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Prior to my vacation I had a recurring dream. In it, I am craving an escape, a desire to run 

from life’s obligations. However, the further I run, the less distance I travel. And the faster I 

run, the quicker I find myself back at the starting point. It’s like I am running in a track 

event in which the finish line ultimately becomes the starting point. 

I think that I have a fairly accurate understanding of my dream. One of the intriguing 

aspects of my travel is the realization that a Jew is never far away from home or family. 

Regardless of where we are in our travels we always find someone or somewhere that 

reminds us of home. We might play Jewish geography in a kosher restaurant in Beijing, or 

go to shul on Shabbat in Vietnam; there is always a commonality that links us together. 

Language may be a barrier to conversation and traditions and tunes may be unique to the 

destination, but our souls are intertwined in a mysterious way. Our thoughts and values are 

in sync even if our mannerisms, dress and appearances are different. Interestingly, our 

religion plays an integral role in our thought process even if we see religion very 

differently. Therefore, wherever we travel we seek out members of our tribe if for no other 

reason than to feel at home in a strange land.  

Of all the places we could have spent Shabbat, Naples, Italy seemed the least desirable 

choice. Although they have a shul (only one) we weren’t certain if it was still in use and 

even if it was, whether they would have a minyan. Although the website stated that Friday 

night services started at 7pm and Shabbat morning at 9:30 am, we place little faith in shul 

websites and their times (Anshei Emuna’s website is the exception). We emailed in 

advance, but a response only came as we were departing the city. Nevertheless, we walked 

the thirty minutes to shul (which took almost 50 minutes) as the locals never heard of a 

synagogue or the address given as its location. We knew the general area but walked 

around in circles only to eventually realize we were less than a block away.  The shul was 

so well hidden, it was as if it didn’t exist. We didn’t feel any anti-Semitic vibes, but instead it 

seemed the general population of Naples wasn’t aware that a Jewish presence even existed. 

Aesthetically magnificent churches were in abundance but no other houses of worship 



could be seen. Finally, we found the correct street, but still no indication of any synagogue. 

We continued walking and asking people until a shopkeeper showed us where to go.  

Feeling slightly warm from the 90 degree heat and the long walk, we arrived at a 

nondescript apartment building with two fully armed soldiers standing guard. We were 

asked to show our passports (which we didn’t carry because of Shabbat) but they 

eventually contacted the rabbi who spoke to us from a second floor window. Initially the 

rabbi was reticent to allow us access but my wife convinced him to let us wait in the shul.  If 

we would have walked back to our hotel, we definitely would not have returned. Well, little 

did we realize that time is relative in Italy and the starting time mentioned by the rabbi was 

only an approximation. Eventually, the services did start, albeit without a minyan. Besides 

us, there was a couple from Israel, and an American woman and French woman visiting in 

attendance. There was also a Muslim student from Turkey, attending medical school in 

Naples, who believes his ancestors were Jewish. And also an individual who converted to 

Judaism under the auspices of an organization that the orthodox rabbinate in Italy didn’t 

accept. Hence, for all practical purposes, there was zero local Jewish presence. (The rabbi 

lives in Milan and arrives on Friday and leaves on Sunday.) 

The rabbi was very friendly and invited us to join him for dinner on Friday night and 

Shabbat lunch. The cuisine was modest but the gesture was greatly appreciated. We 

enjoyed the camaraderie and didn’t get home until midnight. Once again, we received 

directions that led us in the opposite direction of our hotel. Thankfully, we ran into the two 

women who attended services and they helped us navigate the route to our hotel.  

On Shabbat morning there were 15 men and an equal number of women. However, without 

the guests from Israel and us, there wouldn’t have been a minyan since one third of the 

attendees were not Jewish. It was fascinating that the shul still used a Torah from the 16th 

century. The parchment appeared to be very delicate and was a deep shade of rusty brown. 

The service was Sephardic and not Italian, as Naples in the Middle Ages was under the 

control of Spain. When the expulsion of the Jews from the Iberian Peninsula came into 

effect it included the Jewish community of Naples. Thus, from 1492 until the mid-

nineteenth century there was not a substantive Jewish presence in the south of Italy.  

Due to the Rothschild’s relocating to Naples in the mid-1800 the Jewish community was 

reestablished. In an effort to avoid causing friction with the church and government 

officials, they designed a synagogue that was nondescript and blended into the surrounding 

neighborhood. They rented two floors in an apartment building and fashioned them into a 

shul with an upper floor balcony for women. However, from street level, it was literally 

impossible for us to know that the building housed a synagogue. An advantage to this 

secrecy, was that during the Holocaust, the police and local community didn’t give the Nazis 

a list of Jews because even after a hundred years of Jews returning to Naples, the local 

population was unaware of any Jewish presence.    



