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n a cave deep in 
the rainforest of 
Sri Lanka, two Is-
raeli brothers have 
been living as Bud-
dhist monks for the 
past 15 years. Last 
week, two Chabad 

shluchim trekked through the jungle to 
seek them out and remind them that a Jew 
is never really lost. 

Ten years ago, Rabbi Schneur Maidan-
chik, his wife Chaya Mushka, and their 
infant daughter moved to Sri Lanka, an 
island country in South Asia. They opened 
a Chabad House in Colombo, the capital of 
Sri Lanka. The Maidanchiks now have six 
children, baruch Hashem. They made bris-
sim for their three sons in Sri Lanka. 

Over 70 percent of the population of Sri 
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Lanka are Buddhists. The Jewish commu-
nity is small, with only 10-15 “regulars” at 
the Chabad House. But the shluchim serve 
many travelers, including businessmen 
who deal in sapphires (Sri Lanka’s mines 
are famous for their many colors of sap-
phires) and tourists who come to enjoy the 
surfing and the tropical climate. 

Rabbi Maidanchik says, “A few months 
ago, two non-Jewish Sri Lankans ‘hap-
pened’ to stop into our Chabad House. 
They didn’t come for a tour, or food, or in-
formation. They just stopped in. Though 
we know, of course, that nothing ‘just hap-
pens’ by chance.”

The visitors told him that on their trip to 
the rainforest they met Israeli twins who 
were living as Buddhist monks in the area 
of a certain distant temple. 

Rabbi Maidanchik says, “The Lubavitch-
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er Rebbe taught us that every Yid is pre-
cious. A diamond. We must go to find him 
wherever he is.”

The rainforest is a five-hour drive from 
Colombo. The shluchim tried to track 
down the exact location of the temple and 
find someone who knew the two Israelis. 
There was no information. No phone num-
ber. No email address. The only way to find 
them was to travel to the jungle and search 
for them in the many temples in that area. 

They asked a rav if they’re allowed to en-
ter a temple of avodah zarah. 

The rav said, “Yes. To save a neshamah 
it’s allowed.”

On 7 Av, the day before Erev Tishah B’Av, 
Rabbi Maidanchik and Rabbi Schneur 
Ariel, who serves as his assistant, set out to 
find the Israelis. They hired a local driver 
who speaks Sinhala and English—so that 
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they could communicate with and under-
stand the directions of the locals. 

They left a little after 5:00 a.m. They 
drove through many villages. As they 
neared the jungle, the weather changed. 
Rain fell heavily. The roads were muddy 
and bumpy. 

They knew they were in the right area, 
but had no idea how to find the temple. 
They drove as far into the forest as they 
could. When they saw a temple built into 
the lush greenery, they left the car and 
walked to it. There was no one nearby. They 
stood outside and shouted, “Shema Yis-
rael.” 

A Buddhist monk appeared. He didn’t 
speak English, but when they used the 
Sinhala word for white—Buddhist monks 
with light skin are rare in Sri Lanka—he 
pointed. They got back into the car, drove 
three kilometers in the direction that the 
monk had shown them and found another 
temple. A 17-year-old boy on a motorcycle 
pulled up near their car. Their driver asked 
the boy if he knew two white monks who 
live nearby. He said, “Yes” and showed them 
where to go. 

They left the driver in the car and headed 
into the rainforest on foot, carrying sefarim 
and tefillin. They climbed slopes, walked 
under canopied trees and past gurgling 
brooks. It was cold and wet. They were 
surrounded by beautiful birds and color-
ful flowers. And leeches, which bit them 
through their clothing and drew blood. 

Suddenly, the shluchim saw them. Two 
middle-aged men, identical in appearance, 
both wearing saffron robes, sitting under 
a tree and meditating. Their heads were 
shaved and their skin was pale. There’s not 
a lot of sunlight in the middle of the rainfor-
est. No one else was around. 

The shluchim called out to the monks in 
Hebrew. The men looked up in shock.

Two Chabad shluchim and two Bud-
dhist monks. Four Jews.

Rabbi Maidanchik says, “They didn’t 
seem happy to see us, but there was noth-

ing they could do about it. They couldn’t 
chase us away. Especially because they 
knew how hard it was to get to them.”

