacker 
alongside the word “Aussie”. Images of the posters 
circulated rapidly on social media after they were 
spotted on walls and street infrastructure in the 
city centre, prompting condemnation from Jewish 
leaders, educators, and community members who 
say the imagery glorifies terrorism and deliberately 
weaponises Australian identity.

The Bondi Beach attack in December 2025 
claimed 15 lives at one of Australia’s most iconic 
public locations. The accused attacker has been 
widely described by authorities as having targeted 
Jews. The placement of the posters in Melbourne, 
home to Australia’s largest Jewish population, has 
been experienced by many as a calculated act of 
intimidation rather than random vandalism.

The imagery closely mirrors Drew’s original Aussie 
poster campaign, which was launched in 2017 and 
featured historical figures who were immigrants 
to Australia. The series was apparently intended to 
challenge narrow definitions of national identity and 
promote inclusion. Drew has previously criticised 
attempts to repurpose his work for extremist or 
exclusionary causes, describing such actions as a 
distortion of its original intent.

For many in the Jewish community, the use of the 
“Aussie” branding to depict a mass killer represents a 
deliberate inversion of the campaign’s message and 
an attempt to normalise violence through familiar 
cultural symbols.

Shana Upiter, Early Learning Centre Director at 
Mount Scopus Memorial College in Melbourne, said 

the posters reflected a profound shift in how safe 
Jewish Australians felt in public spaces. “Australia 
used to be known as the lucky country where people 
lived in harmony and with freedom,” Upiter said. 
“Now that has all changed, and we don’t know where 
to go.

“It’s crazy that people can feel emboldened to 
glorify a terrorist who took 15 Australian lives at one 
of the nation’s most iconic places and call him an 
Aussie,” she said. “That’s definitely not what being 
an Aussie is about.” Upiter noted that Australia had 
long been seen as a destination for Jewish migrants 
seeking safety, including many South Africans.

“Australia was once hailed as a safe place, and 
many South Africans who moved here did so because 
of safety concerns,” she said. “In recent years, we have 
felt more and more unsafe as antisemitism has been 
rising along with the general crime rate.”

The posters have appeared against 
the backdrop of a documented surge 
in antisemitic incidents across Australia 
since 7 October 2023, when Hamas 
carried out its attack in Israel. Jewish 
organisations have recorded increases 
in harassment, vandalism, threatening 
behaviour, and the use of extremist 
slogans at protests in major cities.

For younger members of the 
community, the Bondi posters have 
reinforced a sense that hostility toward 
Jews has become increasingly visible 
and tolerated. Tom Raviv, a 23-year-old 
Melbourne resident, said, “I came across 
the poster on a morning run, and it 
absolutely shook me. An image of a 
terrorist who has committed the worst 
atrocity seen on Australian soil.”

Raviv said that though the poster deeply disturbed 
him, it didn’t come as a surprise. “Over the past two 
and a half years, we have endured countless acts of 
antisemitism. Often, my friends and I will go out on 
weekends to progressive suburbs only to be met with 
stickers on nearly every traffic post with ‘Boycott Israel’ 
or Nazi symbols instead of the Magen David, and 
hurtful sentiments.”

Raviv also pointed out the regular weekend 
protests that have taken place in Australian cities 
since October 2023. “Australians have become 
accustomed to mass protests every weekend with 
chants like ‘Intifada Revolution’, and what has been 
done? Nothing,” he said.

“We want this behaviour, and any member of 
society who praises the Bondi Beach killer through 
posters like the one pictured to be dealt with by 

Posters depicting Bondi attacker as ‘Aussie’ outrages community
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Poster of the alleged Bondi Beach shooter


