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JOIN THE SINO-JUDAIC INSTITUTE

The Sino-Judaic Institute is a non-denominational, non-profit, and non-political organization which was founded
in 1985 by an international group of scholars and laypersons with the following goals:

1) To promote friendship and understanding between the Chinese and Jewish peoples and to encourage and
develop their cooperation in matters of mutual historical and cultural interest.

2) To assist the descendants of the ancient Jewish community of the city of Kaifeng, Henan province, in their
efforts to preserve and maintain the artifacts and documents they have inherited from their forebears, as well as in
their efforts to reconstruct the history of their community.

3) To support the establishment and maintenance of a Judaica section in the Kaifeng Municipal Museum.

4) To promote and assist the study and research of the history of early Jewish travel in China and in the rise and
fall of the various Jewish communities that were established in China over the past millennia.

5) To publish general information and scholarly materials dealing with all aspects of the Chinese-Jewish experience.

6) To serve as a briefing and information center for those interested in Sino-Judaica, and for travelers to Kaifeng
and other centers of Jewish interest in China.

7) To cooperate with other groups whose interests lie in Sinitic and Judaic matters.

Membership in the Institute is open and we cordially invite you to join in supporting our endeavor. Our
annual dues structure is as follows:

Benefactor........cooeuvvveiiieeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeen $1,000
FPAIPOTT wruspennnmonsmeseon s s s it i 5o meranmsmnsnias 500
Corporate Patron .......ccccceeveevveecreeeineeeieccnne 500
Corporate Sponsor ..........cecceeevveeeeennn. 250 to 499
Corporate Member .........ccceeeeeueenee.. 250 to 499
MO DOITSOT cussisonss 5653 b snonn smsmsmwnmsmememsnsupsnessmmssicsss 100
Regular Member ......c.oovvieeviiiiiiiiiciecee. 50
Libraries ....c.eeceeeeesieeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeecee e 50
Academic............ e 30
Senior CitiZeNS....cceeveevveeeeeeereveeeeirreeeeessneeeenn 25
STUAENES .o 25

*Those who maintain membership at the Sponsor level will receive a free copy of Michael Pollak’s The Jews of Dynastic China:
A Critical Bibliography. Patrons will receive the above plus a free copy of Sino-judaica.

| wish to become a member of the Sino-Judaic Institute and receive Points East three times a year. Enclosed -
is my check for $

PLEASE PRINT
Name:
Address:
Home Phone: Work Phone:
Fax: | E-Mail:

Mail to: The Sino-Judaic Institute, 232 Lexington Drive, Menlo Park, CA 94025
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HARBIN: THE OTHER CHINESE
CITY WITH A JEWISH PAST
Looking Back, Looking Ahead

by Ben G. Frank
excerpted from the Jewish Telegraph Agency,
August 11, 2004

Harbin, China - While much of the world is focusing on China
as an awakening economic giant, this enterprising city of over
four million in northeastern China is increasing efforts to reach
out to world Jewry.

Stand at the entrance of the Heilongjiang Provincial Academy of
Social Sciences - under whose aegis the Harbin Jews Research
Center falls — and observe visitors to the two-year-old, 400-photo
“Jews in Harbin” exhibit.

They're tourists from Chicago and New York, ambassadors and
officials from Israel, missions from American Jewish organiza-
tions, scholars from Australia and the United States and children

from Harbin schools.

The Xinhua News Agency recently announced that the academy
and its Jewish research center are restoring two synagogues and
a Jewish school at a cost of $3.5 million, with funding coming
from the governor’s office.

"We want to bring that historical friendship into current friend-
ship,” Qu Wei, president of the academy and the Harbin Jews
Research Center, said in a July interview with JTA. “We want to
show the cooperation between the Israeli people and the Chi-
nese people.” ‘

A week earlier, Wei and the center’s deputy director, Li Shu Xiao,
greeted Israeli Trade Minister Ehud Olmert, whose grandfather
is buried in the Harbin Jewish Cemetery, which the center calls
the largest in the Far East.

Olmert’s father, Mordechai, escaped with his parents from war-
torn Russia after World War I. Mordechai Olmert was a founder
of the Betar Revisionist youth movement in Harbin, and he and
his wife - whom he met in Harbin - were among the first to
emigrate from here to Israel in the early 1930s...

In the 1920s and '30s, thousands of Jews fleeing communist

Russia and Nazi Germany found refuge in this northeastern Chi-
nese city near the Russian border.

(continued on page 6)
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RETURN TO HARBIN

by Jonathan Goldstein

Harbin, China - On September 2, when Teddy Kaufmann, Presi-
dent of the Tel Aviv-based Association of Former Jews of China,
recited the Jewish prayer for the dead at the grave of Harbin'’s
long-serving Rabbi Aharon Kisilev, an entire cycle of Jewish his-
tory in China came full circle.

