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LIVING

When the phone rang on the second day of
Passover, Chabad-Lubavitch Rabbi Levi Banon
figured it must be an emergency. 

Electronic devices were prohibited during
the holiday. Any call must be urgent. It was. 

Rabbi Sholom Eidelman, his godfather and a
longtime Jewish leader in the Muslim country
of Morocco, had died after contracting the coro-
navirus. It was the second virus death in as
many days, Banon said. Once again, he left
home to perform the funeral. 

There have been many funerals as the new
coronavirus – in its early days in Morocco – hit a
Jewish community that is a shadow of what it
once was numerically.

“There’s a lot of old people in the communi-
ty,” said Banon. “That made it very alarming.” 

Some days have brought news of more than
one coronavirus-related death, he said. One fu-
neral, broadcast over zoom, had two caskets –
the deceased, unrelated in life, united in death,
both struck down by the virus. 

At one point Banon hosted two kids until
their parents were released from the hospital.
At another, he comforted a young man after his
father died while his mother was hospitalized. 

“We’ve been hit very badly because we’re a
family and now we’re all working very, very
hard to stay confined and to stay separate,” Ba-
non said. 

Serge Berdugo, head of the Council of the
Jewish Communities of Morocco, said 12 com-

munity members died in the country between
late March and late April after contracting the
virus. That’s nearly six percent of the 206 coro-
navirus-related deaths that Morocco, a country
of about 36 million, announced as of June 2. 

Like many Muslim majority Arab countries
with once-flourishing Jewish communities, the
number of Jews in Morocco has dwindled. Roy
Mittelman, director of the Jewish studies pro-
gram at The City College of New York estimates
it is about 1,500 today, mostly in the city of Ca-
sablanca. Berdugo put the figure at around
2,500. 

Jewish presence in Morocco dates back at
least two millennia, with a large wave of arrivals
later as a result of the Spanish Inquisition, Mit-
telman said. The community numbered around
270,000 before the 1948 creation of Israel and
waves of departures spurred by geopolitical
tensions, Arab-Israeli wars and periods of un-
certainty, he said. In Casablanca, the communi-
ty that remains is vibrant. The city boasts about
15 functioning synagogues and five kosher res-
taurants, said Berdugo, an ambassador at-large
for Morocco’s king. 

Officials and community leaders tout Jewish
life in Morocco as a model for Jewish-Muslim
co-existence and a testament to Morocco em-
bracing a diverse heritage. They point to reno-
vations of Jewish sites – which attract tourists
and others – and a constitutional recognition
since 2011 of “Hebraic” influences.

While “moments of tension” can be sparked
by Middle East conflicts, they tend to blow over

quickly, said Vanessa Paloma Elbaz, a Univer-
sity of Cambridge research associate who has
also been collecting oral histories of Moroccan
Jews.

In Rabat, David Toledano, president of Ra-
bat’s Jewish community of about 100 people,
said he lost a “close friend” and a “pillar of the
community” to the virus. 

The man ran Rabat’s only kosher restaurant,
performed Jewish burial rites and helped at the
synagogue, often calling others to make sure
they show up for services, he said. 

“He loved to sing and he loved to lead,” he
said. “The loss is heavy.” 

Why the virus has pummeled the communi-
ty early on is open to debate. 

Berdugo said he believed infections started
at a Jewish wedding in the south which had
people coming from France. Days later, a Purim
gathering at a Casablanca synagogue, attended
by some guests from the wedding, likely helped
spread the virus, he said. Purim, celebrated this
past March, celebrates the saving of the Jews
from a threatened massacre in ancient Persia.

Banon rejects theories that any one event
could have spread infections. 

At a different Purim celebration organized by
Jeunesse Chabad of Morocco of which Banon is
the director, revelers decked out in costumes for
the occasion donned gloves as they danced, he
said. Alcohol gels were given out and people
stayed “more spread out than usual” in a “very 

Chabad-Lubavitch Rabbi Levi Banon and his son Mendel, 12, read a religious text at their home library in Casablanca, Morocco on May 28. 
MOSA’AB ELSHAMY/AP

In Morocco, tiny Jewish
community grapples with virus 
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See MOROCCO, Page 2D

What would you do if you lost your home? A terrible
thought, but many people, for many reasons, have lost
their homes. The way some people lose their home is
particularly tragic when they are already homeless.

During my years as a chaplain I was grateful for sup-
porters in religious and secular communities. Under-
standing our practical needs, they not only helped pay
the salaries of our small staff, they provided funds for
the purchase of food vouchers, bus tickets, sleeping
bags and various emergency supplies. Some congre-

gations and individuals contributed to a “Chaplain’s
Discretionary Fund” that became a life-line for our
work assisting people in daily distress on the streets.

