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It is summer of 2004. A rainy season in Harbin. 

The buildings and pavements of Zhongyang and Tongjiang streets in Harbin's Daoli District have been washed by an earlier rainfall and are ready to welcome a large delegation of Israeli officials and business executives. They came to Harbin to strengthen future economic ties between Israel and Heilongjiang Province. Although it is an official State visit, many of them will find their roots here.

For all of them it is a journey between past and present. For many it is a personal encounter. As descendants to grandparents, parents, aunts, uncles, and cousins who once lived here, they are trying to put their presence on these Harbin streets into the many stories they heard at home.

"This is the place where my parents lived." Says Ehud Olmert, Israel's Deputy Prime Minister. "It is far away from home in Israel. These are different buildings. Houses of different style and strange streets. But somehow we have an emotional attachment to this place, to Harbin. This is where my parents lived and worked and dreamed. Here they grew up, studied and got married. Jews who came to China found a warm place within a warm society."
Later, an ancient Hebrew prayer of remembrance will be heard on Harbin's northern hills of Huangshan. Awakened for a moment by visitors and so many dignitaries, the Harbin Jewish Cemetery on Huangshan – the Royal Mountain - draws back into itself and to its silent graves. A long history of active and lively Harbin Jewish Community has been buried here.

Growing out of small fishing villages, Harbin turned to be a modern and lively city. Today, it embraces adeptly, the cultural, social, and architectural values that were left here by the Harbin Jewish community. Harbin's past can be found in her present.

In order to understand the successful active Jewish experience in Harbin, one must grasp the meaning of the organic form in which different communities unite under a central authority while retaining limited self-administrative tools.
The Jewish people, which have been the longest-lasting and most widespread "organization" in history, are organized on covenant or federal principles and enhance its survival power by applying them in changing situations. 
It is possible to talk about a world Jewish unity through a combination of factors. Some rest upon the persistence of the sense of common fate among Jews all over the world. This sense has led to concrete efforts to work together to influence the shape of that fate wherever Jews have settled, particularly whenever they have required the assistance of Jewish communities else where.

Jews have been able to function as an ethnic group based upon early (ancient) ties of kinship, a religious group based upon acceptance of the responsibilities of the Jewish religion, and a polity which rests upon the combination of both kinship and consent. They survived through out the generations because of their understanding their hosts and adapting themselves to conditions that demanded the establishment of inner and outer social structures, as well as political ones.

The Jewish organic form created a will for survival and a gradual and continuous development of political, cultural and social institutions serving a population rooted in one place, into a continued functioning whole system.
The covenant form of the Jewish organization emerges out of agreements to form partnerships for purposes of social/cultural (and religious)/political organization. It does not assume a territory, a clear chain of command, or organic development in a particular place.
Beyond the communal survival, consent has remained the basis for the shaping of Jewish self-administration. Jews in different localities consented together to form congregations and communities. They did this formally through articles of agreement, charters, covenants, and constitutions. 

Throughout many centuries, a very distinctive kind of self-administration has developed as the organized expression of Jewish communal life. For a long time, it has undergone many adaptations. However, the foundation of Jewish communal institutions, cultural expression and ideas and social involvement has continued to run through the course of the Jewish social/cultural (and religious)/political life.
But the Jewish experience of the past several centuries should not be looked upon as based wholly on its religion. It is entangled with its national principles and aspirations, and maintains a legal code based on its total needs as a Jewish nation.
While not every Jew had the same commitment to religion or religious codes as an ultimate end, this legal system gained normative status among Jews so that even those who were not highly motivated by its ultimate goals but wanted to stay within the framework of the Jewish community felt the necessity to conform. 

In Harbin, Jews gave up separatism for the benefits of modern and open society. Although the Jewish community was registered as a religious one, most of its members found ways to remain within the Jewish fold even while participating as individuals in the civil societies in which they found themselves or to which they migrated. They adapted Jewish institutions to a new kind of diaspora existence.
While the Great Wall of China was erected so that it may secure the nation from outside hostile aggressiveness, today it is just a historical reminder.
In places were it was needed, Jewish communities built walls of their own in order to protect themselves as a national and religious entity. Europe was hostile to the Jewish existence, thus, walls were needed to establish a barrier.

Harbin, as a Chinese city, was a "safe-place" to its Jews and the only wall that were erected here were those of the buildings that served both the micro and macro communities. Some of those 'walls' stand erect until today with their great architectural achievements.

