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The rescue of Ethiopian Jewry is one of the great feel-good stories of the 

late 20th century. It began in 1984 with Operation Moses, which recently 

has been the topic of a Netflix production, The Red Sea Diving Resort, so 

named because the Mossad opened a resort at the time as cover for the 

operations. 

Greater numbers were rescued in Operation Solomon (1991), when the 

Israeli Air Force, with American behind-the-scenes support, rescued 15,000 

of the Beta Israel. These refugees had walked over 400 miles from Gondar 

Province to Addis Ababa to escape the famine and anti-Semitism of their 

communities. At the time there was much talk about how this represented 

Zionism at its best. The Ethiopians received a warm welcome, and when 

our family was in Israel later that summer, we heard people expressing a 

preference for the Ethiopian newcomers over the Russians who were 

beginning to arrive, who were considered more demanding and less tied to 

Judaism. 

This summer, many of us were so caught up in the issues around Israel’s 

second election, not to mention American politics, that the demonstrations 

and riots that followed the police shooting on June 30 of an unarmed 

Ethiopian Jewish teenager, Solomon Teka, might have escaped your 

notice. 



The victim, called by those who knew him a “respectful young man” who 

was looking forward to his service in the IDF in a combat unit, was 

according to witnesses shot by a police officer at a distance of about 65 

feet, by an officer who was in no danger at the time. The officer was put on 

house arrest and charged with reckless endangerment, not the charge of 

manslaughter that the community demanded. 

For 40 days after the shooting there were continual protests. Over 1,000 

Ethiopian Jews participated in the protests, with more than 100 arrested 

and more than 100 police injuries. For a community known for its quietism, 

this was remarkable. 

Unfortunately, this shooting death, like the deaths of African American men 

in the United states, was not a unique incident. Newspapers reported 11 

Ethiopian Jewish young men killed by police over the past 20 years, and 

others who died in custody or after being tasered. Many in the community 

report being hassled by the police for no reason, and as in the United 

States, there have been complaints of over-policing. 

This summer of protests has been a reminder that though the Ethiopian 

Jewish community was welcomed by most, things have not gone so 

smoothly with their klitah, their absorption into Israeli society.  

When they first arrived, communities were broken up and scattered out of 

fear that they would be ghettoized. Many children were taken to Youth 

Aliyah villages, separated from their families, with the understanding that 

there they would receive a better education, though some say this was just 

to maintain the system of Youth Aliyah villages that had lost its purpose 



after the integration of Holocaust-surviving youth who came with no 

families. Students complained of tracking in the schools and of incidents of 

prejudice and harassment. Though Ethiopian Jews have had some notable 

success in the military, there were also incidents of unfair treatment. 

Employment lawyers have documented incidents where an individual does 

well on a phone interview but is then rejected when he or she appears in 

person. 

Most galling has been the response of the Orthodox rabbinate, which 

controls issues of personal status and of rabbinic employment in Israel. 

In 1985 the Chief Rabbi overturned a previous responsa and began 

insisting that Ethiopian Jews undergo a symbolic conversion to Judaism. 

You may remember this from the wonderful movie Live and Become that 

we showed at Temple. Though this decision was eventually overturned and 

conversion was no longer required, their religious leaders, the kessim, were 

not accepted for government service until 2018. 

Today there are about 150,000 Ethiopian Jews in Israel out of a population 

of almost 9 million, almost 7 million of them Jewish. They remain distinct in 

the much larger population of Jews of Color in Israel: Jews from Yemen, 

Morroco, Algieria, Iraq, Iran, and other countries of North Africa and Middle 

Eastern lands, who make up over 60 percent of Israel’s Jewish population. 

There are two encouraging trends. First is the recent successful court case 

indicting Israel’s police oversight body for failure to properly investigate a 

2012 incident where the investigation was delayed, video footage erased, 



and the case initially closed. This has the potential to change the standards 

for all cases. 

Additionally, the government has taken on a goal to increase the 

participation of Ethiopian Jews in higher education. Begun in 2016, it has 

already raised the participation of Ethiopian Jews in higher education from 

1.3 to 1.5 percent of all students. Strictly by population it should be a bit 

more than 2 percent. This also includes scholarships to help move the 

Ethiopian Jewish students from the lower-level colleges to universities and 

to increase the number continuing on to higher education. Currently there 

are only 24 Ethiopian Jewish candidates for Ph.D. in all fields in the entire 

country. 

Together these have the potential to improve daily life for the average 

Ethiopian Jewish citizen in Israel and to help overcome the “only one” 

syndrome that many successful Ethiopian Jews experience whether in the 

higher echelons of the military or in industry or academic life.  

Commenting on the events of this summer, a young woman who had been 

crowned Miss Israel in 2013 commented: These are youngsters who are 

born here and they have Israeli chutzpah. We aren’t going to be silenced 

anymore.” Our Israel Religious Action Center has been involved in several 

court cases involving the Ethiopian Jewish community including work to 

allow the immigration of family members still in Ethiopia. May we see 

progress on all fronts in the year to come. 


