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fused with the relatively recent marriage
regulations). His outrage over this as-
sumed discrimination was the impetus
for him to write this novel about the
“Henan Jewish (sic).”

Most Chinese are unaware of the exist-
ence, let alone the history of the Kaifeng,
Henan Jews. It is generally understand
that the Chinese are composed of a num-
ber of major ethnic groups, and Jews are
not listed as one of them. From this stand-
point, the book could have been infor-
mative and educational. Because of the
author’s background, most readers will
assume that the details about the Chi-
nese Jews described in the book are fac-
tually true.

The author’s seems to have a vague knowl-
edge about Judaism, but his sources are
problematic. Indeed, the very term he
uses for Jews — youtairen — is relatively
modern and not the term traditionally
used for the Kaifeng Jews. His general
understanding of Judaism includes know-
ing that they do not eat pork and that
they ate unleavened bread during an
unspecified festival, as found in Chapter
1. But In Chapter 7, one of the charac-
ters states that each Henan Jewish fam-
ily had their own sheepskin scroll (To-
rah) and that the Western sheepskin
scrolls were different from the Chinese
ones because they were written in differ-
ent scripts. According to the novel, the

Western sheepskin scrolls are written in
“Assyrian” script while the Chinese ones
were written in “Rashi” script. This is
typical of the author’s knowledge of the
Kaifeng Jews.

Clearly the author has a very confused
understanding of both Judaism in gen-
eral and Chinese Judaism in particular.
Unfortunately, many Chinese will take
the novel as a compendium of data about
the Henan Jews living along the Huanghe
(Yellow River — meaning, of course,
Kaifeng). Indeed, for many Chinese, this
will be their only source for knowledge
about the Kaifeng Jews. For those who
can read Chinese and are interested in a
fictional account of the descendants of
the Kaifeng Jews, as well as prison life
during the Cultural Revolution, it could
be an interesting read, as | found it. It is
a work of fiction, however, that must be
read with a critical eye regarding Chinese
Judaism.

China Journal: A World of

Difference

by James Friend

Friendly Books, Lincolnwood IL, 2008.
402 pages

reviewed by Jennifer Anderson

This book consists of James Friend’s daily
journal covering a semester (Sept ‘85- Jan
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'86) when he was teaching at Nanjing
University. He was an American (and
Jewish) professor of English Literature,
who specialized in the work of Ernest
Hemingway. He died suddenly, only two
years later, at the end of 1987. His
widow, Beverly Friend, has transcribed
and edited his 868 page hand-written
journal for self-publication.

Jim Friend’s impressions and reactions
as he travels and works, and his descrip-
tions of friendships he developed are in-
teresting and informative from the per-
spective of an American foreigner in
China at that time. However, the book
is overly long and repetitive and there
are some extremes of both effusiveness
and vituperativeness that would have
been better omitted. One also gets the
feeling that had James Friend wished to
incorporate his journal material into a
memoir, he would have edited it more
rigorously and rearranged some material
so that it had greater thematic coherence.
And he would, | expect, have changed
the names of some persons and other
identifying features to preserve anonym-
ity in sensitive situations.

Jennifer Anderson, Research Professor
Emeritus of Biostatistics, Boston Univer-
sity School of Public Health, lives in
California. *
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A THOUSAND JEWS

CANNOT BE MISTAKEN
by Rami Tai

excerpted from Ynetnews.com (Yediot Ahronot) 01 Sept 08

...In Chinese terms, the city of Kaifeng, about 800 kilometers
southwest of Beijing, is reminiscent of the Israeli city of Hadera:
the number of its residents is 700,000 (as opposed to 15 mil-
lion in Beijing and 20 million in Shanghai) and it doesn’t even
have its own airport... And Kaifeng had a Jewish community,
small but thriving, whose story is unique in the history of the
Jewish people...Only in the past twenty years has there been a
reversal of this [assimilation] process, as the descendents of
Kaifeng Jewry - who number approximately 1,000 people —
have begun to return to their roots and their Jewish tradition.
Some of them have considered undergoing proper conversion
and making aliyah, and a few of them have done so already.

Thirty-year old Shi Lei does not try to hide his excitement when
he takes his guest, an Israeli journalist, to the central room in
his parents” home. His family, which is of Jewish descent, has
lived in this home for more than one hundred years. After the
death of his grandmother and grandfather, Shi, together with
his father, turned this room into a mini-museum and a small
Jewish center, where he gives classes on Jewish tradition to
children and adults of Jewish descent.

Shi Lei, who graduated with a degree in English from the Uni-
versity of Kaifeng, spent close to three years in Israel studying
at Jerusalem’s Machon Meir and at Bar-llan University. “l was
the first person from Kaifeng that studied in Israel. | was privi-
leged to receive a wonderful welcome at the Machon Meir
yeshiva, and | was treated as a Jew in every respect, although |
am not technically a Jew according to Jewish law, and had not
yet undergone conversion. However, | decided to return to
Kaifeng and to develop my mini-museum, because if | would
leave here then there would be no one to teach the younger
generation. We feel connected to the Jewish people and to the
State of Israel. It is in our blood”, he said, and then translated
his words into Chinese for his father, who was standing along-
side him and nodding excitedly in agreement.

