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This is déjà vu. Sifting through 
the archives of Temple Israel, 
looking at old photos, reading 

newspaper cuttings and the original 
publications that came out of the 
Progressive Movement… It all feels 
familiar to me. But I guess that’s not 
surprising. It was only a decade ago 
that I was doing this for the Tribute 
to Temple Israel magazine for the 
70th anniversary. 

That magazine was far shorter 
than this one – a mere 24 pages 
compared to this 80-page leviathan, 
which started out small and just 
grew into itself. There’s a lot to 
be said about Temple Israel and 
the meaningful history of our 
Movement – and we’re literally only 
scratching the surface. But that’s 
the beauty of history. Every time 
you delve into it, you find out more.

As we all know, Temple Israel 
is the founding synagogue of the 
Progressive Movement in South 
Africa. It stands as proof of our 
heritage and the beliefs and values 
on which our Movement was 
founded. It’s important not to lose 
sight of the uniqueness of Temple 
Israel, its history, its value to the 
members and to the wider Hillbrow 
community, its place in our hearts, 
and its role in our future.

Unfortunately, people pass on, 
but their memories live as long as 
we remember them… and it’s up 
to us to pass those memories onto 
future generations… The founding 
members may no longer be around, 
but we’ve managed to find some 
new documentation through 
Irwin Manoim, chairman of Beit 
Emanuel, who is writing a book on 
our history, and has located letters 

and documents that specify various 
details about our beginnings. In 
addition, we’ve also found some 
documents that weren’t available 
to me a decade ago through new 
archival documents that we’ve 
found at Temple Israel. So, while 
this magazine may not be as 
complete a look into our past as 
we would’ve liked, it does give us 
insight into what will, hopefully, 
make its way into Irwin’s story. 
Consider his book the next chapter 
in our journey!

But before we get to that chapter, 
you’ll now have an opportunity to 
walk through the new Temple Israel 
Heritage Centre and view phase 
one of the attractive new exhibition 
that has been installed in the foyer 
of the shul. This has added to our 
discovery of the past and allowed 

us to have a physical rendition of it. 
I’m sure you’ll be enthralled!

I’d like to dedicate this magazine 
to all those stalwarts of the 
Progressive Movement who were 
involved in Temple Israel in one way 
or another, at one time or another, 
who have died since the 70th 
anniversary in 2006. My sincere 
apologies if we’ve left anyone out.

Benny and May Stalson, Una 
Weiler (Rabbi Weiler’s wife), Stanley 
Forman, Cynthia and Bernard 
Duchen, Jack Jankes, Ellen and Ivor 
Appleton, Sybil Abro, Ruth Marx, 
Ruby Caplan, Rabbi Isaac Richards, 
Yiska Schmahmann and her son, 
Joseph Schmahmann, Izzy and Betty 
Wainer, Courtney Redhill, Simon 
Jocum, Cecilia Gluckman, and 
Trevor and Mimi Egnal.

I hope you enjoy finding your way 
through these pages and working 
your way through the launch 
exhibition, whether at the 80th 
anniversary event or on your next 
visit.

Here’s to Temple Israel and to the 
next 80 years! L’chaim!

Darryl Egnal

 

Please note: Reform, Progressive, Progressive 
Reform and Liberal Judaism have been used 
interchangeably throughout the magazine. They 
all mean the same in terms of our magazine.

E D I T o R ’ S  N o T E

Mazaltov to Temple Israel’s management committee and congregants 
on reaching such a milestone event – and keeping our heritage alive.
In loving memory of Trevor Egnal, Honorary Life President of Bet David, 
and Mimi Egnal (z”l), who were members of Temple Israel prior to 
becoming founding members of Bet David. – The Egnal family.

Taking a trip down memory lane
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Dear Friends,

We are very excited to welcome 
you all to Temple Israel’s 80th 
anniversary. Not only is this a 
milestone in our synagogue’s 
history, but it’s also the launch of 
the forward-looking Temple Israel 
Heritage Centre. This Centre is 
aimed at active engagement with 
South African society based on 
the Jewish value of Tikkun Olam 
(Repairing the World). 

This important occasion also 
launches our wonderful new 
exhibition on the history of 
Temple Israel and the Progressive 
Movement in South Africa. 

When I became chairman in 1994, 
my goal was to keep Temple Israel’s 
doors open to all who required 
our services – Jews and non-Jews 
in the area. We’ve succeeded. We 
keep Jewish religious holidays and 
weekly services running, and have 
a Pesach Seder and Shabbat Shuva 
dinner every year. In addition, we 
have supported the disadvantaged 
people in Hillbrow with our various 
Tikkun Olam projects.

Today, the two imperatives – to 

be of service to both the Jewish and 
non-Jewish community – continue 
to guide us. They are as relevant in 
the South Africa of today as they 
have ever been. 

It is wonderful to share this historic 
occasion with you. We hope you enjoy the 

event and the exhibition, and return with 
your friends and family to show it to them.

Warm regards
Reeva

II owe so much to so many who 
have supported Temple Israel. 
I’d like to pay tribute to them 

here, even though I know these 
few words will never be able to 
convey my true gratitude to them.

Bennie and May Stalson (z”l), 
Bennie for his many years as  
our spiritual leader and May 
as our office manager. Ruby 
and oscar Caplan (z”l), founder 
members of the synagogue, 
who, through their generosity, 
enabled us to bring out rabbis 
from overseas for High Holy 
Days for decades. My brother, 
Stanley Forman (z”l), committee 
treasurer, whose unwavering 

encouragement and moral 
support saw me through the most 
difficult of times. 

Cynthia Duchen (z”l), 
Cooksisters Catering and the 
Chevra Kadisha (Jewish Family 
Assistance Fund), who enabled 
the Jewish people in our area to 
enjoy Pesach Seders and Shabbat 
Shuva dinners with us.

The Johannesburg Metro 
Police for ensuring the safety 
of everyone in the area during 
religious and special events.

My special thanks to the Temple 
Israel Management Committee: 
Jacob Hurwitz,  
our treasurer, Serona Reitzik, 

Marion Bubly, Peter Joffe,  
Ruth Leveson, Alan Lurie,  
Brian Segal, Melvin Stern, Bill 
Hoffman, and Lael Bethlehem, 
who has taken on the role of 
our “spiritual leader”. Thanks to 
Rabbis Julia Margolis and Adrian 
M. Schell for helping with Shabbat 
services. 

A special thanks to Rabbi Schell 
for taking on the responsibility 
of invitations and replies for our 
80th Anniversary!

Because of all this incredible 
support, Temple Israel is today, 
Baruch Hashem, alive and well. I 
will always be indebted to these 
people and organisations.

C H A I R M A N ’ S  M E S S A G E

Temple Israel Management Committee: Back L-R: Ruth Leveson, Marion Bubly, Reeva 
Forman, Jacob Hurwitz and Serona Reitzik. Front L-R: Peter Joffe, Alan Lurie, Brian Segal 
and Melvin Stern. Inset: Lael Bethlehem. Inset: Bill Hoffmann
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L E T T E R S

I am writing on behalf of my brothers and sister, as 
well as our children and grandchildren, to thank 
you, and all those working with you… not only for 

the wonderful event planned for the 9th of July, but 
also for your long-term commitment and engagement 
with Temple Israel. I do not think anyone, not least the 
Weiler family, should take any of this for granted. You 
have kept the shul going in times good and bad, and 
not simply “going”, but engaged in the best tradition of 
Progressive Judaism concerned with Tikkun Olam – an 
engagement with the world around us and not simply 
our own sectarian interests. The programmes you 
have put in place and maintained, the declaration of 
Temple Israel as a Heritage Site, and the exhibition now 
organised, are true Kiddush HaShem*. 

I was too young to remember much of the shul. When 
we made Aliyah, I was five years old. But I do remember, 
for example, my elder brother Daniel, having found the 
right formula, making my father unable to resist and 
burst into laughter during a sermon! And I have distinct 
memories of the chaggim (festivals), notably Simchat 
Torah – that I would remember that chag in particular is 
perhaps of symbolic value. 

I know of the MC Weiler School only from stories told 
by my father and my mother, as well as many other 
activities of theirs. But of course, growing up in Israel, 
I witnessed the dedication of my father to the same 
values in a religious environment that was often hostile 
to the ideals of Progressive Judaism. Being one of the 
founders of the Mevakshei Derech (Seekers of the Way) 
community and shul in Jerusalem was evidence of the 
same ideals encapsulated in Temple Israel. It takes 
courage and dedication to swim against the current, a 
courage my father always displayed and which you and 
the Temple Israel community continue to display. 

To say that my father and mother would be 
proud and appreciative is a cliché, but clichés often 
represent deep truths. And oftentimes maintaining and 
developing a legacy is no less difficult and important as 
putting the first building blocks in place – and for this 
our family too are most appreciative and grateful. 

God willing, I hope to be with you for the 80th 
anniversary – my first return to J’burg after 60 years 
– and to be able to thank you and the community in 
person on behalf of the entire Weiler family. 

Yishar Kochech, Yishar Kochachem!**

Joseph (Jojo) Weiler 

Keeping our theme for the magazine, “Justice, justice, shall 
you pursue”, and the Temple Israel Heritage Centre in 
mind, it seems quite fitting that one of Rabbi MC Weiler’s 
sons followed this path. Professor Joseph Weiler (born 2 
September 1951 in Johannesburg) is a university professor, 
European Union Jean Monnet chair at New York University 
Law School, and president of the European University 
Institute in Florence. He studied law (LLB and LLM) in 
the United Kingdom (Sussex and Cambridge) and at the 
European University Institute in Florence, Italy (PhD). In 
the United States, prior to his appointment at NYU School 
of Law, he served as professor of Law at the University of 
Michigan and as a chaired 
professor at Harvard 
Law School. His research 
and teaching focus on 
international law, the law 
of the European Union 
and the World Trade 
Organisation, and the 
interface between religion 
and law.

* Sanctification of God’s name
** Roughly translated, it means 
“More power to you””

The Weilers in South Africa with their parents who came for a visit. 
L-R: Una Weiler with Daniel, Mr & Mrs Gelman (Una’s parents), 
Hannah Weiler, Rabbi Weiler’s mother, Adam and Rabbi Weiler. 
Front L-R: Joseph (Jojo), Arnona (Noni), Gideon and Benjamin 
(inset)

Professor Joseph Weiler
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We are all thrilled to be sharing in our Mother 
synagogue’s commemoration of its 80th year.

Migration and residential trends in the 
Hillbrow area surrounding Temple Israel have changed 
the profile of its membership. These changes over the 
years have made Temple Israel Hillbrow one of the 
most challenging synagogues to keep functioning in 
the way that most of us envisage the purpose of our 
local shuls. 

Two years ago, we all celebrated the declaration of 
Temple Israel as a Gauteng historical monument. The 
building remains ours due to the commitment and 
tenacity of Reeva Forman and the loyal members who 
support her dedicated efforts.

Her vision to expand her work among the needy of 
all races and creeds in the area is most inspiring. We 
hope and trust that Temple Israel will serve the spiritual 
needs and serve as a beacon of hope for people of all 
creeds in the region for many years to come.

With best wishes from the chairman and board 
members of the SAUPJ.

Alvin Kushner
National Chairman
South African Union for Progressive Judaism

L E T T E R S

Alvin Kushner
National Chairman

Antony Arkin
East Coast  
Regional Chair

Monica Solomon
Gauteng 
Regional Chair

Linda Thorn
Western Cape  
Regional Chair
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As we joined more than 1,200 congregants last month in Israel at the 
veida (conference) of the Israel Movement for Progressive Judaism (IMPJ), 
the feeling of togetherness and strength of Klal Yisrael was more than 
palpable, it was empowering. Turning our hearts to the celebration of 
Temple Israel’s 80th anniversary and the upcoming SAUPJ biennial in 
Cape Town, we are struck once again by the closeness of our global 
Jewish family from the far corners of the world.

The World Union for Progressive Judaism (WUPJ) recently celebrated its 90th anniversary 
at the April biennial of the European Union for Progressive Judaism (EUPJ). Founded 
in London in 1926 by Lily Montague and Claude Montefiore, among others, our aim 

was creating a global forum that encouraged the growth of Progressive Judaism and its 
communities, leaders and individuals worldwide. And they reached out to your early founders 
as well. 

A mere 10 years later, through the correspondences and interactions between Lily 
Montague and Professor Abraham Zvi Idelson, Temple Israel of Hillbrow was founded, paving 
the way for Progressive Judaism to flourish in Johannesburg, and in South Africa as well. Under 
the inspired rabbinic leadership of Rabbi Moses Cyrus Weiler (z”l), the movement reached ever 
greater heights and its impact on the moral compass of the country was indeed felt. We salute 
the rabbis and educators, congregational leaders and individuals who have dedicated their 
lives to Progressive Judaism in South Africa in general, and in Temple Israel in particular. 

Your congregation’s legacy and stellar commitment to tikkun olam stands out as a beacon 
of light for other Progressive congregations and individuals around the world. You define 
yourselves as a “Mitzvah synagogue”, one that “reaches out with ‘good deeds’ to Jews and 
non-Jews alike. As is written in Proverbs 6:23, “A mitzvah is a lamp and the Torah is light.” You, 
Reeva, have been the untiring ruach (spirit), which has powered the light of Temple Israel 
for so many decades. May you and Temple Israel continue to shine your light of inspiration, 
growth, and Torah on our Progressive community and our world ad meah ve’esrim shana (to 
120 years).

L E T T E R S

 

 

Ms. Reeva Forman, Chairman 
Temple Israel of Hillbrow 
Paul Nel and Claim Streets 
Johannesburg, South Africa 
 
Dear Reeva, 
 
As we joined more than 1,200 congregants this past weekend in Israel at the veida biennial of 
the Israel Movement for Progressive Judaism (IMPJ), the feeling of togetherness and strength 
of Klal Yisrael was more than palpable, it was empowering. Turning our hearts to the 
celebration of Temple Israel’s 80th anniversary and the upcoming SAUPJ biennial in Cape Town, 
we are struck once again by the closeness of our global Jewish family from the far corners of 
the world. 
 
The World Union for Progressive Judaism (WUPJ) recently celebrated its 90th anniversary at the 
April biennial of the European Union for Progressive Judaism (EUPJ). Founded in London in 
1926 by Lily Montague and Claude Montefiore, among others, our aim was creating a global 
forum that encouraged the growth of Progressive Judaism and its communities, leaders and 
individuals worldwide. And they reached out to your early founders as well.  
 
A mere ten years later, through the correspondences and interactions between Lily Montague 
and Professor Abraham Zvi Idelson Temple Israel of Hillbrow was founded, paving the way for 
Progressive Judaism to flourish in Johannesburg, and in South Africa as well. Under the inspired 
rabbinic leadership of Rabbi Moses Cyrus Weiler z”l, the movement reached ever greater 
heights and its impact on the moral compass of the country was indeed felt. We salute the 
rabbis and educators, congregational leaders and individuals who have dedicated their lives to 
Progressive Judaism in South Africa in general, and in Temple Israel in particular.  
 
Your congregation’s legacy and stellar commitment to tikkun olam stands out as a beacon of 
light for other Progressive congregations and individuals around the world. You define 
yourselves as a “mitzvah synagogue”, one that “reaches out with ‘good deeds’ to Jews and 
non-Jews alike. As is written in Proverbs 6:23, “A mitzvah is a lamp and the Torah is light.” You, 
Reeva, have been the untiring “ruach”, spirit, which has powered the light of Temple Israel for 
so many decades. May you and Temple Israel continue to shine your light of inspiration, 
growth, and Torah on our Progressive community and our world ad meah ve’esrim shana.  
 
 
Sincerely, 
 

 
 
Rabbi Daniel H. Freelander   Rabbi Joel Oseran 
President     Vice President Emeritus 

 

Rabbi Joel Oseran
Vice President Emeritus

Rabbi Daniel H. Freelander
President
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The European Union for Progressive 
Judaism salutes Temple Israel on its 80th 
anniversary. The Mother synagogue of 
Progressive Judaism in South Africa is 
an icon of South African Jewish history 
and led to the founding of a national 
movement. 

We are proud that so much of the history of 
Temple Israel is attributable to Jews who 
emigrated from Europe in the 1930s and 

established the principles of Liberal Jewish practice on 
the African continent.

As Temple Israel adjusts to changing circumstances, 
it has become a beacon of compassionate outreach 
to those in material and spiritual need.

We wish Temple Israel continued years of 
successful endeavour in the name of all that’s dear to 
the principles of Progressive Judaism, and truly say bis 
zu hunderd und zwanzig (to 120).

L E T T E R S

Leslie Bergman
Honorary Life President

  

 
 

 
 
1 July 2016 
25 Sivan 5776 
 
 
Reeva Forman 
Chairman 
Temple Israel 
Hillbrow, Johannesburg 
 
Dear Reeva 
 
The European Union for Progressive Judaism salutes Temple Israel on its 80th 
Anniversary. The Mother Synagogue of Progressive Judaism in South Africa is an 
icon of South African Jewish history and led to the founding of a national 
movement.  
 
We are proud that so much of the history of Temple Israel is attributable to Jews 
who emigrated from Europe in the 1930s and established the principles of liberal 
Jewish practice on the African continent. 
 
As Temple Israel adjusts to changing circumstances it has become a beacon of 
compassionate outreach to those in material and spiritual need. 
 
We wish Temple Israel continued years of successful endeavour in the name of all 
that’s dear to the principles of Progressive Judaism, and truly say bis zu hunderd 
und zwanzig. 
 
 

 

 
 

Leslie Bergman   Gordon Smith    Miriam Kramer 
Honorary Life President  President    Chairman 

Gordon Smith
President

Miriam Kramer
Chairman
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The South African Association of Progressive Rabbis (SAAPR) would like 
to wish you and the Mancom at Temple Israel a huge mazaltov on the 
occasion of Temple Israel’s 80th birthday. This is a significant milestone 
and one of which you can be deservedly proud.

As the words of the 80th Psalm call out, “תחינו ובשמך נקרא” (“Give us life and we will call 
out in your name”). For 80 years, Temple Israel, with G-d as partner, has given life to the 
community of Hillbrow and beyond, and so too has the community called out together a 

great loud cry of hope, of upliftment and of freedom.
Standing on the shoulders of Temple Israel’s founding father, Rabbi MC Weiler (z”l), the 

SAAPR is our national rabbinic association, which ensures consistent standards of religious 
practice. It embraces all rabbis serving congregations affiliated to the SAUPJ, enabling us to 
pool our rabbinic expertise, and ensures agreement on a common policy regarding Minhag 
South Africa. 

Minhag SA is a document that includes the rules and regulations of the SAUPJ in areas such as 
Jewish status, marriage, adoption, conversion, divorce, burial and cremation. These rules and 
regulations are updated when deemed necessary as a consequence of proposals submitted by 
both rabbis and lay leaders. 

We are confident that Rabbi Weiler would look with pride at the work that his hands have 
founded, and we will continue to bring the spirit of Progressive Judaism to the South African 
landscape.

Mazal tov.

Rabbi Greg Alexander
Chairman SAAPR
Email: ravgreg@templeisrael.co.za

L E T T E R S

L-R: Rabbi Julia Margolis, Rabbi Adrian M Schell, Rabbi Malcolm Mattitiani, Rabbi Sa’ar 
Shaked, Rabbi Greg Alexander and Rabbi Hillel Avidan. Inset: Rabbi Richard Newman
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As the Mother congregation of Progressive 
Judaism in South Africa, Temple Israel 
has continued to serve as a place of 

worship, despite the challenges that changing 
demographics have posed. At the same time, 
it has succeeded in transforming itself into 
a vibrant centre of social outreach for the 
broader Johannesburg population, particularly 
in the Hillbrow area. 

In doing so, it has given practical expression 
to the timeless Jewish values of caring and 
compassion for those in need of a helping 
hand, and indeed in helping to realise the 
noble Jewish ideal of Tikkun Olam – Healing 
the World. 

on behalf of the South African Jewish 
Board of Deputies, we have pleasure in 
congratulating Temple Israel on reaching 
this milestone, and in paying tribute to the 
dedicated men and women, past and present, 
that have been part of its many achievements 
over the years. 

on behalf of the South African Zionist Federation, 
I take this opportunity to extend to you the 
warmest wishes and a hearty mazal tov on the 

occasion of your 80th anniversary. As a Federation, we 
are truly proud to be part of the celebrations of one of 
Johannesburg Jewry’s most venerable institutions. 

The Declaration of Independence of the State of 
Israel concludes with the statement: “Placing our 
faith in the rock of Israel, we affix our signatures…” 
Traditionally, this phrase is seen as alluding to both 
the importance of G-d and the people of Israel in 
keeping alive the tradition of our people in the 
Holy land.

I can think of no better explanation for our own 
“rock of Temple Israel” that has stood proudly in 
our community for the past 80 years regardless of 
the turbulent political climate, the changes in our 
community or indeed, the changes that have taken 
place around the Temple itself. 

Despite all this, Temple Israel continues to be a 
beacon keeping alive the promises made to the Jewish 
people and all humanity. This has only been possible 
through the tremendous work done over the years by 
the office bearers, volunteers and congregation of the 
community and is an achievement that South African 
Jewry can indeed be very proud of. 

As Temple Israel moves into its next 80 years, the 
South African Zionist Federation looks forward to 
working with you in another chapter it this institution’s 
glorious story. 

 

L E T T E R S

Jeff Katz 
National Chairman

Shaun Zagnoev
Chairman: Gauteng 
Council 

Ben Swartz
Chairman
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House of 
prayer for 
all nations
our temples serve three purposes: 
A temple is a Beit Knesset – a house 
for community to gather and share 
joy as well as sadness. It is a Beit 
Tefilah – a house of worship where 
we connect to God and express our 
deepest held values. And it is a Beit 
Midrash – a house of study where 
we explore the texts and values of 
our tradition. 

All this is Temple Israel for me. 
Since I entered this building for 
the first time, I have seen beyond 
the bricks and the mortar, the dust 
and the many bigger and smaller 
issues that need to be fixed… I 
have seen how this building has 
never stopped speaking to us. This 
building expresses the hope of 
its founders and all who followed 
them for a better, a Messianic, time 
in which Judaism and Jewish values 
contribute to a world at peace. 

Temple Israel has established 
a strong vision where Judaism, 
the pursuit of justice, and the 
involvement in the broader 
community walk hand-in-hand.

 May this congregation be blessed 
to continue to be “our” temple. 
I feel honoured to serve this 
congregation and its members.

Rabbi Adrian Michael Schell
Bet David

An honour 
and a 
privilege
over the years, since 2010, in fact, 
I have been involved on a regular 
basis at Temple Israel. 

I feel honoured and privileged to 
have been able to conduct services 
on Shabbat and during the High 
Holy Days, attend Pesach Seders, 
run conversion classes, get involved 
in Mitzvah Days, and many more. I 
am fascinated by this synagogue as 
being a place of Jewish culture and 
religion in Hillbrow.

This synagogue is a spiritual 
home for many people that live in 
this area, and has played a very 
important role in Progressive 
Judaism here in South Africa. 
Without a permanent rabbi, this 
special synagogue continues to 
maintain all the religious services 
during the year, as well as playing 
an important role in outreach 
for the community. Since my 
arrival in the country, I have, on 
so many occasions, volunteered 
my rabbinical services to this 
congregation, and I am sure that 
we will continue to create beautiful 
memories in our future worshiping 
together.

I wish Temple Israel many more 
years of success and blessings.

Rabbi Julia Margolis
Bet David

Committed 
to Temple 
Israel
Temple Israel 
is a unique 
community! 
our 
congregation is made up of people 
who are committed to Jewish life, to 
our city, and to each other. It is truly 
uplifting to be part of this shul. 

Thanks to all those who help 
keep us going. May Temple 
Israel continue to offer spiritual 
development, a sense of 
community, and a haven of peace 
to all who seek it.

Lael Bethlehem, current spiritual 
lay leader
Temple Israel

Diverse, 
committed 
community
I only came 
to know 
Temple Israel 
in its seventh 
decade when I functioned as its lay 
leader for more than six years. 

Hillbrow is a confluence of 
many cultures and dreams, and 
it is fitting that there remains a 
functioning synagogue at its heart. 
The buildings do not characterise a 
synagogue; its people do. Temple 
Israel is blessed with a diverse 
congregation that is committed and 
united in their love for Progressive 
Judaism and each other.

I feel privileged to have been able 

L E T T E R S

Filling Temple Israel’s 
spiritual needs
Temple Israel has not had a full-time rabbi since 1993. Since then, many rabbis have 
visited Temple Israel from around the country and all over the world. In between these 
visits, lay leaders take services and keep the congregation going. These messages are 
from some of these rabbis and lay leaders.

Please note: Letters have had to be shortened due to space constraints.
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to lead the congregation and share 
the undulating journeys of the shul 
and its congregants. I wish all those 
involved mazeltov on reaching the 
80th anniversary!! “

Prof David Bilchitz

Fulfilling 
our mutual 
vision
It is with much 
joy that our 
Movement 
acknowledges the achievement 
of eight decades of Temple Israel, 
Hillbrow. During these years, you 
always stood as shining example 
of Kehilla, communal life, and for 
Arvut, mutual responsibility among 
congregants. We all salute you  
for that.

When I first came to South 
Africa in April 2013, I was taken 
to visit Temple Israel and to meet 
Reeva. I will always carry with 
me that first impression of the 
greatness and enormous potential 
of Temple Israel. 

We all are committed to the 
fulfilment of our mutual vision – 
strong education, a heritage and 
outreach centre in the midst of 
the inner city. A place that not 
only preserves the great deeds of 
the past, but also builds on their 
foundation, new endeavours, and 
is at the forefront of worldwide 
Progressive Jewish efforts in  
Tikkun Olam and the renewal of 
Jewish spirit.

There is no reason why the solid 
foundations laid by Rabbi Weiller 
(z”l) will not enable Temple Israel 
to continue to go from strength to 
strength for many decades 
to come. 

on this joyous occasion, I wish 
us all to live in good health to 
celebrate the next decades of 
Temple Israel, at least until 120.

Yishar Koach!

Rabbi Sa’ar Shaked,
Beit Emanuel

Beacon of 
hope
I have been 
acquainted 
with Temple 
Israel since my 
arrival in South 
Africa in 1992 and have conducted 
many services there, including the 
High Holy Day and Sukkot services 
of 2004.

When I first arrived in this 
country, Temple Israel had a 
full-time rabbi and a viable 
congregation, but since then, 
membership numbers have 
drastically fallen and there is 
no longer anyone full-time, but 
surprisingly, the congregation has 
not only remained viable, but has 
also acquired a very special and 
unique flavour of its own.

As a beacon in the midst of 
downmarket Hillbrow, where local 
Jews and many others find spiritual, 
psychological and physical support, 
Temple Israel has shown one and 
all that it has a very important role 
to fulfil. 

I salute Temple Israel on its 80th 
anniversary and wish it ad meah 
v’esrim.

Rabbi Hillel Avidan
Temple David Durban; Rabbi 
Emeritus, Bet David, Sandton

Memories 
of 
yesteryear
Dear Reeva
It is a pleasure 
to write to you 
on the occasion of the celebration 
of the congregation’s founding 80 
years ago. Your warmth, personal 
leadership and wonderful welcome 
extended to me throughout my 
visits to Johannesburg and Cape 
Town continue to inspire.

of all the congregations in South 
Africa, I gladly came to know it 
was Temple Israel, founded and 
led by Rabbi MC Weiler, which 
stood out on account of his unique 
narrations. I was clearly inspired 

by the visions and mission of 
all of them! (He was my teacher 
and a colleague.) These included 
his extensive descriptions of the 
establishment of the MC Weiler 
School! 

Here too in Temple Israel was the 
model of a pioneering educator and 
lay religious leader, Benny Stalson, 
as well as you and others, who 
helped continue Sabbath, festival 
and Holy Day observances over the 
decades – until today. 

We pray you go from strength to 
strength, Reeva!

Rabbi Dr Paul (Shaul) R Feinberg,
Associate Dean Emeritus, Associate 
Adjunct Professor of Education, 
Emeritus, HUC-JIR, Jerusalem

Inspirational 
experience 

Dear Reeva
How fortunate 
that my 
window of 
time on earth 
crossed with yours. The 12 days I 
served Temple Israel in Hillbrow 
in 2005 for the High Holy Days has 
informed my rabbinate infinitely. 
You taught me about community. 
You enveloped me with goodness. 
You inspired me through Tikkun 
Olam. Not only did you pray with 
sincerity, but you responded to 
prayer with action. 

Temple Israel is a true beacon. I 
felt as though I was in the presence 
of God when Benny Stalson 
embraced me. I sensed a mission 
of justice when the Sisterhood 
took me to the MC Weiler School 
to assist young children who were 
HIV-positive. 

Temple Israel is a light. The 
leadership is a gift. The community 
is a blessing. And all who have 
had the opportunity to visit have 
experienced a little bit of the 
Garden of Eden.

Temple Akiba joins me in wishing 
you mazaltov at this extraordinary 
time!

Rabbi Zachary R Shapiro
Temple Akiba, Culver City, LA 

L E T T E R S
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If you had to name a date and 
say: This is the moment when the 
idea of a Progressive Movement 
in South Africa first popped up, 
what would that date be? 1
I’d put the date somewhere around 
March 1929. A young Englishman, 
who had recently settled 

in Cape Town, sent a letter back to 
friends in the Liberal Movement 
in the UK saying there were lots of 
progressive-minded young people 
in Cape Town and good potential 

to launch there. The letter has been 
lost, as has the name of the sender, 
but I know that in April, it arrived 
on the desk of the Honorable Lily 
Montagu. She was the driving 
force behind the World Union for 
Progressive Judaism, which she had 
helped launch three years earlier 
(See box on Lily Montagu). It is quite 
possible nothing would have come 
of the letter had she not received 
a visitor a few weeks later, in early 
July. His name was Professor 
Abraham Zvi Idelsohn of the 
Hebrew Union College in Cincinnati, 
and he was on his way  
to South Africa.

Tell us a bit about who he was.
2  The Jewish Chronicle in the UK 

took note of his arrival in London 
by describing him as the world’s 
greatest living authority on Jewish 
liturgical music. He had just 
finished compiling an encyclopaedic 
compendium of Jewish music from 
around the world, from which 
he had traced common threads 
back to Second Temple times. He 
was also a composer, who wrote 
the first Hebrew opera, and more 
famously, many people credit him 
with writing the well-known and 
popular Havana Gila.

Why was he going to South 
Africa?
His family lived here. He was on 
his way to Johannesburg to attend 
the Golden wedding anniversary 
of his parents, whom he had not 
seen for many years. He spent 
his life commuting back and forth 
from city to city around the world 

while his wife, children, parents and 
siblings, lived rather more quietly 
in Johannesburg and Springs. The 
family had emigrated from Latvia. 
He hated Johannesburg – too 
provincial for his tastes – and only 
lived in South Africa for a year or so.

So this professor arrived on 
Lily Montagu’s doorstep. What 
happened then?
Idelsohn was famous enough to 
spend his brief time in London 
dining with all the major leaders of 
the Liberal Movement. Lily Montagu 
seized the opportunity to present 
him with a mission: check out the 
opportunities to start a Liberal 
Movement in Cape Town, find some 
people who might be interested, 
and get them moving. And indeed, 
the professor delivered in every 
way… Except one.

And what was that?
He didn’t spend time in Cape Town. 
His family lived in Johannesburg. So 
he started the movement in what 
may or may not have been the 
wrong city.

Cape Town will no doubt agree 
with that. But what did he do to 
start the movement?
First, he gave a lecture on Jewish 
music at the Jewish Guild, which 
was a cultural and intellectual club 
funded by Lady oppenheimer. It 
was a rainy night and hardly anyone 
came, thus confirming his opinion 
of Johannesburg as a Philistine city.

