Jewish Heritage in the Former Yugoslavia:

Destruction and Preservation


In addressing a subject like this one - The fate of synagogues in the Former Yugoslavia - my starting point is as an outside observer.  Yet I am also very much a participant, deeply involved in different aspects of Jewish life in the Western Balkans. 

To find my bearings when approaching what for me is a new subject, I feel I should be guided by our sources. 

What we learn is that our forefathers considered the physical specifications for building a synagogue on the one hand and the spiritual tasks it is meant to fulfill on the other, are inextricably entwined.   The one serves the other.  We cannot give up the one without sacrificing the other.

When we build a synagogue, our Talmudic Sages determined,

1. Choose the highest place that can be found. 

2. Make the synagogue higher than the rooftops of the city, otherwise in the end the city will be destroyed.

3. Place it near water, such as a river or a lake.

4. Build it outside the city, 

5. Orient the synagogue towards Jerusalem.

The highest place:         To be close to the heavens.

Above the rooftops:       To transcend daily life

Near water:                    So that we will be purified 

Far from town
:              To separate ourselves from the sins of the city

Towards Jerusalem:        To concentrate and unify all Jews everywhere                                  around the site of the Temple in whatever Beit Knesset we may gather.


Since the sources do not discuss the external appearance of the synagogue itself, we can now turn to what should take place inside the structure.


Beit Haknesset, the synagogue, is first of all a place for public gathering



To Pray



To Study



To Mourn



To Discuss Public Needs



To Collect Charitable Donations    Tzedaka



To Announce Anything Lost or Found



To Celebrate Together. 


In this way the exterior placement of the synagogue and the activity inside form one undivided expression of 



Transcendance



Purity



Unity, and 



Holiness.


It will come as no surprise, therefore, to read in the Jerusalem Talmud the words of our Sages that 


* In a synagogue one must not behave frivolously


* One must not eat or drink there


* A synagogue is not a place just for walking around


* When the sun is out, one does not enter a synagogue to avoid the sun, nor when it rains to avoid the rain


* Nor does one deliver a funeral oration alone in a synagogue, for one who is not worthy.

* But one does:

Read there 

and Study there 

and Eulogize there in public those who are 

great in wisdom and in the fulfillment of 

God’s commandments


* One also cleans and refurbishes the synagogue, we are told, so that „grass will not grow there“.

Rabbi Yehudah raised the question, „When do these obligations apply?“


And then he answered, „While the synagogue is in use“


But when it is destroyed, then one lets the grass grow.

„When grass grows there, morevoer, do not pluck it, because of the grief.“


And Rabbi Yehudah added: 


In a synagogue that has been destroyed, one does not deliver any funeral orations, nor spread hunting nets, nor lay out fruits to dry on the roof.


There is no using a destroyed synagogue as a short-cut, either, 

As it is said Leviticus 26:31 „And I will make your sanctuaries desolate“ ---- which is understood to mean that the holiness of these sites is preserved even when they lie barren.


Our Sages, then have given us a framework with exact provisions covering every step of our behavior from the very initiation of a synagogue to its abandonment.


At this point I have no choice but to FAST FORWARD to the present.


When we look at these photos of synagogues from the Western Balkans, we are obliged to ask ourselves what of this rabbinic framework has vanished in practice, what has been conserved, and also what has been added that never was before.


If you try to find the synagogue of a town by going to the highest hill, you will not find it there.


Nor will the synagogue be the tallest building in the city.


If the synagogue is found near water, that will be mostly by happenstance.


And no synagogue will be found outside the town boundaries.  

In fact many have been built squarely in the center of the city.


Of all the Talmudic rules, only the orientation towards Jerusalem remains --- although it is not always even clear what that means --- in Sarajevo, for example, the Ashkenazi synagogue faces East West  whereas all the Sephardi houses of worship there are built North-South, pointing towards Jerusalem of course.

The big chidush – new development – where these relatively modern synagogues are concerned is the emphasis on the outward physical appearance of the building itself.  As to the spiritual significance of this change for the worshippers within, I will have to leave you with that question.

Concerning the activity inside the synagogues of the Former Yugoslavia, what can we say?

Of the 154 synagogues and prayer halls that existed before World War II, only 47 structures survived.  Of these just a handful serve their original purpose today, and even then only in part.

If so much of this Jewish Heritage has gone up in smoke--- and we are left with the remnants --- what is it then that we are about to see?  My answer to that question will come at the end.

The pictures were collected or photographed by Ivica Ceresnjes, an expert researcher at the Center for Jewish Art at Hebrew University in Jerusalem and a good friend who helped me tremendously in the preparation of this presentation.


The photos are organized in five categories that I will enumerate as we proceed:


1.
Traditional Synagogues


2.
Those Destroyed Outright


3.
Synagogues chosen for Degradation or Humiliation


4.
Former Synagogues that now serve other purposes

5.       Signs of Renovation and Renewal

SLIDE-SHOW PRESENTATION AND EXPLANATION

CONCLUDING REMARKS


Now I promised you earlier my answer as to what connects us to these pictures of loss.


According to Midrash Shocher Tov, Ha Kadosh Baruh-Hu said to the People of Israel:


When you pray, pray in the synagogue.


If you cannot pray in the synagogue, pray in your own field.


And if you cannot pray in your field, pray in your house.


And if you cannot pray in your house, pray on your bed.


And if you cannot pray on your bed, pray in your heart, as it is said–(Ezekiel Chapter 3)
Say in your hearts... and be silent

Even now therefore each of us has in the heart a miniature synagogue wherein sits

Ties of 

Blood




Memory, and






Longing

for whatever remains of the great synagogues that once were and the communities they once served.
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