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Connecting Africa with Rhode Island 
 by Shai Afsai

There is a popular tradition among the Igbo 
people, whose homeland is in southeastern 
6QOMZQI��\PI\�\PMa�IZM�LM[KMVLIV\[�WN �\PM�
\ZQJM[�WN �1[ZIMT��,]M�\W�UQ[[QWVIZa�IK\Q^Q\a�IVL�
colonialism, today most Igbo are Christian, 
J]\�M^MV�_PQTM�XZIK\QKQVO�+PZQ[\QIVQ\a�TIZOM�
V]UJMZ[�KWV[QLMZ�\PMU[MT^M[�M\PVQKITTa�2M_Q[P��
1V�\PM�XI[\�NM_�LMKILM[��[M^MZIT�\PW][IVL�1OJW�
PI^M�\ISMV�\PQ[�[MTN�QLMV\QÅKI\QWV�I�[\MX�N]Z\PMZ�
IVL�MUJZIKML�2]LIQ[U��^QM_QVO�\PM�ZMTQOQWV�I[�
their lost heritage. 

1�\ZI^MTML�\W�)J]RI��\PM�KIXQ\IT�WN �6QOMZQI��
\PZMM�\QUM[�IVL�[\IaML�I\�\PM�PWUM�WN �
0IJISS]S�IVL�)UISI�6_INWZ�

)�KWUXM\Q\Q^M�JW`MZ�QV�PQ[�aW]\P��0IJISS]S�
PMIL[�\PM�<QS^I\�1[ZIMT�;aVIOWO]M��_WZS[�QV�
construction and also raises goats and chickens, 
_PQKP�ZWIU�NZMMTa�IJW]\�\PM�NIUQTa�KWUXW]VL��
Bearded, lean, and muscular, he has a distinctly 
ZI[Xa�^WQKM�IVL�IV�QV\MV[MTa�ZMTQOQW][�NMZ^WZ��
In the distance, beyond his home, a towering 
IVL�\ZMM�TQVML�UW]V\IQV�_I[�^Q[QJTM��IVL�Q\�_I[�
\PMZM�\PI\�0IJISS]S�ZM\ZMI\ML�Ja�NWW\�\W�NI[\�
and meditate in seclusion. 

)[�Ua�PW[\��PM�VM^MZ�TMN\�Ua�[QLM��
accompanying me on all my trips to homes, 
synagogues, and sites around Abuja.

When I returned to Rhode Island, I began 
consulting with local rabbis about how the 
KWUU]VQ\a¼[�Q[WTI\QWV�UQOP\�JM�UQ\QOI\ML��
*MNWZM�TWVO��7JILQIP�)OJIQ�IVL�8QVKPI[�
7OJ]SII��\_W�TMILMZ[�WN �)J]RI¼[�/QPWV�
;aVIOWO]M��ZMKMQ^ML�IV�QV^Q\I\QWV�NZWU�\_W�
[aVIOWO]M[�QV�8ZW^QLMVKM�·�+WVOZMOI\QWV�*M\P�
Sholom and Temple Emanu-El. 

<PM�\_W�UMV�ÆM_�IJZWIL�NWZ�\PM�ÅZ[\�
\QUM��TMI^QVO�)NZQKI¼[�UW[\�XWX]TW][�KW]V\Za��

_Q\P�UWZM�\PIV�WVM�P]VLZML�IVL�[M^MV\a�Å^M�
UQTTQWV�QVPIJQ\IV\[��NWZ�I�[\Ia�QV�\PM�[UITTM[\�
state in the US.

)V�M[XMKQITTa�UW^QVO�UWUMV\�WN �\PMQZ�
\_MT^M�LIa�^Q[Q\�\WWS�XTIKM�I�KW]XTM�WN �LIa[�
IN\MZ�\PMQZ�IZZQ^IT��7V�W]Z�_Ia�\W�UWZVQVO�
prayers at Congregation Beth Sholom, I asked 
8QVKPI[�QN �PM�_W]TL�JM�_QTTQVO�\W�LMTQ^MZ�I�
[XMMKP�L]ZQVO�\PM�[MZ^QKM��0M�ZMXTQML�\PI\�PM�
_W]TL�JM�PIXXa�\W��0W_M^MZ��_PMV�Q\�KIUM�
\QUM�NWZ�PQ[�\ITS�IVL�PM�[\WWL�QV�NZWV\�WN �\PM�
KWVOZMOI\QWV��8QVKPI[�PIL�\W�ÅOP\�JIKS�\MIZ[��
IVL�1�_WVLMZML�QN �PM�_W]TL�JM�IJTM�\W�ZMOIQV�
his composure.

-^MV\]ITTa��8QVKPI[�KWTTMK\ML�PQU[MTN��*MNWZM�
KWVKT]LQVO�PQ[�\ITS��PM�I[SML�\W�[PIZM�WVM�WN �
the Igbo Jewish prayer melodies that are sung 
L]ZQVO�[MZ^QKM[�I\�/QPWV�;aVIOWO]M�

Pinchas possesses a deep and sonorous 
^WQKM��IVL�_I[�SVW_V�I[�I�JQ\�WN �I�KZWWVMZ�QV�
PQ[�aW]VOMZ�LIa[��<PM�PQOP[�IVL�TW_[�WN �PQ[�
Hebrew song took me by surprise. When I 
escorted him back to his seat at the conclusion 
WN �PQ[�\ITS��Q\�_I[�M^QLMV\�\PI\�UIVa�WN �\PM�
people in the synagogue, including its rabbi, 
PIL�JMMV�UW^ML�\W�\MIZ[�Ja�8QVKPI[¼[�_WZL[�
and by his melody. 

)N\MZ_IZL��1�\WTL�PQU�\PI\�1¼L�PIL�I�
similar experience when I was asked to speak 
JMNWZM�\PM�UMUJMZ[�WN �)J]RI¼[�<QS^I\�1[ZIMT�
Synagogue. There was something about being 
PITN �_Ia�IKZW[[�\PM�_WZTL��IUWVO�XMWXTM�_PW�
TWWSML�^MZa�LQٺMZMV\�NZWU�UM�IVL�[XWSM�I�
LQٺMZMV\�VI\Q^M�\WVO]M�·�J]\�_MZM�XZIaQVO�QV�
\PM�[IUM�0MJZM_�TIVO]IOM�IVL�NWTTW_QVO�\PM�
[IUM�\ZILQ\QWVIT�;IJJI\P�[MZ^QKM�·�\PI\�UILM�
_WZL[�LQٻK]T\�IVL�\MIZ[�MI[a��


