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Ethiopia’s Kechene 
Jewish Community

A History Lesson and Challenge

by Judy Manelis

Kechene potter   
Photo by Laura Alter Klapman

Supporting Isolated and Emerging Jewish Communities Around the Globe “All of Us”

I had always wanted to visit Ethiopia and meet mem-
bers of the Jewish community there. The closest I 
came, however, was in the 80’s when I met Ethiopians 
in Israel during the airlift and greeted them at an ab-
sorption center in Ashkelon right after they landed on 
Israeli soil. One of the perks, you might say, of being 
at the time executive director of Hadassah. However, 
a visit to Ethiopia itself never materialized. That fact 
changed in January of this year when several Kulanu 
board members, myself included, traveled to Addis 
Ababa, Ethiopia, to visit the newly emerging Jewish 
community living in the Kechene neighborhood of the 
city.

When I first heard of the Kechene Jewish community, 
which calls itself Beit Avraham, I was intrigued.  First 
there was Amy Cohen’s excellent article “The Long 
Road Home” in the Spring, 2009, issue of the Kulanu 
newsletter. Then, there was “The Kechene Jews of 
Ethiopia,” prepared last summer by members of the 
community who are now living in the United States. 
(See www.kulanu.org/ethiopia for both articles.)  I 
have excerpted some paragraphs from the latter as a 
way to introduce them: 

The Kechene Jews share ancestral origins with the Beta Is-
rael and, like those Ethiopian Jews, most of whom are now 
in Israel, they observe pre-Talmudic Jewish practices.  Sepa-
ration of the Kechene Jews from the Beta Israel, however, 
began around 1855...” (when the community moved from its 
traditional village homes in the Gondar region of Ethiopia 
south to the Northern Shewa region). 
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ration and the cooperative’s strong productivity are a 
win-win for US policy goals in the region. Working with 
Kulanu, USAID LEAD Program Director Susan Corn-
ing, Delicious Peace Chairman JJ Keki, and the Thanks-

giving Coffee  Company, 
the farmer’s cooperative 
has been awarded sev-
eral business develop-
ment grants.  

Last  year  the coopera-
tive built the USAID-
supported coffee pulp-
ing station, and this 
year, the cooperative is 
constructing a USAID-
supported 3-story build-
ing for a warehouse and 
offices.  Even while in 

construction, the new build-
ing is already housing the 
cooperative’s first forays into 

curing vanilla on its own site rather than sending it 
away for processing to a middleman. (Yes, as reported 
last year, the cooperative is venturing into other prod-
ucts in addition to coffee!) USAID is also sponsoring 
the attendance of JJ Keki at two international coffee 
conferences this year. 
                                                                       Continued next page

From the Ground Up  
Kulanu-Abayudaya Education 

and Economic Development
by Laura Wetzler, Coordinator                   

Dear Friends,

As always, this year’s trip to Uganda focused on evalu-
ating on-going projects and developing initiatives that 
strengthen self-sufficiency and reduce poverty in the 
Abayudaya Jewish community.

                        Community Meetings
Our visit with the Abayudaya this January was partic-
ularly productive due to the presence of Kulanu Presi-
dent Harriet Bograd.   Harriet is a great multi-tasker 
and a strong leader whose wisdom and pragmatism 
inspired us all.    Meetings focused on Abayudaya com-
munity oversight of budgets, the evaluation of 20 dif-
ferent ongoing projects, as well as long term planning.  
Harriet and I met with Rabbi Gershom Sizomu, the 
elected Abayudaya community board, farmers, crafts 
people, health educators, youth, school nutritionists, 
and micro-finance project leaders, as well as with 
school headmasters and their 
staffs.  

In addition, Harriet worked with 
Abayudaya leaders on tourism 
ideas and helped create a web-
site and informational materials 
for the Abayudaya Guest House 
(kulanu.org/abayudaya/guest-
house). She also worked with 
members on improvements to 
the Kulanu-Abuyadaya craft 
project, and consulted on mar-
keting at the craft shop in the 
village of Nabagoye Hill.  Last 
but not least, we conducted sus-
tainable development planning 
workshops with Rabbi Gershom 
and community leaders, includ-
ing work on a new anti-poverty 
pilot project for the poorest farm 
village, discussed below.

                    Delicious Peace Cooperative
It is truly gratifying to report that Kulanu’s years of ad-
vocacy at the US embassy in Uganda continue to bear 
fruit for the interfaith Delicious Peace Coffee project.  

The Jewish, Muslim and Christian farmer collabo-

Delicious Peace Vanilla Project
          Photos by Laura Wetzler

Uganda
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persistence of poverty is the enemy.  Real change will 
happen in this potentially rich agricultural area only 
with more farmer training and business capital.

In the case of Namutumba, farm families grow corn, 
cassava, millet, sorghum, robusta coffee and pineap-
ples. But farmers have no nearby warehouse to store 
produce until prices rise, nor a mill to grind their grains 
into value-added flour. Community members have no 
place to buy a bar of soap, charge an emergency cell 
phone or buy an aspirin or a cold drink. 

The new economic development project will create a 
small trading center, complete with electricity, to serve 
the needs of over 3000-5000 people in the area, both 
Jews and non-Jews.  It will employ a minimum of sev-
en Abayudaya members (and more in ancillary busi-
nesses), provide much needed farmer services as well 
as on-site, in-village training in best practice agricul-
ture, safe food storage, mill repair and maintenance, 
and bookkeeping and accounting skills.  

Profits generated will go to the village synagogue 
to help support social services for the most vulner-

able members of this struggling rural Jewish 
community. These would include widows, 
orphaned children, the sick, the elderly and 
the disabled.  It would also provide a small 
stipend for the village rabbi and pay for the 

completion of the village’s synagogue (floors, windows, 
etc.) We hope it can be a model for other economically 
challenged Abayudaya villages. 

Abayudaya, continued from page 2

This Spring, USAID is supporting extensive field school 
training on best practice farming for robusta coffee 
cultivation in the village of Namutumba.  The village, 
whose lowland elevation cannot sustain Arabica cof-
fee, is learning to cultivate robusta instead. In keeping 
with this goal, JJ and I met with potential robusta cof-
fee buyers in Uganda’s capital of Kampala.   During my 
stay, I was also delighted to meet pioneering Delicious 
Peace Cooperative farmer Peter Mukone to learn about 
Peter’s groundbreaking introduction of cocoa farming 
to eastern Uganda. At the coop’s request, I was able 
to successfully connect leaders of our Delicious Peace 
Project to three major international cocoa bean buyers, 
just in time for their first cocoa bean harvest in May.  
Congratulations to all the farmers, to Margot Ellis and 
Susan Corning of USAID, to Kulanu supporters, to 
Mike and Herb Stein for keeping faith with the vanilla 
project, to Thanksgiving Coffee and to JJ Keki for his 
fearless leadership.

Abayudaya Grain Mill 
Warehouse Project

One of the most exciting new proj-
ects to emerge from Kulanu/Ab-
ayudaya farmer business devel-
opment workshops is a proposal 
to create a small grain mill, ware-
house and office/shop complex 
to promote economic recovery 
in Namutumba, one of the poor-
est and most remote Abayudaya 
villages.  The poverty of this par-
ticular community, located five 
dusty miles off the main road, was 
exacerbated when dictator Idi Amin was persecuting 
the Abayudaya community some 25 years ago.  Dur-
ing that period, Amin’s forces stole their land on the 
road and forced the synagogue and its community into 
hiding in the remote flatlands.  To develop economi-
cally viable agricultural and business options to sup-
port Namutumba and lift the living standard of these 
courageous people has been a difficult challenge due 
to the location of the village, 50 miles from the main 
Abayudaya center in Mbale.  

Some help has come.  Water tanks, two wells, and a 
low power solar electric battery have been installed in 
the village.  Kulanu has initiated a small micro-finance 
loan program and organized farmer workshops. Village 
children attend Kulanu-Abayudaya sponsored schools.  
Nevertheless, so much still needs to be done in Namu-
tumba and in the other Abayudaya villages where the 

Children awaiting lunch at 
Abayudaya elementary school

Photos by Laura Wetzler

Continued next page
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Abayudaya, continued from page 3

A grant proposal, submitted to a well-known foun-
dation, was crafted after weeks of business planning 
meetings with Abayudaya Chief Rabbi Gershom Si-
zomu, Namutumba Rabbi Eri Kaidiwha and other vil-
lage community leaders, on every aspect of the design, 
organization and operation of the mill, warehouse 
and shop. Together we did market research and took 
field trips to working mills, met with experienced mill 
mechanics, and acquired specifications and costs at 
wholesale equipment supply distributors in Kampala. 
Community members worked with Kulanu’s ten-point 
business plan questionnaire to organize their business 
structure, plan for their expenses, cost their services, 
and determine how to distinguish themselves in the 
marketplace. The community has already sent a young 
man to begin training in operation and repair at a town 
mill business in preparation for running the village’s 
small mill. 

The process described above demonstrates Kulanu’s 
philosophy of “development from the ground up.”  The 
very exercise of creating the business plan has helped 
build skills. If Kulanu can secure funding, the project 
will be implemented in three stages, beginning with 
extensive training, followed by building construction 
and then small-scale mill and power source installa-
tion. We are also exploring the possibility of the village 
trading center, located far off the electricity grid, be-
ing powered by more efficient solar technology from 
Israel, as opposed to a diesel engine as is customary. If 
solar energy is technically feasible (and we don’t know 
yet if it is), it would be the first solar-powered small-
scale grain mill in Uganda and could become a model 
for other rural areas around the world. The cost of the 
entire project, training, construction and equipment, 
is relatively modest by US standards.  A grant in the 
amount of $45,000 will enable Kulanu to continue its 
goal of sustainable development from the grassroots 
up.

Abayudaya Women’s Association 
Conference, Micro-finance, and 

Abayudaya-Kulanu Deaf Education Project

Mazel tov to Naume Sabano, Athalia Musenze, Ruth 
Nabaigwa, and Dinnah Samson and all the members 
of the Abayudaya Women’s Association. The Kulanu-
sponsored Abayudaya Women’s Association Confer-
ence, made possible three times each year by Jeanne 
Bodin and Woodland Temple in Westchester, NY, 
was held this year in Namutumba.  It was, as always, 

a highlight of our visit, as Abayudaya women from 
five villages greeted each other excitedly, and sat 

down to a full day of discussion on best practice farm-
ing, the counseling of adolescents, income generating 
craft projects, microfinance and family health issues.  
There were several inspiring Kulanu-Abayudaya mi-
crofinance success stories of women supporting their 
families with the help of a small business loan to plant 
and sell their produce. Although this program has been 
successful, it is still woefully underfinanced. Many are 
turned away for lack of funds.