Then he gave three lectures on 
the Progressive Reform Movement. 
The one that matters was held on 

Capturing the beginnings
The seeds of Progressive Judaism in South Africa were sewn nearly nine decades ago 
when two separate incidents caught the attention of the World Union for Progressive 
Judaism in the UK. Irwin Manoim, chairman of Beit Emanuel in Parktown has been 
researching the history of the Progressive Jewish Movement in South Africa for a book 
he is writing. He has unearthed much that was previously unknown. Here he talks about 
the founding era to Darryl Egnal, who researched the history of Temple Israel for its 70th 
anniversary and interviewed some of the key people.

H I S T o R Y

* Note: Progressive, Reform and Liberal will be used interchangeably during this magazine. They all refer to the same concept.

2

1
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September 11, 1929, at the home of 
Dr Morris Cohen, chairman of the 
Jewish Guild, in Saxonwold. I have 
found a copy of the minutes of that 
meeting, and also Idelsohn’s own 
description of it in a letter to Lily 
Montagu. He said there were “a few 
ladies present” so he emphasised 
the role of women. He gave a 
history of the movement and how 
it has “coped with the problem 
of making synagogue worship 
attractive and in accordance with 
modern times”. 

What did these people, who 
knew nothing about Progressive 
Judaism, think of the talk?
The minutes say the professor 
“made a deep impression”. But 
most of the questions were not 
about religion, they were about 
Zionism. The South African Jewish 

community was among the most 
strongly Zionist in the world, and 
people were troubled by the vocal 
opposition to Zionism among 
key leaders of the Progressive 
Movement in the UK and USA. 

The majority belief in Liberal 
and Progressive circles in those 
years was that Jews ought to be 
allowed their place in Western 
societies alongside citizens of 
every other creed, and should 
not be demanding a state of their 
own. Idelsohn sought to assure 
the audience that he himself was 
a Zionist, and that there were a 
number of outspoken Zionists in 
the Progressive ranks.

Was this the meeting at which 
they formed the first Progressive 
Reform committee?
Yes, an interim committee was 

formed, charged with rallying more 
support. The organisation had no 
name yet. They sent a request to 
Lily Montagu, urging her to send an 
experienced rabbi to South Africa, 
at her expense, of course. They 
even named the rabbi they wanted, 
Reverend Maurice Perlzweig, who 
was something of a rebel in British 
Liberal circles because he was 
an outspoken Zionist. Idelsohn 
had met him in London and was 
evidently impressed.

All the histories of the movement 
have said that this committee 
was a flop, that it never did 
anything and fell apart very 
quickly.
That is indeed what the official 
histories have said. But actually, 
they came very close to succeeding. 
The key man on the committee 

H I S T o R Y

Despite being half the age of 
many of the men on his first 
committees, and despite 

having no experience whatsoever, 
Rabbi Weiler seems to have taken 
charge from the moment he 
arrived. When he made up his 
mind, not even Lily Montagu could 
dissuade him.

It helped that he became 
prominent in local Zionist 
organisations, because a 
perceived anti-Zionism was the 
early movement’s biggest public 
relations weakness. It helped even 
more that he was a pragmatist 
because, if he had not stepped 
back from his early American-
influenced ideas to create a 
more conservative local version 
of Progressive Reform Judaism, 
he would probably not have 
succeeded.

He was charismatic, learned and 
eloquent in a number of languages. 
He churned out hundreds of 
articles and well-attended public 
lectures on Jewish themes. Most 
important, he earned the reluctant 
respect of his orthodox foes. He 
was seconded to the executive 
of the Jewish Board of Deputies 
in his personal capacity, and 

served on many of the most 
politically-sensitive delegations to 
government. He was also sent off 
to make representations on behalf 
of Jewish refugees in places as far 
away as Kenya.

of course, building a 
movement in the face of multiple 
obstacles also required a 
certain authoritarian streak. He 
turned down a number of early 
opportunities to build a movement 
in other cities, from oudtshoorn 
to Pretoria, in part because of a 
reluctance to cede control. This 
particularly grated upon the Cape 
Town community, which had built 
up significant numbers without his 
help and before he finally gave his 
blessing.

But his most remarkable 
achievement is this: given the 
conservative nature of the South 
African Jewish community of his 
time, unacquainted with any 
variation from the religion of their 
grandfathers, and disinclined to 
introspection, it was nothing short 
of a miracle that he established a 
movement at all. 

And on his departure for Israel 
in 1957, it could reasonably be said 
that he had established a strong 

base of multiple communities 
across South Africa, a movement 
which seemed on track to become 
a serious challenge to orthodox 
ascendancy. That this, in the  
end, did not happen had much 
to do with the giant gap he left 
behind. 

Would the Progressive Movement have succeeded without Rabbi Weiler?
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has been completely written out of 
South African Progressive history. 
His name was David Dainow. He 
had launched the Keren Hayesod – 
the fundraising initiative for Israel 
– in South Africa, and then became 
both the manager and the editor 
of the Zionist Record, the leading 
Jewish newspaper in Johannesburg 
at that time. He was a major figure 
in South African Zionism. When 
Chaim Weizmann visited in the 
early 30s, Dainow was in the photos 
of the inner circle around him. 
More significant, he was not new to 
Progressive Judaism: he had been a 
member of a Liberal synagogue in 
London.

So what did this man Dainow do?
3  In January 1930, four months 

after the committee was formed, 
he went to London for his mother’s 
unveiling, where he met Lily 
Montagu. She agreed to put the 
South African request on the 
agenda for the next World Union 
meeting in February. The World 
Union expressed its support. Just 
two months later – and this tells us 
how dynamic she was – she had a 
rabbi lined up and ready.

She did? As early as June 1930? 
But we didn’t get a rabbi until 
1933.
Well, with the help of Dr Julius 
Morgenstern, who was the principal 
of the Hebrew Union College and a 
good friend of Prof AZ Idelsohn, she 
found a willing young rabbi in, of all 
places, Selma, Alabama. His name 
was Rabbi Jerome Marks. Perhaps 
Selma, Alabama, was not a great 
place to be a rabbi, because in just 
a month, Rabbi Marks was already 
packed and ready to depart, telling 
the Jewish Telegraph Agency that 
he expected to be in South Africa 
by the beginning of June, where 
he would launch a Progressive 
Movement.

But he never arrived here, did 
he?
4  No, he never did. And the 

reason… Dainow chickened out.  
He sent telegrams and letters to  

Lily Montagu begging her 
not to send Marks.

But why not?
Because Dainow had 
become the first person in 
South Africa to suffer the 
consequences of revealing 
his Progressive tendencies. 
While he was in England, he 
gave an interview to a Jewish 
newspaper about how a 
Progressive Movement had 
great promise in South Africa, 
because there were many 
forward-thinking young people 
eager to embrace modern 
ideas. News of the article 
trickled back to South Africa. 

The Jewish Chronicle, based 
in Cape Town, launched a 

ferocious and nasty attack on 
Dainow, mocking him for having 
discovered tendencies within South 
African youth that other people, 
who had lived in the country longer 
than he, had never noticed. What 
was remarkable was that The Jewish 
Chronicle was the sister paper of 
The Zionist Record. He was being 
pilloried by his own colleagues. old 
friends refused to speak to him. 
He was socially ostracised. The 
committee that had been set up the 
previous year disintegrated as its 
members scuttled for cover.

Dainow was convinced he would 
lose his job and wrote to Lily 
Montagu begging for a World Union 
post. It was a really sad letter, all 
about how lonely and friendless 
he had become. But Lily Montagu 
seemed not in the slightest bit 
sympathetic. She had suffered 
discrimination herself – her own 
family had disowned her – and, 
without quite using these words, 
told him to man-up and fight for 
the cause.

And what happened to Rabbi 
Marks, still waiting in Selma 
Alabama?
An Australian group wrote to Lily 
Montagu asking her to send out a 
rabbi… so she sent Rabbi Marks to 
Melbourne instead. He celebrated 
the first Progressive Reform Rosh 
Hashanah in Australia just a few 
months later. South Africa would 
still have a long wait ahead…

What mystifies me here is 
that it is generally agreed that 
Jerry Idelson, the brother of 
AZ, was the real founder of the 
movement in South Africa.
Yes, he was. First, I should point 
out, as a matter of interest, that AZ 
spelt his name Idelsohn, which was 
the original version, but the rest of 
the family dropped the “h”  when 
they came to South Africa.

Jerry was AZ’s baby brother. 
Jerry worshipped AZ, who had left 
home when he was still a small 
boy. He had his first opportunity 
to get to know his brother when 
he was invited to join AZ on his 
rather meandering trip home 
to the US in 1929. They toured 

H I S T o R Y
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the cultural centres of Europe, 
and most important, he received 
introductions to the leaders of 
the Liberal Movement and may 
even have stayed at Lily Montagu’s 
home.

But as far as Dainow was 
concerned, Jerry was just some 
unknown pisher, the kid brother 
of AZ, not even on the committee. 
Jerry only began to play a significant 
role in 1931, when Lily Montagu 
chose to direct her letters to both 
Dainow – in whom she may have 
privately lost faith – and Jerry.

As far as I know, the real starting 
point in South Africa came in 
June 1931, with the founding of 
the Jewish Religious Union for 
Liberal Judaism.
5  Yes, both a starting point and 

a dead end. Dainow had asked 
Lily Montagu for a year’s grace, 
and exactly a year later, in May 
1931, she wrote to both him and 
Jerry Idelson, urging them to hold 
a meeting, set up a formal group, 
send a request to London for a 

rabbi, and she would oblige. 
So the two of them organised a 

little meeting at the Carlton Centre, 
which was held on either June 
25 or 26 – both dates are given 
in different letters. The Jewish 
community took no notice, but The 
Star did and described it as the 
launch of a movement to combat 
apathy, of great significance to the 
“Jewish Church”.

The group decided to organise a 
bigger meeting, which was held on 
July 14 at the Jewish Guild. It drew 
60 people, the first decent turn-out 
they’d had. I’d be inclined to take 
the July 14 meeting as the actual 
starting point for the movement in 
South Africa.

But why was it a dead end, then?
A committee was elected. Dainow 
did not stand for election. His place 
was taken by Jerry Idelson, who 
took charge from then on. Jerry was 
conscious of the fact that he was “a 
nobody” in the community, and he 
tried to find high-profile people to 
front the committees, even though

 
he did most of the work. The 
trouble was, most of the people 
on the committee weren’t actually 
interested in Progressive Judaism. 
They just wanted a more liberal, 
more understandable version 
of orthodox Judaism with some 
English prayers. 

H I S T o R Y

James F Kapnek was by far 
the largest donor to the early 
Progressive Reform Movement, 

and in particular to the building of 
Temple Israel. Yet his name has 
not only disappeared from the 
Movement’s memory, he appears 
in no history of Southern African 
Judaism or Zionism either. And yet 
he was a remarkable man.

Kapnek was an American whose 
family was prominent in the 
Reform Movement in Philadelphia. 
He arrived in the Cape soon after 
the Boer War, aged 23, having 
secured the Southern African 
agency for a new invention: the 
cash register. He quickly became 
wealthy. 

He moved to the recently-
established territory of Rhodesia, 
where he invested in transport and 
mining, before turning to farming. 
He became the largest farm owner 
in Rhodesia, with a number of 
estates growing wheat, barley and 
potatoes. But his biggest cash crop 

was Turkish and Virginia tobacco, 
which became the country’s 
most important export for many 
decades. 

Kapnek had a number of 
residences, including an apartment 
in Park Lane, Parktown, which 
may have been occupied more 
frequently by his wife than himself. 
The fact that both the sites chosen 
for Temple Israel – in Parktown 
and in Hillbrow – happened to be 
within easy walking distance of his 
apartment may be more than just 
a coincidence.

He kept a remarkably low profile. 
His name appears in no Jewish 
histories, not even in Marcia Gitlin’s 
history of Zionism in Rhodesia or 
Eric Rosenthal’s history of Jewish 
farmers in southern Africa. And 
when the Reform Movement 
later gave him a small chance of 
immortality – the right to put his 
name on the foundation stone of 
Temple Israel – he chose instead 
to dedicate it to the memory of a 

friend who had recently passed 
away.

The Kapneks, husband and wife, 
were South Africa’s representatives 
at the World Union Congress in 
London in July 1936. At least part 
of the reason for choosing them 
was that they were in London 
anyway. In reports of the Congress, 
it is Mrs Kapnek who attracted 
attention, and her speech on 
the fine progress made by the 
South African community was 
prominently quoted. 

James F Kapnek: The money behind Temple Israel

5
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one result was that the movement was not actually 
named the Jewish Religious Union for Liberal Judaism. 
I know that’s what our histories have told us, but that 
name was retrofitted years later. In the beginning, it 
was just called the Jewish Religious Union. Nothing too 
liberal about it. The second, and more important result, 
was that the Movement embarrassed Jerry Idelson by 
rejecting the call to London for a Liberal rabbi. He had 
to face the humiliating task, in his first official letter to 
Lily Montagu, of turning down her offer.

So the arrival of Jerry Idelson did not make much 
difference?
To be fair to him, it did. Jerry proved more energetic than 

Dainow. He managed to infiltrate articles into the Rand 
Daily Mail and The Star about the glowing prospects for a 
Reform Movement in South Africa. He gave a lecture on 
SABC radio, and he organised public meetings at which 
he handed out pamphlets that had been sent over by Lily 
Montagu. He was constantly demanding pamphlets and 
books from her, at a time when printing and shipping the 
materials out must have cost her a fortune. There are 
no figures on how many attended his meetings, but the 
crowds were too big to fit into his home and he had to 
organise conference rooms at hotels.

A lesson to us now, on how to go about marketing!
A lesson in more ways than one. on the one hand, he 
did attract some new recruits. on the other hand, he 
also sowed panic in orthodox circles. Chief Rabbi Julius 
Landau was well aware that South African Jewry was 
religiously indifferent, and also aware that the Reform 
Movement had swept across the USA with great success.

So the orthodox leadership employed a kind of 
pincer movement. on one side were some genuinely 
liberal members of the orthodox community, like 
the rabbi from Yeoville synagogue who wanted to 
encourage a Liberal orthodox faction. (By the way, 
Yeoville shul had women in its choir, so much for Kol 
Isha – a prohibition in orthodox Judaism where men 
are generally not allowed to hear women sing). 

And there were others like the chief rabbi, who 
despite being very broadminded by the standards of 
some of his successors, condemned Reform in public 
and pressured high profile members of the Jewish 
Religious Union, including its chairman, to resign.

How did Jerry Idelson deal with this pressure?
Not well. First, he went into depression. He wrote a 
letter to Lily Montagu listing his dwindling membership, 
no more than about 14 people, rating each in terms of 
his trustworthiness. only two recent recruits got high 
marks: Max Franks, who would become the first “real” 
chairman, and oscar Caplan, the treasurer, who went 
on to become a life-long central figure.

Then, Jerry turned his attention to other things. He 
started a mountain club and a vegetarian society, 
and was also one of the founders of the Revisionist 
Movement in South Africa. .The vegetarian part was the 
most interesting to me: Jerry’s father was a shochet (a 
person who has been specially trained and licensed to 
slaughter animals and birds in accordance with Jewish 
law). He became increasingly senior at the SABC, then 
a very new and prestigious institution. All of these 
pursuits were less dispiriting than the failing Reform 
Movement.

And what did poor Lily Montagu back in London 
think of this?
She kept sending Jerry newspaper cuttings about how 
successful the Reform Movement was in Australia. 
Then, in May 1932, once again right on the due date, 
she sent another offer to him: get your committee to 
call for a rabbi and I will send one out, at my expense. 

H I S T o R Y

There was an early 
decision not to 
permit conversions 

for the first five years. 
The World Union was 
not happy about this, 
with Lily Montagu telling 
Rabbi Weiler that anyone 
of good character ought 
to be allowed to convert. 
But I suspect that Rabbi 
Weiler had come under 
pressure from his 
committee. 

During an early 
discussion about 
“proselytes”, which 

was the rather Victorian term they used, several 
objections were raised: the outside competition 
was unfair on Jewish girls; proselytes were only 
interested in marriage certificates and had no 
religious convictions; it would only encourage more 
intermarriage; and gentiles only wanted to marry 
Jews because they thought they had more money. 
But I suspect the real reason was a fear that any 
Reform conversion programme would open them up 
to orthodox attacks. 

In 1937, after so many delays that they had given 
up and had a civil wedding, Mr and Mrs H Alexander 
were allowed into a conversion programme, even 
though the five years were not yet up. But for at 
least three years after that, conversion remained 
a sensitive topic, with repeated complaints to Lily 
Montagu that South Africans were sneaking off 
to the UK for what we would today call “quickie 
conversions”.

The formal conversion ceremony happened in 
September 1938. It is a vindication of the conversion 
process that not only did the Alexander family 
prove to be among the staunchest members of the 
movement, but a grandson, Greg Alexander, became 
the much-loved rabbi of Temple Israel Cape Town. 

Reform Judaism and conversion
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Just to make sure, she gave him a 
final deadline – respond by August 
or the deal’s off.

Why did she keep demanding in  
a letter? Why not just send out  
a rabbi?
Because she kept getting flak, 
particularly in Australia, from 
orthodox groups who accused her 
of imposing an alien creed that 
split a previously unified Jewish 
community. She had to prove that 
there was some organised local 
interest.

And this time round, they 
finally did issue a call and got 
themselves a rabbi, Rabbi Moses 
Cyrus Weiler?
Not so fast. Jerry and his committee 
dithered and dithered and missed 
their deadline. They would have 
gone nowhere, if they hadn’t lucked 
out. Prof AZ Idelsohn, who had 
been very ill and out of touch with 
the South African shenanigans, 
suggested to Dr Julius Morgenstern, 
the rector of HUC, that one of their 
foreign students, who would soon 
need to leave the USA when his visa 
ran out, might be perfect for South 
Africa.

Morgenstern recommended him 
to Lily Montagu. It was clear from 
the letter that he hardly knew the 
young fellow, but he suggested 
that since the man had no family to 
support and few other prospects, 
he would probably come cheap. 

Abraham had another motivation, 
which he shared only with Jerry. This 
student, 26-year-old Moses Cyrus 
Weiler, was a Litvak and also the 
leader of a pro-Zionist faction at 
that famously anti-Zionist university 
(HUC). A perfect fit, in other words. 
Nobody mentioned that he was 
descended from several generations 
of eminent Chassidic rabbis on both 
sides of his family.

Is this when Jerry Idelson sent 
his famous letter to Weiler, in 
which he said: “I hand over in 
your hands the destiny of the 
Movement.”
That he did. But only in February 
1933. Before that came weeks of 
lawyerly nit-picking back and forth, 

maybe because Max Franks, who 
was by now the chairman, was a 
rather fussy attorney.

Then Jerry made the same 
mistake he’d made the year before: 
he announced very loudly in the 
newspapers that a real, live, Reform 
rabbi had been appointed to lead a 
movement in South Africa. 

Unsurprisingly, the orthodox 
community flipped out. The letters 
pages of the Jewish newspapers 
were filled with this issue. There 
were two main issues: Reform’s 
laxity over marriage and divorce 
was polluting Jewish identity, and 
Reform Judaism was anti-Zionist. 
There was a scattering of letters 
in favour, but most were firmly 
against.

Of course, Moses Weiler, far 
away, was not even a rabbi yet; 
he only graduated in June. 6
Correct. He boarded a ship for 
London in July and stayed there 
with Lily Montagu, who, fortunately, 
seemed well pleased with him. 
She signed him up on a six-month 
contract, at a salary of £40 per 
month, which she paid from World 
Union funds. As it happens, he 
stayed 24 years. 

She booked him on the 
Edinburgh Castle, leaving the UK 
on July 21 for South Africa. Jerry 
Idelson, not known for his tact, 
was enraged that Weiler was 
travelling second class, which he 
felt reflected poorly on the prestige 
of the movement, and was even 
more annoyed to discover that the 
rabbi had arrived with one small 
suitcase, no hymn books, no gown 
and no tallit.

So, we have a 26-year-old who 
has been a rabbi for all of two 
months, arriving in a strange 
city. What did he do to begin? 7
He moved with incredible speed. 
He arrived on August 8 and 
on August 20 he had already 
arranged the first public meeting 
at which he spoke on The Essence 
of Judaism. The meeting gave him 
the opportunity to demonstrate 
his impressive oratorical prowess. 
There was a large crowd, mostly 
curious rather than committed, 
but the atmosphere and the press 
coverage were quite friendly. 

Ten days later, on August 30, 
Jerry Idelson, acting on instruction 
from Rabbi Weiler, convened a 
second meeting, this time of the 
women members, and directed 
them to set up a Sisterhood.

So a man told the women to set 
up a Sisterhood? 8
This was the last time a man had 
anything to do with the running of 
the Sisterhood. The women elected 
a committee headed by Doris 
Franks, who happened to be the 
wife of the chairman. Doris, it has 
to be said, proved a much better 
chairman than her husband. 

H I S T o R Y
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Rabbi M C Weiler arrives. With him are (L-R) Mott 
Franks, Jerry Idelson and Dr Louis F Freed

Jerry Idelson’s letter to the  Hon. Lily Montagu.
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In fact, in the early days, the 
Sisterhood committees consisted 
almost entirely of wives of 
prominent Reform leaders: Marx, 
Cassell, Reichman, Hollander, 
Jacobson, Marks and Davis-Marks 
were among a number of surnames 
that occurred on both sets of 
committees.

The Sisterhood became the first 
arm of the movement to actually 
move into action, holding meetings 
on Wednesday afternoons and a 
launch function, a Simchat Torah 
dinner and dance at the Langham 
Hotel on october 12. The price 
was seven shillings and sixpence 
entrance. The early Sisterhood was 
a cultural club and a fundraising 
arm. The social-action projects, for 
which it would later become known, 
would not happen until the Second 
World War, when it provided 
billeting (temporary lodging) for 
soldiers.

Temple Israel would not be built 
for another three years. Where 
were the first offices and where 
were the services held? 9
The early Reform Movement was 
very status conscious. A flat was 
rented for Rabbi Weiler overlooking 
Joubert Park, a shabby area today, 
but in those days a classy address. 
The first meetings were held in his 
lounge. The next year, the offices 
moved to the Barbican Building, 
then a splendid new Art Deco 
building in the centre of town. 

The first services were held on 
the September 8, 1933, in a rented 
hall at the corner of Plein and Claim 
streets, just above the start of Mooi 

Street. The hall was originally built 
as a German community club, but 
the Germans were chased out by 
anti-German rioters during the 
First World War. The building was 
variously called the Liederkranz, the 
Queen’s Hall, Coronation Hall and 
the Freemason’s Hall, and it was big 
enough to seat a large crowd. 

The rent, which some members 
of the Reform committee 
considered outrageously high, was 
£10, 10s per month. The Reform 
Movement carried on renting 
the hall long after Temple Israel 
had been built, to accommodate 
overflow services.

Oscar Caplan wrote that the first 
High Holy Day services drew an 
unexpectedly large crowd.
Yes, about 400 people attended. 
oscar Caplan said it proved that 
Reform was filling a real need. 
And he was right about that, but a 
cynic might also point out another 
reason: these were the only free-
of-charge High Holy Day services in 
town. When a fee was introduced 

the next year, the attendance 
dropped off.

Did Rabbi Weiler lay out some 
kind of strategy for developing 
the movement? 
He did; a three-prong strategy. His 
first principle was that, regardless 
of how fierce the attacks from 
the orthodox rabbinate might 
be, he would always respond as 
politely as possible and attempt 
to avoid conflict. This would often 
prove difficult in practice, since 
some of the attacks were plain 
nasty, but has remained a core 
principle to this day. Whether this 
has benefitted the Movement in 
the long run or not makes for an 
interesting debate.

His second principle was to 
ignore the explicit instruction 
from Lily Montagu – which was 
to build a national movement – 
and to concentrate on building a 
stable foundation in Johannesburg 
before moving elsewhere. It was 
a cautious approach that was 
accepted in Johannesburg, but 

H I S T o R Y

First Torah

The first Torah was donated to the 
congregation on April 7, 1934 at 
the signing ceremony of the new 

constitution. The donor was Sigmund 
Haas, one of the earliest founding 
members from the pre-Weiler period, 
who had bought the Torah in London. 
The Torah arrived minus a mantle, so 
the Sisterhood was instructed to make 
one in time for Shavuot. They seem to 
have missed that date, but it did arrive 
in time for the High Holy Days. 

8

9

Sketch of the first Sisterhood committee by 

Bob Connolly
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caused contention elsewhere, 
particularly Cape Town, where a 
number of early attempts to start 
the movement were shot down. 

My sense is that some of the 
Cape Town-Johannesburg tensions 
that have dogged the movement 
throughout its history can be traced 
back to that decision.

The third principle, which was 
his favourite, was one he lost. He 
wanted all services to be free of 
charge. His model was the Free 
Synagogue in New York, led by 
one of his heroes, Rabbi Stephen 
Wise, the leading Zionist in the US 
Progressive Movement. 

The Free Synagogue was entirely 
subsidised by wealthy New York 
families, and Weiler imagined 
that in Johannesburg, so full of 
Jewish mining magnates, the same 
might apply. But he was wrong. 
At that very moment, the Zionist 
movements were making massive, 
well-organised funding drives in 
South Africa, and the charitable 
money went to them. 

Within a few months, a roster 
of fees to join the movement was 
reluctantly drawn up. The annual 
fee was £3,3s for adults and an 
extra £1,1s for any child brought 
to the High Holy Days services 
(free if the child attended only the 
children’s service.)

The next important date 
seems to have been March 7, 
1934, a meeting to vote for a 
constitution and set of basic 
principles. What happened 
there? 10
The meeting was held at the 
Freemason’s Hall, and if one counts 
the names on the register, only 27 
people attended. Still, it was a start. 
The Constitution, mainly the work 
of Rabbi Weiler, was a lengthy and 
impressive document, and most of 
those principles still apply.

Women had complete equality 
and could serve on any committee. 
(This did not yet extend to reading 
Torah, but was still decades ahead 
of orthodox synagogues.)

There had to be at least three 
women on the committee.

There would be no hierarchies of 
privilege and no assigned seats.

There would be a paid, 
professional choir with 
orchestral instruments. Women 
could be members of the choir 
and so could non-Jews.

Services would be in English 
and Hebrew with Sephardi 
pronunciation (this was in 
line with Zionist thinking, but 
orthodox shuls used Ashkenazi 
pronunciation).

The rabbi would have 
complete freedom of speech. 
In later years, a number 
of rabbis would discover 
that their committees did 
not entirely agree with this 
principle.

Let’s get on to Temple Israel 
now. When did they start 
planning to build their own 
synagogue? 11
Almost immediately... Even before 
they’d held the first services! 
Building a temple became such 
an obsession that Doris Franks, at 
one point, reprimanded the men 
for fixating on construction at the 
expense of what she considered 
more important matters. Rabbi 
Weiler was more obsessed than 
most, and his reports to the World 
Union regularly stressed that only 
when they had a building would 
growth take off.

At the first meeting of members, 
on 22 November 1933 at the Carlton 
Centre, the audience, 30-strong, was 

The vanished Brotherhood

There was, for a while, a 
Brotherhood as well as a 
Sisterhood. It was called the 

Hasmoneans and was formed in 
November 1934, more than a year 
after the Sisterhood. It handled 
fundraising, organising public lectures 
and crowd control at services.

It was never very successful, or at 
least Rabbi Weiler didn’t think so, and 
he made unflattering comparisons 
between the Hasmoneans and 
the Sisterhood. But there was an 
obvious explanation as to why 
the Hasmoneans flopped and the 
Sisterhood succeeded. The leading women in the Movement joined the 
Sisterhood. The leading men joined the management committee, not 
the Hasmoneans. 

H I S T o R Y
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The first 
committee 

1934-35
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told that a building committee had already been hard 
at work for three months and had found two possible 
sites in Parktown. They were both on either side of the 
intersection at the corner of Empire and Hillcrest Roads, 
which placed them directly below the hill where the 
Constitutional Court is now, facing Braamfontein.

This announcement was met with indignant 
complaints, with several people pointing out that 
most Jews lived in Doornfontein and the neighbouring 
suburbs out east. But the better-off Jews did indeed live 
in the leafier suburbs of Parktown and Saxonwold, and 
the committee was not to be budged.

But they didn’t buy that site, did they?
They did. After several weeks of haggling, by early 1934, 
they had bought the bigger site, slightly larger than an 
acre, for £1,145, more than they had initially bargained 
for. Max Franks, a conveyancer, noted that the site was 
zoned residential, and that before they signed, he would 
check with the town council whether it could be used for 

religious purposes. A senior official told him it could.

The other famous name associated with Temple 
Israel is the architect, Herman Kallenbach.
Yes, the committee decided early on to commission 
the prominent Johannesburg practice of Kallenbach, 
Kennedy and Furner, without even considering other 
names. They were a plausible choice, since they had 
designed a number of churches and synagogues. 
Kallenbach, known for his charm, was the front man 
who talked to the clients. Alexander Kennedy was a 
quantity surveyor, the tough guy who looked after 
the money. Arthur Furner, a talented back-room 
boy, was most likely the one who actually designed 
the synagogue; at least that’s the opinion of the 
architectural historian, Clive Chipkin. (See box on 
Herman Kallenbach.)

Tell us something about the process of designing 
the building. 12
Kallenbach was conscious that his new client had very 
little money, and suggested a simple hall with loose 
chairs, which would cost £5,000. The space could double 
up as either a sanctuary for prayer or a community 
hall for any other type of function. The committee 
rejected that out of hand. They wanted a synagogue 
on the latest American lines, one that projected the 
Movement’s modernity. They did not want to look poor 
and struggling. Kallenbach estimated that would cost 
£14,000. He was told to go ahead.

In April 1934, Max Franks rolled out the plans 
across a table for the committee to study. By the end 
of the evening, the committee had changed almost 

The first wedding

Rabbi Weiler presided over 
his first wedding only 12 
days after his arrival in South 

Africa. on Sunday August 20, 1933, 
he married Ric Agranat, 24, whose 
family was among the movement’s 
first members, to Frank Henry 
Kenner, an English immigrant 
11 years her senior, who lived in 
Mossel Bay.

But after that quick start, there 
were no more weddings until 
February the next year. A possible 
explanation is that Rabbi Weiler 
only received his civil marriage 
licence six months after his arrival. 
So, was the Agranat-Kenner 
entirely legal… or did a magistrate 
have to play a part?

The second wedding – and the 
first after the marriage licence 
arrived – was between Rachel 
Blank, a typist, and Hymie Nomis, 

a dental mechanic, on February 11, 
1934. The couple is best known as 
the uncle and aunt of Syd Nomis, 
a famous Springbok rugby player 
from the 1960s and member of the 
International Jewish Sports Hall of 
Fame.

But an actual wedding procedure 
– and payment – was not debated 
until the third wedding, which 
was on April 15, 1934, between 
Abraham Frank, a divorced 
diamond cutter from Belgium, 
and Maisie Yvonne Hyman. Frank, 
who happened to live one floor 
above Rabbi Weiler in the same 
building, only joined Temple Israel 
a week before his wedding. The 
committee, who seemed to have 
been taken by surprise by the 
haste with which this wedding was 
organised, decided for the first 
time on appropriate fees: a simple 
wedding with no music would be 
£7.7.0d, and a fancier one with full 
choir would be £12.12.0d.

Weddings were the one topic 
over which the ladies staged 
a revolt. Rabbi Weiler banned 
the breaking of a glass as mere 
superstition. He may also have 
frowned upon the chupah. 
The ladies complained that 
Reform weddings were dull, an 
embarrassment, and that visitors 
arrived with certain expectations of 
a Jewish wedding, which had to be 
met. The rabbi backed off. 

H I S T o R Y
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The first architect’s design for the shul in Parktown

Temple Israel’s wedding registry
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everything. Rabbi Weiler wanted 
it bigger and bolder, able to seat 
a thousand people. That would 
require a second floor gallery, 
which would add to the cost. There 
was discussion about whether the 
synagogue and the communal hall 
should be separate buildings or a 
single building, and the architects 
were asked to provide plans for 
both options. 

