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The Shabbos Project in Latin America
• By SIMON APFEL

Special to The Jerusalem Post

With only five weeks to go 
until the big shabbat of 
october 24/25, we bring 

you a round-up of shabbos project 
activities taking place across latin 
america, with stopovers in uru-
guay, mexico, argentina, panama 
and brazil.

Panama
the jewish community in pana-

ma is an altogether extraordinary 
one. the community currently 
numbers around 8,000. While rel-
atively small by diaspora standards, 
jewish immigration to the coun-
try has tripled over the past two 
decades. remarkably, panama is the 
only country besides Israel to have 
had two jewish presidents in the 
twentieth century (max shalom 
delvalle in 1969, and eric delvalle 
maduro from 1987-1988). perhaps 
even more remarkably, a reported 
85 percent of jewish households in 
panama keep kosher (there are 17 
kosher restaurants in the country), 
and around 60% of the community 
observes shabbat in some manner.

that said, this apparent “captive 
market” hasn’t stopped daniella 
lowinger, shabbos project lead coor-
dinator in panama, from waking 
up everyday at 5:00 am as she goes 
about the business of ensuring the 
project hits home – and hits homes – 
in panama every bit as forcefully as it 
did in south africa last year.

lowinger is among the 1,400-
odd global partners involved in the 
international shabbos project. pan-
ama City, where she is based, is one 
of around 250 participating cities.

“the shabbos project is one of 
the most exciting initiatives I’ve 
ever heard of – it’s the spark that’s 
going to light up jewish commu-
nities around the world,” she says. 
“just like the shammas candle in 
the menorah (the most prominent 
candle in the Chanukah menorah) 
lights up all the others, the south 
african jewish community (where 
the shabbos project was created by 
the country’s Chief rabbi Warren 
Goldstein last year) is lighting up 
the rest of the jewish world.”

lowinger first heard about the 
initiative from rabbi aaron laine – 
Chief rabbi of the ashkenazi com-

munity in panama. she recounts 
that “seeing the videos was an 
inspiration” – that “if they could 
do it in south africa, we could defi-
nitely do it in panama.”

already, the major communal 
organizations, synagogues and 
schools have been informed and 
have jumped on board.

rebecca arman, a volunteer who 
has been translating some of the 
educational material into spanish, 
says that when she tells her friends 
about the idea – whether they’re 
observant or not – “you see a twin-
kle in their eyes”.  arnan, who has 
often thought of doing so, will be 
keeping the shabbat of 24/25 octo-
ber together with her kids.

“shabbat is a great way to recon-
nect as families and friends and as 
a community. and it’s about going 
back to our roots as the jewish peo-
ple. many of us feel that if we don’t 
go to work or drive around or shop 
or whatever on a saturday, we’ll 
miss out on something. maybe this 
will help us realize that it’s not so 
difficult after all.”

ronny Knoll-Nesher, another 
shabbos project volunteer in pan-
ama, believes the initiative can be 
of great benefit to observant and 
non-observant alike. “people [who 
aren’t shabbos observant] see 
shabbat as complex and inacces-
sible, and the shabbos project can 
help change that,” he says. “and 

for those that do observe shabbat, 
maybe they’ve started to take it 
for granted, maybe there are some 
things that can be done better.”

as word-of-mouth spreads across 
panama City, the country’s shabbos 
project organisers have launched 
a bumper sticker drive and t-shirt 
campaign to further fuel this aware-
ness, while the maccabi youth 
movement has launched their own 
publicity campaign – a school com-
petition to reward the best shabbos 
project amateur video.

one of the most compelling 
aspects of the shabbos project is 
the unity factor. this has certainly 
been in evidence in panama, where 
jews from all walks of life and all 
levels of observance, have already 
pledged to “Keep it together”, and 
where the ashkenazi and sephar-
di communities are coordinating a 
number of joint events to celebrate 
the shabbos project.

“the shabbos project is going 
to be a special, historic, occasion 
for our community,” says arman. 
“With everything that’s going on 
in the world, this is the opportu-
nity to connect as a people over 
something other than anti-semi-
tism and a state of war – something 
more positive and life-affirming. 
the shabbos project is an oppor-
tunity to experience a taste of true 
spiritual bliss.”

