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A Rabbi In China 

Daniel Jerany Silver 

The synagogue of Kaiferg called its rabbi wu~ssu-tu. '!be tenn a~s to 

be a transliteration into Chinese of a Persian \4-.0rd, ustad, mich rreans master or 

teacher. \'lien I found that the imnigration officer of the People's Rep.iblic of . 

China \<'.ID was handling our papers at the Canton railway depot did not understand 
. 

rcy occupation as listed on my passport, I trotted out this newly-learned, old Chi-

nese tenn. His eyes renained blank. 

In China there are advantages. to a title which rx> one understams. '!be 

Chinese need to knc:w who you are or, rather, how irrp:>rtant you are. 'lhe b.lreaucracy 

\<'vUuld lose face if a person was not given proper due. If Confucius had written, 

"Know before whan you stand," he \<'vUuld have been presenting a political caution 

rather than a theological statarent. Since China's officials are afraid to adr:dt 

igrx>rance (such an admission waild .diminish their face), they teoo rx>t to do the 

natural thing and ask. So a title rx:>t prq>erly understood is inevitably magnified 

(better to do nore than less), and we~ treated with a ·deference to which this 

rabbi CX>Uld easily becxr.e acrusta!el. 

My wife and I spent a little over three weeks in China while I was on 

sabbatical leave. I came anned with the familiar set of ranantic ootions al:x:,ut 

Jews entering China centuries ago as nenbers of~ loIXJ caravans which traversed 

the Great Silk load fran Persia to Cathay bringing the wine, rotten and ooin of 

the t-est to trade for the paper, silk and tea of the Fast. cnce, in the R:>yal On

tario r-useum in 'lbronto, I had felt oyself face to face with just such an ancestor 

when I paused before a Tang Dynasty figurine of a foreign merchant dressed in a 

long traveling roat am bearing on his face unnistakable senitic features. Actually, 

as I learned later, this merchant had probably been nodelErl after a Parsee or l-1.ls

lirn or An!enian Nestorian trader rather than a Jew. In dress and general lCX)k these 

raen were mt disti.n:Juishable, and Jews were a decided m:ioority anong the traders 
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wtK:> banded together to fonn those slow-m:>ving caravans which, a tlx:Jusand and nnre 

years ago, crossed and recrossed the southern steR)eS of Russia~ Samarkand 

arxl Tashkent and the cities east of the Great wall. 

()1 our way to the Far East~ had stq:p:rl in Delhi to visit India's 

National l-llseum. '!his museum displays anong its treasures a trove of artifacts dis

covered around the turn of the century in the wastelands of Chinese Turkestan by 

Sir 1'Jark Aurel Stein: Buddhist banners of intricate \veaVe, naive wooden tanb fig

ures nodel.ed after life,- and fragments of fresro paintinl which feature the full

fleshed beauty admired in Tang China. Stein's fims, which included a sizeable 

manuscript rollecti.ai, enabled sclx>lars for the first time to gain sate intimate 

krxwla:lge of the people who had lived en the Asian steppes and of the traders, in

cluding Jews, wh:> passed through on the caravan routes. 

Qir guide-curator descri~ Sir Mark as a British civil savant, one-time 

carmissiaier of Education in the Punjab, who had gained academic i.:r.ortality by 

spendirxJ his vacatioos unearthing Asia's hidden history rather than huntinl tigers 

or playing polo. 'Ibis infonnation was ooth true arxl misleadiDJ. Actually, Stein 

was l'X)t an Faton graduate rut a amgarian Jew \tho, like so many of his generation 

(he was lx>rn in 1862), abandared the culture and ostracism of his childhxxl for op

portunity in the larger w:>rld, a journey Wlich ult:irnately led him £ran Budapest to 

Vienna to IDndon am then, surprisingly, to India. '!here, while his oolleagues 

in the Raj rureaucracy drank ther.lselves into early graves, Stein \\el'lt out into the 

steppes and uncovered the history of its people, the Tartars and ~ngols, wlD 

periodically fell upon China, the Near East and &irope, pillaging, CX>J¥IUering and 

~ing the oourse of history. 

On one of his periodic expeditioos into the high Asian wilderness, Stein 

had disoovered .in an oasis in Chinese 'l\lrkestan, Dadan-Uiliq, a cache of manuscripts 
'I 

which included a let~ dated 718, written in Judeo-Persian, using Hebrew characters, 

in whidl a trader in China asks a ex>-religiooist back hate for help in disposing of 
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an unwanted acquisition - a flock of rather mangy sheep. Later, at a site krnwn as 

the Cave of the 'll'nlsard Buddhas at 'l\ln-Huang, Stein discovered aoother sizeable 

manuscript deposit whidl included a parchtent on which a §eljhab or Hebrew peni

tentj al prayer consisting of alternate lines fran the Prophets anl Psalms and asking 

God's forgiveness for the bearer's sins. Such srall scrolls ~e routinely carried 

·as airulets to protect the trader against the dangers of the joorney. It was written 

in a script which can be dated to the eighth or ninth centmy. Here was proof that 

Jews had been anong the traders. 

In preparation for our trip, I had read the nore recent literature and 

discx,vered that CX>ntrary .to ~ early i:rrpressions, thoU]h srne Jews may have taken 

the overland route to China, the largest number of them cane, as did nost Westerners, 

by sea fran Persia am Yenen via India and SUmatra. Reaching one or another of 

China's ix>rts, they sailed up her ~ive river system to the important inlard 

trading centers of PekinJ, NarlJd.nJ, HangcnJW and Kaifeng. A fifteenth century dedi

catory stele in Kaifeng, which once stood in the CX>Urt of the city's synagogue, de

scrires the Jews as. originating in Tien-chu, which is one of the many Chirese desig

natioos for India, am describes them as cloth merchants, thus suggesting that the 

local cxrmunity specialized in weaving~ dyeing. 

Jews traded with China and there were settled Jewish camunities in the 

Middle Kingdan. A delightful tenth-century wa:ooerer-fraud, Eldad Ha-Dani, claimed 

to have been ransaned fran Chinese captivity by one of the leaders of the IDst Ten 

Tribes. The River Sambatyon, like F.den, was believed to re to the Fast, and the 

identificatioo of China's Jews with the IDst Tribes was a popllar thane of medieval 

folklore. Marro Polo met Jews in China on his first :voyage (1286). 'lhe stele men

tiooed al:ove gives the date of 1163 for the ded.icaticn of the syna~ in Kaifeng 

which was then · the capital of the R:>rthern SUng Kingdan. 'lhe Arab journalist, nn 
' l<hurdadhbih (mid-ninth century) descrjbes the sea and land routes which Jewish 
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merchants, w1on he calls Radanites, foll~ fran Gaul to the Great wall. Aoother 

Arab journal of the tenth century (Al:u Zaid) reports a massacre of M..islirns, Parsees, 

Olristians, arrl Jews in I<han-Fu (Canton?) during a dynastic rebellion. 

China's Jews \Ere practicing Jews. In 1722 a French Jesuit, Jean Ikrnenge, 

visited the synagogue at Kaifeng, then the capital of lbnan Province, and drew a 

sketch of a man leading services, dressed in typical marrlarin fashion, canplete with 

Chinese style 'skull cap and pigtail, reading fran a 'lbrah encased in Yenenite fashion. 

'!he Jesuits wtx, had visited Kaifeng described a cx:mnunity where miles were circurrci.soo; 

the Sal:ilath was observed; the liturgy was chanted in Hebrew; Biblical holidays \tJere 

foll0-1ed; and varia.is dietacy laws ooserved. Anong the nanes by which these Jews 

\ttlere krXJWn to their neighlx:>1:~s was "those who pluck the sinew. " 

'!be anmial cycle of Torah reading was divided into fifty-three sections, 

as was the custan in Yemen and Egypt. Little is yet known with certainty aboot the 

sources of Kaifeng's special religious practices. '!he 'lbrah (there \\1ere at least 

t\tJelve in .Kaifeng during the seventeenth century) was regularly read fz:an an en

cased scroll and apparently many caild fulfill this role. ·Textual a::x,uentaries and 

oolOpx>n IX)tes, many of which miraculously survive, \\1ere written in Judeo-Persian 

whidl was the lingua ·franca of the Jewish medieval. trader in the Fast. 

Settlenent in China foll~ on trade. 'Ihe cxmrunity of Kaife?XJ and its 

synagogue became an abject of intense interest after it became known in Europe when 
I 

the reports of varic:us Jesuit visitors came to the attention of lone. 'lhe reascm 

for this Christian interest is \\Orth noting. In 1605 a Kaifen:J Jew, who had passed 

the provincial level exaninatioos, traveled to Peking to looby for a post for wt:dch 

his degree qualifiEd him. Mlil.e in the capital, this man, Ai . Tien, heard of the 

arrival of Westerners wh:> professed a scriptural faith and he. assumed that these 

\e&temers nust be fellow Jews. His government rus.iness mrplete, Ai Tien visited 

the newly established Jesuit missicn '4lere he innocently identifiEd an altar piece 
' 
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depicting a Madonna lx:>lding the infant Jesus and John the Baptist as a picture sl'x,w-, 

ing Rebecca, her twins, Jarob and FBau. Matteo Ricci, the senior priest, disabused 

Ai. Tien of the Jewishness of the Jesui,ts, wt quickly sent a subordinate to Kaifeng 

to learn nore arout Ai Tien's oc:rmunity. 

niring the Middle Ages the faithful believed in the Second caning and 

'varioos ai;ocalyptic scenarios held that the w:,rld-wide disperian of the Jews and 

their subsequent oonversian to Christianity was a necessary prelude to the return 

of the Messiah. If the Jews \#Jere in China they had reamed the antipodes - the 

dispersion was carplete - and if China's Jews -were to be converted, the roillenium 

oould begin. 

Ricci had other reasons to be interested in these Jews. His Orurch had 

long held that Jesus' mission had been proitiesied in the Torah. and that the lack 

of proof texts to this effect was ~e result of a conspiracy by the rabbis wl'X>, af

ter the emergence of Orristianity, changed the '.lbrah text so as to .rE!lOVe all refer-

. ences to the Olri.st~siah. '!he Jews of China were reputed, erroneously, to be 

the I.Dst Ten Tribes .of Israel and to have cure as early as the eighth pre-Olristian 
. -

century. It was ix,ssible then that the 'lbrah scrolls of KaifeIXJ's synagogue might 

oontain the original, uncensored text and, once and for all, prove the Christian 

claim. Needless .to say, \\ben Kaifeng's scrolls -were examined, they were in all 

respects identical to a received text. 

News of the Jews of China came at a time of bitter doctrinal disp.ite 

between the Jesuit and Franciscan oniers over the question whether a £annal re

ligiais renunciatioo was to be demanded of Confucian c.xnverts, and their practice 

becane an issue in that quarrel. 'lhe Jesuits, first on the scene aoo realists 

always, argued that Confucius was a prllosopher, not a prophet; that Confucianism 

was a rroral philo90P'lY., not a religicn; and that there was oothin:J idolatrous in the 

' veneraticn of ancestors or pantheist in the veneration of the Heavens. They sought 

to allow such oorwerts to aoopt Catlx>licism witlx>ut any fonnal rernmciation of 
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their familiar habits. · '!he Francisc.ans, on the other hand, defined .Cbnfucian tl'nlght 

and ritual as ioolatroos am.polytheist; hence, · they ·required the cxmvert to -sep

arate himself cntpletely fran these fomlS. In their view, the Jesuits' practice was 

lax and threatened the integrity of Catholic teaching. 

Kaifeng's Jews got involved in the so-called "Rites o:mtroversy" because 

the Jesuits tried to reinforce their case by citing synagogue practice. Jews were 

kn:7Nn to follow faithfully the Torah's strict ·rules against .idolatry (avodah zarah); 

yet, in Kaifeng the synagogue·inclooed an ancestor's hall where incense was offered 

before menorial tablets, dedicateci' to O:,nfucius as well as the cxmrunity's Ot:111 dead. 

If Jews, krxMn for their strictness in sucn· matters, oonsidered CDnfucian practice 

a philC>SOP'l:Y rather than a ·pagan religion, surely, so the Jesuits clained, the Olurch 

could take a similar positicn. 

Cur itinerary did rx:>t include l<ai.feng, ... I had made little effort to 

secure permissia, to visit. Readi.IY:J the original study on Chinese Jews (1942) by the 

one-time Anglican Bish:>p of lk>nan,. William Olarles Mute, I had learned that l<aifeng 

no longer contained a self--cxms¢ais cxmrunity of Jews anc1 ·that there was hardly a 

.. trace of the synagogue whose sizeable precincts are krx,wn £ran drawings rendered by 

the Jesuit priest-visitor, Jean tnnenge, in 1722. In the mid-nineteenth century the 

inp:>verished rem1ants of this cx:nnunity had disnantlEd the synagogue and sold its 

pillar~ and bricks for scrap. China's Jews have a past ~t rx> present. 'lheir cnly 
I 

• 

present is .· represented by a few faded px:>tograplS of obviously irrpoverished folk, 

taken by travelers early in this oentw:y and regularly republished in encyclO{>e?ias 

and norx:>grap)S, apparently tx> prove that, yes, Oli.na's Jews really looked Chinese. 

One day while we ~e in Kum\inJ, a cl ty best known to • tl_le West as the 
. 

Chinese tenninus of the amna lead of ~rld \-Jar II farre, I passed up lunch to 

stroll through the city. About a half hour's walk £ran the hotel I: noticed a red 
,\ 

cloth eTbroidered with a star and crescent hanging fxan a a:,urtyard·baloony, and 
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found that I had stumbled on one of the city's several nosques. A crowd, as always, 
. . 

soon gathered, and in gracious sign l.aJYJuage ·1 was invited into a nodest yard which 

-
was bounded in the rear by a wooden lecture hall. Fran ·ground -level three steps 

led onto a rolumned porch closed in at both ends by a plaster wall on which saneone 

had painted picture postal card scenes of Mecca and Medina. Just inside the door 

• ·there was a low table with flowers and vases. '1be interior space was a single, t:\to

story roan. To the rear of the open hall there was a .mi.thrab and a preacher's seat. 

'lhe flCXlr was covered with prayer rugs. 'lhis simple hall with its plain wood c:ei.1-

ing, undecx>rated oolurms and low table with vases-and flowers so Chinese in charac

·ter, suggested the feeling of a Oti.nese synagogue. 'lhere \<>.O\lld have been an ark re

cessed into the center of the ~t wall suggesting tie direction of jerusalem. 'lhe 

Shana \I.Ould have been engraved on the wall plaque. Originally, both nosgue am sy

nagCXJUe would have included an. imperial nerorial tablet hung under the scriptural 

text. lrrperial China required that all faiths kowt.cM to the ~- Jews satis

fied the ali)eror and the Seoord Q:mnandment by ''bowing the head and bendiJq the knee" 

in h:lnor of lx>th the kiIXJ and the King of Kings. 'lbe royal inscription was placed 

on the same wall as the Shena. 
• 

Jews had lived in Kunming. Marvin '.lbkayer, one-time rabbi of the Jewish 

Center in 'lbkyo, interviewed in 19~4 a mirx>r Kuanintang bureaucrat, one Shih~

no, an interview recorded in Michael Pollak's Mandarins, Jews and Missicmaries, wl'D 

told him sjnply: "My name in Ounese is ... I was lx>rn in 1924 in 1<unming city, 

Yunnan Province, into the leading family anoB3 the Jewish c:xrmuni.ties in YWUlail 

Province who belonJ to the first batch (of Jews) that came to Olina in A.D. 620 

' (p. 260),• PolJ.ak's book, incidentally, is the m:>st recent s~ of the litera-

ture and is particularly useful for its analysis of the role of Oli.na's Jews in 

West.em, particularly Olristian, imagination. Shih Hung-no may have been lx>rn into 
, - - - -

a family of Jed.sh ancestry, but it was certai.nl.y no longer invol.\?ed in Jewish 

practice. Unforbmately, there are no records of the synagogue in J<unming. For 

Chinese J&rry l<aifeng is both type-site and the only known exanple. 
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'!he synagogue ooil.din3 of Kaifeng disa~ared around 1850 . '!he few re

mrlning Jews, or Sa!le of them, sold its beams and bricks for a few taels of silver. 