In May, more plans arrived, and 
more adjustments were asked for. 
In early July, Kallenbach decided to 
present the plans to the committee 
in person, and he was persuasive 
enough to win unanimous approval. 
But nine days later, his charm had 
worn off and more changes were 
required.

Clive Chipkin has looked at the 
final plans and pronounced it a 
beautiful building, rather similar to 
the Benoni Synagogue, designed by 
Furner and built at almost the same 
time. Given how big the property 
was, there were also magnificent 
gardens, which included a large 
pond. The plans were submitted to 
the town council, and near the end 
of the year, a letter arrived saying 
they had been approved. With luck, 
the building might be ready for the 
High Holy Days in 1935.

But you still haven’t explained 
why this was never built. 
on 21 December 1934, immediately 
after the Friday service, the 
committee was summonsed to 
an emergency meeting. To have a 
meeting on a Shabbat was most 
extraordinary. The committee was 
told that there had been “organised 
opposition” to the building of the 
synagogue, that the executive had 
taken an urgent application to the 
Supreme Court – and then changed 
their minds and dropped the case. 

The minutes of that meeting tell 
us no more. Another emergency 
meeting was held in January, and 
the minutes are equally cryptic. 
By February, the committee was 
talking about finding another site, 
close to Clarendon Square where 
the tram terminus was located, and 
selling the Hillcrest site.

Nothing in any minutes explains 
the decision, nor do the letters to 

Rabbi Weiler did not approve 
of Bar Mitzvah ceremonies. 
He said they were held at 

an inappropriate age when the 
boy was too young to understand 
Jewish tradition, and that they 
served as a book-end to Jewish 
involvement: have a Bar Mitzvah 
and don’t come back. B’nei 
Mitzvah in South Africa are a 
farce, he proclaimed at one point. 
He preferred a confirmation 
ceremony – for boys and girls. This 
would be gender neutral, held 
at a more suitable age such as 
16, and require a more rigorous 
demonstration of Jewish learning.

Confirmation ceremonies were 
indeed held, generally on the 
afternoon of Shavuot. They seem 
to have involved girls from early 
on and in each case a number 
of children were confirmed in a 
single ceremony during which they 
ran an entire service together, 
each child allotted his or her own 
portion.

But there was strong opposition 
from the congregation. 
Confirmation sounded too 
Christian, people expected B’nei 
Mitzvah. All this may explain why 
the first Bar Mitzvah seems to 
have been held, with very little 
fanfare, only in october 1935, 15 
months after Rabbi Weiler’s arrival.

It was the Bar Mitzvah of Morris 
Wasserzug, son of Herman 
Wasserzug, a member of the 
founding committee, on october 
19. The minutes of the committee 
meeting of the time do not say 
that this is the first, but they do 
discuss a suitable procedure for 
the ceremony, including whether 
to present the Bar Mitzvah boy 
with the gift of a book.

But the confused phrasing 
continues. on March 28, 1936, 
Edwin Lichentstein is said to 
be having a Bar Mitzvah at the 
Freemason’s Hall, but it is at 
3.00pm in the afternoon. on July 
18, William Grusiner is said to 
be having a confirmation, also at 
3.00pm.

The first Bar Mitzvah to take 
place inside the new Temple 
Israel seems to have been that of 
Courtney Redhill, on october 19, 
1936. He was a nephew of Jerry 
Idelson. The Redhill family played 
a key role in establishing the 
second Reform congregation in 
Springs in June 1944.

B’not Mitzvah are even harder 
to place because, over time, the 
confirmation ceremonies came 
to be called B’not Mitzvah, but 
they seem to have continued to 
involve entire groups of girls well 
into the 1950s. And yet there are 
old pictures here and there, which 
show a single girl reading from 
the Torah. Did she have her Bat 
Mitzvah solo, or were the other 
girls just not in the photo?

A letter written to Reeva Forman 
10 years ago claimed that the 
first Bar Mitzvah girl was Lilo 
Lindenberg, daughter of Martha 
Lindenberg. John Marx, son of Max 
and Rita Marx, both prominent in 
the early movement, said that his 
sister, olga, was the second Bat 
Mitzvah. 

H I S T o R Y

Who had the first Bar Mitzvah? And the first  
Bat Mitzvah? 
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Lily Montagu. I have found no reports on the matter in 
any newspaper at the time. I can come up with only one 
explanation. In 1934, a period of rising anti-Semitism 
not only in Europe, but also in South Africa, groups of 
Parktown residents had lobbied against the building of 
a synagogue – and the movement had stepped down, 
fearful of “causing a scene”.

How did they end up where they are now, in the 
middle of Hillbrow?
More weeks of searching followed, and finally, two sites 
were identified, on opposite corners of Paul Nel and 
Claim Streets. on the south end was a nursing home, 
on the north end a derelict house. They bought the 
stand with the derelict house for £3,000, and paid out  
a tenant to leave. 

It was much smaller than the Parktown site and cost 
almost three times as much. In those days, Hillbrow 
was a desirable area, a mini-Manhattan, and unlike 
Parktown, it was on the tram line. 

The original site comprised only the section where 
the main synagogue stands. The area alongside with 
the nursery school, the offices and the parking, was 
bought only in the late 40s.

But in early 1935, the committee was running out of 
money and needed to sell the Parktown site in a hurry. 
They hoped to sell it for more than it had cost a year 
earlier, but ended up selling it for £1,010. It was not 
until July 1935 that transfer of the Paul Nel Street site 
came through.

Why were they having trouble raising money?
We forget, today, that this was the height of the 
worldwide Depression. Rabbi Weiler himself made 
money-raising a priority, and visited wealthy 
Johannesburg Jews in search of donations, chauffeured 
around by Rita Marx, who had both a car and a driver’s 
licence. There was a note somewhere about him visiting 
media and insurance tycoon, Isidore Schlesinger, and 
returning empty-handed.

The Sisterhood undertook to phone every member, 
and did, with disappointing results. There were 
repeated resignations from the building committee by 
members who pronounced themselves unable to raise 
further funds. In the end, the fact that enough money 
was raised was largely due to one man, who once 
again, figures in no history of the Movement. 

Who was this man, and what did he do?
His name was James Kapnek. He chaired the Building 
Committee and was also Honorary President of the 
congregation. He contributed most of the money for 
the building of Temple Israel. How much exactly is 
impossible to work out because the donations were 
made bit-by-bit over the years and many were made 
anonymously.

But a meeting of May 1934, for example, less than a 
year after Rabbi Weiler’s arrival, noted a donation of 
£1,500 from him and the implication seemed to be that 
this was not the first donation he had made. You could 
buy five Chevrolets for £1,500 in those days. It’s also an 

indication of his importance to the community that  
in November 1935, before the building of Temple  
Israel had even begun, he was already made the  
first Honorary Life Member. (See box about James 
Kapnek).

Was the new Temple Israel  
plan very different from the old plans? 13
Three artists’ impressions survive, and each shows 
a quite different version. Kallenbach, or more likely, 
Furner, remade the plans, shrinking them right down to 
fit, edge-to-edge, not an inch wasted, on the smaller site. 
The garden was, of course, scrapped. Since the building 
was two stories, with a gallery, two sets of stairs, kitchens 
and plenty of offices, all with expensive fittings, the end 
result was not much cheaper.

An initial plan for the scaled-down temple seated 
800 people, but at Rabbi Weiler’s insistence, this was 
increased to 1,200 seats. He was obviously right: by 
the 1950s, even this was not big enough and overflow 
services were required on the High Holy Days.

Most of 1935 was spent on raising money and 
getting the second set of plans through the council. By 
November, they had raised £5,094 and secured a bond 
from African Life Assurance for £8,000.

H I S T o R Y
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But the laying of the 
foundation stone seems to have 
already happened in September 
1935. 14  15
That was a smoke-and-mirrors 
exercise, deliberately so. During 
1934 and 1935, a combination 
of intense opposition from the 
orthodox Rabbinate, which barred 
Reform services from Jewish 
communal cemeteries, and the 
failure to raise money or to build a 
temple, caused many members to 
leave. The laying of the foundation 

stone, which was really nothing 
more than the placing of a block in 
an empty plot, was intended as a 
symbolic act of renewal.

The foundation stone was laid 
on September 22, 1935, five days 
before Rosh Hashana, with the 
Mayor of Johannesburg, Maurice 
Freeman, dressed in a splendid 
top hat, wielding a builder’s trowel. 
It was a masterpiece of publicity, 
one that the Reform Movement 
probably hasn’t equalled since. 

There were articles and 
photographs in newspapers around 
the country, Jewish and non-Jewish, 
and the Schlesinger-owned African 
Consolidated Theatres made a film 
of the event, which was screened 
before the main movie in cinemas 
around the country. In a report to 
the World Union, Rabbi Weiler said 
the publicity had an astonishing 
effect: in less than five days, 
membership grew from under 400 
to over 550.

The foundation stone was 
dedicated to Louis Landau. Who 
was he? 
Finding that out proved something 
of a headache. I assumed that 
he must have been a prominent 

member, but I could find his name 
nowhere. Eventually I discovered 
that he was one of the Landau 
Brothers, who were big in the 
import and export business, a 
wealthy family based in South 
Africa, Rhodesia, and London.

Louis Landau had been 
prominent in the Zionist Movement 
in Bulawayo. He was a close friend 
to his fellow-Rhodesian, James 
Kapnek, and he had recently died. 
Kapnek had been given the right 
to choose to whom to dedicate the 
stone, and he chose his friend. 

My guess is that Louis Landau 
was never involved with the Reform 
Movement. But one of the Landaus, 
Sheila, married Arthur Menell, a 
key player in the Temple Israel 
Building Committee and probably 
another big donor, in the biggest 
society wedding of 1936. It was 
even attended by her uncle, Chief 
Rabbi Julius Landau, who sat next to 
Rabbi Weiler. Hard to imagine that 
happening today! 16

They seem to have built the 
Temple very quickly, in about 
eight months.
They did. James Kapnek himself 
signed off the contract with the 

15

What were the early 
services like?

There was enormous stress 
upon decorum. People were 
expected to arrive 15 minutes 

before the commencement of 
the service, and late-comers were 
discouraged. People had to dress 
correctly: the committee discussed 
several incidents of women sent 
home because they had arrived 
bare-headed. Modern notions of 
“interactivity” and “participation” 
did not exist. The congregation sat 
in silence, as if attending a concert.

There was more English than 
Hebrew. Clarity of expression 
was valued above the orthodox 
mumbled torrent of words. The 
theme of the rabbi’s Friday night 
sermon, which was a long one, 
would be posted up a week in 
advance.

The quality of the choir was of 

enormous importance, which put 
pressure upon Jerry Idelson. He 
was up against competition from 
the orthodox community, which 
imported “superstar” chazzanim 
from abroad who drew larger 
audiences than any rabbi. The 
choir was hidden away behind 
a curtain. The acoustics proved 
rather too good: the slightest 
cough or rustle of paper from the 
choir loft echoed across the hall, a 
cause of constant complaints.

Both the rabbi and the lay 
readers wore gowns, rather like 
academic gowns, and the rabbi 
(and the chazzan, if there was one) 
wore a domed black cap. orthodox 
rabbis and chazzans dressed 
the same way: it was a British 
tradition borrowed from Anglican 
precedents. 

But perhaps the most curious 
aspect was the time: services 
began at 8.00pm. The theory was 
that congregants would go home, 

have supper, dress up and go to 
Temple Israel. This was considered 
fairer on women, who would 
otherwise have to prepare dinner 
for their husbands rather than 
attend the service.

The late starting time soon 
became a source of controversy 
itself. Services ended late. one 
prominent member of the 
committee complained that it 
interfered with his habit of taking 
his wife dancing on Friday nights. 
It was discovered that members 
of the choir were moonlighting: 
singing at nearby Yeoville 
Synagogue at sunset and then 
dashing over to Temple Israel for a 
second gig.

Finally, as a short-term 
experiment, a 6.00pm start was 
tried. There was fear that a massive 
drop-off in attendance would 
result. But this did not happen. And 
the 8.00pm start disappeared into 
history. 

14
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builders in December 1935, and work began in January 
1936. As with presumably every other building project 
since the pyramids, there was endless bickering 
between the architects and the building contractors, 
Messrs S Steyn and Son, over quality of work, and 
between the clients and the architects over the 
costs. But by today’s standards, work proceeded with 
remarkable speed.

Was there anything unusual about the 
construction?
The structural engineers, Messrs Couzin and Attwood, 
were immensely proud of a new steel girder design 
they were using, which was said to be more flexible and 
capable of holding greater loads than anything before 
that. A demonstration was rigged up in the engineering 
laboratory at Wits University, in which the girders 
were placed under various stresses, and the crowd of 
experts were duly impressed.

Temple Israel is celebrating its 80th with a ceremony 
in July 2016. What happened in July 1936? 17
A roof-wetting ceremony was held on July 17, 1936. 
Judging by the photographs, the building was far from

H I S T o R Y

The Honorable Lily Montagu

Lily Montagu never set 
foot in South Africa. 
However, she can 

fairly be described as 
the driving force behind 
the establishment of the 
South African movement, 
and its mentor for 
many years. It was 
she who initiated the 
early attempts to start 
a movement in South 
Africa, it was she who 
financed Rabbi Weiler 
for his first six months, 
and over the next two 
decades, it was she who 
continued writing to, 
encouraging – and badgering – the leaders of the 
South African Movement.

Lily Montagu was born in 1873, the daughter 
of a self-made millionaire, Samuel Montagu, an 
observant orthodox Jew, a philanthropist and an MP 
for the Liberal Party, then at the peak of its political 
power. The family was among the most prominent 
Jews in Britain. Her father was raised to the peerage 
as Baron Swaithwaite, a rare honour for a Jew at that 
time.

Lily received an orthodox Jewish education – or at 
least, what passed then for an education for Jewish 
women. She did not take meekly to this second-class 
treatment, and already at age 15, she was asking 
questions about Judaism and its attitudes to women. 

In her 20s, she met up with, and was inspired by, a 
renowned liberal Jewish scholar, Claude Montefiore. 
In 1902, when she was 29, the two launched the 
Jewish Religious Union, more commonly known as 
the Liberal Movement. Technically, he was the leader 
and the ideologue. In 1902, a woman could not lead 
a religious movement, not even a liberal one. But Lily 
was very much the organising power behind it.

In 1926, she was a key figure in the launch of the 
World Union for Progressive Judaism. It held an 
international conference in Berlin in 1928 at which 
she became the first woman to stand in the pulpit of 
a synagogue and deliver a sermon. But not everyone 
was impressed by her achievements. Her family was 
enraged when she broke from orthodoxy, and her 
father disowned her, never speaking to her again.

She was not invited to attend the opening of 
Temple Israel, which seemed a strange omission. 
But in the 1950s, at the initiative of Benny Stalson, 
the first Reform sports club – The Montagu Club – in 
what is today Rivonia, in Sandton, was named after 
her. 

16

17
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complete, with bare brickwork, scaffolding and steel 
girders. A Union Jack was flown from the top. It must 
have been a cold day: almost everyone was wearing 
a heavy coat. Rabbi Weiler made a cautious speech, 
saying no more than that he hoped the building would 
be ready for its opening on August 23.

And they made that deadline! Tell us about the 
opening ceremony. 18
The committee may have had to cheat a bit and 
hide away what was not quite finished because the 
grumbling over cracks and shoddy workmanship 
carried on for months. Nonetheless, on Sunday August 
23, 1936, in another much-publicised event, the new 
Temple was declared officially opened.

According to the Rand Daily Mail the next day, which 
devoted a long page lead article to the topic, there 
were almost 2,000 people in attendance, including the 
chairman of the Board of Deputies and leaders of many 
Christian groups.

Jerry Idelson provided the music, which consisted 
of the normal choir plus additional voices, backed by 
a full orchestra. Jan Hofmeyer, then the Minister of 
the Interior, but later Deputy Prime Minister, was the 
main speaker, talking about the role of religion in social 
justice. He quoted St Jerome, who had called on his 
fellow Christians to preserve the Jews as a nation for a 
purpose worthy of God.

Johannesburg Mayor 
Maldwyn Edmunds made 
a speech about the 
fine contribution of the 
Jewish community to 
the city, and Max Franks 
responded by asking the 
mayor to consider the 
Temple a gift to the city 
towards the ideal of the 
common brotherhood 
of all mankind.

H I S T o R Y

18



So hard to imagine that kind of thing 
happening today!
When one reads about the ceremony, one has 
to remember the context. Beneath those fine 
words was a message. Anti-semitism, not only 
in Germany, but also here in South Africa, had 
reached terrifying new heights. The German 
Jews, who would become a backbone of the 
local Reform community, would be barred 
from entering South Africa only two months 
later. So this was more than just the opening 
of a building. It was a symbol of hope during 
desperate times.

But let’s end on a happier note. A few weeks 
later, Jerry Idelson was best man at what 
seems to have been the first wedding in the 
new building. The groom was Joseph Segal, and 
he was the son of Rahle Segal of Springs. Rahle 
was the older sister of AZ Idelsohn and Jerry 
Idelson. She was the first Idelson to arrive in 
South Africa, and it was due to her that the rest 
of the family came here. At that wedding in the 
new Temple, the Reform Movement, started in 
1929 by AZ Idelsohn, came full circle. 

H I S T o R Y

Hermann Kallenbach, architect of Temple Israel

Hermann Kallenbach is today more famous for his companionship with 
Mahatma Ghandi than for any of his architectural work, even though 
his firm, Kallenbach, Kennedy and Furner, was responsible for many of 

Johannesburg’s iconic buildings.
Kallenbach became wealthy at an early age, thanks to a talent for property 

speculation and township development. The suburb of Linksfield was his 
initiative, as were some of Johannesburg’s most beautiful and iconic passes 
over the ridges: Sylvia’s Pass, Munro Drive and Kallenbach Drive. A sportsman, 
amateur boxer and bodybuilder, and a devotee of physical labour, he helped 
build these roads with his own hands.

But he led the life of a wealthy playboy until meeting Mahatma Ghandi in 
1904. He became a vegetarian, rid himself of material comforts, and became 

Ghandi’s devoted companion, sharing a house with him in orchards and donating 
large properties, such as Phoenix Farm and Tolstoy Farm, to Ghandi’s non-violent, 

egalitarian cause. He joined Gandhi on the 1913 passive resistance campaign for which 
he spent several weeks in prison. 

He then joined Gandhi on a trip to England, only to arrive when the First World War broke out. He was 
arrested as an enemy alien (his parents were German Jews) and spent much of the war in an internment camp 
on the Isle of Wight. 

An assimilated Jew for most of his life, the rise of Nazism and anti-Semitic hatred pushed Kallenbach towards 
a rediscovery of his Jewish roots and transformed him into a Zionist. He served on the executive of the South 
African Zionist Federation, but the passivist Zionism he espoused – no military, no state, no industry – bore little 
resemblance to Zionism in practice.

He was planning to immigrate to Palestine when he died in 1945. According to his obituary in The Jewish Times, 
the service was conducted by Rabbi MC Weiler, who, in a moving and eloquent address, made special reference 
to the fact that the late Mr Kallenbach had bequeathed his entire library of over 7,000 volumes to the Hebrew 
University of Jerusalem, and had left almost all of his possessions to Jewish Palestine. 

The article continued by stating: “Ghandi himself had advised Mr Kallenbach to do this. ‘Do not worry about 
us Indians,’ Ghandi told him. ‘We can take care of ourselves, we are 400 million strong. Help your weak and 
defenceless people.’”

Kallenbach’s cremated remains were buried at Kibbutz Degania in Israel. 

Irwin Manoim’s book will be published by the Kaplan Centre at UCT. 
If you have any information or photographs about the history of the 
movement, please get in touch with him at irwinM@bigmedia.co.za.

Rabbi Weiler met with many dignitaries all over the world, including the 
president of Israel, Itzak Ben Zvi
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T I M E L I N E

A lifetime of events
Putting together a detailed history of the next 70 years will take far more space than the 
pages of this magazine, so we’ve created a timeline based on the information you’ll see in 
the exhibition, but with other important events included.

1935
The first news bulletin
The Progressive Outlook, 
Vol 1, No 1, is first 
published in September/
october by the South 
African Jewish Religious 
Union for Liberal Judaism 
for the High Holy Days 
with Rabbi Moses Weiler 
as editor.

1936-39
Temple Israel finally 
opens with a large influx 
of members. However, 
progress is slight during 
the next three years and 
it seems as if Rabbi Weiler 
has been too optimistic. 

1940
The Temple Israel Hebrew 
School is established 
and children’s services 
are instituted. This idea 
is revolutionary. The 
children themselves 
conduct the Sabbath 
morning service almost 
in its entirety.

1943
Holidays by the sea
Alan Isaacs Camp, 
named for Henry’s son 
who had died young, 
opens with the first 
youth camp. Jewish 
youth and family 
camps are held twice 
a year in April and 
December, and non-
denominational camps 
are held throughout 
the year. The aim is 
to provide seaside 
holidays for children, 
rich or poor. Through 
the years, they rent 
out the campsite to 
worthy institutions 
free of charge.

1943
The children’s services 
are commanding more 
and more attention, 
as they now have their 
own choir on Shabbat 
mornings. Jerry Idelson 
is choir master. They 
also conduct their own 
High Holy Day services. 

Jerry Idelson conducts the 
children’s choir

1944
Bulletin changes name
The national bulletin, 
The Progressive Outlook, 
becomes The Progressive 
Jew in May. And eventually 
changes again to The 
Progressive Observer. 

1939-45
The War Years
The Sisterhood’s first 
Tikkun Olam (Repairing the 
World) project is to provide 
temporary lodging for 
soldiers regardless of their 
religious denomination. 
Free membership is 
provided at Temple Israel 
for men and women in 
uniform. Membership rises 
to 1,000 during this period.

War-time cocktail party to 
thank the United Sisterhood for 
billeting 100,000 men

1938
The Bat Mitzvah, or 
Confirmation of girls, is 
observed for the first time 
on Shavuot. Although 
the ceremony starts 
with groups of girls, the 
Progressive Movement 
eventually gives girls the 
opportunity to have their 
own Bat Mitzvah in the 
same manner as boys. 1940-41

Property magnate 
donates land
Henry Isaacs, a town 
councillor and member 
of Temple Israel who 
owns the property 
company, JH Isaacs, 
donates some land at 
Sunnybrae in Margate 
for a youth camp. 

1935 1936 1938 1939 1940 1941 1943 1944 1945 1946 1948 1949
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1944 
A new national 
movement
The Cape Town Jewish 
Reform Congregation 
(now the Cape Town 
Progressive Jewish 
Congregation) is 
established in Green 
Point, and the 
Springs and District 
Progressive Jewish 
Congregation is also 
founded. This officially 
takes the movement 
national, and the 
South African Jewish 
Reform Movement 
becomes a reality. The 
first Cape Town rabbi, 
David Sherman, who 
studied in the US with 
Rabbi Weiler, arrives in 
South Africa in 1946. 
He eventually becomes 
the longest serving 
Progressive rabbi in 
South African history.

1945
The MC Weiler School 
Rabbi Weiler, his wife 
Una and Rita Marx start 
the Jabulani School 
in a small house in 
Alexandra Township, 
north of Johannesburg. 
It is renamed MC Weiler 
School in 1949.

Second Joburg shul
The North-Eastern Jewish 
Reform Congregation is 
established and Temple 
Shalom is born.

1945
Jewish country club 
launched
Benny Stalson finds land 
in Rivonia, Sandton, 
on which to locate a 
country club for Jews. 
The Montagu Club, 
named for the Honorable 
Lily Montagu, opens, 
however, the official 
opening only takes place 
in February 1957.

Certificate for WUPJ 
president
Rabbi Weiler presents 
Rabbi Baeck, honorary 
life president of the 
WUPJ, with a Certificate 
of Life Membership of 
our congregation at the 
conference.

1948
A few days before 
Israel declares the 
establishment of the 
State of Israel on May 14, 
the Durban Progressive 
Jewish Congregation is 
established. 
There is a massive 
Independence Day 
service at Temple Israel in 
Hillbrow to celebrate the 
birth of State of Israel.

June
The British Government 
produces Coronation 
medals for the Queen’s 
coronation. The award 
of the medals is at 
the discretion of the 
government of each 
Commonwealth territory. 
Rabbi Weiler, at the time, 
Honorary Life President 
of the UPJC, receives one.

July
Overseas travels
Rabbi Weiler spends 
three weeks in French 
Morocco visiting various 
Jewish organisations. This 
tour is at the personal 
invitation of Rene Cassin, 
president of the Alliance 

Israelite Universelle. He 
visits oRT programmes 
during his trip. 
(World oRT promotes 
education and training in 
communities worldwide.) 
He then visits Paris for 
the World oRT executive 
meeting, at which he 
gives a report on oRT in 
Morocco, and the WUPJ 
biennial conference. 

At the opening of the ORT 
School in Paris: Rabbi Weiler 
with Jefferson Caffery, former 
American Ambassador to 
France.

November
Menachem Begin visits
The leader of the 
Freedom (Herut) Party 
(formerly the Irgun 
underground movement), 
Menachem Begin, visits 
South Africa. The Jewish 
community holds a 
banquet in his honour 
in Johannesburg. With 
him are Rabbi Weiler 
and Simon Kuper of the 
Jewish Board of Deputies. 
Begin becomes prime 
minister of Israel in 1977.

1935 1936 1938 1939 1940 1941 1943 1944 1945 1946 1948 1949

1945
World Union conference
Rabbi Weiler attends 
the WUPJ conference in 
July. To the right of Rabbi 
Weiler is Rabbi Leo Baeck, 
and third from Rabbi 
Baeck is the Hon Lily 
Montagu. 

L-R: Rabbi Weiler, Benny 
Stalson and the Mayor of 
Johannesburg

Menachem Begin at a banquet 
in his honour. With him are 
Rabbi Weiler and Simon Kuper
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Interfaith relations

Interfaith dialogue was a 
major part of Progressive 
Judaism from the start. 

Rabbi Weiler often met 
archbishops, ministers, 
priests and lay leaders of the 
different organisations over 
the years in order to foster 
respect and acceptance 
among people of different 
religions.

He was vice-chairman 
of The Society of Jews 
and Christians’ executive 
committee in the late 30s and 
attended many events as a 

speaker. 
Rabbi Weiler attended 

a conference of Jews and 
Christians in oxford, England, 
with none other than Alan 
Paton, well-known author of 
Cry the Beloved Country.

To this day, the Progressive 
Movement engages with 
leaders in the Christian, 
Muslim and other faith-
based communities through 
the SAUPJ, SACRED, and the 
various synagogues, like a 
recent, ground-breaking 
event in Cape Town where 
Progressive Jews prayed with 
Muslims in a synagogue!

T I M E L I N E

1950 1951 1952 1953 1955 1956 1957 1958 1959 1960 1961 1962 1964 1965 1966 1967 1970

1950
Both the Port Elizabeth 
Jewish Reform 
Congregation (now Port 
Elizabeth Progressive 
Jewish Congregation) and 
the Pretoria Progressive 
Jewish Congregation 
are established. The 
foundation stone of 
Temple Israel in Durban 
is laid. 

1951
Locally-produced prayer 
book
The first Reform Prayer 
book is published. This is 
the first Siddur published 
in South Africa to contain 
prayers for the State of 
Israel in Hebrew and 
for the government of 
South Africa in Afrikaans, 
as integral parts of the 
service.

1952
The Germiston 
Progressive Jewish 
Congregation is launched.

1953-54
The SA Progressive 
Movement celebrates 
its 21st anniversary. 
Dedication ceremonies 
for Temple Israel in 
Port Elizabeth and 
Temple Menorah in 
Pretoria are held. A third 
Johannesburg synagogue, 
Temple Emanuel, opens 
its doors.

1955
The East London 
Progressive Jewish 
Congregation joins the 
Movement.

1957
Rabbi Walter Blumenthal 
is the first South African 
Reform Rabbi to be 
ordained. He returns 
to South Africa in July 
to minister to the 
congregation in which he 
had grown up. 

Saying goodbye 
Farewell events for Rabbi 
Weiler take place towards 
the end of the year. 
Many individuals and 
organisations, including 
the MC Weiler School, 
pay tribute to him for his 
years of service.

1959
Professor AZ Idelsohn’s 
daughter, Ms S Bobrow, 
dedicates the Abraham 
Zvi and Zilla Idelsohn 
Memorial Jewish Music 
Library at Temple Israel.

1960
The Salisbury Progressive 
Jewish Congregation is 
established in Rhodesia.

1961
Generous donation
oscar and Ruby Caplan, 
founder members of 
Temple Israel, donate 20 
acres of land to the UPJC 
for a campsite that could 
benefit members as well 
as the underprivileged. 
Construction starts. It is 
named Camp Caplan.

1956
Cape Town opens its 
second shul, also known 
as Temple Israel, in 
Wynberg. Beth Am 
synagogue also opens, 
but merges with Temple 
Emanuel in 1962. 
The Bulawayo Jewish 
Reform Congregation is 
established, but merges 
with the orthodox in 
1977.

Rabbi Weiler’s surprise
The community is 
shocked when Rabbi 
Weiler announces his 
intention to make Aliyah. 
He gives more than a 
year’s notice in order 
to find a successor; 
however, no-one suitable 
is found.

1958
Rabbi Weiler and his 
family make Aliyah 
The Weilers leave at the 
beginning of January.

1958
Rabbi Weiler returns 
briefly to run High Holy 
Day services and attend 
the United Progressive 
Jewish Congregation’s 
Silver Jubilee.

The Bloemfontein 
Progressive Jewish 
Congregation is 
established.
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1950 1951 1952 1953 1955 1956 1957 1958 1959 1960 1961 1962 1964 1965 1966 1967 1970

1962
Finally, in June, a successor 
to Rabbi Weiler is found. 
Rabbi Dr A opher arrives 
in August to fill the 
position of Chief Minister.

1964
Rabbi opher resigns after 
deciding to return to 
the US. In August, Rabbi 
Arthur Saul Super, a 
former orthodox reverend 
who was inducted as a 
Reform rabbi earlier in the 
year, is appointed Senior 
Rabbi of the congregation.

The Klerksdorp 
Progressive Jewish 
Congregation is 
established.

1965
Temple Bet El, 
an independent 
Progressive 
congregation, is 
established in 
Johannesburg. 
(amalgamated with 
Emanuel, 1979)

1966
Camp Caplan officially 
opens
An opening ceremony is 
held for the new campsite 
in the Magaliesburg 
Mountains, not far from 
Johannesburg.

1966
Wall of Remembrance
Of great significance to 
families whose loved 
ones were cremated or 
those who lost family 
during the Holocaust, 
was the establishment 
and dedication of the 
Wall of Remembrance at 
West Park Cemetery in 
September. The initiative 
is spearheaded by 
UPJC’s president, Lionel 
ostrofsky.

1967
Perpetual Lamp
Lionel ostrofsky and Les 
Miller hold the Memorial 
Book at the dedication 
ceremony of the kindling 
of the Perpetual Lamp at 
the Wall of Remembrance 
at West Park Cemetery in 
January.

A small property 
is purchased in 
Sandringham, 
Johannesburg. High Holy 
Day services are held in 
the house. Temple Sinai 
is officially opened the 
following February. 

1967
AIC’s Silver Jubilee
Alan Isaacs Camp 
celebrates its Silver Jubilee 
in August.

1967
AIC’s Silver Jubilee
Alan Isaacs Camp 
celebrates its Silver Jubilee 
in August.

Bat Mitzvah at camp
The first Alan Isaacs Camp 
Bat Mitzvah takes place 
during the AIC Silver 
Jubilee celebrations. Hilary 
Wainer reads her portion 
as her sister Doreen (now 
Devorah) and her mother, 
Betty, Rabbi Walter 
Blumenthal and her 
father, Izzy, look on.

1958
Una Weiler honoured
As a nursery school 
teacher and a mother of 
six, Una Weiler’s life was 
dedicated to children. on 
the eve of her departure, 
the parents of the 
children she taught at the 
Riviera Nursery School 
presented her with a 
scroll to thank her for her 
years of service to the 
school and their children.