James shuffled up beside me on a street corner as I
waited for the light to change. Crossing the street with
me he said he was depressed. “I lost everything. What
am I going to do?” As we walked along the busy side-
walk James told me his camper truck was towed the
night before while he was “dumpster diving” behind a
local Wendy’s (getting food from the garbage).

I had visited James at his camper, parked on the
street in an industrial part of town. It was packed with
everything he owned. When I was moving to a small
room after losing my own apartment, I gave James a
mattress to replace the disintegrated one he was using.
Now, it was all gone. He couldn’t pay the tickets he re-
ceived for overnight parking, so the city sent a police

officer to supervise a tow truck hauling his camper
away.

I drove James to the tow yard and spoke with the
manager. He barely looked at James as he told us the
amount required to release the truck. It was too much
for James and more than our emergency fund could
handle. There was no negotiating the amount. I tried to
reason with the manager. “That camper contains ev-
erything James owns in the world.” He gruffly respon-
ded, “You have 20 minutes to take anything out of the
truck. Twenty minutes.”

We stared at the man, then looked at each other. We
hurried over to the camper. James went in as I waited
outside. Minutes went by and I spoke encouraging
words as I heard James rummaging. “Just pick the 

Responding to emergencies with practical compassion

Highland Views
Chris Highland

Guest columnist

See COMPASSION, Page 2D
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spacious and very airy” tent, he said. 
The gathering was held before Morocco announced

later in March a health emergency, restricting move-
ment across the country, and attracted about 400 to
500 people, Banon said. “We took all the precautions.” 

The virus cast a grim pall over Passover. 
Ordinarily, Toledano hosts young Americans, in

Morocco to learn Arabic for the holiday. This year, he
spent it alone with his wife. Like many in the commu-
nity, his children left to study abroad and have since
started new lives there. 

In Casablanca, Rabbi Jacquy Sebag spent Passover
at a hotel after he was released from a hospital where
he was treated for the virus. In his solitude, he reflect-
ed. The bottom line, he said, is to understand that
“only the almighty God is driving and leading His
world,” and “to do the best we can do for others; it

doesn’t matter Jewish or non-Jewish.” 
Passover was on Rabbi Eidelman’s mind. He want-

ed to ensure that the holiday staple known as “shmu-
rah matzah” was brought in time from France, Banon
said.

Born in Soviet Russia, Eidelman had been in Moroc-
co since 1958 as an emissary for Chabad-Lubavitch, an
Orthodox Jewish Hasidic movement. 

For his work mentoring and training others – from
rabbis to rabbinical judges to kosher slaughterers – Ei-
delman became known among students as “the rabbi
of rabbis,” Banon said. 

“Chief rabbis of ... different countries and rabbis of a
lot of different communities around the world are his
pupils,” he said. “He spent his time working and giving
the credit to others.” There are three Lubavitch house-
holds in Morocco, Banon said, including his and Eidel-
man’s.

Amid the loss, Banon takes heart in the solidarity of
the tight-knit community. 

“We are grieving right now and we’re hoping for bet-
ter days.” 

Morocco
Continued from Page 1D

Musya Banon, right, and her sisters Nina, left, and
Sara, center, bake challah bread for Shabbat, in their
home in Casablanca, Morocco. MOSA’AB ELSHAMY/AP

most important things,” I said in a calm voice. He start-
ed handing me suitcases, photos, clothing, a sleeping
bag and things I wouldn’t think were essential. “Do you
really need some of these?,” I asked. He was sweating,
frustrated, on the verge of tears. I was too. “Yes! I do!,”
he stammered.

I checked my watch. “Sorry, James. We have to
leave.” He didn’t answer. He emerged with another pile
of clothing in his hands. “James, you can get more
clothes from Ritter House (a local nonprofit).” Throw-
ing the clothes back in he slammed the door and we
quickly walked away carrying all his worldly posses-
sions in our arms. We wrestled them into the chaplain-
cy van and drove off. James glanced back at the tow
yard, silently shaking his head.

James asked me to take him to a secluded street be-
hind a local park where we unloaded his things. The
last I saw him he was hiding each item carefully behind
some bushes. 

Not every story had such a sad ending. Our emer-
gency fund helped others pay parking tickets, put gas
in the tank or cover necessary repairs. After all, these
vehicles were homes, and we hated to see another man
or woman or family lose them. 

Chaplains are often emergency responders, partic-
ularly when that response has virtually nothing to do
with a person’s “spiritual needs,” only their necessities
of survival.

An elderly woman who lived in her car needed a
safe place to park. We connected her with a local con-
gregation which allowed her to park on their property. 

A Rotary Club president spent a few hours walking
the streets with me one day. I introduced her to a young
woman named Tricia who asked if I could help with
her dog. He needed shots and a license or animal con-

trol would take him. The Rotary president offered to
cover the cost, and also set up a fund for homeless ani-
mals! I hired Tricia to work in our office and she helped
manage the “Puppy Fund.”