But before we fault these pe:>ple too severely let us renemer that survival is the 

first law of nature. '!he Jewish religia.is enterprise in Kaifeng had loI¥3 since fal -

tered and weakened. '!he last rali:>i had died around 1800. A letter fran Kaiferg 's 

'camunity, written within a year or t\\O of the synagogue's dismantliIXJ, irdicates 

that no one could any longer read Hebrew and that only one old lady remembered any

thing of the religious tradition. Those Jews were inp:,verished and could not afford 

to cxmcern themselves with the needs of historians and tourists a hundred years hence, 

- ~ z:salDE JJ&d 1 a • • 1 .. ; LI id j JI§ I .. 

Olina's Jews did rot escape the pressures of cultural assimilation. Ou.

nese, probably Mandarin, was their everyday tongue. 'lhe honoring of parents man-,, 
dated by the fourth Ccmnandrcent o~ the Decalogue., was interpreted so as to identify 

Jewish family practice with the Cbnfucian requirement of filial piety. In a novel, 

but tlx>roughly Chinese, expressicn of these attitudes, Kaifeng's Jews rurned incense 

to the Patriarchs and other ancestors in a separate hall of their syna<;03Ue. In the 

good years when their elders were still ral:binically learned and their religious 

sclxx:>ls effective, these Jews may have used Hebrew value tenns arroIXJ thenselves; but 

inevitably, traditional nonns were translated into the tenns the Chinese language 

made available so as to explain J'udai sm to neighoors and to their own children -

and transfonued by such translation. ltb Jisari bs11 & W &&Jfu s JS iu tJ c 

wG••••l•s 1111 lliiln•l•i•■J••· -.saiilllllii•l■·-•--s•: -...11••1 ----1112 •-•--••1111111 .. ·••sP 

tJt:•s 1111-..lJ111· •·••--· .Adonai, the Biblical tenn for God, lost sane of its ability .to 

express personality as well as life force when it becane Tien, the Chinese name _for 

Heaven. '!be faith of China's Jews certainly had a prllosophical caste. Halachah, 

of course, literally means the way. Nlen ·11a1achah was translated as Tao, the Chi-
• ---- ----

' nese way, it takes oo ---• new mystical am speculative levels of mean:i.R:J. A 

dedicat:OJ:y stele (1489) ~dl once stood in the synaJogue court, ~ests the process 

- p • -
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of cultural assimilation. It quotes fran the ·Analects, • ·'!he ·Ik>Ctrine ·of ·the ·neans, 

and the Book of Olaiiges; identifies Abraham's search as one for ·(heng ·Chi.ao, "correct 

religion", that is, truth, and clearly indicates that correct religion is based on 

the way {Tao), purity ·. (ChinJ), truth {Chang), ritual ~), am ·worship {Pai), all 

terns heavy with Confucian overtones. 'lbe stele stood in an open ?,lblic space and 

was intended to identify the synagogue to n:>n-Jews, it may actually .have been written 

by a hired non-Jewish scmlar; wt one senses, nevertheless, the inescapable rrood 

which nust have been felt by I<aif eng 's Jewish leaders to f im coruon tenns to ex

plain their "way", tents which wcnld be understood. and approved by the najority. 

'!he Confucian religion and this religion, altlnlgh they 
agree on essential points and differ in serondary ones, 
yet, the principles of establishing the mind and re
straining tre conduct are nothing nore than establishing 

• the ·Way of Heaven, venerating ancestors, gi~ high re
gard to the relations between the Prince and his minis
ters, being filial to parents, living in hancony with 
wife and children, · preserving the distinction bebveen 
superiors and inferiors and anon:J neighborly relations 
with friends. In short, these principles do not go be
yond the Five Relationships (White, II 14-15) . 

'!bat day I could have walked every street in the city of Kunming and not 

fourx:l a Jet1. So the question I faced that .noon hour was why Islam had SUI.Vived in 

China and Judaism had not. .'!he answer I came to gives great weight to pop.llation 

size. In all probability there were never nore than ten t:lDusand Jews in all of 

China. Kaifeng' s cx:mruni ty. never exceeded bJenty-f i ve hum.red. '!he M.lslim camuni ty 

of China certainly numbered -well into the hurrlreds of tlnlsands. '!here are forty 

thcusand Muslims in nodem Kunming. 41111W•~Jfl'&•2■2--■l -l■i■t••·-s■l•l---■11111■-jllll ... J ••, 

a r l sf 1 7 p 3 • 1 • • 
Otheri·.factors \\lere also at work. Islam cane to China as an iJrl>erialist 

faith ard in China oootinuErl to reach ·oot for converts. Olina's Jews came fran 

Muslim lands "'1ere they had long experience with the cruel joys of toleratioo and 

the necessity of enduring ecannic, political am· social discriminatW?l. In Orl.na 

their small nunbers and the arbitrariness of goverrmental autmrity \tD\lld have sug-
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gested the wisdan of continuing to keep a lCM profile. l-hatever missionary anbi tions 

Jews may once have cherished had-been whipped out of thern by the tragic defeats of 

the first and sea>m centuries. • Geography also played a role. There were large 

Muslim poPJlaticns close by ·in Southeast'Asia ·and Iooia fran which China could be 

easily reached. Jews had to a:rne all the way fran the Middle F.ast. Centuries passed 

·,in Kaifeng without a visitor fran the aitside Jewish \\Orld. Faith may be a private 

matter, but, fran time to time even the nest loyal need confirmatiai that they are 

not alone. 

Incidentally, the medieval Hebrew tenn for China, Sin, suggests great 

distance. Chapter 49 of the book of Isaiah contains a proiflecy of retw:n to Zion 

\-mich includes the pranise, "la:>k these are cnnin:J fran afar; these fran the rx::>rth 

and the west, and these fran the land of Sinnin" • (v. • 12). 'llle Sinnin to which 

Deutero-Isaiah referred .probably is ·Seyene, a place on the Nile in .distant Nubia, 

but many cx:mnentators sinply identified Sinnin with ~tever place they felt was the 

nost distant:. China fit the bill. 

Besides the su-ssu-tu, the KaifeIXJ cx:mnunity had a ·synagogue personality 
\ .· . . - . 

_,. known as man-la. The man-las of Kaifeng filled various mles necessary to cx:tlr-

munal Jewish life including,Jsexton, ritual, slaughter arrl scribel~• shochet, 

and §Ofer) 'lbe tenn, man-la, incidentally, ~ to derive fran the same root as 

mullah. The Chinese seen always :to have had a proolen __ separatin;J out the western 

unitarian faiths and often called the Jews sinply "the blue-turbanned Muslims." 

'lbe Muslims \,.10~ - white turbans. 

I did JX>t identify myself to the folk mo opened the nosque for my in-

specticn. After my experience at the imnigratiai cx:nmter in canton, I doubt 

whether they would have understood ~ interest; but that was rot the whole expla

natim. 'lh>ugh the Jews had mte t.o China in the sane junks and over the same silk 

route as the Arabs am lived cheek by jowl in the sane c:xxmuniti.:;, their re-, . . 

. . 
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latia1Ship was rarely an easy one. Muslims brought to China that sense of su_perior

ity over Jews \tllich had been bred into them ·back heme in Dar-al-Islam and which 

oontinues to plague Arab-Israel relationships to this day. l4lslims, too, were alien 

to China's mainstream culture and consequently insecure despite their large nunrers; 

and it~s satisfying to have sareone to kick after you have taken your licks. Kai-

·teng's records tell of many indignities and attacks inflicted by the white-turbanned 

on the blue-turbannerl. In the late ~teenth century an English traveler, ~ring 

al:out the synagogue, reported that he was nolDed and nearly killed in Kaifeng when 

a group of Muslims mi.stcx)k him for a Jew. 

'.lbat anxieties of this type should lurk beneath the surface of my mim I 

found on examination to be surprising and requiring sane reflection. China was rx>t: 

a frightening place. 'Ihe at:nosp'lere is quite unlike that of ·the u.s:s.R. People on 

the street are helpful rather than .surly. 'Ibey are eager to talk rather than to create 

distance, rut throughout Asia the Muslim IX>FW-ation has been infected with a new 

sense of power. Israel is the enemy .and, by _extension, all Jews . . I had sensed this 

particularly in India and Malaysia am ·I guess .I had carried these shadows into_Ori.na. 

•. Whatever the cause of .. my insecuri'tl, I ·retenber wondering how nuch China's hard-line, 
-

anti-Israel stance in the international arena had to do with her national interest, 

how nuch with the 'lhird l'brld' s arrl O:mrun.i.st ~rld' s predictable esp::,usal of the 

Arab cause, and how nuc::h with the existence of a large Muslim minority within her 
. . 

borders. It is estimated that Muslims make up five percent of China's present 

poFW-atian. China is not a racially lnrogeneous society. and the central govemnent 

has problats not only ooldlllg a vast and ·disparate cx:rnrunity together (pzovincial

ism always has been a fact of life in China)., but with the task of 1JTIX)sing Carr.uni.st 
. 

ways, which are doctrinally aff" 11 only by a rnirx,rity, evecyone. 'lhe cen-

tral governnent may have good reason to be cautious about creating unnecessary 

unhappiness a,ong its minorities. 

'lhere is a sense in wtich China is oot yet a nation. In the papers and 

. . . .. 
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in private conversation people · are identified by their province of origin. Regioo- · 

alism is particularly strong in the south ~e the daninant Han .racial and ethnic 

types live side~ side with sizeable comunities of so-called mirority peoples -

nosily nountain and steae folk - who, since time il111&>rial, have lived on their 

own in the nountains which separate China proper fran the lush ricelards of southern 

. Asia and the nearly e1pty lands ~ the eastern fringe of central Asia. In the 

south the national govemment is still wrestling with the elenental task of teach

ing Chinese to many of the mirx:,ri ty peoples. One night in Kunming we were shown a 
• - - • - - -- - - - - . .. . - ·- - - . -

propagama film of happy students £ran the mirx:,rity peoples dancing the day away in 

ethnic oostune to the accxr,paniment of traditiooal rhythns. , '!he fact that such a 

• 
film was felt to be necessacy ~gests the extent of the problen. • China, like the 

U.S.S.R., nust st.niggle with centrifugal forces. On the map China is a single 

COWltry and we, in our ~oe, tern to think of China as a distinct culture. In 

reality China is an aggloooratioo of ·various pa:,ples and cultures an the way to be

cxrning unified. 

One of those wl'X> opened the ooors of Runm:irXj's nosgue tone had irxlicated 

that daily services were held th:>ugh the goveornent did n:>t pei:mi.t any ~cast 
. . 

of the call of the rreuzzin. Here was arother instance of ·a ·fact which, frankly, 

surprised me: shrines, particularly in southern China, were crowded with \t.Urshippers 

as well as tourists. 'lhe first two of the three weeks~ spent in Olina were the 
. 

days of the Chinese New Year. In Nanni.DJ, Runm:irXj and ··01eng-du ~ found .young and 

old genuflecting before images of the Buddha, lighting ·candles before Taoist ID-
. . 

hans and turning joss sticks in the large brmze lavers which are placed in -the 
. 

foreoourt of m::>st terples~ Many Olinese terples, particularly the one-time central . . 

Cbnfucian mtpOUnds, are in disrepair. '.1be foreoourt of the nost far.ous On:-
. . . 

fucl.an pagoda in~ is a metal fabx:icating shcp, and the bJ.i.ldiBJs themselves 

are shatteJ:ed and cmnbling ruins. Other shrines have been turnecl., into parks and 

libraries, but the pieties of China have mt been obliterated by b.o generatims 

' of Qmrunist indoctrinatioo or the 01ltural Revolutiai. 
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On aIX)ther day we visited a Buddhist· tetple in the hills west of Kurming. 

A sweeping circular wall enclosed the shrine and its park. 'lhe sanctuary ~sin 

the eastern quadrant. An open neeti.DJ hall, prorably originally a lecture hall, 

lay against the west wall·. 'lhe shrine was full of people lightinJ incense sticks 

and carrying branches of fruit blos~ as offerings. 'lhe rneetinJ hall was filled 

with manbers of the Young O:mnunist League boisterously engaged in the_ type of oon

tests I organize at the annual . Tatple picnic. 'Ihe \t.Orshippers ~ l'X>t looking 

over their sh:>ulders at the picnickers nor "-1ere the young Ccmmmists taking the 

names of the worshippers. 'lhere was sinply no tension in the. air. 
. . . -

. . . 

As a theologian I foond that I had an insight into China which was useful 

as a CXJuplerent to .that of the p:,litical scientist. Camunist Chinese policy is 

based on a rressianic ideology which insists that certain irresistible eoorxrnic 

laws determine the cx,urse of history. Maoism is ro nore or less than a nodern 

apocalyp;e which p.irp:>rts to Jan., ~t the course of history will be. Deng sees 

Mao's mi.stake as one of impatience. He was not misguided; rather, unfortunately, 

Mao became what the Jewish tradition calls a •mekafetz ·baketz, one w1X> forces the 

end, the classic en:or of the -fervent messianist. · Mao became so caught µp in 
. . 

his dream that he tried to use the force of the state to hasten the cxm:i.n:J of the 

messiah and history canrx:>t be rushed. 
I 

Mao was troobled by the contradictions evident in Olinese life. Despite 
- . 

years of egalitarian ilxioctrination, mind \,.Urk is still prized nore ~ghly than 

' manual lalx>r. China was to be a worker's paradise, rut the children of the old 

privileged classes earned a disproporti~te mrnber of places in each university 

class. In every city sleek, black, nine-passenger lincusines ·~t:h curtained winoows 

and ~sh rugs on the floor criss-cross the town fran the~ of luxury 

apartments to government offices. 'lbe old scholar nobility has disappeared, rut 

the elite of the Cbmuni.st Party sought the familiar privileges of' power arx1 noved 

heaven and earth to get 1:heir children into the university. As the free market 

• shows, the capitalistic spirit has not bea1 lost. 'lhe Olltural Revolutioo was de-
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signed to resolve these cxntradictions and so hasten the oonsumnatian of history. 

But, as Jesus or Shabbatai Zvi could have told Mao, you cannot force the messianic 

age. If it , . it will care ·in its am good time. 

