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In an unmarked warehouse off a highway in Bekasi, a commuter suburb of Jakarta, 20 Indonesian
Jews discreetly filed into a second-floor synagogue to celebrate one of their holiest days of the year.

They sat down for a Passover seder, the symbolic feast that includes storytelling, wine and matzo
flatbread, officiated by Indonesia’s only ordained rabbi, Benjamin Meijer Verbrugge.

It is not easy to be Jewish in the world’s largest Muslim-majority country but it is even harder this
year, as anti-Semitic sentiment has grown since Donald Trump’s announcement that the US would
move its embassy in Israel to Jerusalem from Tel Aviv. Jerusalem is holy to both Jews and
Muslims, as well as Christians.

Hardline Islamists organised mass protests in Jakarta and top Indonesian leaders rebuked Israel.
“Every time the Israel-Palestine issue flares up, it gets harder for us to live in Indonesia,” said Mr
Verbrugge.
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Mr Verbrugge, like many of the roughly 200 Jewish Indonesians today, is descended from Dutch
Jews who came to the archipelago in the colonial era. His grandfather was a Dutch civil servant,
and Mr Verbrugge lived as a Muslim and a Christian before converting to Judaism and founding
the United Indonesia Jewish Community.

Judaism is not one of the six religions officially recognised by the Indonesian constitution. “We
aren’t ashamed of our faith but we don’t go around proclaiming it to strangers,” said Fonny
Ratumbanua. “I still list my official religion as ‘Christian’ on my national ID card,” she added.

Her brother, Vicky Ratumbanua, is now a “para-
rabbi” in the family’s home town of Manado, a city at
the tip of Sulawesi island that is a centre of the

modern Indonesian Jewish community.

He, too, held a Seder at his home, leading 13 congregants in Hebrew hymns and Indonesian
prayers before they sat down to a cross-cultural dinner of matzo that he had baked himself, gado-
gado (an Indonesian salad made with peanut sauce) and whole-roasted fish with hot sambal, a
spicy sauce.

Indonesia’s Jews are concerned by the growth of anti-Semitism. In Tondano, near Manado, a
Jewish house of worship was vandalised and sprayed with graffiti in January. “We are very much a
minority in this country,” said Mr Verbrugge as he officiated at the Seder in Bekasi.

“We can only survive here, not live freely,” he said. “I feel that even I will leave this country some
day. But in the meantime, God keeps us and finds a way for us. That’s why we’re here tonight.”
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