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Jewish Life in India has Long

History

by Enid Weiss

From the The Jewish News of Greater Phoe-
nix, 4/4/98

Rizpah Corley, like many Jewish mothers,
is cooking for her son while visiting him
at his home in Highland Park, N.J. But in-
stead of baking honey cake for Rosh
Hashana, she will make halva, a traditional
sweet dish that also reflects their Indian
heritage.

Corley lives in Bombay and works as edi-
tor of the magazine Kol India, a quarterly
for Jews in India, published by the Ameri-
can Jewish Joint Distribution Committee.
This summer, she put two issues together
early so she could spent six months visit-
ing her son, Johannes, director of pesticide
research projects at Rutgers University in
New Brunswick, N.J.

Rizpah Corley, along with more than 2,000
of Indian’s 5,000 Jews, lives in Bombay.
But even so, it takes her more than two
hours to get to her synagogue because of
the country’s poor transportation system.
There are nine synagogues in Bombay and
99.9 percent of the Jews are affiliated with
a congregation, she said.

“Most of us know each other,” she added.

Indian culture has influenced Judaism sev-
eral ways, she said. India’s Jews, who are
predominately middle class, wear saris and
other Indian garments. Coley herself wears
a Punjabi-style outfit. It includes a long
tunic, or Khmeez, and trousers, which are
like pajamas or loose leggings, called
salwas. Often the Jewish women will even
wear a pierced nose ring.

But as Indian fashions become more mod-
ern, more women and more Jewish women
are wearing western-style clothes, she said.
The Indian influence is also noticeable in
the kitchen.

“Jewish dishes tend to have merged with
Indian dishes,” she said. One common
practice is to make and serve puris, puff
pastries stuffed with coconut or cream of
wheat, at the Yom Kippur break-the-fast.
“Even though there’s nothing religious
about it, everyone does it religiously,” she
added. “It’s fun.”

They also eat regional ethnic foods, but
with a Jewish twist. One example is tradi-
tional Indian Tandoori cooking. Usually it
is made by marinating meat in yogurt. In-

stead, Corley uses lime juice and vinegar
to achieve a similar taste.

And Johannes fondly recalls stirring the pot
to make halva, a Rosh hashana treat. The
Indian version incorporates bleached flour,
sugar and dried fruits. The mixture be-
comes very thick and requires hours of stir-
ring. People make big pots of it and give it
to friends and relatives, he said.

The Corleys are part of the Bene Israel
population of Indian Jews. The Bene Israel
are the earliest Jews in India. Then about
200 years ago, Iragi Jews fled to India.
Another community is the Cochin Jews,
but their community almost completely
immigrated to lsrael.

The Joint Distribution Committee aims to
help communities become self-sufficient
Jewish communities. The New York-based
organization began developing programs
including holiday celebrations and after-
school and weekend classes for children
and parents in India in 1964.

The magazine Kol India was started in
1991 by a volunteer who wanted to con-
nect the Bombay Jewish community to-
gether. Since then it has been written and
edited by members of the local commu-
nity and grown to a national distribution.

The Indian Jewish community is dwarfed
by the surrounding population and widely
scattered in the Bombay/Thane area “in a
country where urban transportation is
problematic at best,” according to Joint
Distribution Committee literature. But the
biggest challenge facing Indian Jews is find-
ing a rabbi. Despite the presence of Or-
thodox, Conservative and Reform syna-
gogues, there is no full-time, permanent
rabbi in India.

The Joint Distribution Committee had sent
a rabbi for several years and the Union of
American Hebrew Congregations has sent
a student rabbi to conduct High Holiday
services at the Coleys’ Reform synagogue.
Now the Joint Distribution Committee is
looking for another rabbi to send to India
and a volunteer to help teach people there
to be Jewish educators.

Meanwhile, the Corleys and their fellow
Jews enjoy their heritage, which is cel-
ebrated in the JDC’s magazine. In one
section each community submits brief ar-
ticles about their activities. Another regu-
lar column explores opinions on various
topics, including the controversial “Should
women be included in a minyan?” Another
section includes a telephone survey explor-
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ing patrilineal descent.

But Rizpah Corley doesn’t have to think
about her magazine for another few
months. She’s enjoying her visit to the
United States, exploring Highland Park and
surrounding communities. They are attend-
ing Sabbath services at different syna-
gogues. She's helping her son find a new
spiritual home. In October, the editor also
plans to visit relatives in the Valley -
nephew Rajesh Nair and his wife, Sonya,
of Chandler.

