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TThe Strange Evolution of the he Strange Evolution of the 
Synagogue in Synagogue in   

Maputo, MozambiqueMaputo, Mozambique  
By Michael Metelits  

US Ambassador to the Republic of Cape Verde 
Part II 

(Part I appeared in the last issue of this newsletter.) 
What can I say?  A sanctuary is a sanctuary —except when all of 

the sanctified objects have been removed long ago.  It was obvious 
where various functional parts of the sanctuary had stood, but the room 
was for all purposes bare.  Broken windows punctuated the ingress of 
light (and, of course, air) above us.  There were no electric lights to 
speak of in the sanctuary, no seats, no arc, no pulpit, no railing, noth-
ing.  And yet…and yet, there was something there beside an empty 
room. 

Believe me, I’m no mystic.  While I like to read a good sci-fi 
yarn, I’m neither an addict nor a proselyte.  This really makes it diffi-
cult for me to describe what I saw and felt in that inner room in terms 
that even I can accept.  But here goes. 

It was impossible for me to be in that sanctuary without immedi-
ately sensing a very personal bond with past events that must have 
taken place there -- weddings, bar mitzvahs, services, arguments.  
There was an overwhelming presence in that room of an active com-
munity in the past.  Without hearing human voices I felt the things that 
had probably been said.  The sensation was very strong and persisted 
during my entire time in the sanctuary.  It had the effect of creating a 
bond between me and…and what?  Certainly it  wasn’t a bond between 
me and the structure.  Nor could it have been a bond between me and 
people I had never met and would never meet.  So what was it?  Per-
haps a link with the community.  To this day I don’t know and can’t 
say. 

The tour ended and we left the building.  In the car, Maria told us 
a little about her past.  As we drove through the city she described how 
her father had been a government official in Angola and had been ex-
iled to Mozambique because his politics did not agree with the re-
gime’s.  Maria, therefore, grew up in colonial Lorenço Marques.  As 
we passed through one neighborhood she pointed to where as a little 
girl she had learned to roller skate, had participated in the Girl Scouts, 
had received help in skating from other, older girls in the neighbor-
hood.  Maria’s story described a small, self-aware, tightly knit commu-
nity that was now simply a dim memory.  She was the one who first 
told me about the need to search for a minyan in the local hotel.  She 
recalled how one part of the community used the temple on Friday 
evening and the other on Saturday morning.  The only thing lacking in 
her recounting, as I now perceive, was any description of how mem-
bers of the community practiced their religion in the home. 

As we reached the embassy, conversation turned to custody of the 
synagogue.  The woman from the AID Mission was understandably 
reluctant to have full responsibility over the property.  I must have 
been feeling impetuous that day because I said I would be delighted to 
keep the keys.  In the back of my mind was the idea that they might 
also be keys I could use to contact people in the Department of Reli-
gious Affairs for material to use in our annual Human Rights report.  
So the keys to the padlock at the gate and the door of the temple itself 
at that point came into my possession. 

Let’s stop and think a minute.  If you had the keys to a rundown 
synagogue in a city where there was no indigenous Jewish community, 
what would you do with them?  Please understand that control of the 
keys meant control of the synagogue, which had a certain weight in (Continued on page 6) 
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 (Continued from page 6) 
entity that would not exist.       

    Think of it!  There was no indigenous Jewish community.  There 
was not even a functioning temple (yet).  What would be more honest 
than to create, as we did on paper, the Ad Hoc Association of the Jew-
ish Community of Mozambique, e.f.?  It was the last two letters that 
clinched it for us.  The formal name, of course, was in Portuguese 
(Associaçao ad hoc da Communidade Judaica de Moçambique, e.f.).  
Those last two letters—my invention, I have to admit—are an abbre-
viation that doesn’t exist formally in Portuguese and signify “em for-
maçao,” which you can take to mean “still under construction.”  Fortu-
nately, the people we dealt with in the government didn’t ask us what 
the e.f. meant and we strictly observed a “don’t ask, don’t tell” policy 
because the title gave us standing to do things without having to exist 
in reality.  It was truly the best of bot h bureaucratic worlds. 

    So we had our Committee (e.f.) which was strictly ad hoc, which 
meant that any time Alkis or I felt the need to do something about the 
temple, we sat down together and the Committee was in session.  That 
Committee certainly had its magic moments! 