Conference of Christians and 
Jews, Oxford, England (L-R): 
Alan Paton, Rabbi MC Weiler, 
Rabbi I Abrahams (Cape Town), 
WE Eaton and Gus Saron 
(SAJBD)

Cape Town’s Muslims and Jews 
pray together at our Wynberg 
synagogue
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1971 1972 1973 1975 1976 1981 1983 1990 1994 1995

1971
First Progressive 
rabbinic ordination in 
South Africa
Rev Richard Lampert, 
minister of Temple 
Emanuel, is ordained 
as a rabbi – the first 
ever ordination to be 
performed in Southern 
Africa. ordaining rabbis 
were Chief Minister Rabbi 
Dr AS Super, former Chief 
Minister, Rabbi Dr MC 
Weiler, and Rabbi Walter 
Blumenthal.

1971
In memoriam
A service takes place 
at Temple Israel that 
weekend, at which a 
special commemorative 
plaque is unveiled 
honouring Rabbi and 
Una Weiler’s son, Major 
Adam Weiler, who had 
given his life in defence 
of the State of Israel 
during the War of 
Attrition the year before.

Going north
Land is purchased 
in Morningside, 
Sandton, with a view to 
establishing a shul in the 
north.

1973
Major Gideon Weiler 
becomes the second of 
Rabbi and Una Weiler’s 
sons to die defending 
Israel, this time in the 
Yom Kippur War. The 
community mourns with 
the family.

1975
Rabbi Super retires and 
decides to make Aliyah. 
Rabbi Blumenthal pays 
tribute to him at a formal 
farewell service at Temple 
Israel, 18 years after 
doing the same for 
Rabbi Weiler.

National Youth 
Movement
There had been many 
local youth groups 
affiliated with the SA 
Union of Progressive 
Judaism almost since 
inception. The first 
unifying national youth 
group, Maginim South 
Africa, is formed and 
grows rapidly to become 
one of the strongest 
Progressive Zionist youth 
groups in the world. 
Weekly meetings are 
held; local mini-machanot 
(mini-camps) take place 
during the year and a 
national summer camp 
at a campsite in the Cape 
ends the year.

1976-77
The foundation stone 
ceremony takes place 
at Bet David in october. 
Jack Jankes, chairman 
of Temple David’s 
management committee, 
lays the stone. The 
following March, the 
consecration of the shul 
takes place with Rabbi 
Weiler present.

1981
The SAUPJ celebrates 
its Golden Jubilee and a 
conference is held. The list 
of distinguished visitors 
includes Rabbi Weiler, Rabbi 
Dick Hirsch, executive director 
of the WUPJ, and Rabbi 
Jerome Malino, president of 
the Central Conference of 
American Rabbis. The WUPJ’s publication, Ammi, 
dedicates an entire issue to the anniversary. 

Or Ami Award
Sybil Abro, national president of the SA Union of 
Temple Sisterhoods, accepts the “or Ami” Award 
at the biennial conference of the National 
Federation of Temple Sisterhoods in the USA on 
behalf of the United Sisterhood, which received 
the award for the second time, in recognition of 
its social and welfare work. 

1972
Temple David
In May, The first services are held 
at Temple David, Morningside. 
Rabbi Super formerly opens the 
synagogue in August. This brings 
the number of congregations 
throughout South Africa to 20, 
a good number for a Movement 
that is only 41 years old.

Making an impact
Rabbi Super attends the WUPJ 
conference in Geneva at which 
he makes the proposal that 
the World Union should be 
affiliated with the World Zionist 
organisation. This move ends 
decades of ambivalence towards 
Zionism by the international 
Reform Movement. 
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1983
Temple Israel bombed
on August 6, the ANC’s 
armed wing, Umkhonto 
we Sizwe (MK), plants 
a bomb outside the 
synagogue in an 
attempt to prevent 
President Marais Viljoen 
from attending the 
UPJC’s 50th anniversary. 
No one is injured, 
but the building is 
badly damaged by the 
explosion. The service 
is moved to Temple 
Emanuel and the State 
President attends the 
celebration.

1994
Spiritual leder
Bennie Stalson becomes 
the official spiritual 
leader of Temple Israel 
for the next 16 years. 
He conducts all Shabbat 
and Pesach services. 
However, he wants to 
bring a taste of the wider 
Progressive Jewish world 
to the congregants on 
High Holy Days. oscar 
and Ruby Caplan agree to 
finance an international 
rabbi through the Camp 
Caplan Trust. This attracts 
a larger congregation to 
the shul. 

1990
The New South Africa
Democracy brings many 
changes to Hillbrow. 
Businesses move out 
of the inner city to the 
suburbs, as do residents, 
many of whom are 
Jewish. The Jews who 
remain in Hillbrow are 
mostly the elderly and the 
disadvantaged.

1983 (7 August)
A special service is held in 
the damaged temple, at 
which representatives of 
all Jewish organisations 
are present. Chief 
orthodox rabbi, Rabbi 
Casper, stands outside in 
support, but will not enter 
the shul.

1995
MaAfrika Tikkun
MaAfrika Tikkun 
(now Afrika Tikkun) 
is established as a 
foundation to empower 
communities to uplift 
themselves. The 
organisation chooses 
Temple Israel as the 
partner for the first 
inner city project. This 
comprises a nursery 
school for children in 
the surrounding area as 
well as skills workshops 
for the community of 
Hillbrow and assistance 
for the street children.

The Ark and Sifrei Torah were 
miraculously untouched. 
Appropriately, the inscription 
on the Ark curtain from Isaiah 
40:8 reads: “But the word of 
our God stands forever!”

Rabbi Weiler, who was in 
South Africa for the Golden 
Jubilee, stands in the shul 
after the bomb blast.

1983
UPJC Golden Jubilee
The United Progressive 
Jewish Congregation of 
Johannesburg celebrates 
its Golden Jubilee. The 
year stars with a special 
tribute to the Sisterhood, 
which celebrates its 70th 
anniversary in January, 
moves on to the 50th 
AGM of the UPJC, and 
ends in August with 
the official festivities, 
attended by State 
President Marais Viljoen.

Welcoming leaders of the 
WUPJ Mission to SA: (L-R): 
Victor Brasch, Honorary Life 
Vice President, WUPJ, and 
founding member of Temple 
Israel; Mr G Daniel, President, 
WUPJ; Ms Daniel; Jack Jankes, 
newly-elected President of 
the SAUPJ; Ms Hirsch and 
Rabbi Dick Hirsch, Executive 
Director, WUPJ
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T I M E L I N E

2000 2005 2006 2007 2008 2011 2012 2014 2016

2000
A legend mourned
Rabbi MC Weiler dies 
in Jerusalem during 
Channukah. He is 
mourned internationally, 
but especially by the two 
communities he served 
his entire adult life – 
South Africa and Israel.

2005
Wall of Remembrance 
re-dedication
In May, after months of 
renovations to the site 
under the auspices of the 
Gauteng branch of the 
SAUPJ, and with the help 
of the Chevra Kadisha and 
Hawley’s Stonemasons, 
the memorial wall is re-
dedicated. 

2007
SAUPJ rebrands itself
The SAUPJ launches its 
new logo and marketing 
material, as well as its 
new website. over the 
next few years, many 
of the SAUPJ affiliates 
and synagogues take 
on the basis of the 
new logo as their own, 
connecting them directly 
to the umbrella body and 
moving towards a more 
cohesive movement.

2006
SA Rabbinic ordination 
a world first
Rabbi Malcolm Matitiani 
from Temple Israel 
Cape Town is one of 
three rabbis ordained in 
Germany for the first time 
since the Shoah. 

Seven decades of 
Temple Israel
Temple Israel celebrates 
its 70th anniversary. 
Rabbi Charles Wallach 
conducts the Friday 
evening service in 
honour of Benny Stalson. 
Keynote speaker at the 
Shabbat morning service 
is former Chief Justice 
Arthur Chaskalson. other 
guest speakers include 
Israeli Ambassador Ilan 
Baruch, Dr Jocelyn Hellig 
from the SA Jewish Board 
of Deputies and Rabbi 
Awraham Soetendorp 
from the Netherlands. 
A magazine, Tribute to 
Temple Israel, is produced 
to mark the occasion. 

2012-2016
Lael Bethlehem takes 
over as spiritual leader 
conducting services over 
the High Holy Days and 
festival and Shabbat 
services. When Lael is not 
available, services are led 
by Rabbi Adrian Schell 
or Rabbi Julia Margolis, 
both from Bet David in 
Sandton, or by lay leaders 
from the congregation. 
Services take place in the 
small shul on the left of 
the foyer.

2008
New spiritual leaders
Professor David Bilchitz 
conducts all High Holy 
Day, festival and Shabbat 
services. He also serves 
as the spiritual leader 
assisting with funerals, 
weddings and B’nei/B’not 
Mitzvah.

2011
Benny Stalson dies. The 
entire community mourns 
the man who served 
Temple Israel and the 
Progressive Movement 
loyally and with devotion 
for 70 years.

2014
Temple Israel Heritage 
Centre
The Temple Israel 
Heritage Centre and 
exhibition (phase 1) 
are launched at the 
event to celebrate 
Temple Israel’s 80th 
anniversary. Advocate 
Thuli Madonsela, Public 
Protector, is the keynote 
speaker. Ambassador 
Arthur Lenk, Israeli 
Ambassador to South 
Africa, and Johannesburg 
Mayor Parks Tau are 
guest speakers.

2014
Heritage site
Temple Israel gains 
status as a Johannesburg 
Heritage Site and a blue 
plaque is unveiled.

The renovated Wall of 
Remembrance
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During his 10-year tenure 
as leader of the SAUPJ, 
Steve managed to bring the 

Movement together, ensured we 
participated in the wider Jewish 
community, and connected us 
with World Union and it’s affiliates 
internationally.

Steve represented the SAUPJ on 
the SA Board of Deputies and SA 
Zionist Federation, ensuring the 
Progressive community participated 
in national Jewish events such as 
Yom HaShoah, Yom HaZikaron and 
Yom Ha’atzmaut.

Now honorary life president 
of the SAUPJ, he worked to find 
full-time rabbis from overseas, 
facilitating the process for them 
and various lay leaders to become 
marriage officers. There were four 
rabbinic ordinations during his time 
as chair, three of whom are South 
African-born, and all of whom 
are still serving the South African 
community.

Steve connected the rest of the 
world to South Africa by bringing 
rabbis to South Africa during a 

period where we had few full-
time rabbis, and leaders from 
the international Progressive 
Movement. He was an elected 
member of the Executive Board of 
the WUPJ and attended meetings 
and conferences internationally.

When the South African law 
changed to accept same-sex 
marriages, Steve led the drive 
to align the movement with this 
momentous decision, and worked 
with the local rabbis to change 
Minhag South Africa accordingly.

But most relevant to us was his 

support for Temple Israel over 
the years. Steve gave Reeva and 
the management committee the 
support and encouragement they 
needed to ensure that the Mother 
synagogue of our Movement 
commanded the respect and 
support it deserves. 

Steve, his wife Rahle, and son 
Dean, never missed attending 
a Rosh Hashana service, and 
participated in many of our 
traditional Shabbat Shuva dinners.

We’d like to say Kol HaKavod to 
Steve, and thanks. 

Global players
Steve Lurie, chairman of the SAUPJ from 2004 until 2014, played a major role in securing 
the South African Progressive Movement’s place on the global map. 

H I S T o R Y

I, Deputy Director, RF Witte, 
Regional Commander, would 
like to take this opportunity to 

congratulate Temple Israel on its 
80th anniversary. We, as JMPD, 
have assisted Chairperson Ms 
Reeva Forman all these years 
with events that took place at the 
Temple Israel. 

JMPD would just like to thank 
everybody involved in this 
event for thinking about us, and 
especially for recognising our 
Metro Police Officers, who have 
always assisted Ms Reeva Forman. 
JMPD will always be humble 
towards our community and 
Temple Israel. 

We are committed to serving 
the community and are always 
there to assist where we can. We 
thank Ms Reeva Forman for the 
invitation to join in celebrating 
Temple Israel’s 80th anniversary 
and we hope that Temple Israel 
will grow stronger each day and 
will continue to touch lives for 
years to come. 

May the love and warmth be felt 
in each member that is present, 
and may we always remember 
this special celebration day of 
Temple Israel, where we all joined 
together as one big family. 

JMPD thanks everyone once 
again. May we all grow stronger 

and believe nothing is impossible 
with the help of the Almighty Lord 
our God. 

Regards
Deputy Director RF Witte
operations, Region F1
Johannesburg Metropolitan  
Police Department

Congratulations from the JMPD
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TRIBUTE TO TEMPLE ISRAEL 
FROM THE BERGMAN FAMILY

It is a privilege for us to send a message to celebrate the 
80th anniversary of Temple Israel – a beacon in the history 

of South African Jewry and an iconic institution of worldwide 
Progressive Judaism. 

 
When it was founded, Temple Israel became the precursor 

for a new form of Jewish practice in South Africa – 
meaningful, relevant, questioning, compassionate and 

engaging with the broader community. 

Progressive Judaism sought to bring Jews into Judaism 
rather than to exclude them. It spoke out and acted against 
injustice. And in today’s changed circumstances, it continues 

to reach out and help those in need.  
 

This was the Judaism in which we were fortunate to grow 
up, that we seek to practice today and that we pass on to 

succeeding generations, now spread across four continents. 

Leslie Bergman, London Stanley Bergman, New York

 



over the past 13 years, the City of Johannesburg 
has acknowledged over 100 special buildings 
and sites that commemorate the rich history of 

Joburg. The city’s prominent blue plaques with their 
distinctive branding have been placed on these sites to 
recognise their place in our history.

Two of these blue plaques adorn the walls of two of 
the Progressive Movement’s oldest sites – Temple Israel 
and the MC Weiler School in Alexandra, one of the 
Movement’s most successful Tikkun Olam endeavours 
started by Rabbi MC Weiler and the Temple’s 
Sisterhood in 1945.

“More than mere signboards, blue plaques stand 
out as badges of honour, and as marks of recognition 
conferred by the city,” said Mayor Mpho Parks Tau, of 
the City of Johannesburg, in 2013 in a booklet marking 
the placing of close to 120 City of Johannesburg 
heritage plaques across the city.

According to Eric Itzkin, deputy director of 
Immovable Heritage in the Department of Arts, Culture 
and Heritage, a blue plaque is a powerful way to 
commemorate significant places and spaces. 

“It is an invitation for people to discover more about a 
site and its history, and it helps to educate communities 
and play a role in preserving significant sites for future 
generations.

“Temple Israel was designed in the Art Deco style 
which was popular in the 1930s, as rendered by 
the prominent architectural practice of Kallenbach, 
Kennedy and Furner,” said Itzkin.

In terms of the National Heritage Resources Act, 
1999, Temple Israel is ‘a site of cultural significance’ for 
various reasons.
• Its strong or special association with a particular 

community or cultural group for social, cultural or 
spiritual reasons.

• Its strong or special association with the life or work 
of a person, group or organisation of importance in 
the history of South Africa.

• Its possession of uncommon, rare or endangered 
aspects of South Africa’s cultural heritage.

• Its potential to yield information that will contribute 
to an understanding of South Africa’s cultural 
heritage.
Without the support of Eric Itzkin, whose parents 

were married at Temple Israel, the synagogue would 
not have received its heritage status. He gave the 
keynote speech at the ceremony to unveil the blue 
plaque. Flo Bird, an active campaigner for preserving 
old Johannesburg and a leading personality at the 

Johannesburg Heritage Foundation, was also a special 
guest and participated in the event. Lael Bethlehem, 
former head of the Johannesburg Development Agency 
and a lay leader at Temple Israel, led the service 
preceding the unveiling.

The wording on Temple Israel’s blue plaque reads:
“The first Reform synagogue in South Africa, Temple Israel, 
opened in 1936 under the leadership of Rabbi M.C. Weiler. 
An Art Deco temple designed by architects Kallenbach, 
Kennedy and Furner, the building also houses the archives 
of Progressive Judaism. Equality between men and women 
was promoted, and in 1949 the sisterhood at Temple Israel 
founded the M.C. Weiler School in Alexandra, to counter 
the inferior ‘Bantu Education’ offered by the apartheid 
state.”

The wording on MC Weiler School’s blue plaque 
reads:
“Alexandra Heritage Site, MC Weiler Primary School. 
Named in honour of Rabbi Moses Weiler, the MC Weiler 
Primary School was started in a small house before it was 
built on these premises by the United Sisterhood in 1949. 
It was an independent school until it was forced to become 
a government school after the Bantu Education Act was 
passed in 1953. Having begun with 36 learners, it became 
the largest primary school in Alex.”

As Temple Israel has been declared a Heritage Site 
by the City of Johannesburg, the building is now a 
protected site. It is the only synagogue left in the inner 
city that has been recognised in this way. Temple 
Israel, the Mother synagogue of the Progressive Jewish 
Movement in South Africa, is here to stay! 

Solidifying our history
By Darryl Egnal

Temple Israel Hillbrow, the Mother synagogue of the Progressive Jewish community in 
South Africa, was named a heritage site in November 2014 and presented with a blue 
plaque from the City of Johannesburg.

T E M P L E  I S R A E L  H E R I T A G E  S I T E

L-R: Eric Hzkin, Rabbi Sa’ar Shaked, Reeva Forman, Flo Bird, Rabbi 
Julia Margolis, Rabbi Robert Jacobs and Lael Bethlehem.
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Reeva is committed to keeping the Mother 
synagogue open for all Jews in Hillbrow and the 
surrounding areas. This is the priority in terms of 

her goals to keep Temple Israel alive.
Her long struggle to have Temple Israel recognised 

by the Johannesburg Heritage Foundation finally 
resulted in the blue plaque being unveiled in 2014. This 
was a major step towards the plan for the envisioned 
Heritage Centre. 

The launch of the Temple Israel Heritage Centre, with 
its innovative exhibition, coincides with Temple Israel’s 
80th anniversary celebrations on July 9, 2016. Reeva 
gets excited when she speaks of this day.

“This is the culmination of years of talking and 
planning and coming up with ideas for the future,” she 
said. “Having Advocate Thuli Madonsela, the public 
protector, as our keynote speaker at the event, is not 
only an honour, but it also confirms that we are on the 
right track. She has set a wonderful example of the role 
justice plays in our lives, in our country and in the lives 
of all its citizens.

“of course, Temple Israel’s purpose as a synagogue is 
to support its members, hold regular Shabbat services, 
and celebrate the Jewish holidays with them. Now, in 
addition, we can contribute to the Jewish obligation 
of ‘being a light unto the nations’ in this magnificent 
Mitzvah* synagogue.

“The main goal of the Heritage Centre is to have 
a place where all faiths, races and nationalities can 
come together to fight prejudice in all its forms – be it 
religious, cultural or ethic intolerance. The synagogue is 
in the ideal position to do this, being on the doorstep of 
Hillbrow and the inner city. To achieve this, we hope to 
partner with organisations, religious and civic, working 
in this field,” Reeva said.

 “Temple Israel Heritage Centre, with a fascinating 
exhibition and message, will also be part of Jewish and 
non-Jewish tours of the city – for local, national and 
international visitors.”

Tenets of Judaism
“Justice, justice shall you pursue, so that you may live and 
inherit the land the Lord gave thee.” (Deuteronomy 16:20)

Reeva states this is her “raison ‘d’être for the Temple 
Israel Heritage Centre”. She believes that the Temple 
Israel community is a part of Hillbrow, “and being part 
of it means that we can understand more easily what 
the community needs. We fully believe in, and support, 
Hillbrow’s regeneration as well as the regeneration of 

the inner city. 
“We wish to play our part in returning Hillbrow to its 

former status as a vibrant suburb. We’re working with 
property developers, all inner city agencies and the city 
council to achieve this. If we succeed, we’ll be part of a 
fine Jewish contribution. There are many other Jewish 
and non-Jewish initiatives in Hillbrow, not only ours, 
and Hillbrow needs these and more.”

“You shall not oppress a stranger, for you know the heart 
of a stranger, seeing you were strangers in the land of 
Egypt.” (Exodus 23:9)

The belief that everyone without exception should be 
treated with justice and equality, irrespective of their 
status and personal circumstances, comes from our 
experience as slaves in Egypt. And this is something 
Reeva feels strongly about.

“Temple Israel falls in the category of a ‘Mitzvah 
synagogue’, reaching out to both Jew and non-Jew alike. 
This is a vital project not only to Temple Israel, but I 
believe to Progressive Judaism in South Africa,” she said.

“And this is where it all started. This is our Mother 
synagogue. It’s our history; our roots are here and we 
can’t ignore that... after all, what are we if we don’t 
know our history?”

On the shoulders of giants
By Darryl Egnal

Reeva Forman has a strong vision for the future of Temple Israel, and since the shul 
has now been declared a heritage site, she believes her vision can finally be realised. 
The Temple Israel Heritage Centre, an idea based on Tsedek (justice) and Tikkun Olam 
(repairing the world), is about to see the light, and support is growing.

T H E  F U T U R E  o F  T E M P L E  I S R A E L
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As a result of Temple 
Israel’s heritage status, 
the shul’s current chair, 

Reeva Forman, decided the 80th 
anniversary of Temple Israel was 
a great time to take advantage 
of this immense treasure and 
sought out options to display 
some of the Mother Synagogue’s 
rich archive and heritage. The 
exhibition idea was formed and 
Lauren Segal from The Trace 
Group was brought in to put the 
idea into practice. 

The exhibition was curated and 
designed by Lauren Segal and 
Jenna Burchell, both of whom 
have been responsible for many 
historical exhibitions of this kind.

“This dust-filled library is a 
curator’s dream,” said Lauren. 
“My colleague, Jenna Burchell, 
and I had less than a month to sift 
through the mounds of material 
and come up with an exhibition 
design, but it was worth it. We 
were helped in this endeavor by 
those who are entrenched in the 
history of Temple Israel – Reeva, 
Darryl Egnal and Irwin Manoim. 
Their assistance has been 

invaluable and we thank them.
“The exhibition that we created 

only scratches the surface of 
the stories that are to be told 
about the Progressive Jewish 
Movement in general, and 
Temple Israel more specifically. 
This initial exhibition focuses on 
the founding years of Temple, but 
there so many more riches lying 
in wait to be discovered and put 
on display,” she said. 

“It is my sincere hope that the 
launch exhibition becomes a 
‘teaser’ for further installations 

at the Temple Israel Heritage 
Centre. It is only through 
revealing the archives and 
telling these stories that people 
can begin to understand the 
significance of this inner city 
religious house of worship.”

If you’re interested in finding 
out more about The Trace 
Group, please contact Lauren 
Segal on 082 554 0747, email 
laurensegal3@gmail.com or  
visit the website: www.
tracegroup.co.za. 

WALL 1: TITLES  / FOUNDING & EARLY YEARS OF TEMPLE ISRAEL
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1750mm“There were a few men and women, an interest in a new ‘modern’ type of Judaism, 
a determination to develop and grow an idea, a belief and a community … and the 
foundations were laid.”

The Progressive Jewish movement traces its roots to the Age of Enlightenment in the 18th 

century. The movement grew in South Africa (SA) when Eastern Europeans migrated to 

the country in the 1930s, fleeing the pogroms in their homelands. 

Professor Abraham Zvi Idelsohn, a professor of Jewish music at Hebrew Union College 

in America, is instrumental to the story. On a visit to his family in Johannesburg in 

September 1929, he gave talks on music as well as on the principles and procedures of 

Progressive Judaism.

He urged his brother, Jerry, to initiate a Progressive Jewish community in Johannesburg 

and invited Jerry on a trip through Europe to visit Progressive synagogues. Jerry was 

inspired by a number of prominent Progressive leaders and Rabbis, including the 

Honourable Lily Montagu, a driving force of the World Union for Progressive Judaism. 

On his return to SA, Jerry formed a committee to start a Progressive Shul. He conducted 

services in private homes during 1930 and arranged public lectures, gave talks on the radio 

and wrote articles on Progressive Judaism in the press.

In June 1931, Jerry became the honorary secretary of the Jewish Religious Union for 

Liberal Judaism. This new body launched a media campaign to attract members. At the 

urging of Lily Montagu, Jerry invited Moses Cyrus Weiler, a student at Hebrew Union 

College studying under Professor Idelsohn, to lead the initiative. Rabbi Weiler arrived in 

Johannesburg in 1933. 

Rabbi Weiler’s insight and vision, together with the efforts of the Union, led to the 

formation of a Progressive congregation. The first service held by a Rabbi took place at the 

Freemasons’ Hall. Rabbi Weiler persuaded the committee that certain principles must be 

adhered to, the most important being complete equality between men and women, and the 

practice of unassigned seats. “There must never be any vestige of differentiation between 

a rich man and a poor man.” 

Rabbi Weiler’s pioneering activities and the committee’s visionary ideals led to a flourishing 

community and the Progressive Jewish movement grew exponentially.

Soon after his arrival, Rabbi Weiler set up a committee to build a temple for the Progressive 

congregation, the first in SA. By the end of 1933, the committee had found suitable land 

in Parktown and hired the architect, Herman Kallenbach (with partners Kennedy and 

Furner), a lifelong associate of Mahatma Gandhi. Kallenbach designed a grand building 

with gardens and ponds. The December 28, 1933 edition of The Star reported that:

“This achievement puts Reform Judaism in this city on a permanent basis, and undoubtedly 

makes it a force to be reckoned with in the affairs and progress of local Jewry.” 

But the property turned out to be zoned residential and changing the zoning required 

asking for any objections. Unexpected, ‘organised opposition’ arose. Given the sentiments 

of the time, anti-Semitism may have been a cause.

By the end of the 1934, a new site was purchased near to the tram terminus in Hillbrow. 

Kallenbach designed the soaring, fortress-like exterior in the Art Deco style of the time. 

Wood panelling and parquet floors greeted visitors in the foyer. Inside the synagogue 

itself, Kallenbach designed a striking bimah (altar), with twin gold columns and menorahs 

going up the wall. He also designed three-sided gallery around the main seating area, 

accommodating not only women, as in an Orthodox shul, but both sexes. 

Today, Temple Israel bears the prestigious Heritage Site Plaque from the City of Johannesburg.

THE FOUNDING & EARLY YEARS OF TEMPLE ISRAEL

The Building of the ‘Mother Synagogue’

TEMPLE ISRAEL 
HERITAGE CENTRE

“I joined Temple Israel in 1994. At that stage, the Progressive Movement wanted to sell the 
synagogue as the area was already becoming a ‘difficult downtown’ area. For me, Temple 
Israel is in the perfect position for any religious house of worship. Where better than being 
on the door step of those in need? 

Temple Israel came to be a ‘mitzvah synagogue’.  In other words, a synagogue that does the 
work that G-d instructed of us – to be of service to both those Jews in the area and equally 
important, to the non-Jews that are in need.

Irrespective of the size of the congregation, keeping religious holidays and weekly services 
are crucial and always will be. In Jewish ethics, ‘If you save one life, you save the world’. It 
is very rewarding to see the pleasure on the faces of those who attend Shabbat morning 
services and form part of a caring Jewish community.
 
Besides, this is the ‘Mother Synagogue’ of the Progressive Jewish Movement. Its history and 
its roots are here and this is vital to preserve. Tikkun Olam, the effort to repair the world, 
is in our very DNA. From the start, our founding rabbi, Rabbi Weiler, together with the 
women of Temple Israel, established the MC Weiler School in Alexandra which provided 
excellent education for black students when the government refused to do so.
 

Today, the two imperatives – to be of service to both the Jewish and non-Jewish community 
– continue to guide us and are even more relevant now than ever before. The Temple Israel 
Heritage Centre opens its doors on our 80th anniversary. We will focus on one of the 
eternal religious obligations of Judaism – ‘Justice, justice, shall thou pursue’. Together with 
interfaith and civic groups, we will fight all forms of racial hatred and intolerance. This 
will be a meeting place for different cultures and religions, to dialogue and understand 
‘the other’. I invite you to join us on this journey and fulfil the vision for which we were 
established 80 years ago.

This founding exhibition is a mere taste of the rich archive and Judaica that the Temple 
Israel Heritage Centre has to offer the City of Johannesburg, South Africa and the world. It 
will be expanded and updated in the months and years to come.

We hope you find this exhibition as interesting and informative as we did in putting it 
together for you.”

Reeva Forman, Chair of Temple Israel, 1994 to the present

A History of Progressive Judaism in South AfricaMessage from the Chair

Coronation Hall, first service held for 
Temple Israel, 1953. 

©Henry Jacobs

Hermann Kallenbach was born in Eastern Prussia and trained 
as an architect in Germany. He was attracted to Johannesburg in 
1896 because of the opportunities that opened up for capable 
young professionals after the discovery of gold. He was one of 
the first Jewish architects in South Africa. Before long, he was 
running a flourishing practice.   

When Kallenbach first met Gandhi in 1904, Kallenbach was a 
prosperous and successful sybarite, a lover of wealth and luxury. 
He soon fell under Gandhi’s influence, resolving to change his 
life in the ways that the young Indian attorney was changing his. 
Around this time, Gandhi vowed to reject unnecessary 
luxuries and adopt a life of simplicity, and encouraged his 
friend to follow suit.      

Together, they experimented with simple living and Kallenbach 
became one of the staunchest supporters of the Satyagraha 
movement. He left South Africa to go to India with Gandhi in 
1914, but when he arrived in the UK after the first leg of his journey, 
he was detained due to his German citizenship and interred on the 
Isle of Man for the duration of World War 1. He returned to 
Johannesburg after the war. Kallenbach proceeded to design 
many structures around the city, including theatres, hotels 
and apartment buildings as well as many places of worship.

HERMAN KALLENBACH

Please note that we have used the terms Progressive Jewish Movement for purposes of consistency throughout the exhibit. The 
Progressive Jewish Movement is also sometimes referred to as the ‘Liberal’ or ‘Reform’ Movement as evident in the publications and 
letters on display. SAPJU refers to South African Progressive Jewish Union.

T H E  F U T U R E  o F  T E M P L E  I S R A E L

Temple Israel founding exhibition launched 
The library located on the second floor of Temple Israel is a treasure trove of ancient 
and recent texts, photographs, pamphlets and press cuttings reflecting the history of 
the Progressive Jewish Movement in South Africa and Temple Israel, as well as other 
Progressive shuls that were established across the country. There is also an impressive 
archive of Jewish liturgical music, both in the form of written scores and old recordings.

Commitment to the Mother synagogue
Reeva joined Temple Israel in 1992 and was asked to 
take over as chairman of Temple Israel’s management 
committee two years later. She has held the position 
for the past 22 years. 

“At the time, there were many more members than 
we have now,” she said, “but it still had that warm, 
caring Jewish family ethos. I was part of a synagogue 
that meant a great deal to those who had been there 
for many years prior to my joining. But I felt they 
needed me as much as I needed them.”

The feeling of history created by a synagogue built in 
the late 30s also proved to be an attraction. In addition, 
the pre-school for disadvantaged black children who 

lived in our area, run by Afrika Tikkun, to me meant that 
we, as a Jewish community, were reaching out to those 
who needed that extra educational input.”

“I believe in the validity of serving the few, no matter 
how few; in the true Jewish tradition, ‘If you save one 
life, you save the world’,” Reeva said. 

Reeva is a member of the National Executive of the SA 
Jewish Board of Deputies and an Honorary Life Vice 
President of the SA Zionist Federation.

** The literal meaning of Mitzvah is ‘commandment’, but 
we are ‘commanded’ to do good deeds, so in this context, 
Mitzvah can be termed ‘good deeds’. 
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T S E D E K ,  T S E D E K  T I R D o F  /  T I K K U N  o L A M

Every Jew learns the key aspects of Judaism from 
two fundamental ideas: Tsedek, tsedek tirdof 
(Justice, justice shall you pursue) and Tikkun Olam 

(Repairing the world through acts of loving kindness 
and charity). It’s no surprise then than the Hebrew 
words for justice (tsedek) and charity (tsedakah) have the 
same root – and it’s no coincidence that Temple Israel 
in founded on these beliefs! 

