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Mumbo Jumbo 
Abayudaya

isn’t

We thought we’d seen everything 
on our halachic adventures, but 
hacking through the African 
bush to find a kosher mikveh or 
a tucked-away synagogue was 
a first. Yet the Abayudaya hope 
that one day, their community 
will not only copy the ancient 
rituals, but that this African tribe 
will actually find its way into 
the hearts and into the life of the 
Jewish People

TEXT AND PHOTOS BY  Ari Z. Zivotofsky,
 Ari Greenspan, and Rabbi Eliyahu Birnbaum

Kiruv and Uganda are not words that 
usually run together. Yet in the darkest depths of Africa 
lives a group of people who — although not halachically 
Jewish — are sincerely committed to Yiddishkeit, striving 
against the odds to live Jewish lives and hoping one day to 
undergo proper conversion. Indeed, deep in this equatori-
al African country, together with the gorillas and baboons, 
there has been a quasi-Jewish presence for almost a cen-
tury and in recent years this unusual community, known 
as the Abayudaya, has even built a mikveh and sent two of 
its young men to study in yeshivah in Israel. And we were 
interested in helping them. Over the last few years we’ve 
made three challenging journeys to visit the Abayudaya 
and share their story. 

Of course, we can’t talk about the trek through the for-
ests of Uganda without mentioning the first time we arrived 
in the country at Entebbe International Airport, near the 
capital of Kampala. But even before Entebbe, we were re-
minded of Israel’s long arm in far-away Africa. 

In order to reach Uganda, we had to stop in Nairobi, Kenya. 
But something about the Nairobi airport threw us off balance: 
it looked like the doorposts had mezuzahs on them! Were 
we hallucinating? Actually, it turns out that the rooms had 
once been the local El Al offices, and even when the Israeli 
airlines left, the locals insisted the mezuzahs stay. Regards 
from Israel — now we knew we were never really far away. 

Uganda, and especially Entebbe, conjures up one im-
age — the miraculous rescue mission by the IDF of Jewish 
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hostages on July 4, 1976, the day of the US 
bicentennial. Those old enough to remember 
it surely recall where they were on that day. 

A brief description of this astounding chap-
ter in modern Jewish history: On June 27 an 
Air France plane originating from Israel was 
hijacked shortly after taking off from Athens 
en route to Paris. It was diverted to Entebbe, 
where the Jewish and Israeli passengers were 
separated from the others who were then 
released. Once on the ground in Entebbe, 
then-dictator Idi Amin Dada, a ruthless mur-
derer, cannibal, and megalomaniac — much 
hated by the populace — offered his support 
and assistance to the captors. The terrorists 
demanded the release of numerous jailed col-
leagues, threatening to execute the hostages. 
In those days, Israel did not negotiate. Among 
the options presented to the cabinet was the 
preposterous idea that Israeli forces secretly 
fly 3,500 kilometers, overpower the terror-
ists as well as the Ugandan military, free the 
hostages, and get them home alive and well.

The Hand of Hashem was obvious as the 
four C-130 Hercules airplanes flew over the 
Red Sea to avoid enemy detection and came 
in low over Lake Victoria in the wee hours 
of the morning. The commandos took the 
enemy totally by surprise and the entire op-
eration was over in less than 90 minutes. Five 
Israeli commandos were wounded and only 
one — the operation commander Lt. Col. Yo-
natan Netanyahu (brother of Prime Minister 

F3.

F1.

Binyamin Netanyahu) — was killed. All the 
hijackers, three hostages and 45 Ugandan 
soldiers were killed, and 30 Soviet-built 
MiG-17s and MiG-21s of Uganda’s air force 
were destroyed on the ground. Shortly af-
ter the rescue, a new passenger terminal 
building was constructed. The old Entebbe 
airport is now used by the UN and the air 
force, and the original terminal building 
was recently demolished and replaced. 
All that remains from that fabulous raid is 
the original, bullet-scarred control tower.

