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Abstract:

This paper focuses on the changing cultural, liturgical and ideological characteristics of the Sepharadi Rabban Yochanan Ben-Zakai central synagogue in Jerusalem, as a lens through which social and ideological processes that underwent the entire Sepharadi community are reflected: Its attempts to consolidate its cultural uniqueness and civic identity in the face of the surrounding and evolving spirits; Its struggles with the local Ashkenazi community over historical and legal hegemony; its changing and evolving attitude towards to Ottoman and British Empires; And its gradual yet distinct adoption of the Jewish national framework, as the years passed. This, even more distinctly than parallel processes that took place in other synagogues throughout the country, during the same period, due to it`s unique historical and symbolic significance, as well as the fact that the synagogue in itself uniquely reflects the image of the community to which it belongs - in various ways. 

The paper is based on an in-depth study of the archives of the Sephardi Commission (Va`ad Ha`eda HaSepharadit) in Jerusalem, as well as literary scholarly research and a study of the local Jewish press of the time. This, while trying to unravel the unique story of the synagogue, from the early 20th century to the its fall and abandonment in 1948.

Preface
On an early Thursday afternoon, on July 7th 1904, several hundred people – men, women and even young children – crowded in the relatively small prayer hall in the Rabban Yochanan Ben-Zakai synagogue in Jerusalem. The event for which they convened was the eulogy of Binyamin Ze`ev Herzl, who was brought to burial in Vienna that same day. Among those gathered in the synagogue were some of the most prominent rabbis among the local Sepharadi community; Several communal leaders and local public figures; As well as headmasters, teachers, and students from a number of Jewish schools in the city, including the Evelina De Rothschild School for Girls and the Alliance Israélite Universelle School for boys.
 Indeed, one of these attending was Albert-Abraham Antèbi, who headed the local AIU school at the time, and was one of the most prominent leaders of the local Sepharadi community.
 During the unique event – which as of yet had been overlooked by scholars focusing on the ideological identity of the Jewish community in early 20th century Jerusalem – several speeches were delivered, both by rabbis such as Eliyahu Moshe Panijel, as well as by several notable Zionist speakers, among them Haim Bugrashov and Ben-Zion Mosensohn, then visiting the country as Menachem Usishkin`s emissaries. 
The very existence of the event – that will also be discussed later - was not self-evident. This, given it`s clear Zionist nature, and the opposition of some of Jerusalem's zealous religious leaders - especially among the Ashkenazi community – due to their own complex attitude towards Herzl himself, and their fear of a possible negative reaction from the local Ottoman authorities.
 Yet when it was indeed hastily decided to hold such an event in Jerusalem, despite the various objections, it was most natural that it should take place in this synagogue, which for several generations had been serving as the center of the Sepharadi (and thus most of the Jewish) community, and where most of its formal gatherings were held. Indeed, as the main showcase of the local Sepharadi community, It seems that the synagogue`s Ideological design and liturgical content reflect, in many ways, the changing character and identity of the entire Sepharadi community, during this period of upheaval: From a traditional religious congregation, identifying itself on several occasions as an integral part of the Ottoman sphere, to its cultural and ideological transition under the British rule, and its gradual (yet distinct) adoption of the Jewish Zionist identity.

The Sepharadi community in Jerusalem, during these turbulent times, has long been the focal point of various studies focusing mainly on its organizational nature;
 Its changing ties with other local ethnic communities – Jewish and non-Jewish alike;
 And its unique and developing attitude towards the Jewish National project.
 Yet its historical and communal significance non-withstanding, its most important religious and symbolic center – The great Rabban Yochanan Ben-Zakai synagogue, in the heart of the Jewish quarter – has almost been non existent within these works. This paper, therefore, aims to focus specifically on this synagogue and its changing cultural and ideological characteristics, as a lens through which social and ideological processes that underwent the entire Sepharadi community are reflected: Its attempts to consolidate its cultural uniqueness and civic identity in the face of the surrounding and evolving spirits; Its struggles with the local Ashkenazi community over historical and legal hegemony; its changing and evolving attitude towards Ottoman and British rule; And its gradual yet distinct adoption of the Jewish national framework, as the years passed. This, even more distinctly than parallel processes that took place in other synagogues throughout the country, during the same period, due to it`s unique historical and symbolic significance, as well as the fact that the synagogue in itself uniquely reflects the image of the community to which it belongs - in various ways. 