When the Jews settled in the Promised Land, they 
were instructed to appoint judges and officials in every 
village or town in which they settled in order to create 
systems of law to govern the land. And they had to 
make sure that the judges were above reproach and 
were able to judge others fairly in order to succeed in 
developing a just and righteous community.

According to Rabbi Joel oseran, VP Emeritus, 
International Development for the WUPJ, the Jewish 
imperative to pursue justice is rooted in the very 
essence of our relationship with God. 

“As God is just (remember Abraham’s challenge to 
God in Genesis 18:25 – “Shall not the Judge of all the 
earth deal justly?), so must we human beings strive to 
deal justly. We realize Tzelem Elohim, our Divine image 
at creation when we emulate God’s attributes. Justice is 
Godliness and as we strive to pursue justice, we bring 
Godliness into the world.”

Justice is not merely an abstention of unlawful 
misconduct. It is about actively taking responsibility for 
one’s actions, participating in deeds of loving kindness, 
caring for those in the community less fortunate than 
you, and learning to give to others. And these are ways 
for us to “emulate God’s attributes” and perfect our 
world.

“Speak up for those who are silent, for therights 
of the unfortunate. Speak out; judge justly; 
champion the poor and the needy.”  
Proverbs: 31:8-9

The pursuit of justice and charity
By Darryl Egnal

Reeva Forman has a strong vision for the future of Temple Israel, and since the shul 
has now been declared a heritage site, she believes her vision can finally be realised. 
The Temple Israel Heritage Centre, an idea based on Tsedek (justice) and Tikkun Olam 
(repairing the world), is about to see the light, and support is growing.

Tsedek, tsedek tirdof
“You shall appoint magistrates and officials for your tribes, in all the [villages and towns] that the Eternal your 
God is giving you, and they shall govern the people with justice. You shall not judge unfairly: you shall show no 
partiality; you shall not take bribes, for bribes blind the eyes of the discerning and upset the plea of the just. 
Justice, justice shall you pursue, that you may thrive and occupy the land that the Eternal your God is giving you.” 
(Deuteronomy 16:18-20)
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Foundation of Judaism
In a report of the activities of the South African Jewish 
Religious Union for Liberal Judaism to the annual 
conference of the World Union for Progressive Judaism 
held in London from July 6-10, 1934, oscar Caplan 
(z”l), a founding member of Progressive Judaism in 
South Africa, stated: “We feel that, no matter what our 
convictions be in politics, one thing stands out clearly… 
that all our work, be it Jewish or non-Jewish, must be 
based on spirituality and tolerance towards other ideas 
and people who differ from us,” he said. 

“This, to our mind, is the sine qua non of 
Liberal Judaism, the inculcation of spirituality, 
broadmindedness and tolerance into the very fibre of 
the individual Jew and the Jewish community. Thus, 
Liberal Judaism has a message not only for those who 
believe in it, but for the whole Jewish community – even 
for the non-Jewish population,” he said. 

Caplan’s statements were reiterated in the section on 
“Ethics and Religion” in the Guiding Principles of Reform 
Judaism written by Rabbi Weiler and his committee in 
the 1930s.

“In Judaism, religion and morality blend into an 
indissoluble unity. Seeking God means to strive after 
holiness, righteousness and goodness. To love God is 
also to love one’s fellowmen. Judaism emphasises the 
kinship of the human race, the sanctity and worth of 
human personality and the right of the individual to life, 
to freedom and to the pursuit of his chosen vocation. 
Justice to all, irrespective of race, sect or class, is the 
inalienable right and the inescapable obligation of all. 
The State and organised governments exist in order to 
further these ends.”

Ambassador Arthur Lenk, Israel’s Ambassador to 
South Africa and a lawyer, emphasised this sentiment. 
“I can’t imagine there’s a Jew to whom this topic isn’t 
close to his heart, certainly if you’ve studied law, or 
practiced law for a lot of years.

“The idea of the rule of law and the centrality of that, 
to us as a people, as Jews, and for Israel as a State, is 
at the very, very heart of who we are and what we do. 
This doesn’t mean we get it right every time, nobody 
does, but like in South Africa, the Supreme Court, its 
rulings and the way it deals with public life are at the 
very centre of our democracy. Without tsedek, tsedek 
tirdof, without the rule of law, we’re nothing, we don’t 
exist,” he said.

Taking “justice” a step further
To this day, the SA Progressive Movement is committed 
to the tenets of justice and charity, and the SAUPJ-
affiliated organisation, the South African Center for 
Religious Equality and Diversity (SACRED), is proof of 
this commitment.

“We started SACRED in pursuit of religious equality 
and diversity,” said Rabbi Robert A Jacobs, former rabbi 
of Bet David. “It, too, represents both the pursuit of 
justice for Progressive Judaism in South Africa and, 
equally important, its goal is to ameliorate social 
injustice for all in South Africa. Justice, Justice... for 

ourselves and for all humanity.”
As chairman of SACRED, Rabbi Julia Margolis 

believes that as Progressive Jews, we are committed to 
challenging unfair discrimination wherever it occurs. 
“one of the greatest Rabbis of the last century, Rabbi 
Heschel, taught that not only do we need to respect 
or follow justice; we need to pursue it actively. The 
repetition of the word ‘justice’ shows how strong this 
value is in our tradition,” she said. 

“Some say that by repeating the word Tzedek, Moses 
underscores the importance of pursuing justice as a 
means of community survival,” said Rabbi Adrian Schell 
of Bet David. “others argue that the term is repeated 
to convey the idea that the pursuit of justice is not only 
the responsibility of government, of judges within the 
society, but also an imperative for each individual.

“This may have been what Rabbi Acha meant 
when he quoted Rabbi Tanchum, who said: ‘Though 
a person may be a scholar of Torah and a teacher 
of greater renown, careful in observing all the ritual 
commandments, if such a person is able to protest 
wrongdoing, but neglects to do so, he is to be 
considered cursed.’ or in the words of Rabbi Chijah: ‘If 
a person is neither a scholar, nor a teacher, nor known 
for observing all the ritual commandments, but stays 
up to protest against evil, such a person is called a 
blessing,’” said Schell.

Repairing the world 
Included in the Guiding Principles of Reform Judaism is a 
section on social justice, which states: “Judaism seeks 
to establish a just society by applying its teachings to 
the economic order, to industry and commerce, and to 
national and international affairs.

“Judaism aims at the elimination of man-made misery 
and sufferings, of poverty and degradation, of tyranny 
and slavery, of prejudice, ill-will and war. It directs 
the hearts of men to the promotion of harmonious 
relations between struggling classes on the basis of 
equity and justice, to the safeguarding of childhood, 
and to the creation of conditions under which human 
personality may flourish. 

“It champions the cause of the labouring man and 
of his right to an adequate standard of living, which is 
prior to the rights of property. It calls for a social order, 
which will protect men against the material disabilities 
of old age, sickness and unemployment.

“Judaism abhors all violence. It relies upon moral 
education, love and sympathy to secure human 
progress. It regards justice as the foundation of the 
well-being of nations and the condition of universal 
peace. Judaism, therefore, calls for a united world 
organisation and international action for collective 
security, disarmament and peace.”

Tikkun olam in action
The ideal of tikkun olam is found in the Mishnah, the 
body of classical rabbinic teachings. It has become 
like a commandment for people to behave and 
act constructively in ways that benefit society and 
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individuals. Tikkun Olam has come to represent social 
action and the pursuit of social justice. All of these 
tenets and practises are the foundation on which Rabbi 
Moses Cyrus Weiler built the Progressive Movement in 
South Africa.

Almost as soon as he arrived in the country, Rabbi 
Weiler encouraged the women of the congregation to 
form an organisation, a Sisterhood, to put his ideas 
into practice. He realised the important role that 
women could play in the movement, and he believed 
they would find creative and innovative ways to work 
for the movement and the community at large. The 
Sisterhood’s achievements over the decades are many. 
The women – and men – who volunteered their time, 
energy, skills and generosity have made enormous 
strides in the various communities in which they work, 
from the MC Weiler School in Alexandra to the Mitzvah 
School at Bet David in Sandton, and all the other 
remarkable projects on which they embarked – and 
continue to this day.

Rabbi MC Weiler’s enduring contribution
Joseph Kuttner, Jewish journalist, assistant editor of a 
leading South African Sunday newspaper and friend of 
Rabbi Weiler’s, summed up Weiler’s spirit in a tribute to 
him before he made Aliyah to Israel. It was published as 
part of a longer article in The Progressive Jew in 1958.

“[Rabbi Weiler] has never believed that Judaism was 
an abstract idea. on the contrary, he has sought with 
every fibre of his being to make Judaism a vital, living 
force in South Africa – both in the community and in 
the community’s relations with the general population 
as a whole.

“‘The mission of Israel,’ as he emphasised to a 
theological conference he attended in Cincinnati 
in 1950, ‘is to implement the ideals of our faith by 
supporting every positive and progressive endeavour 
to establish social justice in co-operation with all men 
of goodwill, and to promote within the congregation 
of Israel, projects of social justice and social service 
among the despised and rejected, regardless of race, 
colour or creed’.

“That reassertion of the Biblical essence of Judaism, 
and the positive steps he has taken to give practical 
expression, here, in South Africa, to the lofty moral 
ideals enunciated in it has been his significant 
contribution to the deepening of the Jewish content of 
the whole community’s life.

“In the work he has inspired for Native education, 
his identification with all who have fought bigotry and 
prejudice, his activities on behalf of the underprivileged, 
and the medical and welfare work undertaken at his 
inspiration among non-Europeans and non-Jews, he 
has blazed a new trail for the translation of ethical 
Judaism into practical terms in South Africa.”

Personal impressions
“We are familiar with the summons of Tsedek, tsedek 
tirdof to aspire to such a high calling, but how can this 
be accomplished?” asks Rabbi Paul Feinberg, Associate 

Dean Emeritus and Associate Adjunct Professor of 
Education Emeritus at HUC-JIR. 

“Numerous commentators have added to our 
understanding; here, with Hassidic nuances*, we can 
interpose our own views, which hopefully will lead 
beyond pure cognitive enrichment. 

“The rabbi from Lublin once said to the holy Rabbi 
Shimon from Jarosolow: ‘You desire to live a long life: 
humble yourself before each and every Tzadik. Thus 
Torah has said: “Tzedek, tzedek shall you pursue.’

“In other words, seek out those who model such 
Torah teaching, demonstrating righteous behavior… 
meriting long life. I was blessed to know and learn 
directly from one such teacher, the late Rabbi MC 
Weiler,” remembers Rabbi Feinberg. 

According to Rabbi Charles Wallach, who served 
the Progressive community in South Africa for 
many years, Rabbi Weiler would end every 
service, after intoning oseh Shalom (the Prayer 
for Peace), with the words: “May God give peace 
to all regardless of colour or creed.”

Leaving his mark
Rabbi Weiler’s ideas for the SA Progressive Movement 
didn’t end when he left the country. As the Movement 
and the congregations grew, more and more successful 
tikkun olam projects were developed and thousands 
of disadvantaged people, young and old, have received 
support and assistance in various forms over the years. 

In a 1990 Sisterhood report, Leslie Bergman, 
chairman of the SAUPJ from 1988 to 1990, was quoted, 
saying: “The Reform community has a two-fold role 
to play. Firstly, we must ensure that we provide 
the framework for meaningful Jewish existence for 
our members within the broader interpretation of 
Progressive Judaism. 

“Secondly, because that broad interpretation in a 
universalistic one, it means that we must reach out to 
the larger community that surrounds us. In the huge 
ocean of disadvantage and deprivation, the Progressive 
Movement’s contribution is, certainly, a mere drop. But 
in the words of Pirkeh Avot (Ethics of the Fathers): ‘It is 
not thy duty to complete the work, but neither art thy 
free to desist from it.’”

And Temple Israel is certainly not desisting from 
it. The shul was founded on these basic principles of 
Judaism, and everything Rabbi Weiler, his management 
committee and the Sisterhood did from inception 
happened as a result of Tsedek and Tsedakah. This, too, 
is the basis on which the Temple Israel Heritage Centre 
was built, and on the journey ahead, it will fulfil the 
vision of our founding fathers and mothers.

(*Rabbi Bunam of Peshishkha, Gems of Torah [Hebrew] 
p110, Ed: Aaron Yaakov Greenberg, Yavneh, 1995) 
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SACRED provides a Progressive 
Jewish voice on relevant 
social, moral, ethical and 

religious issues in South Africa. It 
endeavours to counteract religious 
discrimination in all its forms, 
advance freedom of religion, and 
promote fundamental rights and 
freedoms. And it does this through 
advocacy, activism, scholarly 
contributions to public discourse, 
and public interest litigation. 

SACRED was founded on 
September 1, 2011, by members 
of the South African Union for 
Progressive Judaism (SAUPJ), and 
is affiliated to this organisation. 
However, it is intended as a 
resource and support, an advocate 
and co-ordinator for all progressive 

ideas, ideals and values for all 
South Africans. 

SACRED holds regular interfaith 
and inter-nation dialogues, 
which are always interesting and 
stimulating, and the events have 
been highly successful.

Torah commands: “Do not stand 
idly by the blood of your brother.” 
our commitment through SACRED 
is to act for brothers, for sisters, 
for women and children, for sexual 
minorities and for all the vulnerable 
of our society. 

Fighting for human rights
Rabbi Julia Margolis, Chairman, SACRED

The South African Centre for Religious Equality and Diversity (SACRED) was set up to fight 
against discrimination in all its forms and to advance fundamental rights.

Contact SACRED
Rabbi Julia Margolis
T: +27 76 673 0750
E: rabbijuliamargolis@gmail.com

Seen at a recent inter-nation event 
between Israel and Germany (L-R): 
Ambassador Walter Linder from Germany, 
Rabbi Julia Margolis and Ambassador 
Arthur Lenk from Israel. Photo: Konrad-
Adenauer-Stiftung

P R o G R E S S I V E  o R G A N I S A T I o N S  I N  S o U T H  A F R I C A

Photographer Jono David has taken the most magnificent photos of Temple Israel and all the 
Progressive synogogues in South Africa. If you’d like to see the rest of his photographs, you can 
visit his website: HaChayim HaYehudim Jewish Photo Library – www.jewishphotolibrary.com
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“Sisterhood means service” was the motto adopted by 
the women who became known as the Sisterhood of 
Johannesburg Jewish Reform. This first Sisterhood was 
formed on 30 August 1933 and its motto was carried 
over to all other Sisterhoods that followed.

When Temple Israel was built in Hillbrow, the 
synagogue established its own Temple Sisterhood in 
1936. As the years went on and more synagogues were 
established, Sisterhoods were started at all the temples 
in South Africa and what was then southern Rhodesia. 
The Sisterhoods in the then Transvaal fell under the 
umbrella of the United Sisterhood (formerly Sisterhood 
of Johannesburg Jewish Reform).

In 1951, Ethel Smith, a founding member, attended 
a convention of the National Federation of Temple 
Sisterhoods (NFTS) in Cleveland, ohio, and this 
provided the inspiration for the formation of a 
national body, the Southern African Union of Temple 
Sisterhoods (now known as WPJ), in April 1952. At 
the very first conference, held at Temple (now Bet) 
Menorah in Pretoria, Ethel Smith was not only  
elected president, but also honorary life president  
of the SAUTS.

Biennial conferences were held in all the major 
centres in South Africa as well as in Bulawayo. In 1954, 
the SAUTS gained full representation on the SAUPJ 
administrative bodies, and in 1955, became an affiliated 
member of the Union of Jewish Women of South Africa.

The first Sisterhood Sabbath was organised nationally 
in 1959 and since then, this Sabbath has been 
celebrated each year on the first Shabbat in March.

Caring for the underprivileged 
Sisterhoods in Gauteng, Pretoria, Durban and Cape 
Town administer feeding schemes which care for the 
underprivileged; they assist students where possible, 
distribute grocery hampers for the various Chaggim, 
give care to the aged, teach life skills and visit the sick 
and institutionalised.

Fundraising is undertaken by all the Sisterhoods 
in order to finance their projects and these efforts 
take the form of book sales, jumble sales, Whiskey-
tasting evenings, food collections, the sale of Judaica, 
concerts and the like. With the exception of the 
United Sisterhood, which is a professional fundraising 
organisation, all Sisterhoods operate on a strictly 
voluntary basis.

Besides caring for those in our own country who 
need our help, the Sisterhoods in South Africa helped 
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Sisterhood means service
In his wisdom, Rabbi MC Weiler foresaw the important role that women could play in our 
movement. He encouraged the women who attended his services to form a Sisterhood 
where they would work for the movement and the community at large. Monica Solomon, 
former president of the South Africa Union of Temple Sisterhoods, now Women for 
Progressive Judaism (WPJ), gives a brief overview.

Mitzvah School Class of 2007

Women from the United Sisterhood in front of the mural of Rabbi 
Weiler pained on the wall at the MC Weiler School

Arnona Weiler visits the MC Weiler School
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those beyond our borders who had fallen on hard 
times. We provided more than 5000 Shabbat dinners 
for the Jews in Argentina; helped two school girls 
with transport and food for a year (also in Argentina); 
assisted women in the Ukraine establish Jewish homes 
with the provision of Judaica; and provided new 
clothing for children in Israel, who had been affected 
by the ongoing terror. The United Sisterhood also 
sent food to Zimbabwe and gave assistance to a soup 
kitchen in Jerusalem.

The SAUTS is a founder member of the Shalom 
Bayit project, which provides a safe-house for abused 
women. We are also represented on the board of 
Women for Reform Judaism, our parent body based 
in the United States; and have a seat on the governing 
body of the World Union for Progressive Judaism.

Courtesy: Tribute to Temple Israel, 70th anniversary 
magazine 
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“In 1953, the Nationalist-dominated Parliament 
passed the Bantu Education Act, which sought to 
put apartheid’s stamp on African education. The Act 
transferred control of African education from the 
Department of Education to the much loathed Native 
Affairs Department. Under the Act, African primary and 
secondary schools operated by church and mission 
bodies were given the choice of turning over their 
schools to the government or receiving gradually 
diminished subsidies; either the government took over 
education for Africans or there would be no education 
for Africans. African teachers were not permitted to 
criticize the government or any school authority. It 
was intellectual baasskap, a way of institutionalizing 
inferiority.

“Dr Hendrik Verwoerd, the minister of Bantu 
Education, explained that education ‘must train and 
teach people in accordance with their opportunities in 
life’. His meaning was that Africans did not and would 
not have any opportunities; therefore, why educate 
them? 

“‘There is no place for the Bantu in the European 
community above the level of certain forms of labour,’ 
he said. In short, Africans should be trained to be 
menial workers, to be in a position of perpetual 
subordination to the white man.

 “To the ANC, the Act was a deeply sinister measure 
designed to restart the progress of African culture 
as a whole and, if enacted, permanently set back 

the freedom struggle of the African people The 
mental outlook of all future generations of Africans 
was at stake. As Professor Matthews wrote at the 
time, ‘Education for ignorance and for inferiority in 
Verwoerd’s schools is worse than no education at all.’ 
“The Act and Verwoerd’s crude exposition of it aroused 
widespread indignation from both black and white. 
With the exception of the Dutch Reformed Church, 
which supported apartheid, and the Lutheran mission, 
all Christian churches opposed the new measure. 
But the unity of the opposition extended only to 
condemning the policy, not resisting it.

“The Anglicans, the most fearless and consistent 
critics of the new policy, were divided. Bishop Ambrose 
Reeves of Johannesburg took the extreme step of 
closing his schools, which had a total enrolment of 
10 000 children. But the archbishop of the church in 
South Africa, anxious to keep children off the streets, 
handed over the rest of the schools to the government.

“Despite their protests, all the other churches did 
the same with the exception of the Roman Catholics, 
the Seventh Day Adventists, and the United Jewish 
Reformed Congregation – who soldiered on without 
state aid. Even my own church, the Wesleyan, handed 
over their 200 000 African students to the government. 
If all the other churches had followed the example of 
those who resisted, the government would have been 
confronted with a stalemate that might have forced a 
compromise. Instead, the state marched over us.” 

Keeping the legacy alive
In his book, Long Walk to Freedom, Nelson Mandela wrote about the commitment of the 
United Jewish Reform Congregation to the MC Weiler School in Alexander, even when 
churches and other groups were pulling out of schools in the area.

MC Weiler School students with new tracksuits donated by the 
United Sisterhood, July 2007
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In 1945, Rabbi Moses Cyrus Weiler, while visiting 
Alexandra Township, noted the number of small 
children playing in the streets while their parents 

were at work. Realising the need for schooling for these 
children he, together with Rita Marx (then chairman of 
the United Sisterhood) and Una Weiler (wife of Rabbi 
Weiler), decided to find a suitable place to start a 
school.

Eventually, a small, dilapidated four-room house 
was found to rent. Una and Rita cleaned up the house, 
painted it throughout and brightened up the exterior 
window frames and doors with blue paint.

A young teacher, Hilda Phahle, was employed and 
her first pupils were 36 children taken off the streets. 
She recalled smearing dung on the floors to keep the 
dust down and cooking meals for the children she had 
gathered off the streets.

The school was named Jabulani meaning “place of 
happiness”. The enthusiasm and encouragement of 
Rita and Una, together with Ethel Smith and Selma 
Gottlieb, contributed much in the first years of the 
school’s existence.

The Sisterhood continued to hold cake sales, jumble 
sales, bridge drives and more to raise funds for 
the school. A dentist’s chair and dental equipment 
were donated to the school and a dentist, Dr Sergay, 
attended to the dental needs of the children on a 
voluntary and regular basis. Rabbi Weiler did much 
during these years to help raise funds for the school.

Four years after the founding of the school, rapid 
growth called for new premises. A plot of ground 
was bought and a small school with four classrooms 
was built by the United Sisterhood. Under Hilda’s 
supervision, the number of scholars had grown to 110 
and there were two teachers at the school.

On 2 January 1949, the school was officially opened 
by the Mayor of Johannesburg, SP Lee, and was 
renamed the MC Weiler School in honour of Rabbi 
Weiler.

By 1954, there were 266 pupils housed in 14 
classrooms. Extra rooms were rented all over Alexandra 
and classes were held in old church halls, cottages and 
abandoned shops. Hilda spent a good deal of time and 
much shoe leather supervising her scattered domain.

Government take-over of all black education
In 1953, the Bantu Education Board took over all black 

education in South Africa. With the exception of the 
Roman Catholics, the Seventh Day Adventists and 
the United Progressive Jewish Congregation, all other 
church and religious bodies either handed over their 
schools or closed them. The few who resisted soldiered 
on without state aid. (See excerpt from Long Walk to 
Freedom on previous page.)

In 1955, the Bantu Education Board of the ruling 
white apartheid government forcefully took over ALL 
black education in South Africa.

Sadly, the MC Weiler School became a ‘government’ 
school. However, the upkeep of the land and buildings 
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Tikkun Olam
A legacy of which to be proud
Rabbi Moses Cyrus Weiler’s legacy lives on in the MC Weiler School in Alexandra, a 
township on the outskirts of Sandton, north of Johannesburg. The school celebrated 
its 60th anniversary in 2015 and this historical account was put together by the United 
Sisterhood in honour of Rabbi Weiler and of this auspicious occasion.

Top: The opening of the MC Weiler School was covered in many of 
South Africa’s newspapers
Above: Rabbi Weiler with children from the MC Weiler School when 
he visited in 1995
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still had to be financed and serviced by the United 
Sisterhood. It was also necessary for the Sisterhood to 
subsidise the salaries of the teachers for many years. 
Although the Sisterhood’s jurisdiction over the school 
changed, its commitment never wavered. In fact, the 
Sisterhood resented this take-over.

Continued support
It is a well known fact that ‘black government schools’ 
were provided with very little other than school 
premises, an enforced syllabus and meagre staff 
salaries. Teacher qualifications were of no importance 
and anyone with a Std 6 certificate (eight years 
schooling) was eligible for employment at black 
schools.

The Sisterhood women recognised the need for a 
healthy, safe and uplifting school environment and 
channelled their energies and funds into providing 
needy children with food and clothing, and to seeing 
that classrooms were maintained and painted. As many 
teaching aids as possible were provided, and the library 
was stocked with suitable books.

During the following years, it became more and more 
difficult for the Sisterhood women to provide services 
at the school, but they continued their sponsorship by 
feeding the children and supporting the staff and pupils 
on an ongoing basis.

In November 1956, when the final bond repayment 
on the school was made, the event was celebrated with 
a party at the school and each of the 370 children was 
presented with a new school shirt. Even though the 
school had forcefully become a ‘government school’, 
the United Sisterhood still owned the school buildings 
and the land on which the school was built.

Farewell to Rabbi MC and Una Weiler
Before the Weilers left South Africa on 1 January 1958, 
they visited the school to say goodbye to the 650 
children. At a moving ceremony, these underprivileged 
children handed Rabbi Weiler £40, which they had 
collected for him. Deeply touched, Rabbi Weiler 
acknowledged this wonderful gesture and then handed 
the money back to the children as a gift.

Despite the fact that the Sisterhood had to give up 
the official administration of the school, the buildings 
were leased to the government and the income was 
used to sponsor the feeding scheme, clothing scheme, 
library, end-of-year parties and prize-giving.

The new library opened in 1960 and the function 
was attended by many, including the then Mayoress of 
Johannesburg, Mrs Dave Marais.

The 16th birthday of the school was celebrated at 
the end of 1961. on this occasion, the soccer team was 
fitted out with new soccer shorts and sufficient fabric 
for new school dresses for the girls was supplied by the 
Sisterhood.

By 1963, the number of pupils had risen to 800 and 
there was a staff of 11 teachers, still under the diligent 
supervision of Hilda Phahle. Although the school was 
now administered by the Bantu Education Department, 

the Sisterhood continued to supplement the teacher’s 
salaries. Jerry Idelson, one of the founding members 
of the Progressive Jewish Movement in South Africa, 
spent many hours teaching the children new songs and 
training the choir. It was Jerry who composed the music 
for the MC Weiler School song, with the words written 
by Hilda. This song is still sung by the children today.

Adam and Gideon Weiler Scholarship
When Rabbi Weiler’s son, Major Adam Weiler, died 
defending Israel, the United Sisterhood decided to 
establish a scholarship in his honour. This scholarship 
was awarded to the top pupil leaving the MC Weiler 
School to continue with higher education. The first 
recipient to receive a seven-year scholarship was 
Ezekiel Cebekhulu.

In 1983, the United Sisterhood changed the name 
of the scholarship fund to include the name of Major 
Gideon Weiler in order to honour Rabbi Weiler’s second 
son to die in defence of Israel.

Feeding Scheme
“You cannot educate a hungry child” has always been 
the motto of the United Sisterhood, and since 1945, 
the Feeding Scheme at the school has always been a 
priority. The Feeding Scheme has now been running for 
60 years [now 71] with very few interruptions despite 
many difficulties.

During the years when permits were required by 
white people to enter black residential areas, these 
permits were sometimes denied, and at other times, 
the unrest and violence made it too dangerous for our 
volunteers to enter the township. Despite all these 
problems, the United Sisterhood never abandoned the 
Feeding Scheme or the school, often at great personal 
danger to the volunteers.

Thousands passed through the school
In 1996, many shacks in the area were demolished 
and the learners allocated to different schools. This 
initially caused a fall in the number of learners, but this 
has now risen again. In 1996, the school catered for 
learners from Grade 1 to Grade 4 and about 890 were 
educated. In 2004, three extra classes were added, and 
over 1000 learners are now taught from Grade R to 
Grade 6.

In November 2005, at the 60th anniversary 
celebrations, a new kitchen was opened. Not only 
would this be used for the hygienic preparation of food, 
but it would also operate as a ‘teaching centre’ to give 
women of the township the necessary skills to earn a 
living by baking.

The United Sisterhood continues to nourish the 
seeds planted by Rabbi Weiler, his wife, Una, and Rita 
Marx. And the Rabbi’s legacy will live on in the hearts 
and minds of all whose lives were touched by this 
remarkable man.

Courtesy: Tribute to Temple Israel, 70th anniversary 
magazine 
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WPJ-SA, previously known as the South African 
Union of Temple Sisterhoods, has a variety of 
projects that it supports. It helps Jewish and 

other disadvantaged communities to step out of their 
poor situations through education, feeding schemes, 
clothing drives and more. Each affiliate organisation 
focuses on specific community projects and also 
caters for Shabbat, festival and other events at the 
synagogues. 

Looking back over the years, it is wonderful to see 
all the incredible work carried out by our individual 
committees. When I attended my first conference in 
Durban in 2010, I was amazed to meet up with amazing 
women from all over the country, all of whom had one 
goal in mind – Tikkun Olam! These women inspired and 
motivated me to get involved, and the past six years for 
me have been so uplifting.

Support and services offered to our affiliates
The umbrella organisation tries to support as many of 
the projects as possible, both financially as well as with 
moral support. The aim of the umbrella organisation 
is to see that each committee runs smoothly and to 
help with problems wherever possible. It also tries to 
unite all the committees and to share projects and 
information. 
 
Name change
The main focus of our conference held in June 2012 
was on changing the name from SAUTS to WPJ-SA. 
Although we’ve always been part of the international 
organisation, Women for Reform Judaism (WRJ), we felt 
it was important to keep our name closely aligned with 
theirs.

Even though the name of the organisation has 
“women” in its title, the organization itself is non-gender 
specific and we have many men coming to meetings and 
participating in all our projects and activities. We are an 
egalitarian organisation and accept anyone who wishes 
to volunteer his or her help and support to our cause.

While the umbrella body calls itself WPJ, it doesn’t 
insist that the affiliate members follow suit. Each 
committee was able to choose its own name. Some 
changed to names like Kehilla in order to remain non-
gender-specific, while others, for the purpose of NGO 
numbers as well as the fact that they are well-known 
as “Sisterhood” within their greater communities, have 
stayed with the name they’ve always used. But they are 
all still affiliated to WPJ-SA.

Inspiring women
I would like to pay tribute to the following past and 
present executive committee members of the WPJ-
SA, who have inspired, guided and supported all of 
us. These women include: Bucka Jankes and Bertha 
Sherman, both honorary life presidents; Cynthia 
Duchen (z”l), Paddy Meskin, Helga Sandak-Lewin, 
Monica Solomon and Carol Standfield (all past 
presidents); Phina Hoberman (honorary life vice 
president) and Marilyn Trujillo (honorary secretary). I 
would also like to thank all chairs and members of the 
committees for all the support received over the past 
six years.

On behalf of the executive and members of WPJ-SA, I would 
like to wish Reeva Forman, the executive committee and 
members of Temple Israel, a hearty Mazaltov on reaching 
this milestone. May you grow from strength to strength. 

T S E D E K ,  T S E D E K  T I R D o F  /  T I K K U N  o L A M

Contact WPJ-SA
Giddy Lief, national president
Cell: +27 82 443 0898
Email: rhostan@telkomsa.net
Marilyn Trujillo, secretary
Cell: +27 82 960 7713
Address: Po Box 95366, Waterkloof, 0145

Changing the world
Giddy Lief: National President, WPJ-SA      

Tikkun Olam is the reason for the existence of Women for Progressive Judaism in South 
Africa (WPJ-SA). This humanity-driven organisation aims to make a difference in society, 
both within the Jewish community, greater community and Israel. 
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Reeva Forman joined Temple 
Israel in 1992, at a time when 
it seemed it may close its 

doors. Like most inner city houses 
of worship the congregation 
had dwindled, as people moved 
increasingly into the suburbs.

“But there is no finer place for 
any house of worship than to be 
on the doorstep of poverty and 
disadvantage,” Reeva passionately 
declares, “because what is the 
purpose of religion unless it is to 
help the other – to welcome the 
stranger and help the poor, the 
widowed and the orphaned.”

Throughout the 80s, Reeva had 
been running a management 
course for all South Africans to 
empower financial and personal 
success in the face of apartheid 
discrimination. Because of her work 
in this field, she was approached by 
Herby Rosenberg, Rabbi Cyril Harris 
and Bertie Lubner, both of blessed 
memory, to join them as a founding 
member of Afrika Tikkun.

