TEMPLE BETH-ISRAEL 1921-1981
BY E L E A N O R

F.

HORVITZ

This is the story of how one Temple ministered to the spiritual and social
needs of its Congregatin during its sixty years of existence. The origins of
the first Conservative Temple in Rhode Island are described by Benton
Rosen in a paper published in the Rhode Island Jewish Historical Notes.1
Legally chartered as the Providence Conservative Synagogue, it has always
been known as Temple Beth-Israel. Its first New Year services were held on
the evening of October 2, 1921. On February 28, 1981 the City of Providence
purchased the synagogue building as a site for a neighborhood center. Thus,
Temple Beth-Israel, Synagogue and Congregation, came to an end. The
Congregation with its remaining members merged with that of the
Conservative Congregation of Temple Beth Torah in Cranston. The joint
Congregation assumed the new name of Temple Torat Yisrael.
A temple or synagogue is a many-faceted institution. The dictionary
defines a synagogue as a building or place used by Jews for worship and
religious study. The building at 155 Niagara Street, Providence, originally
renovated from a German beer hall, met the physical requirements of a
synagogue, But a temple is much more than a building for worship. The
components of Temple Beth-Israel were diverse — a religious school, rabbis
and many cantors, choir, Sisterhood, Brotherhood, and Daughterhood with
their many activities, both cultural and fund-raising. Many clubs met in its
building, such as the Boy Scouts, Young Judea, Masada, and United
Synagogue Youth. Its many activities required leaders, workers, and the
cooperation of the entire Congregation. It emerges as a group of very
dedicated, loyal, and hard-working men and women largely from the same
neighborhood. They survived three fires, World War II, and difficult
economic times to worship together for sixty years.
THE FIRST DECADE —

RABBI

HURWITZ

Rabbi B. Leon Hurwitz, although not as yet ordained, assumed his duties
as Rabbi of the Congregation in October of 1921. The Providence Journal
of October 7, 1921 mentioned Rabbi Hurwitz in an article about Sukkot*:
"The Providence Conservative Tabernacle (modern Orthodox) begins this
evening its three-day observance of the Succoth or Feast of Tabernacles,
with a special service. Rabbi B. Leon Hurwitz will preach on T h e Succoth
Message'. One of the picturesque, features of this festival will be the great
tent erected on the grounds of the temple at Niagara Street and Atlantic
*Festival of Tabernacles. Also rendered Succoth.
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Avenue, to which members of the congregation will repair before the
services have ended to enjoy refreshments and a musical programme. This
tent is furnished with elaborate decorations and is hung with all varieties of
fruits, boughs, leaves, and other foliage. The Succoth feast is under the
auspices of the Temple Sisterhood. General services will be conducted by
Rabbi Hurwitz and Joshua Bell."
Rabbi Hurwitz taught in the Sunday School. One of his students 2
remembered him as a round-faced man with a little mustache, who would
clap his hands to bring the class to order. She still had memories of the smell
of beer which continued to pervade the classroom located in the building's
dank basement.
Another former member of the Congregation had recollections of the
Temple's first year. Around the perimeter of the hall was a raised platform
on which stood the old beer tables and chairs. Everyone preferred to sit at
these tables for the services, while those who lost out had to sit in the center
of the hall and cope with folding chairs that were prone to collapse. 3
In December 1922, Rabbi Hurwitz returned to New York to complete his
studies at the Jewish Theological Seminary. According to Benton Rosen, in a
paper titled "Temple Beth-Israel Finds a Spiritual Leader," 4 Rabbi Hurwitz
left a record of "remarkable organizational and developmental work in
behalf of the pioneer Conservative congregation in Rhode Island."

RABBI M O R R I S S H U S S H E I M A S S U M E S

LEADERSHIP

Rabbi Morris Schussheim of Columbus, Ohio was selected to replace
Rabbi Hurwitz. His arrival in Providence was noted in The Providence
Journal of December 26, 1922. Born in Austria in 1895, the Rabbi came
with his mother to New York City in 1902, where his father had already
established himself. He attended public schools in New York City and
received his bachelor's degree from the City College of New York and a
master's degree from Columbia University. He was ordained a Rabbi by the
Jewish Theological Society of America. In 1921 Rabbi Schussheim married
Mary Chipkin of New York, who, like himself, was a dedicated Jew and a
Zionist. In the Rosen paper appear letters exchanged between Rabbi
Schussheim and founding members of the Congregation — Harry Rosen,
Joshua Bell, and Leo Grossman. The latter arranged for living quarters near
Temple Beth-Israel in Providence for the Rabbi and his wife. He was urged
to come as soon as possible, since "We need a spiritual leader to be here
every day as our school is literally going to pieces and members are losing
interest."
By the time Rabbi Schussheim arrived enough money had been raised to

