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Judaism and Coexistence in Iran

lrans chierrabbi: Iranian Jews
have never feltlike outsiders

Religiousicoexistencennran; rare, enduring experience n WWest Asia
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The presence of Jews in Iran is not confined to a contemporary religious minority. It is
o a deeply rooted narrative of shared life and history in the Iranian land. According to
Sy Stalf writer Younes Hamami Lalehzar, chief rabbi of Iran’s Jewish community, this history “dates
NN =B VAR ZAA back more than 2,700 years and even predates the formation of a unified Iranian
nation.” From the settlement of the earliest Jewish communities in the western Ira-

nian plateau to their gradual spread across central cities, traces of this long-standing presence are embedded in
Iran’s cultural geography. As he puts it, “today it is hard to find a city in Iran that does not bear some sign of the
historical presence of Jews.”
He says the history of Jews in Iran has been shaped far more by coexistence and friendship than by exclusion or
erasure. Pointing to the role of Cyrus the Great in freeing Jews from Babylonian captivity, he stresses that “Jews
have always regarded themselves as indebted to Iranians, especially Cyrus the Great,” a perspective that, in his
view, has secured a special place for Iran and Iranians in Jewish historical memory.
Referring to the continuation of this coexistence after the advent of Islam, the chief rabbi highlights shared reli-
gious and ethical principles between Judaism and Islam as the backbone of a lasting bond between Iranian Jews
and Muslims. That bond, he says, has surfaced repeatedly during critical historical moments, from the Islamic
Revolution and the Iran-Iraq war to recent years. Comparing the situation of Jews in Iran with that in parts of
the region, he notes: “While pressure in many Middle Eastern countries forced Jewish communities to leave their

homelands, Iran’s Jewish community remained after the 1979 Islamic Revolution and continued its life.”
In the following interview, Iran Daily speaks with Rabbi Lalehzar, a physician, to present a clear and grounded

picture of Jewish life and long-standing coexistence in Iran.

IRAN DAILY: Could you explain
the historical background of
the Jewish presence in Iran and
the current situation of the Jew-
ish community in the country?

LALEHZAR: The presence of Jews
in Iran goes back a very long way;,
spanning roughly 2,700 years,
even before Iran took shape as a
unified entity through the union
of the Persians and the Medes. As
recorded in the Hebrew Bible, in
the Second Book of Kings, Chap-
ter 17, when the Assyrian king at-
tacked the Holy Land and seized
its northern part, the inhabitants
of that region were taken captive
and resettled in the cities of Me-
dia, which correspond to western
parts of present-day Iran.

Nearly 200 years later, following
the invasion by Nebuchadnezzar,
the Chaldean or Babylonian king,
the remaining Jews were also tak-
en into captivity and transferred
to Babylon, today’s Iraq. With the
campaigns of Cyrus the Great and
later Darius I, and the final defeat
of the Chaldeans, the Jews came
under Iranian rule, administration
and imperial authority.

Initially, Jews settled in western
regions such as Illam and Khuz-
estan, then moved to Hamadan
and gradually spread to central
regions including Isfahan, Yazd,
Damavand and other parts of
Iran. This spread was such that
today there are very few cities in
Iran without some trace of Jewish

presence, such as a synagogue or
a Jewish cemetery.

Throughout history, there have
been ups and downs, but overall,
given the well-known hospitality
of [ranians and mutual adaptabil-
ity, along with similar traits within
the Jewish community, a notable
degree of coexistence and solidar-
ity has prevailed between the two.
Jews, in particular, see themselves
as indebted to Iranians, especially
Cyrus the Great, who effectively
rescued them from Babylonian
captivity and granted them the
freedom either to return to the
Holy Land or to remain freely in
Iran and continue practicing their
faith.

For this reason, Cyrus the Great
and, by extension, the land of Iran
and its people have held a special
status among Jews. After the ad-
vent of Islam and the conversion
of the majority of Iranians to Is-
lam, the bond between Jews and
Muslims grew stronger due to
many shared beliefs, including
faith in one God, belief in the af-
terlife, the Day of Judgment and
a promised savior, as well as sig-
nificant similarities in religious
law, such as prayer, fasting, ani-
mal slaughter, rules of halal and
non-halal food, purity and impu-
rity, and shared moral principles.
A clear illustration of this coexis-
tence can be seen by comparing
Iran with other countries in the
Middle East. In many of those
countries, revolutions that were
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c Iranian Jews perform religious rituals at a synagogue in Tehran, Iran on November 30, 2023.
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largely nationalist in nature led to
the expulsion of Jews and forced
them to leave their homelands. In
Iran, however, despite the 1979
Islamic Revolution, which was ex-
plicitly religious and led by a Mus-
lim jurist, the Jewish community
remained. This is rooted in shared
perspectives and common ground
that, at various stages before the
revolution, during the revolution,
after it, throughout the [1980s Iraqi]
imposed war, the reconstruction
period [under president Akbar Hash-
emi Rafsanjani in the 1990s] and even
during the recent 12-day war,
consistently fostered solidarity
and cooperation between Jews
and the wider Iranian society.

