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My Visit to Guadalajara
By Rabbi Gustavo Kraselnik

Panama, December 12, 2005, 11 Kislev 5766
Dear Friends,

A few days ago | visited the Hebrew Community of Guadalajara in order to help with the
preparation of the next UJCL convention. | want to share with you a few reflections.

| found myself with a very enthusiastic organizing committee with much willingness to
work, thinking of every detail so that we may enjoy a marvelous experience. | met those responsible
for each committee and perceived in them a mix of anxiety, commitment, and security that radiates
when one feels prepared in the face of a great responsibility.

The city of Guadalajara (an enormous city for Central American and Caribbean visitors)
has a variety of attractions, particularly its beauty as an historic center. | think the Camino Real
Hotel is very beautiful, without doubt, a wise choice that will offer a framework of importance to
our encounter. The Country Plaza Hotel, where the youths will be staying, is also very nice with its
covered pool and enormous lobby.

Upon reviewing the list of speakers and the Jewish institutions that are going to participate,
| dare to say that conditions are such that we will be able to enjoy an
extraordinary encounter. The presence of Dr. Danny Fainstein, (who was my professor for many
years in the Latin American Rabbinic Seminary) is guaranteed as “nourishment for the mind and
for the soul”, also as well the participation of the rabbis of the region.

Friends, little time is left. Within a few weeks, | hope that we will meet in Guadalajara to
experience unforgettable days that will enrich our Jewish lives.

| am certain that when the 9th Convention is over and someone asks “How was it? we will
respond with a smile on our lips and surely with a Mexican air: “Padrisimo!”

See you soon,

Rabbi Gustavo Kraselnik
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(The original version of this article can be found in the Spanish Edition of Mifgash)

CONGRESO JUDIO LATINOAMERICANO »» CONGRESSO JUDAICO LATINO AMERICANO
WORLD JEWISH CONGRESS . LATIN AMERICAN BRANCH

POPE BENEDICT XVI DEFINED NAZ| EXTERMINATION CAMPSAS
“AN INDELIBLE SHAMEIN THEHISTORY OF MANKIND?”

Rome (OJI-CJL) - Pope Benedict XVI declared that “the Nazi extermination camps to which
Jews were taken through an infamous death operation” constitute “ what still is an indelible shame
in the history of mankind”.

In his weekly public audience of Wednesday, Nov. 30, the Pope. who was born in Germany, gave
a sermon dedicated to the interpretation of biblical Psalms, in this case Ps. 136, linking in his
dissertation the lamentations of the Jewish people captive in Babylon with the deportation that
the Jews suffered under the Naziregime. “Itis” - he said in Italian in front of thousands of pilgrims
and tourists gathered at Saint Peter Square - “ almost a symbolic anticipation of the extermination
camps to which the Jewish people- in the century we have just left behind -were taken, through
an infamous death operation, that still is an indelible shame in the history of mankind.”

Since his election last April, Benedict XVI has repeatedly condemned the Nazi regime and
remembered on multiple occasions the tragedy of the Holocaust. He also got together with
numerous Jewish delegations and visited the Cologne synagogue on a trip he made to Germany
last August.

Benedict XVI has declared that the continuous improvement of relations between Catholics and
Jews is one of the priorities of his pontificate, continuing with the efforts in this sense of his
predecessor, Pope John Paul Il.

(Source: “Global News” of the World Jewish Congress. The Spanish version of quotes from his sermon
was taken by OJI from the official Vatican page.)



By Rabbi Marcelo Bater

During the days of November 28 and 29 | had the honor of participating in the World Conference
of Religions for Peace taking place in Trinidad and Tobago. When | received the invitation from Mr.
Elias Szczytnicki, coordinator of the event, | was filled with pride to be able to represent the UJCL
(Union of Jewish Congregations of Latin America and the Caribbean) in such a significant encounter.
For two days, leaders of different religions were going to meet to debate and suggest ideas about the
importance of dialogue and cooperation among religions.