Genetic testing that took place in the past several years on the
Kaifeng descendents disclosed a certain relationship to the Jews
of Armenia, Iran and Irag. Most of the researchers, as well as
the Kaifeng descendents themselves, tend to suggest that the
original Jews in China were merchants from Persia that came
by way of the Silk Route - a series of continental pathways that
connected Antiochia (today, in South Turkey) to the city of
Xian in central China...

(continued on page 5)

A Publication of the Sino-Judaic Institute

MEETING SUMMARY OF THE
SJI MANAGING BOARD

A meeting of the SJI Managing Board was held on August 3,
2008 in Seattle. In attendance were: Rabbi Arnold Belzer,
Joel Epstein, Beverly Friend, Seth Garz, Mary-Anne Graham,
Prof. Steve Hochstadt, Rabbi Anson Laytner, Dana Leventhal,
Dennis Leventhal, Ondi Lingenfelter, Lily Yuan Ninburg, Albert
Yee, Prof. Xu Xin

The agenda included a discussion of action options regarding
Kaifeng, approval of a grants policy and a discussion of grant
requests received, and discussions of SJI work on and with
other Jewish communities in China, SJI’s outreach activities,
the proposed symposium on adoptions, revising our website
and starting up Sino-Judaica, our scholarly journal, once again.

It was noted, with regret, the resignation of Linda Frank as
secretary and from the Board.

Situation in Kaifeng

The agenda item of most importance had to do with analyz-
ing the situation in Kaifeng. SJI President Laytner presented a
summary of reports he had received, the content of many of
which was substantiated by Prof Xu Xin.

This is a summary of the situation in Kaifeng to the best of our
knowledge: The “community” of Jewish descendents is fraught
with internal conflict. There are two groups, one that studies
with Shi Lei and another that studies with a Hong Kong-based
“messianic” (Christian-proselytizing) group. The messianic
Jews provide English and Hebrew classes (English attracts stu-
dents).  Other Board members confirmed the presence of
proselytizing groups targeting the Kaifeng descendants. One
report suggested that the messianic study group wants to be-
come more Jewish. Kaifeng in general and the Jewish de-
scendents too are poor. Several reports concerned the eco-
nomic motivation for both Jewish affiliation and a/iyah (im-
migration to Israel).

According to Shi Lei, the descendants need opportunities for
Jewish education and to travel to Israel (as he has had). Prof.
Ehrlich reports that he has arranged for scholarships for Kaifeng
descendants to study in Jinan, where he is based.

Several reports had to do with the a/iyah issue. One report
stated that the Israelis have received many a//yah applications
(not necessarily from people in Kaifeng); another reported that
Israeli diplomats avoid visiting Kaifeng to avoid political
trouble with the Chinese government.

(continued on page 6)
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FROMTHE EDITOR

Over the last two issues, | have asked the
authorities in Kaifeng to do three things:

1. To return to the descendents the
artifacts that are rightfully theirs after hav-
ing safeguarded them during the turbulent
20th century;

2. To permit the descendents to reg-
ister as Jews and to learn about their cul-
tural heritage as Chinese Jews; and

3. To work with the descendents, SJI
and other groups to build a cultural cen-
ter for the descendents and a quality tour-
ist destination for both Chinese and for-
eign tourists.

In keeping with the introspective mood
of this season in Jewish tradition (shana
tovah, btw, to all our Jewish readers!), this
column will examine our behavior vis-a-
vis the Kaifeng Jewish descendents and
the authorities.

As detailed in the “Meeting Summary”
article, the issues of Jewish identity and
immigration to Israel (a/iyah) remain con-
troversial in China. What we attempt to
do in Kaifeng can have repercussions for
the descendents, for the future of Jewish
studies at Chinese universities, and for
Israeli-Chinese relations.

Do we seek to direct the descendents along
a certain path for our own religious or
ideological reasons? This, to me, is the
key question we need to pose and answer
honestly. And once answered, we need
to ask if what we seek to accomplish is
legitimate and what the effect of pursu-
ing this objective will be in the long run.

Speaking personally, | think we ought to
be guided in what we do in Kaifeng by
the descendents themselves because it is
their lives we are dealing with. But, if
their desires jeopardize the larger situa-
tion—making afiyah, for example, or do-
ing things that might create ethnic unrest
in Kaifeng—then we need to ask them to
defer acting on their desires while we col-
lectively attempt to work through any
political sensitivities or concerns. Mav-
erick activities, even if done with the best
of intentions, may cripple or doom all our
efforts for years to come.

Anson Laytner
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choice was crystal clear: All members of
my body were in complete agreement
cheering for China, and only for China,
with no confusion at all—hovering un-
der a huge Chinese flag with anticipa-
tion and screaming “Zhong Guo Jia You”
(literally, “China, add more 0il”) in rhyth-
mic unison with my long lost country-
men. So, exemplified by my actions,
which surprised even myself, identity is
at one level very simple—blood rela-
tions.

But there’s another source of identity even
more powerful that can veto one’s in-
trinsic identity—choice.