As Simcha Goldin wrote, in describing the deep and far-reaching social significance of the Jewish synagogue, "It is the most important of the institutions which transmit the socialization process in its broadest meaning, by means of prayers, ceremonies, etc. In the Jewish community the synagogue is also a public stage on which the drama of the group is staged and performed in communal ceremonies. It reflects the belief and value system of the community".
 Quite similarly, while referring mainly to the 19th century Jewish communities in central Europe, Jacob Katz also described the varied importance and communal significance of the synagogue in modern times: "And just as social circumstances determined the extent of participation in public prayer, the emphasis on public prayer shaped local realities. The synagogue was given multiple secondary functions as part of the communal administration: It was there that warnings were issued, decrees of excommunication pronounced, and oaths taken […] And the synagogue also fulfilled less obvious social functions. As a regular meeting place for members of the community, it provided an opportunity for purely secular conversations and even for business negotiations […] The synagogue also provided a method of marking off the social strata within the community".
      

While both Goldin and Katz referred primarily to synagogues in Europe, such convictions seem to be true in almost every place and time in which an organized Jewish community exists. This is even more evident when we turn our attention to the community`s central and most symbolic synagogue, whose social and communal significance far exceeds, in certain cases, that of its religious or liturgical one.
 

This paper is based on an in-depth study of the archives of the Sephardi ommission (Va`ad Ha`Eda HaSepharadit) in Jerusalem, as well as literary and scholarly research and a study of the local Jewish press of the time. This, while trying to unravel the unique story of the synagogue – and it`s congregation - from the early 20th century to the its fall and abandonment in 1948.

The making of a communal symbol: The Rabban Yochanan Ben-Zakai synagogue – A Historical background

It is unknown when exactly The Rabban Yochanan Ben-Zakai synagogue – also known as Kahal Kadosh Gadol or Il Kal Grande (Ladino) – was initially established, or how it`s unique name was bestowed upon it. While some local traditions precede its founding to the late Middle Ages, most scholars believe that the synagogue was founded sometime between the early 17th and early 18th century. This, due in part to the 1587 final evacuation of the Jews from their previous synagogue in Jerusalem, adjacent to the Ramban Synagogue and the Sidna Omar Mosque.

The synagogue was built well below street level, for liturgical preferences or legal limitations imposed on the community by the local government. Like many other synagogues in near-eastern communities (at least until the early 19th century), it was originally a roofless space, but was later covered.
 As the Sepharadi community in Jerusalem grew steadily in number, throughout the years, three more synagogues were gradually built adjacent the first one: Eliyahu Hanavi (or: Talmud Tora); The Istambuli Synagogue; and finally also the "Middle Synagogue" (or: Kahal zion). Though this compound was the distinct center of the Jewish community`s religious and formal activities, the economic distress and other local factors led to the gradual physical decline of the synagogue, which in the early 19th century remained in very poor condition. Indeed, western travelers were often astonished by its poor state, many of them describing it using harsh terms: 

"On entering I was struck by the wretched and disgusting appearance of a place of prayer, destined to receive so great a number of Jews […] It is a vast wooden edifice if one can give it that name, parted off into several decisions […] In the center is a shabby pulpit".
   

"We first went to the synagogue, a miserable hovel, more like a stable than a place of worship, and where my guide could not help but remarking: `this is all that remains for us for a temple` ".
 

The synagogue further deteriorated As a result of the earthquake that occurred in 1837. However, following the Egyptian occupation of Palestine - and the renewed building permit given by the local Ottoman authorities - the Sepharadi community began to renovate and revamp the synagogue's appearance and structure.
 Beginning in the mid-19th century, several other communal institutions were also founded nearby, including the Sepharadi Talmud Torah (Religious grade school) and a number of small Yeshivot.
 Indeed, from time to time - after its renovation and expansion - ceremonial events in the synagogue were also attended by representatives of the local Ottoman authorities, or by other distinguished visitors, including the Austro-Hungarian Emperor Franz Josef, who spoke in the synagogue during his visit in 1867.
 

