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Israelites, declaring that it was important to help them return to the Jewish religion.
Accordingly Rabbi Amar proposed to send qualified rabbis to the region to formally
convert to Judaism those who were living as Jews and wished to be recognized as
Jews. 5" Once they had undergone conversion, they would have an automatic right
under Israel’s Law of Return to settle in Israel and to take up Israeli citizenship. >

Rabbi Amar’s decision has vindicated the efforts of those in Manipur and
Mizoram who have for many years asserted an identity as descendants of Manasseh
and sought to live as Jews. They have in effect been given entry into the Jewish
nation, with recognition that they have a unique past and a distinct history—yet a
past that is bound up with that of the Jews, apparently as fraternal descendants of
the ancient Israelites. Whether the Benei Menashe who take up the opportunity to
settle in Israel will retain a distinct identity or assimilate into the broader Jewish
world is yet to be seen. The racial difference from other Jews is not apparently as
significant in this context to the Benei Menashe as the differences that the Mizos
perceive between themselves and the vai of India.

Mawii came to understand her dream as indicating that she would become a
guide for the Israel group in her village. Indeed, as events have transpired, she has
become a pioneer in Mizoram along the road to Judaism and identification with the
Jewish people, having trod the path before many of her compatriots.

Postscript

In the year 2000, | visited Mawii at her home at Bungkawn on the outskirts of
Aizawl. In the years since I'd first met her, much had changed in the practice of
Judaism in Mizoram. In 1992, only around 20 Benei Menashe had managed to settle,
as Jews, in Israel. By 2000, the figure was now close to 500 individuals and slowly
continuing to grow. The increased contact and familiarity with Israel that had
developed has had its impact upon the Jewish knowledge available to the community
in Mizoram, who have gradually brought their practices more and more into line with

the Orthodox Judaism to which they aspire.

Although she seemed a little subdued on this occasion, Mawii was still a
member of the Benei Menashe and was following Judaism along with her children.
One must admire the strength of commitment to Judaism manifest among the Benei
Menashe, who remain a decidedly small proportion of the population. Although one
finds throughout Mizoram a deep admiration for the State of Israel and the Jewish
people, and Mizos are generally proud of their putative descent from ancient
Israelites, many nonetheless find it inconceivable for a Mizo to reject Christianity, so
intimately bound up has that religion become with their identity as Mizos."®® Such
people place pressure on wayward souls who would follow Judaism, not to forsake

the Saviour.™*

in the light of the greater familiarity with Jewish practices, | found it telling
that Mawii was now calling herself "Elisheva” rather than Elizabeth. | did not ask her
what she thought about the name, having regard to the almost mystical way the
name Elizabeth had originally come to her.
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controversy, see the Wikipedia entry on Bnei Menashe and Matthew Wagner and
Herb Keinon's article in the Jerusalem Post Online Edition, November 9, 2005.
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