
 
My Father Sat There

According to the timeline I was given, the synagogue building remained 

unfinished for decades. This didn’t fit with what my parents always told me: 

they would go to Temple Beth-El with their parents and grandparents since 

they were children, in the 30s and 40s.  So I went to visit Renata, who 

vehemently refuted the idea of an inactive synagogue:

“My God!!! There was never any room…” And before she could say “to sit 

on Yom Kippur” she interrupted herself:

“I almost said, go ask your mother!”

The idea didn’t seem that strange to me, that I could go ask my mother. 

That’s because I had heard her story many times. In the crowded synagogue, 

she would say:

“Do you see that spot? That’s where my father sat!” my mother would 

point to the ground floor, all excited, as if I needed just a tiny effort to see him.

I would look to the right side of the ground floor, just beneath us, 

following her directions. She would then raise her head to greet with a nod the 

other women on the mezzanine, whispering to me who was who. At Beth-El, it 

seemed, everyone knew each other for generations.

“It’s because my father is at Beth-El and I can talk to him there” my 

mother justified her presence during Yom Kippur at the old synagogue in the 

center of the city of São Paulo. So we would all three pile into the Beetle, park 

the car under the overpass linking the eastern part of the city to the west, and 

after the Shofar go drink Guaraná and eat honey cake.

It wasn’t just her; Renata, one of her oldest friends, and Myriam Shansky, 

director of the Brazilian Jewish Historical Archive, whom I met during my 

research for this article, had the same memories. They knew exactly where 

their fathers sat, with whom, and why.

“My father wasn’t so well off, but he had been one of the founders, so he 

sat in the front row” Myriam remembered. The first time they would tell me 


