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How many of you ever participated in a Passover seder?  A real one—not just, “They tried to kill us, we won, let’s eat!”  Raise your hand.  You’re in shul now—Dah lifnei mee atah ohmed/know before whom you stand—tell the truth.

Okay, that was most of you.  Now, how many ever imagined what these b’nai Yisrael, these children of Israel looked like?  Clearly, they did not look us descendants of Ashkenazi Jews.  Nor did they look like Charlton Heston.  When we were worshipping at the synagogue in India we were the only white people there; just about everyone else looked , well, Indian—with dark skin, straight black hair, the men sporting those mustaches that are very popular there.  Centuries of intermarriage will do that.

More importantly, did you ever think what their Jewish life was like after 400 years of slavery—no synagogues, no rabbis, no celebrating Shabbat or other holy days, no Day Schools, no Bar/Bat Mitzvah training, no JCC or Federation—nada.  In our own time, we know what happens when even one or two generations drift away and are left without any semblance of Jewish communal life.  This was 400 years!  Ten generations!  Could they have known anything?  Practiced anything?  How did they even know they were Jewish?

So why am I talking about this when it is not even Tu b’Shevat yet?  Well, you know this week’s Torah portion, Bo, describes our people’s very first seder.  And next week, is the exodus.  But there is another reason for my topic.  Tonight, immediately after services, we will be gathering for the second in a series of the Axler Scholar-in-Residence program.  Tonight, we will be viewing the film, “The Lost Tribe of the Sephardic Jews” and having an opportunity to meet and discuss it with the film’s director, Yaron Avitov (who with his partner Marcia is here worshipping with us).

Though I knew of the history of the conversos (we used to call them Marranos until we found out that was a derogatory term meaning swine) until I came to Miami I thought it was just that—a story from our history.  I did not realize it was current events, very much alive.  And until I met Yaron in Ecuador this past April, I did not realize we were talking about hundreds of thousands, perhaps even millions of descendants of these brothers and sisters who were forced to convert to Christianity or lose their lives.  More than half of Spanish Jewry, and remember in the 14th -15th centuries, Spain had the largest concentration of Jews in the world—more than a million—chose life over death.  But, and here is the miracle, even at the risk of being caught and killed by the Inquisition, a large majority continued to practice Judaism in secret!  And, believe it or not, they still do!

Now when we look at these crypto Jews, they do not look like us.  Most are dark skinned.  They live in small mountain villages and farms.  They are poor.  They could pass for the local Indians.  Many are short in stature.  Their names and their Judaism are mixed with local culture and religion.  Some do not realize that a Jew cannot believe in Jesus and still be Jewish.  Many are happily Christian.  But with the new freedom in Latin America, and the weakening of the power of the Catholic Church, many are asking to return to their Jewish roots.  We could even say, if we created the opportunity, we could have an exodus to Judaism of monumental proportions.  How many does the Torah say left Egypt?  Two million?  From my own research, that number seems very doable.

But there is a problem.  The local Jewish communities, far from accepting them, have put up numerous roadblocks preventing their return.  And the worldwide Jewish community, including our powerful international organizations, seem to not want to rock the proverbial boat, allowing this great rescue mission to slip out of our hands.   In a time when the worldwide Jewish population is shrinking, knowing that we have never recovered our losses from the Holocaust, why aren’t we welcoming these people, our lost brothers and sisters, back to their ancestral faith, back to the community of Israel?  Why indeed?

Please, if you haven’t already signed up, come back and see the film around 8:00pm tonight.  Yaron and I will be available for your questions immediately after and the organizer of the Jewish Film Festival, Ellen Wedner, will also be here to tell you about why she had the courage to select this film.  In the meantime, my meditation question for you this week is:

MQW What are you personally willing to do to bring our brothers and sisters back to Judaism?  (If you need some suggestions of action steps, please come talk to me.)