 

Even though there are only 250 Jews in Naples the shul is financially stable due to a unique 

policy. The taxation department requires that as part of a resident’s yearly tax obligation, 

8/10 of one percent must be given to a designated church or other house of worship. The 

rabbi mentioned that he believes that in Naples and its surrounding areas there are tens of 

thousands of Anusim (Marranos) or individuals that outwardly profess a belief in 

Catholicism but inwardly know they are of Jewish descent. The way they show support for 

their Jewish background is by allocating their taxes to the Jewish community. The rabbi 

also mentioned he gets up to five requests per week for conversions but sadly, the 

communal infrastructure is unable to accommodate them. On the flip side, the rate of 

intermarriage is 90% and there are few young families with children. All this doesn’t bode 

well for the future but only time will tell.  

I believe that visiting smaller Jewish communities strengthens their resolve by giving them 

a sense of pride and purpose. However, it was a mutually beneficial experience as we met 

with local people and discussed their struggle in maintaining a Jewish life. We spoke to a 

young women who is the final stages of an orthodox conversion. She told us her family is 

very supportive as they too always believed they were descendants of Jews who were 

forced to convert during the Spanish Inquisition. Her intention is to stay in Italy and 

hopefully find a Jewish spouse. 

It also gave us a unique perspective to understand a different period of time in our Jewish 

history. This past Sunday we commenced the Three Weeks; a time when we commemorate 

the destruction of the two Batei Mikdash, the two temples that stood in Jerusalem 

thousands of years ago. It happened so long ago that it’s almost too difficult to fathom and 

contemplate. However, when traveling through Europe, there is a constant gnawing on the 

soul, recalling the horrors of the Holocaust and the wholesale annihilation of millions of 

Jews. We visited museums and castles that recorded a revisionist pictorial history of 

triumph and beauty.  We marveled at the paintings and frescoes and the plush palatial 

residences but deep down we knew that the artist brushstrokes helped erase two millennia 

of unspeakable dread and horror against humanity.  

Who do I blame for the tragedies that befell the Jewish people? The pangs of despair and 

humiliation against the Jew predate the church’s and Islam’s violence against my people. 

The destructive reigns of Pharaoh, Nebuchadnezzar and Titas continued unabated for the 

next two and half millennia. The Greeks and Romans were no better than the Spaniards. 

The English and French were no better than the Poles and Germans. The guilt is so equally 

shared that it seems to dissipate with time. Yet, in truth, no one is guiltier than those who 

choose to ignore and forget what happened. We are challenged to remember the 

destruction of yesteryear as a means of contrasting it to the overall history of our people.  

 



We should also acknowledge with gratitude that time has the power to heal as well. Today, 

we not only recall the destruction, we also celebrate a resurrection. With our own eyes we 

have seen the rebuilding of the State of Israel and the reunification of Jerusalem as Israel’s 

eternal capital city. We have seen communities decimated by the Holocaust that have come 

back to life. We have witnessed a resurgence of a Torah being studied throughout the globe 

and more children attending Jewish schools than at any other time in our history. 

Obviously we have lost multiple generations and six million is a number too great to ever 

fathom, but we can never lose hope. Ultimately, what was only a dream yesterday may 

become a reality tomorrow. It may be of value to recall the vision articulated by our 

prophets: ‘v’shavu banim l’gevulam’, that all the exiled children of Israel will eventually 

return to the holy city of Jerusalem. You see, all our lives are like a dream; although we 

imagine we are constantly progressing, we usually end up exactly where we started. 

Shabbat Shalom, 

Rabbi Jack Engel  

PS: My heart goes out to the families of refugees fleeing corrupt regimes, abject poverty, 

and rampant crime. I hear their cries and as a Jew wonder what my obligations are. Do we 

have the audacity to remain silent especially when we are critical of others for remaining 

silent during the Holocaust? Is inaction tantamount to our tacit approval of their situation? 

As a Jew and a human being, I can’t equate the situation the refugees find themselves in as 

comparable to the Holocaust. But that does not matter - it’s a tragedy nonetheless. Does the 

sanctity of human life have to be compared to the Holocaust for human beings to begin 

acting like human beings? Although I believe in the regulation of immigration and in the 

necessity of law and order, that cannot be a justification for the disregard for human lives. I 

think whenever we commemorate sadness in our communal past, we must use it to propel 

us to make a difference in the lives of others.  

 

 

 
 