Taking part in that assembly were leaders of such organizations as The Inter - religious
Organization of Trinidad and Tobago, that of Guyana and Surinam, the Episcopal Delegate for Social
Justice of the Catholic Archdiocese, the Baha'i Assembly, the Secretary General of UNESCO for
Trinidad and Tobago, the President of the Organization of Hindu Women for Trinidad and Tobago, the
Secretary General of the Conference of Churches of the Caribbean, and the President of the National
Organization of Muslims, among others.

In few words, the world of religions was congregated in that place for lectures and debates for
two consecutive days. One of my biggest unanswered questions upon arriving in Trinidad was the
level of participation and commitment at this convention, and | can certify how marvelous this was.
From having the pleasure of meeting Mr. Hans B. Stecher, President of the Jewish Community of
Trinidad and Tobago, home to 30 people, to being able to share a healthy discussion with the other
religious leaders with whom one might have hesitated to make some type of commentary on current
topics such as for example, the words of the President of Iran, Mr. Mahmoud Ahmadinejad.

What was this convocation about? Religions for Peace, guided by respect for religious
differences and belief in the power of multi-religious cooperation, brings together different religious
communities for interaction and creation of joint efforts for the welfare of human beings in the world.

Personally, | had the opportunity to lead a discussion on the relationship between Inter-religious
dialogue and the fight against discrimination, xenophobia, and other forms of intolerance.

In a few moments | realized the importance of my rabbinic mission, being the only representative
of our creed. | was thus able to convey the word of Torah, to invite all religions to unite in prayer for
tolerance among brothers, | had the power to demonstrate, by paraphrasing Rabbi Israel Singer,
President of the Board of Directors of the World Jewish Congress, that the sons of Jacob, together
with the sons of Joseph, should have an understanding with the sons of Ishmael to be able to live
together in a better world, with harmony and love.

Needless to say that in our tradition we have infinite examples of fights between brothers: Cain
and Abel and Jacob and Esau are only a pair of examples of struggles that brought pain and division to
our Nation. Now then, it is time to be able to answer together the question that Cain asked G-d:
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Perchance am | my brother’s keeper? Naturally, you are my guardian and | am yours. Just as we are
brothers, one with the other, thus are we responsible among all.

No more terrorism, no more suicide attempts, ho more intolerance, no more ignorance; Let us
wager on education, on life, on peace, for tolerance, and for human dignity.

In a few hours, we will again light for eight nights the Chanukah candles, this implies: to be “A

Light unto the Nations”-“Or la Goyim”, which generates an extra
responsibility in what drives us daily.

The Maccabees showed us how to do it-what remains is that we learn it and put it into practice.

Chag Urim Sameach for all!!!!

(The original version of this article can be found in the Spanish Edition of Mifgash)
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WORLD CONFERENCE OF RELIGIONSFOR PEACE IN THE CARIBBEAN

A historic reunion took place less than a month ago in the island of Trinidad. More than thirty
religious leaders from diverse places in the Caribbean got together through an initiative of the World
Conference of Religions for Peace.!

This entity greatly desires to promote inter-religious dialogue; for this reason it has been
organizing meetings among leaders of diverse faiths with one main aim:
to establish frameworks where they can hold a dialogue.

We all know that problems such as poverty, hunger, HIV/AIDS, violence among others, constitute
real challenges for society as a whole. These problems affect us all equally, without differentiating
among religious persuasions.

That is why, nowadays, it is important to value the possibilities of joint action in order to face the
challenges that these issues represent.

Inter-religious initiatives have been proven to have a decisive impact to revert the previously
mentioned situations.

It is for this reason, considering the great value of inter-religious labor, that we took the initiative
of having a first encounter with the religious leaders of the diverse communities of faith in the Caribbean.
Although we are well aware that there are many whose presence we would have liked to count on, we
are confident that we will be able to have them with us at future meetings.

Thus, at the encounter we explored topics related to advances in inter-religious dialogue and
cooperation in the Caribbean, the connection between inter-religious and multi-cultural dialogue and
the fight against racial discrimination, xenophobia among others. Furthermore, we approached the
importance of considering the answers that these religious leaders have to fight such problems as
HIV/AIDS and, finally, important reflections took place in relation to the topic of cooperation between
women of faith and their role in the promotion of peace and development in the Caribbean.

