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Djerba

M 

ore than 2,000 pil-
grims gathered at 
Africa’s oldest syna-
gogue on the south-
ern Tunisian island 

of Djerba despite a warning by the 
Israeli government that the Jewish 
festival could be targeted by terror-
ists.

In an event unique in the Arab 
world, pilgrims, especially Jews 
of Tunisian descent from around 
the world, take part every year in 
the Lag Ba’omar festival at Djerba’s 
Ghriba synagogue. Pilgrims pay re-
spect at tombs of famous rabbis, 
make vows, light candles and en-
gage in celebrations.

Braving searing heat and secu-
rity concerns, pilgrims danced and 
chanted amid heavy security meas-
ures aimed at warding off potential 
jihadist assaults.

Approximately 1,500 Jews live in 
Tunisia, down sharply from an esti-
mated 100,000 before the country 
won independence from France in 
1956.

“The way Tunisia treats its Jew-
ish citizens and all its minorities 
serves as a strong positive model 
for the rest of the world,” said Knox 
Thames, US State Department spe-
cial adviser for religious minorities. 
Thames participated in some parts 
of the pilgrimage ritual.

The Jewish community of Djerba 
is said to date back around 2,600 
years ago. The Ghriba synagogue 
was built in 587BC.

The synagogue became the site of 
an annual pilgrimage of Jews from 
Tunisia and abroad. Known as the 
Hiloula, which translates as “cel-
ebration”, the event takes place on 
the holiday of Lag Ba’omer in com-

memoration of the death of Rabbi 
Shimon Bar Yohai, a legal scholar re-
puted to have performed miracles.

According to tradition, on the day 
of his death, daylight was miracu-
lously extended until he had com-
pleted his final teaching and died.

Pilgrims light candles, march in 
processions and make donations. 
Women appeared to outnumber 
men in the pilgrimage.

The daunting blanket of security 
was designed to display the Tuni-
sian government’s commitment to 
defending the right of Tunisian Jews 
to continue living in peace despite 
jihadist threats. It was also meant to 
signal to tourism operators around 
the world that Tunisia is a safe desti-
nation that is open for business.

“Pilgrims from outside the coun-
try were escorted from their hotels 
to the synagogue like heads of state. 
That shows the determination of the 
authorities to make Tunisia safe for 
everyone living or visiting here,” 
said René Trabelsi, an organiser of 
the festival.

The pilgrims proudly waved Tu-
nisian flags and sang the national 
anthem. Three ministers and parlia-
ment’s deputy speaker were also in 
attendance.

Israel had warned of a “concrete 
threat” of anti-Jewish or anti-Israeli 
attacks in Tunisia, according to a 
statement from the counterterror-
ism office of Israeli Prime Minister 
Binyamin Netanyahu.

“With that context, we hesitated 
before going ahead with the event 
this year. But we have received 
guarantees from President Beji Caid 
Essebsi when he received Perez Tra-
belsi, the head of the community in 
Djerba, and he reassured him about 
the security of the festival,” added 
Trabelsi.

“Some 600 pilgrims came from 
foreign countries, including Israel, 
this year. That compares to fewer 
than 150 last year. The Israeli warn-
ing halved the expected arrivals 
from abroad,” he added.

Tunisian Tourism Minister Salma 
Elloumi Rekik said: “You came here 
for this festive occasion and you 
confirm that Tunisia will remain a 

land of friendship and joy despite 
the challenges of violence and ha-
tred.”

Parliament Deputy Speaker Ab-
delfattah Mourou drew applause 
when he told the pilgrims: “Jews in 
Tunisia are part of ourselves. The 
people love them and their Tunisian 
state protects them.”

Faced with bigotry in the region, 
it is “our duty to tell everyone that 
we have to pass on a message of 
love, peace and respect for others,” 
Religious Affairs Minister Mohamed 
Khalil said.

Culture Minister Sonia M’barek 
said: “It is important to be here to 
share this moment of joy, together-
ness and tolerance.”

“Things are getting better year af-
ter year because security is improv-
ing. We are happy to see the festival 
thriving again. When the pilgrim-
age succeeds, it gives an indication 
about the forthcoming tourism sea-
son in Tunisia,” said Khoudir Hani-
ya, a manager of the synagogue, 
speaking as an army helicopter hov-
ered over the gathering.

Traditionally participants in the 
festival are from Europe, the United 
States and Israel but the number 
of foreigners attending diminished 
considerably after the overthrow of 
then-president Zine el-Abidine Ben 
Ali in January 2011.

Tunisia’s tourism industry is reel-
ing from attacks in 2015 claimed by 
the Islamic State (ISIS) on the Bardo 
National Museum in Tunis and a 
beach resort in Sousse that killed 
a total of 60 people, all but one of 
them foreigners.

