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Macey Kronsberg:
Institution Builder of Conservative Judaism
in Charleston, S.C., and the Southeast

by

Peggy Kronsberg Pearlstein

fternoon and evening thunderstorms on July 16, 1947,
Aleft the city of Charleston, South Carolina, rain soaked.

Nearby Sullivan’s Island, where many of the city’s
residents summered, did not escape the heavy downpour
either. In spite of the inclement weather, a group of men and
women, most of whom were members of Orthodox congregation
Brith Sholom, gathered at the beach home of Moses and Florence
Mendelsohn for a meeting convened by Macey Kronsberg to
discuss “furthering the Conservative Judaism movement in
Charleston.”?

Across the United States, young people in similar communi-
ties met to start synagogues, fueling the dramatic growth of
new congregations in the decades following World War II. In
concert with an increased interest in Judaism, this expansion
reflected the acculturation and suburbanization of numerous
second-generation Jews. Many also felt a heightened sense of
responsibility to maintain Judaism as the mantle of Jewish
culture and leadership shifted to the United States with the de-
struction of much of European Jewry in the Holocaust. The
second-generation children of immigrants who were coming of
age looked to synthesize their new sense of being fully American
with their old sense of a traditional Jewish religious upbringing.
They wanted a Judaism consonant with their current lifestyle;
one in which they could fit in with their non-Jewish neighbors.
Although Reform and even Orthodox Judaism gained new
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affiliates, the Conservative movement grew most rapidly in this
period.2

Jack Wertheimer, historian of Conservative Judaism, has not-
ed that the decisive factor in the establishment of a Conservative
congregation was often the initiative of key individuals. It was, he
says, “the determination and forcefulness of a few strong- willed
and wealthy laymen who convinced others of the need to modern-
ize a traditional synagogue or establish a new congregation that
would better serve the needs of the community.” At the same
time, rabbis played critical roles in helping to “transform their
congregants’ vague impulse for change into specific new pro-
grams,” and fostering “institutional allegiance to the national
bodies of the Conservative movement.”3 Such was the case in
Charleston.

Macey Kronsberg and his brothers, along with the Steinberg
and Lesser families and others, initiated efforts in the 1940s to
modernize their Orthodox congregation. They engaged a rabbi
ordained by the Conservative Jewish Theological Seminary of
America (JTS) in the hopes that he would lead the congregants in
modifying worship and in making other changes that would bene-
fit the entire family, a central focus of Conservative Judaism.
When they were unsuccessful in achieving the desired modifica-
tions, these families founded a Conservative congregation.

Conservative Judaism Takes Root in the United States

Conservative Judaism, whose leaders perceived the move-
ment as deriving from the “positive-historical” school of Rabbi
Zacharias Frankel in nineteenth-century Europe, took root in the
United States with the establishment of JTS in 1886. The leader-
ship’s goal was to “conserve” tradition in response to what it
believed was the radicalization of American Reform Judaism, em-
bodied in that movement’s Pittsburgh Platform of the previous
year. JTS was reorganized in 1902 and invited Rabbi Solomon
Schechter of Cambridge, England, to serve as president. Under his
guidance, Conservatism began a period of expansion, especially
appealing to eastern European immigrants and their American-
ized children. Yet he and others were reluctant to start a separate
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The four Kronsberg brothers, c. 1930.
Macey is top left. Clockwise from Macey are Milton, Meyer, and Edward.
(Courtesy of Pegqy Kronsberg Pearlstein.)

movement. These people thought of themselves as preserving tra-
ditional Judaism and working with the Orthodox community .4
The tri-fold institutional framework of Conservative Judaism
that they nonetheless established in New York City consisted of
JTS, the Rabbinical Assembly (RA), and the United Synagogue
consortium of congregations. The movement espoused a middle-
of-the-road message, a part of which emphasized adapting tradi-
tional Jewish worship with accommodations to modern American
practices. Innovations that attracted younger Jews included late
Friday evening services, English responsive readings, mixed seat-
ing during religious services, greater participation of women in
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the synagogue, youth programming, and emphasis on modern
educational methods.5

Many Conservative rabbis and laymen were involved in Zi-
onist activities at the same time that they were creating
institutions to sustain American Jewry. These individuals were
drawn to Zionism, a modern movement that also began at the end
of the nineteenth century in Europe partly in response to antisemi-
tism and the rise of nationalism. Its followers worked for the
building of the ancient homeland of Palestine for Jews. As Samuel
Halperin observes, “The American Zionist movement derived its
most unanimously enthusiastic and dedicated supporters from the
ranks of Conservative Judaism.”6

During the interwar era, it was difficult to distinguish be-
tween modern Orthodox and Conservative congregations in their
religious practices. For example, mixed seating for men and wom-
en during services was sometimes found in sanctuaries of both.
Some congregations offered worshipers both separate seating and
mixed pews. In one case, Chizuk Amuno Congregation in Balti-
more, Maryland, one of the twenty-two founding members of the
Conservative United Synagogue of America (USA) in 1913, did
not vote to have mixed seating until 1947. Even then, a few rows
in the sanctuary remained for separate seating.”

In their quest to accommodate this changing religious land-
scape of acculturation, some Orthodox congregations engaged
rabbis ordained by JTS, many of whom had an Orthodox upbring-
ing, had attended yeshivot, and were native-born English
speakers. These were important qualities to have in reaching out
to the young people in increasingly Americanized communities. A
number of congregations whose rabbis were JTS graduates gradu-
ally moved from membership in the Orthodox Union to affiliation
with the Conservative USA.8

The migration of Americans from city centers to outlying
areas that occurred following the Second World War included
Jewish families. A housing shortage spurred the creation
of developments in the suburbs. Government-assisted mortgages,
coupled with increasing affluence and the growth of the highway
system helped newly married men and women move to tract
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developments and purchase automobiles for traveling to and from
work and the city. For many Jews, this suburban lifestyle con-
veyed a sense of belonging in America. Another way in which the
sense manifested itself was in the new congregations Jewish fami-
lies formed and the new synagogues they erected, alongside the
churches of their Protestant and Catholic neighbors.?

This article is an exploration of these changes and how they
led to the emergence of Conservative Judaism in the Jewish com-
munity of Charleston during the 1940s. The experiences of Macey
(1911-2001) and Adele Jules Kronsberg (1909-2002), who resided
in Charleston from 1936 until 1950 and were important figures in
these developments and in the establishment of the Southeastern
Region of the USA, provide a glimpse into the processes of Amer-
icanization, suburbanization, religious transformation, and
institution building.l® This essay examines their attempts to
achieve a balance between maintaining their Jewish identity and
acculturating into the larger American culture.

Shifting Loyalties in Charleston’s Jewish Community

Mirroring other Jewish communities, Charleston’s congrega-
tions experienced transformations as the community matured, its
members adapted to the surrounding American culture, and new-
comers arrived in the city in successive generations. These
transformations led to frequent congregational splits and mergers.
The eventual acculturation of immigrants may have minimized
religious differences, but the continued small size of the commu-
nity has also limited the ability of its religious institutions to
sustain extensive diversity.

Jewish merchants and traders founded Kahal Kadosh (K. K.)
Beth Elohim, the fourth synagogue established in America, in
Charleston in 1749. By the beginning of the nineteenth century,
Charleston was the premier port in the country and was home to
the largest Jewish population. The metropolis had not only pro-
vided the “port Jews” with economic opportunity, but had offered
them religious tolerance as well. According to historian James
Hagy, “From the first arrival of Jews in Charleston, they had
adopted the ways of life of the other inhabitants, including, on the
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part of some, the modification of their religious practice and be-
liefs.”11 The promise of America and its commitment to religious
liberty in a free society became deeply rooted in Charleston, as did
the processes of adjustment and change.

