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Two Far South: Rabbinical Responses
to Apartheid and Segregation
in South Africa and the American South

by
Adam Mendelsohn

rom the 1950s through the 1960s, South Africa and the
American South were moving in opposite directions. While
in the South segregationists were engaged in a forlorn fight-
ing retreat against the advance of integration, apartheid legislation
steadily entrenched and extended racial separation and inequality
in South Africa.! Constituting minorities within the white popula-
tions of both societies, the majority of Jews responded to these
parallel racial crises by assuming a quiescent and largely inactive
role.2 The explanations offered for Jewish behavior during the civil
rights struggle and apartheid are nearly identical, focusing on the
insecurities and fears of the two communities.? Jews in both loca-
tions were aware of the parallels between the two situations and,
in both cases, the local Jewish press reported extensively on the
responses of the counterpart community to the racial crises.*
Beyond the overlap in the timing and nature of the societal
crises, the South African and southern Jewish communities also
shared similar histories. Both communities were formed by the
same waves of immigration, first a steady trickle from central and
western Europe in the mid-nineteenth century, later and in larger
numbers from eastern Europe.> In both cases Jews headed south
chasing opportunity or following chain migration patterns. Al-
though by the 1960s the bulk of the Jewish communities were
concentrated in a few large cities, Jewish populations were still
present in small towns and rural areas as well.¢ Jews in South Af-
rica were prominent in the retail trade in these small towns,
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matching their counterparts in the American South. Often isolated
in a deeply religious population (Calvinist in South Africa, Baptist
and Methodist in the South), Jews encountered philosemitism and
limited antisemitism. More importantly, they were forced to en-
gage with questions of race and power. 7

The stories of two rabbis provide a bridge between the Jew-
ish communities in the South and South Africa, revealing parallel
and intertwined experiences and suggesting the differences and
similarities between the two contexts. André Ungar and David
Ben-Ami, both young foreign-born rabbis, were committed to so-
cial justice causes. Their rabbinical careers in South Africa and the
South followed a similar path. Ungar spent two years in South
Africa between 1955 and 1957. Ben-Ami replaced Charles Mantin-
band, a rabbi popular for his charm but not for his outspoken
opposition to segregation, in Hattiesburg, Mississippi, from Au-
gust 1963 until February 1965. Aside from the close parallels
between their experiences, Ungar and Ben-Ami’s paths crossed.
Ungar resurfaced at the protests in Birmingham, Alabama, in May
1963, and again in Hattiesburg a year later as the town became a
focal point of the 1964 Freedom Summer. Ungar was present in
Ben-Ami’s story, participating in an incidental role in a drama
nearly identical to his own in South Africa.

Beyond highlighting broad similarities between Jewish re-
sponses to apartheid and segregation, David Ben-Ami and André
Ungar’s experiences suggest a tentative model for civil rights ac-
tivism among rabbis in the South and South Africa. Their stories
are a springboard to explore the factors that shaped the responses
of southern and South African rabbis to apartheid and segrega-
tion. This article focuses on frontier rabbis, those who served the
scattered and isolated Jewish communities dotted across the South
and South Africa. The nature and extent of rabbinical involvement
will be traced to a set of underlying conditions specific to frontier
pulpits, and it will be argued that a common set of factors limited,
sometimes dictated, and often inhibited the civil rights options of
frontier rabbis.8 The examination of the varied responses in both
contexts reveals broad schools of rabbinical behavior, ranging
from that of the crusading outsiders, transient newcomers, and
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Rabbi David Z. Ben-Ami.
(The Papers of Rabbi David Z.
Ben-Ami, McCain Library and
Archives, University of
Southern Mississippi
Hattiesburg, Mississippi.)

entrenched veterans. The clustering of common rabbinical re-
sponses across this loose spectrum suggests the differential
exposure and impact of frontier conditions on their worldview,
ambitions, and options.

The Frontier Rabbi

Pulpits in the South and South Africa, particularly outside
the larger cities, offered few attractions to rabbis. Positions in
small southern towns were regarded as a “rabbinical graveyard.” ?
These were often poorly paid, isolated backwater postings that
lacked prestige and opportunities for advancement, but that came
with a taxing job description including the roles of religious
leader, Hebrew school teacher, prison chaplain, and itinerant
rabbi, in the case of the circuit rider. South African Reform pulpits
were little more attractive for similar reasons. The salaries offered
by South African synagogues paled next to those of their Ameri-
can counterparts.’0 South Africa was distant from home, family,
and jobs, and its political situation off-putting.’! However, the
frontier congregation had its own attractions and compensations,
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often providing stability, local prominence, freedom from hierar-
chy, and latitude for innovation and independence.12

Despite the difficulties of recruitment and retention experi-
enced by many frontier communities, frontier congregations
offered rabbis enhanced status, although not necessarily increased
leverage. Paradoxically, the scarcity and isolation of the rabbis
magnified the role and power of the temple board. Sparsely repre-
sented, frontier rabbis were scattered over large distances, making
interaction and practical cooperation difficult. Moreover, the kind
of rabbis that these congregations attracted often ensured that the
temple board dominated the minister. Frontier rabbis were often
those who had been unable to find success elsewhere, whether
because of personality factors or lack of training. With few ambi-
tions and even fewer prospects, many such individuals were
content to settle into long-term service. Moses Cyrus Weiler, the
chief minister of the South African Progressive movement,
thought that recruits to South African temples were “little more
than mediocre,” an evaluation shared by commentators on rabbis
in the South.’3 Rabbi Balfour Brickner of the Union of American
Hebrew Congregation (UAHC) despaired at the number of south-
ern pulpits occupied by men with “mediocre skills or [who had]
drifted from congregation to congregation throughout a tortured
career.”14

This imbalance of power between pulpit and pew tended to
stress more parochial issues and was less significant prior to the
civil rights struggle. Most frontier congregations were satisfied so
long as their rabbi performed his duties, calculating that his scar-
city value outweighed his idiosyncrasies. The civil rights struggle
altered this equation, producing acute sensitivity to the rabbi’s
political stance and simultaneously reducing his already limited
leverage. Some congregations concluded that it was better to go
without a rabbi than to be stuck with one who was embarrassing
and who generated anxiety and insecurity. The rabbi could be
pressured by resignations as well as by withdrawal of financial
support from the congregation. The prospect alone was often
enough to inhibit a rabbi.’> This pliability in turn increased the
dependence and vulnerability of frontier rabbis, a group that was
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Rabbi André Ungar.
(Courtesy, Rabbi André Ungar.)

already immobilized by the absence of alternative work prospects,
long service, low salaries, and consequent reliance on a hard-
earned pension typically payable by the congregation for future
support. The position of the frontier rabbi was further weakened
by his isolation, as physical distance placed him beyond the reach
and protections of rabbinical associations and support organiza-
tions. Conversely, congregations were shielded by the principle of
non-intervention. For example, the UAHC was restricted by a
constitution that guaranteed congregational autonomy and pro-
hibited interference in the affairs and management of individual
congregations.’® Moreover, national Jewish organizations were
often wary of inflaming their sensitive southern members. David
Ben-Ami reproached these national Jewish organizations for
abandoning southern rabbis, leaving them to “stand utterly alone”
while convening “conferences where like-minded liberals pat each
other on the back.”17 During the civil rights struggle these factors
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militated towards rabbinical passivity, as the imbalance of power
enforced a dependent relationship between congregation and
rabbi, and raised the cost of nonconformity.18

In a few cases, this web of constraining features was counter-
acted either wholly or partially by a set of liberating factors,
specifically, financial independence, celebrity, youthfulness, mo-
bility, and alternative job prospects. While these mitigating factors
on their own did not propel rabbis to activism, they served as cru-
cial preconditions that freed some rabbis, who were already
inclined toward activism, to speak out. Not all rabbis who became
involved in civil rights activities benefited from these buffers.
Some, like Perry Nussbaum, the rabbi of Temple Beth Israel in
Jackson, Mississippi, who engaged in activism despite the absence
of these protections, suffered the consequences of the exposure of
the frontier condition. Nussbaum’s example suggests the costs for
those who chose to act despite the absence of liberating factors, in
circumstances representative of the frontier norm.

The Cost of Courage: Perry Nussbaum and
the Consequences of Frontier Activism

In his career trajectory and temperament, Perry Nussbaum
epitomized the frontier model, illustrating the constraining effect
of frontier dynamics on rabbinical activism.l As a peripatetic
mid-career rabbi with seemingly few prospects, burdened by a
cantankerous personality and a series of pulpit failures, Nuss-
baum lacked mobility.20 His relationship with his congregation
was never easy. Thin-skinned and easily offended, Nussbaum’s
abrasive style and fondness for feuding alienated many potential
supporters. His congregational skills did not help matters. By his
own admission, he was a poor sermonizer.2! He lacked finesse,
often adopting a blunt, confrontational approach in private affairs,
from the pulpit, and lectern.

Inclined towards outspokenness, itself rare among rabbis in
the South and South Africa, but constrained by his vulnerability,
Nussbaum was initially reluctant to become involved in civil
rights activities and steered clear of significant commitment.2 His
initial reluctance partly stemmed from his belief that the bulk of
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Rabbi Perry Nussbaum, April 1967.
(Courtesy, the Jacob Rader Marcus Center of the
American Jewish Archives, Cincinnati, Ohio.)
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his congregation was “indistinguishable in ideology” from other
whites, “as racist as any non-Jew.”2 These racial attitudes were
“not the by-product of antisemitism, but an honest conviction.”24
The local Jackson State Times concurred, approvingly noting in
1958, “Today many a Jewish leader is part of the Southern resis-
tance. Jackson’s Citizens Council, outstanding in south and
Nation, points to them with pride.”?5 His limited early forays con-
firmed his judgment, producing a backlash from his congregation,
intended, to Nussbaum’s mind, to “cut me down to size.”2¢ Ideo-
logical incompatibility was at the core of this conflict, but the
rabbi’s opponents harbored a diverse range of grievances.?” His
political stance became the rallying point for his opponents. He
expected that any further controversy would result in being given
“walking papers by a drumhead court martial of my Board of
Trustees.”28

This circumspection evolved into activism prompted by
events within Mississippi. The imprisonment of the first wave of
freedom riders in 1961 pushed Nussbaum into the engagement
that he had previously sought to avoid. The rabbi took on the re-
sponsibility for the jailed activists but felt obliged to conceal this
work from his congregation, fearing recriminations.?® Prior to this
point Nussbaum’s tenure was indistinguishable from that of other
frontier rabbis sympathetic to the goals of the civil rights move-
ment but immobilized by the fear of sanctions from both inside
and outside his congregation. Rabbi Moses Landau of Cleveland,
Mississippi, typified this mindset, balking at Nussbaum’s requests
for help in assisting freedom riders incarcerated in Parchman
Penitentiary: “I am paid by my Congregation, and as long as I eat
their bread I shall not do anything that might harm any member
of my congregation without their consent.”30

Nussbaum emerged as a vocal proponent of tolerance
and racial change in Jackson, allying himself with sympathetic
liberal clergymen. This local public prominence produced an
uneasy coexistence with his congregation. Nussbaum’s
wife, Arene, a native of Texas, shared the misgivings of the
congregation about her husband’s activities. She, like many oth-
ers, had a “sincere conviction that Blacks were not ready for
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integration,” a belief rooted in “well founded private doubts
(never in public, but only to her husband) about the path of racial
integration.”3!

