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The man approached me after the meeting with the group in the Synagogue had ended.  In a quiet undertone he asked if he could meet with me privately.  I said that we could meet outside our hotel that night at 11 PM.
When we met he explained to me that there was a small group of people who had taught him Judaism.  They had taught him how to read Hebrew and taught him the stories of the Hebrew bible.  They had taught him to love Israel and to recite the words of the prayers.  They had even convinced him to get circumcised in a hospital two years earlier.  When I asked why I hadn’t met them in Synagogue, he explained that while he was Jewish the rest of the group was not.  The Jewish community was afraid to welcome in gentiles to the congregation.  While the Jewish community was protected by the regime, they were not permitted to proselytize.  It was too dangerous for them to welcome in gentiles and be associated with proselytizing.
Since his friend had no phone in his apartment, we could not call him.  I asked him to take me to the leader of this group and so at around midnight we began to walk through the streets of Havana.  The streets of Havana are crowded at that time.  (With approximately forty percent unemployment they are crowded all the time.  They are filled with men playing dominoes or just lounging around.)  As I walked past the dilapidated buildings, I will admit that I was concerned.
First of all, I was concerned that parts the buildings might fall on me. My friend encouraged me to walk in the street where we would be safer from debris.  
But, I was mainly concerned about where we going.  Was this a trap?  We had spent the evening at a July 4th party in the home of the head of the US Mission to Cuba.  There we met some of the Cuban dissidents.  One man showed me the scars on his face and said he had been imprisoned for ten years, and had many broken bones to show for it.  Another man—a blind man—told me had been imprisoned for 26 months for meeting with dissidents.  A third person wore a pin of her husband on her jacket.  He was a doctor who was imprisoned for voicing opposition to the death penalty.  She and 75 other women are known as the Women in White; women whose husbands have recently been arrested for being dissidents and arrive together at mass every Sunday dressed in white.  We were told that there were a lot of informants at this gathering and perhaps one of them had reported on us.  We were warned that some of the people who said they were dissidents were likely informants.
As we walked through the streets I began to replay scenes from our incredibly moving week in Cuba.  Cuba is a country where nothing is as it seems.  Everything is opaque.  It is a police state with multiple police officers on every block watching everything you do.  Political billboards were everywhere.  There was a picture of Bush with Hitler’s moustache; another picture which said “Bush: The Evil Assassin.”  It was a different world entirely.
I remembered the times we had spent singing, dancing, and eating in Havana’s three Synagogues.  There was so much joy and fellowship in the room as we connected with our brothers and sisters through prayers and Torah.  The Adat Israel Synagogue had forty people at their morning minyan.  They had many vibrant activities and conducted full services twice a day.

And yet, there was the dark side.  There were people who told us privately that so and so is an informant; or please don’t help us in public as any help you give us will be confiscated.    And as I left the Synagogue one morning after teaching a class, I was approached by a figure from the Synagogue every few blocks asking for help.  Who knew who could be trusted?

I remembered the surprise I had one day when on my way to Synagogue a man called out to me, “Shalom.”  He said he was Jewish but that he could not come to Synagogue as he had a job at a hotel called, “Rakel.”  He invited me to visit him in the hotel.  The hotel is Jewish style.  It serves matzah ball soup, borscht, and chummus.  It even has mezuzah cases on every doorpost.
I never found that man at that hotel, but our group did find a Jewish busboy—Jamal, and a Jewish maid--Risa.  In the middle of the lobby—with policemen watching us very closely--we began to sing Hineh Mah Tov U’Manaim Shevet Achim Gam Yachad.  Then our Kohanim gave the priestly blessing and Risa began to cry.  As we said good bye, many of us cried along with her.