In the 1820s, young, American-born members of Beth Elohim
agitated for modifications in synagogue practices. They believed,
for example, that changes in the services including the addition of
a Sabbath sermon and shorter ceremonies would enhance deco-
rum, attract more members, and, most important, preserve Jewish
life and Judaism in America. Unable to win concessions from the
elders of K. K. Beth Elohim, the “Reformed Society of Israelites for
Promoting True Principles of Judaism According to Its Purity and
Spirit” worshiped together as a separate group until the late
1830s. In doing so, Gary Zola, biographer of Isaac Harby, a re-
formed society leader, notes, “Harby and his colleagues were the
tirst in American Jewish history to grapple with the clash of val-
ues they confronted as Jews living in an open society.”12

Gustav Poznanski, Beth Elohim’s minister starting in 1840,
permitted the installation of an organ in the congregation’s new
sanctuary, rebuilt after a fire destroyed the original building in
1838. This signaled the beginning of permanent reforms and the
return of the dissidents as their society declined and dispersed. At
the dedication of the building, Poznanski proclaimed, “This coun-
try is our Palestine, this city our Jerusalem, this house of God our
temple.”?> For these Jews, Charleston was their Zion, America
their promised land. A century after its founding, the traditional
synagogue had become the first Reform congregation in the Unit-
ed States.

Unwilling to accept the changes, the traditionalists broke
away and organized Shearith Israel, which also followed the Se-
phardic rite. There were not enough members to support both
congregations, however, and they merged after the Civil War.14

In 1852, under the leadership of Polish-born Rabbi Hirsch
Zvi Margolis Levy, more than two dozen Yiddish-speaking
Polish and German immigrants organized Brith Sholom as
an Orthodox synagogue and the first Ashkenazic congregation
in South Carolina. A breakaway of more observant Jews
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formed Shari Emouna in 1886. Eleven years later, its members
folded their congregation and rejoined Brith Sholom. Historian
Jeffrey Gurock argues that there were too few Jews in Charleston
to maintain multiple religious institutions and that, as the immi-
grants became more Americanized, they too became less
observant.!5

Brith Sholom, called the Polish synagogue because of the
background of its founders, grew to over two hundred members
as more Jews from eastern Europe came to the city in the early
twentieth century. A split in the congregation occurred once more
in 1911, when a group of about sixty men, most of them originally
from the Polish town of Kaluszyn, formed Beth Israel. Its constitu-
ency, like that of Shari Emouna earlier, may have considered itself
more pious than those who worshiped at Brith Sholom and who
were likely earlier, more acculturated residents.1¢ Although mem-
bership increased, Beth Israel could not afford a spiritual leader.
Congregants finally turned to Brith Sholom in 1933 and sought the
help of Benjamin Axelman, its rabbi since 1927, to officiate at their
lifecycle events and in the Jewish education of the school
children.?”

In the period between the world wars, Charleston’s three
synagogues maintained auxiliaries that aided educational, social,
and religious programs. Community-wide organizations included
the Hebrew Benevolent Society (1784), Hebrew Orphan Society
(1801), local chapters of B'nai B'rith (1867), the Zionist Organiza-
tion of America (ZOA) (1897), the National Council of Jewish
Women (NCJW) (1906), and Hadassah (1921). The Jewish Com-
munity Center, begun in the 1920s, also crossed denominational
boundaries. The organizations provided venues for synagogue
members to meet in a nonreligious setting, mix socially, and ex-
pand their horizons. They provided additional opportunities for
community members to develop leadership skills. As a reflection
of their acculturation, the Jews of Charleston also participated in
an array of civic groups.8

In addition to increased acculturation, economic, demo-
graphic, and political changes had an impact on Jews throughout
the country and in Charleston.
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Economy and War Reshape Charleston and Its Jewish Community

The economic downturn and stagnation in the years follow-
ing the 1929 Depression affected Charleston and its Jews,
especially those engaged in retail trade. Some younger
members of the Orthodox congregations, to the dismay of
their immigrant parents, even began to open their stores for
business on the Sabbath.’ Although the Depression was on
the wane by the mid-thirties, it was the entry of the United States
into World War II and mobilization that refueled America’s
economy.

In 1937, the U. S. Census of Religious Bodies estimated
Charleston’s Jewish population to be about twenty-five hundred.
Then war brought increased work at Charleston’s navy yard and
port. By 1944, the greater metropolitan area grew to about 157,000
people. The upturn in the economy and the jobs created, coupled
with the arrival of Jewish service personnel stationed in the area,
temporarily expanded the Jewish community too. The city contin-
ued to prosper and grow in the post-war era. While some soldiers
never came back from the war, others returned, married local
women, and created families. However, the 1948 census taken by
the Jewish Community Center enumerated fewer than two thou-
sand Jews clustered in 589 family units. The Jewish population
decrease may have been due to the fact that younger, more accul-
turated Jews tended to have smaller families. Charleston’s Jewish
population then ranked 132nd in size, or just .004 percent of the
Jews in the United States.20

Kronsberg Family Background

It was during this period in the 1930s and 1940s that the
Kronsberg family grew and deepened its involvement in the reli-
gious, business, social, and cultural life of Charleston. When
Macey and Adele Kronsberg arrived in 1936, they quickly im-
mersed themselves in the community. Macey’s upbringing in a
traditional Conservative congregation and his forceful leadership
led him to agitate for change at Orthodox Brith Sholom, change
that eventually led to the establishment of a new Conservative
congregation.
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Seaman Macey Kronsberg during World War 11.
(Courtesy of Pegqy Kronsberg Pearlstein.)

Macey’s parents, Abraham and Lena Kronsberg, eastern Eu-
ropean immigrants who arrived in the United States in the 1880s,
later met and were married in 1901 in Portsmouth, Virginia. Their
oldest son, Edward, was born there in 1903. The Kronsbergs
moved to Tilghman Island on the eastern shore of Maryland to
become the proprietors of a general store and the island’s only
Jewish family. There Lena gave birth to three other sons, Meyer,
Milton, and the youngest, Macey, who was born on August 11,
1911.
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When Abraham died unexpectedly at the end of 1918, his
widow moved with her children to east Baltimore to be near rela-
tives. The family became involved in Conservative Judaism and
Zionism when they joined Chizuk Amuno, which as previously
noted, was a pioneer Conservative congregation. Beth El in Nor-
folk, Virginia, was the only other Conservative congregation in
the region. The Conservative movement was slowly getting estab-
lished in the South. Macey attended the Hebrew school of Chizuk
Amuno, worshipped regularly, and had his bar mitzvah there.2!

At fifteen, Edward moved to Charleston, South Carolina,
where he worked in the clothing store of his uncle, Joseph
Bluestein. In 1926, the young man started his own retail enter-
prise, Edward’s 5¢-10¢ and $1.00 Store. Meyer and Milton joined
him in the business. Over the next half century, the store grew in-
to a chain of thirty-one variety stores in South Carolina and two in
Georgia. The Kronsberg family sold the business in 1977 to Kuhn
Brothers of Tennessee. Edward married native Charlestonian
Hattie Barshay, daughter of eastern European immigrants. Like
his father-in-law Emanuel Barshay who served as president of
Brith Sholom in 1924-1925, Edward would serve as president in
1939-1940 and again in 1945-1946. In addition to his extensive in-
volvement in Jewish organizations, Edward Kronsberg was also a
major participant in every segment of community life during the
more than sixty years that he lived in the city. His strong civic
leadership demonstrated that one could maintain a Jewish identi-
ty and also earn acceptance and respect from non-Jews. His
activism also laid the roots for further involvement by the rest of
the family in the business and religious life of the city. Hattie, Ed-
ward’s wife, was on the board of directors of the Florence
Crittenden Home. Milton, the third brother, became president of
the Jewish Community Center. His wife, Frederica (Freddie), was
also active in Jewish organizations.?

Until he moved to Charleston and entered the family busi-
ness, Macey Kronsberg lived in Baltimore and continued his
interests in Conservative Judaism and Zionism. These early en-
counters later led him to the forefront of change in major
movements in the Jewish community, and he became a principal
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player in the founding of several Jewish organizations including
the local American Zionist Emergency Committee (AZEC), Con-
servative Synagogue Emanu-El, and the Southeastern Region of
the USA.

