Last of the
Jews in Delhi
or A Drop in
the Ocean
The most common characteristics used to
describe Jewish communities in India are
"ancient," "microscopic," "exotic," "secure," and
most recently, "a drop in the ocean."
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New Delhi: Once upon a time in British
India, precisely in the mid-1940s, the Jewish
population was estimated at around 20,000.
According to some estimates, the figure was
even higher, as high as 50,000. Since 75 CE,
the Jewish community in India has been an
undersized but influential component of the
population. After fleeing the coastal districts
of what is now Israel following the
destruction of King Solomon's second
temple, many Jews moved to India. They
desired to flee Greek persecution. However,
the community dwindled rapidly due to
emigration once the state of Israel was
instituted in 1948, ending the British
Mandate for Palestine. There are around
130,000 Jews of Indian descent in Israel
today.

Then, fast forward to 2022, and the
number has reduced to merely 5000
families in a population of 138 crores. This
means that only one out of every 2,47,269
Indians is Jewish. While the difference is
beyond comparison, it aggravates even
further in a geographical context. Of the
5000 Jewish folks, Delhi NCR is home to
less than ten families. It may be only five or
seven. Most of whom do not reside in the
city throughout the year. It is only fitting to
put it in the manner that Rabbi Ezekiel
Isaac Malekar does –"We are like a drop in
the ocean."

"We are like a drop in
the ocean."

Rabbi Ezekiel, who also serves as the Jewish
Welfare Association's Honorary Secretary,
runs the only synagogue in Delhi. Malekar, a
lawyer by trade, devotes all of his time to
serving the synagogue. But however small
the number, the community continues to
leave an impression in the most
unconventional ways. Because of their small
population, the Jewish community in Delhi
has attempted to blend in and adapt to the
city's culture in order to thrive.

'Judah Hyam' – A Small
yet Significant
Congregation
When India's capital was relocated to Delhi,
Jews were present in important railways,
defence, and central government services.
During WWII, there was an inflow of British
and American troops, and Army chaplains
provided services to Jewish soldiers in New
Delhi. A few German and Polish Jews who
had escaped the Holocaust also settled in
the city. Consequently, the Jewish Welfare
Association was established in 1949 through
the endeavour of four individuals: the Late
Mr Ezra Kolet, Mr Joshua Benjamin Bhonkar,
Mr Baruch B. Benjamin, and Mr Jacob
Solomon, the person-in-charge of the Delhi
Railway Station back in the days. Their effort
aimed to fulfill the community's expanding
religious, social, and cultural needs.
This intimate organisation saw the need for
its own Prayer Hall/Community Center. Thus,
the foundation stone was placed on February
12, 1956. The building was consecrated on
September 2, 1956, for a total cost of Rs.
23,695. Late Dr Rachel Judah, daughter of
Khan Bahadur Dr Judah Hyam, generously
donated Rs. 4,000/- in memory of her father.
As a result, the prayer space came to be
known as the "Judah Hyam Hall" and
ultimately became a synagogue.

Judah Hyam Synagogue still exudes a
British colonial poshness, which is
contrasted by its basic, boxy, and
unremarkable interior. Unlike most other
synagogues in India, it does not have
separate seating for women and has chairs
instead of benches. Besides, the modest
structure
does
not
boast
ornate
construction and is simple to miss.
However, what makes the synagogue
intriguing is that there is a member of the
Central Reserve Police Force (CRPF)
patrolling the exterior. The delegation of
CRPF personnel was followed after
November 2008, when Islamic terrorists
associated with Lashkar-e-Taiba stormed
several renowned spots in Mumbai. The
Nariman (Chabad) House was also
bombed, leading to the death of American
Rabbi Gavriel Noach Holtzberg and his
Israeli-born wife Rivka, who was pregnant
at the time. Four other Jews were also
among the approximately 170 killed in the
attack. Reports suggest that Moshe, the
Holtzbergs'
two-year-old
son,
was
smuggled out by his Indian nanny.

Despite the horror, Rabbi Malekar
maintains that Jews in India have been the
luckiest as they have never faced
antisemitism, unlike other parts of the
world. He recalls the 1961 census when
over 30,000 Jews lived in the country. The
blue cement building, which depicts the
2,000-year history of Jews in India, is
currently only visited by the city's remaining
Jews, Israeli diplomats, and tourists. Names
of those who contributed to building the
structure are also listed on the building's
walls.

Holding Together the
Remaining Community
& Surviving the
Pandemic

When questioned about the recent
pandemic, its impact on the prayer
meetings, and the community in general,
he replied that the pandemic brought them
all closer. On March 6, 2020, long before
the nationwide lockdown, the Judah Hyam
Synagogue was closed to visitors in order
to contain the coronavirus outbreak so it
does not affect their minuscule population.
During the pandemic, the synagogue
remained shut for almost two years,
informs the Rabbi. He also mentions that
the prayer meetings were conducted by
him online. At that time, not only people
from Delhi but Mumbai, Calcutta, Pune,
even Australia, Israel, and other countries
would join the Friday services. But he
resumed the services in person soon after
the situation improved a little.

"Most of the Jews in Delhi are from the
Bene Israel community," says Mr Prashant,
a government officer residing in the
neighbourhood. Bene means "Children of
Israel" in the Hebrew language. Prashant
often fills in for conducting the Friday
services in the absence of the Rabbi. On
being enquired about the spirit of the
community towards the weekly services, he
asserts that there is hardly anyone left in
the city. Most have migrated over time and
states an example of his own family, how
his kids do not live in the city, it is only him
and his wife. However, he argues that the
declining numbers have no impact on
prayer gatherings or community activities.

