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It is 1984. In Ethiopia, the Jewish communities of the Gondar Province (known among themselves as the Beta Yisrael, but among indigenous people as 'Falashas', alien ones) receive a message from Mossad.

“Leave. Make your way to Sudan and we will bring you to Israel”. For the Beta Yisrael it is the culmination of thousands of years of dreaming; they believe themselves to be descendants of the lost tribe of Dan, exiled from Israel by the Assyrians in 722 BCE. And now they are being offered the chance to return to Zion, to Jerusalem!

Twenty thousand people set out on the three-month trek to Sudan by foot. But conditions en route are harsh and thousands perish. Some survivors are lucky; they are almost immediately airlifted to safety on Operation Moses. But then the airlifts suddenly stop – the Sudanese government has called the mission to a halt. The Beta Yisrael realise that it may be years before they can leave. Life is hard and here, in a Muslim country, they must hide their Jewishness. 

When news comes of Operation Joshua, a follow-up mission that will take 800 more Jews to Israel, one family decides to act. Their oldest son is eight-years-old and can travel alone. He bids farewell to his parents and younger sisters, boarding a rubber dinghy to the Red Sea Coast before flying to his new homeland. 

Today that little boy is Sharon Shalom, a 30-year-old Rabbi, married to a European immigrant from Netanya and the father of two small sons. I met him when he was in the UK recently to speak at the annual Emunah dinner.

“When I left for Israel it was not the first time I tried to reach there,” he tells me in heavily-accented English. “My father would always tell stories about how milk and honey flows in the streets and everyone there is Jewish. So one day, when I was seven, I decided to go. I ran away and was missing for three days; I was even arrested on suspicion of being a government rebel! When I finally returned and my family asked ‘where were you?’ I simply said – ‘making aliyah’.” 

On arrival in Israel, the young Sharon was taken to an absorption centre in Afula and placed in an Emunah-funded children’s home. He settled in well, but two months later was called to the Director’s office to receive the devastating message that his parents had died. 

“It was terrible,” he recalls. “But I did have a loving home; the people at Emunah gave me everything. Physical things – I would get clothes, shoes, money, everything I needed. But also warmth and love – they were my family.”

But the story was not over for Sharon yet. Two years passed, and he received another message to come to the Director.

“I thought I must have done something wrong but couldn’t think what,” he smiles wryly. “I went in and was told to sit down. Then they informed me that there’d been a mistake – my parents and siblings were alive after all, had arrived in Israel and were waiting to see me at the absorption centre! It was like the revival of the dead.”

For Sharon, the meeting was not easy. His parents, emaciated after years of hardship in the Sudan, were barely recognisable. It was tough to settle back into family life and he continued to live in the Emunah home until he left to go to high school. But he says: “I will never forget that moment. It was supernatural.”

After high school Sharon enrolled in a yeshiva programme that combined Torah study with army service. He joined an elite unit, becoming the first Ethiopian Officer in the Israeli army. Later, he returned to Yeshiva, studying for five years to be a Rabbi while simultaneously gaining a degree. He is now a Talmudic lecturer at Bar Ilan University. 

With his home and family in Jerusalem, the millennia-old dream of the Beta Yisrael has come full circle for Rabbi Shalom. He says: “It is pure faith, ‘emunah’, connecting the Jewish people with the land of Israel. And it is thanks to the other ‘Emunah’ that I was given such a promising future there.”