'lbday a breed of nore patient, but not less doctrinaire, nessianis~ 

govern Odna.- '!hey have not abandoned the certainties of apocalyptic Marxist nes

sianism for a vague and uncertain vision of a perhaps never to be achieved r.essianic 

age. '!hey are still o~x. Relaxation is a tactic, not a conclusion. '.Ihe screws 

of aut:h:,rity are being tightened. en the day~ left the cne -~lish l.an3uage 

paper in Peking reported ·a speech by Hua in which he sp:,ke of the inp:>rtanoe to 

China of trade with the West, b.lt repeated forcibly the party line of the ~i

tability of the West's decline ain -cx:mrunizatian. 

l-hile there I found myself applyinJ to Odna ~ title, the Zionist pio

neer, ntoodor Herzl gave his utopian novel, .Old-New Land. 'lhe past is visible and 

the present is beinJ made to serve the future. I o f ten fourrl iqyself cxrrp3rinJ the 

recent history of the Jewish people and the Chinese. We and they represent the 
. . . . . 

'NC>rld's two oldest sclx:>larship-prizinJ cultures, ard in the cxrurse of the last cen

tury both of us have had to face the challerges of rrodernity. I find it striking 

that though Jews have been subnerged within CXDterporary scx:::iety, ~ have managed 

to preserve oor sense of the value of the past',while Oli.na, a \\Urld \D'lto herself, 
,/ 

has abaoooned her past and ronscioosly adopted an alien Westexn ideology as the 

national ca111d.tment. _Were Jews saved by our scatterinJ which created a situ

ation where no small group rould gain the auth:>rity to enforce their will upon. 

all of us? Cuna never voted for Mao. liere they saved by loB3 experience adjustinJ 

our traditioos to dlanges in the cultural erwironrent? We had adjusted to Greece, 
. . 

Islam and Olristendan while China had remained China. It is one of histor:y's 

110re poignant ironies that the Jew who wanted so badJy to be let into Emope man-
• ' 

aged to retain feel.irqs for the contimity of his traditial while the Chinese, ~ . . . 

wanted only to be left alone, mt are led by tlX>Se wh:> darm the old ways as re-
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actianary am seek to uproot the old culture, root and branch. 

PrepariBJ for the trip, I read a good bit of nineteenth and 'be'ltieth cen

tw:y Chinese intellectual histocy and found there many a fascinatin3 analogue to 

the Jewish experience. Nineteenth-century China, too, had its circles of the newly 

enlightened; men wh:> were so taken by the new arx1 its manifest power that they dressed 

• in western clothes, sent their sons to western -universities anI worked to replace 

old teachings with new truths. Towards the close of the last century, Oti.na' s first 

ambassador to Great Britain, Kuo SUng Tao, was so taken by what he saw and ~ the 

power of the El1ropean COlllltries that he urged his fellow cnmtryITen to adopt western 

style political, juridical arx1 educational follllS and institutialS. Like sane "En

lighterment" educators in :Eastern Europe a century ago, Kuo called for the replace

ment of._ traditional educatiOOlli. with a European curriculum and for the dis

placement of educational auth:)rity _fran the .traditional scmlar class to academics 

trained in nodern universities. A new type of Chinese man had to merge before 

Oti.na oould rerover her daninant role in the w:>rld. 

'!here was a Chinese Enlight:erment like the Jewish, ·easkalah, called, in 

fact, ~.the New I.earning" and led, at first, by those \1mO had been fortunate erx>Ugh 

to have cxrnbined a traditional education with study abroad. 'lhese men produced 

journals like Ha-Me'assef in which they wrote of their ropes and doubts and pub

lished the results of an active translation program Wlidl made the ~rks of Huxley, 

Mill, Spencer, John Dewey and Shakespeare available in Ori.na. A nove,ent of language 

refonn soon followed, aimed at replacJ.n1 the elitist and esoteric acadenic· languages 
. .. 

with ~-hua, plain si,eech._ . History came again to occupy a central place in 

Ou.nese trought and youth faight many an erotiaial. and philosopti.c ba~tle to free 

thsnselves £ran the age-old veneraticn of age and authority. Olange the speaker 

. and you have the rhetoric of many a ~t.irg of radical ~ Jewish \t.Orkers in 

warsaw or Craoow at the turn of the century. ; 
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'lbe Orlnese m,pl.inent others by saying, "He acts like an old man 
although still }'Cung." Englislnren and lvnericaruJ:enoourage one another by saying, "Keep young while growing old." Such is one respect in 
which the different ways of thought of the F.ast and West are mani.
fested. Youth is like early spring, like .the rising S\Dl, like the trees and grass in bud, like a newly sharpened blade. It is the 
rrost valuable perioo of life. . .I do J'X)t wish to waste 1Trf fleet-ing tine in arguing with than (the old generation) on this arxl that and hq>ing for them to be reborn and thoroughly rerodeled. Tear
fully, I merely place~ plea before the fresh and vital youth, in the rope that they will achieve self-awareness, aro begin to struggle. \-bat is this self-awareness? It is to be ronsciais of the value and responsibility -of· one's ~ life and-vitality, to maintain one's 
self-respect, which should not be lev-ered. ~t is the struggle? 
It is to exert one's intellect, discard resolutely the old and the rotten, regard . then as enemies and as a . flood of savage beasts, keep away fran their_neighborlx>od :arrl refuse to be rontaminated by their poisorx>us genns (Tse-'l\mg Chow) . • 

If too nuch is made of than, parallels are dangerous, but the fact renains 

that China had its refonners, yet, went with the radicals, and let go of the past. 
In China the direction of nodemizaticm was settled on the battlefield rather than 

in the classrcx:m and study. What ··the West · had that China lacked was p::,wer, and 

those who finally gave China a cx:>untervailing power ~e able to inp:>se their . 
• • VJ.SJ.On. llllli' I 7 nf bi I E&d!pabizaz sf ija • a·sdi&P1 • I • 11 s· sis b 2 a :; \ a 

■iz : 7 1) bi j I l ·; I !El■ I 3 1 a 7 lits id Lill t 17 f 
ii ; • • I Ii l . 

I I • 5 

-

Jews and Judaisn \\ere saved, to a degree, by powerlessness. God sanetiJres 

becnnes rrost real to me in life's paradoxes. 

• 
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- A RABBI IN CHINA 

Daniel Jererey Silver , 

The kehillah of Kaifeng called its rabbi, wu-ssu-tu. The term appears to be a 

transliteration into Chinese of a Persian word, ustad, which means master or teacher. 

When I found that the Irrnnigrat1on Officer of the People's Republic of China, who was 

handling our papers at the Canton railway depot, did not understand my occupation as 

listed on my passport, I trotted out this newly-learned, old Chinese term; and his 

eyes rema.ined blank. 

In China there are advantages to a title which no one understands. The Chinese 

need to know who you are or, rather, how important you are. The bureaucracy would 

lose face if a person was not given proper due. "Know before whom you stand", as a 

Chinese proverb, would represent a political warning rather than a theological state

ment; and since China's officials are afraid to admit ignorance such an admission 

would diminish their face, they tend not do the natural thing and ask. So a title not 

properly understood inevitably is magnified, better to do more than less, and we were 

treated with a deference to which this rabbi could easily become accustomed. 

In the early spring of 1980 my wife am I spent a little over three weeks in 

China while I was on sabbatical leave. I came armed with the familiar set of romantic 

notions about Jews entering China centuries ago as members of the long caravans which 
,, 

traversed the Great Silk Road from Persia to Cathay bringing the wine, cotton and coin 

of the West to trade for the paper, silk and tea of the East. Once I had felt myself 

face to face with such an ancestor trader when I paused before the clay figure of a 

wine merchant dressed in a long traveling coat and bearing on his face urmistakable 

semitic features, shelved in the exhibition halls of the Royal Ontario Musetm1 in To

ronto, among the figurines which had been found in a Tang Dynasty tomb. Actually, as 

I learned later, this figurine probably had been modeled after a Parsee or Muslim or 

Armenian Nestorian rather than a Jew. In dress and general look these men were not 

distiru;z:uishable and Jews were a decided minority among the traders who banded togeth-

er to form these slow-movinp: caravans which, a thousand and more years ago, crossed and 
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recrossed the southern steppes of Russia between Samarkend and Tashkent and the cities 

east of the Great Wall. 

On our way to the Far East we had stopped in Delhi where our first visit•was 

at India's National Museum. Among its treasures this museum displays a trove of arti

facts discovered around the turri of the century in the wastelands of Chin~se Turkestan 

by Sir Mark Aurel Stein: Buddhist banners of intricate weave, naive wooden tomb figures 

modeled after life, and fra@llents of fresco painting which feature the full-fleshed 

beauty admired in Tang China. Stein's finds, which included a sizeable manuscript col

lection, enabled scholars for the first time to gain some intimate knowledge of the 

people who had lived on the Asian steppes and of the traders, including Jews, who took 

to the open road. 

Our guide-curator described Sir Mark as a British civil servant, one-time 

Contnissioner of Education in the Punjab, who had spent his vacations traveling to the 

far places and unearthing Asia's hidden history rather than hunting tiger or playing 

polo with colleagues. This is both true and misleading. Actually, Stein was a Hungarian 

yeshivah bochur afflicted with brilliance and the wanderlust who, like so many of his 

generation, he was born in 1862, abandoned the culture of his childhood for opportunity 

in the larger world, a hejira which ult1rrately led him .from Budapest to Vienna to Lon

don and then, surprisingly, to India. There, while his colleagues in the Raj drank 
,, 

themselves into early graves, Stein gained inrnortality as the westerner who uncovered 

the history of the horse people, the Tartars and Mongols, who periodically fell upon 

China, tqe Near East and Europe, pillaging, conquering and changing the course of 

history. 

Stein had gone into the high Asian wilderness and at an oasis in Chinese Tur

kestan, Dadan-Uiliq, he had located a cache of manuscripts which included a letter dated 

718, written in Judeo-Persian, using Hebrew characters, 1n which a trader in China 

' asks a co-religionist back home for help in disposing 'of an unwanted acquisition - a 
• 

flock of rather mangy sheep .. On a later expedition, at a site lmown as the Cave of 
• 

the Thousarn Buddhas at Tun-Huang, Stein discovered another sizeable manuscript deposit 



, 

3 

which included a parchment on which a selihah prayer had been set forth. This Hebrew 

prayer, which can be dated to the eighth or ninth century, consists of alternate lines 

from the Prophets and Psalms, asks God's forgiveness for the bearer's sins and was, in 

all probability, carried as an amulet to protect the trader against the dangers of the 
• 

journey. Here was proof that Jews had been among the traders. 

In preparation for our trip I read up on the more recent literature and dis

covered that contrary to my early impressions, though some Jews who settled in China rray 

have taken the overland route, it is more likely that the medieval Jewish settlers who 

are reported in China by various travelers, prirrE.rily Arab, came by sea fran Persia or 

Yemen via India and Sumatra. Once they reached the ports of China they followed Chi

na's extensive river system to the important trading centers like Peking, Nanking, Hang

chow and Kaifeng. This was the route taken by most Near Eastern and Indian traders and 

settlers, and there is every reason to believe the Jews followed the familiar patterns 

of trade and migration. A fifteenth century dedicatory stele in Kaifeng, which once 
, 

stood in the court of the city's synagogue, describes the Jews as originating in Tien-

Chu, which is one of the ffi9.ny Chinese designations for India, and calls them cloth 

merchants which suggests that they specialized in weaving and dyeing. 

If their way East is uncertain there is no doubt that Jews lived in the Mid-, 

dle Kingdom for many centuries . That incomparable teller of tall tales, , the tenth cen

tury wanderer-fr~ud, Eldad ha-Dani, claimed to have been ransaned f'rom Chinese capti

vity by one of the leaders of the Lost Ten Tribes. The River Sambatyon, like Eden was 

believed. to be to the East, and the identification of China's Jews with the Lost Tribes 

was a popular medieval concept, particularly among Sephardic Jews, as can be seen in 

such works as Moses b. Isaac Edrehi 's Ma' aseh Nissim ( 1818) . Marco Polo met Jews in 

China on his first voyage (1286). The stele mentioned above dates the dedication of 

the synagogue 1n Kai.feng, then the capital o.f the Noryhern Sung Kingdan, to 1163. The 

Arab journa.11s~, Ibn Khurdadhb:1h (mid-ninth century) describes the sea and lam routes 

which Jewish merchants, whan he calls Radanites, followed :f'ran Gaul to the Great Wall. 
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Another Arab journal of the tenth century (abu Zaid) reports a massacre of Muslims" 

Parsees, Christians and Jews in Khan-F'u (Canton?) during a dynastic rebellion. 

Nine hundred years later._ in 1722, a French Jesuit._ Jean Domenge .. visited the sy

nagogue at Kaifeng. then the capital of Honan Province. and drew a sketch of a ba'al 

kore._ dressed in tyoical mandarin fashion, comolete with Chinese stvle kipoah and oig

taila .. reading fran a Torah encased in Yemenite fashion. China's Jews were practicing 

Jews. 

Settlement in China followed on trade. The history of the kehillah of Kaifeng and 

its synagogue. the only cormnunity of whose historv more than a passing reference or 

two survives. has been known in the West smce the sixteenth centurv when Jesuit mis

sionaries first made contact with these folk and sent a record of the mission to their 

superiors in Rome. It happened this way. In the sixteenth century the Ming emperors 

welcomed to China a group of Jesuit priests because the country needed to master the 

new sciences of the West. particularly astronanv and mathematics, in which these priests 

were also trained. In 1605 a Kaifeng Jew, who had passed the provincial level exam

inations, traveled to Peking to lobby for a magistracy for which his degree qualified 

him. Ai Tien had heard of the arrival in Peking of Westerners of a scriptural faith 

and had mistaken these westerners. the Jesuits, for Jews. His govermient business can

oleted. he visited the mission where he mistook a triptych which displayed a Madonna 
,, 

holding the infant Jesus and John the Baptist as a child for Rebecca and her twins. 

Matteo Ricci, the senior priest, disabused Ai Tien of his mistaken identification, but 

follow~ uo this chance meeting by sending a subordinate to Kaifeng. Ten years later 

when Ricci 's journal was published in Europe it included the report of this priest 

and the Western world gained knowlerure of China's Jewish conmunity. 

'Ihe news caused 11111 considerable exciterrent. In many Christian notions of the 

Second Caning, the world-wide spread of Jews and their subsequent conversion was held 

to be a messianic prerequisite, and information ofJ the.Jews of China suggested that 
. 

if only they were soon converted the m:1.lleniun might dawn. Beyond this there was a 
• 
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special theological interest among Christian Bible conrnentators. The Church had long 

held that after the emergence of Christianity the rabbis had edited and ma.de erasures 

in the Torah so as to excise all of God's promises about the Christ messiah. If Kai

feng's Torah scrolls were truly ancient,aa:i all of the conmunity's records suggested 

that the Jewish migration to China had taken place in the centuries before the Cruci

fixion, its scrolls might orove to be originals, uncensored, and provide the long-sought 

original text. Over the succeeding decades the Jesuits of the China Mission tried to 

beg, borrow or steal one of the Kaifeng scrolls in order to have it examined as nroof 

of Christian claims. They were not successful. 

There were other reasons for the high degree of interest in China's few thousand 

Jews which Christian Europe evidenced, including, of all things, a long-ra.ging dis

pute between the Jesuit and Franciscan orders over the auestion whether a formal re

ligiou.~ renunciation should be deIW-lndP.d of Confu~ian converts. The Je~uits, first on 

the scene and realists always, sought to allow such converts to add Catholicism to 

their familiar habits without any formal renunciation. They argued that Confucius was 

a philosopher, not a prophet; that Confucianism was a moral phi~osophy, not a reli

gion; and that there was nothing idolatrous in the veneration of ancestors or pan

theist in the veneration of the Heavens. They saw no reason to make the Chinese give 

up these practices. The Franciscans, on the other hand, defined Confucian thought and 
,, 

ritual as idolatrous and polytheist; hence, they required the convert to separate 

himself ccmoletelv f'rom these fonns. They held that the Jesuits' oractice represented 

an atta~k on the integrity of Catholic teaching and asked Rome to rule that the Jesu

its be more demanding. 