The report on the Abayudaya-Kulanu Deaf Educa-
tion Project was heartening.  Last year, six Abayudaya 
school children began receiving the first appropriate 
education in their lives at a Ugandan school specifically 
working with deaf children. Thanks to Rabbi Gershom, 
Dr. Wamani. Dr. Liz Feldman, Hedy Cohen and other 
Kulanu supporters. It is a pleasure to see how much 
better the children are doing now that they are con-
nected to Ugandan Deaf culture, learning to read and 
write for the first time, and to speak in International 
Sign Language.

                  The Abayudaya Schools

Most readers already know that Kulanu is helping the 
Abayudaya build and support two rural village schools, 
feeding and educating over 700 economically disadvan-
taged Jewish, Muslim and Christian children studying 
together in peace.  The needs of the two schools (pri-
mary and high school) remain overwhelming. Head-
masters Aaron Kintu Moses and Seth Jonadav and 
their staffs are doing a great job with limited resources.   
On-going support is needed to keep the schools run-

 Abayudaya Student
Photo by Laura Wetzler   

Continued next page
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Old Synagogue at Namutumba
Photo by Laura Wetzler

ning in these difficult economic times.  Right now, the 
high school is forced to send students home each Oc-
tober to accommodate national testing.  High school 
boys from remote villages have no dorm to live in and 
many of them must rent rooms in town, where they live 
unsupervised.  A great many of these students are or-
phans struggling to attend the Abayudaya High School 
specifically so they can take Hebrew and other Jewish 
subjects.   

The schools continue to need additional classrooms, 
dorms, a library and for the high school, science labo-
ratories.   A place for the kids to eat protected from the 
torrential rains would also be a plus. Both schools also 
desperately need storage facilities so food for the chil-
dren can be bought in bulk.  This would save money 
and ensure a healthier diet for the children, as protein 
rich legumes and whole grains could be purchased 
when prices are most favorable rather than on a daily 
basis.  The problem impacts the ability to feed the chil-
dren who attend the two schools. 
 

If you, or anyone you know, wants to do a mitzvah by 
building a classroom or dormitory, subsidizing the 
salaries of teachers or helping feed hungry students, 
the costs are but a small fraction of what it costs in the 
United States.  Naming opportunities are also avail-
able.  Please contact Harriet or me for information.

   Youth Conference, Music & Dance Festival

The Abayudaya Jewish Music and Dance Festival co-
incided with a much expanded Abayudaya Youth Con-
ference, begun three years ago by Abayudaya teens in 

conjunction with Kulanu.  This year, the 
event was sponsored by United Syna-
gogue Youth under the inspired direc-
tion of Abayudaya Head Rabbi and Rosh 
Yeshivah Gershom Sizomu.  Masorti 
Olami (world conservative movement) 
representative Judy Gray volunteered 
from Israel and was a huge help. Ab-
ayudaya youth from every village were 
in attendance for the three-day confer-
ence, as was a delegation of three terrific 
California high school students who had 
helped raise funds for the event: David 

Weingarten, Elysse Weissberger and Jason Schreiber.  
Abayudaya teens organized and lead the conference 
and Shabbat services.   

The music and dancing, organized this year by Athalia 
Musenze and the Abayudaya board, was spectacular. 
Participants included new community groups from 
northern Uganda and Nairobi, Kenya, and featured 
students and adults of all ages keeping alive their rich 
cultural traditions. Exciting rural dances from six dif-
ferent tribal groups (Ugandan Bagwere, Bugisu, Bu-
ganda, Busoga, Acholi, and Kenyan Kikuyu) were bal-
anced by contemporary Jewish African hip hop from 
Mbale city. 

All the performances pulsed with the drum beat of 
African-Hebrew tam and lyrics reflecting Jewish val-
ues. Fees from Kulanu’s Jewish Life in Uganda Mitz-
vah Tour make it possible for Abayudaya community 
members from every village to celebrate together in 
what has become an annual international event draw-
ing visitors from around the world. Isaac Byaki, Dinnah 
Samson and Mama Rachel Wanyenya made us all feel 
welcome by serving fabulous meals at the Abayudaya 
Guest House (better than the hotel food in town!).

Thanks to everyone for their ongoing support of this 
extraordinary community!  And if anyone is interested 
in helping as a contributor or as a volunteer, please get 
in touch.    □      
                                     Laura
                           laura@laurawetzler.com
                           www.kulanu.org/abayudaya

Abayudaya, continued from page 4
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Young men of Kechene Jewish Community
  Photos by Laura Alter Klapman

The community played a pivotal role in the establishment of 
the capital, Addis Ababa, providing crafts and manual labor. 
But despite their economic importance, they were regarded 
with distrust, fear, and at times, even hatred because of their 
Jewish faith. Faced with extreme persecution from their 
Christian neighbors, who called them anti-Christ, they lived 
as strangers in the region and were denied basic rights such 
as the ownership of land, which was granted only to those 
who accepted the Christian faith and underwent baptism…

…To ensure the survival of the community and its continu-
ity to the next generation, and to minimize persecution and 
gain access to burial grounds from the church, the elders in-
structed the community to abide by the following rules: 

•  Members of the community were encouraged to adapt out-
wardly to the environment in which they lived, including go-
ing to church. 

•  Judaic practices would continue secretly…(In other words), 
the mode of religious practice was changed from open to se-
cret.

• Access was denied to outsiders in their quest to learn about 
the community. Providing information about the commu-
nity was strictly prohibited. 

• Religious wisdom had to be passed orally from generation 
to generation. It was strictly forbidden to produce any writ-
ten document until “The Day” when God favors the commu-
nity and their true identity and their religious practice can be 
made public without persecution. 
                                _______________________

A large Jewish community felt 
forced to live underground.

 ________________

The Kulanu mission to Ethiopia was planned in re-
sponse to these articles and to requests by some youth-
ful members of the Kechene Jewish community to help 
them reconnect with the worldwide Jewish commu-
nity. Kulanu’s coordinator for Ethiopia Sam Taddesse, 
an Ethiopian-born Jew, had recently retired from an 
illustrious 40-year international career working as an 
economist and had returned to Ethiopia to contribute 
to the economic growth and success of his homeland. 
Sam would plan and lead this important introduction 
to the community. For me personally, the trip repre-
sented a monumental history lesson and a challenge. 

Here was a large Jewish community (some say over 
50,000), who felt forced to live underground like the 

conversos (crypto-Jews) of Spain. Outwardly, they 
lived as Christians.  But inwardly, they remained 

true to the faith of the Jewish people.  Again, as in 
Spain, Jews had contributed to the building (in this 
case literally) of the country and capital city, but, at the 
same time, they were a despised minority and rejected 
for their religious identity. 

I had the good fortune years ago to hear a lecture on 
the Jews of Spain by the distinguished Jewish histori-
an Professor Yosef Haim Yerushalmi, who held chairs 
in Jewish history at Harvard and later at Columbia 
University.  Dr. Yerushalmi spoke about the Spanish 
Inquisition and the conversos experience.  He admon-
ished the audience not to romanticize the period and 
to think that “underground” Judaism was the same as 
the free, open embrace of Judaism, only transferred to 
the cellar. “It isn’t about Jews sitting in the cellar with 
Shabbat candlesticks and a white tablecloth,” he said. 
No, the Judaism of the cellar was compromised, rituals 
and laws forgotten, observance difficult if not impos-
sible to maintain. 

I couldn’t help but remember Yerushalmi’s words dur-
ing my visit to the Beit Avraham. Here was a communi-
ty of Jews that was so frightened of being exposed that 
it did not respond to overtures from its co-religionists 
in the Beta Israel community or attempt to join the ali-
yah (return) to Israel. Here was a community that was 
still under suspicion even when it attempted to blend in 
with its Christian neighbors. To this day, many mem-
bers of the community are fearful of exposure within 
the greater Ethiopian society and are unhappy that 
some of the younger members want to practice their 
Judaism in public.  They say, “It isn’t the right time.” 

Continued from page 1

Ethiopia’s Kechene

 Jewish Community

Continued next page



7

Continued next page

Before the Ark
Photo by Laura Alter Klapman

But the young people we met are buoyed by the 1994 
Constitution of the Federal Democratic Republic of 
Ethiopia, making all religions equal under the law.  For 
them, the time to embrace their faith in public is now.

But again I must refer back to Yerushalmi….what kind 
of Judaism survives for over a century and a half un-
derground? We learned the answers to this and other 
questions during our visit.

How can I describe the joy with which we were greet-
ed by the members of this small community of prac-
ticing Jews?  When we arrived at the synagogue, Ke-
chene Bete Selam-House of Peace, a group of young 
men was waiting outside to welcome us and to show 
us their synagogue. Their young leader Sintayahu 
Gezahegne proudly led us into the building.  Though 
small by United States standards, perhaps more like 
the size of a shtibl (tiny synagogue), the building is 
able to accommodate about 30 individuals.  It was 
obviously decorated with great attention to detail 
and a concern for tradition. On the roof outside was 
a blue and white construct with a star of David on it. 
The inside had a small office, an area to display com-
munity handicrafts and a sanctuary that was divided                   

    ______________________

 Members support synagogue 
with personal funds.                 

     ________________________

into two parts to accommodate both men and women. 
A lovely crimson drape covered the wall behind the ark. 
Abraham Kifle Mariam, a young community member, 
had copied the design from a picture of a synagogue 
sanctuary he found in a book.  A wooden ark was at-
tached to the wall, in front of which was a small table 
with candlesticks, wine glasses, a menorah. The room 
had wooden benches to accommodate worshippers and 
a curtain that could be drawn to separate the two sides. 
The young men told us they contributed a portion of 
their personal income each month to pay for the rental 
of the building, to develop the property and to decorate 
the sanctuary.

As part of our introduction to the Jewish community 
in Kechene, we attended a meeting in a local school 
with over 100 leaders, many representing community 
organizations.  Some attendees represented the elder-
ly, many of whom live in poverty; others represented 
craftsmen. (Women were nowhere to be seen at the 
meeting.) Some participants came to talk about the lack 
of a Jewish cemetery where Jews could be buried as 
Jews and not have to profess their Christian allegiance 

in order to find a place for burial; others just came to 
express their Jewishness in a communal setting.  One 
man talked about the anti-Semitism he experienced as 
a child.  Though now middle-aged, his voice quivered 
and his eyes filled with tears as he related his feelings of 
isolation and sadness. The meeting lasted a whole day. 

Another day was spent visiting craftsmen in a pottery 
cooperative with 26 women (we were told there are four 
such women’s cooperatives) and a weaver’s workshop 
of just men.  The pottery cooperative provided us with 
our first opportunity to interact with women. Through-
out our visit, we had asked, “Where are the women?”  In 
the synagogue, in the community meeting, in conver-
sations, we had emphasized the importance of bringing 
women into the decision-making process and stressed 
the need to empower them. 