Starting in 1893, the synagogue`s communal and formal significance was even further expressed. This, with the decision to carry out the coronation ceremonies of the Chief Sepharadi Rabbis  - from then on - in this synagogue only.
 The fact that the Chief Rabbi held an official role in the Ottoman administration - the Haham Bashi – granted the ceremony and the synagogue in itself even greater importance. Yet its longstanding character and communal significance – in the ethnic, civil and national context - was to change gradually, as will be shown, throughout the first half of the 20th century.

Between Ottoman and British civil identities: The synagogue as an expression of spatial and civic affiliation

As shown extensively by Campos, Jacobson, Lemire and others, The Sepharadi community in Jerusalem – as well as in other parts of the Levant -found itself, at the turn of the century, dealing with new local and spatial identities that were being gradually created in its surrounding area - both Jewish and non-Jewish. Thus, many amongst it came to feel the need (or the desire) to formulate a new civic, national, and ideological identity. As a mostly religious society, deliberations regarding these issues were expressed from time to time also in the religious and liturgical sphere. The clearest example of such a phenomenon, is the one presented by Julia Cohen, focusing on the events marking the 400th anniversary of the arrival of the first Sephardic Jews in Turkey, which were held in 1892. These events soon also became a public declaration of allegiance of the Jews to the Ottoman Empire, expressed mainly in synagogues throughout the Empire.
 Other than on such special occasions, short weekly prayers "for the wealth/success of the government" were also carried out on a regular basis, Similar to the widespread practice throughout most of the Jewish world.
 

So it should come as no surprise that in the same synagogue in which the Zionist gathering marking Herzl's death in 1904 was held, several events of a distinctly different ideological context were also held, highlighting – probably intentionally - the Ottoman Pole in the community`s identity. 

Such solidarity with the empire and its representatives, was expressed in the synagogue by the local chief Rabbi himself – Ya`akov Meir – when in his ceremonial sermon, upon being appointed for the post in 1904 – he declared that it will be his duty to also: "Exhort preachers to influence the people to pray for the well-being of the empire, the ministers and the army, and to always show signs of submission and love for our king [sultan], because in his peace we too will live in peace".
 

It is hard to establish if this commitment was an authentic expression of his personal identification with the Ottoman identity, a more practical one, or mere adherence to the religious Jewish Halakha which states that the government's peace must always be prayed for. As Abigail Jacobson and Michelle Campos have argued (using different definitions), In the years preceding WWI, expressing identification with the empire was done by Sepharadi Jews for different reasons, by different speakers and for different audiences.
 Moreover, one should take into account that prayers for the peace and prosperity of the Ottoman empire were also held – during this period – in several synagogues in the Jewish agricultural settlements (Moshavot) around the country - for clear political purposes and in front of audiences that were far from identifying with the empire or its local representatives.
 Furthermore, it is worth mentioning that rabbi Meir himself, during this same period, was perceived as one of the most prominent early supporters of the Zionist movement among the Sepharadi community.
 

However, even if we do not recognize Rabbi Meir's first such call as being fully or ideologically authentic, it is interesting to find that in the coming years -  and up to WW1 - the synagogue was indeed used once and again to hold communal gatherings of clear and distinct affinity for the Ottoman identity, that some members of the community still clung to or longed for. Such, for example, was the general meeting of the "Ottoman Jews Society", which was held there on the second day of Passover, 1909,
 Or the special memorial held upon the death of Istanbul`s and the Empire`s Chief Rabbi, Haham Bashi Moshe Halevi.
 Upon the outbreak of the Balkan war, as the Ottoman empire was absorbing severe blows on the battlefield, a special prayer for its success and prosperity was yet again held in the synagogue, again in the presence of the chief Rabbi.
 Even more interestingly, two weeks before this prayer took place, the synagogue was chosen as the meeting place for the society for Supporting the Families of Jewish Soldiers in the Ottoman Army (Machzikei Anshei Ha`il).
 Another prayer for the Empire`s success was held shortly after the outbreak of WW1, and it seems, then, that at least in the eyes of part of the Sepharadi community, not only was the public identification with empire the right path to choose, but was also significant enough to express in the community`s most symbolic religious and historical site.
 One could naturally assume that gatherings of this sort were also held during the latter stages of WW1. 