Reeva offered the use of Temple 
Israel and its surrounding buildings 
for the inner city project that Afrika 
Tikkun was establishing. At that 
time, Afrika Tikkun was operating  
in the peri-urban rural area of 
orange Farm. 

Outreach programmes
Afrika Tikkun took over the 
existing nursery school at Temple 
Israel aimed at black children 
from the area, and upgraded and 
expanded it. The organisation also 
carried out skills development 
programmes, like dressmaking 
and literacy training. These 
programmes laid the foundation 
for its Cradle-to-Career model of 
youth development and poverty 
alleviation, wherein the young are 
supported to be everything they 
can be from early childhood until 

the time they are placed in jobs. At 
the time, this inner city project was 
seen as revolutionary because of its 
focus on empowering the homeless 
and jobless people of Hillbrow. 

When Madiba began to support 
Afrika Tikkun and this project in 
particular, “it was incredible”, Reeva 
said. Hundreds of homeless and 
jobless Hillbrow residents were 
given opportunities to engage with 
leaders from the corporate world 
and government, and find the 
keys to transform their personal 
situations.

Reeva recalls Albertina Sisulu 
walking down the street with her, 
hand-in-hand at the launch of the 
project. She said: “Reeva, I dreamed 
of this day, when I, together with 
a white woman, would walk down 
the street to help the previously 
disadvantaged and poor. Ma-Afrika 
Tikkun has made my dream come 
true.”

Moving on to new spaces
It was a most exciting time of her 
life, as she tells it. But as Afrika 
Tikkun’s success grew, the space 
at Temple Israel grew too small. 
When it was offered the Children’s 

Memorial Hospital premises in 
Braampark, the organisation moved 
out of Temple Israel. Today, Afrika 
Tikkun continues to carry out its 
Cradle-to-Career programmes  
and to serve the people of the  
inner city at the Uthando Centre  
in Braampark.

Reeva believes those 10 years 
added to her vision of the Temple 
Israel Heritage Center, which 
is being launched at the 80th 
anniversary celebration. 

We, at Afrika Tikkun will always 
cherish the memories of our time 
there, and wish to congratulate 
Temple Israel on reaching such a 
milestone event. 

Nursery school graduation at Afrika Tikkun

No finer place
Remembering Afrika Tikkun’s 10 years at Temple Israel
In celebration of this momentous occasion of the 80th anniversary of Temple Israel,  
Afrika Tikkun takes a moment to remember those early heady days with one of its 
founding board members and chairman of Temple Israel, Reeva Forman. 

T S E D E K ,  T S E D E K  T I R D o F  /  T I K K U N  o L A M

L-R: Former Mayor Amos Masondo, Albertina Sisulu (z”l), Reeva Forman, Chief Rabbi Cyril 
Harris (z”l), Ann Harris and Bertie Lubner (z”l) seen at an Afrika Tikkun nursery school 
event at Temple Israel
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Benny Stalson (z”l) achieved 
so much over the seven 
decades during which 

he was active in Progressive 
Judaism, and he can be proud of 
his successes, but if he was alive 
today, he would probably talk of 
what everyone else had done, 
and wouldn’t take any of the 
credit himself. 

Involved in Temple Israel 
almost from the beginning, Benny 
Stalson joined the synagogue 
in the early 40s, and played an 
active role in its growth and 
development.

As executive director of the 
United Progressive Jewish 
Congregation of Johannesburg, 
he was instrumental in setting the 
foundations for other synagogues around the country. 
But he has a special place in his heart for the Mother 
synagogue, Temple Israel – a love that was practically 
expressed by the fact that he was a regular lay reader 
of the shul for longer than any rabbi. He died in 2011  
at age 93.

Talking to Benny
In an interview with Benny for the 70th anniversary 
magazine, Benny spoke of how he was approached by 
Rabbi MC Weiler in the early 40s to join Temple Israel as 
a Hebrew teacher for the school. It was a life-changing 
decision, as he was studying to become  
a lawyer at the time.

Besides this, he was an orthodox Jew and said he 
“had no time for this new Progressive Judaism. My 
mother however, changed my mind. She told me they 
were also Jews, and followed the Torah. She told me to 
‘go and see them’. Rabbi Weiler sold me on the idea, 
and I took the job teaching Hebrew. Later, they put me 
in charge of the school,” he said.

According to Rabbi Weiler (z”l), Benny was a young 
member of the Boksburg orthodox community and 
he had been influenced, along with so many South 
Africans, to believe that Progressive Judaism was 
wrong.

But as Benny got more and more involved in the 
shul and the school, and discovered more about 
Progressive Judaism, he grew to love it. When he took 

over, the school had about 11 pupils. By the end of 
the year, there were more than 100 pupils, so more 
teachers had to be employed. Benny was soon involved 
in Temple Israel’s management committee and the 
United Progressive Jewish Congregation (the body 
representing all the Gauteng synagogues at the time), 
and within a few years, he was running it.

Honorary leader
Benny has, to all intents and purposes, done much 
of the work of a rabbi in the Progressive Jewish 
community. At one stage, for a period of about 15 
years, Benny did not spend one single service during 

T R I B U T E

Tribute to a dedicated leader
By Darryl Egnal

Few can claim to have committed their lives to Progressive Judaism in the way Benny Stalson 
can. He devoted almost his entire adult life to Temple Israel and worked tirelessly to develop 
the Progressive Movement. He was conducting services, teaching Hebrew and Judaism, and 
helping youngsters prepare for their B’nei Mitzvah – until he was in his early 90s.

Benny and May being blessed by Rabbi Charles Wallach on his 
90th birthday

Lynn, May, Benny and Robyn Stalson at Benny’s 90th birthday

Caricature by  
Bob Connolly
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the High Holy Days at his own shul 
because he travelled all over the country 
taking services where there was no one 
else qualified to do so.

Temple Israel hasn’t had a full-time 
Rabbi since December 1993. Benny 
took over as lay reader and “acting 
Reverend”, a role he filled for more than 
15 years. At one time, he was even given 
the title of “Honorary Reverend”. He led 
services, gave sermons, and conducted 
all lifecycle events, including weddings 
(he was a marriage officer), funerals and 
tombstone unveilings. 

 
Family simchas
Benny recalled his desire to experience 
all his family simchas at Temple Israel.

“May and I were married there in 
1956, even though May’s family wanted 
us to get married in Salisbury, Rhodesia 
(now Harare in Zimbabwe). I was 
executive director of the Johannesburg 
Movement, a teacher and lay reader 
at Temple Israel, and I really wanted to 
have my wedding ceremony in my shul, 
conducted by Rabbi Weiler. So they 
eventually agreed.

“Both my daughters, Lynn and Robyn, 
grew up and had their B’not Mitzvah 
at Temple Israel,” he said. “They even 
went on to do their B’not Torah and 
B’not Emunah, something which seldom 
happens anymore,” he said.

May Stalson – who not only was a 
pillar of strength to Benny, but also 
contributed to the school and the shul 
in her own right – she worked as a part-
time secretary until a few years ago. 
May passed away a little over a year 
ago. She, too, was interviewed for the 
70th anniversary magazine.

“After we got married, I started 
helping out with the administration,” she 
said. “Later, I got involved in teaching 
at the Religion School while continuing 
my administrative duties, and I’ve been 
there for 50 years now.” 

A lifetime of service
Benny founded, managed and became 
the principal of several Hebrew schools 
in Johannesburg. He taught countless 
children their Bar and Bat Mitzvah 
portions, and kept Progressive Jewish 
education on track. He was one of the 
founders of the Alan Isaacs Camp in 
Margate; the Montagu Country Club 
in Morningside; Camp Caplan in the 
Magaliesberg; a youth movement called 

T R I B U T E

Mazaltov to Temple Israel’s 
management committee and  
congregants on reaching this  

milestone event. Your commitment  
and dedication to Temple Israel  

and the community are exemplary.

Leonard Singer

Temple Guild, which later became 
Maginim and then eventually 
Netzer; and the Transvaal 
Interclub Goodwill Association, 
which he hoped would encourage 
Jewish country clubs to co-
operate in the staging of plays 
and oratory competitions.

The impact Benny had on 
generations of Progressive 
Jewish families over the 70 or 
so years he was involved was 
immeasurable. He and May were 
actively involved in servicing 
Temple Israel’s community and 
keeping the shul alive until they 
were no longer able to do so. 

Keeping the doors open
If it wasn’t for Reeva Forman, 
the chairman of Temple Israel, 
Benny and May Stalson, and 
oscar and Ruby Caplan, the 
Mother synagogue would have 

been closed down and sold off 
many years ago. Instead it has 
been recognised as a heritage 
site by the Johannesburg Heritage 
Foundation.

“As our spiritual leader, ‘Rabbi’ 
Benny inspired in me and the 
congregation an amazing love 
of our Jewish religion, traditions 
and pride in our Progressive 
religious egalitarian and universal 
approach,” said Forman. Benny 
held this position for 15 years 
until he became too ill to 
continue. His dedication and 
commitment to Temple Israel 
and the Jewish religion laid the 
strong foundation on which the 
very existence of Temple Israel 
is based. Even though we have 
wonderful lay leaders and visiting 
rabbis today, things are just not 
the same without him, and May, 
of course,” she said. 
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Since Adv Madonsela took office in October 2009, 
the Public Protector, as a constitutional institution, 
has tackled tough questions and has received 

unprecedented national and international recognition, 
which has included her being recognised by Time 
magazine as one of the world’s most influential people 
in 2014.

In october this year, she will receive the German 
Africa Prize Award 2016 from the German Africa 
Foundation in Berlin, Germany. When the award was 
announced, Adv Madonsela’s response was humble 
and filled with gratitude, but her acknowledgement was 
for her team, not for her personally.

“As the Public Protector team, we do not seek any 
recognition or awards, but we are encouraged when 
other people appreciate what we are doing,” she said. 
“We do our work in pursuit of our constitutional duty to 
support and strengthen constitutional democracy, and 
all of it guided by our desire to ensure that our country 
continues to pursue the rule of law.”

The award was established to promote and facilitate 
dialogue between the business, economic and political 
sector of both countries and is supported by the 
German Ministry of Foreign Affairs. It is bestowed on 
Africans that demonstrate exceptional commitment 

towards promoting peace, rule of law, democracy, 
human rights and culture on the African continent.

one of the drafters of South Africa’s post-apartheid 
Constitution, Adv Madonsela forfeited a Harvard 
scholarship to focus on her constitution drafting role 
as one of the technical advisers that worked with 
the Constitutional Assembly in drafting the current 
Constitution.

She is co-architect of Justice Vision 2000, the National 
Action Plan on the Promotion and Protection of Human 
Rights, Promotion of Equality and Prevention of Unfair 
Discrimination Act, Employment Equity Act, Local 
Government Transition Act. She has contributed to 
several other laws enacted to transform the SA legal 
system since 1994. 

At the time of appointment as Public Protector, Adv 
Madonsela was the only full-time commissioner in 
the South African Law Reform Commission where, 
in addition to managing the Commission’s entire 
programme, she served as the project leader for 
specific projects such as the Statutory Law Revision 
Project, whose focus was constitutional alignment and 
updating legislation; and the Commission’s project on 
the review of the Interpretation Act. 

She is also a co-architect of several policies, including 
the policy framework that formed the basis of the 
Ministry for Women, Children and Persons with 
Disability. She has held various senior positions in 
government and civil society.

An advocate of the High Court of South Africa, 
human rights and constitutional lawyer, seasoned 
administrative investigator, equality expert and policy 
specialist with over two and a half decades of post-
legal qualification experience, Madonsela holds three 
post-graduate degrees: an LLB (Wits 1990), LLD Honoris 
Causa (Fort Hare, 2014) and two LLD Honoris Causa 
(Stellenbosch and UCT, 2015). 

Her postgraduate studies include partial LLM studies 
and legal courses mainly in the area of Equality, 
Constitutional Analysis, Administrative Justice, Legal 
Drafting and Public Administration. She is also trained 
in Administrative Investigation Techniques, including 
Forensic Investigations, Strategic Planning, Scenario 
Planning, Project Management, Mediation and 
Negotiations. 

She is a sought-after keynote speaker on 
constitutionalism, corruption, ethics, leadership and the 
role of the Public Protector, and we are honoured to 
have her as our keynote speaker at Temple Israel’s 80th 
anniversary. 

K E Y N o T E  S P E A K E R  A T  T E M P L E  I S R A E L ’ S  8 0 T H

Pursuing the rule of law
Advocate Thulisile (Thuli) Nomkhosi Madonsela is the Public Protector of South Africa, a 
position she has occupied for more nearly seven years. The third Public Protector and 
first woman to occupy the position, Adv Madonsela was appointed by President Zuma 
following a unanimous vote by all parties represented in Parliament. 
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G U E S T  S P E A K E R S

Ambassador Lenk, who has 
an LLM (Master of Laws) 
in International Law, has 

worked for the Israeli government 
within the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs for many years. He was born 
in New Jersey in the United States. 
In 1983, at age 19, he immigrated to 
Israel and the following year, joined 
the Israel Defense Forces where he 
served as a medic. He then went on 
to study Law at Hebrew University 
in Jerusalem. He and his wife, Ruth, 
have three daughters: Margalit (18), 
Ilana (17) and Aiden (13).

“My last job before I came to 
South Africa was as director of the 
Department of International Law in 
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs,” said 
Amb Lenk. “I’ve been involved in the 
law for many, many years.”

Speaking of Temple Israel 

and Reeva Forman, he said: “I 
admire the challenge that Reeva 
has taken on to keep breathing 
life into Temple Israel despite 
the communal changes and the 
vicissitudes of Jewish life in the city.

“Reeva has worked hard to make 
sure this happens and it’s a great 
honour for all of us to witness. She’s 
willing to swim upstream. And that’s 
something you want that matches 
with tsedek, tsedek tirdof*.

“I would like to salute Reeva for 
her commitment – specifically to 
Temple Israel and being the spirit 
that keeps it alive, to the liberal 
community in South Africa, and  
also to the State of Israel. Kol 
haKavod*.” 

* Justice, justice shall you pursue
* All respect (loosely translated)

Mayor Parks Tau defines a 
liveable city as “a place that 
creates opportunities for 

everybody who wants to access 
the city, its cultural, social and 
economic amenities. It’s a city that 
is accessible from a transportation 
point of view, but also a city that 
you can interact with – the ability to 
get into the street, be a part of the 
city and interact with the people,” 
he said.

Tau’s vision for an equitable and 
liveable Johannesburg, which is in 
line with the Joburg 2040 Growth 
and Development Strategy (2040 
GDS), is exemplified by the city’s 
“Corridors of Freedom” programme. 

 “Black people in the main 
continue to live far from their 
workplaces and have to travel long 
distances to reach places of work, 
schools, and leisure. ‘Corridors of 

Freedom’ looks to remove these 
boundaries to link jobs to people 
and people to jobs,” said Tau.

Since taking office, Tau has 
focused on developmental local 
government, which is designed to 
unlock opportunities to empower 
Johannesburg citizens – especially 
the youth – to lead sustainable lives. 
This is through entrepreneurship 
initiatives and partnerships 
between the city and its people to 
create jobs, while improving service 
delivery and realising the goal of 
minimising food insecurity. 

Programmes such as the 
Corridors of Freedom, Blue Economy, 
Jozi@Work and Smart City are some 
of the key initiatives designed to 
aid this developmental government 
approach.

“our investment of R100 billion 
over 10 years into strategic 

infrastructure and our food 
security programmes are just a 
few of the city’s initiatives to make 
Johannesburg a better city to live 
in,” he said.

Tau’s aim is to do everything in 
his power to place the city among 
the best in South Africa and across 
the globe. 

Crafted vision for Joburg
SA political activist, Mpho “Parks” Tau, is the second democratically-elected Executive 
Mayor for Johannesburg. 

Flying the Israeli flag in SA
Ambassador Arthur Lenk has been Israel’s Ambassador to South Africa since August 
2013. His post also includes Lesotho, Mauritius and Swaziland. 

Ambassador Arthur Lenk lighting memorial 
candles for those who died in the Shoah
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As the National representative 
body of all Progressive 
Jews, the SAUPJ protects 

Progressive Jewish interests 
throughout the South African 
community. It is affiliated to the 
World Union for Progressive 
Judaism (WUPJ), based in New York 
and Jerusalem.

The SAUPJ believes in full 
and equal inclusion of all Jews 
regardless of gender, sexual 
orientation, race or ethnicity. 
It is committed to promoting 
and strengthening Progressive 
Jewish youth activities and Jewish 
education, both among children 
and adults. 

In addition, the SAUPJ endeavours 
to provide financial assistance to 
prospective or actual rabbinical 
students, to Progressive 
Jews belonging to member 
congregations and associate 
bodies who wish to study and/
or train in religious, educational 
or administrative programmes, 
both locally or abroad, as well 
as to Progressive Jews to attend 
conferences, both locally or abroad.

Connecting to the extended 
Jewish community
The SAUPJ promotes and 
encourages liaison with all other 
Jewish organisations in South Africa 
for the advancement and security 
of the Jewish community. 

It plays an active role in 
making sure that news-breaking 
events of international and local 
importance in the Progressive 
Jewish community, as well as other 
newsworthy items, are reported in 
the South African Jewish media, and 
ensures that Progressive Jews are 
heard throughout South Africa.

South African congregations
Emigration of the Jews, mainly 

during the second half of the last 
century, has reduced the number 
of Jews substantially. In spite of this, 
there are still 10 active Progressive 
congregations spread over the 
major centres of the country.

our synagogues include Gauteng: 
Beit Emanuel, Parktown; Bet David, 
Sandton; Temple Israel, Hilbrow; 
and Bet Menorah, Pretoria, in; East 
Coast: Temple David, Durban, Bet 
Hillel, East London and Temple 
Israel, Port Elizabeth; and Western 
Cape: Temple Israel, Green Point; 
Temple Israel, Wynberg; and 
Temple Israel, West Coast. 

Member organisations
•	 The	South	African	Association	of	
Progressive	Rabbis	(SAAPR) is a 
national association that ensures 
consistent standards of religious 
practice. It embraces all rabbis 
serving congregations affiliated 
to the SAUPJ. There are currently 
seven Progressive rabbis, 
including the only female rabbi  
in South Africa.

•	 The	Women	of	Progressive	
Judaism	(WPJ)	aims to make a 
difference in society, both within 
the local Jewish community, the 
greater South African community 
and in Israel, through various 
Tikkun Olam programmes. 

•	 The	South	African	Centre	for	
Religious	Equality	and	Diversity	
(SACRED)	is an organisation 
that was set up to fight against 
discrimination in all its forms and 

to advance fundamental rights 
and mutual respect.

•	 The	South	African	Foundation	
for	Progressive	Judaism	(SAFPJ)	
processes donations and 
bequests and allocates funding to 
the SAUPJ and the congregations.

•	 Netzer	South	Africa	is a 
Progressive Zionist youth 
movement, which is part of the 
international youth movement, 
Netzer olami, based in Jerusalem.

•	 ARZENU	South	Africa	
stimulates Zionist interest and 
activities within the Progressive 
community, and furthers the 
interests of Progressive Judaism 
within the South African Zionist 
Federation.

The World Union reminds us that 
there is no greater testament to 
the vibrancy of Progressive Judaism 
today than the growth and re-
emergence of congregations and 
communities around the world. 
our leadership and members are 
proud to be playing our part in this 
historic renewal. 

“We believe in full and 
equal inclusion of all  
Jews regardless of gender, 
sexual orientation, race  
or ethnicity.” 

P R o G R E S S I V E  o R G A N I S A T I o N S  I N  S o U T H  A F R I C A

Strengthening Progressive Judaism
Alvin Kushner, National Chairman, SAUPJ 

The South African Union for Progressive Judaism’s mission is to promote Progressive 
Judaism in South Africa and espouse its traditions and practices while advocating  
Jewish values.

Alvin Kushner
Tel: +27 21 551 5465
Email: saupj@worldonline.co.za 
Web site: www.saupj.org.za
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Beit Emanuel, originally called Temple Emanuel, 
was founded in July 1954 on a run-down 
property on oxford Road in Parktown adjoining 

Brenthurst, the oppenheimer residence. The property 
had previously been used as an orthodox high school 
for boys.

The guiding figure in the founding of the synagogue 
was Victor Brasch, perhaps the most important lay-
leader of the Johannesburg Movement during its 
middle period. He named the synagogue after his 
father, Emanuel Brasch, the first person to be buried in 
a Progressive funeral in South Africa.

For the first 13 years, the old high school was used 
as the synagogue, but in 1967, on the Bar Mitzvah of 
the congregation, a magnificent new sanctuary was 
opened. It was designed by Harold Le Roith, one of 
Johannesburg’s leading architects and also a major 
figure in the Progressive Movement.

In the late 1960s, the M1 highway was built through 
Parktown, slicing off the top third of the Emanuel 
property. The upside of this was that a huge advertising 
billboard could be installed at the back fence 
overlooking the highway, which has proved a valuable 
source of income.

In the late 1980s, Temple Emanuel and its sister 
shul, Temple Shalom on Louis Botha Avenue – the two 
largest congregations in the country at the time – joined 
to form a single congregation called Imanu-Shalom. 
After a strong start under the charismatic Rabbi Adi 

Assabi, the partnership collapsed amid bitter disputes 
in the early 90s, leaving Temple Emanuel with fewer 
than 100 members. Thanks to a remarkable fight back 
by a dedicated committee of members, this number 
grew back to almost 1,000 over the next 10 years.

A participative community
Led by the dynamic, young, Israeli-born Rabbi Sa’ar 
Shaked, Beit Emanuel is an energetic and exciting 
community. our rabbi encourages participation, 
spontaneity and the unexpected. We have moved away 
from the formality of conventional Progressive Judaism 
and instead explore forms of prayer both ancient and 
modern that encourage participation, touch the heart 
and bring people together. 

ours is one of the most diverse Jewish communities 
in South Africa: Sephardis and Ashkenazis, white and 
black, homosexuals, Jews by Choice, South Africans, 
Europeans, Americans and Israelis, the elderly in 
wheelchairs, and toddlers in prams. Some families have 
been in the congregation for generations, some are 
“refugees” from orthodoxy, some are new members 
who have chosen to become Jews and who bring 
new energy and ideas. We strive for a community in 
which all these people find ways to participate and are 
fulfilled by it. 

We are encouraged by the strength of our lay 
leadership, not just the committee members, but a 
core of active participants. The congregation includes 

A diverse community
Irwin Manoim, Chairman: Beit Menorah Management Committee

Beit Emanuel is a fast-growing, warm and welcoming community. Services are informal, 
invigorating and uplifting. Congregants are encouraged to sing along and participate. 
Whether married or single, young or old, everyone is welcome. Visitors to Johannesburg are 
welcome and will be invited to share services and the delicious meals served afterwards.

P R o G R E S S I V E  S Y N A G o G U E S  I N  S o U T H  A F R I C A

Simchat Torah celebrations with Rabbi Sa’ar Shaked (front right) 
and Professor David Bilchitz (back right)

Drumming circle at Shabbat morning service
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a number of knowledgeable and dedicated members 
who are accomplished enough to lead services, deliver 
sermons and discuss Talmud. 

We hold regular cultural and community events 
to draw in members and make them more actively 
involved. These have included public concerts by the 
choir, singing both liturgical music and secular pop 
and jazz songs; Bingo evenings, get-togethers for 
older congregants, including teas and a grandparents’ 
Sunday; sleep-overs and puppet shows for the children. 
There are also some more serious events, such as the 
annual Franz Auerbach Memorial Lecture, in which a 
prominent member of the wider South African public 
speaks on a human rights topic. This July, the guest 
speaker will be Judge Dennis Davis. 

Our services and special events
We hold Friday evening services in our main synagogue 
every week from 6.00pm until about 7.15pm. The 
services are accompanied by a full four-part choir led 
by choirmaster Avi Kanar on keyboard. Rabbi Shaked 
himself often accompanies the choir, sometimes 
on guitar, sometimes on instruments as exotic as a 
didgeridoo..

Saturday morning services are more informal, and 
are often held out in our garden, weather permitting. 
These services begin at 10.00am and end at about 
11.15am. After a break for a community Kiddush, there 
is a presentation and discussion session led by either 
a community member or an outsider with specialist 
knowledge. 

This hour-long session, usually on a Jewish topic, 
but sometimes on an issue of general interest, is 
called JTalk, and attracts people from outside the 
congregation. Topics have included ethical kashrut and 
vegetarianism; do Jews suffer more neuroses than 
Gentiles; Jewish folk music; Jewish architecture, Jewish 
activism under apartheid; the history of the Progressive 
Movement in South Africa; the role of women in 
Judaism, and many more.

Following JTalk each Saturday is the Talmud study 

group. Unique among Progressive synagogues in South 
Africa, the group draws knowledgeable enthusiasts and 
beginners, members and outsiders.

Our values
We believe in dialogue rather than dogma. There is no 
one Judaism, and there never has been. There is no one 
answer, and there never has been.

While we respect ritual and tradition, we believe that 
Halacha without an ethical basis is simply empty rule-
making.
• We believe in gender equality.
• We believe in gay rights.
• We are welcoming towards those of other religious 

backgrounds who wish to consider Judaism.
• We believe that Jews have an obligation to serve 

social justice, not only in our own community, but in 
South Africa as a whole.

• We believe in facing up to difficult problems and 
discussing them openly. We believe in respectful 
debate. We believe in self-reflection and in examining 
our own consciences.

• The Orthodox leadership has become increasingly 
narrow in its focus, intolerant of dissent, suspicious 
in its dealings with outsiders. We believe there is an 
urgent need to build a strong Progressive alternative 
to mainstream orthodoxy in this country. 

Contact Beit Emanuel
Rabbi Saár Shaked: rabbi@beitemanuel.co.za 
Ilana Alroy, operations manager
Tel: +27 11 646 6170
Email: office@beitemanuel.co.za
Website: www.beitemanuel.co.za
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Professor Jonathan Jansen addressed more than 800 people at last 
year’s Franz Auerbach Interfaith Lecture

Judging the cheesecake competition at the Shavuot brocha
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The magnificent property on which Bet David 
is located was acquired in 1971 in a new and 
developing area far from the city centre. The first 

services were held on Friday May 26, 1972 in what 
was known as the “Summer House” on the property, 
a rondavel-shaped building, originally designed for 
refreshments alongside the property’s tennis court. 
The shul, now known as The Rondavel, accommodated 
between 50 and 80 congregants. 

Within two years, the congregation had grown so 
much that a larger synagogue was required. When 
planning the new building, the management and 
congregants felt very strongly that the design should be 
based on the original synagogue. The rondavel shape 
and design, so much a part of Africa, had become 
the heart of Bet David’s congregational and religious 
activities. When the new building was opened, this 
charming building, the first synagogue in the northern 

suburbs, was turned into a function venue and 
continues to be used today. 

Temple David, later renamed Bet David, is one of 
four Progressive congregations to be established in 
Johannesburg that still remains open today. Rabbis and 
lay readers from the sister congregations took services 
until Rabbi Ben Isaacson became its first full time rabbi. 
The founding chairman of Bet David was Lionel Conyer, 
who now lives in Sydney, Australia.

The house on the property became the Rabbi’s 
home. Later, alternative accommodation was found 
for subsequent rabbis and the original house was 
converted into the Temple David Religion School and 
later, The Mitzvah School. 

A new synagogue is born
In 1975, Jack Jankes, an architect, founding member 
of Temple David, and later its chairman, designed the 
current 450 seat synagogue unlike any other, based on 
the original shul’s rondavel shape. He designed an oval 
building with glass windows opening up to the gardens, 
topped by an overhanging slate roof. 

At the entrance to the current shul is the plaque that 
was unveiled at its opening on March 20, 1977. This 
plaque will be moved to the new Bet David synagogue, 
which is currently under construction and due to be 
opened in the latter part of 2016.

Other developments
As the Bet David congregation grew, a nursery school 
was built, which then also catered for the religion 
school. The first principal was Estelle Rosenberg 
followed by Jocelyn Cohen. 

In 2003, the need arose for a larger function hall to 
complement The Rondavel. The new function venue, 
The Middleton, was also based on the design of the 
original rondavel, with large windows facing into the 
gardens. It is used on an ongoing basis for larger 
congregational and public functions.

The pair of beautiful stained-glass Ten 
Commandments, designed to fit in the window 
recesses on either side of the Aron Kodesh in The 
Rondavel, were moved to the Bimah of the current 
synagogue, and will again be moved to the new Bet 
David synagogue once it’s complete.

Bet David has a membership of approximately 320 
family units (about 900 individuals). The demographics 
of the congregation is such that it has a majority 
of younger members under 45, but also a range of 

Yesterday, today & tomorrow
Desmond Sweke, Chairman: Bet David Management Committee

Bet David Progressive Synagogue, in the heart of Sandton, is well known for its warm, 
welcoming congregation, beautiful gardens and wonderful choir. It is the only Progressive 
synagogue in the country with two young, dynamic rabbis, one of whom is a woman, 
Rabbi Adrian M Schell and Rabbi Julia Margolis.

The Rondavel, which housed the first shul in the early 70s  
Photo: Rabbi Adrian M Schell

The current shul was officially opened in 1977  
Photo: Rabbi Adrian M Schell
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58 Temple Israel 80 | 1936-2016



members from very young to more senior members. 
As it stands now, the Bet David Campus houses the 

current synagogue, a religion school, two function 
venues (The Rondavel and The Middleton), the Mitzvah 
School, a nursery school, and office facilities for 
Kehillah, Netzer and the SAUPJ. 

Tikkun Olam at Bet David
The Bet David Sisterhood, now known as Bet David 
Kehillah, has been recognised internationally for its 
Tikkun Olam endeavours. Kehillah is a recipient of 
the Women of Reform Judaism’s or Ami “Light of 
My People” Award, which was established in 1973 to 
recognise outstanding programmes in social justice, 
community service, and education.

Bet David Kehillah has been involved in several 
outreach activities throughout the years, including daily 
feeding schemes, among others. 

The Mitzvah School was established in January 
1986 as a short-term project for students from the 
neighbouring Alexandra Township to complete their 
final year of schooling. At the time, student boycotts 
against forced Afrikaans medium instruction made 
schooling in the townships impossible.

Despite this being illegal under the apartheid regime, 
the school was started by Molly Smith as the first 
principal, and Lesley Rosenberg, with the full support of 
the Bet David Management Committee, then under the 
chairmanship of Philip Meyers. 

Lesley Rosenberg took over as principal in the eighth 
year of the school’s operation and has continued to do 
amazing work in this role. Students of the Mitzvah School 
have achieved great academic results and have gone on 
to become leaders of our society in all walks of life. 

A campus for the 21st Century
Based on a strategic plan to ensure the sustainability 
of Bet David, the Bet David Trust is in the process of 
developing the new Bet David Campus. Construction 
commenced on February 9 of this year. The new campus 
has three distinct zones: The Nursery School, which will 
house 100 children (Zone A); The Kehillah Offices, The 
Mitzvah School, Religion School and Youth Block with a 
capacity for 200 pupils (Zone B); The Synagogue, with a 
capacity for 400 congregants, and administration offices, 
as well as two function venues (Zone C). 

The Campus will be treed and landscaped, retaining 
the natural garden feeling which has become 
synonymous with Bet David. We are entering a new era 
for our congregation, and it is with great anticipation 
that we look forward to the completion of our new 

Bet David Campus. As we have grown, we have moved 
from The Rondavel to our current shul, and later this 
year, we will be moving to our new shul. 

It is essential that the community spirit that has been 
cultivated over the years, be nurtured so that the new 
synagogue becomes a welcoming home for us all, full of 
the memories and traditions that have made Bet David 
so special to us, as well as a place where new memories 
can be made and fresh traditions will be built.

On the occasion of the 80th anniversary of Temple 
Israel, the Bet David community wishes the management 
committee, congregants and friends of Temple Israel 
Hillbrow mazaltov and many more happy celebrations. 