Now that we had the chance to meet some of them, we 
asked about their specific needs and wishes. The pot-
tery cooperative had no wheels, no kilns and no elec-
tricity. Children crawled in the clay at their mothers’ 
feet as there was no one to care for them at home. Yes, 
they could use modern equipment and electricity. But 
what they wanted most was what all mothers want:  “a 
good education and opportunities for (their) children.” 
Would they want to study Hebrew if they could? The 
answer was “yes.”  

Ethiopia, continued from page 6
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Ethiopia, continued from page 7

 Child at potting cooperative
        Photo by Sheila Gogol

       Kechene weaver making atarah (collar for tallit)
              

We learned during our visit that the pottery coopera-
tives have an elected board that oversees the business 
of all four pottery cooperatives and meets regularly to 
discuss problems; however, the needs of the coopera-
tives are overwhelming and money is not available for 
modernization. The interchange was heartfelt, and we 
invited the women to join us at synagogue services on 
Shabbat.    

In the weavers’ workshop, we were struck by the make-
shift quality of the equipment. Instead of manufactured 
looms, the weavers had constructed looms from the 
limbs of trees, which were cut, shaved of their branches 
and bound together by rope to create the looms.  This 
was the reality in a community that is largely poor and 
has few resources. The weavers, all of whom used to 
work at home, had recently relocated to a government-
built complex just for weavers.  The facility was clean 
and well maintained. The weavers stood beside their in-
dividual looms and proudly displayed their work. In the 
government facility, workers must pay a rental fee for 
space, which further limits their ability to make money 
from their craft. As a result, some weavers choose to 
work in the confined space of their small homes.

One of the many highlights of our trip was participat-
ing in Sabbath services. We arrived just before sun-
down and the lighting of the candles. The young men 
were dressed for services and greeted us with warmth 

and pride. Services were led by Demeke Engida, who 
used a xeroxed booklet with prayers in Hebrew and 
Amharic (Ethiopian language). He told me the transla-
tion of prayers had been done with the help of a fam-
ily member.  A cantor on a CD announced the order of 
the service and sang introductory songs and prayers.  
Some of the congregants had learned the songs on the 
CD and joined in.   
                       ____________________

Young people thirst for
instruction in Jewish ritual.

                      ____________________

From conversations during our visit, we learned how 
much these young people are thirsting for instruction 
in Jewish rituals and practice and desirous of learning 
Hebrew. It was obvious that the passing down of Juda-
ism in secret had severely compromised their knowl-
edge of their heritage.  And they knew it.  Again, I heard 
the words of Professor Yerushalmi.  “Without an open 
expression of ones Judaism…..there will be losses…”  
And so it was an emotional experience for us who have 
grown up with the freedom to practice Judaism, to see 
what these young people are trying to do to counteract 
decades of Jewish illiteracy and secrecy.

And the women?  Can I tell you that 22 women came to 
the service, some with babies in their arms or on their 
backs.  The women were all ages and most were un-
able to participate in the service as they had little if any 
knowledge of Hebrew or Jewish ritual. Why they came, 
we were not sure. Was it the attention they received 

Continued next page
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Tallitot and Atarot, 
by Kechene Weavers

The Kechene weavers make beautiful handwo-
ven traditional tallitot (prayer shawls), 78.75" 
x 47.25”.  With guidance from master tallit-
designer and Kulanu volunteer Susan Schorr, 
they also have begun making beautiful atarot 
(the collar-strips that go on tallitot). Some of 
the atarot are traditional Ethiopian geometric 
designs, and others say Shema Yisrael in Am-
haric.

Kulanu Boutique is already taking special orders 
for the tallitot and atarot.  The introductory price 
is $140 for a tallit with atarah or $18 for just an 
atarah. Special orders will take several months 
for delivery.  To place an order, contact:

                      www.kulanuboutique.com

Kechene young man holds up new atarah

      Kechene pottery drying in the sun 
                  Photo by Sheila Gogol

from us during our visit to the pottery workshop?  Was 
it the fact that we were mostly women? It was impossi-
ble to say. But there they were, crowded into the small 
sanctuary. 

At our final meeting with the young men before we left 
Addis Ababa, we talked about the community’s needs… 
religious/spiritual, economic, educational, medical, 
communal.  As the community’s infrastructure is still 
somewhat fragmented, poverty rampant, living condi-
tions difficult and leadership often in disarray, we all 
agreed on the following first steps in this new relation-
ship.
                                      First Steps

Generate publicity for the community to encourage 
awareness, tourism and volunteer efforts within the 
worldwide Jewish community.

Assist the community in seeking donations of Jewish 
books.

Help identify a volunteer who could assist the pottery 
workers in seeking resources for training and mod-
ernizing to upgrade their pottery-making equipment 
and facilities. 

Help arrange a visit of a rabbi and/or Hebrew/Ju-
daica teacher(s) to teach/train community members 
in Jewish rituals and observance.

Explore the possibility that a member of the Beit Avra-
ham community could go to study at Rabbi Gershom 
Sizomu’s yeshivah, near Mbale, Uganda.

Discuss the possibility of having a member of the com-
munity visit the United States as a Kulanu speaker on 
behalf of the community.

Our departure that evening was bittersweet.  Friend-
ships had been formed; relationships begun; addresses 
exchanged. Although we were uplifted by what this 
small group of young Jews was trying to accomplish, at 
the same time, we recognized the challenges they were 
facing.  Unlike the descendants of the Spanish conver-
sos, the Kechene Jewish community is not 500 years 
removed from its heritage.  Nevertheless, the Kech-
ene Jews have been cut off from their roots for a long 
time. A small core of courageous Jews is reaching out.  
We need to galvanize the Jewish community to meet 
the challenges posed by the Kechene Jews and to help 
them return home.   □

Ethiopia, continued from page 8
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The question is often asked, can one person really 
make a difference?  This winter the question was an-
swered with a resounding YES during the three month 
stay in Suriname of Rabbi Haim Dov Beliak, a rabbi 
from Southern California.  Rabbi Beliak had recently 
returned to the States after several months minister-
ing to a progressive Jewish community in Warsaw, 
Poland.  His stay in Suriname, which had not had a 
resident rabbi in 40 years, followed from yeoman ef-
forts by Stephen Gomes, Ph.D, a visiting professor in 
Suriname from the Dutch Maastricht School of Man-
agement, and Jacob Steinberg, a business consultant 
and Kulanu Board Member.  

Independently, both men had “discovered” Surina-
me’s Jewish community while in the country fulfilling 
their own professional assignments.  Each man, taken 
by the determination of the small community to retain 
its Jewish identification and celebrate its unique Jew-
ish heritage, became involved in supporting the com-
munity’s efforts to reconnect with world Jewry and 
to strengthen its Jewish life through outreach, syna-
gogue projects, holiday celebrations, etc. On return to 
his Toronto home, Steinberg even founded Chai Veka-
yam (Live for the Future), an organization to support 
Suriname’s Neve Shalom synagogue and its congrega-
tion, created a web site for the community and started 
a newsletter to report on the community’s affairs and 
progress.

In celebrating the differences individual people can 
make within a community or in the world,  we surely 
have to recognize not only Rabbi Beliak, but Stephen 
Gomes and Jacob Steinberg as well, for their outstand-
ing and selfless work on behalf of the Jews of Surina-
me. 

             Highlights of rabbi beliak’s 
                       Time in suriname

On his arrival in late November, Rabbi Beliak received 
his first request: to marry Betsy Marsan (68 years old) 
and Leendert Herman Duym (79), a couple celebrat-
ing their 50th wedding anniversary.  The couple’s first 
ceremony had been a secular one without benefit of 
chuppah (wedding canopy) or ketubah (Jewish mar-
riage document), for no rabbi had resided in Suriname 
at the time of their marriage.  This time, with Rabbi 
Beliak officiating and surrounded by their 6 children, 
14 grandchildren and the whole Jewish community, 

the couple enjoyed their long-awaited Jewish wed-
ding ceremony complete with chuppah and ketubah.  

As Rabbi Beliak noted in an email message, “I think for 
many people it was the first Jewish wedding they had 
ever seen.  The 50th anniversary event was so notewor-
thy that Mrs. Lisbeth Venetiaan, the wife of Suriname 
President Dr. Ronald Venetiaan, attended the wedding 
ceremony and reception .”

Chanukah brought more celebrations.  A sizable me-
norah was placed outside the synagogue, and it was lit 
each night with members of the community in atten-
dance.  The children, in particular, were excited to par-
ticipate in the candle lighting.  Inside the synagogue, 
smaller menorahs were placed and lit.  On the third 
day of Chanukah, Rabbi Beliak was hosted at a family 
day Chanukah party, which brought out 80 to 100 com-

                          Suriname’s Jewish Community Welcomes       
                                       First Rabbi in 40 Years

 Rabbi Beliak performing wedding ceremony. 
Photos courtesy Rabbi Beliak

The small South American country of 
Suriname is located north of Brazil, 
between Guyana and French Guiana.  
Its Jewish population can be traced 
back to the first Jews to arrive in Su-
riname in the 1630’s. Most of those 
men and women were descendants of 

Jews fleeing the Spanish Inquisition, who had trav-
eled to Suriname from Holland, Portugal and Italy, 
via Brazil.  

For additional historical and current information, 
please visit: 

www.suriname-jewish-community.com 

Continued next page
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munity members for food, dreidle playing and games. 
The party concluded with the lighting of the Chanukah 
lights. 
 

Rabbi Beliak described his feelings about the syna-
gogue and the community in an e-mail message:  “I’ve 
invited the people to come back each night for lighting 
the candles. It is so impressive at night to see the Cha-
nukiah (Chanukah candelabra) lit in front of the ven-
erable old shul …When I entered the 
synagogue, I walked over to the the 
rabbi’s seat and to the magnificent 
Hechal (Ark for the Torah). I felt the 
majesty and gravity of this job.  There 
is a dignity and power to the building 
that in many ways has been the secret 
of why the community has survived. 
As a child of the 60s, complete with 
my own anti-edifice complex, I nev-
er thought I would say that about a 
building.”

Through Jacob Steinberg’s newslet-
ter, readers have followed the commu-
nity’s attempts to protect its two active Jewish cem-
eteries by erecting protective fencing around them.  
The cemeteries, overgrown with vegetation, were also 
                    __________________________

             The community always opted 
to enhance Jewish observance.