Things changed dramatically, of course, in late 1917, with the British occupation of Jerusalem and later the rest of the country. The almost immediate (yet apparent) non-relevance of the Ottoman Identity, coupled with the placing of the Jewish national question at the center of the Jewish agenda, and the declared British commitment – initially via the Balfour declaration - to the Jewish national project, naturally led to the creation of new communal identifications, as well as the creation of new kinds of prayers and gatherings, which were held in the same historic synagogue, but by now entailed a new set of identities and obligations.    
 

Thus, as was the custom in several other significant synagogues throughout the country – amongst them, regularly, in the great Ashkenazi synagogue in Tel Aviv - prayers for the well being of the British empire, its local representative and its political and national leaders, were held on an almost regular basis also in the Rabban Yochanan Ben-Zakkai synagogue, usually in the presence of prominent British officials.
 Apart from more standard prayers such as these, special services were apparently held from time to time on the anniversaries of the Balfour declaration; Armistice day; The date of the British liberation of Jerusalem; The king`s birthday, and more.
 

One such festive Shabbat-service took place in august 1920, several weeks after Herbert Samuel`s initial arrival in Jerusalem, as the first British High Commissioner in the country. True, Samuel`s first and most-noted appearance in a synagogue took place in the Ashkenazi Hurva synagogue, but shortly after word he also visited the central Sepharadi synagogue on Shabbat, attracting a large crowd and causing a stir within the community.
 Other special services in the synagogue were those held on the high holy days in the early 1920`s, when Samuel again joined the festive services at the synagogue with his entourage.
    

Unlike the pro-Ottoman prayers which were recited in the synagogue pre-WW1, the pro-British ceremonies at the synagogue now also included some distinct Zionist elements. This, both in light of Britain's stated role in promoting the creation of a national Jewish home, and the placing of the national issue at the center of the global Jewish agenda at the time. Furthermore, some prayer texts which were read in honor of various personalities of the British government – and composed by prominent Rabbis such as Abraham Issac Kook and Ben Zion Uziel – also included clear references to Britain's expected role in the return of the Jewish people to the country.
 Unsurprisingly, Though, as relations between the British government and the Yishuv deteriorated rapidly, especially from the second Half of the 1930`s and onwards, ceremonies and prayers such as these apparently ceased to take place, especially in such prominent synagogues as Rabban Yochanan Ben-Zakai. Yet for as long as the surrounding political and national conditions allowed, such special prayers were held at the synagogue at least on a yearly basis - sometimes even more often than that. 

Yet affection for the British government`s officers notwithstanding, as the Zionist sentiment and the Sepharadi ethnic identity gradually became much more significant than the need to regularly declare a renewed loyalty to the government - at least in the eyes of most – the ideological design of events that took place in the synagogue began again to change accordingly, accentuating new elements in the Sepharadi communal and national identities. 

An Ethnic Sepharadi Showcase 

As shown extensively by Abraham Haim, in his study of the Sepharadi institutionalized leadership in Jerusalem during the Mandate period, the post-WW1 Era found the local Sepharadi community Struggling to preserve its unique identity, while at the same time attempting to integrate itself into the new national-Zionist framework.
 In this context - and due to its unique historical and symbolic status - the Rabban Yochanan Ben Zakai synagogue could also be used in various ways to emphasize the tradition, the unity and empowerment of the community. 

The preceding decades had seen the sepharadi community gradually losing its status as the leading ethnic group within the local Jewish community – and as the only one formally recognized by the Ottoman authorities. Numerically, the Ashkenazi community had long since become the largest Jewish community, and the departure of the other Mizrahi communities into (limited) organizational independence had also dimmed the senior position of the Sepharadim. Organizationally, too, the power of the community gradually eroded, especially given its inability to meet the challenges of WW1 in Jerusalem. Furthermore, with the end of the War it also lost its automatic legal premise, in the eyes of the new British government.
 So it shouldn`t be surprising that in the post-war years, the local Sepharadi leadership used a variety of social tools to emphasize its longstanding presence in the city, and its unique historic role as the Jewish community`s only organized representative in the city for centuries. The community`s central synagogue, as aforesaid, played a significant role in this context.  