As long as Mississippi remained the focus of national atten-
tion, Nussbaum was provided with some temporary measure of
protection from his temple board. Such visibility, however, did
not spare him from radical segregationists who bombed Temple
Beth Israel and Nussbaum’s home in two separate incidents in
1967. The bombings undermined his already shaky relationship
with the local Jewish community, inviting an “inevitable backlash
from those racist and assimilated Baalhabteem [sic] here whose
harassment and nitpicking [became] fierce.”32 Crucially, the inci-
dents restored an imbalance of power in his relationship with the
congregation. In the wake of the bombings, the temple board
tightened its hold over the rabbi. It demanded a loyalty pledge
from the president and vice-presidents “that they would resign
rather than involve the congregation in any future racial crises.”3
The temple board was hostile, vindictively acting to “keep [the
rabbi] under restraint.”34

Nussbaum was unhappily forced to wait out his contract,
unpopular, frustrated, and fearful of the violence of white su-
premacists. His latter years in Jackson were spent haggling over
his meager salary and pension with an unsympathetic and domi-
neering temple board, clutching on to the “tenuous degree of
support” and vainly searching for a pulpit elsewhere.?> He had
few allies and fewer prospects. The Placement Commission of the
Central Conference of American Rabbis (CCAR) offered as an al-
ternative “the worst of pulpits,” those rejected even by newly-
ordained rabbis. He did not want, nor could he afford “to sink . . .
away in a small, isolated town, at a salary less than I get here.”3¢
He felt abandoned and betrayed, resentful at the lack of recogni-
tion despite his persistence “in maintaining his concept of Judaism
in a time and place which [had] contributed to being a persona
non grata not only to several of his congregants, but to most of the
congregations in the State, most of the Christian power structure
as well; who persisted in keeping his congregation in the Union,
[and who kept] B'nai B'rith lodges from flight from the national
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Rabbi Perry Nussbaum surveys the damage to
the secretary’s office after the bombing of Beth Israel,
Jackson, Mississippi, September 18, 1967.
Nussbaum'’s home was bombed two months later.
(Courtesy, the Jacob Rader Marcus Center of the
American Jewish Archives, Cincinnati, Ohio.)
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body. . . .”37 Only in 1973, after nineteen years at Temple Beth Is-
rael, did an embittered Nussbaum leave Jackson.

By contrast, André Ungar, David Ben-Ami, and Charles
Mantinband benefited from a variety of factors that provided a
degree of latitude in their relationships with their congregations
that differentiated their situations from that of Nussbaum. Yet the
frontier pulpits that they served also contrasted with those of rab-
bis like Julian Feibelman in New Orleans and Jacob Rothschild in
Atlanta. Feibelman and Rothschild benefited from the advantages
of their locations: relatively temperate political environments,
with relatively large Jewish populations, and opportunities for
forming coalitions with like-minded liberals. These advantages
were unavailable to frontier rabbis. Charles Mantinband’s position
was bolstered, among other factors, by his celebrity, itself a by-
product of his activism, as well as by his relative financial
security. Transient rabbis, new to the South and South Africa, felt
free of the responsibilities that narrowed the options available to
their anchored colleagues. Exemplars of the former, André Ungar
and David Ben-Ami were in some ways freedom rabbis, midway
between frontier rabbis and the Jewish freedom riders who
flocked to the South in the 1960s. They intentionally chose pulpits
on the frontline, seeking to apply the lessons of the prophetic tra-
dition to the civil rights scene while simultaneously fulfilling
personal ambition. Mantinband, Nussbaum, and others in the
South were driven by similar motivations, but disagreed with the
newcomers over the appropriate forms that activism should take.

The frontier experience also shaped preferred methods of ac-
tivism. Whereas Mantinband and Nussbaum, like many other
southern liberals, trusted mediation over marching, Ungar joined
Rabbinical Assembly delegations to protest in Birmingham in 1963
and Hattiesburg in 1964. The roots of Ungar’s activism can be
traced to his time in South Africa.

André Ungar in South Africa

Born in Hungary but trained in London, André Ungar
took up the pulpit of Temple Israel in Port Elizabeth in January
1955 at the age of twenty-five. The newly established Reform
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congregation, one of only four in southern Africa, had a member-
ship of over three hundred.’ The Jewish community, comprised
of storekeepers, businessmen, and professionals, was solidly mid-
dle class. Most of Port Elizabeth’s one thousand Jewish families
were nominally Orthodox, observant of tradition but acculturated.
As elsewhere in South Africa, the Progressive movement was a
newcomer, regarded with suspicion by the dominant Orthodox
leadership.

Ungar arrived at a key moment in South African history. The
National Party (NP), first elected in 1948 and thereafter in every
election until 1994, was consolidating its hold on South African
politics. The government was gradually introducing new racial
policies, supplementing the preexisting, largely unlegislated so-
cial, economic, and cultural segregation with expansive and rigid
race laws. Legislation central to the apartheid system was first ap-
plied and enforced during the early 1950s. In 1956 the sleepy
coastal city of Port Elizabeth was introducing the measures stipu-
lated by the Group Areas Act, entailing a transfer of non-white
residents out of areas allocated to whites. Apartheid issues had
little immediate and practical impact on South African Jews in the
1950s, entailing minimal inconvenience to a group that was re-
garded as white.

Yet the Jewish community had a diffident relationship with
the government. Many were troubled by memories of the 1930s
and early 1940s when Afrikaner nationalist politicians used an-
tisemitic rhetoric freely. The NP had introduced the “Jewish
Question” into political debate in the 1930s, railing against the
undesirability of Jewish immigration and negative Jewish influ-
ence on South African society. Antisemitism was seized upon by a
ragtag assortment of fascistic Afrikaner organizations, many of
which were allied or associated with the NP. Although by the late
1940s NP leader Daniel Malan had dissociated the NP from an-
tisemitism, promising white solidarity, the rapprochement
between the ruling party and the South African Jewish commu-
nity was slow and unsteady. Fears persisted throughout the 1950s,
particularly as the NP itself seemed divided over the correct
course to pursue in its relationship with the Jewish community.
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While Malan spoke in conciliatory terms, he was surrounded by a
coterie of senior leaders who had openly expressed Nazi sympa-
thies a decade before. These leaders occasionally lapsed into old
antisemitic habits, reawakening dormant insecurities. Member-
ship of the Transvaal branch of the NP remained closed to Jews
until 195239 The South African Jewish Board of Deputies, the
community’s official representative body, was equally uncertain
of the NP’s long-term intentions.*0 This produced an acute sensi-
tivity to public perceptions of the community. That the NP
periodically scolded South African Jewry for its apparent over-
representation in opposition ranks, particularly in the trade union
movement, the Communist Party, and in opposition benches in
parliament did nothing to ease these concerns. The Board of
Deputies frowned on actions that confirmed these negative per-
ceptions, preferring to encourage conciliation with the
government. This was buttressed by a policy of strict political neu-
trality.#!

Members of the broader Jewish community certainly shared
the board’s lingering sense of unease, disapproving of actions that
could potentially antagonize the government. However, it would
be a mistake to suggest that insecurity and caution concealed a
widely-shared preference for racial equality. In their voting pat-
terns and political associations, most Jews mirrored the behavior
of their white, middle-class, English-speaking peers.#2 While
mainstream Jewish political opinion ranged across a spectrum
from conservative support of the status quo to liberal humanitari-
anism, this majority found the idea of surrendering the privileges
of race in pursuit of a more equitable society to be distinctly un-
appealing, never mind unthinkable. The highly visible Jewish
minority that supported this departure had a fraught relationship
with the community, poisoned as much by political polarity as by
a mutually-shared disdain. The disproportionate part played by
this radical clique in the ranks of the Communist Party, trade un-
ion movement, and African National Congress was the cause of
much dismay and embarrassment.*3

At the opposite end of the political spectrum, the doctrinaire
approach of the NP won little enthusiastic support. An obscure
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minority was persistent and consistently unsuccessful in its at-
tempts to persuade other Jews to join the NP. Most Jews were
attracted neither by the NP’s fixation on the color question, nor by
its appeal to the interests of working-class Afrikaans voters. Size-
able Jewish support for the NP only emerged in the 1970s in
response to changes in the party, the waning of memories of its
erstwhile antisemitism (although the party won most of its sup-
port from older Jewish voters), a shift in the political landscape,
and South Africa’s burgeoning relationship with Israel.# Thus in
the 1950s, the overwhelming majority of Jews supported the cen-
trist United Party, their traditional party of preference. Although
the race policies of the United Party were less rigid and exacting
than those of the governing NP, it supported continued racial seg-
regation and was pushed rightwards by the latter’s extremism.
The inclusive catch-all nature of the party meant that its Jewish
supporters held a broad spectrum of views ranging from liberal to
conservative on race matters. While a small parliamentary alterna-
tive advocated the removal of the system of racial privileges, only
a minority of the white electorate, Jews included, gave it sup-
port.®

André Ungar, who was sympathetic to the position of this
liberal minority, came to Temple Israel committed to making so-
cial justice the focus of his ministry. For someone brought up in a
Modern Orthodox household and exposed at close quarters to
virulent racism, the Progressive movement offered a socially rele-
vant alternative to traditional Judaism. Ungar combined his
doctoral studies in modern philosophy in London with rabbinical
training, first at the Orthodox Jew’s College and later under Leo
Baeck and Harold Reinhart. Baeck, a symbol of loyalty to his call-
ing and spiritual resistance to oppression, was a distinguished
role model for an activist rabbi. Baeck’s brand of Progressive Juda-
ism sought to harmonize social engagement with Jewish
teachings, looking to the prophets and early rabbinical reformers
as appropriate sources for inspiration. As with David Ben-Ami a
decade later, Progressive Judaism’s social agenda resonated with
Ungar’s personal encounter with antisemitism. Ungar, who es-
caped the Holocaust by living on false papers in Budapest, was
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Temple Israel, Port Elizabeth, South Africa.
(By permission of the Rochlin Archives,
South African Jewish Board of Deputies.)

“haunted” by his wartime experience.* Progressive Judaism in-
corporated the lessons of the Holocaust into the framework of
prophetic Judaism. The Holocaust had altered thinking about the
role of bystanders. For Ungar, and other progressive rabbis
trained in the prophetic tradition after the war, to be a passive
spectator to injustice was equivalent to acquiescence in evil. In his
eyes, the rabbi’s responsibilities extended beyond his congrega-
tion to the pursuit of justice for all.

