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CONGREGATION SONS OF ZION
PROVIDENCE, RHODE ISLAND
T H E ORMS STREET SYNAGOGUE
B y BERYL SEGAL

T H E SONS OF ZION
1875
In 1875 a group of immigrant Jews in the North End of Providence
banded together as the Chevrah Bnai Zion (Brotherhood of the Sons
of Zion) and applied for a State charter in the name of the Sons of
Zion which was granted in the same year. The purpose of the Chevrah was "for worshiping God in the Hebraic Faith."
The Charter was signed by the following men: Barnet Lewison,
Lippman Harris, Jones (Jonas) Berman, Simon Silberstein, Shaye
(Isaiah) Davidson, Aaron Andlor, and Isaac Smolenski.
In 1912 the Hebrew term Chevrah was changed to Congregation,
and since then the synagogue has been known by the name of Congregation Sons of Zion.
The Chevrah met at 98 Charles Street on the corner of Charles
and Orms Streets. The building in which the meetings were held
no longer exists.
A comment about the use of Hebrew terms in this account is in order. Chevrah
is a Society or Brotherhood. We shall use this word throughout the story of the
Congregation. Bnai Zion means Sons of Zion. Whenever the year is given in Hebrewonly, the year of the Common Era will be inserted in parenthesis. Eternal Home,
or Beis or Beth Olom, is the name for a Jewish cemetery. In that name is the
affirmation of the Jew that death is not the end. T h e body dies, but the soul of
man lives on.
Chevrah Kaddisho is t h e Holy Society. T h e function of this Chevrah is to provide
a burying place and to see that the interment is according to Jewish law and tradition.
Mikveh, or R i t u a l Bath, is a pool of water where men and women purify themselves before performing a religious act.
Chazan and cantor are interchangeable. T h e Chazan chants the prayers and often
reads the T o r a h in t h e Synagogue. Shochet is the name for the man who performs
the slaughtering of cattle a n d fowl according to Jewish law.
Zihrono Librochoh or Zal is the Hebrew for "May his n a m e be remembered for
a blessing," the usual expression when speaking of a dead person.
T h e T a l m u d consists of three major divisions: 1. T h e Mishnah, the code of Oral
Laws; 2. 'The Gemara, the commentary and elaboration of the Mishnah text; and
3. T h e Midrash, the sermonic exposition and p o p u l a r interpretation of the Bible.
T h e contents of the Mishnah are popularly called Shas, the Hebrew acronym for
Shishah Sedaiim (literally t h e "Six Orders"), indicating its six divisions.
T h u s Chevrah Shas U'Mishnah is the Society for the Study of the T a l m u d .
Chumas is the Pentateuch.
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It has often been stated incorrectly that T h e Sons of Zion (Bnai
Zion) was the first Orthodox Congregation in the city of Providence.
There were actually two other earlier Orthodox groups.
In June 1855, the State of Rhode Island granted a charter to the
Congregation of the Sons of Israel (Bnai Yisroel), the first Orthodox
group in Providence. In February 1871 a second group applied for and
obtained a charter under the name T h e Congregation Sons of David
(Bnai David). The two merged in May 1874, forming T h e Congregation of the Sons of Israel and David. T h e latter soon adopted
the Moderate Reform manner of worship and later became known
popularly as Temple Beth El. Its official corporate name remains
The Congregation of the Sons of Israel and David.
Sons of Zion (Bnai Zion), chartered in 1875, was therefore the
third congregation in the city to be organized. Sons of Zion, however, is the oldest Orthodox congregation in Providence in continuous
operation.
A fourth Congregation existed in Providence at that time named
Sons of Abraham of Providence, R. I., chartered in 1880 (not connected with the present Sons of Abraham (Bnai Abraham) of Prairie
Avenue, chartered in 1938). The fate of that congregation is not
known, although the names of some of its incorporators appear later
among the members of both Sons of Zion and The Congregation of
the Sons of Israel and David.
FIRST CHAZAN AND SHOCHET
Chevrah Bnai Zion had no synagogue of its own. Whether the
Chevrah worshipped at 98 Charles Street or in the homes of members is not known. Seven years after its founding, in 1882, the Chevrah opened its first synagogue on Canal Street. The exact location
on Canal Street is not known.
A year later, in 1883, Reb Eliezer Lipshitz became Shochet and
Cantor. As Lazarus Lipshitz, he arrived at the Port of New York in
1881. He served the Congregation for 25 years, and even after his retirement he still conducted services on Sabbath Eve and on Holidays.
He is said to have been a student of Jewish philosophy and a staunch
Zionist.
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T h e death notice of Reb Eliezer Lipshitz recorded that he was a
"supporter of the kind of Zionism that is known as religious rather
than national or political, having in mind the establishment of a
religious center in Palestine."
A plaque with the following inscription, is mounted in the vestibule of the present synagogue on Orms Street, popularly known
as the Orms Street Shul (Yiddish for Synagogue) :
In Memoriam:
Rabbi Solomon Feinberg
Rabbi Noson Y. Rabinovitz
Rabbi Israel S. Rubinstein.
Under the spiritual guidance of these Rabbis the congregation
grew in numbers and in prominence. T h e first Rabbi received no
remuneration. He and his wife conducted a little shop at 379 North
Main Street, selling groceries and tinware.
The second Rabbi, who came to Providence in 1887, is better known
as the founder of the Bnai Zion Chevrah Shas (Society for the Study
of T a l m u d ) . He was known also as the author of the book Yad
Yehudah (The Hand of J u d a h ) .
The third Rabbi will receive the most attention in this history of
Bnai Zion. He attained the greatest stature among the Rabbis that
served this congregation.