The Arrest On our first visit sev-
eral years ago, we were determined to 
see what was left of the place where 
Hashem had wrought this miracle. At 
the main police station responsible for 
national security, our request to see the 
old airport and control tower was sum-
marily dismissed. But not being easily 
dissuaded, we simply drove over to the 
airport/army base and went to a back 
gate. Two young guards were at the 
gate holding their AK-47 rifles loosely 
on their shoulders. Stretching the truth 
a tiny bit, we explained that we wanted 
to say a prayer in memory of “our cous-
in” Yonatan Netanyahu and to see this 
important historical site. Like all other 
Ugandans we spoke to, they knew of the 
raid and remembered it positively, as it 
was the first crack in Idi Amin’s wicked 
totalitarian rule. Wanting to get back to 
dozing in the shade, they dismissed us 
in Swahili, and the rough translation in 
Yiddish might have been “drei mir nisht 
a kup” — don’t bug us anymore. They 

handed us security passes in exchange 
for our passports, dumped them in a 
cardboard box under a tree, and before 
we knew it we were strolling down the 
runway of the main Ugandan air force 
base, passing UN transport planes and 
fighters on the left and alighting heli-
copters on the right.

Astounded by our luck, we ambled to 
the old control tower on the far end of the 
military base, which is still pockmarked 
with bullet holes. Just before Dr. Ethan 
Schuman from St. Louis — our longtime 
travel buddy in many of our halachic adven-
tures — began the Keil Malei Rachamim, a 
motorcycle with two large men approached 
and they asked what we were doing. We of-
fered for them to join us for the memorial 
prayer, and so the two security men stood 
at attention and even answered Amen. We 
then entered the control tower with their 
escort and they photographed us with the 
Ugandan Air Force sprawled below us. They 
explained that the shot that killed Yoni 
was fired from the top of the tower and the 
massive hail of bullets shot in return left 
the tower in its bullet-riddled condition. 
And then we acted like real tourists: we 
scrawled the words “Am Yisrael Chai” on 
the wall, next to the collection of graffiti 
and signatures of previous visitors. 

But our luck ran out. As we retreated 
down the runway a large C-130 transport 
plane caught our eye. The IDF had swooped 
down here 37 years ago using exactly these 
type of planes. Like children, we simply 
could not resist the urge, and talked our way 
onto the plane, even receiving permission 

In order to reach Uganda, we 
had to stop in Nairobi, Kenya. 
But something about the Nairobi 
airport threw us off balance: it 
looked like the doorposts had 
mezuzahs on them!

F2.

1. PRESERVED “Now I know my uncle’s 
teachings were correct.” Kakungulu’s 
94-year-old nephew is still safeguarding 
the Jewish traditions his uncle came to on 
his own

2. MUDDY BUSINESS In the villages 
around Putti, laborers manufacture bricks 
out of mud and straw — just the way our 
ancestors did in Egypt

3. REVISITED The bullet-scarred 
control tower is all that remains from the 
astounding Israeli Entebbe rescue. On our 
first visit to Uganda we got arrested here, 
but this time we were VIPs
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from the crew chief to go up to the cockpit. 
That’s when the trouble began. The security 
men were back, this time with weapons out 
and we were herded off to the police station. 
Our passports were confiscated, mug shots 
were taken, statements were transcribed, 
and we sat for three nervous hours while our 
future was decided. 

When the head policeman, a mean sort of 
fellow, delivered the verdict, he first admon-
ished us for taking advantage of two tired 
soldiers who “probably had not eaten all day,” 
and that next time they would “shoot us like 
they did to Yonatan Netanyahu.” But finally 
he cracked a thin, conciliatory smile and said 
that our story showed we meant no harm.

None of this prevented us from trying a 
different approach on a subsequent trip two 
years later. If on our first visit we were viewed 
as fugitives, we decided that next time we 
would be accorded VIP status as Mishpacha 
correspondents. We asked the Israeli embassy 
in Kenya, which is also responsible for rela-
tions with Uganda, to arrange a visit for our 
group, which included Rabbi Riskin, chief 
rabbi of the Israeli city of Efrat. After much 
correspondence between us, the embassy, and 
the foreign ministry, the deal was brokered. 
A private, elite security company — headed, 
of course, by former Israeli commandos — 
would escort us to the airfield.