Newly ordained and in search of a position, Ungar was
offered the pulpit of Temple Israel. Although not a prestigious
post, it was well remunerated and a first step on the rabbinical
ladder. The job was probably earmarked for Ungar by Baeck,
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president of the World Union for Progressive Judaism.
Ungar served as liaison officer of the youth section of the
organization’s governing body. The posting in Port Elizabeth
was in line with the WUPJ's goals of spreading Progressive
Judaism abroad since South Africa was seen as a receptive new
frontier for expansion.#” Moreover, for Ungar, South Africa pre-
sented the challenge and opportunity of practical fulfillment of the
ideals of prophetic Judaism. Despite the misgivings of his family,
by then living in Israel, and the apprehensions of his wife, Ungar
accepted the job fully aware of, and perhaps relishing, the “dan-
gers” of such a pulpit.+

Ungar revealed these inspirations and intentions at his induc-
tion. Moses Cyrus Weiler, the chief minister of the Progressive
movement in South Africa, probably sensing the spirit of the new
arrival, warned Ungar of the necessity of restraint in dealing with
sensitive political issues. Sol Marcus, the president of the temple,
concurred and stressed the “importance of caution and experience
for newcomers in finding their place in a new country.” Ungar’s
reply, that his “ultimate loyalty is to no one else than God and Is-
rael as an organic whole. . . . The Rabbi is indeed the Rabbi of one
particular congregation, but above all he is a Rabbi of the Jewish
people,” should have forewarned his congregation of the strength
of his convictions, the independence of his thinking, and his resis-
tance to advice and criticism. Above all, André Ungar regarded it
as his “task to bring to the [congregation’s] notice in no uncertain
terms the concrete implications of our ethical heritage for here and
now.”49

The rabbi’s early attempts to discuss the race issue in private
were warily rebuffed: “That . . . is a lifetime’s study. You must be
born there to understand it. Foreigners can know nothing about it.
Besides, it is an unsavory topic, a communist thing to worry about
[italics in original].”50 Making little headway in personal discus-
sions, Ungar decided to bring his views before his congregation in
a sermon titled “Apartheid Three Thousand Years Ago” that he
delivered on Passover eve, 1955. Ungar’s pointed comparison of
the treatment of Jews in biblical Egypt with contemporary atti-
tudes towards blacks aroused “pained consternation” from his
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congregants, who pleaded that he in the future “preach us religion,
not politics [italics in original].”5!

Initially forgiving of what they regarded as an isolated politi-
cal sermon, the temple board and membership were dismayed by
his return to the race issue in a sermon preached a few weeks
later. Responding to an article in a local newspaper detailing the
denial of a passport for a black student to study in America, Un-
gar ridiculed the government from his pulpit as “arrogantly
puffed up little men [who acted] in heartless stupidity,” perpetrat-
ing “a greater tragedy than the biblical episode of Moses being
denied entry into the Promised Land.” Ungar concluded his ser-
mon by provocatively offering prayers on behalf of his
congregation “for all who suffer in their innocence.”>2 Many tem-
ple members were furious. Some were outraged at the
presumptuousness of a newcomer’s meddling in a local political
issue, while others were upset by the implied criticism of Ungar’s
message and his disregard for their warnings, and most were dis-
turbed by his reckless fixation on an unpopular racial theme. This
widely felt consternation was exacerbated by the publicity that the
sermon generated in the local and national press, raising the fear
that its sentiments would be understood to be representative of
member, and wider community, opinion. Particularly worrisome
was the attention that the Afrikaans press gave to the story.>

Rabbi Ungar became an “acute source of embarrassment” to
the Jewish community, which was discussed in agitated corre-
spondence between concerned regional representatives and the
national head office of the South African Jewish Board of Depu-
ties.5* Statements of this kind were anathema at a time when the
board sought stability in its relationship with the ruling party. The
government would be unlikely to differentiate between the views
of a rabbi and those of the broader community, potentially con-
firming its association of Jews with the liberal parliamentary and
radical extra-parliamentary opposition. Ungar claimed to speak in
the name of Jewish tradition and urged the Jewish community to
take a collective stand against apartheid. Hostile statements from
a rabbi, seen as a community leader, risked undermining various
countervailing efforts to portray South African Jews as loyal white



80 SOUTHERN JEWISH HISTORY

citizens. The South African Union of Progressive Judaism was also
concerned by the incident. ]. Heilbron, the president of the union,
thought it necessary to issue a stern warning;:

I do deplore the words you are reported to have used to de-
scribe the members of our Government, men with outstanding
careers behind them, and men who have been appointed to act
as this country’s leaders and spokesmen.

You must realize, Dr. Ungar, that all men do not think alike,
and by making use of such unfortunate expressions in your
Sermon, you are doing no good to anybody or to anything,
least of all to the cause which you obviously have so much to
heart. . .you are new to our country, cannot possibly in the short
time you have been here fully understand all the political prob-
lems with which we have to deal in South Africa. I would beg of
you, therefore, to avoid making political speeches that can do in-
finite harm not only to yourself as a spiritual leader, but also to
the general Jewish community. . . .

Very friendly relations indeed exist between the South Afri-
can Government and the Jewish Community in this country. We
want to keep it that way for as long as possible. Whilst you are
fully entitled to disagree with Government policy, there can be
no excuse for personal abuse.5

For Heilbron and the Board of Deputies, the demands of
the prophetic past were no match for the demands of the
pragmatic present. The priorities of the Jewish community,
rooted in concerns about safety, acceptance in white society,
and the preservation of what was regarded by some as a tenuous
status quo, conflicted with the convictions of an outsider
rabbi. Ungar was seemingly insensitive to these local
priorities; later, in a similar vein, he called for all Jews to leave
South Africa, or, failing that, to support black opposition
to the government in the expectation of an eventual dividend.
Although the controversy gradually abated and tempers cooled,
the rabbi and his congregation thereafter coexisted in an uneasy
truce.>

Instead of serving to subdue the rabbi, the congregation’s
shrill complaints and demands backfired, spurring an increasingly
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headstrong Ungar to extend and deepen his involvement in
local racial matters. Ungar’s commitment to social justice
assumed a public form. He was elected to the regional executive
committee of the South African Institute for Race Relations,
an outspoken liberal organization probably regarded as politically
radical by some in his congregation. Ungar also became
involved in fighting the local implementation of the Group
Areas Act by joining the interracial Group Areas Action Commit-
tee. His public statements in this latter role brought further press
attention and controversy. Speaking at a public meeting in
November 1956, Ungar compared his own experience of Nazi
ghettoization in Hungary to the relocation of communities from
their homes into segregated suburbs. Openly chastising the local
Jewish community for its passivity, Ungar warned that Jews were
shortsighted and foolish if they ignored the NP’s core “basic iden-
tity of both anti-Jewish and anti-black racialism.” Ungar next
condemned the Group Areas Act as a “despicable evil,” admon-
ishing his audience, and all South African Jews, that “Hitler was
not defeated [as] his spirit was marching triumphantly” across
South Africa.”

Statements of this kind reinforced the board’s view that the
rabbi was reckless and irresponsible, drawing attention to the Jew-
ish community at a time when it was better for it to be
inconspicuous. Ungar was seen to be playing a dangerous game,
tempting fate by riling politicians averse to reminders of their
shady past connections. Yet beyond reprimands, cautions, and
pleas, the community was almost powerless to rein in their rabbi.
Ungar was unmoved by the appeals of his critics. The imagined
concerns of an “accepted, respected and pigmentocratically privi-
leged” community paled next to the reality of daily black
suffering.’® To be swayed by the pressure for silence would be the
equivalent of complicity. The prophetic tradition demanded that
he stand up for an unpopular but just cause. It also provided a
salve for the stinging rebukes and encouragement to remain
steadfast when facing an obdurate congregation. For were not the
biblical prophets, wrote Ungar in the Temple Israel Bulletin, be-
cause of
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the partisan, and apparently revolutionary nature of their teach-
ings, the focal points of heated controversy, more often than not,
exposed to extreme unpopularity. . . . They had something
definite to say, and they said it even though some people raised
their eyebrows in shocked horror at their outspokenness. . . . So
much for any outward resemblance there may be between
the zealous prophets of old and some of the fearlessly enthusias-
tic champions of Progressive Judaism in the contemporary
world.>

The temple board exerted little leverage over their rabbi. Its
weakness was probably compounded by the inexperience of its
members. Ungar was the congregation’s first rabbi; the temple
had been founded only in 1951. The board members were faced
with an unprecedented situation made more difficult by the inef-
fectiveness of the standard constraints on a frontier rabbi’s
behavior. Long service could create a web of understanding and
dependency between a rabbi and his congregation. Over time a
rabbi was likely to win the respect of his congregation and even of
the broader community. Time together was also likely to heighten
the rabbi’s sense of responsibility to his congregation, creating an
awareness and sensitivity to local concerns and priorities. Con-
versely, the congregation was likely to be more tolerant of the
idiosyncrasies of an established rabbi. Unlike such ministers in
frontier pulpits, Ungar’s brief tenure ensured that these links of
mutual dependency were frail. It also meant that the usual con-
siderations of job and pension security played a lesser role in his
thinking, particularly because he was employed on a short-term
contract. Moreover, unlike most other rabbis on the frontier, Un-
gar’s qualifications, coupled with his youth, ensured a high
degree of mobility. Even firing the rabbi was problematic, risking
embarrassment and stigma, potentially making recruitment of fu-
ture rabbis difficult. Barring dismissal before the mnatural
conclusion of Ungar’s contract, the congregation was left with few
ways to control his behavior.

Ungar’s increasing involvement in opposition to apartheid
coincided with and contributed to a deteriorating relationship
with his congregation. Although the rabbi toned down the politi-
cal content of his sermons, he began needling his congregants
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with pointed political commentary in the Temple Israel Bulletin.e0
Sometimes his approach was blunt. For example, he lashed out at
Port Elizabeth Jewry’s “bundu backwoodsmanship of intolerance
and prejudice.”é! Temple Israel members began to believe that
Ungar was neglecting his pastoral duties by devoting more time
to his social justice interests than to his rabbinical responsibilities.
A member of Temple Israel recalled that Ungar was “more in the
[black] townships surrounding Port Elizabeth, than at shul. When
you needed him—he wasn’t there.”®2 His self-described “hot-
headed” temperament and provocative personality may have also
estranged the rabbi from his congregation.®® Congregants were
easily upset by the criticism of outsiders, particularly one as
young as Ungar, and intolerant of those they regarded as self-
righteous meddlers in South Africa’s problems. While the major-
ity of his community were willing to forgive what Ungar later
termed his “pulpit naughtiness,” most were likely to have pri-
vately disapproved of his breaching of racial taboos. According to
his own account, temple members found his interracial friend-
ships, invitations to black friends to drop in at his home, and his
visits to the black townships unacceptable.®* That these friends
included political activists such as Dennis Brutus and Govan
Mbeki, both later imprisoned on Robben Island, only made mat-
ters worse. In response, the community stepped up pressure on
their rabbi through a “barrage of telephone calls, personal visits,
emergency meetings” and “threats, reproofs, [and] anonymous
letters.”®5 Ungar, impervious to his congregation’s demands, real-
ized that he and they had reached a stalemate, and probably
sensed the approaching end to his tenure. Perhaps he also was
taunting congregants with his provocative and public interracial
contacts.

The combination of an outspoken stance on racial matters
and private friendships across the race line produced an open con-
frontation with the temple sisterhood committee. Ungar was
censured by the committee, which disapprovingly noted with
“grave concern” that the rabbi had vacationed with two black
companions, and sought assurances that “such a thing would not
reoccur.”® The congregation was “on the whole upset, afraid, at
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Letter from |. Heilbron to Rabbi Ungar August 12, 1955.).
(By permission of the Rochlin Archives,
South African Jewish Board of Deputies.)
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times outraged, generally icily unsympathetic” towards their own
spiritual leader.¢”

In October 1956, barely a year and a half after assuming his
first rabbinical position, André Ungar informed his temple board
of his acceptance of an offer for the more modestly-paying posi-
tion of rabbi at the Settlement Synagogue in London’s East End.
Ungar opted to leave, although he agreed to delay his departure
until January 1957 so that Temple Israel could find a replacement,
because he was “beginning to feel that we had reached an im-
passe,” recognizing that with “all the amiability in the world,
Congregation and Rabbi cannot remain wed unless there is a basic
acceptance of common principles.” At Temple Israel “that sub-
stantial agreement which is the foundation of serving a
congregation was lacking.”®8 Although his combustible interac-
tions with the temple board and strained relationship with his
congregation largely dictated his decision, other factors were
likely involved as well. There were few prospects for a Reform
rabbi in South Africa, a relative backwater of the Progressive
movement. Port Elizabeth was a small and unsophisticated city
with an “arid cultural scene,” an uninspiring first posting for a
highly-educated and cosmopolitan minister.®® Ungar had a rest-
less personality and moved from his next two pulpits in quick
succession.