In 1933, Macey graduated from the Johns Hopkins
University. At the Associated Jewish Charities he found employ-
ment as a social worker and met Adele Jules, his future wife. Born
August 6, 1909, Adele was a native Baltimorean, whose maternal
ancestors had come to the United States by the 1850s. She grew up
in a family that was active in the Reform Baltimore Hebrew Con-
gregation. The couple eloped on September 19, 1935, and were
wed by Morris Goodblatt, rabbi of Conservative Congregation
Beth Am Israel in Philadelphia.?? The marriage lasted over sixty-
five years.»

Soon after Macey’s arrival in Charleston in 1936, Adele drove
down to join him. Pregnant with the first of their three daughters,
she brought her mother-in-law, Lena Kronsberg, to live with
them.?> The young couple joined Brith Sholom where the other
brothers were already members and quickly became involved in
numerous civic groups and in local, regional, and national Jewish
communal affairs.

In addition to his interest in the Orthodox synagogue, Macey
was active in ZOA, AZEC, Masons (he became master of the
Friendship Lodge in 1948), Rotary, Chamber of Commerce, Retail
Merchants Association, and Red Cross.26 He developed skills in
these organizations and, as an officer in some of them, was able to
provide leadership and vision.

Adele, a well-organized, tireless worker, crackerjack stenog-
rapher, typist and secretary, was involved in Jewish causes all of
her life, most often alongside her husband. When she arrived in
Charleston, her efforts focused on Brith Sholom, its Daughters of
Israel sisterhood, the Sunday schools of Brith Sholom and Beth
Elohim, the Milk Committee, SOS (Supplies for Overseas), Hadas-
sah, and the NCJW. In 1948, Senior Hadassah appointed her to the
Bicentennial Advisory Council, a community-wide effort to plan
for the two hundredth anniversary of the Charleston Jewish
community to be celebrated in 1950.2 Like Macey, Adele enjoyed
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opportunities to broaden her interaction with members of the Jew-
ish and non-Jewish communities and to develop leadership
qualities through communal activism. This demonstrated that the
young couple and others like them could successfully be both
modern Americans and committed Jews simultaneously.

Boundaries between the elite members of Reform Beth Elo-
him, who were involved in the NCJW, and eastern European
Jewish women, who belonged primarily to the Orthodox congre-
gations, may have already loosened in Charleston due to the fact
that many of the first generation women had already acculturated
by the 1930s and were needed by the NCJW section in its efforts to
help refugees. When Adele arrived, three women, one from an
Orthodox synagogue and two from the Reform congregation,
called on her at home and invited her to join both the local section
of the NCJW and the Reform sisterhood. The former may have
been especially eager for Adele, as a member of the active
Kronsberg family, and as an individual who had grown up in a
Reform congregation, to join its organization. In 1941, Adele and
Claire Givner were sent as delegates from the Charleston section
to the NCJW’s Southern Interstate Conference in Tampa, Florida.
This was the first time Adele had attended a conference in an offi-
cial capacity. She reported to the Charleston section, “I have
gained much in experience, much in knowledge and information
beyond the workings of the individual sections, and much in
pleasant contacts, acquaintances and friendships.”28

From 1943 to 1945, Adele served two terms as president of
the Charleston section of NCJW. She traveled to other conferences
including the national convention held in Chicago in 1943. Under
her leadership, the local section sought to educate its members
through programs that, for example, focused on women in na-
tional defense and on the legislative process. Knowledgeable
women, NCJW leaders believed, would be better able to make in-
formed decisions as Americans and as Jews. During Adele’s
presidency, the chapter participated in relief and welfare activities
with the Charleston Federation of Women’s Clubs and became a
member of the newly formed Charleston Welfare Council.?® In
1943, Governor Olin D. Johnston appointed Adele to the South
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Carolina State War Fund. In 1947, she was elected to the National
Council of the Jewish Joint Distribution Committee as a regional
participant in its activities.?® Her involvement in multiple Jewish
organizations signaled that all Jewish women, regardless of their
synagogue affiliation, could work together for the betterment of
the Jewish community. Invitations to join and participate in gen-
eral organizations indicated the acceptance of Jewish women into
the larger sphere of Charleston society.

As they increasingly fit in with their welcoming surround-
ings, the Kronsbergs and others in the Jewish community began to
seek a Judaism that fit with their new lifestyle. They wanted
to maintain a traditional Jewish upbringing for their children at
the same time that they wanted to modernize aspects of the wor-
ship service. These young adults also wanted to include women
more fully in synagogue life, just as women were more fully par-
ticipating in other spheres within the population at large. As
active lay leaders in Brith Sholom, they sought new rabbinic lead-
ership that could help them extend democratic principles into the
synagogue.

Religious Adjustments and Rabbinic Alterations

American-born Rabbi Benjamin Axelman was twenty-three
years old when he assumed the pulpit of Brith Sholom in 1927.
His youthfulness probably appealed to the younger, more accul-
turated generation. It was also financially advantageous to engage
a newly ordained rabbi rather than someone experienced who
earned a more substantial salary. Axelman had been ordained the
year before by the Rabbi Isaac Elchanan Theological Seminary
(RIETS), affiliated with Yeshiva College in New York. RIETS was
developing into a mainstream Orthodox institution that could
provide Americanized Orthodox congregations with the modern
rabbis they were seeking.?!

In Charleston, Axelman worked energetically in several are-
as. He created a joint Hebrew school for children of Brith Sholom
and Beth Israel, started a successful junior congregation, and led a
popular young adult study group. It seemed, however, that the
synagogue leadership did not sufficiently appreciate his efforts.
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For many years, the hazan-shokhet received higher compensation
than the rabbi. In 1939, the board of trustees refused to grant Ax-
elman the life contract he sought. Things came to a head in 1943
when the board denied his request for a more generous salary.32

According to historian Jeffrey Gurock, the congregants de-
cided against retaining Axelman. Even Axelman’s supporters
were unhappy about sharing his rabbinic services with Beth Israel
and their children in the Hebrew School. Nonetheless a special
meeting was called and the congregation overwhelmingly re-
versed the first vote. Consequently, the congregation offered the
rabbi a short-term contract with a small monetary increase. The
situation was untenable for the rabbi, and he resigned from Brith
Sholom in August 1943. He assumed the pulpit of Orthodox Con-
gregation Petach Tikvah in Baltimore, serving as its spiritual
leader from 1943 to 1976.33

Even prior to Axelman’s resignation, the religious viewpoints
of new leaders and younger members were changing and they
looked for ways to bring people back to the synagogue. They were
concerned about the poor attendance at services, the lack of en-
gagement of congregants in Jewish life and observance, the
lessening of youth involvement in the congregation, and the low
quality of religious instruction in the Hebrew school. In 1940,
President Edward Kronsberg called for the rabbi to introduce
late Friday evening services following the regular sundown ser-
vice that inaugurated the Sabbath. While this was already a
practice of many Conservative and even some Orthodox syna-
gogues elsewhere, it had not been tried in Charleston, although
it is unknown whether Axelman had considered the additional
service.3

With Axelman’s departure, Brith Sholom established
a “Rabbi Committee” to find his replacement. Could a new
spiritual leader bring about changes in synagogue practices
advocated by some congregants even as the congregation
remained Orthodox? Nationally, without clear boundaries
for mixed seating and late Friday night services, which would lat-
er separate the denominations, and with RIETS still attempting to
become a mainstream organization, congregations like Brith
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Macey Kronsberg with his two older daughters,
Rachel Rose (left) and Peggy Rebecca, December 1944.
(Courtesy of Peggy Kronsberg Pearlstein.)
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Sholom remained within the Orthodox orbit but recruited rabbis
from the Conservative JTS.