What had Kaifeng's Jews to do with the so-called Rites Controversey? The Jesuits 

tried to reinforce their case by citing the practice of this synagogue. Jews were 

known to follow faithfully the Torah's strict rules against Avodah Zarah: yet, the 

' 
svna£ogue included an ancestor's hall where incense was offered before manorial tab-

• 

lets, not onlv to the oatri~chs and the ccmnunity's own dead, but even to Confucius. 
' 
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If Jews, known for their strictness in such matters, did not define Confucian practice 

as a pagan religion but considered it a philosophy rather than a salvific doctrine 

could not the Church take a similar position? 

After the news spread many tried to visit Kaifeng. Sadly, there is no indication 
,, 

that Jews were among those who sought to come. I prefer to think that medieval Jew-

ry lacked the opportunity to make the trip, though there are indications that the Jews 

of Cochin and the B'nai Israel of India knew of their co-religionists across the Him

alayas. 

Our itinerary did not include Kaifeng. The city has not N11i]y been opened to tour

ism, but I confess I made little effort in that direction. Reading the extended work 

on Chinese Jews (1942) by the one-time Anglican Bishop of Honan, William Charles White, 

I learned that there no longer existed in Kaifeng a self-conscious corrmunity of Jews, 

or even any physical trace of their synagogue, whose sizeable precincts are known from 

drawings rendered by the Jesuit priest-visitor, Jean Domenge, in 1722. I also had 

read the more recent articles by Donald David Leslie and Rudolf Lowenthal which revise 

and correct White's enthusiasts' errors. Here was a past I would have liked to vi-

sit, but the impoverished remnants of this kehillah had dismantled the synagogue and 

sold its pillars and bricks for scrap in the mid-nineteenth century and nothing re

mained to be seen. China's Jews have a past but no present. Their only present is re-
, 

presented by a few woebegone photographs taken by travelers early in this century 

and regularly republished in encyclopedias and monographs, apparently to prove that 

yes, Clµna's Jews really looked Chinese. 

An aside. A rabbi in Asia senses that he is never in a place where Jews have 

not been before; but in Asia shelilat ha-golah is not a debatable Zionism thesis but 

a statement of recent history. There are today fewer than ten thousand Jews among the 

two billion citizens of Asia, a statistic which not only indicates an absolute re-
I 

duction in nuni:>ers but suggests a reality which should.give pause to our more fervent 
. , 

mission-of-Israel apologetes who tout Jews and Judaism as the ,necessary leaven 1n 
• 
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the developnent of civilization. In Asia we cannot claim to be one part in sixty. 

One day while we were in Kunming, a city best lrnown to the West as the Chinese 

terminus of the Burma Road of World War II fame, I passed up lunch to stroll through 

the city. About a half hour's walk f'ran the hotel I noticed a red cloth embroidered 

with a star and crescent hanging f'rom a courtyard balcony, and found that I had stum

bled on one of the several mosques of Kunming. A crowd, as always, soon gathered; and 

in gracious sign language I was invited into a modest yard which was bounded in the 

rear by a wooden lecture hall. From ground level three steps led onto a columned porch 

whose two ends were formed by a plaster wall. Someone had painted picture postal card 

scenes of Mecca and Medina on these walls. Just inside the door there was a low table 

with flowers and vases. The interior space was a single, two-story room. To the rear 

of the open hall there was a mithrab and a preacher's seat. A tiled motto, decorated 

with ornate Arabic calligraphy, was recessed into the wall which faced Mecca. The 

floor was covered with prayer rugs. The painted scenes apart, a Chinese synagogue might 

have had much the same look. There would have been an ark recessed into the center of 

the west wall suggesting the direction of Jerusalem. The Sherna would have been en

graved on the wall plaque. Originally, both mosque and synagogue would have included 

an imperial memorial tablet hung under the scriptural text. Imperial China required 

that all faiths kowtow to the errperor. Jews escaped\..violating the carrna.nd, "you shall 
,, 

not bow down to them or serve them" by "bowing the head and bending the knee" in hon-

or of the King of Kings. The royal inscription just happened to be on the same wall 

as the Sherna. 

This simple hall with its plain wood ceiling, undecorated coll.ID111S and low table 

with vases and flowers so Chinese in character, suggests the feeling of a Chinese sy

nagogue. To the left there was even a mehitzah - a draw curtain on a bare wire which 

allowed women to sit in a space at the extreme far right of the room. 

Jews had lived in Kunning. Marvin Tokayer, one-time rabbi of the Jewish Center 
• . 

in Tokyo, interviewed 1n 1974 a minor Kuanintang bureaucrat, one Shih Hung-mo, an in-, 

terview recorded in Micha.el Pollak's Mandarins 1 Jews and Missionaries, who told h1rn 
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simply: "My name in Chinese is ... I was born in_ 1924 in Kunming city, Yunnan Prov

ince, into the leading family among the Jewish conmunities in Yunnan Province who be

long to the first batch (of Jews) that came to China in A.D. 620 (p. 260). Palla.k's 

book, incidentally, is the most recent sumning of the literature and is particularly 
J 

useful for its analysis of the role of China's Jews in Western, particularly Christian, 

imagination. Shih Hung-mo ma.y have been born fnto a family of Jewish ancestry, but it 

was certainly no longer involved in Jewish practice. The records, unfortunately, tell 

us nothing of any synagogue in Kunming or about that community's makeup or history. 

For Chinese Jewry Kaifeng is both type-site and the only lmown example. 

The synagogue building of Kaifeng disappeared arourrl 1850. The few remaining Jews, 

or some of them, sold its beams and bricks for a few taels of silver. But before we 

fault these folk too severely let us remember that survival is the first law of nature. 

By this time Kaifeng's Jews were impoverished and could not afford to concern than

selves with the needs of historians and tourists who might want to visit their syna

gogue a hundred years hence. A letter fran Kaif eng's cormnunity, written within a year 

or two of the synagogue's dismantling, indicates that only one old lady remembered 

anything of the religious tradition. No one can any longer read Hebrew. The last rab

bi had died around 1800. The Jewish religious enterprise in Kaifeng had long since 

faltered and weakened. 
., 

Twentieth century travelers occasionally met and photographed a Chinese person 

from Kaifeng or elsewhere who, like Shih, lmew that their families had been Jews; but 

nothing ~bout the practice of Judaism, and it was rabbinic Judaism which had been prac

ticed. The Jewish way had disappeared in the course of the late eighteenth and early 

nineteenth centuries from the Middle Kingdom. By contrast, the Jesuits who had visited 

Kaifeng in the early seventeenth century described a corrmunity where males were cir

cumcised; the Sabbath was observed; the liturgy was Hebraic; the familiar holidays 
J 

were followed; the Torah chanted according to the cycle.with which we are accustaned 

and dietary laws observed. ,Among the names by which these Jews were lmown to their 
' 
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neighbors was "those who pluck the sinew." 

The annual cycle of Torah reading was divided into fifty-three sections as was 

the custom in Yemen, but this is also the form Maimonides prescribes in Mishneh Torah, 

and little is yet known with certainty about the sources of Kaifeng's minhag. The 

Torah, there were at least twelve in Kaifeng during the Middle Ages, was read by a 

bare-footed ba'al kore from an encased scroll; and, apparently, many could act in this 

role. Textual corrmentaries and colophon notes were written in Judea-Persian, which 

was the lingua franca of the medieval trading centers of the East. 

China's Jews, of course, did not escape the pressures of cultural assimilation. 

Chinese, probably Mandarin, became their everyday tongue. The honoring of parents man

dated by the fourth Commandment of the Decalogue was interpreted as identifying Jew-

ish family norms with the Confucian requirement of filial piety, a corrmingling of ideas 

which was ritualized when Kaifeng's Jews began to burn incense to the Patriarchs and 

other ancestors in a separate hall of their synagogue. In the good years when their 

elders were still rabinically learned and their religious schools effective, these 

Jews may have used Hebrew value terms among themselves·; but inevitably, traditional 

norms were transformed and translated into the nouns the Chinese language made available, 

the practice made necessary in order to explain Judaism to neighbors and to their own 

children. When Adonai became Theos, God's name 1n the Greek world and a less intimate 
# 

name, theology began to replace history as the way to talk about God; similarly. 

Adonai lost some of its implicit force as a personal god when it became Tien, 

the Chinese name for Heaven. The faith of China's Jews certainly had a philo

sophical caste. Halacha, of course, literally means the way, but when halacha be

comes Tao, the way, it takes on distinct and unexpected speculative levels of meaning. 

Tien and Tao appear on a dedicatory stele (1489) which once stood in the synagogue 

court. This inscription, incidentally, quotes from the Analects, The Doctrine of the 
I 

Means, and the Book of Changes, but not fran the Torah itself; identifies Abraham's 
.. 
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search as one for Cheng Chiao, "correct religion", that is truth, and clearly indicates 

that correct religion is based on the way (Tao), purity (Ching), truth (Chang), ritual 

(Li), and worship (Pai), all terms heavy with Confucian overtones. The stele stood in 

an open public space and was intended for outsiders, it may actually have been written 

' 
by a hired non-Jewish scholar; but one senses that Kaifeng's Jewish leaders would have 

accepted Moses Mendelsohn's emphasis on Judaism as a distinct ritual which nevertheless 

shares corrmon convictions with all high-minded, read-dominant, traditions. 

The Confucian religion am this religion, although they agree 

on essential points and differ in secondary ones, yet the 

principles of establishing the mind and restraining the con

duct are nothing more than establishing the Way of Heaven, ven

erating ancestors, giving high regard to the relations between 

the Prince and his ministers, being filial to parents, living 

in harmony with wife and children, preserving the distinction 

between superiors and inferiors and arrong neighborly relations 

with friends. In short, these principles do not go beyond 

the Five Relationships (White II 14-15). 

That day I could have walked every street in the city of Kunming and not found a 

Jew. No one of us should go to China to find employment as a wu-ssu-tu. So the ques-
, 

tion I faced, so unexpectedly, that noon hour was why Islam had survived in China and 

not our people. The answer would seem to rest on numbers . Kaifeng's corrmuni ty never 

exceede? twenty-five hundred. In all probability there were never more than ten thou

sand Jews in all of China. In the Middle Ages the Muslim corrmunity of China certainly 

numbered well into the hundreds of thousands. Today there are forty thousand Muslims 

in Kunming alone. Then, too, Islam came to China as an imperialist faith while Juda

ism came as a faith accustomed to sufferance. Whatever missionary ambitions Jews may 

once have cherished had been whipped out of them by the tragic defeats of the first 

and second centuries. 
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.fr M lim 1 d d 1 • • th th < (l..u e..( China's Jews came om i•1us ans where they ha ong experience w1 e _.. 

\eti!@ joys of toleration and the necessity of enduring econanic, political and social 

discrimination. In China their sma.11 numbers and the arbitrariness of governmental au-
Tl--c;:- II\, l.j D.O.fl"\ or Cc.J;;r, N LJ lfli i, TG thority would have suggested a 0on~inWA:t10R ef ~~@c:hasi:. of keep~ a low profile. Geo-

graphy also played a role. Jews had to cane from months away in the Middle East. There 

were large Muslim populations close by in Southeast Asia and India fran where China could 

far more readily be reached. Centuries passed in Kaifeng without a word or visitor 

from the outside Jewish world. Faith may be a private matter, but, fran time to time, 

even the most loyal need confirmation that they are not alone. 

Incidentally, the medieval Hebrew term for China, Sin, suggests great distance. 

Chapter 49 of the book of Isaiah contains a prophecy of return to Zion which includes 

the promise, "Look these are coming from afar; these from the north and the west, and 

these .from the land of Sinnin" (Is. 12). The Sinnin to which Deutero-Isaiah referred 

probably is Seyene, a place on the Nile in distant Nubia, at least the text of a Dead 

Sea scroll provides this reading; but the traditional corrnnentators, for the most part, 

simply identified Sinnin with whatever place was at the greatest remove arrl when me

dieval Jews needed a term for the furthest place, China, they simply appropriated 

this name. 

Those who still falter before programs of Jewish outreach or who preach Zero Pop-
., 

ulation Growth with non-discriminating zeal should remember not only Amalek but Kai-

feng. There is such a phenomenon as critical mass in religious sociology as well as 

physics. Numbers are consequential. The Memorial Book of the Kaifeng Synagogue which, 

incidentally, is to be f'ound in the Rare Book Room of the Hebrew Union College in Cin

cinnati, lists a large number of women who bore Chinese or Muslim names. This suggests 

that in Kaifeng Jewish men took non~ewish wives with fair regularity. In a traditional 

carmunity intennarriage becomes an accepted norm only when necessity overmasters in

herited taboos. There was no alternative, and since these Jews came from a Muslim en

vironment and ·in China tended to live in the same cities as Muslim traders, as numbers 
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dropped many seem to have moved over. Islam was always the larger element and its ani

conism was ol@Ee1?ly more congenial to Jews than the florid iconography and inescapable 

idolatry of the Buddhist and Taoist shrines. In their turn, the Chinese seem always 

to have had a problem separating out the western unitarian faiths and often called the 

Jews simply "the blue-turbanned Muslims." The Muslims wore white turbans. 

Besides the wu-ssu-tu, the Kaifeng conmunity had synagogue personalities known 

as man-la. The man-las of Kaifeng filled various roles necessary to comnunal Jewish 

life including shamas, sochet and sofer. The term, which is not Chinese, seems to de

rive from the same root as mullah. Jews, too, it would appear, took over Muslim forms, 

otherwise how explain how the title of a minor Islamic functionary came to be applied 

to those who served Kaifeng Jewry in similar roles. 

I did not identify myself to the folk who opened the mosque for my inspection. 

After my experience at the irrmigration counter in Canton, I doubt whether they would 

have understood my interest; but that was not th~ whole explanation. Though the Jews 

had come to China in the same junks and over the same silk route as the Arabs, and 

lived cheek by jowl in the same conrnunities, their relationship was rarely an easy 

one. Muslims brought to China a sense of superiority over Jews which had been bred 

into them back home in dar-al-Islam. Muslims, too, were alien to China's mainstream 

culture and consequently insecure; and there always must be someone to kick after you ., 

have taken your licks. Kaifeng's records tell of many indignities and attacks in

flicted by the white-turbanned on the blue-turbanned. In the late nineteenth century 

an English traveler, inquiring about the synagogue, reported that he was mobbed and 

nearly killed in Kaifeng when a group of Muslims mistook him for a Jew. 

That anxieties of this type should lurk beneath the surface of my mind I found 

on examination to be surprising. China was not a frightening place. The atmosphere is 

quite tmlike that of the U.S. S. R. People on the street are helpful rather than surly. 
I 

They are eager ·to talk rather than to create distance; but throughout Asia the Muslim 

population has been infected with a new sense of power .. Israel is the eneny and, by 



13 

extension, all Jews. I had sensed this particularly in India and Malaysia and I guess 

I had carried these shadows into China. Whatever the cause of my insecurity, I remem

ber wondering how much China's hard-line, anti-Israel stance in the international arena 

had to do with her national interest, how much with the Third World's and Corrmunist 

World's predictable espousal of the Arab cause, and how much with the existence of a 

large Muslim minority within her borders. It is estimated that Muslims make up five 

percent of China's present population. China is not a racially homogenous society and 

the central government has problems not only holding a vast and disparate corrmunity to

gether, provincialism always has been a fact of life in China, but with the aifUr:lt 

task of imposing Conmunist ways, which ar¾'~f~~d only by a minority, upon everyone. 
I\ 

The central government may have good reason to be cautious about creating unnecessary 

unhappiness among its minorities. 