As we descended the stairs of our Air Ethio-
pia flight, we were escorted to the VIP lounge, 
and in the most inefficient manner possible 
arranged for locals to find our bags using the 
tag numbers. Eventually, visas in hand and 
our bags located, we were indeed taken to the 
site of the rescue, shown the bullet-ridden 
tower and then led upstairs where they point-
ed out the graffiti of former visitors — the 
notes we ourselves had left two years earlier.

“You Don’t Look Jewish” The 
Abayudaya are concentrated near the 
eastern Ugandan city of Mbale, the fifth 
largest city in the country with a popu-
lation of about 90,000. Our primary des-
tination was the small village of Putti, 
about a 20-minute drive from Mbale. The 
trip from Entebbe to Mbale is less than 

300 kilometers and should take about 
four hours, but each time we set out, it 
always took about seven potholed hours. 

The narrow, poorly maintained two-
lane road — Uganda’s main artery — passes 
through a forest inhabited by monkeys. In 
the words of Dr. Shuman, the directions to 
Putti are: “Drive seven hours from Entebbe, 
make a sharp left, go back 3,000 years, and 
you’re there.” It’s no joke. One of the most 
surprising things we saw during the drive 
was the manufacture of mud bricks — just 
the way our ancestors must have done it in 
Egypt. Now we have a better appreciation 
for Pharaoh’s punishment of the Israelites in 
not providing them with the straw to make 
the bricks. There in front of us were shirtless 
men covered head to toe in mud as they added 
straw and made the bricks in a wooden frame, 
two at a time. They then carefully inserted 
them in an oven fired up to harden the bricks. 

The exact story of how and why the Aba-
yudaya decided to become Jewish was lost 
in the limitations inherent in an African oral 
tradition, but the account seems to resemble 
a 20th-century Kuzari. The hero of the story 
and the founder of the Abayudaya was Se-
mei Kakungulu (1869–1928), a warrior and 
statesman of the powerful Buganda tribe. He 
seems to have been an extremely intelligent, 
capable, and unique individual. For many 
years he had British support and assisted 
them by conquering additional tribes. In the 
1880s he was converted to Christianity by a 
Protestant missionary who taught him how 
to read the Bible in Swahili. Religiously and 
politically he continued to evolve, until the 
British began limiting his sphere of influence 
and in 1917 encouraged him to move to the 
area of Mbale, a newly incorporated town 
in the western foothills of Mount Elgon. It 
was there, in 1919, that he started his own 
religious group. He started realizing the fal-
lacies in Christianity and began questioning 
the missionaries. He wanted to know why 
they observed the Sabbath on Sunday and 
not Saturday as prescribed in the Bible; why 
they did not practice circumcision; and why 
they ate prohibited animals. The dramatic 
version of the story relates that he then tore 

4. TAKING THE 
PLUNGE With the 
help of an Israeli halachic 
expert, the Abayudaya 
have created a kosher 
mikveh in the African 
wilderness

5. NOT QUITE 
YESHIVAH They know 
they aren’t halachically 
Jewish, but the school on 
Nabugoya Hill is doing its 
best to educate those who 
stood their ground against 
the missionaries

6. ALMOST JEWISH 
In Putti, the Abayudaya are 
holding out for Orthodox 
conversion

F 5.
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out the second half of their Bible and an-
nounced that he and his followers, who 
numbered over 3,000, would be following 
the first half only. At the time he had no 
idea that there were others in the world 
— i.e., the Jews — who followed what the 
missionaries called the Old Testament. 
He thought he was discovering G-d’s word 
on his own. And he did not force it on his 
followers — he taught and sermonized in 
the hope that they too would appreciate 
and accept the Torah. 