Macey Kronsberg, one of the younger and newer congre-
gants, became chair of the rabbi’s search committee, which
appears to have had only one other member, Isadore Lesser, who
was also in the retail business.?> Macey immediately sent letters to
the placement committees of Orthodox seminaries Yeshivath To-
rah Vodaath and Mesivta and the Rabbinical Seminary of New
York, both in Brooklyn and both more traditional than RIETS, and
the Hebrew Theological College in Chicago, Illinois, as well as to
JTS. Graduates of the Chicago college were known to accept pul-
pits in congregations with mixed seating.3¢ Perhaps these
Orthodox seminaries were contacted in order to demonstrate to
the members of Brith Sholom that the search committee was cast-
ing its net widely for candidates.

Just a few days after Axelman’s resignation, Rabbi Emanuel
Marcus, director of the Jewish Community Service Bureau of RI-
ETS and Yeshiva College, wrote to Brith Sholom stating that
Axelman had informed his alma mater that he was leaving
Charleston. “Yeshiva” he stated, “. . . is ready and anxious to help
you select a fitting successor.”3” But by early September, the con-
gregation had not yet invited a candidate from RIETS to
Charleston for an interview. Dr. Samuel Belkin, president of Ye-
shiva, sent a telegram personally urging that Brith Sholom
interview one of its graduates before making a final selection.3

In June, prior to becoming chair of the Rabbi Committee,
Macey met with Rabbi Moshe Davis, registrar of JTS, in New York
City. At that time, he may have inquired about rabbis who were
available and about procedures for engaging a JTS rabbi, indicat-
ing at least his own interest in placing a Conservative rabbi in
Brith Sholom. When he officially contacted JTS on behalf of the
congregation in early August, it presented a special opportunity
for the seminary and the United Synagogue to pull an Orthodox
congregation in the South into the fold of Conservative Judaism.
According to historian David Starr, Solomon Schechter, president
of JTS until his death in 1915, had failed to reach out to southern
congregations during his tenure.?
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The letters from Macey to Moshe Davis and to the seminary’s
placement committee provide insight into the selection of a JTS
graduate for Brith Sholom over a rabbi ordained by one of the Or-
thodox yeshivot. To Davis, Macey wrote, “We have been
instructed to communicate with other Yeshivas but you know my
own personal inclination is toward a Seminary man. I believe our
committee sufficiently liberal to be persuaded but cannot be posi-
tive. . . . Not only am I keen for our own sakes, but, for the
Southeast as well. . . . If the Seminary is to properly disseminate its
philosophy of the Jewish Way of Life, it seems to me that it is high
time we have one of its Rabbis in this area. . . . I am not only think-
ing of the present but of the post war South as well. . . . When the
war is over, many of the industries in this region . . . will all con-
tinue to operate and definitely establish the southeast as the last
frontier in America to be exploited . . . many more of our coreli-
gionists will infiltrate in and carry on their commercial livelihood
... I believe Charleston would . . . be a logical city to welcome the
first Seminary Rabbi since it is located on the periphery of this
[postwar industrial frontier] region.”40

Macey’s letter to the JTS placement committee provided
background on the congregation and the city’s Jewish population
of five hundred families, which was augmented by “an additional
influx of at least one hundred families among war workers and
members of the armed forces.” Macey admitted that the rabbi,
congregation, and Hebrew school leaders had been unhappy with
Axelman’s splitting time among so many groups and that “he
could not do justice to the several tasks that confronted him.”
Brith Sholom needed a rabbi who would devote himself exclusive-
ly to the congregation and to supervise rather than teach in the
school. The ideal candidate, he continued, “must be primarily a
‘loyal adherent’ to orthodoxy but can have a liberal approach to
American Jewish problems. . . . [T]he type of Rabbi we shall need
will be a man endowed with initiative and organizational capaci-
ties.” Adolph Coblenz, the rabbi of Conservative Chizuk Amuno
Congregation in Baltimore, where Macey belonged until
he moved to Charleston, may have served as a role model for him
in the search for a replacement for Axelman. His activism in
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Zionist activities beyond Charleston provided Macey with
opportunities to meet other Conservative Jews and rabbis
from around the country. He also recognized that the rabbi select-
ed had to be very traditional in order to be accepted by that
faction of the membership. But he mentioned to the placement
committee that the congregation was interested in late Friday
evening services, “in order to re-attract our members and seat-
holders to Shul more often.” Finally, he expressed the hope that
the candidate “shall be blessed with a wife who is endowed with
charm and skill and can aid him in his work with the congregation
and community.”4!

The Rabbi Committee did not invite for an interview any
candidates who had been ordained by Orthodox seminaries. The
only candidate brought down for a weekend was Solomon D.
Goldfarb, a JTS graduate. Macey and Lesser had been introduced
to Goldfarb and his wife Sophia (“Tuppy”) by Rabbi Elias Margo-
lis, chairman of the JTS placement committee, during a trip to
New York, and the two men were impressed. The congregants
selected him to replace Axelman. Goldfarb was born in Sokolow,
Austria, in 1902, and brought to the United States at age two, so
that by adulthood, he was clearly Americanized. In addition to
studying at the Orthodox RIETS, Goldfarb received a teacher’s
license from the Tarbuth School for Teachers in New York and a
Bachelor of Science from New York University in 1929. He was
ordained by JTS in 1932 and, three years later, studied at the He-
brew University and at Merkaz ha-Rav in Palestine, the yeshiva
founded there by Abraham Isaac Kook, the first Ashkenazic chief
rabbi of modern Israel .42

Goldfarb had served in pulpits in Westwood, New Jersey,
and in Spring Valley, Albany, and Brooklyn, New York. In Alba-
ny, he was president of the Zionist district and, with his wife, had
engaged in interfaith work. Goldfarb’s knowledge of modern
written and spoken Hebrew and his involvement with Zionism
most likely resonated deeply with those congregants including
Macey, who were active in the Charleston ZOA district.#*> For
those ready to institute changes at Brith Sholom that would mod-
ernize traditional Judaism so that it would fit into their American
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Macey and Adele Kronsberg
with their youngest daughter, Sandra Judith, 1949.
(Courtesy of Peggy Kronsberg Pearlstein.)
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way of life, Goldfarb’s affiliation with Conservative Judaism was
of paramount importance.

In his introduction of Goldfarb when he came to be inter-
viewed, Macey told the congregation that everyone owed a debt
to the founders of JTS, which trained rabbis “who would adapt
themselves and their people to the American Jewish scene.” Be-
cause of them, he said, “today [emphasis in original] the
Seminary is pre-eminently qualified to carry on Jewish tradition
and civilization in America after the life line to Europe is now
irretrievably destroyed.” He noted that there were more than
three hundred ordained rabbis “imbued with the philosophy of
the Seminary which has consistently sought since its inception to
rationalize our American civilization with a living and dynamic
Judaism, which has seen the rebirth of Eretz Yisroel as a Gan
Aden and the resurrection of the Hebrew tongue as more than a
lashon kodesh.”*

The congregation offered the rabbi a salary of $5,000 per
year, substantially more than Axelman had received.
Goldfarb and his wife, Tuppy, returned to Charleston right before
the High Holidays. In his letter of welcome to the new
rabbi, Macey began, “It is the fruition of an idea for a seminary
man cherished many years and I keenly look forward to associat-
ing myself with you in building up the Jewish life in our
community. . . . [T]he Steinberg family is equally thrilled . . . Mr.
Lesser is also very pleased.”#> Relying on Macey Kronsberg’s pa-
pers and the brief congregation minutes, it is unclear whether or
not there was a consensus for engaging a JTS man as the next rab-
binic leader for Brith Sholom. For Macey, however, the choice was
right.