T H E SYNAGOGUE ON CANAL S T R E E T IS O U T G R O W N
The synagogue on Canal Street was soon outgrown. Immigrants
came in great numbers. When a new immigrant came to the city, he
would attend synagogue on the first Sabbath. Most of them became
members of the Chevrah Bnai Zion. T h e majority settled in the
North End of Providence. They lived in the vicinity of Orms, Canal,
and Charles Streets and "had their business establishments on North
Main Street. Such was Rabbi Shlomo (Solomon) Zalmen Feinberg
as previously noted. The Chazan and Shochet, Reb Eliezer Lipshitz,
kept a meat market at 35 Mill Street (listed in the directory as
dealing in "provisions").
T h e time had come to engage a Rabbi who could devote his full
time to the synagogue. In 1887 Rabbi Noson (Nathan) Yehudah Leib
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RABBI LAZARUS LIPSHITZ
1849 - 1918

The following obituary appeared in The Providence Journal of
Tuesday, April 50, 1918. Rabbi Lipshitz died on Sunday, April 28
(Year 16th) and was buried Monday in Lincoln Park Cemetery:
Lazarus Lipshitz, former Rabbi of the Synagogue of the Congregation Sons of Zion, Orms Street, and one of the most learned
Hebrew students in America, died Sunday at his home, 379
North Main street. He had been connected with the synagogue
for the past 40 years. During the first quarter century of that
time he conducted the regular services there, but in the last
decade and a half had officiated at weekly services only.
The people of the Jewish race in this country have long regarded Rabbi Lipshitz as a foremost teacher of Hebrew language,
history and philosophy, some of his pupils attaining wide renown. For the past 25 years he held monthly festivals at his
home, where 30 to 40 of the leading Hebrew students of the
vicinitv would gather after their study of The Talmud, to discuss
that philosophy.
When Mr. Lipshitz retired from active charge of the synagogue
he went, into the wholesale meat business, having a shop at 379
North Main street. He gave up his business last Friday on account of his health, intending to go to Palestine. A strong advocate of Zionism, he often expressed his desire to spend his
remaining days in the country to which that movement is
directed.
Mr. Lipshitz was a supporter of the kind of Zionism that is
known as religious rather than national or political, having in
mind the establishment of a religious centre in Palestine. He
was a staunch believer in the cause of the Allies. His son, Norman H. Lipshitz, enlisted in the aviation section and is now
stationed at Camp Greene, North Carolina.
Mr. Lipshitz was 69 years old, and was born in Kovno, Russian
Poland. He was educated for the office of rabbi In the Hebrew
institute and came direct to Providence when a young man, and
was made leader of the Orms Street Synagogue.
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Rabinovitz was invited to be spiritual leader of Bnai Zion. Rabbi
Rabinovitz was a descendant of Rabbis and a man of great piety. He
was a native of Slobodko, a town near Kovno in Lithuania, the seat
of a famous Yeshivah, a rabbinical seminary. Many of its students
never practiced in the rabbinate, which was the case with every
yeshivah in Lithuania. T h e number of graduates was great, but only
a few became rabbis. This accounted for the frequently heard
stories of an ancestor who "could have become a rabbi if he had
wanted to be one." Rabbi Feinberg was an example of one who
could have been a rabbi, but preferred to be a learned layman. There
were many like him in Providence. Rabbi Rabinovitz was paid a
salary of $2.50 per week.
Rabbi Rabinovitz had the distinction of being the first Rabbi to
publish a book in Providence. The name of the book was Yad Yehuda,
the Hand of judah. It is a commentary on the Biblical portion read
every week in the Synagogue. Copies of the book can be seen in
the libraries of Congregation Bnai Zion and of the Congregation of
the Sons of Israel and David (Temple Beth El). The book, which
was once widely disseminated in the city, is now rarely seen and is
out of print.
At the end of the book there is a list of names of subscribers,
among them many of the Providence Jewish Community. Rabbi
David Blaustein of the Congregation of the Sons of Israel and David
was among them.
In 1888 the Chevrah Bnai Zion decided to procure a parcel of
land on which to build a synagogue. A suitable location was found
on Orms Street, for which $3,000 dollars was paid. Four years were
required to build the synagogue. It was completed in 1892 at a cost
of $23,500 dollars, a large sum of money for those days.
On the First Day of the Hebrew month of Ellul (Rosh Chodesh
Elul), in the Hebrew year 5652 (1892 of the Common Era) the synagogue was opened for worship.
An account of
Synagogue by an
appeared in that
the excitement of

the opening and dedication of the Orms Street
unknown staff writer of the Providence Journal
newspaper on July 31, 1893. The writer caught
the day and the festive mood of the gathering
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crowd, as well as the inherent solemnity of the occasion. The following is the complete newspaper story:
SYNAGOGUE DEDICATED
House of Worship of Congregation Sons of Zion Consecrated.
Clergymen from New York and Boston Present.
T h e New Synagogue on Orms Street is a plain but substantial Building.
Plenty of Accommodation for School Purposes.
In the early spring the Congregation Sons of Zion, a flourishing Hebrew organization of this city, decided that it was absolutely necessary that a new building should be provided to
accommodate its fast increasing membership. A site was procured on Orms Street, near Charles Street, and work commenced.
A short time ago the New Synagogue was completed, and
yesterday afternoon the entire Hebrew population in the Northern section of the city turned out to witness the dedication of
the new edifice, when the building was consecrated to the
service of God, with appropriate exercises in accordance with
the Hebrew faith.
T h e weather was delightful, though a trifle warm, but the
heat had no effect on the enthusiastic Hebrews who came out
in thousands to see the parade and participate in the exercises
of the day.