Wherever she goes, the editor tells stories.
She tells a story of how Jews became aware
of the Indian Jewish community: A trav-
eler from Yemen, she said, named Moshe
Rahabi came to India (sometime between
400 and 800 years ago) and saw a com-
munity who observed some Jewish tradi-
tions, but didn’t know Hebrew. So Rahabi
tested them by buying several different va-
rieties of fish to give to the women of the
community.

The women threw out the non-kosher fish.
That’s when Rahabi realized the Indians
were a Jewish community, she said. That
was the first time the Diaspora knew about
the Indian Jews.
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DISCUSSION OF COMMERCIAL

CHARACTER OF THE JEWISH PEOPLE

by Zhang Qianhong
translated by Al Dien

[The following article appeared in the Journal of Northwest Uni-
versity 1998.2, pp. 6-10 (Zibei daxue xuebao — Zhexue shehui
kexueban). The author, Prof. Zhang Qianhong, teaches at North-
west University in the city of Xi‘an, and seems to be making a
special study of the Jews. His article is a reflection of the way in
which an educated person in China at this time looks at the Jews
and their history, and for this reason | thought it would be of
interest to the readers of Points Fast. Most of Prof. Zhang’s sources
are translations into Chinese of books published in English, and
seems to me to offer justification for the support which the Sino-
Judaic Institute has given to the translation of these materials in
order to counter the usual Western stereotypes which have come
into China along with other elements of Western culture. | have
attempted to provide the original wording from the texts which
Prof. Zhang cites, but in some cases, clearly indicated, | have not
been able to find the original.]

Abstract: The Jewish people are renowned in the world for being
good at commerce and excellent at finances. This article in sum-
marizing the area of world economics calls to attention the Jew-
ish phenomenon. From the perspective of the cultural basis, the
internal factors, and the external stimuli, | will analyze the sources
of the formation of the commercial character of the Jewish people,
and also point out that while evaluating this commercial charac-
ter, there are a number of questions to which one ought to pay
attention.

1.The Jewish phenomenon in the area of world economics

The Jews have a commercial tradition reaching far back. The
Hebrew, ancestors of the Jews, are one of the people who en-
gaged in commerce rather early in the history of mankind, and
this has a very close connection with the circumstances of their
life. It was exactly the special objective surroundings of Canaan
and the social atmosphere which gave birth to the commercial
consciousness of the Hebrew. Canaan was located between the
Mediterranean Sea and the Arabic Desert. To the north was Syria,
to the west was the Sinai Peninsula, it was commonly called the
“Fertile Crescent” in the Bible, while Canaan is called “the land
of milk and honey.” In fact, the rich endowment of Canaan was
merely in contrast to the arid and desolate desert. Referring to its
territory, Canaan could not expand, and the terrain was very com-
plicated, with inadequate water, and with very limited arable land
and pasturage. But from its geographic position, Canaan was
between Babylon, Egypt and other great states, and occupying
an important hub in the communication between east and west,
it was long a battleground between strong states. Inadequate

(continued on page 6)
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DRESSING UP
by Joseph P. Weber

“Is it true that you are a draftsman?” the assistant manager of the
paper factory where | was employed as a warehouse man asked
me. “Yes, | have experience doing architectural drawings.” “Well,
this project is a little different from architecture — we are transfer-
ring a whole set of connected machinery from one building to
another and we need accurate mechanical blue prints to do the
job properly. You think you can do it?” “Yes sir, | am sure | can.”

Was | just a cocky 21-year-old, working in 1943 in a Shanghai
paper factory, having fled Nazi persecution from my native Aus-
tria with my parents and sister? Yes, and more. As a penniless
refugee, and struggling to survive in a strange land, | quickly
learned to accept any challenge and never say no to any opportu-
nity that came along.

Of our 20,000 fellow escapees from Nazi terror in Germany and
Austria, many failed to survive in Shanghai’s hostile environment
and fell victim to diseases, such as typhoid and cholera. Both my
sister and | came down with amoebic dysentery soon after our
arrival in 1939 and | was told by the doctors in the isolation
hospital that | had been near death.

How did I get to work in the paper factory, a job almost impos-
sible for most of my fellow displaced persons to obtain? The Sino-
Japanese war started in 1937 and by the time the European refu-
gees started arriving in 1939, the Shanghai suburb of Honkew,
where most of us settled, had been thoroughly destroyed. The
displaced persons soon built new homes from the ruins and a
few even started small businesses.

