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A few years ago … well, actually over 2000 years ago …. A group of Jews fleeing persecution in 

Israel were shipwrecked off the Konkan coast in India.  These Jews became known as the Bene 

Israel.  Other groups of Jews came to India at different points in time, including but not limited 

to, the Kochini Jews and the Iraqi Jews.  At its max, the total number of Jews in India was just 

under 30,000 in the 1940s.  For a country with a population of approximately 360 million at that 

time, this was just a drop in the ocean!  After the State of Israel was declared in 1948, many 

Indian Jews made Aliyah.  Following that, some started migrating to other Commonwealth 

countries such as England, Australia and Canada and others to the US.  Less than 5,000 Jews 

are living in India today. 

 

Jews from India started immigrating to Canada in the early 1960s.  Most settled in various areas 

of the GTA, while a very small minority immigrated to Vancouver, Winnipeg and Montreal.  Back 

then, those who left India were not permitted to take their money with them.  Consequently, 

many of the Indian Jews in Canada had to start from scratch.  Most couldn’t afford synagogue 

memberships, nor could they afford the costly tickets to attend a High Holiday service.  You see, 

in India, synagogue memberships are free due to endowments created decades ago by 

benefactors in the community.  The main difference between synagogues in Canada and those 

in India is that the Indian synagogues don’t include daycares, schools or clubs.  They are just for 

prayers and for celebrating religious life events like weddings and Bar Mitzvahs. 

 

Outside of India, many experienced racism at large as well as within the Jewish community.  

When one needed a Jewish cemetery plot, if that person was not a synagogue member, it was  

nearly impossible to get a plot.  In the GTA, some Indian Jews chose not to become members 

of synagogues as they felt they were not welcomed.  Over time, others did become members of 

synagogues.  Of these new members, while some were welcomed and treated kindly, others 

were not.  All missed their melodies, traditions and customs. 

 

Congregation BINA was formed officially in 1979.  BINA is a group of Indian Jews who meet for 

High Holiday services (Rosh Hashanah, Yom Kippur and Simchat Torah), and hold a few 

socials throughout the year, including a Chanukah party and a Purim party.  In the past, some of 

our socials included dance parties, pot lucks, and picnics.  More recently and until COVID, the 

seniors met once per month.  We are now making those meetings virtual. 

 

For many years it had been a hope one day that we would have a synagogue of our own.  

Unfortunately, it was not financially viable, so we have always rented space for our services and 

socials.  Our membership in 1979 consisted of only a few families.  BINA currently has around 

200 members, a large number of whom are seniors.  BINA is run solely by volunteers.  A new 

Board is elected every two years. 

 

BINA charges modest sums for membership:  $100 per year for a family and $50 per year for a 

single person.  This is hugely different from other congregations in Canada because those 

congregations have buildings and hold services throughout the year.  We bid for Aliyot and 

other honours for the High Holiday services, just like Sephardic synagogues.  We a lso rely on 

donations. 

 



 

 

The majority of synagogues in India are Orthodox. There are no Conservative synagogues and 

only one Reform synagogue.  BINA prayers were conducted in an Orthodox style using the 

Bene Israel melodies, traditions and customs.  All prayers were in Hebrew.  Only men could 

receive Aliyot and read the prayers.  I remember for many years, an elder within our community 

who held the bidding for the honours, would say:  “Women can bid.  Men must read.”  

 

There were 3 exceptions to the Orthodox conventions in Congregation BINA: 

1) Families would drive to synagogue since they were all spread out. 

2) Families could choose whether the men and women in their family would sit together or 

sit separately. 

3) Women were allowed 2 rounds of carrying the Torahs dur ing the Simchat Torah Hakafot. 

 

After a membership vote in August 2020, BINA officially became a Conservative Egalitarian 

synagogue.  As far as we know, we’re the first and only Indian Jewish Conservative Egalitarian 

group in the world.  As you can see, all our new readers are female! 

 

Our membership is predominantly Indian Jews.  However, we do have a few members who are 

not Indian Jews, currently mostly Ashkenazi.  We have some, like myself, who married an 

Ashkenazi.  Also, we have a few Ashkenazi families who just like our services.  We added 

Yizkor into our Yom Kippur service for the benefit of our Ashkenazi members.  

 

Now I’d like to talk about BINA and Beth David: 

Did you know that the relationship of Indian Jews with Beth David dates back decades?  Eli jah 

and Erusha Hyams were Bene Israel who became members of Beth David in the 1970s.  David 

Saul, a Jew from Calcutta, was a member of Beth Am, which, as all of you know, amalgamated 

with Beth David in 1977.  David Saul was a former President of Beth David.  My parents joined 

Beth David in 1981 and have been members ever since.  We even have one Bene Israel on the 

current Beth David Board of Directors. 

 

When BINA held their first High Holiday services, they did not have their own Sefer Torah.  

Elijah Hyams approached the late Rabbi Pappenheim at Beth David, who gladly lent Sefer 

Torahs to BINA every year for High Holiday services.  Rabbi Scheim graciously continued to do 

so until BINA was able to afford their own Sefer Torahs.  BINA now owns 3 Sefer Torahs and 

Beth David has kindly been storing them for BINA for many years.  Two of them are encased in 

huge Sephardic cases, which I believe Michael Rubin has brought out and used for services, on 

occasion. 

 

Last year, due to COVID, BINA did not have a place to host our High Holiday prayers, so we live 

streamed from a member’s home.  This year, circumstances left us without a place.  As soon as 

Michael heard this, he arranged for our readers to live stream from the Beth David downstairs 

sanctuary. 

 

Thank you, Beth David, for all that you have done to support the BINA community over the 

years.  We truly appreciate your inviting us here today to partake in the Shabbat service.  We 

hope to see this wonderful relationship thrive. 

 