There is a sense in which China is not yet a nation. In the papers and in pri

vate conversation people are identified by their province of origin. Regionalism is 

particularly strong in the south where the dominant Han racial and ethnic type lives 

side by side with sizeable corrmunities of so-called minority peoples - mostly mountain 

and steppe folk - who, since time imnemorial, have lived on their own in the mountains 

which separate China proper from the lush ricelands of southern Asia and the nearly 

empty lands on the eastern fringe of central Asia. In the south the national govern-
, 

ment is still wrestling with the elemental task of teaching Chinese to many of the 

minority peoples. One night in Kunming we were shown a propaganda film of happy mi

nority peoples before the gate of the Yunan Minorities University, dancing the day 

away in ethnic costume to the accompan:iment of traditional rhythms. The very need for 

the film suggests the extent of the problem. China, like the U.S.S.R., must struggle 

with centrifugal forces. On the map China is a country. In our thought we tend to 

think of China as a distinct culture. In reality China is an agglanoration of various 
I 

peoples and cultures on the way to becoming unified. 

In Asia Shelihut ha-gqlah is an existential reality rather than a debatable Zi-
• 

onist proposition. With the exception of a racially tight island like Japan where few, 



14 

if any, foreigners were allowed to enter and where there is no evidence of early Jew

ish settlemen~ Jews long since established conmunities in most of the cities of Asia; 

but the older centers are no longer there. In Bangkok, Singapore, Taiwan and Tokyo 

resident aliens have organized minyanirn and sometimes even buil<l Jewish centers, but 

' those are comrmmi ties without roots . When there is no more business or employment they 

will move on. Most educate their children in the land of their passport which is rare

ly the land they now live in. 

The practice of these marginal conmunities did help me understand what life must 

have been like for the early traders and something about the mix of Judaism and policy 

in their corrmunities. When we arrived in Bangkok I found that the Jewish Center would 

be closed for Shabbat. The previous week an under-Secretary of the Israeli Embassy 
I 

had celebrated his son's bar mitzvah. In my week there was no special occasion, hence 

no service. 

My calls elicited the information that alongside the Center's erratic schedule 

of worship there was a regular downtown minyan. I called and identified myself, and 

after my credentials were checked, itself an interesting process, I was invited to 

present myself at six o'clock at a jewelry wholesale office on the fifth floor of an 

office building not far from the Oriental Hotel. On arrival I found myself among a 

group of men associated with the international jewelry trade: resident merchants, 
,, 

factors, messengers and messengers. Most had been born in Iran, Afghanistan and India, 

though to a man they held Israeli or American passports. Their ties were with Man

hattan' ~ Diamond Mart, Antwerp and Netanyah. Sephardim all, they came together each 

week for worship, followed by a Sabbath meal at which the trade's elder presided. 

Here talk was of general and business interest, and besides the infonna.tion that was 

shared, it was at this table that business disputes were resolved. Admission to the 

table represented admission to the trade. Since contracts were unenforcible in the 
f 

courts of the Third World, inclusion or e~corrmunicatio~ fran the group enforced 

honesty and cooperation. H~re, in real life, was a traditional carmunity in which the 
• 

strands of conmerce and religion .were entwined inextricably and the religious ties 
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clearly are primary. 

I had identified myself as a rabbi, and though sane of their welcane dissolved 

when they discovered I was not orthodox, it returned once I had a kippah on my head and 

had shown that I could davan. In the event we had a rip-roaring discussion of the her

esies of reform and I came to appreciate the practical force of their orthodoxy. Tra

dition was the bond of this community and ~ deviation would have weakened it. More

over, halachic norms provided them with at least the feeling of having a legal code. 

I came to understand.that political emancipation was not the only prerequisite for 

the emergence of the reform movement. Before the authority of the halacha could be 

challenged Jews had to develop sufficient trust in a country's. courts to enable them 

to let loose of their pragmatic reliance on traditional legal forms. 

One of those who opened the doors of Kunming's mosque to me had indicated that 

daily services were held though the government did not permit~ broadcast of the 

call of the muezzin. Here was another instance of a :fact which, frankly, surprised 

me: shrines, particularly in southern China, were ·crowded with worshippers as well 

as tourists. The first two of the three weeks we spent in China were the days of the 

Chinese New Year. In Nanning, Kunming and Cheng-du we found young and old genuflect-

ing before images of the Buddha, lighting candles before Taoist Lohans and burning 

joss sticks in the large bronze lavers which are placed in the forecourt of most temp

les. Many Chinese temples, particularly the one-time central Confucian ~~: are 

in disrepair. The forecourt of the most famous Confucian pagoda in Kunming is a metal 

fabrica~ing shop, and the buildings themselves are shattered and crumbling ruins. 

Other shrines have been turned into parks and libraries, but the pieties of China have 

not been obliterated•by two generations of Corrmunist indoctrination or the Cultural 

Revolution . . 
On another day we visited a Buddhist temple in the hills west of Kunning. A 

1 

sweeping circular wall enclosed the shrine and its park. The sanctuary was in the 
• 

eastern quadrant. An open ~eeting hall, probably originally a lecture hall, lay 
• 
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against the west wall. The shrine was full of people lighting incense sticks and car

rying branches of f'ruit blossoms as offerings. The meeting hall was filled with mem

bers of the Young Corrmunist League boisterously engaged in the type of contests I or

ganize at the annual Temple picnic. The worshippers were not looking over their shoul-. 
ders at the picnickers nor were the young Comnunists taking the names of the worship

pers . There was simply no tension in the air. 

It was a relaxed scene and those we talked to emphasized that the Cultural Revo

lution was over and that relaxation was a hallmark of a new era. At no time did par

ty cadres march past us shouting slogans and waving Mao's little Red Book. A profes

sor friend told us that entrance to the universities is again by canpetitive examina

tion and studies are being pursued by the able. The side streets are lined with gro

cery stalls where farmers offer what they have grown on their private plots. 

How different is post-Mao China? Over lunch in Cheng-du an American, teaching 

English in the provincial university, insisted that a fundamental change had taken 

place ani thatl'-period of the ruthless enforcement of Canmunism had ended. People 

had suffered too much ever to allow the goverrrnent again to convulse their lives. 

Wherever we went we heard the Gang of Four branied as the junta which had caused all 

of China's troubles, though no one took the time to explain how three men and one wo-

man could bring a society of a billion people to a standstill. At one point a student , 

made the tentative suggestion that the Chinese are conditioned to obey. When I sug

gested that the Cultural Revolution must then be seen as of Mao's devising, the thought 

died in the conversational air. 

The Cultural Revolution brought China's econOJ1W and administration to a near 

standstill and the errors of the Great Leap Forward and the Cultural Revolution are 

admitted rather freely. Peasants who can barely add two and two are not pr:lme can

didates for degrees in advanced physics, and Party loyalty does not guarantee that a , 
person possesses the technical or administrative skills·required to run a modern in

dustry. The administration of Hua ard Teng had no alternative but to return the talented 



, 

17 

to their responsibilities, bright minds to their studies, and to allow farmers and 

workers a bit of income on the side. There has been relaxation, but. . . the Freedan 

Wall with. its posters can no longer be found in Peking or, indeed, in any China city. 

Last fall China held show trials of several men who had spoken too freely with foreign-. 
ers and had televised their confessions and severe punishment as a national warning. 

The week we left China a new Espionage Act was published which defined as spying tell

ing a foreigner almost anything one is not authorized specifically to tell him. 

China needs trade with the West and the hard dollars with which to trade; hence, 

tourism. But there is evident concern that the tourist meet those the authorities 

want him to meet and hear what they want to be heard. In China you visit where you 

are allowed to visit and talk to those who are assigned to talk to you or with those 

whom some authority wishes you to meet. You may have other names; but, somehow, you 

will not make contact. We had the name of an American who taught journalism, of all 

things, at the university in Peking. We knew the department of the university where he 

worked. The hotel operator told us that she could not reach his office. When we pressed 

her she connected us with the Chinese Tourist Bureau. We had heard that he lived in 

the Friendship Hotel, a vast compound of buildings where we ourselves stayed. When 

we asked for his roan number, we were told the hotel kept no record of its guests. 

Concern over contacts has grown as the ntmlber of tourists has increased. We , 

were allowed to exchange dollars for yuan, the national currency. Two weeks after we 

left China the goverrnnent ordered that henceforth foreigners shall use a special script 

which can be spent only in authorized hotels, shops and restaurants. I wandered quite 

freely through the cities we visited and had many an interesting conversation in out 

of the way stores and simple restaurants. It will no longer be possible to go in 

where the fancy strikes you, sit down, order tea and talk, for the tourist will not 

be able to pay. 

China is not replacing authoritarian camrunism with a less arbitrary democratic 
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socialism. Relaxation must be seen as a tactical maneuver, designed to accomplish a 

few practical goals - revive the economy, upgrade China's technology - rather than a 

shift of political goals. Ideologues may change their means but never their ends. 

As a theologian I found that I had an insight into China which was useful as a 

complement to that of the political scientist. Coomunist Chinese policy is based on 

a messianic ideology which insists that certain irresistible economic laws determine 

the course of history. Maoism is no more or less than a modern apocalypse which pur

ports to know what the course of history will be. Deng sees Mao's mistake as one of 

:impatience. He was not misguided; rather, ~ unfortunately, Mao became a mekafetz 

ba-ketz, one who forces the end, the classic error of the fervent messianist. Mao be

came so caught up in his dream that he tried to use the force of the State to hasten 

the coming of' the messiah and history cannot be rushed. 

Mao was troubled by the contradictions evident in Chinese life. Despite years 

of egalitarian indoctrination, mind work is still prized more highly than manual labor. 

China was to be a worker's paradise, but the children of the old privileged classes 

earned a disproportionate number of places in each university class. In every city 

sleek, black, nine-passenger limousines with curtained windows and Turkish rugs on 

the floor criss-cross the town from the compounds of' luxury apartments to government 

offices. The old scholar nobility has disappeared, but the elite of the Carmunist Par-, 

ty sought the f'anµliar privileges of power and moved heaven and earth to get their 

children into the university. As the free market shows, the capitalistic spirit had 

not been lost. The Cultural Revolution was designed to resolve these contradictions 

arrl so hasten the consumation of history. But, as Jesus or Shabbatai Zvi could have 

told Mao, you cannot force the messianic age. If it comes, it will come in its own 

good time. 

Today a breed of more patient, but not less doctrinaire, messianists govern 
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China. They have not abandoned the certainties of .apocalyptic Marxist messianism for 

a vague and uncertain vision of a perhaps never to be achieved messianic age. They are 

still orthodox. Relaxation is a tactic, not a conclusion. The screws of authority are 

being tightened. The day we left the one English language paper in Peking reported a 

speech by Hua in which he spoke of the importance to China of trade with the West, but 

repeated forceably the party line of the inevitability of the West's decline and com

munization. 

While there I found rr:wself applying to China the title Theodor Herzl gave his 

utopian novel, Old-New Land. The past is visible and the present is being made to serve 

the future. Herzl did not come into rqy mind out of the blue. I often found rr:wself 

comparing the recent history of our people and the Chinese. We and they represent the 

world's two traditional scholarship-prizing cultures which, in the course of the last 

century, had to face the challenges of modernity. I find it striking that though we 

were submerged within an alien mxlernity we managed to preserve our ties with the past; 

while China, a world unto herself, far removed from the West, abandoned her past and 

adopted an alien Western ideology as the national corrmitment. Were we saved by our 

scattering which created a situation where no srrall group could gain the authority to 

enforce their will upon all of us? China never voted for Mao. Were we saved by long 

experience adjusting our traditions to changes in the cultural envirorment? We had 

adjusted to Greece, Islam and Christendom while China had remained China. It is one 

of history's more poignant ironies that the Jew who wanted so badly to be let into 

Europe 1Jlcll1aged to retain feelings for the continuity of his tradition ~hile the Chi

nese, who wanted only to be left alone, now are led by those who daJTln the old ways as 

reactionary and seek to uproot the old culture, root and branch. China's failure to 

hold on to her past made me more sensitive to the miracle of our partial success. 

Preparing for the trip, I read a good bit of nineteenth and twentieth century 

' Chinese intellectual history and found there many a faspinating analog to the Jewish 
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experience. Nineteenth century China, too, had its circles of the enlightened; men 

who were so taken by the new and its manifest power that they dressed in western 

clothes, sent their sons to western universities and worked to replace old-fashioned 

categories with modern terms. Towards the close of the last century China's first am

bassador to Great Britain, Kuo Sung Tao, was so taken by what he saw that he urged his 

fellow coW1trymen to adopt western style political, juridical and educational fonns 

and institutions. He argued that the ability of Russia and the European nations to im

pose treaty ports and custom rates testified to their superior power. Power is not 

simply a matter of military potential. Ultimately, power ref'racts a people's mental 

attitude and level of education. The West simply was more active, pragmatic and de

termined than the East. Like the Lilienthals of the Pale, Kuo called for the replace

ment of the yeshivah system and with a system of European style schools a.rd for the 

displacement of educational authority fran traditional rabbis to acadernics trained in 

modern universities. 

There was a Chinese Haskalah called in fact, "the New Learning" and led, at first, 

by those who had been fortunate enough to have canbined a traditional education with 

study abroad. These men produced journals like ha-Meassef in which they wrote of 

their hopes a.rd doubts and published the results of an active translation program which 

made the works of Huxley, Mill, Spencer, John Dewey and Shakespeare available in Chi-,, 

na. A movement of language reform soon followed, aimed at replacing the elitist and 

esoteric academic languages with pai-hua, plain speech. History came again to occupy 

a central place in Chinese thought and youth fought rnacy an emotional and philosophic 

battle to free themselves from the age-old veneration of age and authority. Change 

the speaker and you have the rhetoric of many a Bund meeting. 

The Chinese compliment others by saying, "He acts like an 

old man although still young." Englishmen and Americans en

courage one another by saying, "Keep young·while growing old." 

Such is one respect in which the different ways of thought 
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of the East and West are manifested. Youth is like early 

spring, like the rising sun, like the trees and grass in 

bud, like a newly sharpened blade. It is the most valuable 

period of life ... I do not wish to waste my fleeting time . 
in arguing with them (the old generation) on this and that 

and hoping for them to be reborn and thoroU&lily remodeled. 

Tearfully, I merely place my plea before the fresh and vital 

youth, in the hope that they will achieve self-awareness, and 

begin to struggle. What is this self-awareness? It is to be 

conscious of the value and responsibility of one's young life 

and vitality, to maintain one's self-respect, which should not 

be lowered. What is the struggle? It is to exert one's in

tellect, discard resolutely the old arrl the rotten, regard 

them as enemies and as a flood of savage beasts, keep away from 

their neighborhood and refuse to be contaminated by their poi

sonous germs (Tse-Tung Chow). 

If too much is made of them parallels are dangerous, but the fact remains that 

China had its Geigers and Hirschs, yet, let go of the past. 

adjustment to modernity could not escape being political? 