Enthusiastic about Goldfarb’s election and eager for the rabbi
to make changes that he hoped would bring many people to the
synagogue, Macey offered the rabbi several suggestions, although
Goldfarb’s annual reports to the congregation do not indicate that
he implemented them. For the Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur
services Macey wrote that announcing page numbers, advising
the congregation when to stand, when to sit, and when to read
responsively or silently would be helpful. “By enabling the
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congregation to have this detailed explanation of the prayers good
decorum could be maintained among the women and intelligent
following of the service be practiced.” Macey also requested a
prayer for the men in the armed services with a recitation of
their names. He even suggested sermon topics including prayer,
penitence, charity, and their meaning for the first day of Rosh
Hashanah, and “All Israel” and plans for the betterment of
the synagogue, the community, and beyond for the second
day, with a limit on delivering each talk to about thirty or forty
minutes!46

During his tenure at Brith Sholom, Goldfarb instituted
late Friday evening services after the early Kabbalat Shabbat ser-
vice, began a monthly congregational bulletin called The
Messenger, brought the Daughters of Israel into the congregation
as its sisterhood, organized Shabbat services for the children of
the community, and with his wife, tried to keep the synagogue’s
Talmud Torah going in spite of teacher turnover. Community-
wide, he was invited to speak about Judaism on WCSC
and WMTA, the local radio stations, participated in chaplaincy
work, and became a leader in the local chapters of the ZOA and
AZEC#

AZEC had been created to coordinate Zionist activity in the
United States after the British White Paper limited Jewish immi-
gration to Palestine in 1939. After it was reorganized into a lobby,
its activities increased, especially between the end of World War II
and the establishment of the state of Israel. Individual Jews
worked at a local level to garner America’s support for a Jewish
homeland in Palestine.*

As head of the Charleston AZEC, Goldfarb brought
South Carolina’s Governor Olin D. Johnston to speak at Brith
Sholom on Friday evening, March 31, 1944. Before five
hundred people, the governor “made an urgent plea for an open
door policy in Palestine.” According to the article written by
Macey for The Messenger, the Governor looked forward to the day
“when the Jewish homeland shall again be Palestine, and when
the Jews will have an opportunity of having their own nation and
their own flag.”4



182 SOUTHERN JEWISH HISTORY

While Goldfarb continued his community activism, he was
interested in making additional modifications in congregational
worship. In September 1944, he told the board that a new building
was necessary to add women’s seating. Louis Lesser, a member
since his arrival in Charleston eight years earlier, wrote a formal
letter of complaint to Brith Sholom the following year. “I for one
am not going to stand for it any longer,” he said about the
cramped and hot upstairs section of the synagogue where the
women sat during High Holiday services. A new, air-conditioned
building “run conservatively,” he believed, was what was needed.
“This is 1945, not 1845, and if conservatism is good enough for
such cities like Charlotte, Philadelphia, Atlanta, Washington,
Richmond, and New York,” he concluded, “it ought to be good for
Charleston.”5% In June 1946, the issue of space rose again, when
the minutes of the board stated that there was a lack of seating for
women for the High Holidays. The overcrowding was the result
of growth. The April 1947 congregational minutes had recorded a
membership gain, mostly of families, from 258 to 289 in one
year.>!

However, as the end of his contract neared, Goldfarb realized
that he would not be able to move forward with changes that
would satisfy the more liberal members of the congregation. He
resigned in February 1947 and secured a pulpit starting April 1 as
rabbi of the Conservative Temple Israel in Long Beach, New York.
Like his predecessor Rabbi Axelman, this was a position he held
for the rest of his rabbinical career.>2

In Charleston, neither rabbi had been able to please all
of Brith Sholom’s constituencies. In Axelman’s case, the
liberal elements pressed their rabbi to modernize worship
practices. In the case of Goldfarb, the traditionalists prevented
attempts by the rabbi and his followers to innovate, even
though they were not necessarily observant themselves.
That Goldfarb and Axelman each remained in their next pulpits
until retirement points to the fact that they were capable and
respected rabbis. It also signified that the religious
philosophy, seminary allegiance, and initiatives of the rabbis
were compatible with the members of later congregations as they
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Governor Olin D. Johnston (center) posing with
Macey Kronsberg (left) and Rabbi Solomon Goldfarb.
Governor Johnston gave a pro-Zionist speech at Brith Sholom in 1946.
(Courtesy of Peggy Pearlstein Kronsberg.)

had been with Kronsberg and like-minded members of Brith
Sholom.

A Conservative Synagogue Grows In Charleston

In 1956, Goldfarb looked back on his years at Brith Sholom.
To Milton Kronsberg he wrote that a decade earlier he had not
been able to initiate certain changes in the synagogue. “Reverence
for the past deteriorated into distrust of the vitality of Judaism,”
he said. “On all sides,” he continued, “[a] handful of old guards
preserved the status quo. I still shudder at the refrain that met the
most moderate innovation: ‘WE NEVER DID IT THAT
WAY’.”[Emphasis in original.] To Edward Kronsberg, the former
two-term president of the congregation, Goldfarb said that “I
came to Brith-Shalom not with the intention of dismembering it.
... lintended to build an outstanding and influential Traditional
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Congregation.” He noted that he used the word Traditional and
not Conservative, “because I do not go in for labels. It is the be-
havior of the congregants and their best interests that matter
most.”5?

Goldfarb also acknowledged the struggle Edward Kronsberg
had in trying to maintain loyalty to Brith Sholom, where he had
been a part for a quarter century, and Goldfarb recognized the de-
sires of some members to make changes in synagogue practices.
He wrote, “You served it [Brith Sholom] with means, might and
marrow for many years. I respect your loyalty to it, and appreciate
the conflict that went on within you during ‘the war of states.””5

The Orthodox faction within the congregation stood its
ground and refused to accept accommodations to modernize wor-
ship by either Goldfarb or his supporters. The conflict escalated to
new heights as both sides campaigned for their positions. Some
congregants, like Edward Kronsberg, struggled with the decision,
torn by family ties, devotion to the synagogue, and the desire to
bring about changes from within that could attract and keep the
loyalty of a younger generation of Jews.

Rabbi Hyman A. Rabinowitz of Sioux City, Iowa, was
brought to Charleston for an interview to be Goldfarb’s successor.
Like Goldfarb, he had studied at RIETS before graduation and
was ordained by JTS. Simultaneously, Rabinowitz’s backers
moved to alter the wording of the congregation’s constitution so
that it would uphold “Traditional” rather than “Orthodox” ritual.
In addition, the group circulated a petition signed by forty-five
members declaring that future rabbis at Brith Sholom should be
graduates of JTS or recognized by its rabbinical school.5

Macey Kronsberg reported to Goldfarb that his group con-
tinued to advocate for Conservative Judaism at Brith Sholom. A
second parlor meeting, similar to one held while Goldfarb was
still in Charleston, took place at the home of Dr. Matthew Stein-
berg. Rabbi Joel Geffen, whose father was Tobias Geffen of
Atlanta’s Shearith Israel, spoke about JTS and Conservative Juda-
ism. He also conducted services at the synagogue. “I think he ably
presented the Conservative viewpoint as the son of an orthodox
rabbi,” Macey wrote. “[A]s a Conservative Jew,” he continued, “I
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have no right to be an officer in an orthodock [sic] Shul. However,
I have volunteered my services to be the first president of the first
Conservative Shul.” Macey also expressed his unhappiness with
the situation at Brith Sholom since Goldfarb had taken another
pulpit. “If you do not have an able Seminary successor,” he wrote
to Goldfarb, “I am doubtful if I will stay on here . . . I have
plunged deeply into Zionist work but that is not enough.”5

Determined to prevent Conservative Judaism from coming to
Brith Sholom, longtime member Sam Berlin offered an alternative.
He sent telegrams to his supporters and proposed a fresh platform
of Orthodoxy. Among the items on his list was a new or remod-
eled synagogue on the present site that would permit women to
be seated on elevated sides of the same floor of the sanctuary as
men. He proposed a uniform prayer book with English translation
and the introduction of English responsive readings. Finally, he
suggested continuing the late Friday evening services initiated
during Goldfarb’s tenure.5”

