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As an avid historian most of my time is spent learning about the past. Of the many lessons not to be

repeated, one is strikingly clear, the importance of diversity.
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When diversity rises, so does the sharing of ideas, perspectives, and solutions. The intolerance of diversity is
oftentimes the root of problems in the first place. It was racism that split America during her Civil War,
nationalism that broke the world in the First World War, and it was blatant hatred that tore humanity to

shreds in the Holocaust.
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Like many other humanitarians, | started off with a goal: to help fight discrimination wherever in this world it
may be. Sure, that sounded nice, but it was clear the goal was too vague, giving me no distinctive path to

pursue.
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Upon a visit to Kaifeng in the winter of 2017 this lack of direction vanished. As | met with the Kaifeng Jews
and saw their treasured possessions, written in both Chinese and Hebrew characters, | was bestowed with an
idea, a tangible one: to combat the evils of intolerance by sharing the beautiful coexistence of two ancient

cultures, that of Judaism and Chinese, in one people.

,ORINND DNXAN IR M9 72 DITIND NN ME2aw) .0%u1 w10 1oin 2017 22 N2 19'p2a Nipranky?
NINNN MY 2 N9 DIP-ITN 7Y QNN T %V NI3%210 101N 7Y w11 DINY7 :|1'v1 2 pavin ,NNaval N1 0aIma

JNN OV ,N'0N1 NN -Nip'nun



Intolerance has existed since the beginning of time. It won’t end tomorrow, but here’s a step in the right

direction.
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Kaifeng Jews
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The Kaifeng Jews are a small Chinese-Jewish community currently living in Kaifeng, China. The community
comprises of the descendants of Han Chinese and Sephardic Jews, who migrated to Ancient China and
adopted Chinese traditions and customs. After thousands of years, because of many instances of social,

political, and economic turmoils, this population has declined significantly in number, to mere 1000 today.
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Since the Kaifeng Jews are physically indistinguishable from their Han Chinese neighbors, doubt has arisen
among many regarding the authenticity of their Jewish heritage. Indeed, DNA testing in the 1980s has

confirmed the Kaifeng Jews’ claim to be the descendants of Jewish forefathers.
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Subsequent to the revealing DNA results, the Kaifeng Jews have been officially recognized by many
institutions around the world, including Shavei Israel. In fact, Shavei Israel has helped 19 Kaifeng Jews move

back to their ancestral homeland, Israel, in the last decade, as a part of their call to ‘making Aliyah.’
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Shavei Israel was founded by Michael Freund who in the 1990s served a term as Prime Minister Benjamin
Netanyahu’s director of communications. The organization is dedicated to locating the lost tribes of Israel
and bringing them back to their homeland by helping them with any potential struggles, be it caused by anti-

Semites or by the Israeli government itself.
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Many Jewish authorities refuse to recognize Kaifeng Jews as Jews because they do not act in adherence with
Jewish tradition of circumcision, kosher diets, and maternal lineage. Thus, the Kaifeng Jews are required to

undergo conversion in order to receive Israeli citizenship, according to Israel’s Law of Return.
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A modern Kaifeng Jew household
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10 feet beneath this gate lies the main entrance to the Kaifeng Synagogue that was destroyed by the Yellow River flood in 1856
CE
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The Kaifeng Jews are a community of Chinese-Jews residing along banks of Yellow River, in the cradle of this

ancient civilization, unknown to most people.
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They boast an incredibly profound line of descent, from ancestors who fled Roman persecution during the
Han Dynasty to merchant forefathers who journeyed across Silk Road, the Jews found a new home for

themselves in China.
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Throughout a long history of upheavals and difficulties, these people of immense industriousness and
grittiness congregated as much as possible to support each other in the new land. While eventually adopting
Chinese customs as a necessity for survival, they fought hard to maintain a portion of their Jewish identity.
After centuries of intermarriage and millennia of cultural assimilation, these children of Abraham and Sarah -
sculpted by teachings of Confucius and Lao Tzu - emerged with a culture that is uniquely their one, a culture

that is both Jewish and Chinese. This occurrence is exceptionally rare, and utterly significant.
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Our goal is to help Kaifeng Jews preserve their traditions and bring this beautiful heritage to the attention of
more people around the world. We believe Kaifeng Jews’ unique legacy must not only be continued but

should be protected as an Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity by UNESCO.
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Thus, in spite of their small numbers, the Kaifeng Jews remain a large part of our mind.
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In Hebrew and Chinese, “For My House Shall Be Called a House of Prayer For All Peoples.”
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A complete set of hand-copied Torah in Chinese, currently stored in the Kaifeng Jewish History Memorial
Centre.
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