Although his congregation may have been pleased to see him
depart, the government, probably unaware of his announced res-
ignation, was even more determined that he leave South Africa. In
December 1956, a month before his scheduled departure and days
after arrests nationwide of 156 anti-apartheid activists who were
charged with treason, the government revoked Ungar’s tempo-
rary residence permit.”0 The national press trumpeted him as
“virtually deported.”” While Ungar regarded this unexpected or-
der as a “compliment” to his “modest efforts,” becoming the first
rabbi to be “expelled” from South Africa, his congregation and the
Board of Deputies saw things differently. Ungar’s earlier resigna-
tion proved to be a relief for his congregation, absolving them of
their obligation to defend their rabbi. Most were not “unpleased
when he had to leave.”72
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The pattern of the reactions from Port Elizabeth Jewry to Un-
gar’s departure presaged the nature of later South African Jewish
responses to apartheid. The national Jewish press dealt with the
Ungar affair in what was to become characteristic of its later cov-
erage of Jewish dissidence in racial matters, opting for either
circumspection or avoidance. The South African Jewish Chronicle
shunned the controversy entirely, limiting its comments to a cryp-
tic editorial about the “Dilemma of the Jewish Rabbi.” The
editorial avoided naming Ungar, vaguely proclaiming that rabbis
must “preserve the relevance of Judaism,” but steer clear of “iden-
tifying the lay community with every rabbinical assessment.””3
The South African Jewish Times defended Ungar’s right to freedom
of the pulpit, although it castigated him for the “little discretion in
the way he used it” and his “intemperate statements.””* The Board
of Deputies” response was derived from its policy of assuming
neutrality in political matters it regarded as not directly affecting
the Jewish community. Ungar, the board argued, “went on to the
political platform and must therefore bear the consequences as an
individual.”7> He had spoken “entirely as an individual —neither
for his congregation nor for South African Jewry as a whole.”
Jews, the board proclaimed repeatedly, held a spectrum of politi-
cal opinions, “in common with other sections of the South African
people.”76 Not content with this declaration of dissociation, one
member of the Board of Deputies later made his case against Un-
gar in Jewish Affairs, the organization’s official publication:

... 1itis [not] true that Judaism imposes upon its adherents oppo-
sition to Apartheid as such. Judaism enjoins consideration and
justice for all people, assistance to the sick, the poor and the un-
derprivileged, facilities for all people to live their lives in peace.
This writer, at least, fails to see any reason why these desiderata
cannot be achieved within the framework of the social separa-
tion that has been traditional in South Africa since even before
the Union [of South Africa] began.””

The article suggests the range of acceptable attitudes on racial
matters within mainstream Jewish opinion, a spectrum that
stretched from liberal humanitarianism exemplified by Helen
Suzman in parliament to endorsement of the racial status quo. It
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can also be interpreted as an attempt to limit the potential political
consequences of Ungar’s call for a collective Jewish stand against
apartheid. Its timing is significant in that it was published during
the treason trial at which Jewish radicals were disproportionately
represented among the white defendants.”s While the Board of
Deputies and Jewish press studiously avoided making this con-
nection known, all but avoiding a major national event, criticism
of Ungar’s lesser antics offered the means to obliquely disassociate
the community from actions hostile to the government that might
also enflame passions against the Jewish minority.

Ungar himself interpreted the termination of his residence
permit as an act intended to intimidate the South African Jewish
establishment and thus to bully the insecure community into “if
not active conformity, then at least into a fearsome silence.””? Un-
gar, returning to and expanding on this fear-centered explanation
for Jewish behavior in his later writing, employed themes and
tropes instantly recognizable to anyone familiar with historical
writing about southern Jewry and segregation. South African Jews
were “frustrated, terrified and unhappy,” a suspect minority
caught in the middle of an enveloping struggle between blacks
and whites.80 In its current state, the Jewish community concealed
its “fearfully hushed up nightmare” of potential antisemitism and
racial exclusion, hiding a “nervous apprehension” that was
revealed only in a “tone of nervousness.”®! Jews were “uncom-
fortably near the [racial] fence to feel really secure.”#2

While the racial divide was currently positioned so as to ac-
commodate Jews as whites, it could easily be moved, ejecting Jews
from their privileged perch. Ungar was suggesting that Jews
would never gain full acceptance as whites in a society structured
by race: their racial in-betweenness would only be eliminated in
the egalitarian society promised by the opponents of apartheid.
Jews, Ungar warned, were already victims of social antisemitism
and coerced conformity.83 Echoing the calls of Jewish defense
agencies active in the South, Ungar cautioned that passivity and
acquiescence would win only a temporary respite: “How long be-
fore the intrinsic disruptiveness of racialism begins to weed
out the less desirable from within the light-skinned fold?” His
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admonition that the Jews would be “most vulnerable” when white
supremacists “follow out the essential logic of their position,” rep-
licated countless warnings made to southern Jews by Anti-
Defamation League and American Jewish Committee officials.84
Ungar and the defense agencies were articulating what John
Higham has termed the theory of the unitary character of preju-
dice. This paradigm, dominant in the 1950s and 1960s, was rooted
in a psychological explanation for racism. According to this the-
ory, racists, no matter their preferred target, shared a “generic
need to hate.” By implication, bigots would shift their negative
attentions to new groups once a particular hatred was sated or a
target disappeared.

Yet, unlike commentators on southern Jewry, Ungar was ul-
timately unsympathetic and accusing. Whereas observers from the
defense organizations and historians such as Clive Webb, Leonard
Dinnerstein, and Mark Bauman have pointed to the “innate sym-
pathy” of southern Jews to the civil rights struggle, Ungar’s
judgment about the political and racial sympathies of the South
African Jewish community was damning. For all their fears and
vulnerabilities, South African Jews were “wholly and beyond re-
demption part of White South Africa, sharing its privileges,
interests and prejudices.” 85

Not all Jews in Port Elizabeth agreed with Ungar’s claim that
the government was attempting to intimidate the community.
Many were pleased to see Ungar depart. The latter prompted an
outpouring of bitterness and barely concealed gloating in the
press. While the vitriol vented in the pages of the local newspa-
pers may not have been representative of Port Elizabeth Jewry, the
sheer volume of correspondence hostile to Ungar suggests that he
had won few supporters in the wider community. Although let-
ters defending Ungar did appear in the press, much of this
support came from non-Jews.8¢ The Jewish Review, the otherwise
politically unengaged official monthly of Port Elizabeth’s Ortho-
dox Jewish majority, was scathing in its criticism of Ungar:

The entire Jewish community resents Dr Ungar’s act of making

a publicity stunt out of it, encouraging the press to make a
whole “Tzimes” about it. A rabbi serving a community usually
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consisting of members holding different points of view, should
concentrate on the job to which he is appointed or which he is
called upon to do rather than indulge in political controversy of
any kind. Was there for him not enough work to do, within the
framework of his congregation to prevent him wasting time on
arguments with the government? Are there not more competent
people in our community older and more experienced than Dr
Ungar to instruct the community in matters of ‘Universal Jus-
tice’? Was it for Dr Ungar, a recent arrival in this country, who
has never had a chance of studying thoroughly and properly the
complex racial problems in South Africa, and their implications,
to take this task on himself? It is from this point of view that we
venture to say, that Dr Ungar’s departure from our country will
be received by some of us with a sigh of relief.5”

Another Port Elizabeth Jew wrote to a local newspaper to record

his
indignation at the abuse of the freedom of the press by the non-
desirable visitor to South Africa, Rabbi Ungar. If he is planning
to get cheap publicity and pave the way for his future career in
one of the London suburban congregations, let him not drag into
this controversy the whole Jewish community. Let him also not
run away from South Africa with the idea that he is Emile Zola
or a Rev. Mr. Scott, because he lacks the responsibility and dig-
nity of a responsible leader of a community. The friendly and
good-neighborly relations between the South African Jew and
his non-Jewish fellow citizens will not be affected by Rabbi Un-
gar’s, or any other foreigner’s radical and subversive ideas. We
are citizens of this country and we owe our allegiance to the
Government and people of this country. As Jewish members of
this community we demand from our leaders, those who are
graced or disgraced, the sense of dignity and responsibility
which befits a Rabbi. On the occasion of Rabbi Ungar’s depar-
ture, the Jewish community of Port Elizabeth should pronounce
the traditional Hebrew blessing of “Baruch Sheptorau”, i.e.
“Thank God we are getting rid of this Rabbi.”#8

Ungar was lambasted as self-seeking and publicity hungry,
a young upstart and “foreign busybody” with a “Messiah
complex.”8 The criticisms directed at Ungar mirrored similar
condemnation of “outside agitators” who became involved
with the civil rights struggle in the South. Northern rabbis
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who came south in the 1960s were berated in nearly identical
terms.%0

As André Ungar departed Port Elizabeth in January 1957,
sent off to the strains of Aveinu Shalom Aleichem sung at the airport
by students of the Temple Hebrew School (which suggests that
politics rather than his personality was primary in alienating him
from his congregation), few would have predicted that he would
play a coincidental but crucial role in a parallel drama, encounter-
ing and affecting the experience of a rabbi in a similar position at
Temple B'nai Israel in Hattiesburg, Mississippi. Ungar’s experi-
ence in South Africa had affected his weltanschauung and
priorities. Social justice, already important to the rabbi, had be-
come a central concern.

After a brief stint in unsatisfactory positions in London and
Toronto, he was appointed associate rabbi to Dr. Joachim Prinz at
Temple B'nai Abraham in Newark.”! From there he took the pulpit
of Temple Emanuel in Westwood, New Jersey, a position he still
holds. Ungar continued to mull over his South African experi-
ences, writing and lecturing extensively about South Africa.%?
Having cut his civil rights teeth in South Africa, Ungar transferred
his concern about social justice to his new environment. Gradu-
ally, interest and involvement in the southern civil rights struggle
complemented his continued opposition to apartheid.?

The Micah of Mississippi

While Ungar was battling his congregation in South Africa,
Rabbi Charles Mantinband was fighting a similar (and similarly
unsuccessful) lonely war of attrition in Hattiesburg.?* Although
Hattiesburg was perhaps “less rigid in the resistance” to integra-
tion than other towns in the state of comparable size, Mississippi
was hostile to dissenting views on the racial status quo, and val-
ues of the town’s citizens were moderate only in relation to those
of the state’s citizens as a whole. Nevertheless, the gentile towns-
people may have been more tolerant toward Charles Mantinband
than were his own congregants. Mantinband, having taken up the
pulpit of Temple B'nai Israel in 1951, explained this tolerance as a
consequence of his established position and familiarity in
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Rabbi Charles Mantinband
(Courtesy, the Jacob Rader Marcus Center,
American Jewish Archives, Cincinnati, Ohio.)

the small town by the time the focus of the civil rights struggle
shifted to Mississippi in the early 1960s. Locals did not see him as
an outside agitator, but perhaps instead as a misguided liberal
race mixer, albeit he was their misguided liberal:

... when you live in a town long enough, you get to know eve-
rybody, and you're given the opportunity to befriend
everybody. And, if after ten years or more you have gotten this
fellow a job, and this fellow you visited when he was in the hos-
pital, and this person you were able to get a scholarship for his
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child, and this person you did a favor —you served on a commit-
tee with him . . . they’ll say, ”"Well now, this fellow is out of step,
and he’s ahead of his times and he’s crazy — we don’t like what
he says — but don’t touch him, he’s my friend, and I like him!”
Whatever the case may be, I stayed a long time.”