Berlin’s campaign met with success. At a special meeting on
July 13, 1947, after intense lobbying by both elements including a
petition signed by 119 members seeking changes, the congrega-
tion voted 100 to 74 in favor of remaining Orthodox by not
changing the constitution and by not engaging another JTS rabbi
rather than continuing on the track of eventual Conservative affil-
iation. Some petitioners evidently were convinced that the
changes Berlin put forth went far enough and, although they had
signed the petition, changed their minds when the vote was taken.
Nevertheless, ten officers and trustees immediately resigned their
positions. A new board was selected and Sam Berlin became the
new president.®

If Goldfarb and the advocates for change at Brith Sholom had
moved more slowly in pressing for changes and had space been
adequate, would the congregation have affiliated eventually with
Conservative Judaism? Other congregations in the South did fol-
low national models in this direction. Under the leadership of
Abraham J. Mesch, an Orthodox rabbi who had been ordained in
Palestine by Chief Rabbi Abraham I. Kook, Congregation Beth El

“

in Birmingham, Alabama, could not decide whether it was “a
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progressive Orthodox congregation or a traditional Conservative
synagogue.” But it then affiliated with the Conservative USA as
early as 1944.5 Mesch’s colleague and friend, Rabbi Harry H. Ep-
stein, also ordained as an Orthodox rabbi, led Congregation
Ahavath Achim in Atlanta, Georgia, into membership in the Con-
servative USA in 1952.¢0 But those determined to keep Orthodoxy
at Brith Sholom realized that they needed to make some modifica-
tions to worship. When the changes did not go far enough, a
second and determined segment of the laity at Brith Sholom left
and created a new congregation. Thus the Charleston congrega-
tions illustrate a variation in the pattern of change.

As noted at the beginning of this essay, Macey Kronsberg
convened a meeting on July 16 of people interested in forming a
new Conservative congregation. The average age of the twenty-
one men who attended the meeting was forty-two years and al-
most all were native-born Americans. In general, they were a
decade younger than the officers and trustees of Brith Sholom and
probably more eager for change. The average age of those men,
who were in office when the Orthodox congregation engaged
its next rabbi, was fifty-one years, while ten of the thirteen men
were native born.®! Some who came to the initial meeting on
July 16 had families with older children and were concerned
about providing them with a religious education since they
would no longer be attending the Sunday and Hebrew schools at
Brith Sholom. Many of the young couples founding Conservative
congregations around the nation in emerging suburbs had
little experience in running a synagogue. This certainly was not
the case with this group that included five past presidents and of-
ficers of the parent congregation. Several members of Brith
Sholom were already moving to the northwest section of Charles-
ton, where the new Conservative congregation soon found land
for a building.

At the initial meeting, Macey urged those gathered not to in-
dulge in “recrimination, malice, or bitterness because of the failure
to pass the amendments to Brith Sholom Constitution making it
Conservative.” He continued, “Conservative Jews are dignified,”
and those who wanted change had tried to amend the constitution
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“by democratic means.” In addition, it was in the best interests of
the group to retain interest and membership in Brith Sholom for
the ties they had to other members and for the services of a shokhet
and mohel. Macey stated that “each must determine if he was pre-
pared to make the step toward Conservatism and willing to
assume a share in it, financially and otherwise.”¢2

The “overwhelming opinion of those in attendance,” Macey
wrote in the minutes which he had reconstructed from notes,
“was in favor of carrying out this program to organize a Con-
servative Synagogue before the High Holydays.” In the discussion
that followed, “several persons felt that one did not tear up deep
family roots in a synagogue without making a last final effort to
affect a reconciliation of conflicting views. Others present felt it
was hopeless to change people whose convictions were so strong
to keep Brith Sholom Orthodox.” The discussion also brought out
the fact that Brith Sholom had formed ninety years earlier because
of disagreement with Beth Elohim and that, twenty-odd years be-
fore, Beth Israel had formed as an offshoot because of
disagreement among members of Brith Sholom. “Thus the for-
mation of a Conservative Synagogue would be following a
precedent previously established.”63

While Hyman Rephan, a former president of Brith Sholom
(1937-1938) and owner of a dairy, and Alex Karesh, who owned a
shoe store, supported the plans, they also suggested that a com-
mittee present a written statement to Brith Sholom so that the
synagogue would be officially advised of the impending move-
ment to form a new congregation. Rephan, Matthew Steinberg,
and Nathan Goldberg were asked to constitute this committee.
The proposed letter sent to the trustees of Brith Sholom stated, “In
view of the large number of members who feel that Conservatism
must be provided if attachment to Judaism is not to lessen more as
time passes, we wish to resubmit this proposed objective to you
with the hope that you may desire to reconsider your former ac-
tion before steps are concluded for an independent Conservative
Synagogue.” Finally, people in the group expressed the sentiment
that young people were anxious to find a happy medium between
Orthodox and Reform Judaism. As a result of the vote on the
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previous Sunday, some of those young people “were prepared to
join the Reformed [sic] ranks if no provision was made for digni-
fied and Traditional services.”¢4

At a meeting on August 19 at the summer home of Moses
and Retha Sharnoff, the group, which called itself the Committee
for [sic] Conservative Synagogue, decided on the name Synagogue
Emanu-El. At a meeting the following evening at the summer
home of Edward and Dora Fleishman, Irving Steinberg reported
that at a joint meeting between a group of leaders from Synagogue
Emanu-El and another from Brith Sholom, the latter declined to
engage a Conservative rabbi or to allow mixed seating. Unable to
move Brith Sholom toward Conservative Judaism, the group
elected officers and a board of trustees.®

As the new president, Macey worked with Rabbi
Bernard Segal, Director of the Commission on Rabbinic Placement
at JTS, to engage a full-time rabbi and a temporary cantor
for the fledgling congregation. Isadore Lesser served as the co-
chair of this “rabbi committee,” the same position he had held
alongside Macey in 1943 when Brith Sholom sought a new spir-
itual leader.

Segal suggested that Emanu-El engage a rabbi just for the
High Holidays.% But Macey and other members were eager to se-
cure a permanent spiritual leader. With a fully operational school
in a building with adequate space, the synagogue could draw ad-
ditional members from Brith Sholom and deter others from
joining the Reform Beth Elohim. “Our group,” Macey wrote to
Segal, “has five past presidents of Congregation Brith Shalom [sic]
actively working to our objectives. These men . . . are fully aware
of the mechanics of operation of a synagogue and this “know-how’
possibly may qualify us to choose a full time Rabbi at once. . . .
Our program envisages bold and positive action and, if we do
not get thoroughly organized for the entire season as well as the
High Holydays, our strength may decline.” Macey expressed
his concern that if there were too many rabbinic candidates “com-
ing and going” the congregation would flounder. Not only did
parents need a Hebrew and a Sunday school, but also there were
some children who were already of bar mitzvah age. “I believe
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our situation is different from that of other newly formed
Conservative synagogues and we may have to act accordingly,”
Macey stated.¢”

He wrote to Segal in another letter: “As a loyal believer in
‘Seminary Judaism’, even before I became a member of the United
Synagogue National Board [1946], I am keenly anxious to have
that type of Judaism firmly implanted in Charleston with a suc-
cessful Rabbi and Conservative Congregation. This is . . .
important for the development of the Seminary’s program in the
South as it will lay down the pattern in this area for the creation of
other Conservative synagogues.”68

Simultaneously, Macey was dedicated to getting the congre-
gation well established while working to make Conservative
Judaism a strong force in the South. The creation of a new
region in the movement’s constellation of affiliates would also
strengthen Conservative Judaism nationally. On July 27, Macey
wrote to Rabbi Albert I. Gordon, executive director of the USA,
“As you know there are Seminary Rabbis in Augusta, Macon,
Jacksonville, Savannah, and Nashville, which would be the nucle-
us for a regional group. If we are successful in forming a
Conservative Synagogue here in Charleston four states could be
represented.”® Macey conceived of reaching out to congregations
with JTS rabbis in the cities he noted that had not affiliated with
the Conservative movement, to unaffiliated congregations with-
out JTS rabbis, and to congregations already affiliated within the
movement.