Visiting a man who lived in his car behind an aban-
doned church, he told me his car needed repairs but he
was more concerned about getting his dog’s ashes
from the animal shelter. The dog was his only compan-
ion. When I told him we would pay to get the ashes, he
hugged me with tears flowing.

There are daily emergencies all around. Large or
small, they are still emergencies. How do we respond?

Chris Highland served as a Protestant minister and
interfaith chaplain for many years. He is a teacher,
writer, freethinker and humanist celebrant. Chris and
his wife Carol, a Presbyterian minister, live in Ashe-
ville. Learn more at chighland.com. Chris' new book,
"Broken Bridges: Building Community in a World Di-
vided by Beliefs," is now available on Amazon.

Compassion
Continued from Page 1D

The Jewish story of the Exodus from Egypt not only
provides fascinating reading and reaffirmation of faith
in God through his promises and miracles, but also
spills over into the faith journey of all people as an ex-
ample of what God can do in the lives of ordinary peo-
ple when they are willing to be obedient. It is also a
not-so-pleasant story of punishment for those who
are rebellious and refuse to follow God’s instructions.

I remember from early childhood the Exodus story
of deliverance from slavery, the Red Sea, the Wilder-
ness, and the crossing of the Jordan River into the
Promised Land. Biblical narratives of the story are re-
peated over and over so that especially the young chil-
dren will never forget what God did for them. We can
take that same story of deliverance from the slavery of
sin represented by Egypt, the experiences in the wil-
derness, and the final entrance into the long awaited
promise land of full salvation, and make it our own
story describing our personal faith journey.

By reading the book of Exodus, we find that all was
going well at first as the Israelites prepared to leave
Egypt. They ate the Passover meal, packed up every-
thing, and journeyed as far as the Red Sea. It was here
that they found their way blocked, no apparent way to

continue, and experienced the first test of their faith in
God and their leader, Moses. It is here we find Moses
speaking to the people and God speaking to Moses. 

“But Moses said to the people, ‘Don’t be afraid.
Stand your ground and watch the Lord rescue you to-
day. The Egyptians you see today you will never ever
see again. The Lord will fight for you. You just keep
still.’ Then the Lord said to Moses, ‘Why do you cry out
to me? Tell the Israelites to get moving.’” (Exodus 14:13-
15, CEB)

When scriptures tell us to “not be afraid,” or “fear
not,” it doesn’t mean that we are not to have feelings of
fear, but that we should not let those fears control our
lives, to dictate our decisions, and the direction of our
path. With God’s help, we can determine that our fears
will not lead us into doing nothing, doing the harmful
thing, or just being disobedient. At some time or other,
I feel we all have had the grip of fear that can paralyze
us to the point where we are helpless. That is when we
can hear God say, “Do not be afraid! I am with you!”

Moses also told the people to “stand your ground.”
The challenge to the Israelites at this point was to wait
on the Lord, don’t run away and hide, compromise, or
surrender. Actions like these would have prevented
God from being the God he wants to be in this histori-
cal event and in our personal situations and decisions
today. There are times and seasons in which we must
ask for patience to wait on the Lord and see what he
will do!

The people had just been told to be still and wait on
the Lord when the command comes to “get moving,”

“to go forward.” The waiting, the praying, the discern-
ing of God’s will and direction was over. It was time to
put actions on faith and belief and “do something!”
Sometimes the two commands of waiting and moving
seem to be contradictory, while they actually say the
same things. God’s timing is the key. We see a time for
waiting while trusting, and then a time for active obe-
dience and moving forward, also with trust.

We must remember the Red Sea had not even begun
to part when the command to move forward was given.
Our trust must be immediate, complete, and continu-
ous. Our trust in God does not stop after we begin to
carry out God’s directions. In fact, our trust must in-
crease with the first bold step of faith into unknown
waters. God will make a way where there seems to be
no way. So often, we see God delivering his people
through their difficulties rather than from them, as he
did for these ancient people and will do for us. As the
psalmist wrote, “Even when we find ourselves walking
in a dark valley, Jesus walks with us, holding our hand,
reassuring us in the dark, and bringing us safely into
the light.”

May we remember the Exodus story of long ago and
claim it as our deliverance, as our personal story of sal-
vation. Let’s also listen to God’s voice so closely that
we will hear him when he says “wait” and when he says
“move forward.”

This column is the opinion of the Rev. Tim McCon-
nell, assistant pastor of Long's Chapel United Method-
ist Church in Lake Junaluska. Reach him at 828-456-
3993 or pastortimmc.blogspot.com. 

Let your journey of pesonal faith begin
Devotional
Tim McConnell

Guest columnist

Submit your event at least two weeks in advance on-
line at events. citizen-times.com. Click on “Add your
event” to submit details.