Among Kaufman’s entourage at Harbin’s Huang Shan Cemetery
were over one hundred returning residents, their children, grand-
children, and scholars of Chinese and Jewish history from China,
Israel, Australia, England, and America. Some of these people,
such former Israel Railways General Manager Freddy Heyman,
had not visited the graves of their parents or other kinfolk since
they left for Israel over fifty years ago. Still others, such as Beijing-
based journalist Israel Epstein, never left China. Epstein returned
to the scene of his boyhood in an official Hong Chi [“Red Flag”]
limousine, provided to him in his capacity as a member of
China’s parliament, formally known the National People’s Po-
litical Consultative Congress. Chinese policemen snapped to a
smart salute when Epstein’s red-flagged vehicle and police es-
cort sped by.

The truly remarkable aspect about the returnees’ visit, which
coincided with a four-day historical seminar on the history of
the Harbin Jews, was the ideological breadth of the participants.
They ranged from Epstein and the Communist Party and People’s
Government chiefs of Harbin to Yana [Yaakov] Liberman, once
chief of staff of Menachem Begin's right-wing Herut party.
Liberman’s much-photographed handshake with Epstein aboard
a Sungari River sightseeing boat was as ironic as Richard Nixon'’s
February 1972 handshake with Mao Zedong. Speaking on be-
half of all the returnees, Liberman said two words summarized
everyone’s sentiments towards China: “thank you,” to the Chi-
nese people for giving European Jews hope and haven during a
century of pogroms and Stalinism, Hitler and Holocaust.

At the concurrent historical seminar held in downtown Harbin’s
Shangrila Hotel, participant after participant told horrific tales
of their family’s lives outside this city of refuge. Most of the
returnees’ ancestors fled Russia after the horrendous massacres
of Jews that began in 1881, following the assassination of Czar
Alexander Il. In 1898 the Chinese Eastern Railway began to
function in Harbin, creating a frontier boomtown and bustling
river port. Hardship was, however, never far away from the
refugees. Lily Klebanoff described her uncle’s return to Leningrad
in 1936 to study music. He was promptly arrested and shot by

(continued on page 7)
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FROM THE EDITOR

The Jewish holidays are over for now
and, for those of us in the northern hemi-
sphere, autumn is in full color. As the
weather chills, thoughts turn to prepar-
ing for winter. And thinking of winter’s
cold, how can one’s mind not meander
over to Siberia and want to visit that
outpost of Jewish culture known as
Harbin?

Well, this issue provides you with just
such an opportunity: three fine articles
on Jewish life in Harbin, plus one on
Shanghai, another on Kaifeng, and a very
exciting edited-down version of the min-
utes of the recent SJI Board of Directors’
meeting.

A “shana tova u’mitoka” - a good and
sweet year to all of you.

Anson Laytner

SJI MEMBERSHIP

Country Total
United States 232
China 17
Israel 14
Canada 9
England 8
Japan 5
Hong Kong 4
Australia 4
Switzerland 2
France 2
Germany 1
Indonesia 1
Italy 1
South Africa 1
Taiwan 1
TOTAL: 302

“THE JEWS OF KAIFENG”

Could Visit Your Community

The Sino-judaic Institute’s exhibit is
a hit wherever it goes!

~ Educational ~

~ A great community relations bridge
between Jews & Asiana ~

~ Unique programming and public
relations opportunities
for all age groups ~

~ Complementary materials
and speakers available ~

Affordable ~
Easy to install ~

Next available dates:
Spring 2005

For scheduling information,
please contact:
Linda Frank, 720/941-3725 or
linda@franknet.net
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halachic problem. In Jewish law, personal
status is matrilineal, and however clear the
Jewish origins of the Kaifeng community
and however strongly Kaifeng’s Jewish
descendants feel their Jewishness, they are
not recognized as Jews under Jewish law.

While the halachic difficulty is undeni-
able, it is neither insurmountable nor un-
precedented, according to Michael
Freund, director of Amishav, and grand-
son of Hadassah’s Miriam Freund-
Rosenthal. Amishav (literally, My People
Returns) is a 30-year-old organization,
which reaches out to those with Jewish
roots or ancestry who want to reclaim their
Jewishness.

“Returning Jews aren’t a new phenomenon
in Jewish history,” says Freund. “There
have always been persecutions and forc-
ible conversions and Jews torn away from
their faith. Over the years, procedures have
been developed for those who want to
return.”

