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Calling for a Miracle

A fire at a West Virginia church 
got national attention for what 
certainly appeared to be a 
miracle this week.  According to 
the March 5 edition of USA To-
day, “A massive fire destroyed 
a West Virginia church early 
Sunday morning, but firefight-
ers claim they found the Bibles 
and crosses untouched by the 
flames.

“Picture this, a building so 
hot that at one point in time, 
firefighters had to back out,” 
the Coal City Fire Department 
said in a Facebook post. “In 
your mind, everything should 
be burned, ashes. Not a sin-
gle bible was burned and not 
a single cross was harmed!!”

A remarkable story to be 
sure.  And I certainly do not 
think that miracles should be 
reserved just for the Jews, be-
cause weren’t we all created 
by the very same God, and 
aren’t we all his children?

But at a time when acts of 
anti-Semitism are in the news 
nearly every single day, many 
of which include vandalism of 
synagogues, I’m sure we’re all 
eager to see some miracles 
coming our way, too.

Hola, Fellow Jews
A great many of the Jews living in the Pittsburgh area are de-
scended from ancestors who came to America from places like 
Germany, Poland, Ukraine, or Russia. As a result, we are most 
familiar with Ashkenazic culture and customs. 

But there were also a great number of Jews who lived in Spain 
and Portugal on the Iberian Peninsula. And an article in the 
March 1 Jerusalem Post reveals a very interesting fact: many 
Latinos and Hispanics are of Jewish descent.

Below is the story.
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Genetic research: almost 25% of 
Latinos, Hispanics have Jewish DNA 
Unprecedented genetic research undertaken by dozens of professors from around the world has 
provided evidence that almost a quarter of Latinos and Hispanics have significant Jewish DNA. 

By Ashley Perry 

A few weeks ago, something extraordinary hap-
pened that could forever affect the future of the 
Jewish People and the State of Israel. 

There has long been speculation of significant 
Jewish ancestry among the populations of Latin 
and North America and Europe. Much of that was 
consistent with historical data, in that we know 
that extremely large numbers of those Jews who 
had been forcibly converted in Spain and Portu-
gal – referred to variously as Anousim, Marranos, 
Conversos and Crypto-Jews – fled the Iberian 
Peninsula to the New World during the Age of 
Discovery, beginning late in the 15th century.

Throughout the years, many tried to place a number on the descendants of these Jews, the progeny 
of a couple of hundred thousand who were forced to the baptismal font to regain kidnapped children 
held hostage or as a result of repressive legislation and oppression.

Now, unprecedented genetic research undertaken by dozens of professors from around the world has 
provided evidence that almost a quarter of Latinos and Hispanics have significant Jewish DNA. The 
study, published in Nature Communications in December 2018, revealed that the number of descend-
ants of Spanish and Portuguese Jewish communities is far higher than even the largest estimates 
previously suggested. 

The last official approximation of the number of people in Latin America, conducted by the United 
Nations in 2016, resulted in a figure of over 650 million. Add to that assessment the 60 million or so 
Latinos and Hispanics in the U.S., as well as the data from earlier genetic research showing that around 
20% of the current population of 60 million people in the Iberian Peninsula have Jewish ancestry and 
the statistic becomes staggering. There could be as many as 200 million descendants of the Spanish 
and Portuguese Jewish communities around the world today.

To what extent is this population aware of or interested in an affinity to the Jewish people? Reconec-
tar, an organization facilitating the reconnection of the descendants of Spanish and Portuguese Jewish 
communities to the Jewish world has conducted a number of studies exploring the attitudes of tens of 
thousands of these descendants towards their ancestry. It has found that in some places as many as 
30% are aware of some Jewish ancestry, either through DNA tests, genealogical discoveries, or simple 
Google searches regarding family origins and traditions, and that as many as 14% would like to identify 
in some way with the Jewish people. 