    On one occasion our Ambassador received a letter from a gentle-
man in the U.S. Midwest.  He carefully explained that his father had 
died decades ago in Mozambique’s second-largest city, Beira, and was 
buried in the Jewish cemetery there.  He went on to say that he had lost 
his photograph of his father’s gravestone and implored the Ambassa-
dor to help him replace that photo with a more recent picture.  The 
Ambassador turned to her Deputy Chief of Mission (yours truly) and 
told him that there was an American citizen who needed some help and 
would the DCM please help him. 

    Please understand that in those days there was a hot civil war rag-
ing everywhere outside the cities.  This meant that one couldn’t simply 
drive up to Beira, snap a picture of the gravestone, and return to 
Maputo.  I discussed the matter with Alkis, whose business tentacles 
reached throughout the country.  He informed me that a member of his 
staff would be making a trip (by air—also a risky endeavor, but for 
very different reasons) to Beira soon on company business.  Alkis sug-
gested that his employee could photograph the gravestone. 

    The following day, as Deputy Chief of Mission of the U.S. Em-
bassy, I had the pleasure to write to the gentleman in the U.S.  I told 
him that although the Embassy had no resources to undertake the peril-
ous trip to Beira, I was going to turn the matter over to the Ad Hoc 
Committee of the Jewish Community in Mozambique, e.f., in the hope 
that they could help him.  A week later the business trip was over and 
Alkis’ man produced a photo of a gravestone with Roman and Hebrew 
script—it looked like the right thing.  He had found a needle in the 
haystack.  That is to say, a person who read neither Hebrew nor Eng-
lish went to an abandoned Jewish cemetery, found a headstone match-
ing the description he was provided, and shot a photo that was artisti-
cally acceptable.   

    So the Ad Hoc Committee met (i.e., Alkis and I got together) to 
send the photo to the U.S.  We designed and printed a letterhead and 
we wrote the man a letter enclosing the photo.  Several weeks later I 
received a letter (as the DCM in the Embassy) from an astonished and 
grateful gentleman thanking the Ad Hoc Committee for its efforts and 
asking how he might show his gratitude.  As DCM I responded that as 
far as I knew the Ad Hoc Committee was very happy to have been of 
assistance.  I went on to say that that group was currently engaged in a 
project to renovate the synagogue in Maputo and if he wished to make 
a contribution to that committee, I was sure that his donation would be 
put to very good use.   

    Sure enough, several weeks later a letter arrived at the Embassy 
from the gentleman in the Midwest enclosing a check (for a modest 
amount, but a quantity far exceeding the price of the photograph) made 
out to the Ad Hoc Committee.  It was our first working capital!  More- 
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(Continued from page 12) 
over, we were able to cash the check:  it didn’t bounce and the local banking system recognized the Ad Hoc Committee.  That was a very sweet 
success. 

    Other events combined in their own way to begin to shape the kind of institution our group was creating through this synagogue.  Some of 
the activities involved interactions with the Jewish community of South Africa—a juggernaut in world Judaism and certainly a super-Goliath in 
comparison with our pre-pubescent David in Maputo.  That community had its own ideas about the temple and what it should represent.  Other 
activities involved making our Ad Hoc Committee less ad hoc and far more representative of a real Maputo Jewish community.                                                                             
(Part III will appear in the next newsletter.)  
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The Strange Evolution of the Synagogue in  
Maputo, Mozambique 