Rabbi Morris Schussheim, D.D. 1895-1970
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Temple Beth-Israel Religious School students, 1922.
purchase the Temple building, which had previously been rented. Plans were
made for extensive renovations. 5 A broad expansion of Temple activities
was begun.
Frieda Rosenberg was one of sixteen students in Rabbi Schussheim's first
confirmation class in 1923. The girls, she recalled, wore long white dresses,
carried bouquets of white roses, and "looked more like brides than
confirmands".
The Hebrew School was enlarged. Barnet Hurvich in 1924 became the
first teacher. In 1925 he was replaced by Morris Shoham, who remained at
the Temple until 1946. The bar mitzvah students clavened* together every
Sunday morning under Shoham's tutelage. Pearl and Samuel Ernstof
introduced the serving of breakfast to the boys of the bar mitzvah
brotherhood. Under Mrs. Ernstofs direction breakfast was served to this
group for 25 years. This custom, which they originated, spread to other
synagogues throughout the country. 6 . Morris Shoham also served as
director of the Junior Congregation service. He exerted a strong influence
* Prayed (Yiddish)
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on his students in the religious school and he took a personal interest in
congregational matters as well.7
As the Temple grew there were many changes and innovations. A
constant, however, was the ongoing financial problems — meeting mortgage
payments, salaries, and other expenses of the Temple. In the early days there
were no "big givers", and expenses of necessity were kept modest. The
Congregation met its bills with a series of drives and fund-raising activities. 8
Study groups for women and a men's club were organized. A temple
library was established with the proceeds of a religious school bazaar
directed by Mrs. Schussheim. A choir was organized under the direction of
Jonas Goldenberg, who volunteered his services. Goldenberg had sung with
a boys' choir in Europe and had had an extensive musical training.
Joseph Schlossberg served as cantor in the years 1922-1929 and 19341949. Son of a famous cantor, he taught the choir the Hebrew words by
transliterating them into English and also taught them scores from his own
memory to sing without written music. In later years he occasionally filled in
as cantor when called upon.
In February of 1929 Rabbi Schussheim resigned as spiritual leader of the
Congregation and moved to Palestine with his family. He was succeeded by
Rabbi Jacob Sonderling.

R A B B I J A C O B S O N D E R L I N G BECOMES S P I R I T U A L

LEADER

9

According to Rabbi Jacob Sonderling's son, Paul, his father had left
Germany in 1923 because he felt that German Jewry had become dormant
and that there was no one influential enough at the time to revitalize the
German Jewish community. He considered America to be the key to the
future of world Jewry. Members of the Congregation during his two years as
Rabbi recalled him as a colorful man.
Several women congregants described him as handsome and dramatic —
like an actor. One woman even likened him to her impression of what God
must look like, with his long white flowing beard. The Rabbi was well
known before his coming to Providence. He had made visits on behalf of
the World Zionist Organization and had spoken to Zionist audiences in
Providence prior to his taking the rabbinical post. 10 Providence was one of
the most active Zionist cities in the United States. The ten thousand dollars
annual salary which he demanded was unprecedented at the time,
particularly for a small new congregation. However, the money was raised.
He was described thus by Max Nussbaum in the 1965 Yearbook of the
Central Conference of American Rabbis: 11 "He was the most colorful rabbi I

Rabbi Jacob Sonderling 1878-1964
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have ever known. The long, black, and later white beard — famous on two
continents — gave him the appearance of an ancient Patriarch. He called
attention to himself by his mere presence. . . . He was a fascinating
combination of extreme elements; of East and West; of Orthodoxy and
Reform. . . . He was born in Lipny in German Silesia, which is on the EastWest frontier (now part of Poland). He had a Hungarian mother and a
Galician father, and both were from Chassidic stock. A Zionist from his early
youth — Theodore Herzl called him 'My fighting Rabbi'." According to
Nussbaum, "He was called in 1908 to the pulpit of the Hamburg Temple, the
cradle of Reform Judaism. He held that position until his migration to the
United States. During WW1 he was the Chief Jewish Chaplain on the Eastern
German Front and a member of Hindenburg's General staff." Nussbaum
considered Sonderling "a teacher of teachers and a Rabbi of Rabbis; a man
who brought drama to religion, Chassidism to Reform, Zionism to American
Jewry, and kindness to his fellowman. He represented the totality of our
Jewish heritage at its very best."
Rabbi Sonderling during his short stay at Temple Beth-Israel left a
musical legacy. He was greatly interested in the role of music in the service.
He was responsible for bringing Igor Greenberg (he later changed his name
to Gorin) as Cantor for the High Holy Days of 1930. An interesting story is
told about Gorin: 12 "Rabbi Sonderling traveled to Europe every summer.
On one occasion he brought back a baritone hazzan (cantor). A reception
for him was held at the Temple. One of the women members asked him if he
knew a certain person in his home town. He said she was his mother. She said
she was her sister, and that was how an aunt and her nephew came to meet.
The pandemonium that broke out in the vestry that night was
unimaginable". Igor Gorin went on to become a noted concert and motion
picture singer. Rabbi Sonderling was also responsible for the installation of
an organ — the first in a Conservative Temple. 13 Rabbi Sonderling went
from Temple Beth-Israel to Hollywood, where he became the movie stars'
Rabbi, converting many famous non-Jews to Judaism.
RABBI M A U R I C E M A Z U R COMPLETES T H E F I R S T DECADE

In 1931 Rabbi Maurice Mazur replaced Rabbi Sonderling. In that same
year the tenth anniversary of the founding of the Temple was celebrated.
Rabbi Mazur was the opposite in every way to his predecessor. He was a
bachelor who kept to himself, a man well versed in English literature
and poetry, but not a social person who could communicate easily with his
congregation. 14