____________________

vulnerable to trash thrown on the property by passers- 
by.  Because the community has limited resources, it 
often had to decide whether money should be spent on 
Jewish religious observance, such as purchasing Pass-
over foods for the community seder, or on building the 
cemetery fences. When faced with such choices, it al-
ways opted to purchase items to enhance Jewish ob-
servance. 

In the last year, with help both from community mem-
bers, who dug deep in their pockets to support this 
project, and from supporters outside the community, 
the fences were ready for placement.  Thanks are due 
also to the city of Paramaribo, which supplied heavy 
equipment and labor to clear the jungle areas sur-
rounding the cemeteries, at no cost to the Jewish com-
munity, and to local businessmen, who discounted the 
materials needed to construct the fences.   

With the community vice president Lilly Duym, the 
community organized a major cleaning day with 30 peo-
ple participating; the young did the heavy outside clean 

up and the older members provided refreshments.  The 
cemeteries’ grounds were weeded and trash removed; 
fences were erected complete with gates.  As Jacob 
Steinberg writes in his newsletter:  “After decades of 
neglect, the cemeteries are now protected with a solid 
iron fence and gates and look clean and respectable. “  

Rabbi Beliak’s presence also jump-started a series of 
classes devoted to Jewish learning. The rabbi taught 

Judaism to 25 young 
adults from ages 18 
to 30 who had never 
participated in any 
formal Jewish edu-
cation classes before. 
Their interest and 
attendance attest to 
their desire to learn 
and to live as Jews.  
Many of these young 
people hope to partic-
ipate in the Birthright 
to Israel program, en-

abling them to connect in a 
direct and meaningful way with their heritage and with 
other young Jewish men and women.  In addition to 
Rabbi Beliak, their instructors were Errol Abrahams, 
a beloved history teacher, and Shul Donk, president of 
the congregation. 

Other classes included one for students preparing for 
their Bar Mitzvahs, another for five individuals com-
pleting the conversion process, which had begun prior 
to the Rabbi’s arrival, and a class for 20 adults meet-
ing regularly to study Judaism and practice Hebrew.
In addition, a weekly Torah portion class discovered 
the world of classic Jewish study.  With a view to the 
future, the new education committee of Neve Shalom, 
initiated by Rabbi Beliak, began its efforts to educate 
20 children in the community.

And so it went: Jewish education, holiday celebrations, 
community activism, community building, life-cycle 
events.  Along the way, Rabbi Beliak managed to meet 
most of the Jews of Suriname at least once in their 
homes.  Rabbi Beliak’s three months in the community 
were a resounding success.  While his visit highlighted 
what could be done, it also identified what else needs 
to be done.  Pirke Avot, a book of ethical maxims from 
the Talmud, teaches us that it is not incumbent on any 
one person to finish the job, but it is incumbent on each 
person to begin.

Continued on page 21

Suriname, continued from page 10

     Celebrating Hannukah in Suriname             
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Tudor Parfitt viewing ngoma in Zimbabwe’s Harare Museum

The last couple of weeks have been one of the most mo-
mentous periods in the history of the Lemba people in 
Zimbabwe in many years.  Hitherto if you went any-
where in the country and asked about the tribe, no-one 
would have a ready answer. Indeed the Lemba were 
practically unknown except to their immediate neigh-
bors and a handful of experts in the ethnology of the 
country. However, this has now changed, and only time 
will tell if this is for the good or for the bad.

The reason for my trip was an invitation from the Brit-
ish Council and the Zimbabwe Department of Muse-
ums and Monuments to visit the country.  I would give 
a couple of talks on my book, The Lost Ark of the Cov-
enant, about the Ngoma Lungundu, a wooden object 
that the Lemba and Venda believe is sacred to their tra-
dition and which has clear parallels with the Ark of the 
Covenant.   In addition, I would speak at the opening 
of a special  exhibition at Harare’s Museum of Human 
Science that would highlight this object.    
                       ___________________________

             I had heard these stories, but 
              I thought they were fanciful.
                 _____________________________

The object itself was fascinating. Lemba tradition 
taught that the ngoma had been carried with them on 
their migration from the Middle East to Africa at some 
point in the remote  past. The central theme of their 
oral thesis, recounted to me many times, was that the 
Lemba had come from a place called Sena, that they          
had crossed Pusela, and had come to Africa, where they 
rebuilt Sena, one or two times. The oral tradition also 
maintained that when they got to Africa, the precious 
object which they brought with them went up in smoke, 
flames and a dreadful noise. Using a plug from the orig-
inal object, a new ngoma was built by the priests.  

Years ago when I lived with the Lemba in a small, re-
mote village, with no running water, electricity, or 
paved roads, in Mposi near Mberengwe, I heard this 
story and many others like it.  The elders explained that 
this object was like the Ark of the Covenant – they knew 
their Bible – and that it too was taken into battle, that it 

was the dwelling place of God, that it was carried on 
two poles by the priests, that it was never allowed to 

touch the ground, and that it would strike dead anyone 
who touched it, other than the High Priest.  I used to 
scribble away in my notebook around the embers of the 
fire, listening to the women sing and to the traditional 
drums, and I would dream of their long-lost ngoma. 
But I thought the idea of connecting it directly with the 
Ark was fanciful.              

Over the years a few things happened which made me 
take their tradition more seriously. In the first place, 
my own travels and research, as related in Journey to 
the Vanished City, put some bones on the oral tradi-
tion and seemed to confirm it.  Then DNA research 
carried out in the labs of University College, London            
University, confirmed that Lemba ancestors were from 
the Middle East and likely to be Jewish. And most in-
triguingly, the Buba priestly clan, the first ones to leave 
Israel according to the traditions I had heard, had a 
particular genetic signature which was characteristic 
of the Jewish priesthood. Indeed, the Buba and the Co-
hanim shared a distant ancestor who lived somewhere 
in the Levant about 3000 years ago, about the time of 
Moses and his brother Aaron, the founder of the priest-
hood.

At this point I began to take the oral traditions of the 
Lemba with respect to the ngoma more seriously, and 
over the years, I came across a lot of unknown mate-
rial which appeared to suggest that the Ark of War, the 
Ark made by Moses as detailed in the Book of Deuter-
onomy, and subsequently mentioned by Rabbinic au-

        Coming Out:  
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thorities, had made its way into Arabia. It's worth just 
pausing here over Rashi's commentary on the Book of 
Deuteronomy:

At the end of forty days the Lord granted me, Moses, a fa-
vor, and said, "Carve for yourself," and, afterward, "make for 
yourself an Ark."  I made the Ark first (before I took the Tab-
lets of the Law) for, where would I have placed the Tablets 
when I arrived with them in my hands?   Now this  was not 
the Ark which Bezalel made.  This was a different Ark.  This 
one went with them when they waged war, while the one 
Bezalel made did not go to war, except in Eli's time (Samuel 
1, 4.), when they were punished over it, and it was captured.
               _________________________

            I rediscovered the ngoma in a 
            dusty, rat-infested storeroom.
               __________________________

And so my quest for the sacred object described in my 
last book, The Lost Ark of the Covenant, began. I knew 
that the ngoma had been found first in the 1940s by 
Harald von Sicard, a German-Swedish missionary.  
He had photographed it and placed it in the Bulawayo 
Museum, Bulawayo being the second city of Zimba-
bwe.  However, when I went to look for it, it had disap-
peared. The Lemba told me that it had not been possi-
ble to leave the sacred relic in a museum and that it had 
been removed and hidden in a cave in the mountains of 
central Zimbabwe.   My efforts to find it proved fruit-
less. But one evening by chance someone told me that 
during the civil war some ethnographic objects had 
been removed from Bulawayo and taken to the capital.  
There, 65 years after it had first been discovered by von 
Sicard, I rediscovered it in a dusty, rat-infested store-
room along with other old drums and artefacts, none of 
which had ever been exhibited.

The Museum authorities had now agreed 
to display the object.  It was unveiled with 
great pomp by the Ministers for Home Af-
fairs in the presence of other ministers, 
church leaders and members of the diplo-
matic corps. There was even a prophetess 
who claimed to have had visions that the 
Ark was soon to be revealed.

Apart from any religious connotations, it 
was intrinsically worthwhile. It had been 
radio-carbon dated by archeologists at Oxford Uni-
versity to 1300 or thereabouts and was said to be the 
oldest wooden object ever found in sub-Saharan Af-
rica. But the Lemba tradition had maintained  that the 
original had destroyed itself – according to them this 
was a replica of the original object, the son or daughter 

of some earlier Ark.

Having arrived in Harare, I was surprised to discover 
that the symposium on my book at the University of 
Zimbabwe was to be opened by one of the two Vice-
Presidents of Zimbabwe, John Nkomo. What is more, 
half the cabinet was expected to turn up. And they did.

What was for me even more surprising was that the se-
cretive Lemba were in fact in positions of great power 
in the country.  I had been in correspondence with the 
Hon. Hamandishe, an Opposition Member of Parlia-
ment and a proud Lemba.  So I knew about him. But it 
turned out that there were other Lemba MPs too. And 
there were even Lemba members in the cabinet, includ-
ing the Minister for the Constitution, the  remarkable, 
courageous and charismatic Eric Matingenga. As the 
day of the opening of the exhibition and symposium 
approached, it was clear that the Lemba had decided to 
come out of the closet!

 _____________________________

Many Lemba were wearing 
resplendent kippot.

______________________________

When Vice President John Nkomo opened the sympo-
sium, he said the discovery of the Ngoma Lungundu 
had resulted in a lot of excitement and was testimony 
to Zimbabwe's rich spiritual heritage.  He added that 
the symposium would enable the people of Zimbabwe 
to understand the nature of the sacred drum as well 
as to explore its links with the biblical Ark of the Cov-
enant. “The sacred object has now been linked to the 
biblical Ark of the Covenant,” he said.  “This discussion 
will not only allow us to learn more about our ancient 
communities, in particular the Lemba community, but 
it should give us insight into the origins of the Ngoma 

Lungundu and its links to the Ark of the Cov-
enant, the repository for the tablets engraved 
with the 10 commandments given to Moses 
at Mount Sinai.”

MP Hamandishe had asked me to bring some 
tallitot and kippot for the Lemba of Zimba-
bwe.  Thanks to the kindness of some London 
rabbis, generous members of Kulanu, and 
some academic colleagues in Israel, I was 
able to bring a good supply of these items. At 
my first lecture, which was held in a packed 

hall in the Jameson Hotel in Harare, I was delighted to 
see dozens of Lemba. Many of them were wearing re-
splendant kippot, and had come from distant villages.  
At the symposium many more came, as well as a dis-
tinguished delegation from the South African Lemba. 

Continued next page
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And among the many cabinet members present was 
Eric Matenga, who clearly and fully identified with his 
Lemba kinsmen.