In 1922 he published a 90-page book of 
rules and prayers for his community that 
was still tainted with Christian influence. 
The only known copy is in Jerusalem, in 
the possession of former Israeli ambassa-
dor Arye Oded, who is probably the world 
expert on their history and has done a tre-
mendous amount to assist them. He has 
written their authoritative history, having 
been fortunate to interview some of the 
founding generation who were still alive 
when he first visited in the 1950s. There 
does not seem to have been contact with 
any Jews until 1925, at which time several 
European Jews happened upon this group. 
At some point in those early years a reli-
gious Jewish Adenite trader by the name 
of Yosef made contact with the Abayudaya. 

Kakungulu approached him during a court 
proceeding when he noticed the young 
Jew was reading a Tanach. Yosef then 
went to live with them for several months, 
which led Kakungulu to further refine his 
customs in conformity with normative 
Jewish practices and to abolish the last 
vestiges of Christianity, such as baptism. 
By the time he died in 1928 his followers 
had been circumcised — a revolutionary 
practice as Kakungulu’s Buganda tribe 
rejected any kind of surgical procedure 
— and were attempting to keep Shabbos 
and kashrus and pray in Hebrew. We vis-
ited the site where Kakungulu is buried, a 
short distance from the main Abayudaya 
synagogue. 

Contact between the Abayudaya com-
munity and mainstream Jews was always 
limited because there were never many 
Jews in Uganda. In the 1930s and ’40s a 
small community of European Jews lived 
in Kampala, but there was never a shul or 
rabbi. There are rumors of a small Jewish 
cemetery, but after extensive efforts we 
have still not succeeded in locating it. At 
one point the British governor of Uganda 
was the Jewish Sir Andrew Cohen. In the 
archives of the Nairobi Hebrew Congre-
gation we found records that the small 
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Ugandan community made a yearly order 
of matzos from Nairobi in the 1950s. This 
year, 60 years later, the Ugandan Abayudaya 
community was again supplied with matzoh 
from Nairobi, thanks to some generous Jews 
living there. 

Since their dramatic start, the Abayu-
daya have had ups and downs. The death of 
the charismatic and driven Kakungulu was 
one factor that led to a sharp decrease in the 
number of Abayudaya. Another was the very 
active work of missionaries who barred any-
one who did not convert to Christianity from 
admission to their schools. Yet those who 
continued to observe Judaism even under 
threat became more strengthened in their 
commitment. During the ’50s and ’60s the 
Abayudaya were able to establish limited but 
regular contact with Jews, mostly Israelis, of 
whom there were a number in Uganda. The 
Jews in Uganda provided some Hebrew texts 
and connection with the outside world. 

Waiting It Out During the brutal 
regime of Idi Amin (1971–1979) all Jews 
were expelled from Uganda and Judaism 
was outlawed. The Abayudaya saw a large 
drop in their numbers, although some 
remained dedicated. Enosh, the current 
leader of the “Orthodox” faction, shared 
stories of his father and uncle, risking 
snake and wild animal attacks and 

informers while praying 
hidden in the African 
brush. Enosh’s great-uncle 
was arrested for building 
a succah and was released 
only after the family paid the 
arresting officer a bribe of five goats. 
Following Idi Amin’s exile, the 500 
remaining Abayudaya members renewed 
their commitment and reestablished 
contact with outside Jews, although 
they themselves were never actually 
Jewish. Unlike other groups that claim 
descent from one or the other of the Ten 
Lost Tribes, the Abayudaya never made 
such claims. They knew they originated 
as non-Jews and that there had never 
been a formal conversion. Yet for nearly 
a century they have yearned to be Jews, 
and because they had little contact with 
other Jews, there is little possibility that 
their desire to be Jewish was related to 
possible secondary gain. 

In the 1990s several US Jewish groups took 
an interest in the Abayudaya, and in 2002 
four Conservative rabbis participated in a 
week-long mission in which they “convert-
ed” several hundred individuals. In addition, 
42-year-old Gershom Sizomu, after earning a 
BA from Islamic University in Uganda, went 
to the US where he received ordination from 
the Conservative Ziegler School in 2008 and 

then returned to his village to function as a 
religious leader and teacher.