“I discovered that the Jewish 
community in Djerba is unique in 
many ways from other diaspora 
communities,” said Ira Forman, US 
State Department envoy monitoring 
anti-Semitism.

Asked about the continuation of 
the festival despite the upheaval 
in Tunisia’s regional environment, 

Forman said: “Those of us of some 
leadership in the world recognise 
the achievements of Tunisia’s de-
mocracy.”

“It is something very important 
that we recognise back in the State 
Department,” added Forman, who 
attended the Ghriba rituals.
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A member of the Tunisian special forces stands guard near the 
Ghriba synagogue on the Tunisian resort island of Djerba during 
the annual Jewish pilgrimage, on May 25th.

A Tunisian Jewish woman lights a candle at the Ghriba 
synagogue on the Tunisian island of Djerba during the annual 
Jewish pilgrimage, on May 25th.

Pilgrims pay respect at 
tombs of famous 
rabbis, make vows, 
light candles and 
engage in celebrations.

The pilgrims proudly 
waved Tunisian flags 
and sang the national 
anthem.

Special Focus Jewish pilgrimage in Tunisia

What makes Tunisia unique

W
atching the 
news these 
days, one is 
easily tempted 
to dismiss any 
hope for the 

Middle East and North Africa but 
since I will be, very soon, cel-
ebrating my 90th birthday, I can 
be excused if I am not easily 
impressed by what is on televi-
sion or in most newspapers.

There are, of course, instant 
pictures today of almost every-
thing, especially of the violence 
and mayhem inflicted by fanat-
ics on the rest of us. Having gone 
through the second world war and 
many other sad episodes of human 
history, nothing really shocks me 
anymore.

What still gets my attention, 
however, are the less common 
but more gratifying moments of 
communal peace and harmony. 
At times, it takes a small country, 
such as Tunisia, to keep such mo-
ments coming.

Recently, there was again in this 
land that is my home the recur-
rence of an event that has always 
kept me wondering whether we 
have all given up a bit prematurely 

on this region’s ability to tran-
scend bigotry and hate.

Despite dire warnings about 
possible terror scenarios 

(reinforced by memories of the 
2002 al-Qaeda attack on the Ghriba 
synagogue), hundreds of Jews, 
Christians and Muslims recently 
assembled on the Tunisian island 
of Djerba as they have done for 
years.

They were not foolhardy or even 
unaware of the risks involved. 
They were common people unwill-
ing to give up on a tradition that 
has exemplified the best of what 
Tunisia has had to offer for ages: 
a marvellous example of Arab-
Jewish coexistence.

What has always struck me 
is that despite all the attention-
grabbing manifestations of jihadist 
violence, tolerance has come more 
naturally to this country than 
bigotry.

I still remember how, more than 
70 years ago, I would mingle with 
Tunisian labourers and break bread 
with them during our lunch break 
without anyone wondering what 
that young Jewish workingman 
was doing in their midst. When we 
walked for miles and miles from 
remote parts of Tunis to my home 
suburb of La Goulette, nobody had 
a second thought about sharing 
jokes. We did not have money to 
spend on a train ticket but we had a 
sense of camaraderie that allowed 
us to break the ice almost instantly.

Today, I run my companies in 
Tunisia but I still live in the same 
place, at my old home in La Gou-
lette, a city with a multicultural 
history where next to the main 
mosque stands a Catholic church, 

not far from where the muezzin 
calls the predominantly Muslim 
community to prayer five times 
a day. The nursing home of our 
ageing community is staffed by 
Tunisian Muslims who do not see 
religion separating them from Jew-
ish senior citizens of whom they 
are taking care.

I also still remember how in 
January 2015, Tunisians — Jews 
and Muslims — paid tribute to Yoav 
Hattab, the son of a local rabbi and 
a victim of a terrorist attack on a 
kosher market in Paris.

He was hailed as a hero on social 
media. On Facebook, there were 
photos of him draped with the Tu-
nisian flag and others showing his 
blue-ink-stained index finger after 
voting in Tunisia’s 2011 elections.

It was a reminder that Tunisian 
Jews feel Tunisian and are enti-
tled to being treated as Tunisians 
before anything else.

I have been personally reluctant 
to accept that Jews in Tunisia be 
treated as anything but full-fledged 
citizens. I have not ceased to reject 
any notion of parliamentary quotas 
or special treatment, even if it is in 
the form of positive discrimination 
in favour of Jews. In the same vein, 
I have objected to our constitution 
stipulating that only Muslims can 
run for the office of president.

What is even more interesting is 
that nobody in Tunisia disputed 
my right to say so. Nobody has held 
my religious affiliation against me. 
This is what still makes Tunisia 
unique.

Roger Bismuth is president of the 
Tunisian Jewish Community.
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