 “Matenga a Lemba? Lemba MPs?!!” people whispered 
in astonishment. The following day it was as if Zimba-
bwe had discovered a lost tribe. The story of the Lemba 
and the Ark were headlines in the national newspaper 
and the top slot in the TV news.

MP Hamandishe was delighted, but worried that the 
new visibility could lead to trouble.  “We’ve been un-
known until now,” he said, “but now we’re part of the 
political landscape in this country.  I have one question 
as far as the outside world is concerned.  Where are the 
Jews?  What do they think of us?”

Reports in the Zimbabwe press were soon quoting 
Lemba lamenting that the Lemba religious and cultural 
practices were dying out.  "It is unfortunate that some 
of us do not know much about our rich history," said 
Mr. Nikisi, who was initiated in 1987.  "But I am hap-
py that despite pressure on our culture, the VaRemba 
(Lemba) culture has stood the test of time.  It is one 
of the few in Zimbabwe and Africa as a whole that is 
almost original."

Another Lemba traditional leader, the venerable Mr. 
Zvinowanda, the tribe’s most revered circumcisor, who 
is proud of what he sees as his Jewish roots,  observed  
that "some of us are marrying strangers.  Some have 
converted to Christianity.  It makes me sad."

While I was there, I broached the idea of creating a 
Lemba Museum somewhere in Zimbabwe. The Brits 
were quite keen on the idea. The Swedish Ambassador 
too was helpful.  There was one ambassador, however, 
who was conspicuous by his absence throughout the 
days of celebration of the Ark/ngoma.  The Israeli am-
bassador was nowhere to be seen, either at the sympo-
sium or at the opening of the exhibition.  This makes 
me sad.  There is a community of  very fine people in 
Zimbabwe who have every reason to believe that they 
have a special relationship with Israel.  It can only be to 
Israel’s advantage to acknowledge them.   □

                               © Tudor Parfitt 2010

                                   

Rabbi Gershom Sizomu 
Visits the Lemba 
in South Africa

In the fall of 2008 and 2009, Rabbi Gershom Sizomu, 
spiritual leader of Uganda’s Abayudaya Jewish com-
munity, was an invited guest at the Lemba Cultural 
Association Conference in Lempopo, South Africa.  In 
an interview conducted during the author’s visit to the 
Abayudaya community in January, Rabbi Sizomu de-
scribed his enthusiastic and heartfelt welcome by the 
South African Lemba leadership and conference at-
tendees and the community’s ties to Judaism. 
                    _______________________

There was singing, ululations 
and shofar blowing.  

I had not expected such a response. 
                 _________________________

Q: Rabbi Sizumo, How would you describe the Lemba’s 
relationship to Judaism today?  

A:  While the majority of the South African Lemba prac-
tice Christianity, the community has always celebrated 
its Jewish roots.   Today, many of them are curious and 
appear interested in exploring their heritage.  In 2008, 
the American-based organization Bechol Lashon do-
nated siddurim (prayer books) and kippot (skull caps)  
with the intention of showing conference attendees 
how to wear the tallit (prayer shawl) and to demon-
strate the appropriate prayers.  Once there, however, 
conference organizers decided that my colleague Rab-
bi Joshua Salter and I should present them as gifts to 
the leadership.  Each one was called to the podium by 
name and recognized. As each leader walked across the 
stage, we blessed him and presented him with the sym-
bols of Judaism.  The response was deafening.  There 
was singing, ululations and shofar (ram’s horn) blow-
ing.  I had not expected such a response.  They were so 
excited.   

In 2009, it was the same story, only this time the num-
ber of attendees had jumped from 1000 to 1500.  In 
addition, Rabbi Salter and I were asked to conduct a 
Sabbath service, which took one and a half hours, in 
contrast to the half hour presentation of the previous 
year.  The conference was only one day and lunch was 
served from 2-4, so the time allotted to the service was 
significant.

Q:  Do you think the increase in numbers was because 
of your prominent role in the program?  

Coming Out, continued from page 13
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Far From Zion: In Search of 
A Global Jewish Community

by Charles london

Published by HarperCollins, 2009

                         Reviewed by David Scholem

Opening a non-fiction book is a reader's declaration 
of intent, of expecting something to think about, mull 
over, recommend.  Far from Zion: In Search of a Glob-
al Jewish Community is the story of a personal journey 
by the author Charles London in search of  his Jewish 
self.  It is a journey that the reader can observe and 
follow, but one that is hard to identify with unless you 
share similar life experiences, interests and perhaps 
biases.  

The starting premise is plausible: a Jewishly-alienat-
ed New Yorker with a stable, committed gay identity 
searches far afield to find what has kept Jews Jews, 
and perhaps deepen his own sense of Jewish connec-
tion.  The journey, more travelogue than cross-cultural 
bildungsroman, is a literary “on the road” experience 
for the reader, accompanying the author to a series of 
communities and countries as he tries to discover the 
hidden or not so hidden meaning of each communi-
ty’s endurance and what still holds its people together.   
The author’s choice of destinations is an odd one:  iso-
lated Jewish communities such as Myanmar (Burma), 
Iran, Cuba and Bosnia (three out of four very small), 
Uganda, with a community of Jews by choice, New Or-
leans and Arkansas, small American Jewish communi-
ties, and Israel.  It would have made interesting read-
ing for the reader to know why the author chose these 
particular communities.  What were their similarities 
and differences?  One can only speculate.
 

The book is written in a breezy, hip style, which makes 
it easy-to-read but, at the same time, detracts from the 
seriousness of tone.  I was hoping to find more self-ex-
amination and reflection along the way and to under-
stand how the author’s experiences affected his sense 
of Jewish self and added to his knowledge of his Jewish 
heritage.  However, the author does explain when and 
why he embraces the idea for the journey.  It is a re-
union of multiple generations and branches of his fam-
ily, descendants of his Jewish great-grandparents, that 
creates the spark and raises the question:  In a family of 
relatives, connections seem clear.  But is there a glue of 
universal Jewish values common to otherwise unrelat-
ed Jewish communities that keeps them intact?  That 

A:  I don’t know.  But it was clear that there was more 
activity this fall.  In addition, conference organizers 
had invited the Premier (governor) of the Lemba prov-
ince and two ministers from the South African govern-
ment, who read a message from President Zuma.  The 
governor addressed the rabbis present first.  It was ob-
vious the officials hold rabbis in high esteem.  Then, 
in another surprise, the provincial governor revealed 
his own Lemba background, which took great cour-
age.  During the service, we wrapped the governor in 
a prayer shawl.  The response to the whole service was 
joyous. Again, people danced, ululated and blew the 
shofar. We conducted the service in Hebrew.  My ex-
periences there made me feel honored and optimistic 
about the Lemba’s Jewish future.

Q: What do you think the next step might be for reach-
ing out to the Lemba?  

A:  The community needs Jewish programming on a 
regular basis.  They need visiting teachers and rab-
bis.  They need a community center. And they certainly 
would benefit if a member of the Lemba community 
could visit and see how the Jewish community func-
tions.  But it must be the result of a spiritual calling, not 
simply a fact-finding mission.

Q:  Do you want to attend the fall 2010 conference?

A:  Yes, I would very much like to do that.  The leaders 
are now my friends and I feel very affectionate toward 
them.   I also see an important spiritual journey here.  
God’s goal for us is to help others be what they want to 
be.  Perhaps my relationship with the Lemba should be 
seen in that light.   □   JM

Yusef Abad Synagogue in Tehran, Islamic Republic of Iran.  
Photographed by Charles London during writing of Far From Zion. 
_________________________________________

Continued next page
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Far from Zion, continued from page 15   
The Black Jews of Africa: 
History, Religion, Identity

by Edith Bruder

Published by Oxford University Press

2008

                   Reviewed by Barbara Vinick

This is an impressive academic work by an author with 
a grasp of many disciplines. To cast light on her com-
plex subject, Edith Bruder makes use of a wide range of 
writings from African history, anthropology, sociology, 
history of religion, Biblical studies, Jewish studies, Af-
rican American studies, and epistemology, the branch 
of philosophy that studies the nature of knowledge and 
its foundations. 

The title of the book, The Black Jews of Africa, is 
somewhat misleading, for it is not a polemic offering 
evidence as to the legitimacy of many African groups 
who claim Jewish ancestry from the Lost Tribes of Is-
rael.   Rather, Dr. Bruder, a researcher at the University 
of London, asks the questions: why do so many African 
groups identify with ancient Israel and what are the 
antecedents of their claims?  An academic treatise with 
voluminous citations and notes, the book seeks to pro-
vide answers from a wide variety of secondary sources 
in a dispassionate and evenhanded manner, exploring 
both external (mainly European) and internal (mainly 
native African) influences and their interplay.

Answers to those questions take the author first to 
Biblical texts and speculative commentaries about the 
whereabouts of the Ten Tribes “lost” in the eighth cen-
tury BCE.  One of the places mentioned most notably in 
ancient literature is the land of Kush, generally consid-
ered to be Africa. Bruder chronicles in detail how this 
“narrative of exile” in Africa created a potent “myth” 
or story. The reader should keep in mind that “myth” 
does not exclude a core of historical truth. Moreover, 
as Bruder states in the second half of the book, “myth 
reveals a living pattern rather than a pure fiction,” – 
a “sacred history and therefore a ‘true history,’” citing 
many studies of myth in general and in African societ-
ies in particular (page 98). 

She goes on to describe the continuity and embroi-
dery of the story through the centuries.  Initially, the 
story was impacted by the rudimentary knowledge of 
geography prevalent at that time, such as confusion 
between India and Ethiopia. Other influences were the 
legend of Solomon and Sheba, which had currency in 
Jewish, Christian, and Muslim thought, and the wealth 
of Ophir mentioned in the Bible. Early Europeans who 

is the question that London sets out to answer…as he 
seeks a “model” of what those values might be.   While 
the journey is colorful and features several memorable 
interchanges with members of globally far-flung com-
munities, there is no satisfying summing up of what he 
has learned. His most inspiring comments  describe his 
impression of the Kulanu-supported Abayudaya com-
munity in Uganda.  

Nor does the author tell whether or how he prepared 
for this important personal journey or how he made up 
for his acknowledged initial unfamiliarity with the be-
liefs and ways of his people. Nevertheless, one is caught 
up by the book’s premise. London is in full raconteur 
mode as he talks about challenges he faces traveling the 
globe, from when he enters the closed society of Myan-
mar (Burma) through to his skeptical fact-finding trip 
to Israel. Noteworthy is his unconcealed discomfort 
with things “Zionist.” 