He cites the Marranos who arrived in 16%
century Amsterdam 150 years after the
height of the Spanish Inquisition, asking
to reclaim their Jewishness. “A halachic
mechanism was created to receive them,”
he says. “We're currently researching Jew-
ish sources and halachic approaches for
a model within halacha to be used today
for this ‘seed of Israel’ - who include not
only the Kaifeng Jewish descendants, but
also crypto-Jews from Spain, Portugal and
South America and the apparent descen-
dants of the Lost Tribes. Our aim is that
when someone of Jewish descent wants
to return, there’s both room for them and
a certain halachic leniency in the conver-
sion process.”

Amishav, regarded with rabbinical suspi-
cion when founded by Rabbi Eliyahu
Avihail in 1975 in his Jerusalem apart-
ment, has since gained respectability and
is now headquartered within Israel’s Chief
Rabbinate building. It was in Rabbi
Avihail’s apartment, now returned to
solely domestic use, that Freund first met
Shi Lei.

“I'd just finished a novel about the Kaifeng
Jewish community - Peony by Pearl S.
Buck,” he says. “And suddenly there was

Shi Lei, looking as if he's stepped straight
out of its pages!”

The meeting with Shi Lei and through him,
Shlomo Jin and his family, has led to grow-
ing Amishav involvement with the Kaifeng
Jewish community’s descendants. The
organization is helping guide the Jins to-
ward conversion through Israel’s less-than-
user-friendly bureaucracy and has trans-
lated into Chinese Rabbi Avihail’s sum-
mary of Jewish philosophy and practice.
Further plans include helping furnish a
Jewish library at Nanjing University; cre-
ating a college scholarship/Jewish Stud-
ies program within China for Kaifeng’s
economically struggling Jewish descen-
dants; and helping Kaifeng’s Jewish de-
scendants come to Israel to study Hebrew,
Judaism and Jewish history.

“This outreach attempts to correct a his-
torical injustice,” says Freund. The Kaifeng
community, staggering under repeated
natural, military and economic catastro-
phes, and weakened by intermarriage and
acculturation, appealed to world Jewry
early last century to help them survive as
Jews. Overwhelmed by the refugee crisis
of World War I, however, their plea went
unheeded.

“Now that we have a chance to remedy
the past, we must do so and do so on their
terms,” says Freund. “Maybe all they want
is knowledge about the ancestry they’ve
honored against great odds. Maybe the
majority aren’t interested in converting.”

This, of course, is the key question. s
there a Jewish awakening among the
Kaifeng Jewish descendants, a spark wait-
ing to be rekindled, or is their yearning
for knowledge no more than curiosity?

Xu Xin, Professor of the History of Jewish
Culture and President of Nanjing
University’s School of Foreign Studies, has
no doubt. A former Cultural Revolution
Red Guard, who is an expert on Jewish
literature and the Kaifeng Jewish commu-
nity, he lists five factors that he believes
constitute a Jewish awakening.

“First, Jewish tradition has always re-
mained strong among the Kaifeng Jewish
descendants,” he says. “Second, China’s
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open-door policy has enabled Jews from
the outside to visit them. Some have
brought or sent Jewish religious articles
and Chinese-language books about Juda-
ism. Others have performed Friday night
and Sabbath morning services for the
Kaifeng Jewish descendants. All this has
generated new Jewish interest among
them.

“Third, the descendants now have greater
opportunity to learn about Jews and Jew-
ish history, which gives them increased
reason to return to their traditions. Fourth,
an increasing number of Chinese schol-
ars are writing about Judaism and study-
ing the Kaifeng community, making the
descendants more keenly aware of t heir
past. And fifth, the descendants them-
selves are becoming more active and ini-
tiating contacts with other descendants
inside Kaifeng and with Jews from out-
side.”

Michael Freund, however, sounds a note
of caution. “It's easy to get swept away
by the drama of the Kaifeng story,” he says.
“As yet, there’s no clear evidence of a gen-
eral awakening.”

Do Shi Lei and the Jin family see them-
selves as exceptional in their return to Ju-
daism?

“No, there are many like us,” says Shlomo
Jin. “Once they see me get Israeli citizen-
ship, others will follow.”

“It's hard for them to come to Israel and
study like | did, because the Kaifeng com-
munity has very little money,” says Shi Lei.
“But the desire is there.”

Shi Lei and the Jins all look ahead to an
influx of Kaifeng Jewish descendants into
Israel. With his fluent Chinese and En-
glish, Shi Lei hopes to help them find a
voice in the Jewish world. Shalva Jin, who
speaks Chinese and Hebrew, and has navi-
gated four years through an Israeli high
school, sees herself helping Kaifeng’s Jew-
ish descendants settle into Israel.

As far as they’re concerned, their 1,000
years in China was simply an extended
stay away from the land that is their true
home.