T h e consecration services took place at 3 o'clock in the afternoon under the most auspicious circumstances, and the program prepared for the occasion was successfully carried out.
At 1 o'clock the Hebrew Medical Association, about 130 men
strong, met at Market Square. Under the direction of A. Max
they formed into line, headed by Parks's Continental Band,
marched through Canal Street to the building in which the
organization has worshipped for a number of years. Here they
were joined by the Sons of Zion membership, in all about 300.
Then they moved through Canal Street, up Constitution Hill,
through North Main Street, Randall and Charles Streets to the
new temple.
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For an hour before the time set for the services to begin, a
large crowd gathered about the Synagogue, and in less than 15
minutes after the doors were thrown open the building was
packed with people. The gallery which extends about two-thirds
of the way round the building was reserved for the women, and
this was crowded to its utmost capacity. Parks's Continental
Band occupied a position in the North-West corner of the temple and played several selections during the services, which consisted of singing by a male chorus, led by Rev. M. Kaplan, and
addresses by the pastor Rev. Nathan Rabinovitz, Rev. D.
Blaustein of the Congregation Sons of Israel, Rev. H. S. Shober
of Boston, Mass., Rev. Dr. O Radeen of New York, and others.
The speakers occupied seats on the platform at the West end
of the Synagogue, and the choir were seated on a platform in
the center of the temple.
The services opened with the music by Parks's Continental
Band,' followed by prayer and singing by Rev. M. Kaplan. Rabbi
Nathan Rabinovitz then delivered an address in the native
tongue, in the course of which he paid high tribute to the Congregation Sons of Zion for the energy displayed in securing a
new Synagogue, and asked for their hearty support and cooperation in the future, that the organization might continue
its march forward.
Following the address, the Continental Band played "The
Star Spangled Banner," and a male. chorus led by Rev. M.
Kaplan sang a selection. Rev. H. S. Shober of Boston, Mass.,
then delivered a brief address, which was followed with another
selection by the band. Rev. Dr. O. Radeen of New York, spoke
in a congratulatory vein of the work accomplished by the organization and hoped they would continue to prosper. At the
close of his remarks, Dr. Radeen led in prayer, and the service
closed with a selection by Rev. M. Kaplan.
The new Synagogue is a frame structure with brick foundation,
and is a plain but substantial building, well adapted to the
purposes for which it is intended.
There is a fine basement which can be utilized for school
purposes, and the temple will furnish seating capacity for several
hundred people. The interior of the Synagogue is neatly but
inexpensively done, and will meet the wants of the organization
for some time to come.
The officers of the church are: M. Potoshinski, President;
Simon Jersky, vice President; H. Picard, Treasurer; and Benton
Mack, Secretary.
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T H E RHODE ISLAND HEBREW MEDICAL AID
ASSOCIATION
Mention is made in the preceding account of the Hebrew Medical
Association. This was, of course, a misnomer. The society, chartered
in 1890 under the above name, was an association of laymen organized for the purpose of caring for the sick and rendering medical
aid to its members. The association did the same work of kindness
for the sick as the Chevrah Kaddisho did for the dead. It included
the work of Bikur Cholim, visitations to the sick, a duty traditionally
carried out among Jews for generations.
In the old Moshassuck Cemetery, an interdenominational burying
ground, there is a plot of land reserved for the members of the Rhode
Island Hebrew Medical Aid Association. T h e entrance to the cemetery is marked by an arch, and the cemetery itself is fenced off. This
cemetery is adjacent to the old Hebrew cemetery of Bnai Zion. The
rather tall, ornate, wrought-iron arch reads:
T h e Jacob L. Goldberg Cemetery
Presented to the Rhode Island Hebrew Medical
Aid Association
In the year 5650 (1890)
LUBAR LIST, ORGANIZER
This organization apparently as old as the Chevrah Bnai Zion
deserves further study and documentation. No records of the organization have come to light.
G R O W T H OF BNAI ZION
The acquisition of a home of its own and a full-time Rabbi stimulated a wave of activity in Bnai Zion. I n 1892 the first Talmud Torah
(Hebrew School) was opened. It existed until the year 1950. While
sponsored by Bnai Zion, the Talmud Torah was by no means a
school for the children of members only, but was virtually a community school where the Hebrew language and Jewish studies were
taught to all who wished to attend. T h e school had a faculty of
eminent teachers. In the Organ, published from 1895 to 1898 by the
Congregation of the Sons of Israel and David (Temple Beth El),
there was an account of a visit to the Talmud Torah by the Rabbi
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David Blaustein, who praised the program. There are still many
living who studied there at some time during its existence.
The Talmud Torah of Bnai Zion contributed substantially to the
Jewish education of children in Providence. It was a six-day-a-week
school, and for the particularly receptive pupils the teachers provided special instruction on Saturdays as well.
The Talmud Torah for children was but one phase of the educational effort of Bnai Zion. In 1894 the Chevrah embarked on a program of Adult Education, which is at this writing still in progress.
It was probably not known at that time by that pretentious name,
but it was nevertheless Adult Education of a high order. It was, in a
way, the ideal in Adult Education. A small group would gather
around a table with the teacher at the head of the class, and would
discuss, argue, clarify, and embellish a subject. T h e group would
maintain the Chevruso, the brotherliness, by praying together, sharing meals, and visiting one another on holidays and in sickness.