(Advancing inter-religious dialogue and cooperation in the Caribbean: The link between the inter-
religious and inter-cultural dialogue and the fight against racial discrimination, xenophobia and other
forms of intolerance; Interfaith responses to combat HIV/AIDS, and cooperation between women of
faith and their role for advancing peace and development in the Caribbean.)

All the participants did their utmost to generate a climate of real dialogue, understood as one
that makes possible the understanding of the existence of diverse points of view, and demands true
tolerance of one another. In our times, it is impossible to talk about a possible advancement or
improvement of our present situation if we do not contemplate the possibility of true dialogue in all the
places where we interact. Additionally, it is a central task for our communities of faith to allow the
dialogue between each other to develop.

Religion can no longer generate conflict and differentiation in our society. On the contrary, it is
its duty to create a true climate of peace and union among all of us who have faith in the living God.

(The original version of this article can be found in the Spanish Edition of Mifgash)

(Footnotes)


http://www.religionsforpeace.org
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THE ROAD TO PEACE

The voice on the phone was crisp, yet polite. | picked up the phone with my usual gruff morning
“Hello” and heard, on the other side of the line, “Peace be with you, Madam”.

“Who is this?” | questioned, since at 6:30 A.M. I’'m not in the mood for light chatter. Besides. it
was Friday and | had a zillion things to do before the Shabbat.

“This is your neighbor, you might say. My name is Mohammed Samir, and | live two blocks
from you. We have Shalom, do you want it?”

| suddenly perked up. For a whole week our family had been anxiously searching for our missing
puppy, and besides, which Israeli would not want shalom?

“Of course! Where did you find it?”

“Actually, we did not find it, it found us. Yesterday, when | got up to get the morning newspaper
there it was, forlorn and lying on our doorstep.”

Before | could ask him if our puppy had been fed, and was all right, Mohammed proceeded to give me
a blow-by-blow account of the events:

“We immediately fed it because it seemed hungry. Don’t worry, Madam. | would never have
fed pork to a Jewish dog. It finished its meal in seconds and, by that time, my son, Khalil, had fallen
in love with the puppy that, with a full belly, was wagging its tail at top speed.”

“And then?” | anxiously prompted my newly discovered neighbor.

“Well, you see, | then discovered that the puppy had a tag, with its name and owner’s phone
number engraved on it. | tried to explain to my son that we could not keep the dog, and he started
crying. Khalil is only five, you know.”

I'm a free-lance journalist and my articles appear occasionally in The Jerusalem Post. This could
become an incident with international repercussions, and unforeseen consequences. | could picture
the headlines: Shalom Kidnapped: Perspectives for Peace Fade Away!

Out of the depths of my troubled Jewish soul came the cry: “Give me Shalom! Shalom Achshav!”?!

“Please, Madam, there is no need to get excited. You can pick up your dog now, if you want.
My address is 1032 Street of the Prophets. It's the second house from the corner.”
In Haifa Jews and Arabs enjoy a good relationship, and | didn’t think that this was a trap. | got dressed
as fast as | could, and with a leash in my hand as the only weapon, | walked the distance to Mohammed'’s
home.

| didn’t stop to think of what dangers awaited me. | was on a mission to rescue Shalom and, as you
know, the road to peace is full of obstacles.

| rang the doorbell with tremulous hands and out came a very kind looking man. He started to say
Salaam..but had no chance to finish with Aleikum, because our dog, upon hearing Salaam, came
running to the door, happily wagging its tail at Mr. Samir.
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He rushed to explain: “You see, Madam, when | read that its name was Shalom | told my son to call it
by its Arabic version, Salaam. The puppy seems to love it and he rushes to us when its new name is
called.

I hope you won’t mind, but this is a section of town where Arabs are the majority, and | didn’t want to get
my child in trouble. You never know, these days...”

Well, of course | minded. After all, that was my dog, that had been brainwashed to respond to the
name my neighbor had chosen for it!

Shalom didn’t even look at me, forget tail - wagging. Apparently, the Samir family felt that they were
entitled to keep Shalom although they did not say it openly.

| tried to think fast, and imagine what King Solomon would have done in a similar situation. | could not
say that | would cut Shalom in two, hoping that the real owner would object, because that had already
been tried thousands of years ago, and everyone knew the trick.