One such opportunity occurred in early 1921, several weeks after the General Rabbinate of the organized Zionist Yishuv was established, with the encouragement of the Mandate Government. After various principled debates, it was decided that not one but two rabbis will head the newly established organization: one of them Ashkenazi (Rabbi A.I. Kook) and the other Sephardi (Rabbi Ya`akov Meir). However, perhaps due to the growing power of the new Zionist (and largely Ashkenazi) Yishuv, the coronation ceremony was actually held at the historic Ashkenazi synagogue of Jerusalem - the Hurva. This, contrary to the custom since 1893, to crown the rabbi of Jerusalem in the historical Sepharadi synagogue. The Sepharadi community's response to this decision was immediate, and it was soon decided to hold another subsequent ceremony, it too attended by the two Chief Rabbis, but this time at the Rabban Yochanan Ben Zakai synagogue. This, as a means of giving the Sepharadi community the historic respect it deserves, placing the historic Sepharadi synagogue on a parallel line  - both representatively and practically - with the big and well-known Ashkenazi synagogue.
 

A similar confrontation – though one of much broader significance – occurred several years later (1926), as a result of a wealthy Jewish widow from Hong Kong – Sima Blilious - Bequeathing much of her estate to the benefit of the poor of Jerusalem via the "main synagogue" in the city. The fact that Blilious did not mention the specific name of the synagogue she referred to, led to a fierce confrontation between the Ashkenazi community and the Sepharadi community in the city, each one seeking to prove that its own historic synagogue was the one the philanthropist referred to in her will.
 In retrospect, it seems that the Sepharadi position was quite difficult to argue with, as the Sepharadi central synagogue was indeed the oldest in the city, to which the Blilious family – in itself non-Ashkenazy - had even contributed directly in the past.
 However, due to the organizational weakness of the Sepharadi community and its ongoing internal disputes - the legal discussions went on for several years, with both parties seeking to prove their claim in different ways. As part of its struggle, The Sepharadi community filed the court an affidavit written by the Jerusalem Jewish council, that testified not only to its position on the issue of the synagogue, but to its perception of the historical significance of the Sepharadi community in Jerusalem:

"We confirm that the synagogue in Jerusalem called Rabban Yochanan Ben Zakai [...] is the main synagogue, and is also known as "Il Cal Grandi" – meaning "The Great Synagogue. It is the oldest house of worship in the city, and has always been used for its purpose - for prayer, and also for holding religious, general and official ceremonies and receptions".
 

Of course, one can argue that this specific confrontation took place for financial considerations only. However, the nature of the correspondence indicates that the issue was - at least in the eyes of the Sepharadi community - not merely a practical but also a principal one. This, for in its eyes the mere dispute reflected the decline in the community`s image, and the way in which it was perceived at both the historical and contemporary levels.

At the end, it should be noted, the parties reached a compromise, whereby 75% of the money went to the Sepharadi community, and the rest to the Ashkenazi community. Although both sides agreed on this compromise, the Sepharadi community continued for years to argue that the end result was unjustified.   

But the Synagogue`s symbolic significance for the Sepharadi community wasn`t expressed only in times of conflict. As in earlier times, it was also emphasized by many communal and formal activities and ceremonies, which  in various ways connected between the historical image of the synagogue and the current challenges facing the community. Such, for example, was the decision to hold at the synagogue activities initiated by the pro-Zionist activist group within the Sepharadi organization – The Young Sepharadi Federation of Jerusalem (Later: Histadrut Halutzei Hamizrach) – headed by such communal notables as David Avisar, Avraham Elmalih and David Benvenishti.
 Amongst those activities, were historical and political lectures on various topics and current afairs.
 Other initiatives included the conference held by HaHistadrut HaKlalit shel HaYehudim Hasepharadim (the General Federation of Sepharadi Jews), that was aimed at mobilizing additional support for its activities by the local congregants;
 and the 1927 attempt of chief Rabbi Jacob Meir to establish a new "Rabbinic Yeshiva" near the synagogue, thus further consolidating the "Sepharadi center", surrounding the synagogue and composed of various communal institutions.
 Tne years later, in 1939, the synagogue again hosted the ceremony of crowning a Sepharadi chief Rabbi, Ben-Zion Uziel. The Sepharadi council seized the opportunity, conducting a particularly impressive ceremony – in the presence of many public figures from various national institutions - and reviewed extensively in the Jewish press.
 Another attempt to use the synagogue`s symbolic history and location, was the national convention marking 800 years to Rabbi Yehuda Halevi`s journey from Spain to Jerusalem.
 However this event – which was co-initiated by the Jewish national Counsil (Hava`ad Haleumi) – wasn`t a success, attracting only a small audience and receiving critical reviews.
    