Within Honkew, even low paying jobs were scarce. The paper
factory, then called, “The Japanese Military Controlled China Fi-
bre Container Company,” had kept some of the previous owners
on since their expertise was needed to operate the war-related
industry. One of these was a Hungarian and through his help my
father found employment in the cardboard box department. Thus,
| was employed as a warehouse man.

| was put in charge of a “godown” (warehouse), stacked high
with bales of paper and other raw materials used in the manufac-
ture of diversified paper products. The actual work of moving
these raw materials was done by four Chinese helpers, ranked
just one notch higher than ordinary coolies. From them | learned
to speak tolerable Chinese while they knew only a few words of
Pidgin-English.

(continued on page 10)
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FROM THE EDITOR

The tenth anniversary of the Tian An Men
massacre passed with much expert com-
mentary on that incident. Although no
expert, | too cannot let the occasion go
unnoticed by our journal.

It is sometimes said that for European coun-
tries, how the governments and peoples
treated their Jewish minorities was an in-
dicator of the relative well being of their
societies. Jews were likened to the prover-
bial canary in the coalmine - if Jews started
dying then that society as a whole was
soon to be in serious trouble. Certainly that
was the case in our times in czarist Russia
and Nazi Germany.

Similarly, a country’s students are often a
bellwether for the emerging aspirations of
its people. Student revolutionary activism
in late czarist Russia foretold the demo-
cratic yearnings of the Russian people and
the coming end of czarist rule. Student
protest in turn of the century China ulti-
mately led to the downfall of the Manchu
dynasty and a curtailment of western im-
perialism. And in the 1960s, students pro-
tested the U.S. role in Vietnam, Soviet
domination in Central and Eastern Europe,
and perceived bureaucratic regimes in
France and China.

Why are students so often on the front
lines? For the same reason that states make
that age group soldiers: they are expend-
able free agents. Students can risk confront-
ing the state — and states can risk sending
them to war — because they are unbur-
dened by families of their own and because
they have not yet assumed their produc-
tive roles in society. Perhaps it is geneti-
cally expected that one role of this age
group is to take risks on behalf of their
parents’ generation in defense of the larger
society.

| believe that the students in Tian An Men
square did just that. Almost instinctively,
they knew what their country needed and
did their best to draw attention to the yearn-
ing of their society. Perhaps they were im-
politic, certainly some were naive and oth-
ers overzealous; but their intentions were
laudable. That so many of them had to die
remains a tragedy. But it will be a far greater
tragedy in the long run if China’s Commu-
nist rulers imagine that, by quelling the stu-
dents’ protest ten years ago, they have ac-
tually eliminated the sentiments that led
to the demonstration in the first place.

It is time for rectification to begin.
Anson laytner
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Our Year Among Bombay’s

Bene Israel

by Sara Winkelman, with Hyim Shafner
reprinted from the Yeshiva University
Alumni Newsletter

In August 1995, we began our first year as
newlyweds working for the American Jew-
ish Joint Distribution Committee (JDC) in
Bombay. We served the Jewish community
in our respective roles as rabbi and educa-
tor.

Though there have been as many as five
different Jewish groups living in India, the
majority of the Jewish community today is
made up of those known as the Bene Is-
rael (“Children of Israel”). The community,
which now numbers less than 5,000 mem-
bers, dates back almost 2,000 years when,
according to legend, seven couples sur-
vived a shipwreck off the western coast of
India and settled in the village of Alibag.

Through the years, the Bene Israel have
maintained their Jewish identity in the
coastal Konkan villages south of Bombay.
Although many of their books were de-
stroyed and they had no contact with other
Jews, the Bene Israel continued many Jew-
ish traditions such as kashrut, Shabbat, cir-
cumcision, and the recitation of the Shema.

The JDC’s role in India, as in many iso-
lated Jewish communities, is to provide
social services and Jewish education. Our
year of living and working with the Jews
of India was an exceptional opportunity,
not only to assist them, but to observe their
extraordinary faith and their fascinating
(though slightly different) Jewish traditions.