Suddenly, it all became clear. We still had at home one of Shalom’s siblings for whom we were trying
to find a family that would adopt it.

| did not waste any time, and told Mr. Samir:

‘I think | have the perfect solution for you. Khalil can keep Shalom’s brother and call him
Salaam if he so wishes, and I'll take my dog home.
We can share walks and have them become a symbol, let Salaam and Shalom really mean the same
to all of us.”

Mr. Samir, who had a small store nearby and was about to go open it, thought about it for a little while
and then smiled: “We’ll learn from them that. as part of the family of man, every Shalom Aleichem
deserves a Salaam Aleikum! May Allah grant you all the blessings, you are a wise lady.” He then
confided in me that he was a history buff and, when there were no customers at his store, he liked to
read about how Arabs and Jews lived in peace and thrived in Spain five centuries ago.

| thanked him and left, with Shalom of course. | had my work cut out for me: it would not be easy to
bring Shalom to our home, let alone to our country, but we had to persevere if we wanted to repair the
world.

In the evening, the angels would hopefully bless us with Shabbat and Shalom; my puppy and | would
be ready to welcome them. Perhaps all of Israel, and even Mr. Samir and his people, finally, would be
ready too.

Martha E. Lichtenstein
Aruba / December 2005

(Footnotes)

1 Shalom Achshav! Peace Now! and a political pacifist movement in Isragl.

1103: the numerical value of the letters nun, chet, mem and hey: (Nechamah means “comfort”, and also Restoration of
Isragl.)
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“THE FESTIVAL OF HANUKAH - ANCIENT VALUES FIND NEW
MEANING IN TODAY’S ISRAEL”

Among the famous rivalries in rabbinic tradition is the one between Beit Hillel (House of
Hillel) and Beit Shammai (House of Shammai). These two learned rabbinic dynasties often
issued opposing rulings on matters of ritual observance - Beit Hillel, generally the more lenient of
the two, most often came out ahead.

One of the classic disagreements between the two schools was in relation to the lighting
of the Hanukiah (Hanukah Menorah). Beit Shammai argued that on the first night of Hanukah alll
8 lights should be lit, and then on each successive night, one less light until on the last night of
Hanukah, only one light would glow. Beit Hillel, as you have already surmised, took the opposite
position and it was this ruling which prevailed.

While we may never know all the background to the difference in approach between these
two rabbinic rulings, we can intuitively appreciate one of the central distinctions: for Shammai,
the important message was to begin the celebration of Hanukah demonstrating the full impact of
the miracle of light lasting 8 days. By beginning Hanukah with a full contingent of light, maximum
light, one clearly would pay tribute to the Maccabees victory of light over darkness.

What then might have persuaded Beit Hillel to argue for the opposite approach - starting
with little light and adding each night a bit more. | would suggest that Beit Hillel was essentially
mirroring the general human spirit which preferred to see a better tomorrow rather than a better
yesterday. Beit Hillel, like most people, was motivated more by the need to see increasing light
than decreasing light; by the desire to look forward to a brighter future rather than experience
increasing darkness each day. In short - Beit Hillel’s approach touched the profound human
need for HOPE, while Beit Shammai’s approach, satisfying though it may be for the moment,
failed to provide sustenance for the future.

Living as | do in Israel and following closely the past six months of political upheavels
starting with the disengagement from Gaza and culminating in the present fall of the Government,
new elections in March, 2006 and the establishment of the new political party, Kadima - | see
many fascinating parallels with our discussion of Shammai and Hillel.