Naturally, the Sepharadi community's attempt to use the synagogue to re-empower itself, demanded a substantial financial investment, both in the synagogue's regular upkeep and in the holding of special events from time to time – some of them in the presence of a relatively large crowd. However, the complex financial situation of the community`s main institutions - which struggled at the time for their own existence – coupled with the fact that the Sepharadi population that remained living near the synagogue, in the Old City, was very small in number, and of a particularly low socioeconomic status, forced the community to repeatedly raise funds for the maintenance of the historic synagogues in the Old City - First and foremost Rabban Yohanan Ben Zakai. This, by repeatedly addressing those attending services at the Sepharadi synagogues in the old city - as well as in other neighborhoods – to help in its financing and maintenance.
 Indeed, a study of the correspondence concerning the synagogue in the archives of the Sepharadi commission in Jerusalem, reveals that the challenge of the economic maintenance of the historic synagogue remained relevant until the outbreak of the War in late 1947, and that despite all the efforts, the condition of the four adjacent Sepharadi synagogues steadily deteriorated even further, during their final ten years.
 Thus, astonishingly, at the end of the period the central synagogue didn`t even have operating toilets with running water.

Finally, in this context it is interesting to note the initiative of Chief Rabbi B.Z. Uziel, in the early 1940s, to make Hanukkah a holiday during which thousands of visitors from all around the city and the country visit the Sephardic synagogues in the Old City, thus fortifying the historical and ethnic status of the synagogues (as well as the community`s other institutions), and volunteering to help financially with their maintenance.
 Indeed, posters referring to this project - named "HaAliya LeZion" - read, among other things, that: "Our main synagogues of ancient glory, those that in the recent past served [...] as highlights and glorious institutions for our community and all Jerusalem residents [ ...] Today, these famous synagogues have no sources of income, and they are expected to shut down [...] we are calling warmly to all our brothers, residents of the Holy City, who shall kindly raise their alms for this purpose  […] so that for many more days they will stand as an example and symbol of the beginning of the Jewish settlement between the walls, and as the historic, ancient and revered prayer houses of the Sephardic community in Jerusalem".

Yet this initiative, too, didn`t change things for the long term, and the synagogue gradually lost its public status, much like the community itself. This, despite the fact that over the same years the synagogue had also been periodically painted in Jewish-national colors, as will be shown in the next and final part of this study.
From Herzl`s eulogy to the UNSCOP Committee: The Synagogue in the Jewish national sphere
As mentioned above, beginning with Herzl`s memorial service in 1904, and in parallel with the other communal processes described thus far, the Rabban Yochanan Ben Zakai synagogue had gradually undergone another significant ideological process – namely the gradual adoption and incorporation of various national elements, influencing the design and content of many of the events that took place in the synagogue, especially throughout the Mandate period.

The assimilation of the national ideological framework within many Eretz-Israeli synagogues, during this period, was expressed in various areas related to their internal and architectural design, as well as their liturgical array. These included, among other things, the introduction of the Hebrew language and the command of the Sepharadi syllable in synagogues; Their architectural and interior design using the array of national visual symbols; The composing of new liturgical texts or the updating of familiar ones; The human and social design of synagogues as a distinct national community arena; And even the creation of a supportive economic system, which also relied heavily on the Zionist movement and its institutions. Clearly, not every synagogue adopted this new national framework in it`s entirety, and synagogues differed from each other in the degree to which they sought to incorporate it, as well as in its rate of assimilation. The process as a whole was led by a number of leading figures, some of them prominent rabbis (such as Rabbi A.I. Kook and Rabbi B.Z. Uziel) and others holding various positions of influence (such as David Zvi Pinkas, president of the Tel Aviv Great Synagogue, and other public figures in central synagogues around the country).
 