 
  

Contact Bet David
Rabbi Adrian M. Schell: rabbi.schell@betdavid.org.za
Rabbi Julia Margolis: rabbi.margolis@betdavid.org.za
Glynnis Kanar, secretary
Tel: +27 11 783 7117
Email: admin1@betdavid.org.za
Address: 3 Middle Rd, Morningside, Sandton
Website: www.betdavid.org.za

Zone A Zone B Zone C
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Breaking ground on the new Bet David Campus, February 9, 2016: 
(L-R) Desmond Sweke (chairman), Sharon Margo, Diane Edel, 
Rabbi Julia Margolis, Glynnis Kanar, Kendyll Jacobson and Rabbi 
Adrian M Schell
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The Progressive Jewish community grew rapidly 
in Pretoria, and the need for a synagogue soon 
became necessary. Ground was acquired at 315 

Bronkhorst Street, New Muckleneuk, and Temple 
Menorah, designed by architects Ivan (Chips) Sive, a 
member of the congregation, and Aarie Aronson, was 
completed in 1953.

The stone-laying ceremony was held on Sunday 
October 7 that year, but the official opening and 
consecration of Temple Menorah took place on August 
11, 1957, coinciding with the induction of the newly-
appointed Reverend Nathaniel Jacobs. 

By the mid-1970s, the congregation had reached its 
peak with membership having risen to 225 families. The 
old synagogue made way for the new one in 1997, and 
the name was changed to Bet Menorah. 

A place for the youth
The Temple Menorah Nursery School, a dream realised 
by Rose Jacobs, the Reverend’s wife, and Eileen 
Grusiner, was established on 5 June 1960 and catered 
for the children of congregants as well as for those 
of the community as a whole. The Nursery School 
flourished for over 30 years, but was closed when 
Temple Menorah moved to its new home. 

Works of art
once again, the synagogue was designed by 
congregant, Chips Sive. The sanctuary is beautiful in 
its simplicity and home to a number of art treasures, 
including 12 wall tapestries around the shul and the 
two menorahs on either side of the ark, all designed 
by Laena Blum. In addition, the ceiling depicts the 12 
tribes adorning the centre beam. All these elements 
contribute to a sense of calm and light throughout. 

Connection to Temple Israel
Wolf (Willie) Grusiner was one of the first boys to 
become Bar Mitzvah in the Progressive Movement 
about a month before Temple Israel Hillbrow officially 
opened its doors in August 1936. He subsequently 
became an honorary member and trustee of Bet 
Menorah.

Full-time rabbi
The last rabbi to serve Bet Menorah full-time was 
Rabbi Ann Folb, who came to South Africa from the 
States soon after her induction in March 2008. Since 
her departure in 2010, Bet Menorah has not enjoyed 
the services of a permanent rabbi, but has relied on 
a group of able lay readers to conduct services and, 
where necessary, preside over all the lifecycle events 
required.

The president, council, and members of Bet Menorah wish 
Reeva Forman, the executive committee and members of 
Temple Israel, a hearty mazaltov on the synagogue’s 80th 
anniversary. 

A progressive Pretoria
Wilfred Lautenberg, chairman, Bet Menorah

The Pretoria Progressive Jewish Congregation was founded in August 1950. Initial services 
were held at the Sons of England Hall in South Street, Hatfield, with lay readers leading 
the services. Pretoria’s first rabbi, Rabbi Moses Nathaniel Bension, was appointed in 1951. 
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Bet Menorah’s inner sanctuary (taken from SAUPJ brochure, pg 5, centre)
Tapestry portraying 
Rosh Hashana

Contact Bet Menorah
Admin Secretary: Johan Viljoen
Tel: 012 460 7296
Email: betmenorah@gmail.com
Address: 511 Roper St, Pretoria, 0181
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At the founding of the Durban community, the 
Durban delegation included Alfred Levy, Joseph 
Heilbron and Percy Harris led by Mervyn Gild, 

our first president, who was to play a central role in the 
development and achievements of the new Durban 
Progressive Jewish Congregation (DPJC). 

The DPJC was affiliated to the SAUPJ and the Council of 
Natal Jewry from inception. Between 1949 and 1951, the 
congregation grew rapidly in numbers and visibility in 
the Durban Jewish community. The first Bar Mitzvah of 
Alan Gild was celebrated. A property at 369 Ridge Road 
for the construction of Temple David was purchased. 
Rabbi Meyer Miller was inducted as spiritual leader, 
the first committee established the Hebrew School and 
shortly afterwards, the Sisterhood of Temple David.

Temple David’s congregation comprised dedicated 
men and women, who have not only served Progressive 
Judaism, but have also worked in the wider Durban 
Jewish community as well as the general community 
of the city. over the years, our community became 
smaller and older, resulting in a decision to sell the 
synagogue. We are currently holding services and 
conducting congregational business from facilities at 
the Durban Jewish Centre, but hope to be in our new 
home next year.

Since its inception, six rabbis have served the DPJC: 
Rabbis Meyer Miller, Rabbi Isaac Richards, Rabbi 
Richard Levitan, Rabbi Michael Sternfield, Rabbi Michael 
Standfield and Rabbi Hillel Avidan.

our Temple has been blessed with brilliant lay 
leaders. Their commitment, loyalty and expertise have 
allowed the congregation to grow and flourish, even in 
difficult times. 

The Sisterhood, with members such as Thelma Gild, 
Freda Sacks, Vera Friede, Ann Davis Marks, Ann Lipshitz, 
Helga Ucko, Margaret Haberman and Cecile Bass 
worked tirelessly serving the wider community through 
Tikkum Olam projects.

The Temple David Chevra Kadisha is an extraordinary 
organisation. It is not an easy commission and the men 
and women who perform this mitzvah are assisting in a 
sacred task. Kol Hakavod to all the men and women of 
the Chevra. 

The Temple David Hebrew School has ensured that 
our children have the opportunity to participate fully in 
Bar and Bat Mitzvah. over the years, many dedicated 
teachers have provided sound religious training to 
countless young people. 

However, one cannot think of the Hebrew School 
without remembering Helga Ucko who travelled all over 

the province to preparing our children for their B’nei 
Mitzvah. Many congregational leaders were graduates 
of the Temple David Hebrew School, including the late 
Yiska Schmahmann, Nina Gibbings, Annette Cavanagh, 
Melinda Carr (now Rabbi Carr) and Vivienne Gibbings. 

And now we begin a new chapter in our history. We 
look forward with faith and confidence that wherever 
we finally settle, the spirit of those that came before 
us lives on in a new generation of Progressive Jews in 
Durban. – Information supplied by Paddy Meskin. 
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Contact the Durban Progressive Jewish 
Congregation
Diane McColl, administrator
Tel: +27 31 3379858
Cell: +27 60 527 0461
Email: dpjc@sbsa.com 
Address: 44 K E Masinga Road, Durban, 4001

Sixty-eight years on
Lorna Harris & Ken Duveen, co-chairs: Temple David Management Committee

Progressive Judaism was founded in Durban at the Jewish Club on 10 May 1948 at 
a meeting attended by Rabbi Moses Cyrus Weiler, representatives of the SAUPJ, the 
Johannesburg Progressive congregations and a Durban delegation.

Temple David, the 
building that has 
recently been sold

Unveiling of Temple David’s foundation stone by Mr & Mrs M Gild
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Founded in 1944 in Green 
Point, inspired by our founding 
rabbinic couple, Rabbi Dr David 

Sherman (z”l) and Bertha Sherman, 
the congregation rapidly grew from 
strength to strength. In 1965, in 
order to service its congregants in 
the southern suburbs, the Wynberg 
sanctuary became the second 
Progressive congregation in Cape 
Town.

By the 1970s and 80s, the CTPJC 
was a major force in Jewish Cape 
Town. The West Coast congregation 
was formed in 1998 and a property 
purchased in 2006. Temple Israel 
CT is currently the second biggest 
Jewish congregation in Cape 
Town with almost 1,000 families 
registered as members.

Innovation through strong 
leadership
Under the strong leadership of 
our three locally-produced rabbis, 
professional and lay leadership, 
the CTPJC has consistently, over the 
past few years, been introducing 
new service offerings and 
programmes to reinvigorate the 
community. 

our Shabbat Chesed and Rina 
services, which include instruments 
such as guitars, drums, violins, 
double base and flute, have built up 
strong and loyal followings. These 
were started by our lay leaders as 
alternatives to the regular service, 
but quickly became the mainstream 
as their support grew. 

Dramatic improvements in our 
festival planning have led to record 
numbers attending services for all 
the major and minor chaggim.

Educational programmes and 
other innovations
our chadarim (Hebrew schools), 
once the pride and joy of our 
congregation, but unfortunately 

neglected for many years, were 
re-launched in 2009 with dramatic 
results. We now have over 120 
children regularly attending our 
two chadarim in Green Point and 
Wynberg, and we have more than 
40 B’nei Mitzvah every year. 

our Jews by Choice programme 
has also been drastically improved 
with classes now taking place twice a 
week and compulsory attendance at 
services. The number of participants 
in the courses has also increased to 
the point where we now have more 
than 30 people choosing to become 
Jewish with us every year.

In 2015, we joined the very 
popular Shabbat Project initiated 
by orthodox Chief Rabbi Warren 
Goldstein, where we celebrated 
Shabbat in true Progressive style 
with an egalitarian challah bake, 
Erev Shabbat services followed by 
meals in people’s homes, and a full 
programme running throughout 
Shabbat day culminating in 
Havdalah.

We are also very proud of the 

funeral and shivah prayer books 
and mourners’ guides, which have 
been published in recent years 
along with our “What is Progressive 
Judaism?” brochures.

In terms of communal 
involvement, we have members on 
the committees of all the communal 
organisations in Cape Town

The CTPJC, or Temple Israel Cape 
Town, would like to offer our best 
wishes to Temple Israel Hillbrow 
on this wonderful anniversary, and 
commend the Mother shul on all its 
achievements to date. 

Contact Temple Israel CT
Eric Beswick
Tel: 021 762 1745 ext 2
Email: executive-director@
templeisrael.co.za

P R o G R E S S I V E  S Y N A G o G U E S  I N  S o U T H  A F R I C A

A community united
Eric Beswick, Executive Director: Temple Israel CT

The Cape Town Progressive Jewish Congregation (CTPJC), also known as Temple Israel 
Cape Town, is the umbrella body for the three Progressive Jewish congregations in 
Wynberg, Green Point and West Coast. 

In 2014, we celebrated our 70th anniversary in great style with many events throughout 
the year culminating in the phenomenal event at the Grand Beach Restaurant at the 
Waterfront.
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The foundation stone of Temple 
Israel PE was laid by Rabbi 
Moses Cyrus Weiler and was 

consecrated by our first spiritual 
leader, Rabbi Isaac Richards. 
Three years ago, the congregation 
celebrated the 60th anniversary of 
the shul in style with a gala dinner. 

Although we are a very small 
community of just over 100 souls, 
we provide our congregation 
with all the amenities and 
services provided by the larger 
communities. We hold Shabbat 
services every week led by our 
experienced and dedicated team of 
lay readers.

We haven’t had the services of 
a full time rabbi for many years; 
however, whenever we are able, 

we invite and host visiting rabbis 
to preside over weddings, funerals, 
B’nei/B’not Mitzvah and other 
events.

Besides the 50th and 60th 
anniversary dinners we have held 
in our hall, we have, over the years, 
hosted many other major events. 

We held the first Zion Adar 
dinner in our community last 
year, which was the brainchild 
of one of our congregants, Paul 
Teltschik. This was held in honour 
of our dedicated Chevra Kadisha 
volunteers to acknowledge 
their years of vital service to our 
community.

In addition, host the annual Leo 
Baeck Memorial fun run/walk and 
fete. 

Strong community
Mike Sacks, President: Temple Israel PE Management Committee

Temple Israel PE was built in 1953, a few years after the 
Port Elizabeth Progressive Jewish Congregation was formed. 

Contact Temple Israel PE
Secretary: Charlotte Grundling
Tel : 041 373 6642
Email : shalom@webafrica.org.za
Address: 74A Upper Dickens St, 
Port Elizabeth
www.templeisraelpe.co.za
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After a fire badly damaged the building in 2007, 
Temple Hillel moved to new premises, and 
shortly thereafter, the name was changed to Bet 

Hillel. Regular weekly services and cheder classes for 
the youth are conducted at the new shul. We have a 
small, but vibrant community supported by Professor 
Azila Reisenberger, who officiates at all major festivals 

and life events. Tzili, as she is affectionately known, 
travels from Cape Town in order to support our 
community, something she has done for well over 25 
years, and for this we are truly grateful.

The management committee and congregants of Bet 
Hillel, East London, would like to wish Temple Israel’s 
management committee and congregants Mazaltov on 
reaching this milestone event. 

A small, intimate community
Mark Isenberg, President: Bet Hillel Management Committee

The East London Progressive Jewish Congregation was established in 1955. The 
synagogue was originally known as Temple Hillel.

Contact Bet Hillel
Debbie Wolk, secretary
Cell no: 083 605 9205
Email: wolk@iafrica.com
Address: 32 Lukin Road, Selborne, East London 5201

The inner sanctuary at Bet Hillel in East London
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M E S S A G E S

My parents, Cynthia and Bernard Duchen 

(z”l), were very involved with Temple Israel 

through the United Sisterhood and 

Cooksisters Catering, my Mom’s company, 

for many decades. My Mom loved catering 

all the Pesach Seders and Shabbat Shuva 

dinners, and helping out whenever they were 

needed. 

In memory of my parents, I’d like to wish 

the Temple Israel management committee 

mazaltov on the 80th anniversary. May you 

continue from strength to strength.

Belinda, Ian, Daniel and Matthew Katz

I was vice chairman of Temple Israel for a 
number of years, as well as serving on the 

committee. My late father, Ralph Klipin, 
was among the founding members of the 

Progressive Movement in South Africa. 
I remember fondly, the packed shul on 

‘Yom Tavim’, with overflow services in the 
hall. Rabbi Weiler was an inspiration. His 

determination and leadership, against all 
odds, enabled the movement to grow. My one 

regret was not having my Bar Mitzvah at the 
shul due to a logjam of bookings. Mazaltov to Temple Israel on this milestone 

event. 

Ron Klipin.

Mazaltov to Temple Israel 
on its 80th anniversary from 
Marion C Bubly and family.

Mazaltov	and	very	best	wishes	
to	Temple	Israel’s	management	
committee	and	congregants	on	
having	reached	the	momentous	
occasion	of	the	80th	anniversary	

of	the	Mother	Synagogue	of	
Progressive	Judaism	in	South	

Africa.	Phina	Hoberman

Having	been	involved	with	Temple	
Israel	for	over	65	years,	I	know	how	
hard	Reeva	and	her	management	
committee	have	worked	for	the	
shul	and	the	congregants.	I	wish	

you	a	hearty	mazaltov	and	am	sorry	
that	I	will	be	in	Israel	on	9	July.	I	will	
be	with	you	in	spirit	and	am	sure	it	
will	be	a	huge	success.	Steve	Cohn

Mazaltov	to	Temple	Israel	
from	the	Sweke	family.	
In	loving	memory	of	our	

darling	Mother	and	Bobba,	
Betty	Weitzmann.	Desmond,	
Ashley,	Ryan	and	Jordan.

Mazaltov to Temple Israel 
on its 80th anniversary from 

Peter and Harold Joffe.

Estelle Wentzel and family 
congratulate Temple 

Israel on reaching such a 
milestone event.
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Yashar Kochachem to our Temple Israel 

family. 

Without your effort, Jewish life in 

Johannesburg definitely wouldn’t be as 

vibrant and pluralistic as we know it today.

For this reason, we’d like to express our 

admiration and gratefulness for everything 

that you’ve done for the past 80 years as well 

as for everything that you will accomplish in 

the future (and we know you will).

May you go from strength to strength.

Rabbi Adrian Michael Schell and  

Dr. Chayim Schell

M E S S A G E S

Mazaltov to Temple Israel on its 80th anniversary 
from the Glougauer family.

Mazaltov to Temple Israel on its 80th anniversary 
from Ken & Sonya Klugman.

Mazaltov to Temple Israel on its 80th anniversary 
from Alexandra Levin.

Mazaltov to Temple Israel on its 80th anniversary 
from The United Sisterhood.

Peter & Carol Alexander wish Temple Israel a hearty 
mazaltov on its 80th anniversary, in memory of Joan 
& Henry Alexander, who had a very happy association 
with Rabbi Weiler and Temple Israel in the 
early days.

Mazaltov to Temple Israel on its 80th anniversary 
from Lynn Sherlock.

Karen & Les Lob congratulate Temple Israel on 
reaching such a milestone event.

Mazeltov to Temple Israel on its 80th anniversary 
from Mirna Lawrence.

Stan & Sally Abrahams wish to congratulate Temple 
Israel’s management committee and congregants on 
reaching this momentous occasion.

Mazeltov to Temple Israel on its 80th anniversary 
from Myrna & Steve Margo.

Alvin & Merril Kushner congratulate Temple Israel on 
reaching such a milestone event.

Carol Kramer congratulates Temple Israel on reaching 
such a milestone event.

Heartiest congratulations on your 80th anniversary. 
John & Ann Marx.

Craig & Joany Stone congratulate Temple Israel on 
reaching such a milestone event.

 

Mazeltov to Temple Israel 
on its 80th anniversary from 

Brian Segal.

Michael & Cathy Lipman wish 
to congratulate Temple Israel’s 
management committee and 
congregants on reaching this 

momentous occasion.

A Forman family tribute 

Temple Israel and the Progressive Movement are 

woven into the very fabric of our lives. Stanley 

(z”l) and Grace were married there by Rabbi 

Super in 1965. Their son, Robert’s Bar Mitzvah was at 

Temple Shalom with Rabbi Blumenthal. Stan joined 

the committee as treasurer until he became ill and 

had to leave. Representing Temple Israel, Stan joined 

the Hillbrow Police Forum instigating the prestigious 

Top Cop of the Year award. Stan was loved by all, and 

even accompanied “his” police on their night raids into 

Hillbrow!
Temple Israel is at the very heart of our Jewishness – 

our home for Shabbat and Chagim (festivals), our vehicle 

to fulfil Hashem’s mitzvah of Tikkun Olam – Stan with the 

Hillbrow Police and Reeva through Africa Tikkun’s first 

inner City Project based at Temple Israel. 
Temple Israel is the anchor for our family, our Jewish 

roots, our magnificent religion and traditions, and most 

importantly, binding us,  one to the other. We look forward to many more years at our shul.

Reeva, Grace, Robert and Bronwyn Forman

Mazeltov to Temple Israel’s management 
committee and congregants on reaching this 
milestone event. It has been a wonderful journey and I’m pleased to have been able to 

share it with you. Lael Bethlehem.
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Congratulations to  
Temple Israel on reaching  

this milestone event

CORPORATE AND LEGAL ADVISORY SERVICES

RABIN & ASSOCIATES (PTY) LIMITED
Registration No – 2002/013811/07

22 Fredman Drive, Sandton, SOUTH AFRICA, 2146
P O BOX 78333, SANDTON, 2146, SOUTH AFRICA

TEL: (2711) 286-6900; FAX NO: (2711) 775-6329; Email: dhr@rabin.co.za
Director: DEREK HENRY RABIN



Camp Caplan was founded by 
the UPJC, Johannesburg, in 
March 1966 in order to give 

expression to the ethical ideals of 
the Jewish faith.

Its purpose was to provide 
holiday facilities in appealing and 
pleasant surroundings for the 

under-privileged regardless of 
denomination or age. At the same 
time, it served as a recreation 
and inland youth centre for the 
congregation.

The 20 acres of land set aside 
for Camp Caplan were donated by 
oscar and Ruby Caplan, and the 
camp was run by Ruby as chairman 
and Ida Harman as honorary 
secretary for nearly 20 years.

“In The Star on February 13, 1963, 
oscar Caplan was quoted as saying: 
“It has always been our idea that 
[the camp] should provide amenities 
chiefly for the less privileged of 
our community. For those who can 
afford them, there is no dearth of 
holiday resorts in this country.

“For the underprivileged, 
however, whether they be young or 
old, the problem of a venue is one 
of real concern. Now, with Camp 
Caplan virtually established, we 
hope to be able to fill the need.” 

In the late 80s, Camp Caplan was 
sold to Selwyn Segal (Camp David) 
and the Camp Caplan Trust was 
started with the money raised from 
the sale.

The Trust’s aim was to support 
Jewish education and was used to 
sponsor South Africans who were 
interested in the rabbinate. It also 
helped Temple Israel to bring out 
rabbis from overseas for High Holy 
Day services for many years, until 
last year.

After discussions with Rabbi 
MC Weiler, Benny Stalson 
decided it was important for 

the Progressive community to own 
its own club and he founded The 
Montagu Country Club in 1946.

Rabbi Weiler had wanted to join 
a bowling club, but as mentioned 
in his humorous speech at the 
opening: “I found that two clubs 
would not have me because, as 
it was tactfully put to me, I might 
cause embarrassment whenever 
they used ‘unparliamentary’ 
language on the bowling green. 
As soon as this happened, I 

immediately told my friend, 
Benjamin Stalson, that we must 
organise a country club under the 
auspices of the congregation.

“This club is fittingly named 
after the Honorable Lily Montagu, 
the president of the World Union 
for Progressive Judaism, who has 
devoted all her life to Judaism, to 
social service and social justice.

“This club is also a great 
monument to Benny Stalson, 
the executive director of the 
congregation. Mr Stalson has 
been an invaluable asset to the 
congregation and community 

as a whole.
“It is not sufficient for us merely 

to propose a vote of thanks to 
Mr Stalson. We owe much more 
to him...” said Rabbi Weiler. The 
Progressive Observer, February 1957.

In the early 40s, Benny Stalson 
approached Henry Isaacs, a town 
councillor and member of Temple 

Israel, who was also involved in 
property (JH Isaacs), to donate 
some land at Sunnybrae in Margate 
for a youth camp. 

“Henry promised us the land, and 
I promised to name the camp after 
his son, Alan, who had died young,” 
said Benny. 

“James Kapnek, honorary 
president of the congregation, 
was also a major player, who 
gave a generous sum of money to 
assist with the establishment of a 

permanent camp. And in 1942, we 
started non-denominational camps 
as well as Jewish youth and family 
camps,” he said.

During the rest of the year, the 

site was hired out at a nominal 
rate to other welfare organisations 
during the year. 

During the late 80s and early 90s, 
there was much uncertainty in the 
country and fundraising dwindled 
to a point where the committee 
could no longer afford to maintain 
the site and run camps.

At a special general meeting in 
1993, it was decided to sell the 
camp site and the money from the 
sale was invested in The Alan Isaacs 
Trust. Many charitable projects 
were undertaken through the Trust 
in line with the camp objectives, 
which included educational, 
religious and social recreation.

C A M P S  &  S o C I A L  C L U B S

A SEASIDE CAMP

COUNTRY CLUB FIT FOR A RABBI

A BEAUTIFUL CAMP IN THE MAGALIESBERG
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The Board of Governors, administration, faculty, and students of

Hebrew Union College - JewisH institUte of religion 

Congratulate Temple Israel
on this milestone 80th anniversary 

Founded by our esteemed alumnus Rabbi Cyrus Weiler, z”l,

you are the mother 

Reform synagogue in South Africa and  

the pioneer of Reform Judaism throughout your country

Your commitment to sustaining Jewish faith, values, and culture  

and supporting the needs of the disadvantaged  

in the broader community is a source of inspiration

May you go on from strength to strength!

 Rabbi Aaron D. Panken, Ph.D., President               Andrew R. Berger, Chair, Board of Governors



The Sinai Club was formed around 1938 for 
children from seven to 12 years of age. Not long 
after, the Stephen Wise Club was formed for 

children from 13 to 17, the Temple Guild for young 
people of 18 and over, and finally, the University 
Group. These groups were the forerunners to Mateh 
Sinai, which eventually became the Maginim youth 
movement. It later changed its name to Netzer Maginim 
and finally, Netzer, which is part of the worldwide 
Progressive youth movement, Netzer olami.

How Maginim became the name of the youth 
section
Between 1964 and 1966, the youth section of 
the United Progressive Jewish Congregation of 
Johannesburg functioned as Mateh Sinai, Preens, 
Tweens, Tag and Yag. In 1966, this was changed to a 
more Hebrew and Zionist-orientated movement. The 
name Maginim (meaning shields) was chosen and a 
badge (logo) was designed.

At this stage, the aims of Maginim were defined –  
one for each arm of the Menorah in its badge/
logo: Judaism, Israel, Communal Service, Recreation, 
Citizenship, Cultural, and Camps and Seminars. A 
transition from adult-based committees to youth-
dominated committees took place between the period 
1966 and 1973.

Alan Morris and Sandra Grey were among the youth 
who were instrumental in implementing this important 
change. Morris was appointed youth director and 
programmes were initiated that included leadership 
seminars, camps (some in co-operation with Alan Isaacs 
Camp) and leadership trips to Israel.

one of the most important results at the time was 
that the movement took a specific Zionist direction and, 
in 1974, Maginim was accepted onto the local Zionist 
Youth Council. It began receiving a subsidy from the 

South African Zionist Federation. By 1976, Maginim was 
a strong, functioning youth organisation.

Going national
Numerous attempts were made during the 60s to 
establish a National Reform Youth organisation. An 
organisation was once established with the name, the 
South African Federation of Temple Youth (SAFTY), but 
it did not last long mainly due to differences between 
the centres. The various centres continued to run their 
youth movements separately.

However, in 1968, Durban Temple Youth changed its 
name to Maginim and in 1975, after the first National 
Youth Seminar held in the then Transvaal, Cape Town 
and Pretoria followed suit. In December 1977, the first 
National Camp was held.

In the early 80s, in order to affiliate itself to the 
international movement, the committee changed the 
name to Netzer Maginim, and soon, it became known 
simply as Netzer. 

Y o U T H  M o V E M E N T S

A place for the youth
There was a policy of forming social clubs at Temple Israel to meet the needs of the 
children as they advanced from one stage to another. This played a major part in keeping 
the children and the youth within the congregation. 

Alan Isaacs Camp Madrichim 1977 Netzer Mini-Machaneh Chofesh 2007

Alan Isaacs Camp 1974
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Rabbi MC Weiler had already made his own mark 
on the ideals of Zionism long before South Africa 
appeared on his personal radar. Having been a 

pupil in pre-state Israel, the land and its seeking of 
independence was embedded in his psyche. It was to 
remain with him until he and his family made Aliyah  
in 1957.

His arrival in the United States to pursue his rabbinic 
ordination at Hebrew Union College coincided with 
the hot debate then going on between those who 
were focused on Zionism and those who were not. 
This debate essentially was twofold: There were those 
Jews who saw Judaism as a religion, an expression of 
faith, but very much part of the fabric of the society 
in which they were living. And there were those who 
saw the Land of Israel, with its history, with its spiritual 
links to the prophets and their teaching, as part of the 
embodiment of God’s link to Jewry.

Weiler was in the latter camp and gave expression 
to this in his sermons and writings. As part of the 
establishment of the Progressive Movement in South 
Africa, he negotiated with the Central Conference of 
American Rabbis for the use of their prayer books 
(siddurim). But whereas the eventual congregation in 
Cape Town retained the siddurim as they were, Weiler 
made two important additions. He wrote a piece about 
the Land of Israel in prophetic terms, quoting Isaiah 
and others, which found its way into the Friday evening 
service, and he created a prayer for Israel to be read 
following the prayers for the Royal Family and South 
Africa.

In addition, he took a leaf out of the world of 
Mordecai Kaplan and his re-examining of some 
ancient traditions, especially on Shavuot and Sukkot, 
where processions of fruit and vegetables akin to 
the pilgrimages made to the Temple in Jerusalem 
by the ancient Israelites, were introduced. With the 
establishment of the MC Weiler School in Alexandra, 
these offerings were sent there, thus combining 
Weiler’s two passions – Israel and support for 
disadvantaged South Africans.

Furthermore, in the Hebrew schools of Temple Israel, 
Temple Shalom and Temple Emanuel, Ancient Hebrew 
was taught in order to be able to read prayer books 
and the Torah, but Modern Hebrew, with its Sephardi 
pronunciation as spoken in Israel was also introduced. 
We were also exposed to the life of Israel, to its cities, 
it kibbutzim, its personalities. I well remember the day 
Israel’s second president, Itzhak Ben Zvi died. It was a 
day we were at Hebrew School and our teacher told us 
about him. In other words, Israel was as real to us as 
anything that was going on in South Africa.

Though I was not a member of it, I was aware that 
Benny Stalson was in charge of a nascent youth group 
in our movement called Mateh Sinai (Tribe of Sinai). 
By its very name and nature, it was akin to Habonim, 
Betar and other Zionist-focused groups. It did not last, 
but clearly, when Maginim (which eventually became 
Netzer) was launched, the seeds were already in place.

Weiler’s Aliyah (he moved to Israel together with his 
family in 1958) and the various machinations that went 
on in the movement in Johannesburg in the late 50s 
and into the early 60s may have shifted the momentum 
somewhat. Johannesburg flirted for a while with a more 
American-focused approach. Though to be fair, despite 
the split that came out of the two-year reign of Rabbi 
opher in the mid-60s resulting in the establishment 
of Temple Bet El, the Zionist nature of the movement 
was always there. opher himself was born in pre-
state Israel and, of course, had a perfect command of 
Modern Hebrew.

The arrival of Rabbi Arthur Super only emphasised 
this stance. Super had come to South Africa from 
Israel to edit the South African Zionist Chronicle. Though 
the newspaper was to fold, Super’s involvement in 

Z I o N I S M

A Zionist aspect to consider
By Rabbi Charles Wallach

Among the many landmark decisions that stemmed from the establishment of the 
Progressive Movement and Temple Israel was the embracing of Zionism.
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ARZENU is the umbrella 
organisation of Progressive 
Religious Zionists. Founded 

in 1980 as an “ideological grouping” 
or Brit olamit within the World 
Zionist organisation, ARZENU has 
constituent groups in more than 10 
countries, including South Africa. 
It represents the interests of these 
groups and of Progressive Judaism 
worldwide in the governing bodies 
of World Zionist organisation, the 
Jewish Agency for Israel and the 
Jewish National Fund.

ARZENU works together with all 
ideological groupings to promote 
Zionist activity in local Jewish 
communities and especially Zionist 
youth activity. Netzer olami, the 
international Progressive Zionist 
youth movement is also affiliated 
with ARZENU.

The organisation is dedicated 
to working for Jewish pluralism in 
Israel and the promotion of full civil, 
human and religious rights for all its 
inhabitants.

ARZENU aims to promote Zionist 
commitment among Progressive 
Jews throughout the world and 
their adherence to the Jerusalem 
Program. It encourages Aliyah as 
a Progressive Jewish option, and 
assists those Progressive Jews, who 
as individuals or as groups, are 
committed to Aliyah.

The organisation fosters the 
development of Progressive 

Judaism in Israel, contributes to 
the welfare of the State of Israel 
in all its aspects, and develops 
and supports the work of national 
Progressive Jewish Zionist 
organisations throughout the 
world.

On behalf of Arzenu South Africa 
and the international umbrella 
organisation, we’d like to congratulate 
Temple Israel’s management 
committee and congregants on 
reaching this momentous occasion. 

Zionism certainly did not. A lifelong supporter of 
Labour Zionism, he was soon to become chair of Poalei 
Zion in South Africa. Indeed, as a pupil, I often saw 
Super welcoming members of the party in his office 
and engaging in a confab, even with the likes of Max 
Miodownik, leading light of Bet El, the congregation 
set up by those loyal to opher and not wanting to be 
part of Temple Israel or the United Progressive Jewish 
Congregation. Clearly, Super and Miodownik could 
separate their mutual approach to Zionism from their 
other differences.

The creation of Maginim (shields), which was 
then renamed Netzer (meaning a branch or a twig, 
but arising out of the initial letters of Noar Tzioni 
Progressivei, Progressive Zionist Youth), was indeed a 
further spur. It was a natural progression out of what 
had happened in the wake of events in the mid-70s, 
which themselves had been a reaction to the event that 
electrified World Jewry a decade earlier.