Why did the vast majority of Israelis support Sharon’s disengagement plan even though it
was a painful and risky move? Among the reasons (and there are certainly several) must be
counted the desire to take positive steps towards peace. For the majority of Israelis, leaving
Gaza -with all the dangers and concerns it brought - meant giving peace a chance. It was an act
of faith in the future; it was an expression of HOPE.
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And why is Ariel Sharon’s new political party, Kadima (Forward in Hebrew) rating so high
in the polls? Among the many reasons must surely be the public’s desire to see Sharon continue
the momentum of hope and promise for the future. While there are many serious obstacles to
contend with and while no one is naive regarding the difficulties ahead, the belief in hope and a
better tomorrow is a powerful motivation in this election period. Political parties which harp on
the dangers and obstacles ahead (darkness) will lose out to those parties who champion a will to
overcome the obstacles and find a way forward (light).

| would like to end this article by wishing everyone in the UJCL a joyous Hanukah festival
- filled with light and the promise of a more peaceful tomorrow. While | regret that | will not be able
to join you in Guadalajara for the upcoming UJCL convention, | am sure the event will be a major
success and that Jerry Tanenbaum, our devoted Chair of the Yad B’Yad Task Force will represent
the World Union with distinction.

May the year 2006 bring all of you much health and happiness and be a year of great
accomplishments for our many congregations in the region.
In friendship and in Peace from Jerusalem,

Rabbi Joel Oseran / Vice President, International Development

World Union for Progressive Judaism: www.wupj.org / joseran@wupj.org.il

RAARREEL,


http://www.wupj.org
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CHANUKAH

or the Possibility of Recreating Ourselves Each Day
By Rabbi Pablo Berman

Chanukah means “inauguration” and has the same root in Hebrew as the word Education
“Chinuch”. The root of this word is shared by the verbs Lajnoj and Lejanej, inaugurate and
educate. What this shows us then is that education is an act of permanent inauguration, of constant
learning. Chanukah brings us to a place of constant renewal. In some way or another we are all
educators at some point in our lives, as parents, instructors, rabbis and this should propose a
continual opening toward new horizons. Jaime Barylko writes: “Do you know what we need?
Actions, entreprise, Horizons, in order to co-llaborate. Needed are new projects to fulfill ourselves
in the collaboration. A Community is not made of loose sentiments, of scattered people who
share experiences under the same roof. A Community is an enormous tapestry of Co-llaborations.
Deeds, life to-gether. Thus said G-d when he intended to create Man: “Let us make a Man”. He
asked for collaboration. Without collaboration there is no Man”.

Without collaboration there is no Community, no Jewish experience. Chanukah also
presents this idea of living in Co-mmunity, cooperating, collaborating in the development of our
Jewish life in each country where we sojourn. Chanukah teaches us collaboration through the
Shamash, the 9th candle which lights the other eight candles each day of the festivities. Without
Shamash there is no Chanukiah, no Chanukah. Without the transmission of light there is no
Jewish continuity. And the secret of Jewish continuity in such a complex world as the one in which
we live, (filled with images and experiences that have little to do with Judaism), is Jewish education,
is the transmission of our values, of our traditions, of our stories. Chanukah invites us to the
transmission of this light, to reproduce it, to make it ours, to illuminate our homes with the light of
a living Judaism, “pirsum hanes” as our sages say, publish the miracle, broadcast it, announce
it. For this we place our Chanukiot on the windowsill, to proclaim that the light of Judaism shines
in every Jewish home, in every Jewish Community. To propagate the miracle is not only to
remember that a jar of oil lasted eight days instead of one; the miracle is that the light has remained
lit for more than 2000 years. A light that traversed very dark paths, and it was this flame that burns
in each Chanukiah, that which upheld our Judaism, it was the transmission of this light from one
candle to another throughout our history that has sustained our Judaism.

May it be G-d’s will that we be able to light our Chanukiot in Community, proposing new
projects to carry out in collaboration, in each of our communities, and among communities. May
the eternal light of Chanukah put a definite end to the darkness of a difficult world, a world in
which hostile voices are heard again. May the light of Chanukah bring blessing to each of our
communities, to each of our families, and above all, to Eretz Israel.

