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By Regina Garcia Cano
The Associated Press

The first Jews to settle in what is now
South Dakota established themselves in
Deadwood during the Gold Rushmore
than 150 years ago, finding a niche selling
hardware, groceries, dry goods andmore.
By 1920, the state was home to some 1,300
Jews.
That community has dwindled to an esti-

mated 390 people— less than a tenth of
1 percent of South Dakota’s population. No
state has fewer. It’s a small but tightly knit
flock that makes do without a permanent
rabbi and worries too few children are com-
ing along to sustain it.
“Nobody wants to be the last one to turn

the lights out,” said Steve Benn, a neo-
natal doctor who serves as lay leader at
Synagogue of the Hills in Rapid City. He
orchestrates bar mitzvah ceremonies, per-
forms ritual circumcisions and conducts
funeral services.
The reasons for the decline vary. Some

members stationed at Ellsworth Air Force
Base in western South Dakota transferred
elsewhere and took their families, some
doctors working on Indian reservations
were eventually reassigned, and other Jews
simply left in search of better opportunities
in more populous areas.
“Anybody that has moved here or moved

away ... it’s always been professionally driv-
en, as opposed to other reasons,” Benn said
of the Rapid City congregation, noting it’s
not because of any feeling of isolation.
There are two active synagogues, one

in Sioux Falls and another in Rapid City. A
third synagogue in Aberdeen sometimes
hosts services and Torah study groups.
Rapid City’s synagogue was once a family

home donated to the community by Stan
Adelstein, a state senator who occasionally
officiates weddings.
South Dakota is the only state without

a permanent rabbi, which Benn said is
because of “market forces.”
“If the synagogue can afford to hire a

rabbi and there’s a large enough need for
one, they (synagogues) make their own
arrangements,” he said.
South Dakota’s last rabbi, Stephen

Forstein, arrived in 1979 after the rabbi at
the Sioux Falls synagogue died. Forstein
was a part-time rabbi who also operated
a lighting supply business that took him
around the state.
“I’m out to sell a product, be it like light

bulbs or Judaism, and I make no bones
about it — I’m selling Judaism,” he said
in November 1980. But Forstein moved to
Michigan years later.
Since then, the community has been

served by lay leaders and student rabbis
fromHebrew Union College in Cincinnati,
who travel to the state regularly.

SERVEDBYVISITING, STUDENTRABBIS
Young Hasidic rabbinical students who

are part of a global community outreach
training program known as “The Roving
Rabbis” also come to the state every sum-
mer and at other times during the year,
making in-home visits. Last year, they even
arranged a bar mitzvah for a boy who had
just turned 13.
“Some of themwait all year for when the

rabbis come in the summer to ask questions
about Judaism,” Yosef Sharfstein, a Roving
Rabbi, said during an August visit to Sioux
Falls. He joked there are more Jewish peo-
ple on his block in Brooklyn, New York, than

all of South Dakota.
These rabbinical students, who are

associated with the Chabad-Lubavitch
movement, bring kosher meat, which is
not available at grocery stores in the state;
some families, including Benn’s, order the
meat online. The students also bring kosher
mezuzahs— small parchments of handwrit-
ten biblical verses, rolled into cases and fas-
tened to door frames— that are a reminder
for Jews that God is the ultimate home
protection.
Benn worries the Jewish community will

continue to diminish. The Rapid City con-
gregation has only one school-aged child.
In a recent meeting, the congregation dis-
cussed whether it should follow the example
of one in Dothan, Alabama, that offered as
much as $50,000 to families who commit to
stay at least five years.
But although it’s small, the feeling of com-

munity is strong. Some travel nearly three
hours to attend Friday Shabbat services in
Rapid City.
“There just aren’t enough people to

depend on others to be a part of it (con-
gregation), so I think it sort of makes you
a little more accountable in the sense that
you show up and you vote by your feet,”
Rapid City congregationmember Rebecca
Kline said. “And it’s like a family, there are
times you go and when people are gone, you
missed them. You’re like ‘Where are they?”’
In September, the congregation welcomed

Sara Eiser, its new student rabbi from
Hebrew Union College. She quickly identi-
fied her priority: cultivating the Jewish faith
in the congregation’s only child.
“I want (the child) to be able to walk into

a classroom and say, ‘I’m Jewish, and I’m
proud of it,”’ Eiser said.

Student rabbi Sara Eiser goes over her notes before a shabbat service in September at the Synagogue of the Black Hills in Rapid City, South
Dakota. The state’s first Jewish community was established in Deadwood more than 150 years ago. Now, fewer than 400 people make up the
Jewish community in this sparsely populated state. (AP)

Jewish community tightly knit

By Douglas Kindschi
Director of the Kaufman Interfaith
Institute, GVSU

I t is the beginning of another
new year, and our community
again will embark on a year-

long effort to bring interfaith
understanding and acceptance to
the forefront of our lives.
It was three years ago

that the “Year of Interfaith
Understanding” was launched
with a proclamation fromMayor
George Heartwell and wide
participation from congrega-
tions, campuses and community
organizations.
We announced on Sept. 11 that

2015 would be a “year of inter-
faith service,” moving beyond
talk to action. By joining forces in
acts of service, we acknowledge
and celebrate what all faith com-
munities hold dear: namely, that

we care for oth-
ers. Whether we
call it “repairing
the world” or
“loving your
neighbor,” it is at
the heart of the
faith commit-
ment.