Matthew Herman, Jewish National Fund
JNFuture Board member who identifies
himself as a Jewish American, com-
mented after visiting the 700-year old
mikvah of the ancient Kaifeng synagogue
in China: “Identity is a choice, which is
very easy to maintain once you decide,
especially in America. Now that there’s
Israel, having a Jewish identity around
Zionism is very easy to maintain, culti-
vated by caring about Jewish history while
growing up...| guess maintaining Jewish
identity is easier today than a thousand
years ago because there’s less of a cost;
but it’s harder today because there are
many other competing identities. A thou-
sand years ago choices were more
costly—you may be persecuted—but the
cost forced people to attach more value
to it.”

Kaifeng Jews, descendants of Jewish
tradesmen who traveled to China via the
Silk Route in the 10" century and settled

in the Song Dynasty’s imperial capital,
are rejected as Jews at the Israeli Embassy
in Beijing. Today the community counts
300-500 members and though their last
rabbi died more than 150 years ago, the
Kaifeng Jews distinctly regard themselves
as Jews. Despite being denied minority
group status by the Communist govern-
ment because they no longer speak their
own language nor practice the customs
of their fathers—the Kaifeng Jews have
one man who can change their fate. Shi
Lei, a native Kaifeng Jew, was the first to
be sponsored to study in Israel in 2001,
and since his return he has dedicated him-
self to the revival of his community in
their knowledge and practice of Judaism.

The Kaifeng Jews have no confusion about
who they are—they are as Jewish as they
are Chinese. However, identity is sub-
jective, just like the results of the Beijing
Olympics—the U.S. ranks countries by
total medal count and thus was ahead of
the pack; on the other hand, China ranks
countries by gold medals and finally re-
alized its “Great Leap Forward.”

Likewise, mainstream Judaism around the
world and across all its sects deems it-
self to be a matrilineal society; the Chi-
nese Jews in Kaifeng still uphold a patri-
lineal order mirroring the Torah. So, if |
marry a Jewish man in New York, my
kids would not be considered Jewish
here; but if | marry a Jewish man from
Kaifeng, then my kids would be consid-
ered Jewish there.

The question regarding who is Chinese
is less frequently asked than the ques-
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tion of who is a Jew, but in my seeking
the answers to both, I've realized that
it’s less a matter of who your mother and
father are, and more what you deliber-
ately choose for your life and how you
diligently live it out. An ancient Chi-
nese proverb goes, “if you have one year,
plant rice; if you have ten years, plant
trees, and if you have a hundred years,
educate your children.” The future of
the world rests on our shoulders and those
that come after us—it is the appreciation
of our customs and traditions that we
teach to our children that will result in
thriving civilizations instead of assimi-
lation.

The secret is in the scroll—in the final
moment of the Opening Ceremony, as
the Chinese gymnast Li Ning ran ahead
of all the historical moments that came
before him and lit the great Olympic
torch, he represented all those who
chased after their dreams and prepared
the way of the future...the story doesn’t
end here—the scroll is constant unfold-
ing before our eyes: “If you will it, it is
no dream!”

For any questions related to the contents
of this article, please contact me at
jingwangpro@gmail.com.

Jing Wang was born and raised in Beijing
and currently lives in New York City
working on Wall Street. She studied In-
ternational Business and Judaic Studies
at New York University, and is very ac-
tive within the Jewish community—
namely, Congregation Beth El of Man-
hattan, Jewish National Fund JNFuture,
and Fuel for Truth.

BOOK NOOK

Henan Jewish

by Chun Lai Wang.

Taipei: Tai Dian Dian Ye Gu Fen Com-
pany, Ltd. 2006. 486 pages. [This Tai-
wan publication uses traditional
logographs; the Mainland publication
uses simplified logographs.]

reviewed by Li Chuang, Victoria, BC

Henan Jewish is supposedly a semi-au-
tobiographical novel about a 14 year old
boy called Shi Quan Yi Le. The story takes
place during the Cultural Revolution in
a labor re-education prison factory. The
novel’s characters includes the boy’s fam-
ily — the father was the manager of the
factory — and Chinese intellectuals and

ex-Nationalist army officers who were
detained in the factory for re-education.
It is a story about Shi Quan’s growing up
and the search for his Jewish identity, as
well as of the other Chinese Jews around
him.

Chun Lai Wang, the author of the book,
is a member of the police force and
worked as a prison administrator for 20
years. He is a member of the Chinese
Prison Association and the Henan Prison
Association. He has written books on
prison management, as well as novels set
in prisons that have been quite popular
in China. His unique background pro-

vides us a glimpse of a Chinese prison
and the lives of the prisoners and guards.

The author’s father was a prison admin-
istrator as well, and as a child the author
grew up in a Chinese low-security prison,
playing with the prisoner’s children and
talking with the inmates. In the Preface,
the author writes that these prisoners in-
cluded those descended from the Kaifeng
Jews. He also writes that he studied paint-
ing with one such prisoner who told him
about Chinese Judaism. In 2004, he heard
on the radio that in Israel it was illegal
for Chinese Jewish men to have sex with
Israeli women (obviously, this was con-