The book ends with the author reconfirming his in-
terest in and commitment to his spiritual community 
back home in New York at Congregation Beit Simchat 
Torah, whose Judaic orientation and congregational 
spirit resonate with him.  It is a Wizard of Oz Dorothy 
moment.  Although he has traveled to exotic places as 
well as more familiar locales (in the US), there is no 
place like home.  

In the end, despite shadowing his travels and reading 
his colorful commentary about history, customs and 
remnant communities, we are left knowing neither the 
inner author, nor whether he believes he has found the 
answers to the questions that inspired his journey.  □

Charles London’s 
Far From Zion

was a finalist for the 
2009 

National Jewish 
Book Award

Continued next page
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African groups whose intertwined political and reli-
gious histories Dr. Bruder explores include the Igbo 
of Nigeria, the House of Israel of Ghana, the Tutsis of 
“Havilah” in Rwanda and Burundi, the well-known Ab-
ayudaya of Uganda, Jewish-Christians of South Africa 
and Zimbabwe, a group in Madagascar, and the Lemba 
of South Africa and Zimbabwe. As an associate of Tudor 
Parfitt, the researcher who found a genetic link between 
one of the Lemba clans and Jewish Cohanim (priests), 
she devotes several pages to the historical record of the 
Lemba, their self-identity based on their oral tradition 
and Western perceptions of them through the centu-
ries. She cautions against the “oversimplification” of 
the genetic findings as fueled by the media. One would 
have to know more about genetics than she provides 
in order to explain that oversimplification in genetic 
terms, but perhaps she means that genetic testing does 
not necessarily find practicing “Jews.” One significant 
result of the genetic findings was increased certainty 
among the Lemba themselves concerning their Jewish 
identity. But while some Lemba have shown increased 
interest in learning and participating in mainstream 
Jewish practice, others have maintained Christian or 
Muslim religious traditions.

The book ends with a brief epilogue that suggests sev-
eral factors that might have influenced the “Judaizing 
movements” that grew more numerous in Africa in the 
last part of the twentieth century. Bruder notes the 
erosion of traditional religion and the resultant loss of 
identity, dissatisfaction with Christianity and the moral 
and historical power of Judaism. She might also have 
mentioned parallels between modern Jewish history 
and the history of African groups that have endured 
war and deprivation and have risen from the ashes. 
But somewhat disappointingly, “exactly which circum-
stances triggered the identity shifts in question is not 
clear.” Perhaps that specificity is work for another day. 
The question “Why now?” has a more clear-cut answer. 
Globalization based on technology allows the swift dis-
semination of ideas and encouragement from Jewish 
groups around the world.

I hope that supporters of Kulanu and like-minded 
organizations do not reject this book because they 
are worried that too much knowledge is a dangerous 
thing. Even if it is not possible to trace the origins of 
some black African communities directly from the Lost 
Tribes of Israel, they deserve recognition and support if 
they are sincere in their desire to learn about and prac-
tice Judaism. If groups are motivated to live Jewishly 
(without syncretism with Christianity), they should be 
encouraged. Without proselytizing, the world needs 
all the Jews we can find.  □

met unfamiliar peoples perceived them as “Moors” or 
“Jews,” and as time went by, race (non-white) became 
conflated with religion (Judaism) to classify “others.” 
Thus, explorers from Marco Polo to Amerigo Vespucci 
attributed Lost Tribe status to natives from China to 
North America. The notion that Jews were non-white 
(black) persisted through the nineteenth century, even 
into the twentieth, as Europeans encountered “exotic” 
societies in their colonial incursions abroad. In her 
chapter on “Encountering and Reinventing the Afri-
cans and the Jews,” Bruder does a good job of leading 
the reader through this complicated process in the his-
tory of ideas.

One of the most interesting chapters in Bruders’s book 
concerns African Americans and their appreciation 
of the Lost Tribes story. Beginning in the nineteenth 
century, expounded by authors and thinkers such as
W.E.B. Du Bois, the idea of blacks as descendants of 
a great cultural heritage gained support as a response 
to the discrimination and cultural deprivation they 
experienced in the United States. Citing alternate “ac-
cusation and spiritual identification” with Jews, from 
the anti-Semitism of Louis Farrakhan to Rabbi Capers 
Funnye’s Alliance of Black Jews, Bruder’s description                   
                  ______________________________

One of the most interesting chapters 
concerns African Americans’ 

appreciation of the Lost Tribes story.
 ________________________

includes the Hebrew Israelites who went from Chicago 
to Israel in the 1960s and the Rastefarians of Jamaica 
who trace their origins to Ethiopia.

The second half of the book begins with the attempt to 
“disentangle – in regions with little written history – the 
true from the likely and the unlikely” regarding the his-
torical presence of Jews in sub-Saharan Africa. Chock 
full of unfamiliar geographic and historical names, this 
chapter must have been challenging for the author and 
is a challenging one for most readers, as well. 

This reader was struck by the evidence of early Jewish 
traders and refugees throughout Africa. The long-term 
results of this Jewish presence are mixed, however. 
Some populations whose interactions with these Jews 
are relatively well-established (groups from Sudan, 
for example) have shown little interest in their possi-
ble Jewish antecedents and are unknown in the West. 
Other groups (such as those from Timbuktu, Mali) are 
slightly better known, have justifiable claims to Jew-
ish origin, but, as Kulanu discovered in the 1980s, have 
little interest in living Jewishly. 

Black Jews, continued from page 16
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A ‘Bucket List’ Visit To 
Distant Jewish Communities

by Rabbi Stephen Leon 
                                     

South Africa,
India, and 
Myanmar

As my wife Sharon and I approach our 42nd wedding 
anniversary in June, we rejoice that our lives have been 
filled with incredible blessings.  As we celebrate the 
past and the present, we also look forward to the future 
and to the experiences that we hope to share and the 
places we wish to visit in the coming years together.  
And so, inspired by the film, “The Bucket List,” which 
tells the story of two terminally ill patients who cre-
ate their list of desired goals they wish to accomplish 
before each “kicks the bucket,” Sharon and I composed 
our own “bucket list.”  We have begun to set goals and 
select places, which we hope to visit while we are able 
to travel and enjoy these far-away destinations.  

This past summer, we enjoyed a 32-day cruise and had 
many memorable experiences.  We experienced an Af-
rican safari, viewed the breath-taking Taj Mahal and 
visited the home of Mahatma Gandhi.  In addition I 
used the opportunity of this “Sabbatical” granted to 
me by my synagogue, Congregation B’nai Zion of El 
Paso, Texas, to continue writing a book about the B’nei 
Anousim (descendants of crypto-Jews) of the South-
west, a lifetime passion of mine, and to visit some in-
teresting and remote places of Jewish interest. It is this 
part of my “bucket list” which I would like to share with 
Kulanu readers. 

Cape Town 

The first Jewish community we visited was on Octo-
ber 16th when I spoke at Temple Israel in Green Point, 
Cape Town, South Africa during Friday night Shabbat 
service. The Rabbi of the synagogue is Rabbi Malcolm 
Matitani, who also serves as the head of the Progres-
sive congregations of South Africa. I have spoken in 
many places throughout the United States and in Israel 
about the return of the B’nei Anousim to their Jewish 
roots in the Southwest of America, but the reception I 
received in Cape Town was particularly special as most 
congregants had never heard the subject being dis-
cussed before.  I felt very satisfied that I had brought 
the story of the return of the crypto-Jews to Judaism 
to a new audience and educated them about a Jewish 
phenomenon which is practically unknown in that part 
of the world.

Mumbai

Another Shabbat experience was particularly poignant 
and frustrating and involved our attempt to attend 
Shabbat services at the Knesset Eliyahoo Synagogue 
in Mumbai, India.  The synagogue, built by Jacob Sas-
soon in 1911, was heavily guarded with armed security.  
Our visit coincided with the one-year anniversary of 
the terrorist attack on the Chabad House in Mumbai 
and we were told that all Indian synagogues were un-
der very secure watch.  Although I showed the guards 
my passport, my identification that I was a Rabbi and 
yes, even my own yarmulke (skull cap), no one was 
allowed to attend services without a written invita-
tion.  We could visit the synagogue only after services 
were over.  I felt very sad that I was not being permit-
ted to attend a synagogue service for fear I might be a 
danger to the other congregants.   I specifically wanted 
to daven (pray) in that shul (synagogue) on Shabbat 
so that I could say Kaddish (prayer for the dead) for 
Rabbi Gavriel and Rivka Holtzberg, the Chabad Rabbi 
and Rebbetzin who were murdered in that terrorist at-
tack a year before.
                  ___________________

I was able to offer my prayers
in front of the Holy Ark.

               ____________________  

After the service was over and the daveners (people 
praying) had left the synagogue, Sharon and I were 
able to visit this beautiful house of worship and speak 
with a gentleman named Ben Tziyon who showed us 
the synagogue.  I was able then to offer my prayers in 
front of the Holy Ark. After Shabbat ended I met with 
one of the local heads of the Jewish community, Mr. 
Ralph Jhirad, who serves on the executive committee 
of the Federation of the Indo-Israel Chamber of Com-
merce. Ralph was very knowledgeable about the history 
of the Jews of India and taught me about the different 
communities. He also brought me a DVD about David 
Sassoon, one of the founders and philanthropists of the 

Continued next page
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To Kulanu board member 
Barbara Vinick, on the loss of her father, 

Dr. Isidor Tolpin, of Swampscott, MA, 
and Delray Beach, FL, in December.

                          CONDOLENCES

Jewish community in India. It was Sassoon’s grandson 
who built the Knesset Eliyahoo Synagogue. Before we 
left Mumbai, Ralph gave me a beautiful gift, a replica 
of the Mezuzah which adorns the Sha’arey Hashamyim 
Synagogue, the oldest synagogue in Mumbai.

New Delhi 

The next day we traveled to New Delhi and visited with 
Ezekiel Isaac Malekar, resident caretaker of the Judah 
Hyam Synagogue. This synagogue accommodates the 
small Jewish population of New Delhi, but also serves 
primarily as a place of worship for the many Jewish visi-
tors, diplomats and businessmen who come to the city.  
According to Mr. Malekar, several thousand visitors 
come to this congregation every year. The residence for 
the caretaker and the Prayer Hall was constructed in 
1954 and is named for the father of Dr. Rachel Judah.  
Dr. Judah was associated with the Women’s Hospital 
in Jodhpur and made a significant contribution to es-
tablish a place of worship for the Jewish population of 
New Delhi. Mr. Malekar took us on a tour of the beauti-
ful sanctuary and informed us of the wedding that had 
just taken place there. He said that it is not uncom-
mon for  foreigners as well as Jewish Indian residents 
from remote communities to come to the Judah Hyam 
Synagogue for lifecycle events. It was heartwarming to 
see the importance of synagogues to the Indian Jewish 
community. 

