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Amazon Winterim: Peru


The Peruvian Amazon: My Home Away From Home

As a student on the Amazon Winterim in the heart of the Peruvian Amazon, I was shocked to learn that there was a Jewish community living in the city of Iquitos. Being a Jew myself, to learn that people of my own faith were residing in this remote location on the edge of the jungle, was a bit of an enlightening moment. What impacted me most about my trip to the Peruvian Amazon was not the sheer beauty of the Amazon itself or its peoples, but rather the cultures that thrive within its realm. I had the most amazing opportunity to meet with the people, interview them and learn about their history that dates back to the rubber boom era of the late 19th century. Their desire and motivation to maintain the religion, and Jewish culture, in the region really inspired me, as a Jew living in one of the largest Jewish populations throughout the world. This experience has really given me the opportunity to use my studies of other Jews to study my own sense of Judaism. 
At the start of this project, I admit that I felt slightly judgmental towards this Jewish community. Having read Ariel Segal's book, Jews of the Amazon, I knew that these Jews were not really Jews at all. Majority were descendants of Jewish men who came to the region in search of a quick fortune, and during their stay having children with native women of the region. According to Jewish law, the religion is passed down through the mother, making most of these Jews illegitimate. Hence, I questioned their motivation to be Jewish and have a proper conversion. However, despite my initial judgments and personal biases, I have learned so much about my people and myself. All the people that I spoke with and interviewed were genuinely interested in reestablishing their connections to the religion and learning more about the religion in the hopes of creating a fully functioning Jewish community. I realized from reviewing the history of Iquitos and visiting the synagogue and local Jewish cemetery that although they have this intense desire, they lack suitable resources and knowledge about the religion that is holding them back from potential growth. By establishing connections with Rabbis and Jewish communities from different parts of the world, the Jews of Iquitos will hopefully be able to obtain full support from other Jews and specifically the Jews of Lima, the nearest Jewish community. Unfortunately, the Jews of Lima (and all over the world) have been hesitant to accept the Jews of Iquitos because they too question the motivations of this group and the validity of their conversions. If only they had the opportunity to see what I have seen and speak with these people, they would realize that this is a community of people dedicated to their faith, even in the face of adversity.
 Although different factors may be involved in their motivations, who is to say that their desire is unworthy of recognition. I would have never thought that such a trip would impact me on such a personal level as it has. Despite being thousands of miles away from home, and completely out of my realm of comfort, I still felt at home and at ease. My heart yearns for these people, and hopes that their community will thrive and be successful. It is my only regret that I could not stay longer and teach these people what I know about our religion and its practices. My perspective of the Jews of Iquitos has changed dramatically over the course of the two and a half weeks that I spent in the jungle, and I am lucky to have had the opportunity to meet these people and observe their culture, as it has certainly enhanced my own. 