But Harbin, as a Russian and later Japanese controlled city, was not by any mean a safe-heaven to its Jewish community. Russian anti-Semite gangs collaborating with other forces filled the narrow streets of the emerging city with fear and terror. But the presence of Jewish communal institutions, organizations and leading committees, enabled its members to maneuver with their daily life through bad as well as better times.
It is interesting to note that the Harbin Jewish experience may be a model for a perfect unity of leadership through both civil and religious management abilities and guidance for community direction. It is demonstrated in the close relationships between the civil leadership under the presidency of Dr. Abraham Kaufman and others, and the two community Rabbis, particularly with Rabbi A. M. Kissilev. This unity of leadership ran through critical years (1917-1945) of upheavals and uncertainties.
Thus, the Jews of Harbin, once flourishing and influential, should be seen as a mirror to the ability of the Jewish people as a whole to integrate, adopt, and in the final analysis, to contribute to their host community.

A thorough study of this unique ancient nation of people who maintained their common historical, cultural, religion, political and social fabric, while in the diaspora, will point out the manner by which they, as a group, were incorporated into their host communities. Through their high degree of thoughts, creative abilities, and strong link to Jewish communities elsewhere, they contributed more to the development of the macro community in which they found refuge than all other emigrants did. 
Although the Jewish community of Harbin was identified as part of the Russian nationals living in the same area, and while both were groups of people that share some common characteristics or interests, they were groups of people that live together in one city, yet shared separate communal organization and experiences.
What distinguishes the Jewish communal experience from other 'national' communities within a particular host place, and can be recognized in the social, economical, political, cultural and to lesser extent in the religious make-up of the Jewish community of Harbin. It can be seen clearly in the following factors:
(a) Central authority or government-like institutions, whether umbrella organizations or separate institutions serving discrete functions, that play roles and provide services at all levels: Comprehensive fundraising and social planning body; Representative body for external relations; Jewish education service agency; Vehicles for assisting other Jewish communities; Health and welfare institutions.

(b) Jewish local institutions and organizations that provide a means for attracting people to Jewish life for their most immediate and personal interests and needs: Congregations organized into one or more synagogue unions, federations, or confederations; Local cultural and recreational centers, often federated or confederated with one another.

(c) Mass-based general purpose Jewish organizations that operate "countrywide" at all levels and that function not only as a link to communities in other countries, in order to articulate community values, attitudes, and policies, but provide the energy and motive force for crystallizing the communal consensus and maintain institutionalized channels of communication between the community's leadership and members. 

(d) Special interest organizations which function to mobilize concern and support for the various programs conducted by the community.

These are some of the most important assets the Jewish people "brought" with them to Harbin. They came to the city as individuals or individual families and immediately formed a micro community that functions within the macro and contributes to the human, social, educational, and artistic development of their new city and its hosts.
While other "Russian nationals", of different backgrounds, affiliations, religious, political and social convictions made the majority of foreign inhibitors of early Harbin, those did not built their own institutions or organizations and did not make a clearly defined "community".
Jews were considered by the Chinese hosting community as being part of the overall existence of Russians nationals in Harbin. And the Jewish communal organizations and makeup were regarded as European Russians. It is because of cultural and ethnic remoteness, thus isolation from the rest of the awakening world, particularly the West, that the Chinese hosts were (and to some extent even now) ignorant to the differences between their guest nationals.
Jewishness was not distinguished from other forms of practice, and Jewish participation in and contribution to the overall city's everyday communal affairs was understood as being foreign, thus Russian. (Even some 50 years after the Harbin Jewish community ended its existence, the two community synagogues are "Russian" churches, and Jewish built residential homes, hotels, factories and shops are considered Russians'.)
Never the less, being entrepreneurs in their nature, they have produced through their Jewish ancient civilization famous philosophical thoughts, social, educational, cultural, artistic, and political ideologies, and personalities. Those have helped not only their own development but shaped the general society in which they lived. Harbin is one excellent model for that.
For those and other reasons, it is important for both Heilongjiang and Harbin's governments, as well as for the fast growing population of the city, that historical facts will not only be preserved but also understood. The establishment of the Jewish Research Institute within the Heilongjiang Academy of Social Sciences and Heilongjiang University's Sino-Israel Research and Studies Centre – In association with The Hebrew University of Jerusalem, as well as the renovation of the two main Jewish synagogues of the city, were important steps in that direction.
Starting in the later part of the 19th century the Harbin Jewish community was able to participate fully in all of the city's culture and civil life. Equipped with both a newcomers’ ambition for excellence and achievement and the Jewish traditional elevation of education and learning values, many Jewish individuals gained prominence in the economy, social, politics and cultural life of Harbin. Originating from a rather verbal and intellectual cultural tradition, their contribution to the city was especially evident in the fields of education, health and sciences, thought, economy and culture.
It manifested itself not only in Harbin's basic infrastructure, architecture, and ties to Western cultures, but in the present desire of Heilongjiang Province's leadership and the Harbin government to build a city of excellence where historical values of the past mix with those of the present, thus transform to a great future of a leading provincial Capital.
The Jewish and the Chinese people share many common values. They are both ancient people who maintained their unbroken histories for thousands of years. Both have made a valuable contribution to others and to the world as a whole. 