This year also will see a more
focused effort to involve stu-
dents, both high school and col-
lege, in practicing acts of service.
Service learning is now a very
integral part of college life with
almost every campus incorporat-
ing this kind of active approach
to learning.
By including an interfaith

component to our various ser-
vice efforts, we acknowledge the
common human commitment to
helping others who are in need.
This year’s effort also will be

carried out in cooperation with a
national movement initiated by
the very dynamicMuslim leader
Eboo Patel. His organization, the
Interfaith Youth Core, is active
on over 400 campuses through-
out the country.
Patel calls pluralism the

“American project” that goes
back to the founding of our
nation. It is the commitment to
welcome all communities and
the contributions that they can
make to our mutual wellbeing.
It goes back to Thomas

Jefferson and the First
Amendment to the Constitution
that guarantees freedom of
religion.
It also was affirmed by George

Washington in his response to
a synagogue in Rhode Island
which had expressed concern
about whether the Jewish people

would be safe in this new nation.
Washington wrote, “The govern-
ment of the United States gives to
bigotry no sanction, to persecu-
tion no assistance.” He went on
to affirm “the government would
not interfere with individuals in
matters of conscience and belief”
and then quoting from the Old
Testament, “Every one shall sit in
safety under his own vine and fig
tree, and there shall be none to
make him afraid.”
In this American project of

understanding and acceptance,
we go beyond talk to action. In
the words of the Dalai Lama,
“Religions must dialogue, but
evenmore, they must come
together to serve others.”
Let us come together as we

embark in this New Year, a year
of interfaith service.
Email: interfaith@gvsu.edu

A new year of understanding through service
INTERFAITH INSIGHTS
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Grahamministry tells
the rest of Louis
Zamperini’s story

The Rev. Franklin Graham
said the film “Unbroken,”
which opened Christmas day,
dramatically portrays the
early life of Louis Zamperini,
from his troubled youth to an
Olympic medal and amazing
survival at sea and in a brutal
Japanese prison camp during
WorldWar II.
But Graham said the movie

fails to showwhat happened
next: how the traumatized vet-
eran became broken by hatred
for his captors, alcoholism and
a failing marriage.
The book “Unbroken” also

described Zamperini’s conver-
sion at a 1949 Billy Graham
crusade, and the healing and
forgiveness that followed.
Zamperini, who died last

year at 97, emphasized that
turning point in his life in an
interview at Graham’s minis-
try when the book was pub-
lished.
Franklin Graham said

excerpts of that interview can
be seen in the video “Louis
Zamperini: Captured By
Grace,” available at
billygraham.org.

TALLAHASSEE, FLORIDA

Satanic display at
Florida Capitol damaged
Authorities said a woman

was in custody after a Satanic
Temple holiday display at the
Florida Capitol was damaged.
The Florida Department of

Law Enforcement didn’t imme-
diately release the woman’s
name or the charges against
her.
The display showed an angel

falling into a pit of fire with
the message “Happy Holidays
from the Satanic Temple.”
The state allowed the display

after threats of legal action
fromAmericans United for
Separation of Church and State.

BANDA ACEH, INDONESIA

Tsunami survivors recall
howmosques stood firm
When a powerful tsunami

smashed into the Indonesian
city of Banda Aceh 10 years
ago, the only structures left
standing in many neighbor-
hoods were mosques.
For the hundreds who found

refuge within their walls, the
buildings’ lifesaving role has
not been forgotten— and
for many, that experience
strengthened their faith.
Architectural experts said

the mosques in Banda Aceh
survived because they were
sturdily built and had stronger
foundations than surround-
ing structures, many of which
were likely constructed of
shoddier materials. But many
survivors believe the mosques
were spared by divine inter-
vention.
Many residents of Aceh,

the most predominantly
Muslim province in Indonesia,
viewed the disaster as punish-
ment for their lack of devotion
to God. Faisal Ali, a prominent
cleric, said the tsunami has
actually mademanymore
devout.

VATICAN CITY

Pope issues blistering
critique of bureaucracy
Pope Francis issued a blis-

tering critique of the Vatican
bureaucracy. He denounced
how some lust for power at the
expense of others, live hypo-
critical double lives and suffer
from “spiritual Alzheimer’s”
that has made them forget they
are supposed to be joyful men
of God.
Francis’ Christmas greet-

ingMonday to the cardinals,
bishops and priests who run
the Holy See was less a joy-
ful exchange of holiday good
wishes than a sobering catalog
of what he called the “ailments
of the Curia” he hoped would
be atoned for and cured.
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