Being a synagogue that operating on a historic site - that could not be physically redesigned - in the Rabban Yochanan Ben Zakai Synagogue such national identification was expressed mainly through the contents of various events that took place in the synagogue, over the years, and which reflected the growing identification of the synagogue`s leaders and congregants with the national Zionist ideology. Indeed, beginning in the early 1920s, several events and gatherings of a distinct Zionist-national nature, were held at the synagogue on many different occasions.

On June 2, 1921, for example, a special prayer - initiated by the Chief Rabbinate, in itself a national institution – was held at the synagogue to mark 30 days since the outbreak of the 1921 riots, during which several dozen Jews were killed, mainly in Jaffa and its surroundings.
 A year and a half later, a conference was held in the synagogue where Avraham Elmalih – A well known Sepharadi journalist, teacher and activist (then also co-editor of Doar Hayom) - spoke about the importance of Sepharadi Jews joining Knesset Israel - the central Zionist representative organization in the country.
 In 1924, during an event held by Histadrut Halutzei HaMizrach (one of the organizations that operated within the general Sepharadi council), Elmalih spoke again, this time about the need to provide the children of the Sepharadi community with a clear national-religious education.
 Shortly after that, a special conference was held in the synagogue, where the position of the Jewish national institutions towards the western wall conflict was presented, and on 29 July 1929, a special memorial was held again, marking 25 years to Herzl`s death.
 Alongside such events, elections for various national institutions were also held at the synagogue on occasion.

Of Much more significance was the dramatic event held in the synagogue towards the end of the Mandate period, during which representatives of the UNSCOP Committee on Palestine visited the synagogue on June 18 1947, and met with both the Sephardic Chief Rabbi Uziel and other prominent Sepharadi figures including Eliyahu Elyashar, Who presented them with a position that fully supported the demands of the Zionist institutions regarding the land`s future.
 It is worthwhile noting, in this context, that Chief Rabbi Uziel`s coronation in 1939, which as mentioned also took place in the same synagogue, was described in the Jewish press as a ceremony of religious, ethnic and national nature.
 Such clear and positive sentiment toward the Zionist project, It should be noted, was also expressed through the activities of the small religious grade-school (Talmud Torah) that was run by the Sepharadi council adjacent to the synagogue, where at a certain point even a chapter of the religious-national Mizrachi party was established.
    
Thus, a review of the nature and content of such events - as well as others that took place in the synagogue during this period - shows that although in The Rabban Yochanan synagogue things did not always receive a tangible physical expression, by other means the synagogue leaders (as well as the Sephardic community initself) did indeed express their growing loyalty to the Zionist idea. This, at the same time in which the synagogue expressed the ethnic consciousness of the Sepharadic community, or its spatial and civic identity under both Ottoman and British rule. 
Conclusion
As shown at length by Campos, Jacobson, Phillips-Cohen and others, Sephardi Jews in Eretz-Israel and the Levant, acted in the late 19th and early 20th centuries in a reality of hybrid self-identity and communal consciousness, which included private, religious, civic, and national components. This hybrid identity found its expression in a wide variety of public or intellectual spheres, and was also showcased from time to time within the religious one – namely the communal synagogue. This, both in synagogues operating near the political center of the Empire, as well as in synagogues in other areas, including Jerusalem. Naturally, expressions of such complex identity were found mainly in the more prominent synagogues, such as the one which is the focus of this study. In the local Jerusalem context, the fact that the Sepharadi community`s leaders didn`t hesitate before casting contents of civic, political or national significance into the central and most historical Sepharadi synagogue in the city, testifies both to the communal importance attached to these changing contents themselves, as well as to the steadily fading line between their religious, civic and national consciousness. Also of importance is the fact that the Sepharadi community represented other Mizrahi communities before the authorities, making these communities themselves an integral part of this process, albeit with a smaller degree of publicity and declaration.

Had it been possible to track precise transcripts of the sermons delivered in the synagogue by various rabbis and individuals, during the aforementioned events, the rate and complexity of the processes presented throughout this paper, could have been more accurately established and defined. Yet even without finding such texts, it seems that the tracking of events that took place in the synagogue during this period - as well as the documentation of the Sepharadi community's efforts to preserve its status and to express its changing self-image within the synagogue – reveal the community's changing identity and civic commitments, as well as its gradual adoption of the Zionist framework, at least from the beginning of the mandate period onwards.
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