In 1894 Rabbi Nathan (Noson) Yehudah Leib Rabinovitz and his
cousin, Reb Yoseph Shoel (Joseph Saul) Rabinowitz, organized the
Chevrah Shas U'Mishnah at Bnai Zion. The Chevrali Shas is a
brotherhood engaged in the study of the Talmud, while the Chevrali
Mishnah limits itself to the study of the basic part of the Talmud,
the core around which the Talmud revolves. The differences between
the Chevrahs are emphasized by linguistic differences. The Talmud
is written in Aramaic and Hebrew, while the Mishnah is written in
the purest Hebrew known.
Reb Yoseph Shoel is credited with having done the spadework for
the two Chevrahs. He was a peddler, as were most of the members
of the Chevrah. Early in the morning, Reb Yoseph Shoel began his
day by going to the synagogue and setting u p the books for the class.
In the evening, between Minchah and Maariv (the evening and sunset prayer services), he spent time with the study group.
The Chevrah maintained a Pinkos (record book and diary). T h e
Pinkos is now lost. This writer was fortunate to have had the opportunity to see it and to copy some of the rules and regulations before
it was lost. These rules and regulations bound together the members of the Chevrah. They will be reproduced later in the story.
Reb Yoseph Shoel Rabinovitz did not live to see the Chevrah
grow, having died in 1893, the year prior to its establishment. On
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his grave at Mohassuck Cemetery, the Chevrah placed a vault which
was later destroyed. Only the front marker, the Matzebah
(tombstone), still stands. In the middle of the Matzebah is a hole,
a vestige, it is said, of the place where the vault was riveted to the
marker. From the inscription on the monument we learn that Reb
Yoseph Shoel Rabinovitz was a descendant of distinguished scholars
and a scion of martyrs.
The legend on the monument as translated by Rabbi William G.
Braude reads:
T h e very stone cries out from the wall,
Joseph is no longer.
He left alas this life,
Returned before he grew old,
He went u p to heaven,
But his spirit still lives in our midst.
And his deeds will ever bring him to remembrance.
Each will work to make his presence known.
From afar to live here his feet brought him.
Whenever his brethren sought him in the house of God they
found him.
There he taught Torah, spreading knowledge, drawing after
him twin camps.
Morning and evening, out of his abundant knowledge of
Torah he taught Talmud and Mishnah.
In the presence of companies of men he set forth the lore of
the twins of a gazelle.
At the sound of his voice men gathered and held council
upon the Foundation Stone.
How great are his deeds, his glory and his constancy.
May his memory be a blessing and his reward be very great.
He is the distinguished scholar, descendant of a noble family,
scion of martyrs, our master Yoseph Shoel, son of Rabbi
Hayim Rabinovitz, whose memory is a blessing, of the City
of Krakinovo.
He went to his eternal rest on the sixteenth day of Mar-Heshvan,
in 5654, in the reckoning of centuries.
CHEVRAH SHAS U'MISHNAH
Reb Yoseph Shoel Rabinovitz was probably the first instructor
of a class in Adult Jewish Education in Providence. The Chevrah
Shas U'Mishnah were students as well as listeners. Chevrah Shas
U'Mishnah still exists at Bnai Zion, but on a smaller scale.
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Reb Meyer Gereboff, the last of the teachers in the Bnai Zion
Talmud Torah, informed the author that tradition has it that the
Synagogue on Canal Street conducted its services in the Nusach
Ashkenaz (i.e., the German, East European, or Ashkenazic ritual).
This manner of worship is the choice of the Misnagdim, those who
oppose the Chasidim. There were, however, in the congregation
many Chasidim, particularly those who came from Poland. They
desired the Nusach Sefarad ritual in the Spanish tradition, which
is accepted by the Chasidim.
This difference in the system of prayers was the reason for the
founding of new congregations. Thus a Congregation Bayt Hamedros Hagodel (Beth. Hamidrash Hagodol), the Great House of study,
was chartered in 1889. The purposes of the new synagogue were
" T o establish and maintain the public worship of God according
to the doctrines, rites and usages of the Polish Hebrew Faith."
Among the names on the charter we find Reb Solomon (Zalmen)
Feinberg, the first Rabbi of Bnai Zion.
This will explain the significance of the expressions; "Drawing
after him Two Camps," and "Now, Behold, we are become two
camps . . ." which appear in the translation of the Pinkos of the
Chevrah Shas U'Mishnah.
It was Reb Meyer Gereboff also who gave, the author access to the
Pinkos of the Chevrah Shas U'Mishnah. He cautioned the author
that he was not to remove the Pinkos for study from the room in
which it was kept. It was stored in a locked bookcase, and was greatly
treasured by him.
T h e Pinkos was a large volume, of the kind that is commonly
used as a ledger. The lettering was done skilfully by a scribe. Gereboff thought that the work was done by Abraham Gabrilowitz, a
Sofer (scribe) and dealer in religious articles. Most of the Scrolls
Meyer Gereboff first appeared in the Providence directories in 1902 and was last
listed in 1945. He lived variously at 82 Chalkstone Avenue, 39 Black Street, 10
North Davis Street, 251 Chalkstone Avenue, 50 Goddard Street, and lastly at 10
Goddard Street. He was listed as Teacher, Tutor, and finally as Teacher of Hebrew.
His first name was spelled Mayor and Mayer in some listings.
Abraham Gabrilowitz first appeared in the Providence directories in 1911 and
lastly in 1932. His residence was given variously as 376 North Main Street, 418
North Main Street, 391 North Main Street, 418 North Main Street, 391 North Main
Street, and 22 Benefit Street. From 1911 to 1921 he was listed as "Agent." His
"Bookstore," located at 423 North Main Street, was listed from 1922 through 1930.
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of the Torah that were used in Providence, and possibly in
several other New England cities, were said to have been his work.