Mantinband ministered to Hattiesburg’s fifty Jewish families,
180 people in a population of thirty-five thousand.? A native
southerner, Mantinband came to Hattiesburg towards the end of
his rabbinical career, already having served communities else-
where in the South. His personal charm, geniality, and familiarity
with the region would serve as a crucial buffer when his civil
rights activism awakened insecurities and raised tempers.”” He
was held in affectionate regard, an honored and respected figure
in Hattiesburg, who was active in the broader community.% This
esteem was magnified by the southern regard for clergymen.
However, Mantinband’s outspoken opposition to segregation
generated mixed responses from his congregants. Some resented
his sermons supporting racial change, a small, like-minded minor-
ity was encouraged by his willingness to deal with a taboo subject,
but the majority “brooded in silent unease or in friendly-sinister
warnings to ‘take it easy.””%

Although most would have tolerated some “pulpit naughti-
ness,” many were upset when Mantinband took to activism
beyond the pulpit. This resentment and unease boiled over when
Mantinband’s activities were publicized in the local press. One
such incident in 1956, his public denunciation of Mississippi’s
staunchly segregationist senior senator James Eastland, that the
Hattiesburg American headlined as “Local Rabbi Says Race Rela-
tions Stink,” produced outraged responses from his congregation.
At an emergency meeting, the rabbi promised to avoid future
publicity.10 Responding to calls for his resignation, Mantinband’s
allies within the temple chose not to defend his racial stance, but
instead pointed to his virtues as a man and the difficulties that
would be created by his dismissal.’® Mantinband’s transgression
of local racial mores, as with Ungar, was another cause of friction.
Members of the temple objected to Mantinband’s interracial
friendships, made all the more unacceptable by the visits of
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African Americans to his home opposite Temple B'nai Israel. That
his friends included Clyde Kennard, Vernon Dahmer, and Medgar
Evers, all prominent civil rights activists in Mississippi, made
these visits even more unpalatable. Citing a state law that threat-
ened to remove tax-exempt status from facilities that were used on
non-segregated bases, a delegation urged the rabbi to stop these
visits. An indignant Mantinband refused, retorting that the house
may be temple property, but it was also his “home.”102

Although massive resistance measures adopted by the Mis-
sissippi legislature suppressed the already limited support for
dissent and reduced the scope of opposition activism, Mantinband
remained committed to the civil rights cause, his involvement elic-
iting disapproving responses from some members of his
community. The concerted challenge to the stasis in race relations
in Mississippi in the early 1960s, including freedom rides and
Freedom Summer projects organized by civil rights organizations
hoping to undermine segregation in the most racially recalcitrant
state, injected new fire into Mantinband’s relationship with his
congregation. Tensions between rabbi and congregation escalated
alongside the level of activism in Mississippi. Although the rabbi’s
political position, made more so by his forthrightness and promi-
nence, was unpopular, Mantinband was still admired and valued
by his congregation. A series of incidents, climaxing in 1962, per-
suaded Mantinband to leave Hattiesburg. In May 1962 the rabbi
was again reprimanded by his congregation at an emergency
meeting after he was publicly linked with the Mississippi State
Council, an inter-religious body that advanced acceptance of de-
segregation. The responses at a congregational meeting illustrate
the range of concerns within the Jewish community. The temple’s
president objected to the identification of the congregation with a
liberal cause, expressing a widely shared fear of antisemitic repri-
sals.103 These fears were particularly acute at a time when freedom
riders, among them a disproportionate number of northern Jews,
poured south. The arrival of freedom riders galvanized radical
segregationists and prompted a surge in distribution of segrega-
tionist literature, some laced with antisemitism.1%4 Another
congregant complained that the rabbi’s civil rights stance created
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divisions within the congregation, an untenable situation in a
small and vulnerable community. A final complainant articulated
what other members were likely to have felt, but were reluctant to
express in public, also suggesting the incompatibility of Mantin-
band’s liberal attitudes with those of some of his congregants:
“Why must the rabbi mix with the niggers? Let us sell to them and
keep them in their place.”105

Mantinband refused to compromise or back down, agreeing
only to avoid publicity “for the time being” and to steer clear of
biracial meetings.1%¢ The congregation was unsatisfied by this
promise, having heard similar reassurances in the past. Gathering
again later, the temple board agreed to additional steps to restrain
their rabbi. Mantinband was stung by the acrimony expressed at
these meetings with his congregation and unhappy with the stric-
tures imposed on his activism. Further news was disheartening.
The small Jewish community of Brookhaven cancelled Mantin-
band’s weekly visits. Word trickled back to him that a
congregational delegation had met with the president of the local
college, a friend and ally in local civil rights matters, urging him to
rein in his friend.1” The cancellation of a public lecture at a black
college in compliance with his congregation’s demands solicited a
disappointed rebuke from the college president: “It is indeed a
sad day to know that the Children of the Seed of Abraham, them-
selves persecuted down the ages, have yielded to the persecution
of their black brothers.”108

These actions suggest both the congregation’s desperation
and its weakness. While Charles Mantinband displayed some of
the characteristics of the frontier rabbi’s condition, particularly his
long service to a single community, a number of factors served to
reduce his dependence on Temple B'nai Israel. In many ways
Mantinband was atypical of the frontier rabbi. While his political
views engendered hostility in Hattiesburg, Mantinband’s charm,
celebrity, and success guaranteed him prospects elsewhere, reduc-
ing the importance of job security.l® The dismissal of a rabbi
during the civil rights era produced embarrassing press attention
and potentially hindered the recruitment of a replacement. Man-
tinband’s prominence all but ruled out this option. This unusually
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high level of job security was augmented by the timing of his ser-
vice in Hattiesburg. Mantinband held the pulpit of Temple B'nai
Israel towards the end of his career and beyond into retirement
age. This reduced his financial vulnerability by ensuring him ac-
cess to a pension. Maury Gurwitch, a member of the temple
board, recalled that Mantinband “was old and set in his ways and
money meant little to him so you could not pressure, sway or
change him.”110 These critical, liberating factors reduced the tem-
ple board’s leverage over their rabbi, simultaneously serving as
facilitating factors that produced confidence and scope for activ-
ism and outspokenness.

Yet, although the board’s direct leverage was limited, Man-
tinband was attuned to local concerns. His long residence in
Hattiesburg produced sensitivity to the community and a stake in
the maintenance of a positive relationship with his congregation.
The deterioration in this relationship was, therefore, particularly
troubling. In an intimate congregation, those who were upset
were often friends and long-term acquaintances. Mantinband, un-
like Ungar, was therefore more responsive to their pleas, and they
were tied together through bonds of obligation.

At this point Mantinband reached a state of impasse with his
congregation similar to that which had persuaded Ungar to leave
Port Elizabeth. While he was still highly regarded within the con-
gregation, the rabbi was frustrated by the restrictions placed on
him, unhappy in representing a reluctant congregation, unwilling
to curtail his civil rights efforts, and certain to have known that
renewed activism in the heated climate would bring about an ac-
rimonious departure. Mantinband was caught in a dilemma; a
return to smooth relations with his congregation dictated a reduc-
tion of his controversial public activities, but withdrawal from the
fight for civil rights would compromise his principles.1! Ill feeling
continued to fester throughout 1962, probably exacerbated by
Mantinband’s contact with freedom riders and the tension gener-
ated by challenges to Mississippi’s racial caste system.

In March 1963 Temple B'nai Israel’s problem with its rabbi
ceased when Mantinband resigned and left Hattiesburg. Mantin-
band’s decision to leave, clearly the product of much soul
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Rabbi Charles Mantinband, after a Confirmation
service at Temple B'nai Israel, Hattiesburg.
(The Papers of Rabbi Charles Mantinband, McCain Library
and Archives, University of Southern Mississippi
Hattiesburg, Mississippi.)
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searching, was motivated by a combination of factors. The depar-
ture was made possible by the attractive offer of the pulpit of a
new congregation in Longview, Texas. Mantinband explained that
he “moved because of special circumstances of a personal
nature: [in Longview] we were near our grandchildren and
we were near our family . . . there was a brand new congregation
that challenged me.”112 Mantinband was attracted by the
“less turbulent pastures” of Texas that offered an escape from
the “day to day tensions” he and his wife had experienced
for years.13 By his own admission, Hattiesburg had become “in-
creasingly difficult to work in” and likely to become more
difficult as Mississippi became the focal point of the civil
rights struggle.’’* However, Mantinband may have simultane-
ously been pushed out of Temple B'nai Israel. Colleague
and civil rights ally Nussbaum wrote of Mantinband’s
“removal.”115 Leo Bergman, rabbi of Touro Synagogue in New
Orleans, maintained that Mantinband’s claim that he left for
family reasons was a “polite pretense,” and argued that he “was
leaving by a mutual gentleman’s agreement between Congrega-
tion and Rabbi.”116 Rabbi Allan Schwartzman of Greenville, a
close friend, thought that Mantinband was “ridden out on a
rail.”117

Charles Mantinband was given a warm send off by the
non-Jewish community including a public farewell banquet.
Few of Hattiesburg’s Jews attended; apparently it had been “diffi-
cult to interest the Jewish group” in the occasion.!8
The membership of Temple B'nai Israel was ambivalent about
the loss of their rabbi. While the temple board attempted to
persuade Mantinband to stay, the congregation had cause to
feel relief at the rabbi’s planned departure.l® A final demonstra-
tion of the burden of having an outspoken and prominent
rabbi had come in the frank and revealing extracts from
Mantinband’s personal journal printed in American Judaism.
This critical and intimate portrait of his congregation, detailing
its obstructionism and exposing its prejudices, suggests why
some within a congregation sensitive to its image and
wary of conspicuousness would have been comforted by
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the prospect of a more reticent replacement rabbi.!20 This was not
to be.

Ben-Ami’s Background

Less than two years after Mantinband’s departure, his re-
placement, Rabbi David Z. Ben-Ami, left Temple B'nai Israel in
much the same circumstances as André Ungar had exited Temple
Israel in Port Elizabeth.12! During his brief tenure in Hattiesburg,
Ben-Ami’s path crossed with his historical doppelganger; Ungar
playing an incidental role in the first act of Ben-Ami’s personal
drama.

Temple B'nai Israel began looking for a rabbi after Mantin-
band traveled to Longview and soon settled on David Ben-Ami. It
is uncertain as to who referred or nominated Ben-Ami as a candi-
date (indeed he seems to have been the only candidate), although
he did enjoy the enthusiastic backing of temple president Alvin
Sackler.122 Sackler nonetheless later turned on his charge, becom-
ing the major proponent of the speedy termination of the rabbi’s
services. Ben-Ami was not a member of the CCAR and therefore
not recommended by the organization’s placement commission.
The temple board may have been attracted by Ben-Ami’s back-
ground, promising a low-key alternative to his high profile
predecessor.

