
Placing Torahs in the new center

My children and I raced up the street as 
fast as we could. We arrived slightly late, 
but still in time at the Minami Aoyama 
House, the temporary location of the 
Jewish Community of Japan (JCJ).  The 
building in Hiroo had been built in the 
1950’s and the sanctuary rumbled if a big 
truck or bus went by. It needed more than 
a facelift; it needed a complete overhaul. 
Finally, with the help of the generosity of 
an anonymous donor, the building was 
razed to the ground and rebuilt from 
scratch.  Tonight we would throw open 
the doors of our new building, show off 
our new home and most importantly, 
give thanks for the abundant gifts we 
as a community had been given.  It was 
a night to commemorate the past and 
rejoice in the promise of the future; to 
inexorably weave the fabric of shared 
memory together. 

My son, age ten, and daughter, age 
seven, watched the initial chaos with 
wonder.  The JCJ owns six Torahs and 
they needed to find their way to their 
new home.  A small group of members 
decided we would follow the tradition 
of walking the Torahs to their new home 
through the streets of the city.

The tradition is as ancient as the Torah 
itself.  Three thousand years ago the 
Jews carried the Ark of the Covenant 
through the desert from Mount Sinai 
into Jerusalem.  It is a task that modern 
descendents of Moses can take on in 
order to tie generation to generation.

Our new rabbi, Rabbi Antonio, led the 
small band of carriers through the streets 
of Tokyo.  It was fitting that he arrived 
only a month prior.  It was a season of 
beginnings.  It was Rosh Hashanah, 
the time for T’shuva, of turning back to 
tradition and ritual.  “One change this 
year,” he told us on Rosh Hashanah, 
“Make one change this year.”  

We are a community of expats.  Our 
community needs a leader who has the 
skills to bring people together and do it in 
a way that is inclusive.  Rabbi Antonio’s 
gentle demeanor and strong leadership are 

a powerful combination to a community 
that craves direction and spirituality. 

Carrying the Torah in this fashion is not 
an opportunity that comes often in one’s 
lifetime, and I wanted to take advantage 
of it.  About twenty adults and ten 
children paraded through the streets of 
Tokyo, taking turns carrying the Torahs. 
The Rabbi led us in song as we marched.

The streets were somewhat quiet at 
6pm, with many people in the area still 
at work, so there were few onlookers to 
our merry band.  Those who did see us 
simply smiled at our troupe.  We were 
purposeful. We carried the weight of 
centuries of tradition with us.

“Mom, Mom, look at me!” my son, 
Bailey, shouted just as we were nearing 
the new location.  Someone in the group 
had given him a breastplate to carry.  His 
arms were wrapped around the silver 
piece, held tightly against his chest.  His 
face was shining with a broad smile, 
complete with the adorable dimples he’s 
had since birth.  

“That is great, Bailey, good for you,” I 
encouraged.  I relished this opportunity 
to show my son his heritage.  His great-
grandparents on both sides of his family 
fled religious persecution.  It was for them 
and for my own future grandchildren that 

it behooved me to encourage him and 
make him see that the things for which 
our ancestors fought are not solely in the 
past.  At Passover, Jews sit at the Seder 
table and say “it is that which the holy 
one, Blessed be He, did for me,” – not 
what He did for our ancestors, but for 
me directly. We are commanded to see 
the past as relevant to the present and 
to the future.

At that point, my daughter slid her hand 
into mine. I knew that by walking into 
that sanctuary holding tight to her, and 
keeping her near me, she would always 
associate the warmth of this night with 
the warmth of the congregation, and 
with the warmth of her family.

The Rabbi moved to the front of the 
procession and took the Torahs and their 
assorted dressings. He, along with the 
president of our shul, Dan Turk, placed 
everything lovingly into its new home.

As a Jewish family living far away from 
our native country, the synagogue has 
to be our home away from home.  It is 
in that community that we can perform 
the familiar rituals that are part of our 
makeup as Jews and our link to our 
past.  There is comfort in knowing that 
wherever we land in the world, the 
arms of the synagogue will be there to 
welcome us. 
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