Here is the real sign that the Abayudaya 
are fit to be Jews — they now have the shul 
they go to and the one they don’t go to. Some 
of them rejected the Conservative conver-
sion and are holding out for a halachic giyur. 
Enosh is the driving force of this group, cen-
tered around the village of Putti, and that was 
our destination.

None of the villages have electricity or run-
ning water, and as we passed by we saw women 
gathered around hand-pumped wells. In Putti, 
on the other hand, there is a solar-powered 
pump that brings the water up and sends it 
to one of two spigots, where women are lined 
up to fill up their jerry cans with the precious 
and increasingly scarce water. Putti has ben-
efited from several projects funded by over-
seas Jewish communities, such as a project 
to raise chickens in order to diversify their 
meager economy.

Our arrival in the community understand-
ably generated considerable excitement, 
mostly because the villagers viewed it as an 
opportunity to further their knowledge about 
halachah and perhaps move them closer to 
eventual conversion. While they have visitors 
here and there, very few are Orthodox and 
certainly no rabbis come there. We didn’t 
waste any time, and immediately got to work 
teaching. One shy young fellow by the name 
of Moshe told us he’s studying business in 
university, but he has a secret longing to be 
an Orthodox rabbi. 

His hope might be turning into reality, 
for Moshe and his chavrusa Tarfon came to 
Israel for nine months to study in yeshivah. 

Moshe was the leader of the village choir, 
which meant that he was teaching the next 
generation not only how to sing but also how 
to daven. On our second trip to the village 
with Rabbi Riskin, he decided to help fulfill 
Moshe’s dream, and arranged for both him 
and Tarfon to spend almost a year in yeshi-
vah in Israel.

For years Enosh has been teaching what lit-
tle he knows to the rest of the community. Due 
to the recent addition of solar panels there are 
two buildings in the village with electricity, 
and due to the miracle of cell phones there is 
now communication in the village. Combine 
them and you have Internet access. In fact, 
for years Enosh has been downloading divrei 
Torah on the parshah and translating it into 
the vernacular each week. Enosh is next in 
line to come to yeshivah in Israel, his visa 
approved just a few weeks ago.

Now Moshe and Tarfon have returned 
home to teach their landsmen, and to that end, 
they even made arrangements for a mikveh to 
be built in the wilds of Africa. Money was do-
nated and a well-known mikveh architect in 
Israel drew up the plans. This was a sight we 
couldn’t pass up, so we hiked out to see it and 
were truly amazed. Sitting in the distance in 
a large clearing in the jungle is a mikveh fed by 
an underground spring. As we got closer, we 
noticed a trail of people from the Abayudaya 
village following us. As in much of Africa, a 
foreigner attracts a crowd. Before we knew it 
there must have been 100 people or more with 
us. Traipsing through a field of mud around 
the building, we did indeed find our kosher 
mikveh, but we’ve seen some pretty wild Jew-
ish things in our travels, so seeing a mikveh 
in the wilds of Africa was just one more of 
them. We were warned, though, not to visit 
the mikveh at night because the dark walk 
from Putti passes dangerous snake-infested 
areas. Still, this was a great improvement over 
what they had until now — a small, algae-filled 
pool near the Jewish school.

The Time Will Come The 
split between the “Orthodox” and 
“Conservative” in Uganda does not 
prevent cooperation and friendship 

F7.

7. OUT OF THE BOX The 
makeshift aron kodesh might look like 
a trunk, but it’s a sacred spot for their 
beloved Torah

8. OFF TO LEARN Tarfon (L), 
Rabbi Shlomo Riskin, Ari Z., and 
Moshe reconnect at Ben-Gurion 
Airport. “My dream,” says Moshe, “is 
to be an Orthodox rabbi”

9. JEWISH PRIDE Gershom 
Sizomu may have lost the election for 
a seat in the National Assembly, but 
for the Abayudaya he’s a winner who’s 
made wearing a kippah a badge of 
dignity

F 8.