Rio De Janeiro
the jewish community of rio de 

janeiro is the second-biggest in bra-
zil, after são paulo. rio Grande do 
sul is the other major jewish popu-
lation center. according to a recent 
census, brazil’s 107,000 jewish citi-
zens make it the ninth-largest dias-
pora population, behind Germany 
and ahead of australia.

the rio de janeiro community is 
an especially vibrant one, with a 
network of close to 100 jewish insti-
tutions, including 20 synagogues, 
five jewish day schools, and various 
other cultural, educational and wel-
fare organizations.

the majority of rio’s jewish pop-
ulation of 35,000 resides in the cen-
tral neighborhoods of Copacabana, 
Ipanema, botafogo and leblon. 
earlier this year, the city inducted 
its first ever eruv (a virtual enclo-
sure that enables carrying over 
shabbat), encompassing Copaca-

bana and Ipanema, and utilizing 
the neighborhoods’ celebrated 
topographic features including the 
mountains and famous seafront.

after coming across the shabbos 
project on social media, rodrigo 
Cohen, a Financial advisor, decid-
ed to head up the initiative in rio.

First, he convened meetings with 
the city’s jewish communal leaders 
(“a very difficult task, but I know 
most of them and maybe they 
like me...”). a decision was made 
to pool efforts across traditional 
dividing lines, and the FIerj (Israeli 
federation of rio de janeiro) were 
enlisted to oversee shabbos project 
activates in rio.

“the FIerj are a religiously neu-
tral, non-denominational body, 
who are able to reach out to the 
entire community – observant, 
non-observant, non-orthodox, 
etc.,” Cohen explains.

he has since put together a team 
of 20 volunteers, comprising suc-
cessful professionals and prom-
inent business executives, with 
additional guidance provided by a 
cross-section of the city’s rabbinical 
leadership.

the team has been hard at work. 
Central communal shabbat dinners 
are being planned in some of rio’s 
main suburbs; special family-ori-
ented shabbat services are to be 
held in the city’s main synagogues; 
shabbat lunches will be hosted in 

the homes of hundreds of families; 
and havdalah Concerts will be held 
across the city to bring proceedings 
to a close. meanwhile, the team are 
still scouting out a venue for the 
Challah bake, and are looking at 
clubs, parks and city beaches.

“so far, we have been over-
whelmed by the support for the 
shabbos project – from young 
and old, observant and tradition-
al, reform and conservative,” says 
Cohen. “our counterparts running 
the shabbos project in são paulo 
have met with a similar response.”

he sees this as an opportunity “to 
create something special”.

“I think many people have the 
wrong idea about shabbat. they see 
it as restrictive, prohibitive. this is 
a chance for our entire community 
to experience, in full, the gift of 
shabbat – in all its warmth and joy 
and serenity.”

Uruguay
the jewish community of uru-

guay was established approxi-
mately 100 years ago by most-
ly european jews of ashkenazi 
descent. their ranks were later 
bolstered by the arrival of a 
strong community of sephardim 
from Izmir in turkey, along with 
a number of jews from morocco. 
Currently, around 15,000 jews 
live in uruguay, with 95% resid-
ing in the capital, montevideo.

the community is perhaps one 
of the most Zionistic in the world, 
with a greater proportion of uru-
guayan jews currently living in 
Israel than in uruguay itself. It 
is perhaps similar to the south 
african community (where the 
shabbos project was introduced) 
in that much of the jewish pop-
ulation is staunchly traditional.

“We are a strong community 
in the sense that we unite for 
joys, for sorrows and in times 
of need,” says uruguay’s Chief 
rabbi ben-tzion spitz, who is 
coordinating shabbos project 
activities in the country.

spitz oversees a team of promi-
nent lay and community leaders, 
each dedicated to various aspects 
of the shabbos project.