How would you briefly describe
Jewish life within Iranian soci-
ety?

Iranian Jews are among the old-
est and most historically rooted
Jewish communities in the world.
After the Holy Land, Iran is home
to the tombs of several Jewish
prophets, including the Tomb of
the Prophet Daniel in Susa, the
Tomb of Esther and Mordechai
in Hamadan, and the shrine of
the Prophet Habakkuk in Tuy-
serkan. Renowned scholars have
also lived in this land, figures who
are held in high regard by Jews
around the world.

Although the Jewish population
declined in the post-revolution
era and during the Iran-Iraq war,
the Jewish community in Iran
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has remained dynamic, with a
strong sense of solidarity and
mutual support. In many parts of
the world, Jews are often viewed
through the prism of Zionism, but
in Iran, following the approach
articulated by Imam Khomeini
at the outset of the revolution, a
clear distinction was drawn be-
tween Judaism as a divine religion
and Zionism as a political move-
ment. This distinction has always
existed, although in the past two
years, particularly in the wake of
the Gaza war, it has become more
visible globally, with Jewish oppo-
sition to the actions of the Zionist
regime [of Israel] gaining wider at-
tention.

What does the daily life of a
Jewish individual in Iran look
like?

The daily life of an Iranian Jew
closely resembles that of other
Iranians. People pursue educa-
tion, employment and everyday
activities like any other citizen.
In Tehran, for instance, there
are four schools dedicated to the
Jewish community, two for boys
and two for girls, covering levels
from primary school through
to high school. Their curricula
follow the national education
system, with the addition of re-
ligious instruction specific to the

Younes Hamami Lalehzar (c), chief

rabbi of Iran’s Jewish community,

attends an interfaith meeting of

leaders of Iranian religious minorities

in Qom, Iran on February 5, 2026.
IRNA

Inmany parts ofthe
world, Jews are often
viewed throughthe
prismofZionism,
butinlran,following
theapproach
articulated by Imam
Khomeiniatthe out-
setoftherevolution,
acleardistinction
was drawn between
Judaismasadivine
religionand Zionism
asapoliticalmove-
ment.

Iranian Jews rally to protest Israeli crimes against Palestinians in the Gaza Strip in city of Kermanshah,
western Iran on October 30, 2023.

Jewish community.

Many Jews, whether students
or professionals, work in a wide
range of occupations, just like oth-
er Iranians, and under the Consti-
tution they enjoy full freedom to
perform their religious rites. Ac-
cess to synagogues is unrestrict-
ed. These conditions have given
rise to a blended identity shaped
by Jewish culture rooted in the To-
rah and Iranian culture and ethics,
forming a distinct Iranian-Jewish
identity.

This prevailing sense of solidarity
has enabled Iranian Jews to take
pride in who they are: Jews who
are also Iranian, living alongside
their compatriots and deeply
attached to their homeland and
birthplace.

How does the Jewish communi-
ty in Iran view the future? Have
existing challenges encouraged
emigration?

As a minority, the Jewish com-
munity is naturally influenced by
the broader society. Apart from
the early days of the revolution,
when there was extensive pro-
paganda about pressure on re-
ligious minorities, and the years
of the imposed war, when the
country faced severe conditions,
Jewish emigration declined after-
ward and settled into a relatively
stable pattern. In fact, in recent
years, the rate of emigration
among Jews has been lower than
that of many other segments of
society.

That said, economic difficulties
have affected the Jewish commu-
nity, like other groups in Iran, cre-
ating livelihood and employment
challenges. However, the inclina-
tion toward emigration has not
shown a significant upward trend
and has remained largely stable in
recent years.

In professional and social
terms, how are Jews accepted
in Iranian society, and what
fields do they mainly work in?
Culturally, economically, academ-
ically and socially, Jews are active
members of Iranian society, no
different from other citizens, and
they do not carry a separate or
exclusive role. In the past, promi-
nent Jewish figures have been ac-
tive in cultural fields, particularly
music, as well as in economics,
trade, academia and scientific
work.