The first priority was to engage a rabbi from JTS. Rabbi Ben-
jamin Englander was invited to come to Charleston where
he spoke at a public meeting at the Francis Marion Hotel
on August 10. Although there was discussion about the possibility
of offering the position to him, the board of trustees decided
to interview other candidates. Rabbi Lewis A. Weintraub
was invited to speak on August 27 at the Jewish Community
Center. On August 31, he was selected to be Emanu-ElI’s first rab-
bi.70

Born in Poland in 1928, Weintraub grew up in Montreal,
Canada. A graduate of Yeshiva College, he obtained ordination
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from JTS in 1944. He enrolled in Yeshiva because there was no
equivalent of a Jewish college in Canada and because it was then
the only one of its kind in the United States. Always attracted to
the rabbinate, Weintraub decided that if he were an Orthodox
rabbi he would not be able to “tell a Jew who had to support his
family, and work on shabbes that he was a sinner.” In the mean-
time, he had heard about Dr. Mordecai Kaplan, a renowned JTS
professor, and was attracted to him and “by what the Seminary
stood for in general, a modern, traditional Judaism that was re-
sponsive to the needs of the American environment.” Completing
an accelerated program at JTS begun during World War II to pro-
vide rabbis for the armed forces, Weintraub enlisted as a chaplain
in the Canadian military. He was discharged in 1946 and served
for a year as assistant rabbi at the Conservative Beth Hamedrosh
Hagodol congregation in Denver, Colorado, before coming to
Charleston.”? Macey wrote to the Goldfarbs, “Our Rabbi is a fine,
young man (29), single . . . and very talented. . . . He is right wing
Conservative, clean cut, and very personable. He preached well
and was favorably received. So under Rabbi Weintraub I believe
we shall go far.”72

At the same time that they sought a full-time rabbi and other
synagogue personnel, Emanu-El’s leaders discovered a lot for sale
on Gordon Street in the northwest section of the city where young
families in need of more living space were moving. In corre-
spondence with Rabbi Goldfarb, both Macey and Adele described
the move of a number of Jews to that part of Charleston. They,
too, purchased a home that fall that was located close to the syna-
gogue site. As Adele wrote to the Goldfarbs, “Macey still insists
on walking on Friday night and Saturday, leaving us no choice
but to move up to the Northwest Section.”73

In his 1955 interpretation of Conservative Judaism in Ameri-
ca, Marshall Sklare noted that rapid mobility, then a reflection of
post WWII prosperity that led to the move to the suburbs, was a
group phenomenon among Jews that resulted in a high level of
acculturation. The Jews in Charleston who founded Emanu-El,
similar to others like them around the country, were ready
to move physically from their Orthodox synagogue as well as
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Synagogue Emanu-El’s first home,
a former U.S. army air force chapel.
(Courtesy of Pegqy Kronsberg Pearlstein.)

spiritually from its institutional rigidity. In the new residential
neighborhood where they found homes, they established a con-
gregation that would help them maintain their Jewish identity,
but one that also made accommodations to their heightened sense
of being fully American.”

A few days after the first meeting of the new congregation,
tifteen members who were also veterans of World War II sent
a letter to Major General Luther D. Miller, chief of chaplains of
the U.S. Army, inquiring about purchasing a surplus army chapel.
Based on the percentage of Jews serving in the military,
twelve chapels had been set aside for purchase by Jewish congre-
gations. At the time that Emanu-El received approval, only five
congregations had been allocated chapels by the War Assets Ad-
ministration. South Carolina Senator Olin D. Johnson’s help had
also been solicited.”

On September 23, 1947, a chapel from the air force base in
Florence, South Carolina, was purchased for $1,220. Included in
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the sale were the benches, pulpits, ark, lighting and heating sys-
tem. The chapel was able to accommodate 350 people for services.
In eight weeks, the chapel was dismantled, moved one hundred
miles in sections, and re-erected. Emanu-El leaders had it recon-
figured to make space for offices, classrooms, and a kitchen.
Macey noted in his letter to Ralph Jacobson, president of Congre-
gation Beth El in Maplewood, New Jersey, who may have been
inquiring about obtaining a surplus army chapel, “Although we
have not received the final bill from the contractor, we expect the
actual cost . . . will be $20,000. We could not build today the same
building and equip it for twice this amount so we feel we made a
good purchase.”76

With its newly purchased chapel not yet ready, Synagogue
Emanu-El held High Holiday services at the Jewish Community
Center. Regardless of the inability to reconcile with Brith Sholom,
the Orthodox congregation lent Emanu-El two torahs while Beth
Israel lent a menorah for the services.””

The new congregation applied for membership in the USA,
placing it firmly within the Conservative movement.” Using a
model constitution sent from the United Synagogue by Rabbi Al-
bert I. Gordon, executive director, Synagogue Emanu-El's
constitution was approved at a meeting on March 3, 1948. Louis
Shimel, who had chaired the committee that revised Brith Shol-
om’s constitution in 1945, chaired the committee that created
Emanu-El’s constitution.”

The object of the congregation, according to the constitution,
“shall be to establish and maintain a synagogue and such
additional religious, social and recreational activities as will
strengthen Conservative Judaism.” The section under member-
ship stated that, “Any Israelite, by birth or conversion,
man or woman, twenty-one years of age, of good character shall
be eligible for membership.”80 Significantly, women were permit-
ted to join as members in their own right, to vote, to hold office,
and to sit with men in the sanctuary during services. At Orthodox
Brith Sholom, these options were not available to women. As early
as 1931, however, women could hold office at Reform Beth
Elohim.81
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Macey Kronsberg’s report at the meeting held May 6, 1948,
only ten months after the formation of the congregation, captures
the achievements and challenges of Emanu-El’s inaugural year as
a Conservative synagogue. The congregation had engaged Rabbi
Lewis A. Weintraub, Cantor Jacob Renzer, and Ms. Yaffa Bebergal,
from Palestine, as full-time staff. It acquired property on Gordon
Street, moved an army chapel to the premises, made renovations,
and landscaped the area. A sisterhood was established, which af-
filiated immediately with the national Women’s League for
Conservative Judaism. Under the leadership of Anita Steinberg,
whose husband Leon was a former president of Brith Sholom, it
undertook the creation of a Sunday school starting in October as
its main project. During the first year, Adele Kronsberg served as
supervisor for the eighty children enrolled. The congregation de-
veloped a Hebrew School the following month that met initially at
members” homes, offered adult education classes, invited promi-
nent leaders of Conservative Judaism to address and educate the
community, launched the Emanu-Light, the congregational bulle-
tin, and acquired two torah scrolls.52

Macey remarked, “We have demonstrated that Conservative
Judaism is a dynamic Judaism and makes its followers happy in
our faith. The mixed pews, the facing of Rabbi and Cantor to Con-
gregation, uniform prayer book, English responsive readings, and
adjustment of prayers to time available for services, all within the
framework of traditional Judaism have given us dignified and
meaningful worship, appealing to young and old alike. . . . [W]e
have tried to show that we can live happily and proudly as Jews
and as Americans at the same time”s3

For Macey, the founding of a Conservative congregation in
Charleston confirmed that the modernization of synagogue wor-
ship would appeal to many people in the Jewish community. It
presented Jews with a viable way to maintain Jewish identity even
as they continued to acculturate in their surroundings. The syna-
gogue offered a daily minyan, which boasted a nucleus of devoted
members, yet the minyan required “consideration.” Macey urged
those present at the meeting to be prepared “to devote one week
at least per year to supplement attendance by our ‘regulars.””
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Sometimes Sabbath services also suffered from poor attendance.
The president expressed hope that in the future both a junior con-
gregation and a group of bar mitzvah age boys would come to
services on a regular basis. “Mothers will encourage their children
to participate in these services,” he remarked, “if they will accom-
pany their children to the Synagogue,” creating a “whole
generation of young people who will want to attend Sabbath ser-
vices and will have a full knowledge and appreciation of those
services.”84