“We are personally calling each 
school, community and institu-
tion to get involved. In all cases 
there is a great deal of interest 

and enthusiasm. the feeling of 
communal unity is growing and 
is a topic of discussion. the shab-
bos project has already been a 
success, simply in bringing indi-
viduals and organizations closer 
to each other.”

all of the country’s synagogues 
will be participating in the shab-
bos project, with many of the 
programmes driven by the very 
active and well-attended youth 
movements in uruguay.

plans are starting to take shape. 
the Challah bake is being run at 
a local jewish school, with the 
benefit of kosher ovens in close 
proximity. beit Chabad of uru-
guay are taking the lead on the 
initiative, having had experience 
in producing hundreds of Challot 
for the community on a week-
ly basis. the havdala Concert is 
expected to be the best-attend-
ed event, with final negotiations 
underway to secure the services 
of a well-known jewish band.

the shabbos project organizing 
team are currently in the process 
of organizing community-wide 
shabbat meals and other activ-
ities taking place over shabbat. 
although these activities will 
be centered in montevideo, the 
team is also hoping to reach 
smaller communities in punta del 
este and paysandú.

according to spitz, there is 
already a lot of excitement 
around the shabbos project. 

“even if only one new person, 
or one new family, gets a taste 
of what shabbat is, it will be a 
success. but the way things are 
going, we are hopeful of reaching 
large numbers of people.”

matching the public mood, 
celebrity endorsements have 
been coming in thick and fast, 
with bernardo Gitman, a well-
known news anchor, and vari-
ous other politicians and media 
personalities getting behind the 
initiative.

“the impact this one shabbat 
can have could be extraordi-
nary,” says spitz. “It can bring 
an awareness about shabbat to a 
population that while not strictly 
observant, are interested enough 
to want to experience this for 
themselves. It can also help forge 
unity in our community, reach-
ing across traditional divides and 
creating connections between 
people of different persuasions 
and backgrounds who otherwise 
wouldn’t necessarily meet or get 
to know each other.”

Buenos Aires
argentina is home to approxi-

mately 200,000 jews – the larg-
est jewish community in latin 
america, and seventh-largest 
in the world. the vast majority 
of the country’s jews reside in 
buenos aires, which has around 
65 synagogues and innumerable 
communal bodies and kosher 
establishments (including the 
only kosher mcdonalds outside 
of Israel).

In recent years, jewish life in 
the city has enjoyed a rebirth, 
as judaism has gone from being 
simply a cultural curiosity to 
occupying a central place in the 
hearts and minds and daily lives 
of many of its jewish inhabitants.

perhaps unique in the diaspo-
ra, argentina’s government has 
recognized a number of jewish 

holidays, and authorizes official 
vacation periods for jewish citi-
zens during rosh hashanah, yom 
Kippur and the first two and last 
two days of passover.

rabbi daniel oppenheimer is 
a prominent community leader 
in buenos aires. he heads up the 
flagship achdus yisroel syna-
gogue, and oversees much of the 
city’s kashrut infrastructure.

oppenheimer first heard about 
the shabbos project from a south 
african couple his family was 
hosting a few months ago. he 
was immediately taken by the 
idea. after convening a meeting 
with a couple of his colleagues, 
they assembled a group of around 
20 volunteers to work on logis-
tics and raising awareness of 
the shabbos project across the 
city. they also hired profession-
al advertising creatives – includ-
ing video producers and graphic 
designers – to craft the messages 
(banners, stickers, videos, etc.) 
needed to reach different demo-
graphics within the community.

the response, says oppen-
heimer, has been electrifying.

“We have been inundated with 
calls and emails from people of all 
backgrounds and denominations 
looking for more info, and want-
ing to be involved. the shab-
bos project has clearly touched a 
nerve; its appeal is one that tran-
scends the ways in which jews 
traditionally self-identify.”

the two main events bookend-
ing the shabbat of 24/25 october 
are the Challah bake and havda-
lah Concert. both are set to be big 
spectacles in buenos aires, with 
the former expected to attract 
5000 women, and the latter per-
haps double that. Fortunately, 
the shabbos project team have 
enjoyed great support from the 
local government authorities in 
buenos aires, who have helped 
them secure two beautiful city 
parks as venues and assisted with 
logistics around the events.

the shabbos project was offi-
cially launched last month at a 
high-profile ceremony attended 
by 150 people including jewish 
community leaders, government 
officials, members of the press 
and various other interested par-
ties.