(The original version of this article can be found in the Spanish Edition of Mifgash)
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JEWISH EDUCATION IN THE COMUNIDAD ISRAELITA
OF EL SALVADOR

As of October 2005 Project Chalomot (Dreams) has been implemented in the Comunidad
Israelita of El Salvador. This project was born in Argentina, its main goal being to strengthen every
Jewish community in each location where the project was being developed. “Jewish Education, New
Alternatives for New Settings”and “Every Child Has the Right to a Jewish Education”were the leitmotiv
of a Project that had and continues to have acceptance and involvement in the Jewish communities in
Argentina. Bamah, Bet Hamechanech Hayechudi (House of the Jewish Educator), the Department of
Jewish Education of the Jewish Agency in Argentina, the Jewish Community of Cleveland, the Myers
Foundation and the L.A. Pincus Foundation Fund for Jewish Education in the Diaspora are the
organizations that made this Project a reality.

The need to conceive and develop a Project of this magnitude was the result of a search to be
able to offer formal Jewish education alternatives to children at risk in this respect, or those that were
not integrated to the Jewish schools network. Also to create in the new generation of parents a need
and the motivation to give their children Jewish education. Chalomot was born for this reason and it
continues to grow and develop in Argentina.

Imbued with this same spirit of awareness of the importance of Jewish education and that our
children must learn the history, traditions and the language of their people and have a close and
constant connection with Eretz Israel, Chalomot moved to the Comunidad Israelita of El Salvador.

The Kehilah (Community) of El Salvador has always been involved with Jewish continuity, their
traditions and values. At all times, even during the country’s most difficult moments, the community
kept holding religious services and providing their children with a Jewish education.

The aim of Chalomot in the country is to generate an innovative project, efficient and with a
projection to the future for small communities where there are no Jewish schools.

The educational concept of the Project is Teaching for Diversity (Horaa Mutemet). The process of
teaching-learning takes into account individual differences, possibilities and learning rhythms,
motivations and interests.

Individual work is alternated with group work. It is at the group where the debate, the confrontation
of ideas, the interaction, the reciprocal cooperation and the joint reflection get started. Additionally, the
classroom is different, a kitah (classroom) rich in personal and educational materials stimulation, that
generates multiple learning and action centers, striving to transform the kitah in an educational
environment that motivates learning, the development of autonomy and socialization.

The topics we will cover with the children aspire to be meaningful and able to offer a Jewish
education that translates into actions that create a Jewish identity and worldview.

Rabbi Pablo Berman
Morah Perla Gruner (The original version of this article can be

. . found in the Spanish Edition of Mifgash
Jewish Community of El Salvador ound in the Spanish Edition of Mifgash)
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THE ORIGINSOF THE CURACAO CONGREGATION
by Rene Maduro

On the twenty first of March, 1651, the Directors of the Dutch West India Company wrote to
Governor Pieter Stuyvesant: “Although we have once before written about the island of Curacao, ‘that,
if we should have no revenue whatever from there it might be advisable to abandonit ...’ the enclosed
contract made with a Jew, Jan de lllan will prove to you the contrary. He intends to bring a considerable
number of people there to settle and cultivate, as he pretends, the land but we begin to suspect that he
and his associates have quite another object in view, namely to trade from there to the West Indies
and the Main. Be that as it may, we are willing to make the experiment, and you must therefore charge
Director Rodenborch to accommodate him within proper limits, and in conformity with the conditions
of his contract.”

Who were these Jews on whom the Dutch were pinning their last hopes for the retention and
development of their island possession in the faraway Caribbean? Both the leader and his group, all
came from Amsterdam- at that time a blossoming center of Jewish life and culture in the newly
independent Netherlands. Their roots, however, were unmistakably in Spain and Portugal. There, their
ancestors had lived for over ten centuries among and alongside the heathen, then Moslem, and finally
Christian civilizations. There they had come to enjoy peace and security, reaching the heights of
learning, of the professions, and of their contemporary society.

Then came the Inquisition. By the end of the 15th century, this once vibrant and flourishing
Jewish community of Spain, had either gone underground, as MARRANOS (a term we no longer use
at it means “pig”), or into exile. As MARRANOS, “New Christians” or CONVERSOS”- as they were
variously known- they crossed the border into still tolerant Portugal and lived there for a hundred
years. They even changed the spelling of their names, added on new ones, and adopted Portuguese
as their language. Until, once again, they had to flee as the Inquisitors set up their tribunals in Portugal
as well.