The Six Day War of June 1967 effectively instantly 
“Zionised” our movement. The possibility of Israel’s 
destruction and its amazing victory permeated 
throughout World Jewry. one of the abiding memories 
I have is of sitting on the steps inside an overflowing 
Temple Israel on the day after Jerusalem had been 
reunited, hearing Rabbi Super blow the shofar as Chief 
Army Chaplain Shlomo Goren had done a day earlier on 

the Temple Mount in Jerusalem.
HaYamim Cholfim Shana Overet. The days and years 

have moved on. The personalities of yesteryear have 
passed on. Both Rabbis Weiler and Super ended their 
days in Jerusalem; Jerry Idelson, credited with being a 
founding father of our movement and brother of AZ 
Idelsohn, who most see as having written “Hava Nagila”, 
perhaps THE song of the Jews; Benny Stalson; Izzy 
Wainer and Joel Alswang; among others – all faithful 
interpreters of Weiler’s marrying of Progressive Judaism 
and Zionism likewise are no more.

But, despite the efforts of others to challenge things, 
to try not to acknowledge it, Temple Israel and the 
Progressive Movement in South Africa, with further 
work in Cape Town of Rabbi Sherman in particular, 
remain for me clear expressions of the marrying of the 
two ideas – and that, among so many other reasons, is 
reason enough to celebrate that heritage.

Rabbi Charles Wallach was born in Johannesburg. A 
graduate of University of Witwatersrand and Leo Baeck 
College, London, he served as a rabbi of our movement 
twice, and for a period as executive director of the SAUPJ. 
He was also, during the latter part of his time in South 
Africa, a member of the executive of the South African 
Zionist Federation and chair of Arzenu South Africa, the 
Zionist arm of our movement. 

Z I o N I S M

Progressive wing of world Zionism
Antony Arkin, Chairman, ARZENU

Contact ARZENU
Prof Antony Arkin
Tel: 031 572 6084
Email arkin@iafrica.com
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Special place
My first association with Temple 
Israel was in 1944 when I was 11 
years old. My parents said I should 
decide where I wanted to have my 
Bar Mitzvah. The three shuls in my 
area were Yeoville, Berea and TI. 
After enquiry, I found that the first 
two had cheder four times a week, 
while Temple Israel was only twice, 
so it was my obvious choice!!

Each day, classes started with 
communal singing, usually taken by 
an enthusiastic Rabbi Weiler. Rabbi 
Weiler was very strict in services 
and if we made any noise, he would 
stop, sometimes mid-sermon, 
and pick out the offender. But we 
were also fond of him, and I have 
memories of him on the beach at 
Alan Isaacs Camp allowing us to 
dunk him in the water!

I had my Bar Mitzvah at TI. Last 

year, my grandson had the same 
portion as I had and I was happy to 
read from the Torah again nearly 70 
years later.

I always saw TI as my Mother 
synagogue and was proud when, 
in later years, I would sit on the 
Bimah in my capacity as president 
of the UPJC and then as chair of the 
SAUPJ, so I wish it well for its future. 
– Lionel Conyer

Tears for Israel
I had my Bat Mitzvah at Temple 
Israel when we still did it in batches 
on Shavuot and Succot, all dressed 
in white. The High Holy Day services 
for children were in the hall next 
door and run by Benny Stalson and 
Issy Wainer. When the shofar was 
blown, we all giggled 
and giggled.

I remember being present at the 

service when Israel was declared a 
nation. I was eight at the time and 
the shul was packed, upstairs as 
well, which normally only happened 
on Kol Nidre. I was too young 
to really understand why there 
were so many tears being wept. 
– Adrienne Klipin (daughter of 
Victor Brasch, founding member)

Founding members Temple Israel
Temple Israel holds many fond 
memories for me and my family 
as my late paternal grandfather 
was one of the founders of the 
congregation, and naturally, Temple 
Israel is from whence we all arrived 
into the movement.

My late father, Arthur Abrahams, 
was on the committee, but then 
branched off into the educational 
side of the shul. First, he became 
chairman of the Hebrew School, 

M E M o R I E S  A N D  A N E C D o T E S

Keeping the past alive
Some of these memories were published in the Tribute to Temple Israel from the 70th 
anniversary. Not only are these still applicable (history, obviously, doesn’t change, we just 
remember it differently), but some of these esteemed members of the Movement are no 
longer with us, so I felt it was appropriate to include them again.
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followed by chairman of the school 
board of all the temples at a later 
date.

I was naturally sent to the Hebrew 
school to learn for my Bar Mitzvah 
under the strict attention of a Mr 
Locketz, and had my Bar Mitzvah 
under the ever watchful eye of the 
late Rabbi Weiler, a man larger than 
life at that time and proudly our 
founding Rabbi. Simultaneously, the 
new Temple Shalom was nearing 
completion and my Bar Mitzvah 
party was the first function in the 
new building.

I remember how often Rabbi 
Weiler visited our home in Forest 
Town and how he and my father 
spent many extremely important 
hours in discussion over shul 
matters. They needed many glasses 
of Scotch together to conclude the 
meeting.

My career in the SAUPJ 
progressed onwards for 53 years 
until 2003, when I retired after 
being president of the SAUPJ, 
and my active duties within the 
movement came to an end. – Stan 
Abrahams (Tribute to Temple 
Israel 2006)

Strong education in Judaism
I have great memories of Temple 
Israel. I first attended the 
school (and, subsequently, the 
congregation) when my experience 
with an orthodox teacher went 
awry. I told my Mum that she was 
wasting her money and my time by 
pursuing an orthodox experience. 
She discovered that Temple Israel 
was offering Hebrew classes 

on Tuesday afternoons and on 
Saturday mornings. I was sold!

I attended services on Friday 
nights. I remember the Saturday 
morning experience when 
hundreds (or so it appeared to me) 
attended the school at 9am and the 
service at 11.30am.

What really impressed me was 
the “Discussion Class” run by Benny 
Stalson. There were many young 
people who attended both the class 
and the service afterwards. It was a 
grand experience.

on December 16, 1962, Diane 
(my wife) and I were married at 
Temple Israel.

The shul certainly has many 
memories for me. I remember 
studying an introduction 
to Mishnah with Rabbi Bob 
Zimmerman, and the intricacies of 
the Siddur and of correct Hebrew 
reading with Rabbi Michael Elton. 
I try, to this day, to teach these 
to my pupils; regrettably, I’m not 
taken much notice of! – Rabbi 
Dick Lampert. The first rabbi to be 
ordained by a Progressive Bet Din 
in South Africa in 1971.

Memories of Temple Israel
My parents. Alec and Ada Egnal 
were members of Temple Israel, 
and my sister Barbara and I had 
our B’nei Mitzvah there. Interested 
and dedicated teachers taught 
us Hebrew and Judaism. Benny 
Stalson was one whom I remember 
with fondness – not only at Temple 
Israel, but also at Alan Isaacs Camp 
in Margate. He was in charge of the 
camp.

Rabbi Isaac Richards, who moved 

to Durban, taught me my Bar 
Mitzvah portion. He would never 
have believed then that the naughty 
boy he knew would eventually 
become chairman of Bet David for 
nine years.

Rabbi Moses Weiler was 
responsible for the whole cheder, 
and his signature, as well as Rabbi 
Richards’ and Benny Stalson’s, are 
on my Bar Mitzvah certificate.

Rabbi Weiler was a strict 
disciplinarian and students who did 
not pay attention to his sermon, 
or were caught talking during the 
shul service, were summarily asked 
to leave. This caused them huge 
embarrassment, as the shul in 
those days was well attended on 
Shabbat mornings.

After my Bar Mitzvah, I joined a 
Jewish “scout” movement at Temple 
Israel. I don’t recall its name. It was 
a mixed group of boys and girls, 
and was great fun. Enthusiasm 
for these activities led to greater 
enthusiasm for the annual camp.

Wally Blumenthal (later Rabbi 
Walter Blumenthal of Temple 
Shalom) was a few years older 
than I was, and at the age of 16, 
he was already conducting the 
shul services at camp. He was also 
studying Torah. It was a given that 
he would go on to become a Rabbi.

I have fond memories of growing 
up there as well as when I was an 
adult. Mimi and I were members 
until we went to help get Bet 
David started. – Trevor Egnal (z”l), 
Honorary Life President, Bet 
David, Sandton (Tribute to Temple 
Israel 2006)

Temple Israel’s early days
In November 1937, my parents 
and I arrived in South Africa from 
Germany – I was eight years old. 
We lived in a house in Paul Nel 
Street opposite Temple Israel for 
most of my childhood, and became 
members of the temple in 1938.

I remember Rabbi Weiler well 
as he taught Judaism while Benny 
Stalson taught us Hebrew. There 
were many children attending the 
Hebrew School and many lasting 
friendships were formed.

Transport was occasionally 
arranged for fun-filled picnics, and 

M E M o R I E S  A N D  A N E C D o T E S
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in July, many children would go by 
train to Alan Isaacs Camp. In the 
50s and 60s, I went a few times as 
camp nurse and we often had up to 
150 campers – no holiday for me!

A children’s choir was formed 
and used to sing on Saturday 
mornings with an adult soloist and 
at the special children’s services on 
the High Holy Days. Jerry Idelson, 
followed by Edie Steafel, trained the 
choir and played the organ.

B’not Mitzvah were held 
in groups. There were no 
microphones, so Rabbi Weiler stood 
at the back of the temple teaching 
us how to project our voices when 
reading from the Bimah. We 
had to wear white dresses, have 
something on our heads, and of 
course, wear white gloves! 

When we were teenagers, there 
were many get-togethers, and 
several dances were held in the 
hall. A few years later, B’nei Emunah 
came into being to encourage 
teenagers to continue with their 
Hebrew studies.

I held the mistaken belief that a 
Rabbi stayed with his congregation 
forever and was quite shocked 
when Rabbi Weiler emigrated. After 
that, many Rabbis came and went. 

Rabbi Walter Blumenthal 
conducted Ivor’s and my wedding 
in 1964 at Temple Israel, as at that 
time, I did not know the new rabbi 
there. 

I considered Temple Israel my 
second home, and in the 1980s and 
early 90s was sad to see the decline 
of the area and the decrease 
in membership. During that 

time, I was on the management 
committee and had been chairman 
of the Sisterhood for 10 years.

In 1994, Ivor and I decided to 
move to Beit Emanuel, but my fond 
memories of Temple Israel will 
remain with me forever. – Ellen 
Appleton (z”l), former chairman 
of the United Sisterhood (Tribute 
to Temple Israel 2006)

A lifetime of service
Around 1935, I was accepted by 
the British orthodox Beth Din 
as a minister and took up a post 
in North Wales, and then Bolton 
under the title of Reverend. When 
war broke out in ‘39, I volunteered 
to serve as a chaplain to the British 
forces. Later, I took up chaplaincy 
duties in Germany, which involved 
visiting Jewish soldiers in north 
Germany.

I had not been very happy 
during my years in Bolton and in 
1946, when I was approaching 
retirement from the army, I 
had in mind seeking a different 
career, as orthodoxy no longer 
appealed to me. At that time, I saw 
an advertisement in The Jewish 
Chronicle for a minister to assist 
Rabbi Weiler in South Africa. I 
knew little about Reform Judaism 
and contacted him. Rabbi Weiler 
came to Germany to meet me. We 
discussed the principles of Reform 
and Weiler persuaded me to accept 
the post of his second-in-command.

on being discharged from 
the army, I took up the post in 
Johannesburg. I took charge of the 
very large Cheder (Hebrew School) 
and day-to-day matters affecting 
the members. Rabbi Weiler did a 

great deal of travelling during those 
years and I was therefore very 
active. I was involved in running 
services and dealing with members 
over the four or five years I was 
there.

I accepted a post in Port Elizabeth 
and was there for a while after 
which I went to Cape Town. Then I 
was able to take a year off and went 
to the Leo Baeck College in London. 
I was ordained as a rabbi and 
returned to South Africa, when I 
took up the post of rabbi in Durban. 
– Rabbi Isaac Richards (z”l), rabbi 
emeritus, Temple David, Durban 
(Tribute to Temple Israel 2006)

My association with Temple 
Israel
I first attended Temple Israel in 
1938 when I was 14. It was for a 
Sukkot service for the youth and 
was during school holidays. Here 
I met Rabbi Weiler, who asked me 
why he had not seen me at any of 
the services. I told him that I was a 
boarder at Jeppe High School and 
would not be allowed to attend 
services so far away from the 
boarding school.

Then, on my first day of the 
new term, I was summoned to the 
principal’s office. I wondered what 
terrible things I had done during 
the holidays and expected a caning. 
I always expected to be caned when 
I was called to his office. There 
stood Rabbi Weiler. The principal 
said that I had told Rabbi Weiler 
that I would like to attend the shul 
services, and he told me that I 
could go on Saturday mornings. 
When I finally left Jeppe High after 
Matric, the principal told me that he 
had never ceased to wonder why 
somebody as bad as I was would 
want to go to shul.

After a spell up north, I returned 
home to start my medical studies 
and became a lay reader. During 
my years as a medical student, I 
continued my lay reading. Those 
were the days of Rabbi Weiler, 
Rabbi Rappaport, and our beloved 
Benny Stalson.

In 1954, after I had qualified, 
I went to England for a year, 
during which time I was married 
at Upper Berkeley Street Shul to 
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Yvonne Blier. She was also closely 
associated with Temple Israel. on 
returning to South Africa in 1955, 
I again took up my position as lay 
reader for a short while until I left 
for Durban. I have been a member 
of Temple David in Durban since 
then and a lay reader for about 50 
years.

In 1951, I was made an 
honorary life member of the 
United Johannesburg Reform 
Congregation, and in 1989, of 
the Durban Progressive Jewish 
Congregation. – Gerald Philips, 
honorary life member of Temple 
Israel (Tribute to Temple Israel 
2006)

Love blossoms at Temple Israel
My history with the Progressive 
Movement started in the late 1950s 
when my Mom, Beryl Sieff, became 
the bookkeeper for Temple Israel.

I would visit her after school and 
hang around there, chatting to 
Rabbi Weiler’s secretary, Miriam, 
who subsequently became one of 
my bridesmaids. 

one afternoon, my mother 
said: “There is a very nice young 
man who comes to do the audit. 
His name is Boundy or Bouncy or 
something.” (It was actually Boundy 
Kramer). “Would you like to meet 
him? I can set up a blind date for 
you.” 

My reply was: “No blind dates for 
me, let me check him out first.”

A few days later, he was in Rabbi 
Weiler’s office doing his auditing 
and without his knowledge, I 
sneaked in quietly and gave him 
the once-over. What I saw was very 
promising! 

The date was set up, with Miriam 
and my Mom being the facilitators. 
Ironically, Boundy would always tell 
us how he begged his best friend to 
go on the date instead of him! 

But the big night arrived and 
the dye was cast – the love affair 
started and lasted 47 years.

We were married at Temple 
Israel and were members for many 
years. I worked as secretary for 
Camp Caplan and was also school 
secretary for the Hebrew school at 
Temple Emanuel. Boundy was the 
supervisor at Alan Isaacs Camp, 

which he had attended since 
teenage years.

It is amazing that Temple Israel 
in Hillbrow is still vibrant, and I 
would like to congratulate the 
management committee and 
the members, on reaching this 
momentous milestone. – Carol 
Kramer

Vibrant community
My parents were German refugees, 
who met in Johannesburg and 
were married in Wolmarans Street 
Shul in 1936. But our mother felt 
frustrated in not understanding the 
Hebrew services at the orthodox, 
so around 1956, when my twin 
sister, Susie, and I were eight 
years old, we became members of 
Temple Israel. 

We attended Hebrew lessons 
at Emmerentia Primary School 
once a week for a few months. 
But every Saturday morning, 
we went for Chedar lessons at 
Temple Israel, where we had a very 
comprehensive Jewish Education. I 
remember fondly Benny Stalson as 
well as Rabbi Walter Blumenthal, 
and the most superb choirmaster, 
Jerry Idelson. He set many of the 
prayers to exquisite classical music 
such as Handel’s “Queen of Sheba” 
and this was the beginning of my 
passion for classical music. 

Shul in those days was quite a 
formal affair, and we always wore a 
hat and gloves. 

Rabbi Dickie Lampert was 
a reverend at the time, and 
accompanied us to Alan Isaacs 
Camp in Margate. I think we went 
there in 1958. It was our first 
experience away from our parents. 
That was such a memorable 
experience. We sang WW2 songs 
every evening around a campfire, 
and were given delicious hot cocoa 
before bedtime. Every evening 
there was great excitement as the 
post was handed out… especially if 
we received a parcel of sweets and 
biscuits.

We celebrated our B’not Mitzvah 
with about six other young girls, 
and I had the honour of reading the 
final verses of the Torah on Shemini 
Azeret.

In 1967, Rabbi Lampert married 

me to Raymond Fine at Temple 
Shalom.

We now live in Durban, and I just 
love going to our local Temple with 
Rabbi Avidan officiating. 

Mazal tov, Temple Israel, on your 
80th Anniversary! – Joan Fine

Link to founding members
My connection to Temple Israel 
goes back a long way. My parents, 
Max and Rita Marx, were involved 
with the Progressive Movement in 
South Africa from the beginning. 
I was five years old when Rabbi 
Weiler first came to Johannesburg 
and I can remember that, at one 
time, he stayed with us at our home 
in Parkwood.

My mother spent days driving 
Rabbi Weiler around collecting 
funds for the building of Temple 
Israel. I remember she had to be 
with him full-time to do this. 

Rabbi Weiler was very 
demanding, but he was an amazing 
guy. He never forgot anybody’s 
name that he met. He was very 
strict. He was very prompt and he 
liked to started shul on time.. once 
the service started, you couldn’t 
talk, you had to be quiet or he 
would stare at you.

My father died suddenly in 
1943, while he was still president 
of the shul. It was the only time I 
remember that they brought the 
coffin into the shul. They had the 
service there and then we went to 
the cemetery. It had never been 
done before. No one could believe 
it! It was quite extraordinary. They 
named the religion school the Max 
Marx Hebrew School in his honour. 

When Rabbi Weiler married 
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Una, my parents acted as his 
‘unterfurers’ (ones who lead or 
guide the couple to and under the 
chuppah, like parents).

I had my Bar Mitzvah at Temple 
Israel and Jerry Idelson was one of 
my teachers at Hebrew School. 

My wife, Ann, and I were married 
there exactly 50 years ago. Ann: 
Jerry also taught me. I was converted 
at Temple Israel from 1954-6. My 
father was Jewish, my mother wasn’t. 
We had a very small Jewish wedding 
ceremony at Temple Israel in 1956, but 
we actually got married civilly shortly 
before this because my conversion 
hadn’t been completed yet.

My mother was actively engaged 
all the time with the Sisterhood. 
In those days, the Sisterhood did 
many things to raise money, like 
holding balls in the Carlton Hotel, 
and they helped hundreds of 
people with the money they raised 
over the years. – John & Ann Marx

Impressive memory
I am 90 years old. In 1936 or 
thereabouts, as an 11-year-old, I 
remember that we lived next door 
to Mick and Heidi Cassel. Rabbi 
Weiler came to stay with the Cassels 
with whom my parents were very 
friendly. The Rabbi and the Cassels 
used to visit us frequently and we 
heard about the establishment of 
Temple Israel. 

Years later, I was a member of 
Temple Shalom and we were visited 
by Rabbi Weiler. Walking among 
the congregants, he came up to 
me and addressed me by name, 
asking after my parents, Ray and 
Jules Klugman. He hadn’t forgotten 
us. What a truly remarkable man. – 
Ken Klugman

Committed to Progressive 
Judaism
My late father, Jack Kremer, was 
the only member of his immediate 
family, including his parents and 
four brothers, to survive the 
Holocaust. He was born in Lithuania 
in the village of Skaudville round 
about 1907.

In 1925, as the eldest son, he had 
the honour of being sent all the 
way, on his own, from Lithuania 
to a Yeshiva in the Meah Shearim 

Quarter in Jerusalem. on his return 
in about 1935, a family decision, 
emanating from the climate of 
oppression caused by the pogroms, 
resulted in his being sent to his 
uncles in Kimberley. 

He met my mother, Hermoine 
Tuchten, in Johannesburg, and 
they were married in Cape Town 
in 1940, thereafter settling in 
Brakpan, where I was born in 1941. 
He belonged to the orthodox 
congregation there, but after the 
Shoah, became disillusioned. 

In 1947, the Progressive 
Movement opened a branch in 
Springs and he attended one of 
the first services. It was here that 
he felt comfortable. Aspects such 
as the non-marginalisation of 
women; the decorum; as well as 
the fact that although he, himself 
was conversant in Hebrew, the 
service could followed by all in a 
meaningful manner.

Apart from the occasional visit to 
the orthodox shul there, I had no 
early Jewish education. By joining 
the Progressive congregation, he 
knew his daughters could have 
B’not Mitzvah and play their part in 
the service, including reading from 
the Torah. 

After my family moved to 
Johannesburg, we joined Temple 
Israel. To a hick nine-year-old 
from a tiny town, it felt as though 
I had been transported to another 
world. It was so imposing; the high 
ceiling, the lights, the choir and 
Rabbi Weiler in his robes all made 
an indelible impression on me. I 
became actively involved at the 
temple, was Bat Mitzvah and later 
married there. 

We joined Temple David when 
we moved to Durban in 1961, 
where both my sons had their B’nei 
Mitzvah and were married there, 
and my grandchildren also had 
their B’nei Mizvah there. 

It gives me great pride that, at 
the moment, I have the honour of 
holding the position of co-president 
of the Durban Progressive Jewish 
Congregation. – Lorna Harris 

Alan Isaacs Camp: A Dream 
Holiday
Rabbi Weiler entered the 

compartment. Six youngsters 
jumped to their feet.

“Good morning”, he gravely 
greeted them. It was a freezing 
July morning and the train was on 
its way to Margate, carrying a few 
hundred excited children to Alan 
Isaacs Camp.

“Nu, Dannheisser”, he said to 
a precocious 13-year-old from 
Springs. “Who’s going to win the 
Durban July?” “Chalamti Chalon” was 
the reply – “I dreamed a dream”. 

From where in his young memory 
the boy dredged up that biblical 
response, no one will ever know, 
but Rabbi Weiler was impressed – 
very impressed.

“Go on”, he encouraged, “What 
did you dream?” “There was a 
torch,” said the boy. “It switched on, 
it switched off – just like that, all the 
time.” “That’s Flash on,” said the 
excited Rabbi. “Do you think it can 
win?”

The boy shrugged his shoulders. 
What did he know!

The year was 1953. The camp 
was, as always, an enormous 
success, thanks to the efforts and 
enthusiasm of the Madrichim 
(leaders). Their names have 
become legend in the annals of the 
camp. Benny Stalson, Izzy Wainer, 
Justin Bachman, Boundy Kramer, 
Myrtle ostrofsky, Shiela Stiefel… the 
list goes on.

Rabbi Weiler did not stay for the 
three week duration of the camp, 
but he was there over the weekend 
that “Flash on” became the smallest 
horse ever to win the Durban July. 
I have often wondered whether he 
actually placed a bet. I hope he did. 
– Martin Dannheisser

My recollections 
My mother used to talk about 
the homes they used in the early 
days (1936+) in orange Grove 
and Sydenham to hold services. 
As numbers grew, for High Holy 
Days, they would rent halls for the 
services. Slowly, but surely, the 
numbers swelled, and Temple Israel 
became a reality.

As a youngster, my cheder 
days started at Temple Israel. I 
was taught by Izzy Wainer and 
Joel Alswang. But before my Bar 
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Mitzvah, my parents and those members who lived in 
the north were asked to start canvassing for members, 
sufficient in number, to warrant the building of Temple 
Shalom, where I eventually had my Bar Mitzvah. Jerry 
Idelson was eventually based there and wrote much of 
the music we used for services. 

Many years later, I served on the committee of 
the United Progressive Jewish Congregation of 
Johannesburg (UPJC) as treasurer, with Les Bergman as 
chairman. In this role, I introduced the first new siddur 
that opened “at the back”. The offices were housed 
at Temple Israel and the general secretary was Alan 
Morris.  

My mother was converted by Rabbi Weiler. Her family 
had always been Jewish, but her father married out of 
the faith, so she decided to convert when she married 
my father. – Peter Alexander 

My memories of Temple Israel 
I was involved with Temple Israel for about 20 years, 
from mid-60s to 1985, when I immigrated to England. 

I have very fond memories of the vibrant cheder and 
its dedicated staff. 

I also have lovely memories of all the rabbis I worked 
with and learned from. The one who had the biggest 
influence on me was Rabbi Arthur Super. 

The two things that stick out most clearly for me out 
of all my memories happened about a decade apart. 

First was the ‘Model Seder’ that the cheder had every 

year just before Pesach. I think, if memory serves me 
correctly, it was in 1974, the last Pesach before Rabbi 
Super made Aliyah. We reached the 10 plagues and the 
children were asked to name them. They managed to 
name nine of the plagues, and we were trying to entice 
the 10th plague out of them, when a young boy aged 
about six, put his hand up. We all sighed with relief, and 
he stood up and told us that “inflation” was the 10th 
plague.

The other thing that I clearly remember happened in 
1983. The UPJC was celebrating its Golden Jubilee and 
there was going to be joint Shabbat morning service at 
Temple Israel. The State President was due to attend. 
Early that morning, a bomb had gone off outside the 
doors of the Prayer Room at Temple Israel. The Prayer 
Room was opposite the hall on the left side of the 
Sanctuary. Naturally the jubilee service couldn’t take 
place at Temple Israel, and it was transferred to Temple 
Emanuel.

on the following Monday morning, we saw that the 
Ark in the Prayer Room was empty. As we cleared the 
broken chairs and rubble, we found the three Sifre 
Torah that used to stand in the Ark among the rubble. 
We expected them to be damaged. But amazingly, as I 
checked them, they were all totally intact. They had not 
been damaged at all!

It gives me great pleasure to send warm wishes on 
Temple Israel’s oak or 80th anniversary. May it be 
spared for many more years. – Hilton Ellis 
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The trust has been responsible for the training of a number of Local Rabbis,
Assisting in the education of needy children from the progressive movement, who 

showed exceptional promise, in furthering their studies,
Aiding Netzer in sending children to camp,

And the Chevra Kadisha in helping the poor and needy in Springs.

The Springs and District Progressive 
Jewish Congregation Trust

80 80 Birthday
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Wishes Temple Israel A Hearty Mazel Tov on its 

For further information Contact Peter at pdann@telkomsa.net 
or through your local Progressive congregation.



Mafadi congratulates Temple Israel on reaching such a milestone event.
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Totally Kosher
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Gideon Décor
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A special thank you to the JMPD, 
deputy director, Mr Richard Witte, 
and his wonderful team, for their 
unfailing support. They’ve looked 
after us during services, High Holy 
Days, festivals and special events 
for the past 15 years, and we 
appreciate all their efforts.
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Phone: (011) 782-2347
Cell: 071 468 5020
E-mail: linden@warriorpaints.co.za
www.warriorpaints.co.za

Renney Plit
083 658 2464

Paul and Jeremy Berman

Temple Israel 80th anniversary sponsors
We’d like to thank the following people, without whose contributions today would not 
have been possible. 
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My parents were refugees 
from Germany. Both were 
Doctors of Law practising in 

Berlin, but were forced out of their 
state jobs and left in 1936. Relatives 
in South Africa made it possible for 
them to come here. 

My maternal grandparents were 
also able to emigrate, but my 
father’s parents were denied entry 
to South Africa and elsewhere. They 
succumbed in Theresienstadt.

While not particularly religious, 
he was a deeply spiritual man 
who sought comfort in Judaism. 
However, he felt he wasn’t getting 
this from the orthodox. Sometime 
in the 1950s, he found Progressive 
Judaism, in the beginning at 
Temple Israel and subsequently, 
Temple Shalom. He enjoyed the 
personalities (Rabbis Weiler, Super 
and Blumenthal, and also Jerry 
Idelson, Benny Stalson and Joel 
Alswang) and became involved as 
a lay reader, eventually playing a 
major role in Friday night, various 
holidays and High Holy Day services.

Finding a synagogue
I was never very observant, but 
usually joined him at the Friday 
evening services, and attended High 
Holy Day services with my mother 
while my father led sections of the 
service. After my parents’ demise 
in the late 1980s, I looked for a 
Reform service that was closer to 
the services of my youth, something 
I found at Temple Israel. 

To me, Temple Israel represents 
my bond with Judaism, but it is 
more than that – on the one hand, 
it represents the resilience that 
is required to survive and endure 
when literally surrounded by 
adversity, but more importantly, 
it sets the example of how to 
simultaneously make a meaningful 
contribution, not only to the 
congregation, but also to the 
surrounding community.

Interfaith marriage and 
conversion
My wife, Felicite, was raised as a 

Catholic and I as an errant Jew. We 
have two daughters, Lisa, who lives 
in Vancouver, Canada, and Judy, 
who lives here in Johannesburg, 
and three grandchildren, Kayla (13) 
in Vancouver; Natalie (8) and Jessica 
(6) in South Africa. Lisa and Kayla 
decided to convert.

Lisa’s choices
As children, we were exposed to 
a lot of religion. With my Dad’s 
parents fleeing Hitler’s Germany, 
and my Mom having attended a 
convent, religion was just part of 
our family. It seemed to me that 
it provided a lot of background to 
who we were. 

As Kayla grew older, I felt she 
needed some sort of spiritual 
compass and that she needed 
religious knowledge that she didn’t 
automatically get from me, as I had 
gotten from simply growing up in 
my house. For manyreasons, I had 
no real interest in sending her to 
Church to learn Christian teachings. 
The fundamental philosophies 
of Tikkun Olam and Tzedakah are 
extremely important principles in 
my life and were what I saw to be 
guiding principles in my parents’ 
home. 

So, I pursued a path to 
conversion. We have been 
welcomed by the Reform 
Movement in Vancouver with open 
arms and my hopes that Kayla will 

find a community of people with 
shared values has been realised 
many times over. She is now a 
regular at Habonim D’ror Camp 
Miriam and participates actively 
and regularly in shul activities. My 
husband, Daniel, has supported us 
both throughout.

A South African Bat Mitzvah
Lisa and Kayla wanted the same 

Torah portion as I read for my Bar 
Mitzvah, but this had already been 
assigned at her shul. This led to a 
discussion about celebrating the 
event in South Africa. But I think 
Lisa also had an innate desire to 
one day explore her Jewishness. 

Closing the loop
We were able to choose a date that 
held some significance. As part of 
our reason to convert was to follow 
my Dad’s spiritual path, it seemed 
more meaningful for us to have 
Kayla share my Dad’s portion. 

Since it’s also my Dad’s 70th 
birthday this year, and it’s been just 
on a year since our conversion, 27 
August 2016 seemed a sufficiently 
meaningful date to choose.

We’re holding the ceremony in 
Johannesburg because it means the 
whole family can be together and, 
as my Dad said, he’s had a life-long 
connection to Temple Israel. To 
‘close the loop’, we wanted to hold 
the ceremony in ‘my Dad’s shul’. 

A  P E R S o N A L  S T o R Y

Reconnecting to Temple Israel
By Professor Dr Alan D. Rothberg and his daughter, Lisa Papania

Above: Alan D. 
Rothberg on his Bar 
Mitzvah day
Right: Lisa, Daniel 
and Kayla
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Vision: A future where today’s young 
people are tomorrow’s productive citizens.

.

Over 550 jobs created in 
disadvantaged communities.

7-18 Years2-6 Years

Over 500 young people have been 
connected to the economy 

through employment or self 
employment opportunities.

19 -35 Years Local Community Employment

3,500 young people accessing
educational and well-being 

support. In 2015 we achieved a 
96% matric pass rate and 79 

distinctions

A safe haven for 1,200 children to 
learn how to read, write and count.

We believe that every young person should be given 
the opportunity to be the best that they can be.

Please call + 27 11 325 5914 or 
visit our website: www.afrikatikkun.org

Invest in tomorrows leaders today!  
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