Was it because China's 

In China the direction of ,, 

modernization was settled on the battlefield rather than in the classroan and study. 

What the West had that China lacked was power, and those who finally gave China a 

counterveiling power were able to impose their vision. Instead of the emancipation 

of the individual citizen, the first imperative was the overthrow of the moribund Man

chu Dynasty and the achievement of effective territorial sovereignty. 

We were saved, to a degree, by powerlessness. God sometimes becanes most real to 

me in life's paradoxes. 
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~ By Donald Altschlller '-' 1' ,,., . Jewish history. Although no physical remnant of the. to delightecfp , 
1

' Y, , an 

::s:: While a brouhaha surrounds'the blockbuster movie, communityexistsnow-thei.mpoverishedKaifengJews message-to educate the public _ 

~ "F1>rt Avache, the Brqnx" -:blacks and Puerto Ricans were forced to sell even the synagogue 'bricks-Jesuit prevention. • 

~ are attacking the moyie for perpetuating vile racial and medieval travelers recorded their unusual en- ••• 

~ stereotypes-a surprising'fact about the ethnic makeup counters with these people, enabling histo~s to tell 

► of this devastated community is totally ignored. In his the story of this exotic community (see Jewish World, 

~ extraordinary art1cle appearing in a winter iseue of Jan. 9). 
~ Natural H'istory, anthropologist Jack M. Kugelmass Mainly residing in Ki:µfeng during the medieval 

ffi describes the plight of the ,'small white community in period, the Jewish population never exceeded more 

~ the- South' Bronx, mostly aged and almost. entirely than ten thousand in the entire country. l'hey lived 

g Jewish. He poignantly portrays the remnants of this alongside another much larger minority Muslim com-

~ on~ thriving Jewish are.a that housed a quarter of a munity, who called them "blue turbaned Muslims." 

~ million residents: All that remains now are a few The Kaifeng synagogue combined Jewish and Chinese 

::s:: impoverished elderly Jews, a bakery and a shul. rituals: a mehitzah separated women from men and 

~ Located in the heart of the South Bronx, the Intervale incense was burned in a memorial hall to honor their 

~ Jewish Center barely stands with its rotting wood dead and Confucius. The community ceased to exist in 
-, 

floors, peeling plaster and sinking roof. Despite the the 19th century, the last rabbi dying around 1800. 

dilapidated structure and eveii more inhospitable en- Rabbi Silver notes that only a few ''woebegone photo- • 

virons, the congregan'ts still assemble a minyan week graphs" taken by travelers, and ,repubUsh~q,tifu~ncy- I., 

after week, year after year Most remarkable of all is · 
1 

clopedias prove that, "yes, China's Jews really.,l~ked ,, 

the unflagging optimism 
1 
of th~se people. "When one Chinese." 

person leaves or dies," remarks Mr. Sacks, the 
unofficial rabbi, acting president and caterer, "some
one else seems to come along to his place. This is the 
miracle of Intervale Avenue." 

Whether you term it a miracle or not, the concern for 
this community's welfare is indeed inspiring: some 
Jews commute from New York suburbs to attend 
Saturcfay services and volunteer groups regularly 
distribute food and other -necessities to the com
munity's -needy. Still, a fierce pride possesses the 
elderly residents, who refuse handouts and subsist on 
meager savings or, in the case of an 82 year old woman, 
maintain a seamstress shop. While their families plead 
for them to move-even the police suggest a safer 
neighborhood-the': congregants remain steadfast. 
"When the shul goes, I go," asserted one determined 
member. 

••• 
What• s the Chinese word for rabbi? Actually, there is 

none, but Daniel Jeremy Silver used an equivalent term 
when a Chinese official asked his occupation. Writing 
in the winter 1981 issue of th~- Journal of Reform 
Judaism, Rabbi Silver described his recent visit to 
China along with a fascinating account of· Chinese 

' , . 
•.- .. • --.. ~ ~ j - ... - , ~ ,.. M~ ~' ,~ : ... •hi 

••• 
But Can You Buy Lukshin Kugel at Notre Dame 

Dept. . . . Interviewed by the Brandeis student news
paper, The Justice, at her father's Playboy offices, 
Christine Hefner, a 1974 graduate, denied feeling un
comfortable attending a predominantly Jewish school. 
In retrospect, however, she thinks it is ''truly 
outrageous that you could not get a bacon, lettuce and 
tomato sandwich at Brandeis.•• 

••• 
A Jewish newspaper parody once contained an ad 

pleading for new subscribers to the Jewish Daily 
Forward with the following honest admonition: "You 
don't have to read Yiddish to buy it." Well, now not 
only can you buy it but you can read it too-the Sunday 
Forward contains a special English language supple
ment, featuring translations of previous published 
stories and articles plus some original pieces. 

A recent article was reminiscent of the late Harry 
Golden's "Only in America" stories: A 31 year old 
Jewish police officer is also a professional clown. As he 
performs in, various neighborhoods throughout the city 

Performing is an age-old Jewish 
probably inspired . the NYU School • 
Review to devote an entire issue to tbe 
history of Jewish ~ater. In IUl in 
magazine editor points out the im 
ing" a subject so vast, expressing the • 
of exploring ·only some varieties of Ji • 

The result 'is a fascinating survey, 
Haifa Theatre Project Group, the Je • • 
of Moscow and an East European 
including the m11Sic and 1~ wi 
While Yiddish Theater has • rece. -
Yiddish vaudeville, according • 
W esleyaru lll.Usicology, ! profesao ; 
untoucbed)'!For tb.ifi:journal isso 
playlet entitled, "•Among theJn 
-the only · extant script of Yid 
temporary Jewish American en 
derives from this little studied' 

••• 
On January 16, ceremonies 

States commemorated Reveren 

birthday. The slain civil rights
0
;::.:,i:~fil/l 

associations with a rabbinical 
to an article in the fall issue of 
hi May 1963, 19 rabbis. repre 
Assembly went to Binning 
their support for the nascent 
black equality. A,rchivist Rabb 
notes that many letters con • 
Assembly Archives demonstrate 
and support for Dr. King's ca • 

Ten days before his 
dressed the annual R.A. conve 
hundred rabbis sing·' 'We Shall 
Deeply moved, Dr. King said, ' 

·Overcome' probably more than 
song over the last few years. 
first time that I ever heard ' 
Hebrew. It was a beautiful experience for .me." 

the world at large did not appreciate just haw muc 



A Rabbi In China 
Daniel Jeremy Silver 

THE kehillah of Kaifeng called its rabbi wu-ssu-tu. The term appears 
to be a transliteration into Chinese of a Persian word, ustad, which 
means master or teacher. When I found that the immigration officer 
of the People's Republic of China who was handling our papers at the 
Canton railway depot did not understand my occupation as listed on 
my passport, I trotted out this newly-learned, old Chinese term. His 
eyes remained blank. 

In China there are advantages to a title which no one un
derstands. The Chinese need to know who you are or, rather, how 
important you are. The bureaucracy would lose face if a person was 
not given proper due. ''Know before whom you stand,'' as a Chinese 
proverb, would represent a political warning rather than a theological 
statement. Since China's officials are afraid to admit ignorance (such 
an admission would diminish their face), they tend not to do the 
natural thing and ask. So a title not properly understood is inevitably 
magnified (better to do more than less), and we were treated with a 
deference to which this rabbi could easily become accustomed. 

In the early spring of 1980 my wife and I spent a little over three 
weeks in China while I was on sabbatical leave. I came armed with 
the familiar set of romantic notions about Jews entering China cen
turies ago as members of the long caravans which traversed the Great 
Silk Road from Persia to Cathay bringing the wine, cotton and coin of 
the West to trade for the paper, silk and tea of the East. I had once felt 
myself face to face with just such an ancestor trader when I paused 
before the clay figure of a wine merchant dressed in a long traveling 
coat and bearing on his face unmistakable semitic features, shelved in 
the exhibition halls of the Royal Ontario Museum in Toronto, among 
the figurines which had been found in a Tang Dynasty tomb. Actu
ally, as I learned later, this figurine probably had been modeled after a 
Parsee or Muslim or Armenian Nestorian rather than a Jew. In dress 
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and general look these men were not distinguishable, and Jews were a 
decided minority among the traders who banded together to form 
those slow-moving caravans which, a thousand and more years ago, 
crossed and recrossed the southern steppes of Russia between Samar
kend and Tashkent and the cities east of the Great Wall. 

On our way to the Far East we had stopped in Delhi where our 
first visit was to India's National Museum. Among its treasures this 
museum displays a trove of artifacts discovered around the tum of the 
century in the wastelands of Chinese Turkestan by Sir Mark Aurel 
Stein: Buddhist banners of intricate weave, naive wooden tomb 
figures modeled after life, and fragments of fresco painting which 
feature the full-fleshed beauty admired in Tang China. Stein's finds, 
which included a sizeable manuscript collection, enabled scholars for 
the first time to gain some intimate knowledge of the people who had 
lived on the Asian steppes and of the traders, including Jews, who 
took to the open road. 

Our guide-curator described Sir Mark as a British civil servant, 
one-time Commissioner of Education in the Punjab, who had spent 
his vacations traveling to the far places and unearthing Asia's hidden 
history rather than hunting tigers or playing polo with colleagues. 
This is both true and misleading. Actually, Stein was a Hungarian 
yeshivah bachur afflicted with brilliance and Wanderlust who, like so 
many of his generation (he was born in 1862), abandoned the culture 
of his childhood for opportunity in the larger world, a hejira which 
ultimately led him from Budapest to Vienna to London and then, 
surprisingly, to India. There, while his colleagues in the Raj drank 
themselves into early graves, Stein gained immortality as the west
erner who uncovered the history of the ''horse people,'' the Tartars 
and Mongols, who periodically fell upon China, the Near East and 
Europe, pillaging, conquering and changing the course of history. 

Stein had gone into the high Asian wilderness and at an oasis in 
Chinese Turkestan, Dadan-Uiliq, he had located a cache of manu
scripts which included a letter dated 718, written in Judeo-Persian, 
using Hebrew characters, in which a trader in China asks a co
religionist back home for help in disposing of an unwanted acquisi
tion -a flock of rather mangy sheep. On a later expedition, at a site 
known as the Cave of the Thousand Buddhas at Tun-Huang, Stein 
discovered another sizeable manuscript deposit which included a 
parchment on which aselihah prayer had been set forth. This Hebrew 
prayer, which can be dated to the eighth or ninth century, consists of 
alternate lines from the Prophets and Psalms, asks God's forgiveness 
for the bearer's sins and was, in all probability, carried as an amulet to 

16 Journal of Reform Judaism 

l 

• 



A RABBI IN CHINA 

protect the trader against the dangers of the journey. Here was proof 
that Jews had been among the traders. 

In preparation for our trip I read up on the more recent literature 
and discovered that, contrary to my early impressions, though some 
Jews who settled in China may have taken the overland route, it is 
more likely that the medieval Jewish settlers who are reported in 
China by various travelers, primarily Arab, came by sea from Persia 
or Yemen via India and Sumatra. Once they reached the ports of 
China they followed China's extensive river system to such important 
trading centers as Peking, N anking, Hangchow and Kaifeng. This 
was the route taken by most Near Eastern and Indian traders and 
settlers, and there is every reason to believe the Jews followed the 
familiar patterns of trade and migration. A fifteenth century dedica
tory stele in Kaifeng, which once stood in the court of the city's 
synagogue, describes the Jews as originating in Tien-Chu, which is 
one of the many Chinese designations for India, and calls them cloth 
merchants, thus suggesting that they specialized in weaving and 
dyeing. 

If their way East is uncertain there is no doubt that Jews lived in 
the Middle Kingdom for many centuries. That incomparable teller of 
tall tales, the tenth century wanderer-fraud, Eldad Ha-Dani, claimed 
to have been ransomed from Chinese captivity by one of the leaders of 
the Lost Ten Tribes. The River Sambatyon, like Eden, was believed 
to be to the East, and the identification of China's Jews with the Lost 
Tribes was a popular medieval concept, particularly among Sephar
dic Jews, as can be seen in such works as Moses b. Isaac Edrehi 's 
Ma'aseh Nissim (1818). Marco Polo met Jews in China on his first 
voyage (1286). The stele mentioned above dates the dedication of the 
synagogue in Kaifeng, then the capital of the Northern Sung King
dom, to 1163. The Arab journalist, Ibn Khurdadhbih (mid-ninth 
century) describes the sea and land routes which Jewish merchants, 
whom he calls Radanites, followed from Gaul to the Great Wall. 
Another Arab journal of the tenth century (Abu Zaid) reports a 
massacre of Muslims, Parsees, Christians and Jews in Khan-Fu 
(Canton?) during a dynastic rebellion. 

Nine hundred years later, in 1722, a French Jesuit, Jean 
Domenge, visited the synagogue at Kaifeng, then the capital of 
Honan Province, and drew a sketch of a ha' al kore, dressed in typical 
mandarin fashion, complete with Chinese style kippah and pigtail, 
reading from a Torah encased in Yemenite fashion. China's Jews 
were practicing Jews. 

Settlement in China followed on trade. The history of the kehil-
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lah of Kaifeng and its synagogue, the only community of whose 
history more than a passing reference or two survives, has been 
known in the West since the sixteenth century when Jesuit missionar
ies first made contact with these folk and sent a record of the mission 
to their superiors in Rome. It happened this way. In the sixteenth 
century the Ming emperors welcomed to China a group of Jesuit 
priests because the country needed to master the new sciences of the 
West, particularly astronomy and mathematics, in which these priests t 
were also trained. In 1605 a Kaifeng Jew, who had passed the 
provincial level examinations, traveled to Peking to lobby for a 
magistracy for which his degree qualified him. Ai Tien had heard of 
the arrival in Peking of Westerners of a scriptural faith and had 
mistaken these westerners, the Jesuits, for Jews. His government 
business completed, he visited the mission where he mistook a 
triptych which displayed a Madonna holding the infant Jesus and 
John the Baptist as a child for Rebecca and her twins. Matteo Ricci, 
the senior priest, disabused Ai Tien of his mistaken identification, but 
followed up this chance meeting by sending a subordinate to Kaifeng. 
Ten years later when Ricci 's journal was published in Europe it 
included the report of this priest and the Western world gained 
knowledge of China's Jewish community. 

The news caused considerable excitement. In many Christian 
notions of the Second Coming, the world-wide spread of Jews and 
their subsequent conversion was held to be a messianic prerequisite, 
and information on the Jews of China suggested that if only they were 
soon converted the millenium might dawn. Beyond this there was a 
special theological interest among Christian Bible commentators. 
The Church had long held that after the emergence of Christianity the 
rabbis had edited and made erasures in the Torah so as to excise all of 
God's promises about the Christ-Messiah. If Kaifeng's Torah scrolls 
were truly ancient (all of the community's records suggested that the 
Jewish migration to China had taken place in the centuries before the 
Crucifixion), its scrolls might prove to be originals, uncensored, and 
provide the long-sought original text. Over the succeeding decades 
the Jesuits of the China Mission tried to beg, borrow or steal one of 
the Kaifeng scrolls in order to have it examined as proof of Christian 
claims. They were not successful. 