As is so tragically common place in history when persecution sets e —I
in, the havens of refuge become rare. Protestant Holland, just then
emerging victorious from its war for religious freedom against Spain, was
one of those few. Settling there at the turn of the 16th century under the
protectorate of the burgomasters of Amsterdam and the freedom-loving
House of Orange Nassau, these Spanish and Portuguese Jews helped
make Amsterdam the commercial and shipping center of Europe. As for
Jewish culture and religion, Amsterdam was to become known as the
‘“NEW JERUSALEM”. The majestic Portuguese Synagogue Talmud
Torah on the Jonas Daniel Meyerplein, lovingly referred to as the “Esnoga”,
still testifies proudly to the greatness that once was theirs. Mikvé Israel
(our “Snoa”) is a smaller replica (approx one quarter of the size) of its
parent Amsterdam Synagogue which is 57 years older than the current
Curagao synagogue.




THE HOPE OF ISRAEL (Mikvé Israel)

It was from Amsterdam’s well-spring of the Jewish renaissance that one Joao d’Yllan petitioned
the Dutch West India Company to bring a company of settlers to colonize Curacao. He was born in
Portugal, had been denounced there for “Judaizing”, was now established in Amsterdam and engaged
in commerce with relatives in Brazil. He was a good and prosperous member of the Portuguese
Synagogue of Amsterdam and had a brother who was a colonel in the Dutch colonial army. He promised
to bring fifty families, but succeeded in recruiting no more than twelve. They set sail for Curacao in the
summer of 1651.

If the roots of these settlers were Spanish and Portuguese, so were their names. One historian
lists them as being: Aboab, Aboab Cardozo, Chaves, Henriquez Continho, Jesurun, De Ledn, Marchena,
De Meza, Oliveria, La Parra, Pereira and Touro. They were not the only ones. Several independent
Jewish businessmen from Amsterdam followed and- some claim- even preceded them. In fact, the
very first Jew to set foot and establish himself on Curacao was one Samuel Coheno, an interpreter,
pilot and Indian guide to Johan van Walbeeck, the Dutch naval commander who took Curagao from
the Spanish in 1634. Samuel Coheno was appointed Chief Steward of the native Indian population and
certainly stayed on Curacao until 1641. But it is the d’Yllan group who, in the words of our foremost
historians Isaac and Suzanne Emmanuel, surely improvised a Synagogue out of a small house in
1651 and that first house of worship probably stood in the fields where the colonists toiled.

If the exact date of its founding is lost in history, there can be no doubt about its existence. In a
letter in Spanish, Ishack Rodrigues Cunha, while away from Curacao, addresses himself “to the
illustrious Gentlemen the MAHAMAD of the Holy Congregation Mikvé Israel, Curacao”. The date of
the letter was the 2nd of Heshvan 5415 (Oct. 13, 1654).

The earliest maps of that era show that the JODEN KWARTIER (Jewish Quarter) was
comprised of a number of plantations: BLY EN HEIM (later BLEINHEIM), JUDIO (JEW), ROZENTAK
(alias GASPARITO) and DE HOOP (The Hope). There is strong support for assuming a connection
between the name that the first settlers had given to their congregation, Mikvé Israel (The Hope of
Israel) and the name of this last plantation.

In the spring of 1659, a large group of “more than 70 Souls”, comprised mostly of former
Jewish colonists from what was once Dutch Brazil, set sail from Amsterdam under the leadership of
Ishac da Costa. It was in da Costa’s contract that the Jews were first and formally granted religious
liberty in the colonies by the Dutch authorities. Important for the future of the Curagao Jewish community,
is the fact that da Costa brought with him a SEFER TORAH (Scroll of the Law) with some ornaments,
“entrusted to him by the MAHAMAD of the Amsterdam Portuguese Jewish Community for delivery to
Curacao”. This is the first recorded presence of a TORAH Scroll on the Island.
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THE TREK TO TOWN (PUNDA)

The early Jewish colonists in Dutch Brazil, Barbados, Essequibo, and Surinam were pioneers
in the cultivation of sugar cane and laid the foundation for the subsequent agro industry of those
countries. They did not succeed in developing agriculture on Curacgao. The foregoing should not surprise
anyone as Curacao’s climatic conditions are simply not suitable for agriculture due to lack of rain
water, etc.