I remembered Jose Levy, the man who is the head of the Sephardic Synagogue.  The Sephardic Synagogue is the smallest Synagogue we visited.  Maybe its smallness has to do with the fact that Jose is persona non grata with the regime.  He was a Captain in the Navy in 1980 when he applied for an exit visa.  Not only was his visa rejected but he lost his job and for a long time was unable to work.  When I asked him what we could do to help him, he said, “First, come visit and lift us with your presence.  Inspire us and hug us.  And, second, share with us your songs and your words of Torah.”  We davened maariv in his Synagogue that night and we co-led the service.  He led half of the prayers, and I led the other half.  It was a great honor for me.
I remembered the time we spent at Patronato the largest Synagogue in Cuba.  We enjoyed Rikkudim—Dancing, with the youth of the Synagogue.  Their dancing was a spectacular mix of Israeli and Caribbean dancing.  When they asked us to dance, I begged them to teach us something simple.  When I spoke to the group, I gave the following blessing:  “Normally, when I meet a group I invite them to visit our Synagogue in DC.  And when I was watching your beautiful dancing I yearned to invite you as well.  But then I realized that for many of you that is impossible.  You simply cannot come to the United States.  And so my heart began to cry.  But then I realized that there is one place where we can all meet and that is in the land of Israel, and so I bless us that we can meet and continue our dancing in the land of Israel.”
And finally, as I walked through the streets of Havanah I remembered the shofar that I had blasted upon seeing the statue of Jose Marti, who is beloved in Cuba as the liberator of Cuban people.  A very large statue of him sits near Castro’s office.  When I saw the statue, I blasted the shofar and held a piece of matzah, both symbols of freedom in the Jewish tradition.  I declared, “Dror ba-aretz, let there be freedom in the land.  Let there be freedom so that people can voice opposition without going to jail.  Let there be freedom so people can get more than six pounds of rice and six pounds of sugar a month.  Let there be freedom so that people can make more than $20 a month.  Let there be freedom so people can purchase their own home.  Let there be freedom so that local Cubans can have permission to do simple acts like entering our hotel.”

I thought of this week’s Torah reading where the Jewish people sinned when they complained to God when they had no water.  The sin of mitlonnenim--the people complaining--is a great one that dominates the Torah stories of Numbers.  I had never understood how the Jewish people could complain so soon after receiving their freedom from Egypt.  Were they unappreciative?  Were they ungrateful to God?  
Of course, there must have been a large element of sin in their complaints, but I now began to see a positive aspect as well.  The Benei Yisrael were teaching us that even if we are liberated we should still offer dissent.  Dissent is a powerful responsibility that can be very problematic; but the lack of dissent is equally scary.  Perhaps that is why we were in the dessert for forty years; we needed to learn how to dissent so that the coming generations would not be brutalized by an evil dictator.

We reached our destination.  Even though it was past midnight, my friend called up to the fourth floor in order to gain access.  I climbed the broken steps in the dark not knowing what to expect.  I came to a tiny apartment which had a Chanukah sign and a mezuzah case on the outside door where I met a man named Joseph and his 6 year old son, Mishael.  You might remember that in the Bible, Mishael chose to be thrown into a fiery furnace rather than bow down to an idol.
We sat in their tiny dining room (which was also their living room and kitchen) as Joseph told me his story.  Mishael looked on with his black velvet kippah.  In back of him was some matzah, matzah meal, and an eclectic collection of Jewish books. There was also a picture of Israel prominently displayed.  Written on the wall of the kitchen were the letters of the Hebrew alphabet.
When Castro reintroduced religion to Cuban society in the 1990’s, Joseph and a few others embraced Judaism.  They met and taught each other Hebrew and whatever else they could discover about Judaism.  They had even circumcised themselves as adults.  They begged me to teach them about Judaism.  When I asked them if they know how to keep kosher, they asked for instructions on how to keep kosher when one survives on rations.  I felt that I was in the presence of spiritual giants.  I gave them my siddur, and any Jewish books that I had brought along to Cuba.  Then we left Joseph and I asked my friend to walk with me back to my room.  I had one more thing to give him.

At our hotel, I went up to my room and gave him my tallit.  I begged him to think of me as he prays to Hashem.  He told me that just a few hours earlier he had just received a message that he was granted permission to move to Israel.  We embraced and made plans to meet up again in Jerusalem.

Afterwards one of my friends from our group asked me if the tallit had sentimental value for me.  I said, “Now it does.”
I want to close with the blessing that I gave to the youth after we saw them dance with so much spirit and light.  I said to them: “We say the words of this prayer every day: Shomer She-eirit Yisrael, ha-omrim Shema Yisrael, May God watch the remnant of Israel; all those who may be distant but still manage to recite Shema Yisrael.”  Those words will never be the same for me.  Together we must help the sheerit yisrael recite the shema yisrael.
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