At that time the author copied only a selection of the rules and
regulations of the Chevrah Shas U'Mishnah, not suspecting that he
would never see the Pinkos again. T h e room where the Pinkos was
kept was the office of the Talmud Torah, which was in the building
adjacent to the Bnai Zion Synagogue. It was at that time the only
Talmud Torah having a separate building of its own. It was the
usual custom for the school to be located in the basement of the
synagogue. This fine brick schoolhouse was completed about 1920.
T h e rules and regulations of the Chevrah as far as the author
copied and translated them from the Hebrew are as follows:
Pinkos of the Chevrah Shas in the City of Providence Organized
in the year Vedibarto Bom ("Thou shalt Speak Of Them"),
L'PAK.
With the help of God, this day, Sunday of the Sidrah of the
week "For with my staff alone I crossed the Jordan, and now
I became two camps" in the year 5652 (C. E. 1892).
T o the City of Providence we came one by one, and hardly ten
years have passed by, and, behold, we are two camps, and two
houses of worship we have built . . .
And these are the rules of the Chevrah:
1. T o study a page of Gemara (Rabbinic Commentary of the
Talmud) each day.
2. Members are requested to live in peace and harmony among
themselves. Brotherliness and friendship shall always be
with them.
3. Members to visit the sick of the Chevrah, in turn each night,
two by two every night. They are to meet at 10:30 at night,
and to remain there until 5:30 in the morning.
4. Members are to visit the home of the mourners. They are
to hold a Minyan (Prayer service by at least ten men) at
•the house of the bereaved and to study Torah there.
5. Members are to say Kaddish (Salification of the Name of
God) at the end of each study period.
6. During the week of the Sidrah Mishpotim (a portion of
the Torah read at a time corresponding to the month of
February) the Chevrah should pray together and every
member should be called to the Torah. (Usually seven
people are called to the Torah and each in turn says a
prayer, and a portion of the Torah is read.) For a hun-
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dred years (after the death of a member) the names of the
deceased should be mentioned during that prayer meeting.
7. A memorial service for the departed members should be
held during the Festivals.
8. Every member is to pay dues of five cents a week.
Many other rules and regulations were contained in the Pinkos,
but there was no opportunity to copy them at the time.
T h e loss of this Pinkos is unfortunate and argues against the often
casual handling of organizational records which would be of value
to historians.
T h e scribe who wrote the Pinkos was a: scholarly man. He wrote in
the terminology of scholars. Contemporary scholars would understand what he meant, but his system of recording events would not be
intelligible to Jews of the present generation. The following are explanations of terms used in the Pinkos:
T h e Chevrah was founded in the year "Vedibarto Bom," which
means the year of the founding was (5) 652, or 1894 of the Common
Era. This is the sum-total of the numerical value of the Hebrew
letters of "Vedibarto Bom," "Thou Shalt Speak of Them."
L'Pak is one of the two systems of reckoning time: L'Pag and
L'Pak. When one prefixes the millennium, in this case five thousand,
to the year, then it is L'Pag, by which is meant in the Great Reckoning of Time. When the five thousand is omitted, but understood,
then it is called L'Pak, the Lesser Reckoning of Time. For instance:
Bnai Zion was. founded in the year 5635 (1875). T h a t is L'Pag, since
it gives the full time reckoning. If it is stated that the Chevrah Bnai
Zion was organized in 635, the, five thousand being omitted, it would
be called L'Pak, the Lesser Time Reckoning.
"With the help of God" is a phrase Jews traditionally have used at
the beginning of every letter, record! or document.
"With my staff alone I crossed the Jordan, and now I have become
two camps" alludes to the Sidrah (Biblical portion) of the week in
which the passage is read. T h e passage is taken from the Sidrah Vayishlah* in the Book of Genesis, corresponding approximately to the
month of November, when the Chevrah was organized. Jews trad*Genesis 32.4 starting "Jacob sent . . . ."
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itionally counted the days and weeks and months by the Sidrah in
the Torah. T h e appropriate Sidrah is usually indieated by a pertinent
plirase in the text of the Torah. When it was said that an, event took
place in the Sidrah "With my staff, etc.'", it was understood that the
Sidrah "With my staff alone I crossed the Jordan" further alluded to
tjie erojssiiag of tile o m m without worldly possessions, as did most immigrants who came to the United States.
"And now I have Become T w o Camps" alluded to the two congregations that existed in the North End of Providence, one praying in
the manner of Ashkenaz and the other in the manner of Sefarad. Reb
Yoseph Shoel Rabinovitz was the reader and teacher of the Bayt
Hamedros Hagodel, of the Sefarad Nttsach.
"Mishpotim" is a Sidrah in the Book of Exodus. It means " T h e
Laws" and' usually is read in February. T h e Sidrah begins with the
words "And these are the Laws which T h o u shalt put Before Them,"
I t also alludes to the Laws and Regulations of' the Chevrah Shas
U'Mishnah, which the members were to accept and abide by. On occasions when the author visited the Bnai Zion Synagogue he found
the Chevrah Shas U'Mishnah studying in a room adjacent to the
Chapel. At t h e time of the founding of the Chevrah, the Synagogue
possessed eleven sets of Shas, published in Vilna, Lithuania. There
were many more in later years. We can assume that many of the students brought their own Gemaras with them. It was the custom among
immigrants t o bring across the ocean from home sets of the Talmud
for fear of not finding them in America. They also brought their Pentateuchs (Chumashim) and prayer books as well as their praying
shawls and tefillin (phylacteries). Volumes of the Talmud, the Chur
mashim, and prayer books that came across the ocean with our immigrant fathers are still to ]be found—often in cellars: and attics.