What they did establish, however, was Curagao’s unique situation for international trading and
shipping, especially with the Spanish Main and the islands of the Caribbean. They devoted all their
resources and their far-flung network of familial relations to these ends. Commerce and shipping
flourished and, in only a few decades, Curacao became the Caribbean center for much of the trading
between the mother countries of Europe and their colonies in the Americas.

These commercial activities called for urbanization and so the trek from the fields to the walled
city of Willemstad, popularly known as PUNDA (The Point) began. As early as 1660 there is evidence
of a Jew, Jeosuah Henriquez, buying a house in Willemstad. Others soon followed. According to
historical records, much of the present Heerenstraat was built up by this new class of Jewish merchants
and ship owners.

At least three streets in Willemstad attested to their presence: The Jodenstraat (Jews’ Street),
presumably the present day Windstraat, the Joden Kerk Straat (Jewish Church Street), which became
the Kerkstraat and then the Hanchi di Snoa in honor of the Snoa’s 250th anniversary in 1982, and the
Hanchi di Bafio (Papiamento for “Street of the Bath”), in Dutch the Kuiperstraat, supposedly owing its
name to the presence of the ritual bath (MIKVAH) in a house adjacent to the Synagogue. To this day,
one of the houses on the Heerenstraat still bears a Hebrew date in its gable, while another has the
inscription BEIT LEVI in Hebrew letters.

All the while, the Jewish population on Curagao continued to grow through the influx of new
immigrants from Holland, Portugal, Bayonne (France) and even from some of the other Caribbean
islands. This called for ever larger houses of worship.

It is remarkable that in the short span of only fifty years, the Curacao Jewish community
established no less than six Synagogues! The original one of 1651, in the fields, was replaced by a
larger one in 1681. At about the same time, those residing within the walled city- though all belonging
to the same congregation MIKVE ISRAEL- consecrated their first city Synagogue in 1674, apparently
timed to coincide with the arrival of the first rabbi (Hacham) to Curacao, Josiau Pardo of Amsterdam.
By 1690 this one too, had to be replaced by a larger one, only to be succeeded in six years’ time by still
another one.

Then by 1703, thanks to a sizeable legacy from Abraham and Sara da Costa, a spacious
house was bought by the PARNASSIM near the northeastern corner of the walled city. They had the
house demolished and built a Synagogue in its stead, the predecessor to our present building on the
same site. To raise the necessary funds for this new building, the PARNASSIM sold the honors of
purchasing the four corner stones to the highest bidders, and had various members donate parts of
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the furnishings, equipment and decorations. Hacham Eliau Lopez consecrated the new Synagogue
(referred to in the archives as the “Old Synagogue”) on SHAVUOT, 1703.

At least one, and probably two of the large brass chandeliers in the present Synagogue, belonged
to the 1703 Synagogue. So, too, two silverTORAH crowns, several TORAH scrolls, and the center
section of the mahogany Ejal (Holy Ark).

A year later the MAHAMAD purchased a comfortable house on the Kuiperstraat to serve as
the home of Hacham Lopez de Fonseca, (who had succeeded Hacham Pardo) and of his successors
thereafter. There is a strong indication that this is the building nhow housing the Jewish Cultural
Historical Museum.

Inasmuch as from the start, education played such an important role in the life of the early
Jewish settlers, MEDRASIM (schools) were built as early as 1701, against the eastern facade of the
Synagogue, across from the old city walls (on the site of the present Columbusstraat).

By 1729, the Jewish population of Curacao, then numbering about one half of the white
population of the Island, had grown so large that the 1703 Synagogue could no longer seat all. A
campaign was started to collect funds for building a truly large house of worship. It was to stand on the
same site as the then existing Synagogue, which consequently had to be torn down in 1730. While
construction was going on, services were held in the homes of Eliau Jeudah Leao and Ishac de
Marchena.

Thus began the construction of the present edifice which was consecrated on Pesach, 1732
(5492), making it the “oldest synagogue in continuous use in the Western Hemisphere”.







