
B
eing from India, and not being 
Jewish, it never occurred to 
me to go Israel.  And, before 
taking a graduate school 

class dealing with Israeli foreign policy, 
the Holy Land was the furthest thing from 
my mind.  Never in my wildest dreams 
would it have occurred to me that one day 
I would develop an immense fondness 
for it.  But, after taking the class in early 
2008 that’s what happened.  Since then, 
my research revolves around Israel and 
will likely always do so.

Following the end of the class, I applied 
for an Israel Government Scholarship for 
an 8 month research programme in Israel 
and, when I was accepted, I delighted 
in the certainty that I would get to step 
on the soil of the Jewish State. Finally, 
after a long wait, on 7 October 2010, I 
landed at Ben-Gurion Airport in Israel. 
My journey in Israel had begun. 

In the days before my departure for Israel, 
I learned about a family living in Israel that 
are from my home state of Manipur (a 
north eastern state in India). They are the 
Yambem family and I began developing 
a long distance relationship with them 

Shabbat with 
the Bnei Menashe
Meeting My Countrymen in Israel

through phone calls and emails.  Later 
on, I discovered that they belong to the 
Bnei Menashe, one of the Lost Tribes 
of Israel. In my childhood, I heard very 
vaguely about this community, mostly 
from the states of Manipur and Mizoram, 
that had migrated to Israel.

I certainly wanted to meet the family 
when I arrived in Israel.  One of the first 
members of the family I met is Yambem 
Eliyahu, whose real name before 
conversion was Yambem Shanti.  I called 
him Uncle.  I also met Sharon Yambem, 
the eldest daughter, who helped me get 
to my dormitory outside of the Bar-Ilan 
University campus in Ramat-Gan.

The Yambem’s live in the settlement of 
Nizanim, a few kilometres outside the 
southern city of Ashkelon. Prior to that, 
they lived in the settlement of Gush Katif 
in the southern Gaza Strip. After Israel’s 
unilateral disengagement from the Strip in 
2005, they (along with other settlers) were 
relocated to different parts of the country. 
They told me that many other Bnei 
Menashe families now reside in Kiryat 
Arba near the outskirts of Hebron and 
Netivot, another southern city between 

Beer Sheba and Gaza, Sderot, and also 
in the settlement of Ma’ale Mikhmas, 
situated north of the West Bank. 

After getting settled in my office and 
dormitory, I had decided to pay a visit 
to the Yambem family, but I could only 
go on the weekend when it wouldn’t 
interfere with my work. This meant, I 
was with them on Shabbat. During the 
aforementioned course in my MA days, I 
was taught about Shabbat, its rules and 
regulations. At first I thought it was a very 
arduous task. But then, my preconceived 
notions changed and I started looking 
forward to this day and the break from 
the daily routines that confined me 
within the four walls of my cabin at the 
Begin-Sadat Centre for Strategic Studies 
(my office), and my Hakabaim Street 
apartment in Ramat-Gan. 

On my first visit to the Yambem family, 
Uncle picked me up from the bus station 
in Ashkelon, and briefed me, during the 
car ride, about the chores of Shabbat. 
He gave me the liberty to carry out 
any activities which were prohibited to 
Jewsduring Shabbat. But, I told that 
him my desire was to experience the 
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practices they followed on this day. As 
I reached his house, I was introduced 
to his wife- Aunty Esther, Abok (which 
means Grandma and Uncle’s mother-
in-law), his niece Reut Mordechai, 
and his son David. I received a very 
warm welcome and felt very at-home. 
However, everyone was busy with the 
preparation for Shabbat- cleaning, 
cooking, washing, etc. When the sun was 
about to set, they got ready for Shabbat, 
and then finally lit the Shabbat candles. 
Suddenly, a beautiful silence gripped the 
entire Nizanim settlement, and I could 
only hear the chirping of the birds who 
were flying into their nests. Uncle soon 
left for his evening prayers at one of the 
synagogues nearby.

My first dinner with the Yambem family 
began with the Kiddush. I enjoyed the 
entire observance. I learned that on most 
Shabbat evenings, members of every 
family visit their friends in the locality. To 
my surprise, none of the family members 
left, but instead began asking me about 
my experience in Israel and then about 
Manipur, their birthplace. I could see 
the nostalgia in their eyes. After hours 
of conversation, we retired for the night. 

