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Reflections on My Vacation: The Final Chapter 

My travels are nearing completion and I have left the most intriguing and exotic country for 

last. Morocco is one of the few Muslim majority countries that is openly tolerant of its Jewish 

citizens. During our entire stay we were treated with admiration and respect and people 

genuinely tried to accommodate us. However, there are only a handful of Jews and fewer 

functioning synagogues and the remarkable Jewish community of yesteryear is only a 

memory. There is minimal Jewish presence in any city other than Casablanca and Marrakech. 

Nevertheless we decided to visit to get a firsthand account of the country’s Jewish history. 

The highlight of our trip was visiting the city of Meknes. Our tour guide drove us to the old 

Jewish area but reminded us that there would be little left to actually see. Upon arrival he 

spoke to an elderly Arab lady to ask her if she knew about anything specifically Jewish. She 

jumped up and literally ran to a homeless man who was sleeping on the ground and 

motioned that he could help us. At first he didn’t respond, but then he slowly stood up and 

started jabbering incoherently in Arabic. After a few minutes he showed us a book he was 

carrying and lo and behold it was a siddur. We initially thought that he was an Arab who was 

using a Jewish prop to get tourists to give him money. But then, pointing to a building a few 

feet away, we heard him say in Hebrew ‘Talmud Torah.’. We looked closer and faintly we 

could make out on top of the door Hebrew lettering with the words Talmud Torah. He 

seemed so excited but his siddur was upside down and we still doubted that he was legit. My 

wife looked at him and said the word ‘shema’ and he opened his siddur and sang the entire 

Shema in an old Moroccan tune. He grabbed my arm and walked with us a few blocks away 

to show us an abandoned and unassuming building which housed a shul and a mikva. The 

weeds had overtaken the grounds and the building was left derelict, but upon inspection it 

was obviously a shul. He then sang ‘ani maamin’ and placed his hands on our head and gave 

us a bracha; a blessing emanating from deep in his heart and penetrating the depth of mine.  

I could never have imagined the emotional experience of walking in a proverbial middle of 

nowhere and finding a Jew. Not just any Jew, but one of only three Jews still living in the old 

Jewish section of Meknes, Morocco. We were so taken by the experience that we opened our 

suitcase and gave him my sneakers, shirts and socks. We also gave him money but in 



hindsight I feel bad that we didn’t give him more. Our interaction with him may have only 

been for 15 minutes, but it will have a lasting impact on both my wife and me.  

I can’t help but relate this incident to Tisha B’Av, the ninth day of Av. This day in our calendar 

is marked by fasting and remembering the devastation of the two Temples in Jerusalem. The 

Talmud notes that the reason for the destruction of the Temple and our exile from Israel was 

due to ‘sinat chinam,’ the senseless hatred of other people without cause or reason. This poor 

and elderly man probably looked at us and saw nothing resembling his ideal Jew. We didn’t 

look or talk like him but he showed an unbridled love towards us. It wasn’t the money, 

because I initially only gave him a few dollars. His love seemed genuine, due to the fact that 

we were cosmically interconnected by virtue of our spiritual commonality. We couldn’t have 

been more different but in those few precious minutes we saw only our similarities. I realized 

that in spite of financial affluence we live an impoverished existence. Culturally we have 

adopted an unwillingness or inability to love others with impunity. Our lives are so focused 

on highlighting our differences that we no longer are willing or able to see our 

commonalities.  

Unfortunately, he may have told us his name but I couldn’t understand what he was saying. 

Our interaction was fleeting. Our lives may always be in different orbits, yet hopefully our 

mutual love can endure, if only on a metaphysical level. Yet, I wonder if he may truly be 

wealthier than us. Is his life more meaningful than mine? On the surface there is no 

comparison; we seem to have it all, but do we really? Can we honestly approach Tisha B’Av 

with a confidence that we have managed to overcome the failures of our ancestors? Are we 

really in sync with the ideals of Rav Kook who preached the necessity of countering baseless 

hatred with baseless love, admiration, and respect? We effortlessly talk the talk, claiming to 

be a community of inclusion and diversity, but do we actually walk the walk? Did we ever 

meet a Jew from a vastly different world background and philosophy and think of blessing 

them? Did we ever say something beautiful and meaningful to a stranger for no reason other 

than they are family? Obviously, I know the answer.  

A vacation is a time for relaxation and personal growth. A time to glean from one's experience 

and give them inspiration and strength for the coming months. I think I achieved my goals 

and gained a new perspective on life that is vastly different than mine. I now see success in 

ways that I could never have imagined. I appreciate who I am and where I am in my life but 

am more cognizant on the richness and vibrancy of a world that is vastly different than mine. 

Would I trade places? Absolutely not. Would the people I met trade places with me? I hope 

not. Personally, I have gained much from observing and interacting with a global and diverse 

Jewish community. Of course we are all different, but after all is said and done it doesn’t 

matter. What I now realize is that a Jew is my brother no matter where and what and who. 

And regardless of our diverse cultures we are and will always be one. 

 



Shabbat shalom and am Yisrael chai, 

 

Rabbi Jack Engel 

 