“since the event, three more 
cities in argentina have begun 
coordinating their own shabbos 
project events,” says jacqueline 
Zeitoune levi, who heads up 
the team of volunteers, and has 
been particularly instrumental in 
bringing on board buenos aires 
authorities. “excitement levels 

are high as momentum builds, 
and we will seek to leverage on 
this with a renewed marketing 
campaign during the rosh hasha-
nah/yom Kippur period. our goal 
is to ensure every single jew in 
argentina is aware of the shabbos 
project.”

For oppenheimer, the stakes 
couldn’t be higher.

“here we have an initiative 
that is quite simple, yet can help 
achieve something that has elud-
ed the jewish world for so long,” 
he says. “the shabbos project 
offers alienated and/or unaffiliat-
ed jews a uniquely jewish spiritu-
al experience pretty much every-
one can embrace (shabbat), and 
at the same time, gives jews con-
cerned about jewish identity and 
jewish unity a common cause to 
work together on.”

mexico City
mexico City, the world’s largest 

metropolis, is home to around 
90% of mexico’s 45,000 jews. 
small jewish communities can 
also be found in Guadalajara, 
monterrey, tijuana, Cancun and 
san miguel.

mexico is also home to thou-
sands of Conversos – alleged 
descendants of jews who were 
forcibly converted during the 
Inquisition, and who neverthe-
less attempted to retain various 
jewish traditions (lighting can-
dles, separating meat and milk, 
not working over shabbat). 
many prominent mexicans have 
claimed Conversos roots, includ-
ing presidents porfirio diaz, Fran-
cisco madero and jose lopez por-
tillo, and renowned artist diego 
rivera.

mexico City has dozens of syn-
agogues, several kosher restau-
rants and 12 jewish day schools. 
It is estimated that 95 percent of 
jewish families in mexico City 
belong to a synagogue and almost 
all jewish children attend a jew-
ish school. mexico has, according 
to some, the lowest rate of assimi-
lation in the diaspora.

shabbos project activities in 
mexico City are being overseen 
by abdo Chacalo. a garment trad-
er, and father and grandfather of 
five. his team comprises around 
60 passionate volunteers of all 
ages and backgrounds, who meet 
four or five times a week. the 
team have run their own adver-
tising campaign – specifically 
geared to different sectors of the 
diverse and colourful mexico 
City jewish community – and 
have been relentless in contact-
ing, and setting up meetings with 
the city’s array of schools, shuls, 
community leaders and commu-
nal bodies.

their efforts are beginning 
to bear fruit. more than 1500 
women are expected at the Chal-
lah bake. on the shabbat itself, 
there are a number of hotels in 
the city that will be running 
shabbatonim, while synagogues 
will be offering various special-
ty services, learning programmes 
and fun activities. thousands 
of families will be inviting new 
guests into their homes for shab-
bat meals. arrangements for the 
havdalah Concert, meanwhile, 
are still being finalized, but vast 
crowds are anticipated.

“almost all people who hear 
about the shabbos project love 
the idea,” says Chacalo. “I gener-
al, I believe the shabbos project 
can be the beginning of a new-
found tolerance between jewish 
people with different ways of 
thinking – not just here in mex-
ico, but across the jewish world.”

other latin american countries 
taking part in the international 
shabbos project include Venezu-

ela, peru, Chile and Guatema-
la. the initiative is taking place 
in around 250 cities around the 
world over the shabbat of parshat 
Noach, on 24/25 october 2014. 
For more info, or to sign up, visit 
www.theshabbosproject.org.

Josh Benjamin contributed to this 
report.

TEAMS BRACE for The Shabbos Project’s October 24/25 weekend in Buenos Aires, Panama (below left) and Rio 
(below right). (Courtesy Johannesburg head office/The Shabbos Project)