An additional source of concern was the need for a cemetery.
None of the other three congregations would sell a portion of their
properties to Emanu-El In 1948, Leon Steinberg picked up the op-
tion on land in Maryville, an area of Charleston across the Ashley
River, on the day the option was scheduled to expire. He and his
wife, Anita, donated to Emanu-El a portion of that property,
which, incidentally, adjoined the Brith Sholom cemetery .8

Macey concluded his report by pledging his “best efforts for
the welfare of our Synagogue and Conservative Judaism in this
community and the entire Southeast. May we continue to go for-
ward with God’s blessing, and may we soon see in our day the
establishment of a democratic Jewish State in Palestine.”86

Macey’s role in the emergence of Conservative Judaism in
Charleston and the southeastern region of the United States paral-
leled his involvement in strengthening Zionism on local, regional,
and national levels as well. When he arrived in Charleston in 1936,
he immediately became active in the local ZOA chapter and con-
tinued until April 1944, when he was drafted into the U.S. Navy.
Macey served stateside until his discharge in March 1946. During
this period, his zeal for Zionism grew stronger.8” He began to
think about visiting Palestine after the war, finding employment,
and living there with his family. On July 28, 1946, Macey and fel-
low Charleston Zionist and Brith Sholom member, Max Kline, left
for Palestine on a converted troopship.88 Among the nine hundred
shipboard passengers were many Zionists. “Foremost among
these,” Macey wrote to his wife, “was Dr. Benjamin Schwadran
who became my guide and teacher on the trip.” A native of Jeru-
salem, Schwadran was Director of Research for AZEC. When
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Macey returned to the United States, he shared his experiences
with the Charleston community in a talk before five hundred
people. He plunged “with great zeal” into the activities of AZEC
as local chair and maintained frequent contact with Schwadran.
Macey expanded his role as a Zionist leader when he became a
vice president of the Southeastern Region of the ZOA for South
Carolina in 1947.8°

Conclusion

In the postwar period in the United States, American Jews
identified strongly with Judaism, at a time when Judaism seemed
to have achieved status as a major religion alongside Protestant-
ism and Catholicism. These Jews joined new congregations and
created the largest expansion in synagogue building in American
Jewish history. Between 1945 and 1965, more congregations affili-
ated with the Conservative movement than with the Reform and
Orthodox movements. The success of Conservative Judaism was,
according to historian Jonathan Sarna, due to the movement’s
“middle-of-the-road message,” which was “in touch with the
times,” as America itself moved to the center.? Charleston’s
Emanu-El both benefited from and exemplified this revival in
American Judaism, one in which Conservative Judaism gained
major ground.

Emanu-El's roots sank deeply into Charleston’s soil after its
establishment in 1947. Membership continued to grow as the con-
gregation became an integral part of the Jewish and the general
community. The congregation also fostered the growth of the
Conservative movement in the South. On April 12, 1948, at a
meeting in Jacksonville, Florida, Emanu-El joined with three other
Conservative congregations to found the Southeastern Region of
the United Synagogue of America. The organization grew with
the addition of affiliates that were spread over more than a half
dozen states. Macey was elected the region’s first president. He
also served as a national vice president of the USA, having been
first appointed in 1946. This was recognition of his personal lead-
ership abilities and of the importance of the region for the
expansion of Conservative Judaism in the United States.?
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In 1950, Macey traveled to Israel again, unsuccessfully look-
ing for employment. On his return, he consulted with Benjamin
Schwadran, whom he had met on his first trip to Palestine. He de-
cided to leave Charleston in order to pursue a graduate degree in
business administration in preparation for possible aliya.?2 Today,
first, second, and third generation descendents of Macey and Ade-
le Kronsberg belong to Synagogue Emanu-El. Macey’s
commitment to Conservative Judaism continued for more than a
quarter of a century after leaving Charleston. In 1975, Macey and
Adele retired and moved to Israel. They followed thousands of
American Jews who made aliya in the period following the 1967
Six Day War. There, after participation in the founding of a
Masorti congregation in East Talpiot, a suburb of Jerusalem,
Macey eventually moved religiously to the right and embraced
Orthodox Judaism. Additional research is needed to determine
how much his personal actions foreshadowed or mirrored devel-
opments in the American Jewish community.

The involvement of Macey and Adele Kronsberg and their
families in Jewish life in other communities in both America and
Israel in the next half century also falls outside the parameters of
this essay. However, the experience and skills they acquired
through their activism during these years served them well in the
leadership roles they assumed in Jewish communal organizations
in other areas.

As in other Jewish communities across the United States, the
prosperity and growth that came to Charleston in the postwar pe-
riod enabled the congregations to modernize their physical
structures in order to make them more functional and attractive to
young and future members. Rabbi Allan Tarshish succeeded Rab-
bi Jacob Raisin (1878-1945) at Beth Elohim in 1947. Some members
of the temple, in protest against Tarshish’s earlier affiliation with
the American Council for Judaism, joined Emanu-El. The new
congregation offered them a viable alternative to Reform affilia-
tion. In 1948, Beth Elohim began to enlarge its structure, partly to
retain its members but also to coincide with the 1950 bicentennial
celebration of the congregation’s founding % In 1948, Orthodox
Beth Israel dedicated its new  building, the first
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air-conditioned synagogue in Charleston. Brith Sholom remodeled
its quarters and brought women down from the balcony to sit
separately on the side of the sanctuary. Together with other
changes such as late Friday night services and added English
prayers, this Orthodox congregation hoped to keep members from
defecting to Emanu-El.%

More significantly, in February 1948, Brith Sholom engaged
Gilbert Klaperman, a selection handpicked by Yeshiva University,
to be its new spiritual leader in a move that went beyond retaining
Orthodoxy at Brith Sholom. Macey noted in a letter to Rabbi Al-
bert I. Gordon, that he was satisfied that Yeshiva had specially
selected Klaperman “to stop Conservatism not only in Charleston
but in the Southeast as well.” He continued, “By now I think you
will notice I always think in terms of the state or the region when I
discuss our movement.”% Like Emanu-El’s Weintraub, Klaperman
was twenty-nine and a veteran of the Canadian army when he ar-
rived in Charleston. He was careful to steer clear of antagonizing
the non-Sabbath observers of Brith Sholom, many of whom re-
tained their ties to the congregation for family reasons or out of
loyalty to the institution. Klaperman also argued for women’s
membership, began his own version of late Friday evening ser-
vices, and with his wife, Libby, hosted a Young People’s League in
their home to attract newly married couples and young single
people. The two Orthodox congregations cooperated once again in
a joint Hebrew school that opened in 1948. This time, the school
was free to all, enrolling about one hundred children. However,
those who founded Emanu-El had also been the financial back-
bone of Brith Sholom. Jeffrey Gurock noted that Klaperman soon
realized that “the future vitality of his synagogue required that all
Orthodox-leaning elements in Charleston unite.” But it would not
be until 1956, six years after Klaperman’s departure, that Beth Is-
rael and Brith Sholom would put aside their differences and
merge.%

Nearly two hundred years after Charleston’s colonial-era
“port Jews” attempted to reform Judaism in an effort to bring
their young people back to the synagogue, a group of men and
women established Conservative Synagogue Emanu-El. They, too,



198 SOUTHERN JEWISH HISTORY

sought to keep young Jews involved in Jewish life by Americaniz-
ing traditional Judaism. The changes that occurred more than a
half century ago in Charleston’s synagogues, including the for-
mation of a new congregation, again attest to the ongoing
diversity of American Judaism and its continuing contributions to
the pluralistic nature of religious life in this country.
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