There were other reasons for the high degree of interest in 
China's few thousand Jews which Christian Europe evidenced, in
cluding, of all things, a long-ranging dispute between the Jesuit and 
Franciscan orders over the question whether a formal religious renun
ciation should be demanded of Confucian converts. The Jesuits, first 
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on the scene and realists always, sought to allow such converts to add 
Catholicism to their familiar habits without any formal renunciation. 
They argued that Confucius was a philosopher, not a prophet; that 
Confucianism was a moral philosophy, not a religion; and that there 
was nothing idolatrous in the veneration of ancestors or pantheist in 
the veneration of the Heavens. They saw no reason to make the 
Chinese give up these practices. The Franciscans, on the other hand, 
defined Confucian thought and ritual as idolatrous and polytheist; 
hence, they required the convert to separate himself completely from 
these forms. They held that the Jesuits' practice represented an attack 
on the integrity of Catholic teaching and asked Rome to rule that the 
Jesuits be more demanding. 

What had Kaifeng's Jews to do with the so-called "Rites Con
troversy?'' The Jesuits tried to reinforce their case by citing the 
practice of this synagogue. Jews were known to follow faithfully the 
Torah's strict rules against avodah zarah; yet, the synagogue in
cluded an ancestor's hall where incense was offered before memorial 
tablets, not only to the patriarchs and the community's own dead, but 
even to Confucius. If Jews, known for their strictness in such matters, 
did not define Confucian practice as a pagan religion but considered it 
a philosophy rather than a salvific doctrine, could not the Church take 
a similar position? 

After the news spread many tried to visit Kaifeng. Sadly, there is 
no indication that Jews were among those who sought to come. I 
prefer to think that medieval Jewry lacked the opportunity to make the 
trip, though there are indications that the Jews of Cochin and the 
B 'nai Israel of India knew of their co-religionists across the 
Himalayas. 

Our itinerary did not include Kaifeng. The city has not been 
opened to tourism, but I confess I made little effort in that direction. 
Reading the extended work on Chinese Jews (1942) by the one-time 
Anglican Bishop of Honan, William Charles White, I learned that 
there no longer existed in Kaifeng a seli-conscious community of 
Jews, or even any physical trace of their synagogue, whose sizeable 
precincts are known from drawings rendered by the Jesuit priest
visitor, Jean Domenge, in 1722. I also had read the more recent 
articles by Donald David Leslie and Rudolf Lowenthal which revise 
and correct White's enthusiasts' errors. Here was a past I would have 
liked to visit, but the impoverished remnants of this kehillah had 
dismantled the synagogue and sold its pillars and bricks for scrap in 
the mid-nineteenth century and nothing remained to be seen. China's 
Jews have a past but no present. Their only present is represented by a 
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few woebegone photographs taken by travelers early in this century 
and regularly republished in encyclopedias and monographs, appar
ently to prove that, yes, China's Jews really looked Chinese. 

An aside. A rabbi in Asia senses that he is never in a place where 
Jews have not been before; but in Asia shelilat hagolah is not a 
debatable Zionist thesis but a statement of recent history. There are 
today fewer than ten thousand Jews among the two billion citizens of 
Asia, a statistic which not only indicates an absolute reduction in t 
numbers but suggests a reality which should give pause to our more 
fervent mission-of-Israel apologetes who tout Jews and Judaism as 
the necessary leaven in the development of civilization. In Asia we 
cannot claim to be one part in sixty. 

One day while we were in Kunming, a city best known to the 
West as the Chinese terminus of the Burma Road of World War II 
fame, I passed up lunch to stroll through the city. About a half hour's 
walk from the hotel I noticed a red cloth embroidered with a star and 
crescent hanging from a courtyard balcony, and found that I had 
stumbled on one of the several mosques of Kunming. A crowd, as 
always, soon gathered, and in gracious sign language I was invited 
into a modest yard which was bounded in the rear by a wooden lecture 
hall. From ground level three steps led onto a columned porch whose 
two ends were formed by a plaster wall . Someone had painted picture 
postal card scenes of Mecca and Medina on these walls. Just inside 
the door there was a low table with flowers and vases. The interior 
space was a single, two-story room. To the rear of the open hall there 
was a mithrab and a preacher's seat. A tiled motto, decorated with 
ornate Arabic calligraphy, was recessed into the wall which faced 
Mecca. The floor was covered with prayer rugs. Except for the 
painted scenes, a Chinese synagogue might have had much the same 
look. There would have been an ark recessed into the center of the 
west wall suggesting the direction of Jerusalem. The Shema would 
have been engraved on the wall plaque. Originally, both mosque and 
synagogue would have included an imperial memorial tablet hung 
under the scriptural text. Imperial China required that all faiths 
kowtow to the emperor. Jews escaped violating the command, ''you 
shall not bow down to them or serve them,'' by ''bowing the head and 
bending the knee'' in honor of the King of Kings. The royal inscrip
tion just happened to be on the same wall as the Shema. 

This simple hall with its plain wood ceiling, undecorated col
umns and low table with vases and flowers so Chinese in character, 
suggests the feeling of a Chinese synagogue. To the left there was 
even a mehitzah -a draw curtain on a bare wire which allowed 
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women to sit in a space at the extreme far right of the room. 
Jews had lived in Kunming. Marvin Tokayer, one-time rabbi of 

the Jewish Center in Tokyo, interviewed in 1974 a minor Kuomin
tang bureaucrat, one Shih Hung-mo, an interview recorded in 
Michael Pollak's Mandarins, Jews and Missionaries, who told him 
simply: "My name in Chinese is ... I was born in 1924 in Kunming 
city, Yunnan Province, into the leading family among the Jewish 
communities in Yunnan Province who belong to the first batch (of 
Jews) that came to China in A.O. 620 (p. 260)." Pollak's book, 
incidentally, is the most recent summing of the literature and is 
particularly useful for its analysis of the role of China's Jews in 
Western, particularly Christian, imagination. Shih Hung-mo may 
have been born into a family of Jewish ancestry, but it was certainly 
no longer involved in Jewish practice. The records, unfortunately, 
tell us nothing of any synagogue in Kunming or about that communi
ty's makeup or history. For Chinese Jewry Kaifeng is both type-site 
and the only known example. 

The synagogue building of Kaifeng disappeared around 1850. 
The few remaining Jews, or some of them, sold its beams and bricks 
for a few taels of silver. But before we fault these people too severely 
let us remember that survival is the first law of nature. By this time 
Kaifeng's Jews were impoverished and could not afford to concern 
themselves with the needs of historians and tourists who might want 
to visit their synagogue a hundred years hence. A letter from 
Kaifeng's community, written within a year or two of the syna
gogue's dismantling, indicates that only one old lady remembered 
anything of the religious tradition. No one could any longer read 
Hebrew. The last rabbi had died around 1800. The Jewish religious 
enterprise in Kaifeng had long since faltered and weakened. 

Twentieth-century travelers occasionally met and photographed 
a Chinese person from Kaifeng or elsewhere who, like Shih, knew 
that their families had been Jews but nothing about the practice of 
Judaism. It was rabbinic Judaism which had been practiced. The 
Jewish way had disappeared in the course of the late eighteenth and 
early nineteenth centuries from the Middle Kingdom. By contrast, 
the Jesuits who had visited Kaifeng in the early seventeenth century 
described a community where males were circumcised; the Sabbath 
was observed; the liturgy was Hebraic; the familiar holidays were 
followed; the Torah chanted according to the cycle with which we are 
accustomed and dietary laws observed. Among the names by which 
these Jews were known to their neighbors was ''those who pluck the 
sinew." 
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The annual cycle of Torah reading was divided into fifty-three 
sections, as was the custom in Yemen, but this is also the form 
Maimonides prescribes in the M ishneh Torah. Little is yet known 
with certainty about the sources of Kaifeng's minhag. The Torah 
(there were at least twelve in Kaifeng during the Middle Ages) was 
read by a bare-footed ba' al kore from an encased scroll and, appar- ' 
ently, many could act in this role. Textual commentaries and col-
ophon notes were written in Judeo-Persian, which was the lingua 
franca of the medieval trading centers of the East. 

China's Jews, of course, did not escape the pressures of cultural 
assimilation. Chinese, probably Mandarin, became their everyday 
tongue. The honoring of parents mandated by the fourth Command
ment of the Decalogue was interpreted as identifying Jewish family 
norms with the Confucian requirement of filial piety, a commingling 
of ideas which was ritualized when Kaifeng's Jews began to burn 
incense to the Patriarchs and other ancestors in a separate hall of their 
synagogue. In the good years when their elders were still rabbinically 
learned and their religious schools effective, these Jews may have 
used Hebrew value terms among themselves; but inevitably, tradi
tional norms were transformed and translated into the nouns the 
Chinese language made available, the practice made necessary in 
order to explain Judaism to neighbors and tci their own children. 
When Adonai became Theos, God's name in the Greek world and a 
less intimate name, theology began to replace history as the way to 
talk about God; similarly. Adonai lost some of its implicit force as a 
personal god when it became Tien, the Chinese name for Heaven. 
The faith of China's Jews certainly had a philosophical caste. 
H alachah, of course, literally means the way, but when halachah 
becomes Tao, the way, it takes on distinct and unexpected specula
tive levels of meaning. Tien and Tao appear on a dedicatory stele 
(1489) which once stood in the synagogue court. This inscription, 
incidentally, quotes from the Analects, The Doctrine of the Means, 
and the Book of Changes, but not from the Torah itself; identifies 
Abraham's search as one for Cheng Chiao, ''cqrrect religion,'' that 
is, truth, and clearly indicates that correct religion is based on the way 
(Tao), purity (Ching), truth (Chang), ritual (Li), and worship (Pai), 
all terms heavy with Confucian overtones. The stele stood in an open 
public space and was intended for outsiders, it may actually have 
been written by a hired non-Jewish scholar; but one senses that 
Kaifeng's Jewish leaders would have accepted Moses Mendelssohn's 
emphasis on Judaism as a distinct ritual which nevertheless shares 
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common convictions with all high-minded (read ''dominant'') tradi
tions. 

The Confucian religion and this religion, although they agree on essential 
points and differ in secondary ones, yet the principles of establishing the 
mind and restraining the conduct are nothing more than establishing the 
Way of Heaven, venerating ancestors, giving high regard to the relations 
between the Prince and his ministers, being filial to parents, living in 
harmony with wife and children, preserving the distinction between 
superiors and inferiors and among neighborly relations with friends. In 
short, these principles do not go beyond the Five Relationships (White, II 
14-15). 

That day I could have walked every street in the city of Kunming 
and not found a Jew. No one of us should go to China to find 
employment as a wu-ssu-tu. So the question I faced, so unexpectedly, 
that noon hour was why Islam had survived in China and not our 
people. The answer would seem to rest on numbers. Kaifeng's 
community never exceeded twenty-five hundred. In all probability 
there were never more than ten thousand Jews in all of China. In the 
Middle Ages the Muslim community of China certainly numbered 
well into the hundreds of thousands. Today there are forty thousand 
Muslims in Kunming alone. Then, too, Islam came to China as an 
imperialist faith, while Judaism came as a faith accustomed to suffer
ance. Whatever missionary ambitions Jews may once have cherished 
had been whipped out of them by the tragic defeats of the first and 
second centuries. 

China's Jews came from Muslim lands where they had long 
experience with the cruel joys of toleration and the necessity of 
enduring economic, political and social discrimination. In China 
their small numbers and the arbitrariness of governmental authority 
would have suggested the wisdom of continuing to keep a low profile. 
Geography also played a role. Jews had to come from months away in 
the Middle East. There were large Muslim populations close by in 
Southeast Asia and India from which China could far more readily be 
reached. Centuries passed in Kaifeng without a word or visitor from 
the outside Jewish world. Faith may be a private matter, but, from 
time to time, even the most loyal need confirmation that they are not 
alone. 

Incidentally, the medieval Hebrew term for China, Sin, suggests 
great distance. Chapter 49 of the book of Isaiah contains a prophecy 
of return to Zion which includes the promise, ''Look these are 
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coming from afar; these from the north and the west, and these from 
the land of Sinnin" (Is. 12). The Sinnin to which Deutero-Isaiah 
referred probably is Seyene a place on the Nile in distant Nubia (at 
least the text of a Dead Sea scroll provides this reading), but the 
traditional commentators, for the most part, simply identified Sinnin 
with whatever place was at the greatest remove. And when medieval 
Jews needed a term for the furthest place, China, they simply appro
priated this name. 

Those who still falter before programs of Jewish outreach or 
who preach Zero Population Growth with non-discriminating zeal 
should remember not only Amalek but Kaifeng. There is such a 
phenomenon as critical mass in religious sociology as well as 
physics. Numbers are consequential. The Memorial Book of the 
Kaifeng Synagogue which, incidentally, is to be found in the Rare 
Book Room of the Hebrew Union College in Cincinnati, lists a large 
number of women who bore Chinese or Muslim names. This suggests 
that in Kaifeng Jewish men took non-Jewish wives with fair regular
ity. In a traditional community intermarriage becomes an accepted 
norm only when necessity overmasters inherited taboos. There was 
no alternative, and since these Jews came from a Muslim environ
ment and in China tended to live in the same cities as Muslim traders, 
as numbers dropped many seem to have moved over. Islam was 
always the larger element and its aniconism was more congenial to 
Jews than the florid iconography and inescapable idolatry of the 
Buddhist and Taoist shrines. In their turn, the Chinese seem always to 
have had a problem separating out the western unitarian faiths and 
often called the Jews simply "the blue-turbanned Muslims." The 
Muslims wore white turbans. 

Besides the wu-ssu-tu, the Kaifeng community had synagogue 
personalities known as man-La. The man-Las of Kaifeng filled various 
roles necessary to communal Jewish life including shamash, shochet, 
and sofer. The term, which is not Chinese, seems to derive from the 
same root as mullah. Jews, too, it would appear, took over Muslim 
forms, otherwise how explain how the title of a minor Islamic 
functionary came to be applied to those who served Kaifeng Jewry in 
similar roles. 

I did not identify myself to the folk who opened the mosque for 
my inspection. After my experience at the immigration counter in 
Canton, I doubt whether they would have understood my interest; but 
that was not the whole explanation. Though the Jews had come to 
China in the same junks and over the same silk route as the Arabs, and 
lived cheek by jowl in the same communities, their relationship was 
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rarely an easy one. Muslims brought to China a sense of superiority 
over Jews which had been bred into them back home in Dar-al-Islam. 
Muslims, too, were alien to China's mainstream culture and conse
quently insecure; and there always must be someone to kick after you 
have taken your licks. Kaifeng's records tell of many indignities and 
attacks inflicted by the white-turbanned on the blue-turbanned. In the 
late nineteenth century an English traveler, inquiring about the 
synagogue, reported that he was mobbed and nearly killed in Kaifeng 
when a group of Muslims mistook him for a Jew. 

That anxieties of this type should lurk beneath the surface of my 
mind I found on examination to be surprising. China was not a 
frightening place. The atmosphere is quite unlike that of the U .S.S.R. 
People on the street are helpful rather than surly. They are eager to 
talk rather than to create distance, but throughout Asia the Muslim 
population has been infected with a new sense of power. Israel is the 
enemy and, by extension, all Jews. I had sensed this particularly in 
India and Malaysia and I guess I had carried these shadows into 
China. Whatever the cause of my insecurity, I remember wondering 
how much China's hard-line, anti-Israel stance in the international 
arena had to do with her national interest, how much with the Third 
World's and Communist World's predictable espousal of the Arab 
cause, and how much with the existence of a large Muslim minority 
within her borders. It is estimated that Muslims make up five percent 
of China's present population. China is not a racially homogeneous 
society and the central government has problems not only holding a 
vast and disparate community together (provincialism always has 
been a fact of life in China) but with the task of imposing Communist 
ways, which are doctrinally affirmed only by a minority, upon 
everyone. The central government may have good reason to be 
cautious about creating unnecessary unhappiness among its 
minorities. 