June 27

Church of St. Philip the Apostle: Will continue con-
ducting teachings and posting sermons on Facebook
page. Also a live teaching at 7 p.m. Thursdays via
Zoom. For more information email info@churchof-
saintphilip.org or visit www.churchofsaintphilip.org.
216 Whitson Ave., Swannanoa. 
Online services: A majority of churches are still having
online worship services. Visit church websites for full
information.
American Christian Fiction Writers-South Carolina
Chapter: 2 p.m., North Anderson Baptist Church, 2308
N. Main St., Anderson, S.C. Free. Writing class and
critique of manuscripts. Andrea Boeshaar speaks on
“Romancing the Christian Fiction Market.” Contact
Elva Martin at elvacmartin@gmail.com or 864-226-
7024.
West Canton Baptist Church: Re-opened June 7 with
11 a.m. worship service. Service also on Facebook
page. No nursery until further notice. 75 Lowe St.,
Canton. www.westcantonbaptist.org/.
West Asheville Baptist Church: Re-opened June 7
with 10:30 a.m. service. Also continuing to livestream
services on Facebook and
www.westashevillebaptist.org. 926 Haywood Road. 
Lake Junaluska’s Memorial Chapel open 11 a.m.-1
p.m. daily: Lake Junaluska Conference & Retreat Cen-
ter, Lakeshore Drive, Haywood County. For those who
seek a sacred place for prayer and meditation. 
Carolina Bible Camp Bluegrass Festival canceled:
Was to be held in September in Mocksville. All one-

week Summer Camp sessions, as well as private rent-
als, also canceled. www.carolinabiblecamp.com.
The Billy Graham Training Center at The Cove has
reopened: Upcoming events include Intensive Bible
Training-John: The Gospel of Wisdom June 29-July 3.
www.thecove.org.
Trinity Episcopal Church: Livestreaming Sunday 10:45
a.m. Holy Eucharist service and 5:30 p.m. Celtic ser-
vice with Eucharist. Also 12:15 p.m. Wednesday Eu-
charist service. 60 Church St., Asheville. 828-253-9361
or www.trinityasheville.org/.
Biltmore Church: Services at 9:15, 11 a.m. and 5 p.m.
streamed at biltmorechurch.com/live or on Facebook
page. As of May 31, Connect Groups encouraged to
meet at outdoor venues with social distancing.
First Congregational Church, Hendersonville: Online
service at fcchendersonville.org.
Trinity Baptist Church: Online service at
http://tbcasheville.org/. 216 Shelburne Road, Ashe-
ville. 
Mills River Presbyterian Church: Online service at
www.millsriverpresbyterianchurch.com/.
Lutheran Church of the Nativity: Online services at
www.nativityarden.org/. 2425 Hendersonville Road,
Arden. 
First Baptist Church, 74 Academy St., Canton: Wor-
ship at 11 a.m. on Facebook at Canton First Baptist
Church or listen at http://wptlradio.net/ or on WPTL
101.7 FM 920 AM. Links are at www.canton-fbc.org.
The Episcopal Church of Saint John in the Wilder-
ness: 1895 Greenville Highway, Flat Rock. Online ser-
vice at www.stjohnwilderness.org.
Newbridge Baptist Church: Online service at
www.newbridgebaptist.org and Facebook page each
Sunday. 199 Elkwood Ave., Asheville.

June 30

Celebrate Recovery: 6:45 p.m. Tuesdays, Mountain
View Church, 2221 North Fork-Right Fork Road, Black
Mountain. Fellowship and celebrate God’s healing
power. Biblical and balanced program helps overcome
hurts, hang-ups, habits. We follow guidelines for facil-
ity cleanliness and social distancing. Masks available
and optional. Questions? Contact Connie at 669-1981
or Jeanie at 669-4146.
Free puzzle swap: 9 a.m.-1 p.m. Tuesdays-Thursdays,
Mills River Presbyterian Church, 10 Presbyterian
Church Road, Mills River. Bins of puzzles placed out-
side church entrance via back parking lot and clearly
marked. People asked to wear face masks while pick-
ing up and dropping off puzzles. 828-891-7101.

July 5

Unitarian Universalist Congregation of Asheville:
Sign up to receive a link to pre-recorded online ser-
vice. www.uuasheville.org. 

July 10

Teaching/Study of Biblical Subjects: 7 p.m., Church
of St. Philip the Apostle, 216 Whitson Ave., Swanna-
noa. Learn more about the scriptures. www.churchof-
saintphilip.org.

July 11

“Freedom From Painful Emotions: online course with
Gen Kelsang Tabkay: 2-5 p.m. $25. Course available
for one week and you can view it any time during that
week. Without true freedom there can be no lasting
happiness. www.meditationinasheville.org/letting-
go-of-painful-emotions.
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