
 

 

 

 

Tzivi Chats 
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Rabbi Alex Felch 
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by 

Jan Lisa Huttner 

Born in Buenos Aires, Rabbi Alex Felch served Conservative synagogues in Connecticut and Puerto 
Rico before joining Congregation B’nai Tikvah in 1999. But he still travels all around the world, and 
his participation in the aliyah of the Jews of Iquitos, Peru is shown on screen in the new documentary 
A Fire Within (featured in this year’s Chicago Festival of Israeli Cinema). I called Rabbi Alex’s office 
in Deerfield to learn more about this inspiring film. 

Jan Lisa Huttner: How did you first become aware of the Jewish community in Iquitos? 

Rabbi Alex Felch: My best friend in life, the brother that I don't have, is Rabbi Guillermo Bronstein, 
the Conservative Rabbi of Lima, Peru. We are in constant contact over conversions and the return of 
Jews to the fold of the Jewish people. So this was just one more of many, but obviously a very 
unique group. It took close to 10 years from the moment that they came out of the woodwork. 

When was the first time, as best you know, that people from Iquitos reached out to identify 

themselves to the Jewish community in Lima? 

These are people that grew up in the religious syncretism of the jungle. The first Jews came from 
Morocco in the late 19th Century. They wanted to make money out of the rubber industry, so they 
basically left their wives behind in the old country, and then they got involved with local women. The 
ones that stayed in Iquitos, they always saw themselves as Jewish, even though they did keep some 
Indian stuff and some Christian stuff. I called it religious syncretism, a little bit of everything. 

Anyway, they all had their children, and from the moment Israel became a state, they started showing 
a presence. The Israeli ambassador to Peru was invited there sometime in the early '60s or so, and 
they did activities to fundraise for him. They declared themselves a religious community and they 
kept actively involved. And they take great pride over their Jewish cemetery.  

But the children, technically they’re not Jewish, so who is buried in the cemetery—just the 

founders, or everyone? 

No, all of them are.  As long as they are whatever they consider themselves to be. 



 

 

So there's direct continuity, and the families all know who they are, and the bloodlines are 

very clearly understood? 

Yes, that's their “shrine,” the Jewish cemetery. 

How has this experience touched you in your own life? 

First and foremost, you should be aware, these people studied for conversion to Judaism for 10 
years. They had to give up anything that had a smell of Christianity, or Santeria, or anything like that.  
And these people have been so deprived of everything; they live such humble little lives.  

We have so many Jewish resources available to us which we Jews choose to disregard. And these 
people with so little, whatever little taste of Judaism you give them, they devour it with hunger, with 
thirst, with passion. 

What is that they're thirsting for? 

They're thirsting for identity. They're thirsting for acceptance. They know that they are different from 
their local neighbors. Additionally, there’s a certain romanticism about Israel. This guy, he was in his 
30s, overweight, bald, he said to me, "Rabbi, do you think that they would take me in the Mossad?" 
They fantasize. One of the agreements, by the way, was that they would convert and then make 
aliyah, off to Israel.  And in fact, most of them did.   

CFIC screening of A Fire Within is scheduled for Weds 11/4/09 at the Wilmette Theatre. 
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