Ben-Ami, born in Germany in 1924, was on the surface an
unusual candidate for a southern pulpit. He had trained in social
work at New York University and practiced as a social worker in
New York, a career that the temple board believed to be far re-
moved from political activism.!22 He received his rabbinical
training in the late 1950s from the Academy for Higher Jewish
Learning, a small, newly-established independent seminary.!24
His motives for this mid-career turn to the pulpit are unclear,
as are the reasons for his choice of Hattiesburg. Temple B'nai
Israel paid a modest salary, a sum smaller than that which elicited
complaints from Perry Nussbaum.!?> Ben-Ami later claimed
that he was driven by prophetic motives, intentionally opting to
serve on the “frontlines” of the civil rights struggle.’20 However,
he came to Hattiesburg with his wife and three young children,
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not a propitious platform for activism in Mississippi’s turbulent
political climate. He was surely also aware of Charles Mantin-
band’s experience at Temple B'nai Israel, certainly a
discouragement to all but the most foolhardy of activists. He may
have been seeking celebrity if his later activities in the town are
indicative. Alternatively, his motives may have been more practi-
cal. His wife used his brief tenure to complete a master’s degree in
education at the local campus of the University of Southern Mis-
sissippi, undertaken with an eye to future employment as a
teacher in New York.1?” Ben-Ami wanted to join the CCAR. With-
out membership his prospects for employment and advancement
were limited. Not having trained at one of the “recognized theo-
logical schools” that would have gained him automatic
membership in the CCAR, he was required to serve a five-year
probationary period at UAHC-affiliated congregations in order to
qualify.128 Four years in the rabbinical backwaters of Irondequoit
and Brewster in New York left only one year in Hattiesburg to ful-
fill this requirement, thereafter leaving him “free to return to
‘civilization.”” He looked forward to finally finding a “suitable
(decent) position.”129

Ben-Ami’s background placed him between Mantinband and
Ungar on the frontier spectrum. Whereas Ungar’s mobility al-
lowed him to place the demands of the prophets before the
responsibilities of the pulpit, Ben-Ami exhibited both the weak-
nesses of a frontier rabbi and the strengths of an outsider. While
he did not share Mantinband’s deeply-felt sense of responsibility
towards his congregation, he was constrained by a set of factors
typical of the frontier condition. For example, his wife’s studies
tied him to Hattiesburg and established local links and pressure
for the maintenance of a relatively stable relationship with his
congregation. While his age and family responsibilities may have
been counterbalanced by the possibility of a return to his secular
profession, he had few alternative prospects within the rabbinate.
Lacking membership in the CCAR, he was excluded from the
support and protection offered by organizational ties. His mobil-
ity as a rabbi was further reduced by the coincidence of his tenure
with a period of crisis in the Reform rabbinate. The rapid growth



MENDELSOHN/ TWO FAR SOUTH 101

Temple B'nai Israel, Hattiesburg, Mississippi.
(Papers of Rabbi David Z. Ben-Ami, McCain Library
and Archives, University of Southern Mississippi.)

of the Reform movement in the 1950s had slowed by the mid-
1960s, producing an oversupply of rabbis. The already small pool
of attractive pulpits shrunk, leaving few desirable options for rab-
bis who were not served by the CCAR Placement Commission.
Another consequence was a change in power relationships within
congregations as their boards and the laity became more assertive
and made inroads into the rabbi’s sphere.130 Moreover, unlike Port
Elizabeth’s Temple Israel, Hattiesburg’s congregation was experi-
enced in dealing with a difficult rabbi. Crucially, Ben-Ami seems
to have regarded his move to Hattiesburg as temporary. He never
formed the lasting attachments that restrained many frontier rab-
bis. However, Ben-Ami was more pliable than Ungar and
Mantinband. He ultimately reduced his involvement in public
civil rights activities in response to congregational pressure.
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Ungar and Other Outsiders

David Ben-Ami’s problems began within months of his arri-
val when Hattiesburg became a center of the Freedom Summer
project in Mississippi.l3! Freedom Summer began in Hattiesburg
on January 21, 1964, with a demonstration outside the Forrest
County Courthouse organized to coincide with the South’s inau-
gural Freedom Day. Two hundred of Hattiesburg's African
American residents, joined by fifty pastors from the National
Council of Churches, stood in the rain all day outside the court-
house waiting to register as voters.’32 Among the poster-toting
protestors was André Ungar, who participated in the first week of
protests together with a small delegation from the Rabbinical As-
sembly.13 The day’s demonstration was uneventful, the first of a
series of protests that continued through spring.’3* The protests
and the presence of the northern rabbis had an unsettling effect on
the Hattiesburg Jewish community, which disapproved of their
“marching around for the news cameras.”’3> The rabbis were a
noticeable presence among the mainly black protestors; “white
men with beards and black suits,” they were “obviously Jew-
ish.”13¢ To add to the community’s worries, the courthouse was in
the heart of Hattiesburg’s business district, and the demonstra-
tions disrupted commerce including at Jewish-owned businesses.

The Jewish community’s disquiet was intensified when Un-
gar and fellow rabbi Jerome Lipnick announced that they planned
to attend the Friday night service at Temple B'nai Israel.’3” The
rabbis were forewarned that the service could be cancelled if they
chose to come.’3® This threat was not carried out; instead many
members of the congregation seem to have demonstrated their
displeasure by not attending.!® Reluctantly invited into the tem-
ple, Ungar, Lipnick, and several Protestant ministers who
accompanied them joined a turnout of fifteen members for the
service. Much to the rabbis” disappointment, Ben-Ami did not de-
liver a sermon, relinquishing, what to their minds was a perfect
opportunity to apply the lessons of the weekly Torah portion to
the events in Hattiesburg. Appropriately the Torah portion
described the exodus from Egypt, material that Ungar himself had
used to much effect and disaffection in his first controversial
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sermon in Port Elizabeth nearly a decade before.140 The rabbis’
presence and the start of the Freedom Summer project in Hatties-
burg set in motion a train of events marked by escalating tensions
between the rabbi and his congregation that led to the unseating
of David Ben-Ami within a year.

Ungar was familiar with the cold welcome of his southern
co-religionists. In May 1963, he and eighteen other Conservative
rabbis left the annual Rabbinical Assembly convention in the
Catskills to travel to Birmingham in a show of solidarity with the
civil rights protests in the city.!4! The expedition had been sponta-
neously suggested as a means to demonstrate commitment to
social justice, an issue that took on immediate relevance when the
daily newspapers showed scenes of police brutality in Birming-
ham.1¥2 While Ungar relished the short visit, rhapsodizing that the
delegation had come within “hissing distance of the grand sweep
of history itself, of the immortal battle between good and evil”,
Birmingham’s Jewish community was much less enthusiastic.14
Indignant at the rabbis” failure to warn them of their plans and
concerned that the delegation’s presence could spark equally
spontaneous reprisals, the local Jewish leadership tried to per-
suade the delegation to leave immediately. Failing that, they
sought reassurances that the rabbis would consult with the com-
munity before taking any action.!** Ungar, unsympathetic to and
suspicious of the community’s timidity, scornfully dismissed their
fears in much the same way that he spurned the pleadings of Port
Elizabeth’s Jews:

Our coming had already caused much harm; let us not bring
it to the boil by being seen in the streets as demonstrators. We
were solemnly warned about the peril to our own lives. The
number of dynamite sticks recently found under the Temple was
solemnly adduced. How the forthcoming convention of the
States” Rights Party and the as yet quiescent Klanners wreak
vengeance for our misdeeds on the heads of the local Jewish
population was starkly portrayed. Also, we were assured of the
liberal sentiments and the behind-the-scenes commitment of
Birmingham Jewry, as well as their efforts on behalf of civil
rights. Hints were flashed our way about the public recognition
that Robert Kennedy might flash our way if only we withdrew
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now and forever. . . . The Birmingham Jew was squarely on the
side of reaction.’4

Although the trip coincided with a lull in the protests as city
officials negotiated with the protesters, the delegation was de-
nounced by Birmingham’s Jewish leaders as “irresponsible,”
“intoxicated,” “ill-timed and ill-conceived.”14¢ After discussing the
visit with Rabbi Milton Grafman of Temple Emanu-El in Birming-
ham, Charles Mantinband apparently agreed with this
assessment, adding a final reproachful “ill-advised” to the allitera-
tive list of epithets.¥” Despite the frosty reception from
Birmingham Jewry, Ungar and his colleagues were inspired by
their perceived success and excited that a mere “handful of indi-
viduals may indeed leave their worthy mark.” “Who,” Ungar
concluded, “is more called upon than Jews, God’s chosen, and
among them rabbis, the chosen people’s chosen ones, to fulfill that
holy task?”148 This sense of obligation and excitement motivated
Ungar’s return south a few months later, this time to Hattiesburg.

The ill feeling that Ungar encountered in Birmingham and
Hattiesburg reflected a resentment of outside intervention in what
was perceived by many southerners as a problem that was theirs
alone to solve. This reaction was part of a broad response mani-
fested in a widely shared suspicion of “outside agitators”
and “Yankee foreigners.”1# Everyone, from extremists blaming
“communist Jews” for secretly pulling the strings of the
hated NAACP, to moderate, educated southerners, criticized
northern interference.’® David Danzig, the American Jewish
Committee’s program director, encountered this feeling among
Jewish leaders in the region when he received the unspoken ad-
monition that “if Northern Jews ‘would go away and leave us
alone’ — keep hands off the desegregation situation — everything
would be alright.”151 Mantinband similarly advised his northern
colleagues that “we who live in the South know how to pro-
ceed.”152 This resentment was a rare area of commonality between
the minority of rabbis who openly supported integration and the
minority of vocal Jewish segregationists. Progressive rabbis
could agree with the sentiment expressed in the pamphlet A Jew-
ish View on Segregation, written by a Mississippi Jew (avowedly a
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“Jewish Southerner”, “not a Southern Jew”) and published by the

Mississippi Citizens” Council:
Is it too much to ask that they leave us to the solution of our own
problems? Any jackass can be a Monday morning quarterback,
an armchair general. Any idiot can successfully rear the other
fellow’s children or make a go of his marriage or solve his finan-
cial difficulties. But it is the smart man who knows that each
person has not only the right but the obligation to settle his own
problems to the best of his ability.1%

Even outspoken supporters of civil rights were annoyed
by the criticisms and moral demands made by their northern
counterparts.’> The pronouncements of northerners often ignored
the need for practicality and slow, steady progress.1>> Mantinband
“didn’t have too much respect for the North or their attitudes
towards the Negro,” urging “them not to feel superior” and
pointing out that “it is easy to be liberal one thousand miles
away from the scene of the battle.”1% Echoing Mantinband’s
words, Rabbi William Silverman of Nashville cautioned, “It is lit-
tle help to beat one’s breast in New York and preach at us in
Boston.”157