The twins showed the shluchim their 
home. They’d built a temple and a room 
for themselves in a cave under a large 
rock. The Sri Lankans from the neighbor-
ing village had helped, pulling cement on 
donkeys deep into the forest. The structure 
has solid stairs, floors, walls, and windows 
built into the cave. It has no electricity, but 
there’s plenty of fresh water. 

A sign hangs near the entrance, in Sin-
hala and English, with three warnings: No 
taking pictures. The location of the cave 
must not be published. Don’t come be-
tween 10:00 a.m. and 12:00 noon because 

that’s the only time of day that they eat.
The shluchim drew the twins into con-

versation in Hebrew. They found out that 
they are triplets; a third brother lives in 
Berlin. They were born in Israel to a secular 
Israeli family. They had a bris milah. Nei-
ther has ever married. And they’ve been 
in seclusion for 15 years, though they are 
in touch with their father. They have occa-
sional access to email. 

They eat once a day; they’re not allowed 
to ask for food. They walk to the nearby vil-
lage and hold out their plates, and the vil-
lagers fill them with food. 

The shluchim asked them if there are 
any other Jews living in the area; the an-
swer was “no.” They’d only seen one Jew, a 
visiting Israeli, in all the years they’d been 
in the jungle.

Rabbi Maidanchik says, “They told us 
that their Hebrew birthday is Tishah B’Av. 
But they didn’t know what we do on Tishah 
B’Av. I explained the importance of the day 
and reminded them that Tishah B’Av is in 
two days.”

The spoke for hours. Slowly, the twins 
became more comfortable in their pres-
ence. Rabbi Maidanchik asked, “What 
brought you to Sri Lanka?” 

One of them answered without looking 
at him. “We felt like we ran out of oxygen in 
Israel…” Then he said, “Here they appreci-
ate monks. In Israel it’s much harder…”

The twins described their need to dis-
connect from material possessions. The 
shluchim explained that our work in this 
world is to use the gashmiyus to serve Hash-
em, that every part of life—including mar-
riage and children—is a means to holiness. 

They had questions about Moshiach, 
and about netilas yadayim, tevilas keilim, 
and other areas of taharah.

Rabbi Maidanchik says, “After the first 
hour, they were different. More open. An-
other hour of deep conversation, and they 
warmed up even more. It became clear that 
they didn’t really believe in idols, that they 
just wanted to get away from something 

that had been difficult and painful. By the 
third hour, we’d bonded. We no longer no-
ticed the robes and the strangeness that 
made them different. We saw only what 
made us the same: our neshamos.”

The most pressing questions the twins 
had were, “Does a non-Jew have a nesha-
mah?” and “What’s the difference between 
the neshamah of a Jew and the neshamah 
of a non-Jew?”

Rabbi Maidanchik says, “This was a ma-
jor concern for them. They want to know: 
Are all people the same? Can we become 
whoever or whatever we want to be? Why 
can’t we be Buddhist monks?”

The twins asked about chasidei umos 
haolam, righteous non-Jews, which led to a 
long discussion about the seven mitzvos of 
Bnei Noach and that it’s important to pub-
licize those mitzvos.

“The twins accepted our answers with-
out argument. They were very curious 
about how we had found them. When we 
brought out the tefillin, the twins drew 

back, fearfully. I knew I had to be careful. 
So I told them, jokingly, ’If you put on tefil-
lin, I’ll tell you how we got here.’

“In the end, the twins put on tefillin shel 
rosh and accepted a mezuzah. We wanted 
to dance with them, but the brothers said 
said that it’s forbidden for them to dance.”

They agreed to stay in touch. Once a year, 
they travel to Colombo to renew their visas. 
They gave their word: They would come to 
the Chabad House on their next trip. They 
gave the shluchim their email address and 
agreed to check for messages when they 
have access.

Rabbi Maidanchik says, “When we 
showed up, they were so hesitant to let 
us get close to them. Before we left, many 
hours later, we hugged each other.”

Rabbi Maidanchik is sure that the rela-
tionship will continue and will get stron-
ger. “They will come to the Chabad House. 
We have their word. And we will visit them 
again. We lit a spark. This isn’t the end of 
the story.” ●
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Rabbi Maidanchik (far right) and Rabbi Ariel with the Israeli monks
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