
 
  

 
  

Alberto with one of the teens who led services when we were there. (FYI, I didn't snap 
this photo on Shabbes. It's a photo of another photo, which was hanging on the wall of 

the synagogue. I took the picture on Monday...) 

 
Cuba letter #4 -- At Havana's Ashkenazi Synagogue 
 
(In Cuba, with a group from CAI, visiting Jewish communities and bringing them 
donations...) 
 
On Friday night, we walk tentatively through big, ornate double doors, decorated with 
signs of the Twelve Tribes.   This is the Ashkenzai Synagogue of Havana, called the 
"Patronato". 
 
To me, the sanctuary looks like Temple Beth Shalom in Livingston, only 
narrower.   There are about 300 seats, and a high ceiling -- 40-50 feet.  It looks like 
American synagogues which were built in the 1950's, and that's exactly what this is -- 
built with money from Jewish business owners who were "making it" in Cuba.  Ninety 
percent of these families fled Cuba when the Communists "nationalized" (some would 
say "stole") their businesses.  
 
Belonging to the Communist Party was an important road to advancement, but Party 
members weren't allowed to be openly religious.  So even among the 500-plus 



members of the Patronato who remained, attendance dwindled drastically, and the 
building fell into disrepair. 
 
In 1992, that restriction was lifted, and repairs started to be made.  Money, of course, 
was a problem (nu, why should they be different?), so half of the building became the 
Berthold Brecht Theater.   But what remains is still palatial in comparison to Rebecca 
Langus' living room... 
 
It turns out that we're in for a real treat.  Services are being led this weekend by 
teenagers -- sort of like USY Shabbat.  Boys and girls are singing into powerful 
microphones with great enthusiasm, often wildly out of tune.  It doesn't 
matter.  The naches is palpable. 
 
There are maybe 150 people present, including a group of maybe 50 from the Los 
Angeles Federation.  They sponsored a Shabbes dinner for the congregation 
afterwards, which was a wonderful gift. 
 
About a third of the prayer melodies are the same as ours.  Another third are melodies 
that I recognize, and the rest I don't recognize. Very little was "mumble-davened"; either 
we sang along with the teens, or they would read Spanish translations of the Hebrew 
aloud, responsively.  (Really fast. But again, why should these teens be different from 
ours?) 
 
Our group was thrilled to hear the young people, and the adult congregational leaders 
(there's no rabbi) praised them, calling them "our future".  We were eager to return the 
next day. 
  
On Shabbat morning, they used the exact same Silverman Siddur that we used to use 
till about seven years ago.  The same pages, same layout and font in Hebrew, and 
same layout and font on the "English" pages -- except that the translation was Spanish, 
of course.  The Siddur had been edited by Rabbi Marshall Meyer; Rabbi Silverstein has 
spoken many times about him.  Rabbi Meyer founded the Seminario Rabinico 
Latinoamericano (Latin American Rabbinical Seminary) in Buenos Aires, and trained a 
whole generation of Spanish-speaking Rabbis.  Among these are Rabbi Mauricio Balter 
(now in Be'er Sheva), who has visited us many times; Rabbi Roly Matalon at BJ in 
Manhattan; and I'm guessing that Rabbi Avraham Skorka, the Pope's friend, who just 
visited us again a couple of weeks ago, also knew Rabbi Meyer. 
 
Anyway, the Siddur was very familiar.  But there weren't nearly enough for everyone.  I 
was sharing with two other people.  Our copy had a number of missing pages, and the 
cover was gone. 
 
Even so, the service was emotional for all of us.  Peak moments included: 
 
-- Alberto, who taught the teens, called on Jeffrey Peyser to take out the Torah Scroll.  I 
got to stand next to Jeff as he sang "Sh'ma Yisrael", holding one of their five scrolls.  He 



was great, and both he and I remembered that we had stood in the same positions 
about 30 years earlier, at his Bar Mitzvah at Agudath Israel.  Irving, his father, was 
grinning from ear to ear.  
 
-- Alberto called on the three Rabbis in our group for an aliya:  Rabbi Richard 
Hammerman, Rabbi David Saltzman, and Rabbi Robert Waxman (of Wilmington, NC -- 
this is the Gerberg family's new shul, and Rabbi Waxman already knows Alan, Diane, 
Aaron and Ashtin.  Small world...).  The congregation was very happy to have three 
Rabbis and a Cantor all there at once, and Alberto later brought up the rest of our group 
for another aliya. 
 
-- Four families from their congregation are making Aliyah to Israel this Sunday, and 
they too came up for an aliya to the Torah.  Alberto had tears in his eyes; of course 
they're happy for these families, but this is a big loss to the congregation.  Rabbi 
Hammerman gave them a moving farewell blessing on the bimah....   We spoke with the 
families later, and it turns out that one of the fathers, Jorge,  has been to Israel already, 
and the kids have done summer camp in Russia and in Azerbaijan.  Go figure. Jorge's 
family will live in Be'er Sheva, so I told them to find Mauricio Balter, and I hope to see 
them when I go there in February.  (They said, "Just ask around for the 
Cubans!")  Another family is moving to Ashkelon; we told them to find Rabbi Gustavo 
Suraszki, who was here for a week about three years ago. 
 
-- I was asked to sing El Maley Rachamim, the Prayer for the Dead, for two members of 
the congregation.  You may remember that our past president Julie Ripps z"l was born 
in Havana; well, this was her family's shul.  As I sang, I had Julie in mind, plus her 
parents, Anna and Joseph Gabai, and family relatives that Julie's daughter Vanessa 
had told me about.   This was their Sanctuary... 
 
-- Hynda, Bob Waxman and I sang a trio for the congregation, an arrangement of a 
melody for Ma Tovu (How goodly are thy tents, O Jacob; thy dwelling places, O Israel) 
that I wrote as we traveled through Cuba. 
 
-- There were lots of hugs and kisses:  After each aliya, everyone gives each other a 
kiss on the cheek, and at the end of each Amida, everyone would put their arms around 
each other and sway while singing "Oseh Shalom" (Lea Wolff Rosenberg had told me 
about this custom). 
 
More on this congregation later!  -- Cantor Caplan 
 