This resentment extended to the perceived insensitivity of
northern Jewish organizations to their southern constituency, of-
ten compounding the problems of already embattled rabbis. For
example, the UAHC’s invitation to Martin Luther King, Jr., to ad-
dress its biennial banquet in Chicago in 1963 was criticized by
seven Mississippi rabbis, Ben-Ami included, as a “completely un-
necessary provocation,” that generated unwanted publicity and
visibility for southern Jews.15 Rabbi Moses Landau reported that
Jews in the Deep South were “full of sound and fury” about
the selection of banquet speaker: “Boards meet and pass resolu-
tions. . . . Even the moderates join in. . . . People speak of secession
from the UAHC. . . . It is 1860 here again.”?% Nussbaum thought
that the invitation indicated that the UAHC “has no regard for
the security of the Jewish communities” in Mississippi. Moreover,
it undermined his own efforts as “a one man vocal defender of
the Union,” as well as the work of other “Rabbis of congregations
fighting the battle for our national bodies day by day, and year
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by year.” Nussbaum ominously warned that most Mississippi
Jews had been “restrained until now from aggressive displays
toward the Union,” suggestively highlighting his congregation’s
“steady history of financial support.”160 With the Social Justice
Commission of the UAHC “on the march”, seemingly placing
political motives before their concerns of their southern
colleagues, Nussbaum found himself “committed to a position
wholly unrealistic and untenable — a brinkmanship unworthy of
a Jewish doctrine of responsibility toward Jews also!”161

Many southern rabbis also resented the brief visits of north-
ern rabbis who came south to join protests. Northern rabbis
gained praise in their own region for these actions, but were
often regarded as interfering meddlers in the South. The visitors
were not tied down by local responsibilities and were unaffected
by the factors that constrained frontier rabbis. The security
of fleeting prophetic tourism, the remoteness of congregational
obligations, and the perceived Manichean moral nature of
the South’s problems freed the rabbis to say and do what many
would not in the North. Rabbi Arnold Turetsky of the Jacksonville
(FL) Jewish Center complained that the visits of crusading
rabbis were counterproductive, creating “a great deal of resistance
and resentment even among those [in the Jewish community]
who consider themselves moderates.”162 Turetsky regarded
the rabbis’ visits as impolite, questioning “the propriety and
the courtesy of someone coming down to my community”
and deprecating “hit-and-run, sporadic, staccato” morality.163
Mantinband complained that he had “long become accustomed
to visits by investigators from the North who, after a few
days, become experts upon conditions in Dixie. I should not
presume to venture any opinion about the sorry situation
in New York City.”1¢4# Nussbaum dismissed such rabbis as
“carpetbaggers.”16> The actions of northern rabbis in the South
were often embarrassing for both the southern rabbi and
his community and potentially disrupted relations with the
non-Jewish community and sometimes undermined low-key de-
segregation initiatives. Unrestrained by local responsibilities
and often not in contact with their southern counterparts, the
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temporary visitors often left their colleagues with bruised egos
and angry congregations.'®® Some southern rabbis, Nussbaum in-
cluded, suggested restrictions on these unsolicited visits by
northern colleagues.'¢” Anshe Chesed Congregation in Vicksburg,
Mississippi, formally requested from the CCAR that “no rabbi
should come to Vicksburg.”168

Resentment at outside interference became particularly pro-
nounced during the freedom rides and the Freedom Summer
projects, soured with additional indignation at the perceived hy-
pocrisy of northern Jewish activists who failed to protest
inequalities closer to home.®® The Jewish northerners who made
up a sizeable proportion of the white freedom riders often met
with private hostility from their southern co-religionists. Mantin-
band regarded the freedom rides as “grandstand stunts for
publicity.” He bitterly complained that the “greatest experts on
Mississippi are persons who have never been there or those dem-
onstrators who are there for 48 hours and get arrested and their
names in the papers.”170 Jacob Rothschild similarly argued that the
Freedom Riders, unlike participants in the sit-ins, were “often . . .
outsiders who have come in without consulting people really in-
volved in the situation.”17? Mantinband preferred a strategy that
avoided confrontation, fearing that civil rights protests, particu-
larly by outsiders, would trigger a segregationist backlash,
radicalizing and polarizing the political climate, and undermining
the slow and steady efforts of moderates. He had “never seen ac-
tive demonstrations where a messier condition wasn’t left after
the demonstrators go. I deplore such actions because it may do as
much bad as good.”172 Rothschild thought that “direct non-violent
action often creates violence” speculating that “perhaps some of
the Riders may have hoped for violence.”17> Negotiation was more
productive than “self-defeating,” badly-timed protests.l’* Mass
protest made for inflexibility, obviating the possibility of com-
promise: “one [side] becomes more extreme, forcing the other to
do likewise.”1”5> The Atlanta rabbi argued that persuasion was
preferable to coercion. Solutions should be sought by bringing lo-
cal moderates together, not imposed by outsiders: “whites [began]
to understand and to be willing to speak, to know who the other
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people were and, therefore, able to do something in the commu-
nity.” To his mind “there is a value . . . in working with the so-
called power structure because it can change and do some-
thing.”176

The Freedom Summer projects signaled a change in strategy
by bringing the civil rights struggle into the Deep South and chal-
lenging segregationists on their home turf. They also challenged
the approach of many southern liberals, civil rights rabbis in-
cluded. The new focus on confrontational tactics, press attention,
and national pressure conflicted with the compromise and gradu-
alist approach preferred by many southern liberals. The familiar
modus operandi, drawing on a network of contacts and sympa-
thizers, and necessitating a familiarity with the local political
scene, was being replaced by mass action. Already distrustful of
forced change and sharing misgivings about outside interference,
many southern liberals were resistant to the new tactics that di-
minished their importance, leaving them on the sidelines as
spectators to the change and rendering their long established role
as interracial intermediaries largely redundant. That those in-
volved in civil rights protests, most of whom were outsiders and
scornful of the southerners’ liberal credentials, were suspicious of
their commitment and motives only made matters worse. The un-
ease of southern liberals, the civil rights rabbis among them, was
magnified many times over in the broader white community.

Battling Ben-Ami

While David Ben-Ami was unfortunate in that his tenure co-
incided with a period of volatility in Hattiesburg, his own actions
in the spring and summer of 1964 did much to anger the member-
ship of Temple B'nai Israel. Many of his congregants thought Ben-
Ami far too friendly towards the northern activists and clergymen
involved in the Freedom Summer project. According to one of the
ministers who participated in the protests, Rabbi Ben-Ami “was
the only local citizen in Hattiesburg to show any amount of
friendliness” to the delegation of northern clergymen. He invited
them to his house and talked with them at the courthouse.””
While the congregation would have disapproved of visits by the
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clergymen to the rabbi’s home because of their sensitivity about
associating the temple with the protestors, they must have been
enraged when Ben-Ami housed rabbis participating in the regis-
tration project.'’ The rabbi also visited the nine clergymen
arrested during the second week of the protests. Informed of his
visit by the sheriff, the temple board read Ben-Ami the “riot act . . .
Thou shalt not visit agitators — clerical or otherwise — who have
come to disturb the equanimity of our community.”?7” Alvin Sack-
ler, Temple B'nai Israel’s president, complained that despite
meeting with Ben-Ami, “we did not make a dent on the Rabbi as
to his dealing with Presbyterian ministers in regards to integra-
tion.” While they could not persuade the rabbi to cease his
contacts with the ministers, Ben-Ami was sympathetic to their
warnings about the potential consequences for Jewish business-
men if Jews were seen to be involved in the protests.180¢ However,
the rabbi did not heed this demand. Instead he befriended Robert
Beech, a northern clergyman representing the Delta Ministry of
the National Council of Churches in Hattiesburg.18! Ben-Ami also
raised funds for the Committee of Concern to rebuild black
churches destroyed by white supremacists, a project actively pro-
moted by Perry Nussbaum.182

The relationship between Ben-Ami and his congregation
rapidly disintegrated after the first public protests in January
1964. Members of the Jewish community pressured Ben-Ami
to cease his association with the civil rights activists by writing
letters and telephoning the rabbi to express their displeasure.!83
His initial failure to comply brought a harsher response. Sackler
threatened to resign from the congregation if the rabbi was
not fired: “he had lost confidence in Rabbi Ben-Ami. Cannot
do anything with the Rabbi.”18 Other members of the congrega-
tion displayed their discontent in a blunter fashion by boycotting
services and withdrawing financial support.85 These events even-
tually persuaded Ben-Ami to reduce his controversial public
presence. Unlike Ungar, Ben-Ami buckled under congregational
pressure. Sufficiently dependent on his position to back away
from continued activism, he chose job security over prophetic self-
sacrifice.
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Frowning on their rabbi’s activities and probably dreading a
replay of their experience with Mantinband, the congregation was
provided with no respite as Hattiesburg became the largest Free-
dom Summer site in Mississippi. Alongside the voter registration
drive, in July 1964 the Student Non-Violent Coordinating Com-
mittee (SNCC) opened freedom schools in Hattiesburg and
adjoining Palmer’s Crossing.18¢ Many of the northern college stu-
dents recruited to teach at the freedom schools were Jewish.18”
Hattiesburg’s Jews were already sensitive to their image in the
white community, fearful of stirring antisemitism, and critical of
the civil rights struggle.!88 The presence of Jewish activists magni-
fied the local Jews’ preexisting hostility to the Freedom Summer
project. In some of their eyes it looked too much like a “Jewish
protest.”189 Their opposition could not have been helped by the
content of some of the lessons taught at the freedom schools.
Doug Baer, who had just returned from a year of study in Israel,
made the similarities between the Jewish historical experience of
persecution and the black struggle in America the theme of his
classes, pointing to Israel’s mettle as a model for the civil rights
movement.!0 As if to prove their fears well founded, Rabbi Ar-
thur Lelyveld, a highly visible and prominent volunteer who
served the Fairmont Temple in Cleveland (OH), and a small inter-
racial group of co-workers were assaulted in broad daylight while
walking. Although the Jewish community was unsympathetic to
Lelyveld, the attack unsettled Hattiesburg’s Jews.?! It was an un-
pleasant reminder of the threat implicit in the antisemitic
literature that had been distributed along with segregationist ma-
terial in Hattiesburg during the summer.192

Many considered Ben-Ami a less likable figure than his
predecessor. His relationship with his congregation was marred
as much by “personality factors” as by an incompatibility of con-
victions and priorities.1??> His colleagues in the Mississippi Reform
rabbinate thought that he was not a competent congregational
rabbi because he lacked “the qualities that would have kept him
in his congregation, civil rights issue or not.”1% While Temple
B'nai Israel may have been willing to hire anybody “who pro-
fessed to be a rabbi,” the community suspected that Ben-Ami fell
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short of even this low bar.1 One congregant recalled that his
“ability and education as a rabbi (if he was one) was obviously
minimal.”1% He failed to perform his rabbinical duties, perhaps
distracted by his part-time teaching at the University of Southern
Mississippi. Sackler composed a lengthy list of “grievances
against [the] Rabbi”: services did not start on time, he was under-
prepared, did not teach at the Sunday School, “talks bad about the
congregation out of town,” “disregards wishes of board of direc-
tors,” and failed to “set [an] example for [the] community in
personal life.”197 Shortcomings that might have otherwise been
overlooked were fodder for a fault-finding board. Ben-Ami also
seems to have lacked Mantinband’s finesse and charm, virtues
that were essential in soothing and placating a raging congrega-
tion. Like Ungar, he appears to have been quick to disapprove of
his congregation’s timidity. Suggesting poor judgment, he most
likely distributed reprints of a sermon by a rabbi jailed at Albany,
Georgia, to some members of congregation:

Let those who embrace a faith without a passion for justice at its
core, without a willingness to act — sacrifice, if need be without
‘Love thy neighbor as thyself,” and all that implies of human re-
sponsibility — let them do what they will, but let them not call
that faith by the name of Judaism. For their temples are only
comfortable shams, their God is opportunism, and in the place of
the Torah they might well build their idols to success, confor-
mity, respectability and ambition — for truly this is already the
religion of their heart.1%

Ben-Ami was unhappy in Hattiesburg, and he expressed his
disappointment about the congregation and community to Nuss-
baum shortly after his arrival.l® However, he received little
sympathy from his rabbinical counterpart in Jackson. Nussbaum
chided Ben-Ami that he “must have been fully aware of what de-
veloped in this congregation and in the city towards the end of
Mantinband’s ministry” before he accepted the Hattiesburg pul-
pit. Nussbaum refused to believe that the congregation had
“turned against” Ben-Ami over his civil rights activities, as their
“attitudes and concerns were already fixed by the time he ar-
rived.”200 Ben-Ami complained that he was isolated in the small
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town, receiving no support from national Jewish bodies beyond
“pious statements.”20! The tense local scene troubled the rabbi: “I
had to tremble when I walked in the street or when someone
knocked at my door. It reminded me of Germany where I was
born.”202

The rabbi’s despondency was rooted in frustration and dis-
appointment. He began looking for alternative postings barely
months after taking up his position in Hattiesburg, probably real-
izing that his already stormy tenure was likely to be short-lived.20
“Decent” pulpits were still out of his grasp. Not yet a member of
the CCAR, he was offered positions in Bluefield, West Virginia,
and Muskegon, Michigan.204 After years of sacrifice in the expecta-
tion of eventual reward, all he could look forward to were further
frontier pulpits.

