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Rising from 
the ashes
I will never forget Friday, June 18, 1999, when my 
phone rang around 4 a.m. On the line was a 
Sacramento County sheriff’s deputy, who told me 
to go as quickly as possible to our synagogue on 
Sierra Boulevard. 

He also shared with me that three synagogues 
were on fire: Congregation B’nai Israel on 
Riverside Boulevard, Congregation Beth Shalom 
in Carmichael and Kenesset Israel Torah Center 
on Morse Avenue. While the damage to the 
three synagogues was estimated at more than 
$1 million, the emotional impact was much 
greater. My first thought was, “How do I explain 
this unspeakable act to the children of my 
congregation?”

I was asked by the media why our congrega-
tion was not targeted. We found out that our 
address was listed incorrectly in the phone 
directory. 

The FBI quickly uncovered two suspects, 
brothers, who had connections with two nation-
ally known hate groups, the World Church of the 
Creator and Aryan Nations. The FBI informed us 
that a “hit list” had been found with many 
of our names. Patrol cars were parked 
in front of my and other Jewish 
leaders’ homes for several 
weeks.  

The fires were considered 
among the worst acts of 
anti-Semitism in U.S. 
history. The two brothers 
were arrested and pleaded 
guilty to the arsons, along 
with a later firebombing of an 
abortion clinic and murder of a 
gay couple.

I will never ever forget when, 
three days after the arsons, more than 
5,000 people gathered at Sacramento’s 
Community Center Theater in solidarity with 
the Jewish community. Leaders from all faith 
communities sat on the stage with one unified 
message: Sacramento United Against Hate. 

Money was donated by organizations, faith 
groups and people from all over the country to 
help the three synagogues rebuild. The Unity 
Center was born with the leadership of Darrell 
Steinberg, then the state Senate’s leader and now 
Sacramento’s mayor. 

After the arsons, our synagogue leadership 
devised new security measures, including a 

wrought iron fence and security cameras. How 
sad that we had to create a barrier to keep us safe. 
June 18, 1999 was a watershed moment for our 
Jewish community.

Fast forward to October 2018: A synagogue 
in Pittsburgh was attacked by a gunman who 

murdered 11 Jews and wounded six 
other people. And on the last 

day of Passover in April, at 
another synagogue in San 

Diego County, a gunman 
murdered one Jew and 
wounded three others, 
including the rabbi. 

These synagogue 
shootings have affected 
Jews across America. 

We believed we were 
immune from the kind of 

anti-Semitism that has been 
rampant in Europe, but the 

Jewish community in the United 
States has experienced near-historic 

levels of anti-Semitism. If the United States is not 
safe for Jews, then the very future of America—
and indeed the civilized world—is in real danger.  

As we commemorate the 20th anniversary 
of the synagogue fires, may all of us resolve to 
speak out against the scourge of anti-Semitism 
and hatred towards “the other.” If we can trans-
form our society into a more loving and accepting 
one, then the hatred and acts of violence will 
become a footnote in the history of our civiliza-
tion. I continue to pray to see that day.  Ω

by Reuven H. Taff

If the United States is 
not safe for Jews, then the 

very future of America—and 
indeed the civilized world—

is in real danger.

Reuven H. Taff has served as rabbi and spiritual leader 
of Mosaic Law Congregation in Sacramento since 1995.
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Open Everyday  •  6am-10pm (last wash @ 8:30pm)

other LoCAtIoNs: 
2410 Howe Ave, Sacramento 
916-292-5730
2431 K Street, Sacramento  
916-469-9840
2907 W. Capital Ave,          
West Sacramento 
916-372-1432
7272 Franklin Blvd., 
South Sacramento                                      
916-426-9011
4661 Watt Avenue,  
North Highlands 
 916-295-6002
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 Drop off     
 Laundry service

thIs LoCAtIoN: 
1776 E. 8th st.
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Your Downtown Service Shop

916 554-6471 2000 16th St Sacramento 

SMOG
CHECK
$3175

(reg $49.75) most cars.
Call for details. Same day. 

Fast In/Out

OIL
CHANGE
$2699

Call for details. 

$60
EMISSIONS

DIAGNOSTIC
w/repairs at time of service.

(reg $120) most cars.
For renewal reg. only.

Call for details.

M-F 7:30-5:30  Sat 8-4 
sacsmog.com

Now  
Hiring:
SMOG 

Technician

n e w s r e v i e w . c o m

if you would like to carry the paper for free, 
call GreG at 916.498.1234, ext. 1317 or email 
GreGe@newsreview.com

You should be You should be 
getting it getting it 
once a week.once a week.