Our first day in India proved to be a har-
binger of things to come. We were ex-
hausted from our long flight and over-
whelmed by the pollution, poverty, and
crowds we encountered upon our arrival.
At the same time, we were embraced by
the typical Indian warmth and generosity
shown to us by JDC’s local Indian office
staff and its director, Elijah, who picked us
up atthe plane in the warm Bombay dawn.
Anxious for us to receive a good first im-
pression and get to know the community
right away, he immediately took us to the
“yeshiva” class.

In the back room of an old synagogue, we
met 10 boys who were studying Torah to-
gether with one of the more knowledge-
able men from the community. They
seemed very excited to see “Rabbi Hyim,”

as my husband was fondly called, since
Indians do not have last names. After wel-
coming us, they proceeded to ask him what
he was going to do about the rains. There
is a drought in Mahrashtra (the region
where Bombay is located), they explained,
and everyone is very concerned. Needless
to say, we felt unprepared for this respon-
sibility. How to bring rain was not a large
part of Hyim’s for rabbinical training.

For Indian Jews, the spiritual and physical
worlds are intimately connected. When in
difficult straits, they turn their eyes toward
Heaven. To the Bene Israel, the Divine Pres-
ence is an intimate companion. Thinking
back to the Talmud, Hyim knew what Jews
did in such situations, but he was quite
hesitant to declare a fast for rain after the
poverty he had seen in the Indian metropo-
lis. He suggested some psalms and prayer
and, soon enough, with the help of Indian
faith and certainty, all Bombay enjoyed the
cooling, quenching, summer monsoon
rains.

The apartment we lived in during our stay
in Bombay was within an ORT (Organiza-
tion Through Training, which supports
vocational and technical training for Jews
around the world) school dormitory build-
ing that housed ten boys and their house-
mother. Although it was basically three
empty rooms with little more than a table,
sink, hot plate, and refrigerator, it was luxu-
rious by Indian standards (our toaster oven
was a curiosity among our neighbors).
People who visited us wondered what we
did with all our space. Most Indians usu-
ally live with three generations of their
families in smiall apartments.

Having enough water also was a constant
problem. Attached to our building was a
water tank that guaranteed us only two
hours of running water in the apartment
daily. One Friday afternoon before Shabbat,
Hyim went down to the basement to find
some water. People watching him go up
the stairs with a pail were shocked that the
rabbi didn’t have a servant to carry his
water.

The Bene Israel have several unique cus-
toms. Once, a group of women | had been
learning with wanted to take us on a trip
to visit the site of Eliyahu Hanavi, a rock
in one of the Jewish villages from which
they believe Elijah the Prophet’s chariot
ascended to Heaven. There we participated
in a Malida, a ceremony at which the Bene
Israel Jews serve a special sweet rice mix-
ture and five fruits, and sing songs about
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Eliyahu Hanavi. The Malida is done at all
special occasions, sometimes even at Sat-
urday night Havdalah. Also, after a Bene
Israel woman gives birth, she does not
leave her house for 40 days after having a
boy and 80 days after the birth of a girl.
Most women do not go to the synagogue
during these days. Like most Bene Israel
customs that may seem strange at first, it
has a basis in fact: the Torah commands
that for 40 or 80 days after the birth of a
child, the mother may not enter the Temple
in Jerusalem.

While deprived of textual learning for many
centuries, Indian Jews have retained much
of their collective Jewish knowledge base
and customs, although slightly altered from
other Jewish communities. For example,
many Indian Jews told us that on Passover,
Jewish people may only consume a green
masala, a type of spice mixture used in
Indian cooking. Having never heard of this
custom among our own Jewish communi-
ties, we found this perplexing. After some
research and inquiry, we realized that ev-
eryday brown masala consists of preground
dried spices bought in the market. Green
masala, in contrast, is composed of freshly
crushed chilies and cilantro. It was obvi-
ous that the problems of possible leaven
(chometz) falling into brown masala was
high compared with that of the green. For
Indian Jews the reason was not clear, but
the custom was a very strong one.

Teaching Judaism to Indian Jews was avery
different experience. In the West, we are
often concerned with “why.” Indian Jews,
in contrast, come from a place of very
strong Jewish connection, belief, and com-
mitment. Their only question was not
“why,” but “how.” They thirst to know all
the details of the holy mitzvot (command-
ments) and Jewish knowledge that is their
full heritage. We also learned from them
about sincerity and belief, warmth and
openness, dedication and faith, and about
differences and connections. We thank the
Jews of India, and will always carry the
sweet memories of our time with them
deep within our hearts.
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