By Michael Metelits  
US Ambassador to the Republic of Cape Verde  

Part III 
        As I have already mentioned, one of the first things that Alkis did 
for the temple was to twist some arms in Johannesburg in the Jewish 
community of South Africa to get them to donate a new roof.  In par-
ticular he focused his efforts on a Jewish gentleman who owned a fac-
tory that made such metal products.  [I had the privilege of meeting 
this gentleman and his wife at their home just outside Johannesburg 
and taking Sabbath dinner with them at a later date.  They are wonder-
ful people!]   
        Please remember that there was a war—a hot civil war—going on 
at the time and it was a life-risking proposition to drive a vehicle 
across the narrow stretch of land that separated Maputo from the South 
Africa border.  Nevertheless, a new roof was forthwith fabricated and 
installed in what was a truly generous act.  Thereafter, the South Afri-
can Jewish community identified a South African synagogue that had 
gone out of business, which was going to be the source of a wood rail-
ing separating the congregation from the ritual activities on the pulpit 
and at the Ark.  There was also a possibility of getting seats for the 
congregation as well as an Ark, an eternal light, and—most necessary 
of all—a Torah. 
        Meanwhile, Alkis set up a meeting between me and some of the 
leaders of the Jewish community of South Africa who planned to visit 
Maputo.  I invited them to my home for dinner.  As the meal pro-
gressed, we spoke about the synagogue, what it might stand for, how it 
might function, what was still necessary in terms of materials and labor 
in the campaign to finish the restoration.  As the conversation devel-
oped it became quite clear that their ideas and the ideas of the mem-
bers of the Ad Hoc Committee (which had expanded beyond just Alkis 
and me) differed in some very fundamental respects. 
        The gentlemen from South Africa wished to restore the building 
so that it could serve as a reminder of what had once stood there.  
Their emphasis was, if I may summarize, to create a monument, per-
haps a museum.  They were prepared to underwrite the reasonable 
costs of accomplishing that task, which was extremely generous of 
them. 
        On behalf of the Ad Hoc Committee, I disagreed openly with 
them.  The Committee had met and addressed the issue of what to do 
with the synagogue.  There was already a handful of us—myself, the 
woman from the US AID Mission, our new General Services Officer at 
the Embassy, and the wife of the resident director of the World Bank, 
as well as a Brazilian couple—rather than simply a phantom group of 
two.  Since we were resident in Maputo and since we were Jewish, we 
felt the need for a center, a focus where we lived, for our Jewish cul-
ture.  We wanted a living synagogue, not a monument. 
        So it was that I responded to the generous offer of the group from 
South Africa with a counter-proposal.  We were not interested in creat-
ing a museum.  We wanted to restore a functioning synagogue and we 
wanted to re-create the Maputo Jewish community.  If they wished to 
cooperate with us, we would be happy to help them spend their money, 
but if they insisted on their original plan, we were prepared to take a 
longer time and accomplish our goals using our own resources, thank 
you very much.  I don’t think they had come prepared to hear dissent.  
However, they deserve a great deal of credit for listening carefully to 
our arguments and promising to think the matter over. 
        Their decision to keep the subject under consideration was some-
thing of a challenge to our small group.  First, we had to show our 
South African friends that we meant business about depending on our 
own resources while not excluding the possibility of further coopera-

