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The Jewish Community in Kaifeng

by Naoki MARUYAMA

The Jewish Community in Kaifeng, the capital city of Honan
Province in China, was first recorded in a letter dispatched to the
Vatican by Matteo Ricci, a Jesuit missionary at Beijing in 1605. The
stone inscriptions which remain there tell us that this “orphan colony”
was established during the Sung dynasty between the tenth and twelfth
centuries. Kaifeng was a terminal point on the Silk Road which
passed through the Middle East to Europe. This discovery stirred up
curiosity and excitement both in the Christian and Jewish communities
in Europe.

As a result of several contacts with the Jews in Kaifeng, it became
clear that the Kaifeng Jewish community, with a dwindling population,
isolated from the main centre of Judaism, nevertheless preserved its
Jewish identity and conducted some religious rituals.

Meanwhile, the Jewish communities in Britain were alarmed at the
dying Jewish community in Kaifeng, requesting the local Jewish com-
munity in Shanghai to rescue their co - religionists. The American
Jewish community started a fundraising campaign to send their
missions there and take some of the members of the Kaifeng commu-

nity to America. In 1900 the Shanghai Jewish community decided to
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English Résumé

contact the Jews of Kaifeng and established the Society for the Rescue
of the Chinese Jews. All the attempts, however, ended in failure.
Finally the Jewish community ceased to exist.

How did these Jews disappear ?

After the death of the last rabbi, the community was left with no
leader who could conduct religious ceremonies. The sabbath was not
observed. Frequent floods of the Yellow River destroyed the syna-
gogue and distressed the people. Members of the community moved to
Beijing or intermarried with the Muslims in the neighborhood. Fur-
ther, Confucianism as a way of life appealed to the Jews. Thus it is
safe to say that the Kaifeng Jewish community was absorbed into the

Chinese society rather than disappeared.
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