When we recall that many of the early immigrants were peddlers
and tradesmen who worked from earlyj morning till late at night, we
can appreciate more their devotion in attending synagogue and their
staying on for the study of Shas and Mishnah. T h e study of Torah
had been made a part of their fiber from childhood.
It should also! be remembered that the immigrants knew very little
English, hardly enough to make themselves understood to their customers and to their trade. Their language was Yiddish, which sharply
distinguished the men of Bnai Zion from the members of the Congre-
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gation o£ the Sons- of Israel and: David (Temple Beth El) , who spoke
no Yiddish at all. In their study they used both Hebrew and Yiddish.
They read the Hebrew text and then translated it, argued about it,
clarified it, and elaborated on it in Yiddish. Thus Yiddish which became the language of study for the adults, was transmitted to the
children as well. They spoke it at home with their parents, and it
was the language used for translating the Hebrew at the Talmud
Torah at Bnai Zion and in other similar schools. Many who were
born in this country, therefore, knew Yiddish as a matter of course.
A DAY OF ATONEMENT AT BNAI ZION
Bnai Zion grew in importance in the community. The- services were
colorful, and many people came to the synagogue on Orms Street on
the Sabbath and on Holidays.
It was especially crowded during the High Holidays. T h e manner
in which the services were conducted during Yom Kippur is described
in a story in the PROVIDENCE JOURNAL of October 6, 1897. This
story is not as well written as the earlier Dedication report in the
same newspaper, and there are many inaccuracies and some misconceptions. However, the report conveys the picturesqueness of the allday Yom Kippur service. We reprint it as it appeared, without correcting errors:
T H E DAY OF ATONEMENT
Began at Sunset Last Night and Continues for 24 Hours
It was about 3210 years; ago that the Hebrew race first began
to celebrate the Day of Atonement. Since that ancient origin,
the day has changed somewhat in the character of the celebration, but the fidelity with which it is observed is as great as it
ever was. It has, become more of a religious festival than it formerly was, and thereby its solemnity has been increased.
The day began at sunset last evening and continues for 24
hours, the -Hebrews of the city observing it as a fast day and a
day of prayer. Continuously many of them will be found at the
Synagogue, while in some cases their places of business will be
closed today.
In the olden times, this was a day on which all the Jews congregated ir^ Jerusalem and had a festival among themselves. T h e
High Priest would make offerings and there would be some singing, but no religious prayers. But since the destruction of the
Temple 2453 years ago, it has been turned into a strictly religious holiday with greater solemnity and the chanting of
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Psalms and reading of prayers that have been prepared for the
purpose. The Jews eat nothing during the time of its continuance, and the orthodox Jews spend the entire day in their places
of worship.
It is the day of forgiveness, the day on which it is believed by
them that the divine record of the year is sealed up. It is their
desire to obtain) forgiveness on that day. T h e verdict is supposed
to be rendered later, on the day of Heishano Rabo.
When the sun went down last night each made his way to the
church, carrying with him a candle about four feet long, which
must burn during the continuance of the services. They all take
off their shoes and on entering begin the offering of prayer from
a prayer book prepared for the purpose and printed in the old
country. As they do so the candles burn in another part of the
house, and the going out of a candle of its own accord means
catastrophe to its owner.
At some time during the celebration the Rabbi delivers an address. In addition there is a man at the service who chants the
prayers.
T h e celebration' as a whole is picturesque, and of historical as
well as'present interest. The Reformed Jews do not observe it so
laboriously as the Orthodox Jews. They do not worship all
night. T h e printed prayers are in the ancient Hebrew language,
and are not very fully understood, but are just as earnestly pronounced as if they were.
At the Synagogue Sons of Zion on, Orms Street the services took
place early in the evening. Every seat was taken. T h e men,
women, and children of the North End, nearly a thousand,
attended.
T h e balconies were draped with white and many of the worshippers likewise wore the Tallas and a vestment of white. As is
the custom, all wore their hats at their devotions, while Rev.
Mr. Kaplan offered prayers during the singing, and while Rabbi
Rabinowitz made a short address. He spoke in Hebrew and stated, in brief, that this was the day of fast and prayer, when God
would give all life for the next year.
At the conclusion, of! the regular service the Congregation
trooped out and a number of the elder men remained for their
devotions. They formed a group near the altar and were led by
one venerable man. All were cloaked in the gray and black robes
that custom has prescribed, and wore the square black cap. T h e
reader read a line of the Hebrew prayer, while the others
answered in chant in the strange language.
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This is the only day of the year when there is a fast for 24
hours, which should be rigidly observed. It is also the custom to
stay and pray in the Synagogue all day, from 6 p.m. last evening
until today at 6 p.m., but shortly after 9 o'clock the last of the
worshippers had left the Synagogue and all was dark.
The services at the Synagogue at Friendship and Foster streets,
where the Hebrews of the Reformed faith worship, was crowded
at the services last night. They were conducted by the Rev.
David Blaustein, who also preached an interesting discourse appropriate to the occasion.
RABBI RUBINSTEIN COMES T O BNAI ZION
Rabbi Noson (Nathan) Yehudah Leib Rabinovitz died in the year
1899. Nothing is known about his burial place. The records of Bnai
Zion are silent about this. He may well have been buried in another
city. The scarcity of documents at Congregation Bnai Zion has been
a' problem throughout the preparation of this history. Very little has
been preserved, and what little there was in the records was either
destroyed by fire and water or otherwise lost.
After the death of Rabbi Rabinovitz the Congregation called on
Rabbi Hayim David Bachrach1 to fill the post of Rabbi and Master of
Bnai Zion. Rabbi Bachrach was a man of great learning, but he did
not succeed in the Rabbinate at Bnai Zion. His short term as Rabbi
was marked by strife and contention. He left Sons of Zion to assume
the Rabbinate of Ahavath Sholom, a new congregation on Howell
Street. This was the beginning of the migration of the Jews toward
the East Side. T h e year was 1904.