F9.
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between the two groups, who are almost 
all related to each other and don’t really 
know much about the differences. During 
our trips, we made several visits to the 
community’s main village, Nabugoya 
Hill, where the Conservative “converts” 
live. On our first visit, though, we did 
not get to meet Gershom Sizomu; he was 
on the campaign trail running for one of 
the 332 seats in the National Assembly. 
We saw many of his posters in which he 
clearly and proudly wears a yarmulke. 
Not surprisingly, running on the 
opposition ticket, he lost.

On subsequent visits we have since gotten 
to know him and are impressed by his dedi-
cation to his people. Here is a guy who spent 
five years living in the West and yet returned 
to Africa to teach Torah. Of course, he made 
sure to have a flush toilet installed and was 
wise enough to build a guest house for visit-
ing Jews that also has indoor plumbing. He 
managed to obtain four sifrei Torah for his 
house of worship in Nabugoya Hill, which 
also boasts a study hall with an impressive 
library including a complete ArtScroll Shas, 
a Jewish-style high school, and a grocery 
store called Shalom. Gershom manages to 
procure or produce much of what he needs. 
While in the early years the Abayudaya used 
to ritually slaughter their own meat, they 
no longer have a trained shochet and kosher 
meat is not available in the region; in Putti 
the Abayudaya have been vegetarian for many 
years. Kosher wine is not available either, so 
on our second trip we brought a present: a 
grape vine. When we visited over a year later 
it was still alive, although not quite thriving. 
We receive periodic photos showing that it is 
slowly growing and we hope that some day 
they may have their own wine.

By the end of our third trip we had been 
to three of the eight Abayudaya villages — 
Putti, Nabugoya Hill, and Namanyonyi, a 
small, even poorer community not far from 
Nabugoya Hill — and thought that we’d be-
come the experts on the Abayudaya. We then 
heard about a tiny village off the main “high-
way,” over an hour’s drive in the direction of 

Entebbe. A connection to a guy with a cell 
phone led to a fellow in a yarmulke showing 
up on the side of the road. He directed us 
from the highway to a dirt trail, meander-
ing through tiny villages of mud huts and 
grass roofs. The trail got narrower and soon 
it was just two tire tracks even narrower 
than the car. 

But just when the grass in the center of 
the trail covered the car’s hood, we came to 
a small clearing and saw a large, unfinished 
brick building. It was their synagogue! The 
80-year-old leader, the village “rabbi,” was 
not in the village during our brief visit, but 
we did go into the building and saw that in 
the niche that served as an aron kodesh rest-
ed a Chumash. We asked our guide where the 
rabbi’s family lived, and he pointed to a tiny 
round hut. We peeked in the door and it was 
so dark that at first we couldn’t see a thing. 
Then Ari G. took out a digital camera and shot 
a picture with the flash — and what we saw 
on the screen stunned us. There in ek velt we 
saw a large poster of the Hebrew alphabet and 
Jewish books all around the room.

All along, we had been concerned that ex-
posure to Western Jews might have affected 
the behavior of the central Abayudaya com-
munities, causing them to behave as they 
thought they needed to in order to garner 
support from world Jewry — which left us 
wondering how sincere they really were. But 
in this hole in the jungle we saw an untouched 
brand of their attempt to join Am Yisrael. We 
were impressed as we spoke to the young men 
in this village and listened as they expressed 
their desire to live as Jews.

As we parted from the 94-year-old neph-
ew of their founder, Semei Kakungulu, he 
peered at us in contemplation from the gulf 
of a different age and culture, and bade us sit 
for a moment. This is what he said: “I now 
know that the teachings of my uncle were 
correct. He told us that although you may be 
just a black man in Africa, time will come and 
white men from the land of Israel will come 
and teach you the ways of Judaism.”

Time will tell if this small group of Africans 
might one day become part of Am Yisrael. —
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