In October 1964, the temple’s trustees unanimously agreed to
terminate the rabbi’s three-year contract, giving Ben-Ami the
“prerogative of leaving at anytime.”20> He was offered the in-
ducement of three months salary if he opted to depart early.206
Ben-Ami reached a mutual agreement with the temple board that
he would leave the following February, amicably and quietly sat-
isfying both parties.20?

This was not to be. He left Temple B'nai Israel in the blaze of
publicity that the congregation had long sought to avoid. The con-
troversy and resulting press attention arose out of the “Christmas
in Mississippi” project, a scheme hatched by black entertainers
Dick Gregory and Sammy Davis, Jr., to provide twenty thousand
turkeys to the poor of Mississippi for Christmas. The Salvation
Army was enlisted to distribute the turkeys, but many of its local
officers refused to participate.28 It was left to volunteers to fulfil
this function. When David Ben-Ami’s name was included in a list
published in the New Orleans States-Item of those distributing tur-
keys in Hattiesburg, alongside the names of the controversial
Reverend Robert Beech and a black Baptist minister, members of
the Jewish community were enraged. The temple held an emer-
gency meeting the next day.2®® The publicity was considered to be
a final provocation and even Ben-Ami admitted that the “notori-
ety .. .added fuel to the fire.” Rumors swirled that segregationists
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were planning a retaliatory boycott of Jewish owned stores.210 To
further worsen matters, the timing of this final act created the im-
pression that the incident had precipitated Ben-Ami’s departure.
The national Jewish press trumpeted Ben-Ami’s “ousting” as a
scandal, claiming that the rabbi had “lost his position with the
congregation because of his advocacy of civil rights.”2!1 Temple
B'nai Israel was swamped by angry letters from across the country
decrying its betrayal of Jewish values.

Relations between the rabbi and his congregation reached
a nadir. Some of the congregants were so distrustful and upset
that Ben-Ami “had to have the Salvation Army’s National Com-
mander . . . in New York wire the board to assure them
that I was not a subversive character.”?12 The incident also soured
the rabbi's relationship with his Mississippi colleagues.
Nussbaum, who had shortly before reminded Hattiesburg’s rabbi
that “the rabbis and congregations in Mississippi would still have
a lot of problems once he was gone,” an implicit warning against
provocative actions as his departure grew near, resented the com-
plications created by the controversy.213 Ben-Ami could not resist
making a final splash. Like Ungar, who made his last public
speech fiercely condemning the Group Areas after having an-
nounced his resignation to his congregation, David Ben-Ami had
used this opening to take a controversial public position. To
Nussbaum’s mind, he had acted in a manner unrestrained by con-
gregational responsibilities and due regard for the interests of his
fellow Jews in Mississippi.

Ben-Ami’s departure in February 1965 was not regretted
by his congregation. Exhausted and distressed by their experience
with two troublesome rabbis, Temple B'nai Israel elected
not to seek a replacement. Congregants would conduct their
own services in the future. The congregation did not want to
“get ‘stuck’ again after our disappointment with Ben-Ami.”214
Before leaving Hattiesburg, Ben-Ami took a last swipe at his
congregation, at the same time justifying his own actions:
“The Jews’ position as Jews is morally untenable, but the rabbi in
the South cannot always act in the rabbinic tradition. Either
we had to do what was right, or we compromised with evil.”25
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The tone and sentiments expressed could easily have been André
Ungar’s.

Micah, Mantinband, Amos, and Ben-Ami

These sentiments reflect a trend within progressive Judaism
in the 1950s and 1960s. In America, the UAHC under Maurice Eis-
endrath pushed the rapidly expanding Reform movement
towards greater engagement with social justice issues, providing
institutional backing for civil rights activities by rabbis and con-
gregations.?’® Ben-Ami credited Eisendrath’s “call to action” as an
inspiration for his own activism.217 André Ungar drew similar in-
spiration from Leo Baeck who urged his students to exemplify the
ideals of prophetic Judaism: “the message is not the preaching of a
Rabbi, but the man himself. . . . Only if he himself is a message,
can he bring a message.”21# Both Ungar and Ben-Ami were influ-
enced by this renewed effort to synthesize Judaism and human
service, a movement that resonated with their own personal en-
counters with Nazism.?!? These same forces galvanized the social
justice movement within progressive Judaism. The expansion of
the Reform and Conservative movements and the accompanying
institutional support for the social message of prophetic Judaism
provided a platform and a niche for the turbulent priest-prophet.
The postwar period offered opportunity and encouragement for
idealistic rabbis to exemplify prophetic Judaism, whether by as-
suming pulpits in Mississippi and South Africa or, more
commonly, by participating in the freedom rides and Freedom
Summer projects. Ben-Ami, working as a social worker in New
York, claimed to have seized the opportunity to live out what he
saw as the ethical implications of his religious heritage. He “vol-
unteered to serve on the front lines of the civil rights struggle,”
wanting to be on the “firing line instead of dealing only with dia-
log on racial strife.”220 Ungar “felt keenly the duty to articulate the
traditional Jewish laws on social justice,” arriving in South Africa
with “leaping hopes and blazing ideals,” driven by a vision of a
“community thriving in its fulfillment of prophetic Judaism.”22

Both rabbis derived inspiration from the prophetic model,
understanding social justice to be central to Jewish values and to
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be intimately bound up with Jewish identity.22 Ben-Ami pre-
sented his activities in the South as that of “a ‘witness” laboring in
the prophetic tradition, and therefore not able to assume a ‘hands-
off’ and neutral position in the struggle for civil rights.”223 Ungar,
who saw himself as the heir to rabbinical reformers and prophets,
articulated this commitment to “living Judaism” in a cri de coeur in
the Temple Israel Bulletin. As “Justice is the highway to piety,” the
rabbi’s responsibilities extend to

Human Dignity, the equality of all peoples and races, the one-
ness of mankind and the worth of all its members. Prophetic
courage was—and is—needed to assert them amidst circum-
stances which let the negation of these values pass as permissible
and even respectable. . . . The pulpits and written pronounce-
ments of progressive Jewish congregations always represent
focal points of the struggle for human rights, social equity, uni-
versal moral standards.

While Ungar and Ben-Ami defined Judaism in prophetic
terms, entailing inescapable universal responsibilities, their con-
gregations preferred their religion to be a socially acceptable
counterpart to that of their conservative, church-going neighbors.
The temple stood at the center of an orbit of religious, social,
education, fundraising, and sisterhood activities, but was resistant
to the pull of controversial social justice activities. The perception
of vulnerability, coupled with disinterest and disinclination, per-
suaded South African and southern Jews to steer clear of political
involvement. Ungar scorned the “hollow automatism of lip and
limb movement” of a Judaism that placed appearance before sub-
stance, warning that without commitment to prophetic ideals
South African Jewish “spiritual coherence will be reduced to the
level of a common liking for gefilte fish.”22 Instead, it was neces-
sary to “infuse meaning into outward observance; and spread
Jewish relevance from its arbitrary ritual confinement to all levels
of life.”?%5 Ben-Ami shared this concern, counseling that a morally
unengaged Judaism was unsatisfactory.220

This clash of perceptions extended to the appropriate role of
the rabbi. Above all, Temple B'nai Israel in Hattiesburg wanted its
rabbi to be presentable, as much an ambassador to the gentiles as
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a representative of God’s preferably undemanding message.2?7
Although Charles Mantinband fulfilled this role, participating in
an assortment of civic organizations, he was headstrong and resis-
tant to pressure from his congregation. Ungar, and to a lesser
extent Ben-Ami, were no more malleable or willing to “consecrate
the status quo.”2?8 In their eyes the rabbi’s paramount obligation
to fulfillment of prophetic teachings beyond his community
dwarfed his congregational duties.

The divergence between the needs of congregation and rabbi
points to the widening gulf between progressive Judaism, pushed
by the social justice orientation into activism, and South African
and southern Jewry, pulled by the countervailing tug of conserva-
tive conformity. Ben-Ami and Ungar’s brief tenures also suggest
the dynamics of the frontier power relationships. Both were
isolated, André Ungar on a double frontier. If Port Elizabeth
was an outlying settlement of Jewry in South Africa, Temple Israel
was a beleaguered outpost of Reform Judaism in its midst.
Although Port Elizabeth had a large Jewish community, the
tensions between Reform and Orthodoxy ensured that the
lone Progressive rabbi was unable to draw on the support of
his Orthodox colleagues.??? Nor did he have the support of the
fledgling Progressive movement, which was hostile to his political
stance. David Ben-Ami could not rely on the support of the
CCAR, one potential ally, because he was not a member. Elements
in the rabbis” backgrounds made their positions even more pre-
carious and problematic. Their outsider status, by virtue of their
foreign origins, simultaneously sensitized them to injustice and
created barriers between them and their congregations. It also ac-
tivated the endemic suspicion of outsiders, impeded their
acceptance into the community, and reduced their commitment
and sense of attachment to their congregations. Although their
temple boards attempted to dominate them, their relative youth,
qualifications, and brief tenures provided the option of mobility
that many of their counterparts lacked. Nonetheless, the sway that
the congregation held over these two unusual rabbis is demon-
strated by the liberating effect that the lifting of congregational
responsibilities had on them. Ungar and Ben-Ami became vocal
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and troublesome for their congregations after they agreed to de-
part.

The place that the two rabbis currently occupy in southern
and South African Jewish consciousness also hints at the fickle
nature of memory. Although David Ben-Ami’s name still elicits
disapproving murmurs from Hattiesburg’s older Jewish residents,
recently André Ungar has been retrospectively embraced by the
South African Jewish community as a Jewish “struggle hero.”230
Although a suspicious South African Jewish Board of Deputies
continued to follow Ungar’s actions and writings until the late
1980s, in post-apartheid South Africa, a “struggle” rabbi is now an
asset and no longer an embarrassment.23!
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