It is only natural that the cooperation between the Chinese and the Jewish people will continue and progress. The historical contributions and links established by the Jewish community of Harbin should be a model for further research, learning and practice.
Academic and cultural ties between Heilongjiang and Israel are being deepened. Under the leadership of the Heilongjiang Academy of Social Sciences' Harbin Centre for Jewish Studies and the Heilongjiang University's School of Western Studies, the Heilongjiang Association of Science and Technology, and the Heilongjiang Television and Radio Broadcast Centre, as well as other provincial principle institutions, links for cooperation have now been established, and fruits of these efforts can be already recognized and seen.
Many and diverse studies, programs and activities, that can be implemented by the institutions, may provides an important window to the history of the Jewish people contribution to the Chinese experience and to Harbin’s economic and cultural development.
Dr. Maisie Meyer points out the importance of interaction between Chinese and Jews. The interaction, she says, "is also conspicuous in the field of culture and education. Chinese intellectuals find similarities between Confucian and Jewish ethics and in their focus on moral codes rather than on dogma." In a recent survey conducted by Dr Shalom Salomon Wald and entitled China and the Jewish People: Old Civilizations in a New Era (Jerusalem: Gesen/Jewish People Policy Planning Institute, 2004), he found that over the last decade there has been an increasing number of translations of Jewish philosophical and religious texts, including the Ethics of the Fathers and Maimonides’s Guide to the Perplexed. Some fifteen books on Jewish or Israelis subjects are now published annually. Yet, according to Dr Wald’s survey, an infinitesimally small number of Chinese, including students in Jewish subjects, are aware of having met a Jewish person (let alone the history of Jewish people in China).
This important survey points out the relevancy of the deepening of study, research and other activities within already established institutions and the need for not only creation of new ones but the cooperation and collaboration between and among all.
An on going research is being conducted by the Heilongjiang Academy of Social Sciences' Harbin Centre for Jewish Studies where a permanent exhibition "The Jews In Harbin" is on display.

Heilongjiang University's Sino-Israel Research and Studies Centre (SIRSC) have received recently a government gift of a collection of more than 100 Chinese translated books by Israeli authors. The SIRSC produced an important pictorial and relic exhibition under the title "The Jews of China" with a particular emphasis on "The Jewish Community of Harbin". The Heilongjiang University's Sino-Israel Research and Studies Centre is working now on the publication of a book, in English and Chinese, which contains studies, lectures and articles on the Jewish community of Harbin.

A very large scaled documentary project is quietly taking place now at the Heilongjiang Television and Radio Broadcast Centre, where 3 major television documentaries on the "Jews of Harbin" are being produced. These television documentary projects demanded extensive research; acquisitions of old film footage (Russian, Chinese, Japanese and Israeli), many taped interviews, trips to 'on location' sites in China, Russia and Israel, and many well coordinated efforts by the many people involved.
Historic television news broadcast, a very first official agreed cooperation effort, between Heilongjiang Television and Radio Broadcast Centre and Channel 10 News in Israel, resulted in a news report of Deputy Prime Minister Ehud Olmert's visit to Harbin in June 2004. The program was produced by Heilongjiang Television Network's English News and was aired both in China and Israel. The new Heilongjiang Television and Radio Broadcast Centre is one of the largest in China (second only to CCTV) and one of the most advanced in the world. Its programs (through 7 television channels) are being transmitted via satellite throughout China and the world.
Harbin, on the shores of Heilongjiang's Songhua River, once the centre of one of the largest Jewish communities in China, is in the process of reaching maturity. The Jewish active presence in Heilongjiang's capital city that lasted nearly 60 years is now being revived. It is my sincere belief that Harbin should become China's leading centre of Jewish and Sino-Israeli studies, research and development.
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