tion on their part.  Second, if the synagogue was going to mean any-
thing in Maputo after our departure (since all of us except Alkis were 
there on limited-term assignments), it had to embrace the local as well 
as the foreign Jewish community. 
        Meaning business meant that we had to begin to put some of our 
own money where our mouth was.  One of the primary things that the 
synagogue lacked was interior lighting fixtures.  There was no problem 
seeing inside the sanctuary during daylight hours, but the lack of elec-
tric lights meant that it would be impossible to meet or to hold reli-
gious services at night.  However, in wartime Maputo, there was no-
where that one could turn to purchase appropriate lighting fixtures.  It 
was thus that we turned to a Jewish-owned business in South Africa to 
purchase lighting fixtures.  Their sales representative visited the site 
and was duly impressed with the temple.  We agreed on the kind of 
fixtures that would be appropriate for the room and would provide ade-
quate light.  Someone from among us came up with the money and the 
purchase was made.  The lights were subsequently delivered and in-
stalled. 
        Another pressing concern was the state of disrepair of the 
grounds.  We arranged for garbage pickup and got the grounds cleaned 
up.  The neighbors agreed to respect the religious property and keep 
their trash to themselves.  More significant still, our General Services 
Office got the land cleared and inaugurated a program of planting 
things to beautify the grounds.  He spoke Hebrew and knew the appro-
priate prayers, so we had a ceremony with respect to planting fruit 
trees around the temple. 
        In view of all these efforts, it was obvious to everybody that we 
meant business.  The next challenge was to bring Mozambican Jews 
into our program.  To tell the truth, we had no idea whatsoever if there 
even were any Jews left in Mozambique.  As one might understand, 
being Jewish and African during the Portuguese colonial era would 
have invoked a double-whammy of potential discrimination, so people 
didn’t exactly hang out a shingle advertising to the world that they 
shared our cultural heritage.  Instead, if there were any Mozambican 
Jews, they would have used tried and true survival tactics that Jews 
had developed during the Inquisition period.  In a word, they would 
have gone underground as Jews and would have adopted, at least su-
perficially, a non-Jewish (probably a Roman Catholic) public identity 
        Who were these potential heirs and beneficiaries of our program.  
Where were they?  Did they even exist?  How in the world could we 
find out? 
        We decided to use the democratic means at our disposal:  the free 
press.  Our plan was to place an ad in the local newspaper inviting per-
sons of Jewish heritage to a meeting in the synagogue.  We intended to 
place the ad in the paper a number of times for a given period an-
nouncing the existence of the Ad Hoc Committee, e.f., and inviting the 
interested Jewish public to meet. 
        It was lucky that we had formed the committee, for as we learned, 
local regulations did not permit individuals to take out an ad in the 
newspaper for religious purposes—only a recognized institution could 
do that.  Since the Department of Religious Affairs had chosen us to 
represent the Jewish community, we were able successfully to argue 
with the newspaper that the Government of Mozambique had recog-
nized us as the kind of institution that the rules had in mind.  Each of 
us dug into our pocketbook and the committee came up with the cash 
to pay for the ad.  It appeared in the paper and we held our breath. 
        In a country of 13 million—ruled by Portugal for 500 years, that 
had experienced the Portuguese Inquisition, had felt the long-term co-
operation between the Salizar regime and the local Catholic Church, 
and where the pre-independence Jews had  been foreigners who had 
fled on the eve if independence—what were the prospects for finding a (Continued on page 9) 
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(Continued from page 4) 
local Jewish community?  I think the honest answer to that question 
was that the odds of our finding a few Jewish Mozambicans were 
about five million to one against us.  The very thought of finding a 
group of 10 or more—an impossibility!  So the ad went into the paper 
announcing our existence and our intention to hold a meeting for all 
Jews.  We waited for a response, any response. 
        The appointed evening came.  We all arrived at the synagogue, 
turned on the lights, set out some refreshments, and waited. 
        I don’t know—God is certainly good and we were extraordinarily 
lucky.  People began to arrive.  They were mostly women, mostly mid-
dle-aged women.  It was astonishing.  We had at least a dozen guests!  
I recall that some of them brought their teenage children with them.  I 
recall that the young boys and girls were all wearing crucifixes.  In 
good underground Jewish fashion they had been reared as Catholics.  
Now their mothers wanted them to know their true heritage.  To say 
this was a heartwarming experience would be to understate the obvi-
ous.  It was extremely gratifying to learn that our hard work would 
actually benefit a community that would survive us nomads.   

      __________________________ 
  

God is certainly good and we  
were extraordinarily lucky 

            ______________________________________________ 

 
        My last memory of the synagogue is on the very eve of my depar-
ture from Mozambique at the end of my tour of duty there.  The Jewish 
community held a farewell for me in the synagogue.  As I drove up to 
the building at dusk, I noticed a Mercedes Benz sedan with govern-
ment plates on it.  There was a big shot there.  The VIP turned out to 
be the Foreign Minister, who not only wanted more than just to say 
goodbye to me.  He recounted that as a boy growing up in Maputo, he 
had passed the synagogue every day on his way to and from school 
and had always been curious about it.  Now that it had become a func-
tioning institution once again, he used the occasion of the farewell to 
see for himself what it was like inside. 
        This account is far longer than I had expected it to be.  I have 
omitted several episodes that would allow American participants to be 
individually identified in circumstances that might affect their right to 
privacy.  As I indicated at the beginning, it is a very unimpressive 
place at first glance, but it is a very special place when you get to know 
it.  I hope that Jewish communities elsewhere find means of communi-
cating with the Maputo group.  I’m sure that the Ad Hoc Committee, e.
f., has served its purpose and is enjoying a well deserved retirement.  I 
have heard by the grapevine that a very important rabbi from South 
Africa officially consecrated the synagogue.  However, I’m certain that 
much work on the synagogue, for the Jewish community, still remains.  
Then, there’s the question of refurbishing the Jewish cemetery…but 
that’s another story! 
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