Yangon

The last place of Jewish interest that we visited was in 
Yangon, Myanmar, formerly Burma. We had arranged 
to visit the Jewish community there through a travel 
company called Myanmar Shalom Travel. We arrived 
at the 110 year-old Musmeah Yeshua Synagogue, the 
only synagogue in the country.  Ironically my own 
synagogue, Congregation B’nai Zion of El Paso, is also 
celebrating its 110th birthday this year. We met Moshe 
Samuel, who is the caretaker of the synagogue, and his 
daughter Anna, who is a travel agent and guide.  Moshe 
informed us that there are only seven Jewish families 
left in Yangon, and yet there is a minyan every Friday 
night. One can truly admire the dedication of those 
families and of Moshe for insuring Jewish continuity 
and identity in that remote and insular country. On the 
High Holy Days some 25-30 congregants are at servic-

es. There is an Israeli Ambassador to Myanmar who 
reads Torah at the synagogue. 
  

Moshe told us of the location of the Jewish cemetery, 
which contained graves dating back over 130 years. 
The cemetery was not easy to find as it was in a very 
poor neighborhood and the key to the gate was kept by 
a resident of a nearby house. The graves were covered 
with a great deal of unkempt foliage and some dirt, and 
it appeared to have been neglected for a long time. In 
order to read the names on the stones, I had to kneel 
              ___________________________

I wondered how long it had been
 since anyone had said the 
Kaddish for the deceased.

            ____________________________

next to the grave and brush away some leaves and dust 
to identify the person buried there.  After visiting sev-
eral of the monuments and placing little stones on these 
old tombstones, I chanted the Eil Molay Rachamim, 
the memorial prayer for the dead, in memory of the 
Jewish souls who were interred in this sacred and holy 
ground. I wondered to myself, how long it had been 
since anyone had said the Kaddish for the deceased in 
the Jewish cemetery of Myanmar. 

As I prepare to observe Passover this year and as we 
fill the cup of Elijah, I will be thinking of the Jews of 
South Africa, Mumbai, Delhi, and Myanmar and I will 
know that they, too, will be gathering to remember the 
story of the Exodus from Egypt through the Seder and 
the reading of the haggadah.  As we open the door for 
Elijah this year, it is my prayer that new doors of op-
portunity, freedom, and identity will open for the en-
tire Jewish population in every corner of the world and 
that soon every one of us will truly be free.   □  

Bucket List, continued from page 18
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Mazel Tov, Jake 

Mazal tov and special thanks to Jake Diamond, who 
became bar mitzvah last November at the Hevreh of 
Southern Berkshire in Great Barringon, MA. Jake 
raised $1506 for the Abayudaya schools by holding a 
skate-a-thon with his friends!  

Kulanu gladly works with bar mitzvah students and 
other school and youth groups to help them plan 
meaningful bar mitzvah projects. See kulanu.org/
mitzvahprojects for many good ideas.

Thank You, Kulanu Donors
$100 Club

Bruce Aaron; Ruth Bowman; Elaine B. Brichta; Andrée Ae-
lion Brooks; Jonathan W Brosin; Lisa Burnstein; Norman 
& Elissa Chansky; Rabbi Daniel Ronnie & Mrs Cohen; Con-
gregation Beth El (Fairfield, CT); Congregation Rodef Sha-
lom (Denver, CO); Steven Corn; Marguerite and Raymond 
Cross, Jr;  Syrel and Michael Dawson; Susan Dickman; Early 
Childhood Educators-Reform Judaism (ECE-RJ); Nathan 
Elmore; Charles Feigenbaum; James Feldman & Natalie 
Wexler; Charles Fishman & Stephanie Peters; Pamela Fox; 
Frida Furman; Gendler Family Foundation; Sharon and 
Rabbi Scott Glass; Michael & Rene Gold; Letitia Gomez; 
Ron & Elizabeth Lewis Goodman; Arthur Goshin, M.D.; Blu 
& Yitzhak Greenberg; Burton Greene; David & Zelda Green-
stein; Stephen Heller & Evelyn Kalish; Dr. Eugene & Esther 
Herman; Harriette Hirsch; Julian Jaffe; Fay & Bruce Kagan; 
Raymond & Rebecca Kaplan; Dr Adina S Kleiman; Her-
man & Paula Kleine; Hannah and Marshall Kramer; Elihu 
& Sheila Leifer; Rabbi Stephen Leon; Steven Lorch & Susan-
na Kochan-Lorch; Yvonne & Stuart Lorch; Norma Markell; 
Iris Mars; Howard & Judith Mayer; Jacob Melamed; Lisa 
Melmed-Cohen; Greg & Rebecca Merritt; Lawrence & Judy 
Teibloom Mishkin; Marvin & Beth Najberg; Lisa Ochs; Peter 
Persoff; Dr Karen Pierce; The Posner Family; Janet & Sidney 
Quint; Edie Rosenberg & Robert Gross; Mordecai & Paula 
Rosenfeld; Binyumen & Carol Schaechter; The Scheinberg 
Family Trust; Laz & Ellen Schneider; Charlotte Schwartz; Dr. 
Claudine Schweber; Nedda Dara Shafir; Lisa & Bill Sholk; 
Shomrei Torah Synagogue (West Hills, CA); Mark Shroder 
& Susan Keller; Mel Siegel; Ellen Singer; David Tabak & De-
nise Eichhorn; Rosette Tucker; Barbara Vinick.

$125-499   
Am Kolel Sanctuary & Renewal Center (Beallsville, MD); 
Anonymous; Susan Beckerman; Andrew Beider; Barbara 
Birshtein; Diana Blum & Bill Scott; Louis Blumengarten; 
Marlene Chautin & Edward Peter Leigh Griffith; Gemilut 
Hasadim Committee of Chizuk Amuno Congregation (Pikes-
ville, MD); Hedy Cohen; Glen and Marci Koblenz Cornb-
lath; Falmouth Jewish Congregation Social Action Commit-
tee (East Falmouth, MA); Dr. Elizabeth Feldman; Oscar & 
Theda Firschein; The Madav IX Foundation, a supporting 
foundation of the Jewish Community Federation of Cleve-
land; Elkan & Zelda Gamzu; Drs. Roberta P Glick & Terry 
Gene Unterman; Debbie & Mark Glotter; Sarah Goldenstein; 
Susan Friess Goldman; Daniel and Andrea Gottschall; Da-
vid & Zelda Greenstein; Dr. Samuel & Marlene Halperin; 
Cameron and Marilyn Hendershot; Dr. Eugene and Esther 
Herman; Agnes Itzhaki; Stacey Johnson; Terrence Kalley; 
Marcia Kaplan Trust; David, Etan, Benjamin & Joseph Kes-
tenbaum Philanthropic Fund; Bernd Kiekebusch & Lucy 
Steinitz; Martin J & Susan B Kozak Charitable Fund; Tade-
usz Kozikowski; Nancy & Seth Kreimer; Eli Kwartler; Dr. 
Seth & Judith Lerner; Lexington Eye Associates, Inc. (MA); 
Lionel Lieberman & Judy Featherman; Sahle Mengistu; Ju-
dith Neri; Lionel Okun; Park Slope Jewish Center (Brooklyn, 

NY); Kate Perry; Ira & Marilyn Polon; Ina Porth; Gretchen 
Primack & Gus Mueller; Edward Rensin; Malcolm Rich & 
Dr. Lise Weisberger; Howard & Michelle Rosenbloom; Ste-
ven Rothkin; Rita Rubin; Samiljan Family Fund; Charles 
Scheidt; Judith Schlaeger; Linda Schoenthaler; Amy Schu-
man; Mark and Rhonna Shatz, MD; Michael Slutsky & Su-
san Agate; Aleene Smith; Jeffrey Solotoroff; Temple Beth-
El (Ithaca, NY); Ruth Mason & Robert Trachtenberg; Jack 
and Stephanie Ventura; Debra Gonsher Vinik, PhD, & David 
Vinik; Alec & Joan Wapnick; Saul Weiner & Suzanne Griffel; 
Emily Chaya Weinstein; Dr. Norman & Mrs. Bonnie Weiss; 
Carol Wolkove; Gilbert and Lillian Zinn; Paula Gorlitz & Ste-
ven Zuckerman.

$500-999
Advocate Illinois Masonic Medical Center; Irwin M & Elaine 
R Berg; Jeanne & Murray Bodin; Laura Derby; Jake Dia-
mond; Hope & Matthew Feldman; Gervis-Lubran Fund; 
Annie H. Hubbard; Beverly Jerome; Marcia Kaplan Trust; 
Martin J & Susan B Kozak Charitable Fund; Stuart "Sandy" 
Leeder; Ruth Mason & Robert Trachtenberg; Marshall Phil-
lip & Sabina Primack; Drs. Brian and Jennifer Primack; Do-
ris Rosenthal Memorial Fund; Mr. Jonathan Sills; L. Weider; 
Gail & Mel Werbach; Pamela Yellin; Jack & Diane Zeller.

$1000-1999  
Anonymous; Congregation Hakafa (Glencoe, IL); The Good 
People Fund; Gloria & Sidney Danziger Foundation; Dr. 
Jules & Mrs. Josephine Harris; Lois Levy; Kathryn Marshall; 
Howard Metzenberg Philanthropic Fund; Angela & Carl Mil-
ner; Lionel Okun; Temple Israel (Ottawa, Canada); Ronnie 
Williams & Suzanne Arnopolin; Marvin Wolf & Marilyn 
Kresky-Wolf; Peggy & Mark Zilbermann.

$2000-4999 
Harriet Bograd & Kenneth Klein; Miriam Joy Eguchi.

$5,000 
Advocate Health Care; Aron & Karen Primack; Otto & Mari-
anne Wolman Foundation.

$10,000 
The Irving Moskowitz Foundation; the Sperber & Steinfeld 
Families' Charitable Trust.
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     ISSAJ Founded: 
 International Society for the Study of African Jewry

www.issaj.com

Growing numbers of African communities are embracing a Jewish identity and practicing various forms of Judaism 
in Africa and in the African Diaspora.  In recognition of the importance of this development, Dr. Edith Bruder and 
Ph.D. candidate Daniel Lis, two scholars who have researched and published on the subject, founded the Interna-
tional Society for the Study of African Jewry (ISSAJ), in 2009. The organization defines itself as: “a community of 
scholars and students engaged in the study of African Jewry and its diverse cultures, historical environments, reli-
gious beliefs and practices.”  The organization, whose members represent several academic fields of study, hope to 
“facilitate scholarly collaboration, research and discussion” among disciplines.  

An international conference entitled,“ Jews, Judaism in Black Africa and its Diasporas,” organized by ISSAJ, will 
take place at the School of Oriental and African Studies, University of London, on October 30 and 31, 2010.  Organiz-
ers hope to bring together individuals from across the academic spectrum to share their research data and cooperate 
on future research projects. For more information, see www.issaj.com/conferences.php.  If you are interested in 
submitting a paper or attending this conference, please contact edithbruder@gmail.com. 

Summer Conferences

The 7th Annual Anousim Conference, sponsored by the El Paso Jewish Federation, will take place July 16-18, 2010, 
at Congregation B’nai Zion of  El Paso, Texas. The theme of the conference this year will be: “Past, Present and Fu-
ture Identities of B’nai Anousim.”  Keynote speaker will be Andree A. Brooks, author of The Woman Who Defied 
Kings: The Life and Times of Dona Garcia Nasi.  For further information, contact Rabbi Steve Leon at rabbisal@
aol.com or Sonya Loya at tav_22@yahoo.com.

The International Association of Jewish Geneaological Societies (IAJGS) will be holding this year’s conference from 
July 11-July 16, 2010, at the JW Marriott at L.A.Live in Los Angeles, California. Kulanu activist Jonina Duker will 
speak on “The Captives Return: Descendants of Forced Iberian Converts Find Their Way Back to Judaism.”  

If we were to list some of the important priorities for 
the Suriname Jewish community, they would be:
1. Keeping this communty connected to the world-wide 
Jewish   community;  2. supporting the community’s goal 
of preserving its rich heritage; 3. assisting the leadership 
in strengthening the community through its own effort 
to train its teachers and adults to involve themselves in 
the educational process; 4. encouraging rabbis and Jew-
ish educators to volunteer their time in Suriname so that 
both young and old can have the benefit of a Jewish edu-
cation; and 5. convincing other Jewish organizations to 
take an active role in strengthening and preserving this 
community.

Rabbi Beliak has many ideas and perhaps you, our 
readers, will have some too. 

Rabbi Beliak is now back in the United States.  He de-
scribes his experience in Suriname as both “inspiring 
and humbling.”  But what is clear is that he wants to 
bring more attention to this once flourishing outpost of 
the Jewish Diaspora.  □    JM

Suriname, continued from page 11

  Late-breaking News !  

Birthright Israel  has just accepted 16 young people 
from Suriname as participants on the Birthright Is-
rael trip in August, 2010, all expenses paid. This 
invitation is the result of volunteer efforts by Rabbi 
Haim Beliak (see article on Suriname, beginning 
p.10) and Jonathan and Orly Kahane-Rapport of 
Toronto. The only caveat is that the young people 
need to travel to Miami, Florida, to join the jour-
ney. Plane tickets from Suriname to Miami will 
cost $773 per person. With an average family in-
come of $400 per month, the plane fare is beyond 
their reach. Kulanu is seeking donors to support 
this extraordinary opportunity to connect the Su-
riname Jewish community with Jews and Jewish 
organizations in the U.S. and Israel. To donate, use 
the attached donation envelope, and mark "Suri-
name" in the comments field, or donate online at 
kulanu.org/donate. 
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         Gifts 
         and 
       Bulk 
     Orders

Letter from the President

from kulanuboutique.com

Buy Kulanu products from around the world:

•  As gifts for friends and family

•  To add diversity to your Judaica shop, 
    synagogue craft fair or school market night

•  For Bar/Bat Mitzvah celebrations and other 
    special occasions

•  For your school or social action committee fund
    raising projects

•  You can re-sell these special products and 
    donate the profits to Kulanu, or keep the profits
    to support your organization.

The Kulanu Boutique now has bulk rates available 
online! Visit www.kulanuboutique.com for these 
great deals and more!

From Ethiopia:  check out our beautifully woven 
multicolored baskets and scarves. And watch for 
new tallitot and atarot, coming soon!

Proceeds from the sale of these unique products 
benefit the communities that made them and Ku-
lanu’s work with isolated and emerging Jewish 
communities around the world.

A Letter from 
Rabbi Larry Goldstein

Kulanu Coordinator 
for Puerto Rico

“… for the first days of Passover we rented a small hotel about 
80 miles from San Juan.  I prepared the kitchen for Passover 
and cooked the meals.  We had 23 people.  I was the only one 
there who was born Jewish.  Everyone else either already 
converted or is planning to do so.  We had services (no min-
yan, though), some Torah learning, both seders as well as 
lunches and a few additional meals. Much of the seder was 
in Spanish. Incidentally, Artscroll just came out with a Hag-
gadah with a Spanish translation and a low price. The people 
were pleased and so was I.  We are planning future events on 
a more frequent basis.”

Copyright Notice:

All text, photographs and layout designs appearing in 
this newsletter are © 2010 by Kulanu and/or or its par-
ticipating writers and photographers, and may not be 
reproduced, either electronically or in print, for any com-
mercial purposes, without written permission from Kulanu 
or participating copyright holders.  Readers are welcome 
to forward the electronic version of the newsletter to other 
interested individuals or organizations for personal, non-
profit charitable or educational purposes only, provided all 
photo credits, authorship of articles and Kulanu identifica-
tions are preserved. 

I’m so proud to share this beautiful issue of the Kulanu 
newsletter with you! Special kudos to our new team, 
Judy Manelis, board vice president and newsletter edi-
tor, and Enid Bloch, our photography and layout editor 
(and my close friend from college since 1959).

After Kulanu board members and other volunteers trav-
eled to Uganda and Ethiopia in January, we decided to 
devote this issue primarily to Africa.  It would provide  
an opportunity to focus on Kulanu’s accomplishments 
and how we do what we do.  Thus in Uganda (article 
by Kulanu Uganda Coordinator Laura Wetzler), we cel-
ebrate the results of 15 years of volunteer efforts work-
ing with the Abayudaya Jewish community to help 
them flourish educationally, religiously, and economi-
cally. In  Ethiopia (article by Judy Manelis), we look to 
the future and show how we are working closely with 
the Kechene Jewish community to evaluate their needs 
and determine how to help them achieve their goals.  

The article on Rabbi Haim Beliak ‘s three-month stay in 
Suriname reflects the efforts of Kulanu volunteers and 
others to assist this Jewish community on the northern 
tip of South America.  We are hopeful that our efforts 
with these and all our communities will continue to 
bear fruit and prosper.

We are grateful for the opportunity to do this very 
meaningful work, and we salute our volunteers who 
continue to work with great enthusiasm to support 
Jewish communities around the globe.  

                                                  Thank you,
                                            Harriet Bograd
                                                   President   

              This Newsletter is Printed on Recycled Paper 
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Kulanu (“All of Us”) is a tax-exempt organization 
of Jews of varied backgrounds and practices, which 
works with isolated and emerging Jewish communities 
around the globe, supporting them through network-
ing, education, economic development projects, vol-
unteer assignments, research, and publications about 
their histories and traditions.

This newsletter is published by Kulanu
165 West End Avenue, 3R, New York, NY 10023

    Report changes of address to: 
database@kulanu.com

 For further information, see: 
www.kulanu.org/about-kulanu

Newsletter Editor:  Judith Manelis
Layout and Photography Editor:  Enid Bloch

Kulanu Board of Directors 
and Officers

President  
Harriet Bograd

Vice Presidents
Aron Primack, Judith Manelis

Secretary 
Karen Primack 

Treasurer  
Harriet Bograd

President Emeritus 
Jack Zeller 

Other Board Members
Matthew Feldman, Rabbi Stephen Leon 

Andria Spindel,  Jacob Steinberg
Barbara Vinick    

Congratulations! 

To Yankle Yaakov Gladstone on the publication of his article, “Celebrating Purim on the S. S. 
Negbah, February, 1951,” in the Century Village Reporter, February 2010 issue, p. 40A. 

To Remy Ilona and his wife Ifeyinwa on the birth of their son Chijindu Daniel Iddo Ilona on 
January 22 in Nigeria. 

To Rabbi Hailu Paris, recipient of the Kiruv Award for “bringing the Jewish community closer 
together,” given by Brooklyn Borough President Marty Markowitz and The Boston Jewish 
Heritage Committee, on April 13.

To Schulamith Halevy, who was awarded her Doctorate at the Hebrew University in Jerusa-
lem, June, 2009.  The title of her dissertation:  “Descendants of the Anusim (Crypto Jews) in 
Contemporary Mexico.”

To Alex Armah of Sefwi Wiawso, Ghana, on his adult bar mitzvah.  Alex has been studying 
with Rabbi Gershom Sizomu at his yeshivah in Uganda.  

To Natalie Pergam, who received a Certificate of Appreciation award from Kulanu’s board 
for her year of devoted volunteer service to Kulanu.  Natalie worked in Kulanu’s office two 
days a week for a year handling donations and thank you letters, filling boutique orders, and 
sending out literature and products for special events.   
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  Kulanu

     Supporting Isolated and 
Emerging Jewish Communities
          around the Globe

 165 West End Avenue, 3R
     New York, NY 10023

            (212) 877-8082

        Address Service 
             Requested

        The Chinese Jews of Kaifeng

                             Reports from 

               Shi Lei’s Kulanu Speaking Tour 

Shi Lei visits the following cities between April 29 
and May 23, 2010:  Baltimore MD; Fulton, MD; 
Tarrytown, NY; Marblehead, MA; Wilmette, IL; 
Waco, TX; El Paso, TX; New York City, NY; Lex-
ington, MA; Toronto, ON; Poway, CA; Pasadena, 
CA; Tustin, CA; Savannah, GA; and Wayne, NJ.  
For further information, see kulanu.org/china.

Even if you have missed Shi Lei’s talks, be sure 
to view “History of the Kaifeng Jewish Commu-
nity,” a beautiful and informative slide show at: 

                               kulanu.phanfare.com

Kulanu is sponsoring a visit to 
the U.S. and Canada next Fall by 
JJ Keki of the renowned Abayu-
daya Jewish community.  A very 
experienced speaker and musi-
cal performer, Joab Jonadab 
Keki, or "JJ," is an outstanding 
leader of the Abayudaya and its 
neighboring community. You 
may already be familiar with his 
inspired music. In 2005, JJ’s 
recordings were nominated for 
a Grammy in Traditional World 
Music!

We need your help in identifying possible venues for 
JJ’s speaking tour, which will run from October 8th 
to November 9th, 2010.  For further information and 
updates, and to learn what your group needs to do to 
host a visit by JJ, consult the Kulanu website at www.
kulanu.org.  JJ’s calendar always fills up quickly, so re-
serve your place early! 

  

 KULANU-ABAYUDAYA SPEAKING TOUR 
FALL  2010

Wooden Model of Former Kaifeng Synagogue
Beit Hatefutsoth Museum of the Jewish Diaspora, Tel Aviv

    In Our Next Newsletter:
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