"Most of the Jews in Delhi are from the
Bene Israel community."

The synagogue also houses a library where Hebrew classes were facilitated for
children to keep Jewish ideals alive among the younger generation. Moreover, there is
an Interfaith Study Centre that aims to discover and foster religious similarities. It was
started by Malekar way back in 1985, and over the years, students across faiths have
sorted mentorship from him. While no physical classes or meets are held currently,
many remain connected with him virtually.
Malekar conducts his synagogue according to his own rules. He does not follow
Judaism's gender-discriminating restrictions, allowing men and women to pray
together in the same space. Ankur Dang, a Hindu girl, who was fascinated by the
Jewish culture in the U.S, points out that the Rabbi is very liberal and relatively relaxed
in his approach. Synagogues often require a minyan, or quorum of 10 males, during
Torah readings or memorial prayers. Ankur explains that Malekar disregards the
norm entirely and makes no distinctions. Apart from that, he has nothing against
people of different faiths attending the synagogue, even allowing them to participate
in prayer sessions. Ankur is a resident of Ghaziabad and shares a close connection
with the congregators.
Sandra Rawat, hailing from Kolkata and a resident of Saket currently, upholds the
same judgement about the Rabbi. Sandra is Jewish from her mother's side and has
been a part of the congregation for a few years now.

Malekar also points out how the Jews have all assimilated into the city's culture
over time. Their culture, traditions, and cuisine have evolved in tandem with
different religions and cultures. But all things considered, Malekar strongly
disagrees with religious conversions. He says, "I have performed over 15 interfaith
weddings, but I never encourage any sort of conversions. If you are a Hindu, be
Hindu. If you are a Muslim, be Muslim. But do not ask me about conversions. I do
not like the word conversion." The Rabbi suggests every couple let their future
children choose which faith to follow. As we discuss interfaith weddings, he
mentions an upcoming one he will be officiating on November 21 between a
Jewish boy from America and a Hindu girl from the homeland.
Furthermore, all the congregators maintain that they may not be a large group but
are rather smallish and close-knit. Ankur adds, "usually, the first half of the year is a
little quiet. It is from September onwards when the fun and festivities begin." All of
the Jewish holidays are shared by the families or congregators together. The
closest forthcoming celebration is 'Rosh Hashanah' – the Jewish New Year to be
celebrated on September 25. It will be followed by 'Yom Kippur' and 'Sukkot' in
October. Finally, the celebrations will conclude with 'Chanukkah' in December.

"Usually, the first half of the year is a little
quiet. It is from September onwards when the
fun and festivities begin."

Neither Remembered Nor Forgotten
While Judah Hyam stands tall regardless of less than ten families relying on the holy
establishment for prayer meets, celebrations, and a place to nurture their common
identity, one might overlook the synagogue entirely. Or the 18 million population of the
National Capital may know nothing about the Jewish minority, and it may be because
they are not proclaimed as a minority. The Rabbi says, "I will always have a grudge. Even
though we are a microscopic minority community, we have never been granted the
recognition as a minority community by the Centre." Although, in October 2016,
Maharashtra became the country's first state to confer minority status to the Jews. The
judgement was made in accordance with the Maharashtra State Minorities Commission
Act, 2004, which gives the government authority to declare a community a minority.

"I will always have a grudge. Even though we
are a microscopic minority community, we have
never been granted the recognition as a
minority community by the Centre."

Apart from reflecting his dissatisfaction over the
provision of minority status, Malekar also
complains about the lack of codification of Jewish
laws in the Indian Constitution. Yet he expresses
that it is probably too late for it. Having said that,
not every Jew in Delhi shares the same beliefs
and opinions as the Rabbi. Highway actor
Reuben Israel submits that he neither wants
reservations for himself nor his children. "Who
has stopped me from doing anything in this
country? I can cook a Kosher meal if I want, I can
eat pork, and nobody is going to stop me!" While
Reuben stays connected with the congregation
in Delhi and the Rabbi, he is not a regular visitor.
He also states that his Jewish identity is quite a
conversation starter. "People are curious about
what I am! My name does not give them enough
clarity."

"People are curious about
what I am!
My name does not give
them enough clarity."
And just like Malekar and other Jews in Delhi,
Reuben is opposed to relocating to Israel. He
also stays connected to Noel Malekar, the
Rabbi's son, due to his timely engagements at
the Delhi School of Music. Noel has been a
drums teacher at the institution since 2009.
After that, Reuben fondly recalls his daughter's
wedding at the synagogue held almost a decade
ago.

Altogether, Judah Hyam finds a place in the
memories of all the Jews in Delhi for many
more reasons than Sabbath. It is a popular
destination for around 10,000 Israeli
tourists but a close-knit cultural centre for
the city's Jews. "I was surprised to see a
synagogue here because most of the
Jewish community is from the south," says
Naama Koreh, a 24-year-old Israeli traveller
visiting India for the first time. Later, Naama
moves inside the prayer hall and sings
psalms and prayers in Hebrew alongside
Prashant, Sandra, and Ankur for over 45
minutes. Finally, they wrap up over 'cola
and cookies' and not 'wine and cheese,'
wishing each other "Shabbath Shalom!"
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