There is a sense in which China is not yet a nation. In the papers 
and in private conversation people are identified by their province of 
origin. Regionalism is particularly strong in the south, where the 
dominant Han racial and ethnic type lives side by side with sizeable 
communities of so-called minority peoples -mostly mountain and 
steppe folk-who, since time immemorial, have lived on their own 
in the mountains which separate China proper from the lush ricelands 
of southern Asia and the nearly empty lands on the eastern fringe of 
central Asia. In the south the national government is still wrestling 
with the elemental task of teaching Chinese to many of the minority 
peoples. One night in Kunming we were shown a propaganda film of 

Winter, 1981 25 



DANIEL JEREMY SILVER 

happy minority peoples before the gate of the Yunan Minorities 
University, dancing the day away in ethnic costume to the accompan
iment of traditional rhythms. The very need for the film suggests the 
extent of the problem. China, like the U.S.S.R., must struggle with 
centrifugal forces. On the map China is a country. In our thought we 
tend to think of China as a distinct culture. In reality China is an 
agglomoration of various peoples and cultures on the way to becom
ing unified. 

In Asia shelilat ha-golah is an existential reality rather than a 
debatable Zionist proposition. With the exception of a racially tight 
island like Japan where few, if any, foreigners were allowed to enter 
and where there is no evidence of early Jewish settlement, Jews long 
since established communities in most of the cities of Asia; but the 
older centers are no longer there. In Bangkok, Singapore, Taiwan and 
Tokyo resident aliens have organizedminyanim and sometimes even 
built Jewish centers, but those are communities without roots. When 
there is no more business or employment they will move on. Most 
educate their children in the land of their passport which is rarely the 
land they now live in. 

The practice of these marginal communities did help me un
derstand what life must have been like for the early traders and 
something about the mix of Judaism and policy in their communities. 
When we arrived in Bangkok I found that the Jewish Center would be 
closed for Shabbat. The previous week an under-secretary of the 
Israeli embassy had celebrated his son's bar mitzvah. In my week 
there was no special occasion, hence, no service. 

My calls elicited the information that alongside the center's 
erratic schedule of worship there was a regular downtown minyan. I 
called and identified myself, and after my credentials were checked, 
itself an interesting process, I was invited to present myself at six 
o'clock at a jewelry wholesale office on the fifth floor of an office 
building not far from the Oriental Hotel. On arrival I found myself 
among a group of men associated with the international jewelry trade: 
resident merchants, factors, messengers and messengers. Most had 
been born in Iran, Afghanistan and India, though to a man they held 
Israeli or American passports. Their ties were with Manhattan's 
Diamond Mart, Antwerp and Netanyah. Sephardim all, they came 
together each week for worship, followed by a Sabbath meal at which 
the trade's elder presided. Here talk was of general and business 
interest, and besides the information that was shared, it was at this 
table that business disputes were resolved. Admission to the table 
represented admission to the trade. Since contracts are unenforcible 
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in the courts of the Third World, inclusion or excommunication from 
the group enforced honesty and cooperation. Here, in real life, was a 
traditional community in which the strands of commerce and religion 
were entwined inextricably and the religious ties clearly are primary. 

I had identified myself as a rabbi, and though some of their 
welcome dissolved when they discovered I was not orthodox, it 
returned once I had akippah on my head and had shown that I could 
daven. In the event we had a rip-roaring discussion of the heresies of 
Reform and I came to appreciate the practical force of their or
thodoxy. Tradition was the bond of this community and any deviation 
would have weakened it. Moreover, halachic norms provided them 
with at least the feeling of having a legal code. I came to understand 
that political emancipation was not the only prerequisite for the 
emergence of the Reform movement. Before the authority of the 
halachah could be challenged Jews had to develop sufficient trust in a 
country's courts to enable them to let loose of their pragmatic reliance 
on traditional legal forms. 

One of those who opened the doors of Kunming's mosque to me 
had indicated that daily services were held though the government did 
not permit any broadcast of the call of the muezzin. Here was another 
instance of a fact which, frankly, surprised me: shrines, particularly 
in southern China, were crowded with worshippers as well as 
tourists. The first two of the three weeks we spent in China were the 
days of the Chinese New Year. In Nanning, Kunming and Cheng-du 
we found young and old genuflecting before images of the Buddha, 
lighting candles before Taoist Lohans and burning joss sticks in the 
large bronze lavers which are placed in the forecourt of most temples. 
Many Chinese temples, particularly the one-time central Confucian 
compounds, are in disrepair. The forecourt of the most famous 
Confucian pagoda in Kunming is a metal fabricating shop, and the 
buildings themselves are shattered and crumbling ruins. Other 
shrines have been turned into parks and libraries, but the pieties of 
China have not been obliterated by two generations of Communist 
indoctrination or the Cultural Revolution. 

On another day we visited a Buddhist temple in the hills west of 
Kunming. A sweeping circular wall enclosed the shrine and its park. 
The sanctuary was in the eastern quadrant. An open meeting hall, 
probably originally a lecture hall, lay against the west wall. The 
shrine was full of people lighting incense sticks and carrying branches 
of fruit blossoms as offerings. The meeting hall was filled with 
members of the Young Communist League boisterously engaged in 
the type of contests I organize at the annual Temple picnic. The 
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worshippers were not looking over their shoulders at the picnickers 
nor were the young Communists taking the names of the worshippers. 
There was simply no tension in the air. 

It was a relaxed scene and those we talked to emphasized that the 
Cultural Revolution was over and that relaxation was a hallmark of a 
new era. At no time did party cadres march past us shouting slogans I 
and waving Mao's Little Red Book. A professor friend told us that 
entrance to the universities is again by competitive examination and 
studies are being pursued by the able. The side streets are lined with 
grocery stalls where farmers offer what they have grown on their 
private plots. 

How different is post-Mao China? Over lunch in Cheng-du an 
American, teaching English in the provincial university, insisted that 
a fundamental change had taken place and that the period of the 
ruthless enforcement of Communism had ended. People had suffered 
too much ever to allow the government again to convulse their lives. 
Wherever we went we heard the ''Gang of Four'' branded as the junta 
which had caused all of China's troubles, though no one took the time 
to explain how three men and one woman could bring a society of a 
billion people to a standstill. At one point a student made the tentative 
suggestion that the Chinese are conditioned to obey. When I 
suggested that the Cultural Revolution must then be seen as of Mao's 
devising, the thought died in the conversational air. 

The Cultural Revolution brought China's economy and adminis
tration to a near standstill and the errors of the Great Leap Forward 
and the Cultural Revolution are admitted rather freely. Peasants who 
can barely add two and two are not prime candidates for degrees in 
advanced physics, and party loyalty does not guarantee that a person 
possesses the technical or administrative skills required to run a 
modern industry. The administration of Hua and Teng had no alterna
tive but to return the talented to their responsibilities, bright minds to 
their studies, and to allow farmers and workers a bit of income on the 
side. There has been relaxation, but ... the Freedom Wall with its 
posters can no longer be found in Peking or, indeed, in any Chinese 
city. Last fall China held show trials of several men who had spoken 
too freely with foreigners and had televised their confessions and 
severe punishment as a national warning. The week we left China a 
new Espionage Act was published which defined spying as telling a 
foreigner almost anything one is not authorized specifically to tell 
him. 

China needs trade with the West and the hard dollars with which 
to trade; hence, tourism. But there is evident concern that the tourist 
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meet those the authorities want him to meet and hear what they want 
to be heard. In China you visit where you are allowed to visit and talk 
to those who are assigned to talk to you or with those whom some 
authority wishes you to meet. You may have other names but, 
somehow, you will not make contact. We had the name of an 
American who taught journalism, of all things, at the university of 
Peking. We knew the department of the university where he worked. 
The hotel operator told us that she could not reach his office. When 
we pressed her she connected us with the Chinese Tourist Bureau. We 
had heard that he lived in the Friendship Hotel, a vast compound of 
buildings where we ourselves stayed. When we asked for his room 
number, we were told the hotel kept no record of its guests. 

Concern over contacts has grown as the number of tourists has 
increased. We were allowed to exchange dollars for yuan, the na
tional currency. Two weeks after we left China the government 
ordered that henceforth foreigners shall use a special script which can 
be spent only in authorized hotels, shops and restaurants. I wandered 
quite freely through the cities we visited and had many an interesting 
conversation in out of the way stores and simple restaurants. It will no 
longer be possible to go in where fancy strikes you, sit down, order 
tea and talk, for the tourist will not be able to pay. 

China is not replacing authoritarian communism with a less 
arbitrary democratic socialism. Relaxation must be seen as a tactical 
maneuver, designed to accomplish a few practical goals -revive the 
economy, upgrade China's technology -rather than a shift of politi
cal goals. Ideologues may change their means but never their ends. 

As a theologian I found that I had an insight into China which 
was useful as a complement to that of the political scientist. Com
munist Chinese policy is based on a messianic ideology which insists 
that certain irresistible economic laws determine the course of his
tory. Maoism is no more or less than a modern apocalypse which 
purports to know what the course of history will be. Deng sees Mao's 
mistake as one of impatience. He was not misguided; rather, unfortu
nately, Mao became a mekapetz baketz, one who forces the end, the 
classic error of the fervent messianist. Mao became so caught up in 
his dream that he tried to use the force of the state to hasten the coming 
of the messiah and history cannot be rushed. 

Mao was troubled by the contradictions evident in Chinese life. 
Despite years of egalitarian indoctrination, mind work is still prized 
more highly than manual labor. China was to be a worker's paradise, 
but the children of the old privileged classes earned a disproportionate 
number of places in each university class. In every city sleek, black, 
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nine-passenger limousines with curtained windows and Turkish rugs 
on the floor criss-cross the town from the compounds of luxury 
apartments to government offices. The old scholar nobility has disap
peared, but the elite of the Communist Party sought the familiar 
privileges of power and moved heaven and earth to get their children 
into the university. As the free market shows, the capitalistic spirit 
has not been lost. The Cultural Revolution was designed to resolve 
these contradictions and so hasten the consummation of history. But, J 

as Jesus or Shabbatai Zvi could have told Mao, you cannot force the 
messianic age. If it comes, it will come in its own good time. 

Today a breed of more patient, but not less doctrinaire, mes
sianists govern China. They have not abandoned the certainties of 
apocalyptic Marxist messianism for a vague and uncertain vision of a 
perhaps never to be achieved messianic age. They are still orthodox. 
Relaxation is a tactic, not a conclusion. The screws of authority are 
being tightened. On the day we left the one English language paper in 
Peking reported a speech by Hua in which he spoke of the importance 
to China of trade with the West, but repeated forcibly the party line of 
the inevitability of the West's decline and communization. 

While there I found myself applying to China the title Theodor 
Herzl gave his utopian novel, Old-New Land. The past is visible and 
the present is being made to serve the future. Herzl did not come into 
my mind out of the blue. I often found myself comparing the recent 
history of our people and the Chinese. We and they represent the 
world's two traditional scholarship-prizing cultures which, in the 
course of the last century, had to face the challenges of modernity. I 
find it striking that, though we were submerged within an alien 
modernity, we managed to preserve our ties with the past; while 
China, a world unto herself, far removed from the West, abandoned 
her past and adopted an alien Western ideology as the national 
commitment. Were we saved by our scattering which created a 
situation where no small group could gain the authority to enforce 
their will upon all of us? China never voted for Mao. Were we saved 
by long experience adjusting our traditions to changes in the cultural 
environment? We had adjusted to Greece, Islam and Christendom 
while China had remained China. It is one of history's more poignant 
ironies that the Jew who wanted so badly to be let into Europe 
managed to retain feelings for the continuity of his tradition while the 
Chinese, who wanted only to be left alone, now are led by those who 
damn the old ways as reactionary and seek to uproot the old culture, 
root and branch. China's failure to hold on to her past made me more 
sensitive to the miracle of our partial success. 
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Preparing for the trip, I read a good bit of nineteenth and 
twentieth century Chinese intellectual history and found there many a 
fascinating analogue to the Jewish experience. Nineteenth century 
China, too, had its circles of the enlightened; men who were so taken 
by the new and its manifest power that they dressed in western 
clothes, sent their sons to western universities and worked to replace 
old-fashioned categories with modern terms. Towards the close of the 

l last century China's first ambassador to Great Britain, Kuo Sung Tao, 
was so taken by what he saw that he urged his fellow countrymen to 
adopt western style political, juridical and educational forms and 
institutions. He argued that the ability of Russia and the European 
nations to impose treaty ports and custom rates testified to their 
superior power. Power is not simply a matter of military potential. 
Ultimately, power refracts a people's mental attitude and level of 
education. The West simply was more active, pragmatic and deter
mined than the East. Like the Max Lilienthals of the Pale, Kuo called 
for the replacement of the yeshivah system with a system of European 
style schools and for the displacement of educational authority from 
traditional rabbis to academics trained in modem universities. 

There was a Chinese H askalah called, in fact, "the New Learn
ing'' and led, at first, by those who had been fortunate enough to have 
combined a traditional education with study abroad. These men 
produced journals like Ha-Me' assef in which they wrote of their 
hopes and doubts and published the results of an active translation 
program which made the works of Huxley, Mill, Spencer, John 
Dewey and Shakespeare available in China. A movement of language 
reform soon followed, aimed at replacing the elitist and esoteric 
academic languages with pai-hua, plain speech. History came again 
to occupy a central place in Chinese thought and youth fought many 
an emotional and philosophic battle to free themselves from the 
age-old veneration of age and authority. Change the speaker and you 
have the rhetoric of many a Bund meeting. 

The Chinese compliment others by saying, ''He acts like an old man 
although still young. '' Englishmen and Americans encourage one another 
by saying, "Keep young while growing old." Such is one respect in which 
the different ways of thought of the East and West are manifested. Youth is 
like early spring, like the rising sun, like the trees and grass in bud, like a 
newly sharpened blade. It is the most valuable period of life ... I do not 
wish to waste my fleeting time in arguing with them (the old generation) on 
this and that and hoping for them to be reborn and thoroughly remodeled. 
Tearfully, I merely place my plea before the fresh and vital youth, in the 
hope that they will achieve self-awareness, and begin to struggle. What is 
this self-awareness? It is to be conscious of the value and responsibility of 
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one's young life and vitality, to maintain one's self-respect, which should 
not be lowered. What is the struggle? It is to exert one's intellect, discard 
resolutely the old and the rotten, regard them as enemies and as a flood of 
savage beasts, keep away from their neighborhood and refuse to be 
contaminated by their poisonous germs (Tse-Tung Chow). 

If too much is made of them, parallels are dangerous, but the fact 
remains that China had its Geigers and Hirschs, yet, let go of the past. 
Was it because China's adjustment to modernity could not escape 
being political? In China the direction of modernization was settled 
on the battlefield rather than in the classroom and study. What the 
West had that China lacked was power, and those who finally gave 
China a countervailing power were able to impose their vision. 
Instead of the emancipation of the individual citizen, the first impera
tive was the overthrow of the moribund Manchu Dynasty and the 
achievement of effective territorial sovereignty. 

We were saved, to a degree, by powerlessness. God sometimes 
becomes most real to me in life's paradoxes. 
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