Barbara Ribakove Gordon

In 1982, a handful of dedicated men and women met in Barbara Ribakove Gordon’s New York apartment to organize the North American Conference on Ethiopian Jewry (NACOEJ).  Today, under Barbara Ribakove Gordon’s leadership, NACOEJ has some 50,000 supporters and a record of having rescued thousands of Ethiopian Jews from famine, civil war and persecution.  Named “Unsung Hero of the Year” in 1986 by the New York Jewish Week, Barbara Ribakove Gordon went to Ethiopia in 1981 with the first American mission to Ethiopian Jewish villages.  Defying the Ethiopian government’s orders not to make contact with Jews, the group trekked through the rugged Semien mountains in northern Ethiopia to reach an isolated Jewish village.  From there they went to Israel to report to government officials on what they had seen: appalling poverty and illness — and awe-inspiring dignity and Jewish commitment.

A few months later NACOEJ was born.  Barbara Ribakove Gordon and other NACOEJ volunteers led 18 missions into Jewish villages, bringing doctors, medicine, clothing, school supplies, and hope. As Director of NACOEJ, Barbara Ribakove Gordon was summoned to Ethiopia in May, 1991, to participate in Operation Solomon.  With two opposing Ethiopian armies holding fire in a temporary armistice, she and two other NACOEJ volunteers helped the Israelis process over 14,000 Ethiopian Jews at the Israeli embassy in Addis Ababa for the historic 36-hour airlift to Israel.  The NACOEJ group flew out on the last plane.

Today, NACOEJ is the only national organization whose sole agenda is Ethiopian Jewry.  In Israel, NACOEJ creates and administers essential educational programs for Ethiopian Jews from elementary school through high school, college and graduate school. In Ethiopia, since 1990, NACOEJ has provided urgently needed food, education, employment and religious facilities to Jewish men, women and children awaiting the opportunity to join their families in Israel. Barbara Ribakove Gordon travels frequently to Israel, Ethiopia and throughout the United States and Canada on behalf of Ethiopian Jews. Formerly a journalist, Ms. Ribakove Gordon holds a B.A from the University of Wisconsin. She has a son, Joshua.

Update: We now assist 8700 Jews remaining in Ethiopia.