The Congregation Bnai Zion called to its Rabbinate a young man
who was destined to leave his mark in the community and in the
state. Rabbi Yisroel Zisl Rubinstein assumed his duties at Bnai Zion
in 1904, a year of good omen for the congregation.
Rabbi Rubinstein had the title of Rabbi of Bnai Zion and Rav
Hakollel (Chief Rabbi) of Rhode Island. He served as religious guide
to three congregations in the city of Providence, one in South Providence (as the South End was called), and two in the North End. He
travelled all over the state to perform religious functions and to
answer questions on religious matters. He thus took care of small
congregations in Newport, Woonsocket, Pawtucket, Westerly, and
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Bristol. Be was in great demand as a speaker at various public gatherings in Rhode Island and elsewhere: Rabbi Rubinstein received the
princely sum of $6.00 per week as salary.
Besides his. religious activities Rabbi Rubinstein was in the midst
of every community enterprise. It was- his belief that a Rabbi must be
a. leader in community affairs. Thus he helped in the organization of
the American Jewish Relief Committee of Rhode Island, an agency
that gave aid and comfort to the sufferers of World War I. He was
among the founders of the Young Men's Hebrew Association which
became a constituent of the laten Jewish Community Center which is
still very active.
Rabbi Rubinstein was an instructor in the Extension Division of
Brown University and helped in the organization1 of the Menorah
Society., a student club. The latter, a forerunner of the HilJel Foundation, was an association of students interested in Jewish affairs..
Rabbi Rubinstein's name appeared on the boards of the Hebrew Free
Loan Association, the Providence Hebrew Sheltering, Association,, the
Jewish Home for the Aged,'and other organizations.
T h e story of Bnai Zion would not be complete without mention of
the principal of the Hebrew School,, or Talmud Torah as it was
commonly known.
Hyman B. (Chayim) Lasker who came to Providence from Russia
in 1905, was principal and teacher of the Talmud Toxah for thirty
years. During that time the school flourished until it had some three
hundred pupils. Not only did Lasker himself teach, but he also
pressed into service his sons and his daughters. He was a teacher of
great skill and effectiveness. His method was learning by translation.
He taught a sentence in Hebrew and translated it into Yiddish. His
pupils learned what they were expected to use in the synagogue when
they grew older. They learned Hebrew and Chumas, Jewish Laws
(Shlhan Arukh), and the rudiments of Talmud. T h e school was
open six days a week, Saturday being the day off. But even on Saturday Lasker had a class of the older and more promising boys come to
his home afternoons.* There he told them stories of the great men
in Israel in Ancient Times and in the days of the Golden Years in
Spain.
*Listed as Teacher of Hebrew, he lived at 46 Staniford Street, 12 Mallett Street,
and lastly at 107 Fourth Street.
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These stories, masterfully told, are still remembered by some- of the
pupils who were, privileged ,to come to his home.
Lasicer died on October 18, 1938, at the age of 74, after, a retirement
of about four years.
During this period another young man who came!to Providence' and
joined the staff of Bnai Zion, brought color and dignity to his position.
Reverend Meyer E. Smith came to Bnai Zion to become its first fulltime cantor in 1911. Before his coming to' Bnai Zion, no one in the
community had devoted himself exclusively to cantorial work. Reverend Eliezer Lipshitz was Cantor and Shochet, as was the Reverend
M. Kaplan. During the period of Rabbi-Rubinstein's tenure, the congregation had a! thousand members. They needed and could afford a
full-time cantor.
'
'
:
Reverend Smith was a scholar of eminence,, and with the exuberance
of youth, made his influence felt in every phase of the work of the congregation. He was the chairman of Vaad Hachinuch, the Board of
Education. With Reb Hayim (Charles) Lasker, he brought the school
to a high level of excellence. For twenty years Reverend Smith served
Bnai; Zion not only as cantor, but as teacher for the adults. His duties
were numerous.
Every morning Reverend Smith studied a Perek Mishnayes, a Chapter in the Book of Mishnah, before the entire Congregation. Everyone
who came to services — and the synagogue was usually full every
morning — attended the lesson' in Mishnah.
The congregation instituted a Daf Yomi, a group reading of a pagea-day in Gemara. This was in addition, to the Chevrah Shas, who were
the elite of Bnai Zion. The page-a-day reading in Talmud took, place
between Minchah and Maariv, that is,, between the late, afternoon
service and the evening service. Reverend Smith took charge , of the
class when Rabbi Rubinstein was not in town. In addition; he was
usually busy in other synagogues and Minyanim in the state.
Rabbi Rubinstein and Reverend Smith had a very harmonious relationship. When Rabbi Rubinstein was out of' town, he left Reverend
Smith in charge. He performed every duty except Paskenen Shaalos,
deciding between Kosher and Trefe (non-Kosher).
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On Sabbath afternoons, Reverend Smith conducted a class of former
yeshiva students, of whom there were about 40 in Bnai Zion. These
men were scholars in their own right who could swim expertly in the
ocean of the Talmud.
Reverend Smith is still active in the community at this writing. His
services as a Mohel (professional circumcizer) are much in demand.
RABBI RUBINSTEIN AS W R I T E R
Rabbi Rubinstein was a prolific writer. Whenever a publication
needed information on a matter concerning the Jewish community, he
was consulted.