This means that tens of millions of people outside of the normative Jewish community are seeking 
ways for reconnecting with it and with their heritage, running the gamut from merely researching an-
cestral roots to actively seeking a return to the Jewish People and even to making aliyah. In the mean-



time, there is ample evidence that when these descendants 
become familiar with their Jewish ancestry, learn about 
Jewish history and are exposed to Jewish life today, they 
become far more sympathetic toward and even involved in 
Jewish causes and Israel.

Reconnecting these descendants with the formative Jewish 
world, then, can be of immense benefit to us in the diplo-
matic, political, economic and demographic spheres, among 
others, and can assist in the fight against antisemitism, 
especially in the US where a large number of Hispanics and 
Latinos are descended from forcibly converted Jews. Such 
benefits, however, are dwarfed by the moral imperative of 
fulfilling this compelling mission. Our people were forcibly 
ripped apart many generations ago and now is the time 
to rectify this historic injustice. According to many of our 
greatest rabbis – including Rav Yosef Caro, Rav Ovadia Yosef 
and Rav Aharon Soloveichik – it is also a halachic mandate.

To succeed in the task, we need to mobilize the two communities, awakening them to the existence 
and acceptance of one another. We need to send a message to the descendants of the Spanish and 
Portuguese Jewish communities who seek a reconnection with the Jewish world there are those who 
will be there to help, guide and embrace them. In regard to the mainstream of the Jewish community – 
including, and perhaps most importantly, within Israel – we need to raise an awareness of and gener-
ate an empathy for the phenomenon altogether.

While Zionism, the return of an exiled and indigenous people to their ancestral homeland, remains as 
relevant as ever and does not need to be redefined or amended, it should be restored to its fullest and 
widest meaning. At one of the early Zionist Congresses, Theodor Herzl, the father of modern political 
Zionism, declared that “Zionism is a homecoming to the Jewish fold even before it is a homecoming to 
the Jewish land.” Zionism, he was telling us, belongs to the collective and requires a communal effort and 
that, in the spirit of the Latin formula nemo resideo (leave no man behind), it cannot be fulfilled unless 
the vision also encompasses those we lost or were disconnected from during 2,000 years of exile.

The Jewish people face many grave challenges and will continue to do so in the years ahead. The deci-
sions we make today will determine how we respond to them and will shape our future. The window 
of opportunity to embrace those so long separated from us is not unlimited. We must act resolutely 
and with unity of purpose to do just that, and, in so doing, serve our practical needs as well as fulfil our 
moral and religious obligations.

Honor Your Loved Ones
Commemorate a loved one by dedicating a yahrzeit plaque in his or her 
memory at the Carnegie Shul. These beautiful plaques, mounted on the 
sanctuary walls, are lit on the loved one’s yahrzeit, Yom Kippur, and days 
when Yizkor is recited. The names are also read aloud from the Bimah dur-
ing services on the Sabbath of the yahrzeit and on Yom Kippur. 

Or sponsor a kiddush in honor or in memory of a loved one; your sponsorship will be announced from 
the bimah and in the weekly Chatter. To purchase a plaque, for only $175 or sponsor a kiddush for 
only $36, please email Mike Roteman at mrmike7777@yahoo.com.





The Rabbi William Sajowitz Endowment Fund
of Temple Emanuel of South Hills and 
South Hills Jewish Pittsburgh Present:

General Admission Tickets: $5
Tickets: www.templeemanuelpgh.org

In partnership with Beth El Congregation, South Hills JCC,  
The Carnegie Shul, JCC of Greater Pittsburgh, and Shalom Pittsburgh.

THURSDAY, MAY 16, 2019  /  7:00 PM
Hollywood Theater
1449 Potomac Avenue, 15216

EVENING 
DAN 

LIBENSON

Special VIP 
Ticket Package

$25
Includes Pre-Event Meet 
& Greet, hors d'oeuvres

& Reserved Seating

host of "Judaism Unbound" podcast”

THE OTHER TEN COMMANDMENTS: 
THE LIFE-CHANGING MAGIC OF TIDYING-UP JUDAISM