The most interesting thing was that they 
had me sleep in their bomb-shelter! 
Thereafter, most Shabbats (for the next 
eight months), I continued to spend my 
time with this Bnei Menashe family.

As time passed by, I began to build up 
more and more interest in learning about 
the community. Upon hearing about my 
trip to Israel though the Yambem family, 
several people who were once living 
in Manipur came to visit me. Rounds 
of questions were pounded on me, 
especially with regard to the current law 
and order situation in the state (Manipur). 
Some of them used to tell me about 
how they miss their birthplace. In our 
conversations, I learned that they still 
have an affinity for the place and would 
want to come back and visit with their 
loved ones and friends. But, all of them 
are too busy earning for their survival 
and looking after their children. Most of 
the senior members of the community 
have only praise for the Israeli authorities 
for their help and provision of various 
facilities and services. 

However, I was very surprised when one 
of the women I met expressed her desire 

to leave Israel and go back to India for 
good. She, despite living in Israel for 
almost two decades, could not still find 
an emotional attachment to the Jewish 
State, and could not call it her home. “I 
don’t feel that I belong here” is what she 
told me. I went a step further and asked 
her ‘why’? To which she replied, “I still 
can’t relate to the people and the place.” 

Another interesting aspect of my 
interactions with this community was 
meeting their children. Most of them were 
born in Manipur and Mizoram, but many 
of the youngsters are still school aged 
and only a few have started to serve in 
the compulsory national service. During 
my stay, I had the privilege of meeting the 
first IDF officer from the Bnei Menashe 
community, named Shalem Gin, who was 
born in Mizoram and made Aliyah at the 
age of four with his family. He achieved 
the rank of Second Lieutenant. With him 
as an inspiration, many others are likely 
to follow his footsteps and make the 
community proud of such achievements.

Since many of the children made Aliyah at 
a very young age, or were born in Israel, 
communication remained a handicap for 
me. I couldn’t speak Hebrew and they 
were unable to speak in English fluently. 
Moreover, they have seemed to lose the 
affinity their parents and grandparents 
still carry for their ancestral birth place 
in India. Because of these language 
difficulties and the lack of connection, 
they were not very keen to interact with 
me in the way that the older community 
members did. Interestingly, Sharon 
however still holds onto memories of 
her childhood days in Manipur, and 
expressed her fondness for Manipuri film 
actors, food and Indian cinema. 

As these families made Aliyah on the 
basis that their religion was Judaism 
and their original home was Israel, most 
of the parents ensure that their children 
follow the religious practices strictly. 
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Wearing kippot and reading Torah 
were some of the commonly accepted 
practices that I observed. But, I also 
learned that a few of the children were 

outside cultures that are not necessarily 
in line with the community and their 
doctrines. They were assimiliating. This 
is a major concern among the parents. 

On the festival front, it was very 
unfortunate that I could not spend as 
much time with them as I would have liked. 
However, on Purim, I had the opportunity 
to have lunch with the family. It was a 
day full of celebrations in Nizanim, and 
I also met a few families from Mizoram. 
I regret not getting to spend Pesach 
with the family. This particular festival 
has a great resemblance to Cheiraoba 
(Manipuri New Year) which is celebrated 

around the same time in April every year. 
One similarity lies with the cleansing of 
the utensils and the entire house. 

Also, when I learned the importance of 
the Bar Mitzvah, I noted a similarity with 
a Manipuri ritual called Lukun Thangba- 
‘becoming of age’ in both the cases. 
I thought much about these similar 
practices, and wondered if there were 
more similarities. This is something that 
needs to be studied thoroughly. 

My short time with the Bnei Menashe 
community in Israel will always be 
remembered fondly. It was such an 
incredible feeling to meet people from 
my region miles across the sea. I still 
miss the stories told to me by Abok about 
her yesteryears at the border village of 
Behiang in Manipur, bordering Myanmar 

(formerly Burma). Every Shabbat, or 
Friday here in India, I reminiscence about 
the time I spent with Uncle and his family. 
The thunderous laughter of Aunty Esther, 
Che Rudy, Ruth, and the cute antics of 
Oriah still echoes in my mind. The late 
night chats with Sharon and her friends, 
and Reut are also still fresh in my mind. I 
look forward to the day when I can return 
to Israel and the Yambem family. 
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