He wrote the monograph on Providence in a Jewish encyclopedia
known as the Otzor Yisroel, The Jewish Treasury. He also wrote the
following article on Jewish education which appeared in the Providence Board of Trade Journal for August 1914, an issue devoted to
the religious denominations of Rhode Island:
T h e problem of better church attendance does not, in my
opinion, confront the Jewish people; for the religion of the Jew
is an intrinsic part of his life and does not depend on Synagogue
attendance.
T h e religious persecution that the Jew has suffered during the
past 2,000 years has implanted hi^ religion in his heart as a part
of his daily life. The Jewish people, during the dark days of
exile, while dwelling among hostile nations, were not permitted
to build synagogues and were, therefore, compelled to worship
God in their own homes. Consequently, every Jew became a student of the Torah (the Law), the prayers, and the religious rites,
thus training himself to officiate as the priest of his own household, where he and his family worshipped God.
Generation after generation of this practice made of each
family an individual congregation. T h e sons were all trained to
conduct the services in the same manner sd that when they were
married and left their father's home they, too, were able to officiate as priests.
When the Jews were finally permitted to build Synagogues
and to worship God without hindrance, every Jew attended Synagogue, since his religion required his attendance three times a
day: morning, before sunset, and evening. When, owing to business or other causes, a Jew could not attend the Synagogue three
times a day daily during the week days, he would sacrifice everything in order to attend on the Sabbath. In the United States
conditions of life are different. In European countries a Jew
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could close his business on a Sabbath, since he is permitted to do
business on Sundays. As the Jew's religion comes in conflict with
his economic problems in this country, naturally his religion
must suffer.
A satisfactory number of people attend the Sabbath services
in the seven local Synagogues and each day a certain number of
people attend the morning, sunset and evening services. This is,
indeed, pleasing and speaks well; for the small Jewish population.
About 80 % of the Jewish people attend Synagogue on the Festivals. Fully 100% attend on; the Sacred Holidays, Rosh Hashanah
(New Year) and Yom Kippur (Day of Atonement).
T h e Synagogue serves other purposes. One hour each evening isl devoted to the study of the Talmudical and Biblical Laws,
by the elders, the Rabbi!officiating and delivering a lecture. This
is called 'Chevrah Shas,' the Society for the Study of Talmud.
The larger Synagogues maintain Hebrew and Religious
schools for children. These schools hold sessions after public
school hours, and are always well attended. Though a child
spends two or three hours each day in this school, facts prove
that it does not in any way affect his standing as a good scholar
in the public school.
EULOGY FOR RABBI YISROEL ZISL RUBINSTEIN
Rabbi Rubinstein died on May 19, 1926 at the early age of 50 during the Festival of Shabuot. The news of his death brought grief to
many in the community.
T h e following obituary notice appeared in the Providence Journal
of May 20:
H E A D OF CONGREGATION SONS OF ZION
IN THIS C I T Y , D E A D AT A G E OF 5 0

Rabbi Israel Rubinstein, head of Congregation Sons of Zion,
Orms Street, died shortly after eleven o'clock last night, after an
illness of about a week, at the Jane Brown Memorial Hospital.
He was 50 years of age.
Rabbi Rubinstein was born in Wilno, Poland, at that time a
part of Russia, and was educated at several Rabbinical Colleges
and schools in Poland and Russia.
At the age of 20 he became the Chief Rabbi of Ostrow, Poland.
He came to America 24 years ago (sic) settling in this city and
holding posts as Rabbi of Congregation Bnai Zion and other
congregations in this city, continuously since that time. He was
prominently identified with various Jewish movements, both
local and national.
H e was a national officer of the Orthodox Rabbis of America.
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His funeral services were held oil Friday, May 21, at the Synagogue.
Many stores were closed, and children were allowed to remain home
from school. The Providence Journal of May 22 reported that "A
•crowd estimated at nearly 6,000 filled the street outside the Synagogue." The funeral procession consisted of some two hundred automobiles and a cordon of motorcycles. Rabbi Rubinstein was buried
in Lincoln Park Cemetery in Warwick, Rhode Island. The more extended obituary which accompanied the story of the funeral noted
that Rabbi Rubinstein had received degrees from the theological seminaries of Wolozin and Slabodka. He had been a founder and Director of Keren Hayesod Zionist Organization, the Jewish Community
Center (Providence), and T h e Miriam Hospital (Providence), and
had been a member of the executive committee of the American
Association of Orthodox Rabbis.
. Rabbi Rubinstein was a descendant of fifteen generations of Rabbis
and was co-founder and past president of the World Mizrachi, the
•Orthodox Zionist organization.
RHODE ISLAND AS RABBI RUBINSTEIN SAW I T
In the monograph on Rhode Island, previously mentioned, which
appeared in the Otzor Yisroe'l, the Treasure of Israel, edited by Yehudah David Eizenstein, Rabbi Rubinstein wrote of Rhode Island and
of Providence as it was in his day. It was written for Jews throughout
the world. A translation from the Hebrew follows:
RHODE ISLAND: One of the States of the United States of
America. The State was founded as a colony by Roger Williams,
in the year 1636, who was banished from the State of Massachusetts because of his liberal ideas in religion and politics.
When he came to Narragansett Bay, he selected this place for a
settlement for himself and his followers, to live here in great
tolerance to members of other beliefs Who would want to join
them. On the seal of this State he inscribed the word "Hope."
Jews, of course, were the first to come here, and they settled in
the; town of Newport. Among them were Jews from Spain and
Portugal and from the West Indies. Before the close of the seventeenth century, Jewish merchants flourished on the shores of
Rhode Island, and their ships sailed to Europe. After the earthquake in Lisbon, Rabbi Isaac Touro came to Newport and became the Chazan of the community. (See Newport.) For many
reasons Providence became the center of trade, and that city is
now the capital of the State.
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