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by Rabbi Isaac Meyer Weiss. Both papers ran numerous items from Texas
correspondents which gave a flavor of life on the frontier. The Jews of Texas had good
Jewish hearts. They responded to appeals for funds, sending money to Palestine and to

yellow fever victims in other states.

Many of the other pioneers throughout the United States were Jews who traded with the
Indians. The Cherokee Indians, as many later historians say, called them egg-eaters
because the Jews carried hard-boiled eggs to observe the dietary laws. A letter to “The
Occidental” read: “There are not many Jews in the state. Some are adhering to our faith.
Others again are intermarrying to Gentiles.” Most of the first Jews who came were
young single men who came from small towns in Bavaria, Poland, and eastern parts of
Europe. They returned to Europe or to other parts of the US to marry Jewish women and
bring them home to Texas. They tried hard to keep their religion. Synagogues were not
important in the beginning, but minyans were. They always held High Holiday services.
Kedushim, Jewish marriage, was important to many of them, but sometimes it was

impossible for them to find Jewish wives.

The first religious space that was dedicated in Texas was in Galveston, where the first
Jewish city cemetery was consecrated by Rev. Nathan from New Orleans. In 1854,
Houston’s first Jewish cemetery was established, and out of it came the Beth Israel
Synagogue, which was originally an orthodox synagogue. It was important that the Jews
of that time could say Kaddish at a grave and sanctify the memory of those who had gone

before them, and remember the time the deceased had spent with them. In 1853, Michael
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Seeligson was elected mayor of Galveston, and from 1847-51, David Spangler Kaufman,
aJew was the first Texan to be seated in the US House of Representatives after Texas
became a state in 1845. Kaufman County is named after him. In 1860, Rev Zacharias
Emmich became Congregation Beth Israel’s first Texas resident rabbi. In 1861-65, Texas
Jews fought in both the Union and Confederate armies. We Jews know that we need to
sanctify our holidays, and throughout Texas synagogues opened with great frequency in
the 1860’s, 70’s and 80’s. With the exception of Congregation Bnai Israel of Galveston,
they all began as orthodox synagogues. Later, under the pressure of great immigrations
from Europe, many of them changed and became reform synagogues. The head of
Congregation Beth Israel in Houston was M.A. Levy from Charleston, South Carolina,
who was very adamant in his orthodoxy. The board even suspended several members for

keeping their businesses open on the Sabbath (November 4, 1861).

Throughout Texas history and in every city in Texas, Jews have been prominent. They
have tried to be holy. Some gave up their lives for Judaism, like the early Morranos, or
Conversos. Some tried to make Jewish homes. Their relationships with the Gentiles
around them was exceptional, and they had their respect, but many of them still wanted to
make Jewish homes. Many did not, but many did. They also tried to make sure that the
memory of those who went before them would always be honored, and they opened
cemeteries. They also knew that they had to sanctify their own lives, to live decent, good
lives. They had to have religion in their lives. They had to have synagogues in their

lives. They had to make Kiddush and pray in a synagogue as well as home..
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There are four times in this week’s Torah portion that the expression, “You shall be
holy,” is used. To my way of thinking, there are four basic drives in a human being: the
will to pleasure; the will to power; the will to security; and the will for meaning in life.

All these drives can corrupt us and make us lose our holiness.

The will to power is discussed in the first part of this Sedra. “You shall fear your mother
and father”. Even if you have power over them, you should still respect and honor them
even when they grow old Many times, people abuse the power they have, even though
they claim they are only using their power to help their country, or to help their cause or

this or that institution.

The second “You shall be holy” is found right after the admonition not to consult
necromancers. Sometimes a person’s will to security causes them to do all sorts of
terrible things. There is no ultimate security in life. You have to just try to do the right

thing always. There are no shortcuts. There are no magic formulas.

The next “You shall be holy” refers to the will to pleasure, sexual relations.

Finally, at the end of the Sedra, we leam about the will to meaning. We all need to have
meaning in our life. Right after we have leamed how the Jewish people have been set
apart from others, we leam, “You shall be holy.” Sometimes people use religion only to
satisfy their selfishness, to give them intellectual pleasure. They use it to look down their

noses at others. Holiness means that all our drives must be done in the right way.
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Kiddush speaks about elevating our lives through religion. It means leaming how to deal
with others in the correct way. Kedushim means having correct sexual relationships so
you can continue to have a Jewish family, to have a partner who shares your values.
Kadosh means that vou realize that some things are greater than even your security, that
you have to sometimes be willing to die for your religion and your beliefs, and that you
are not willing to do disgusting, immoral things to ensure your security, which it probably
will not anyway. Finally, Kaddish, which means that we must respect our parents and
ancestors while they are alive and after they are gone. We must realize that it is their

teachings and our memories of them which allow us to go on the right path.

This is the meaning of the Torah portion Kedoshim, and it is also the meaning of early
Texas Jewish history. We had all types here, but they all wanted very much to preserve
the four levels of holiness: Kiddush, Kadosh, Kedushim, and Kaddish. Some were more

successful than others.

The word Kadosh, itself, stresses this. The Kuf stands for Kahal. They always tried to
maintain contact with other Jews and community. The Aleph stands for learning. They
never forsook their religion and Jewish roots and what they had learned from their
parents. They wanted Jewish cemeteries. The Vahv stands for continuity, for Jewish
marriage, and the Shin stands for time, for the elevation of time so they could celebrate
the holidays. Ever since the time of Abraham, we have been struggling with the concept

that we are a Ger and a Toshav among the peoples. We are a stranger, in that we have
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different beliefs and religious practices, but we are a Toshav, a contributing member of

society. We want to be part of society.

Jews, from the very beginning, were part and parcel of Texas, holding offices and
founding cities, and participating fully in the life of the community. We élways wanted
to do our share, but, on the other hand, most Jews still wanted to still maintain their
religious identity. So far, the Jews of Texas have been, by and large, successful in doing
this. Whether they will in the future is still an open question. Many Jews may not feel as
strongly as they used to about the importance of keeping their religion. Jews came to

Texas for the same reason they came to all part of the US: for freedom and opportunity.

1 am reminded of the story they tell about a man who just came out of Russia. A reporter
asked him, “How are the living conditions in Russia?” He replied, “I can’t complain.”
The reporter then said, “I hear it is hard to practice your religion.” The man answered, “
can’t complain.” The reporter said, “I understand you can’t own land.” The man again
said, “I can’t complain” By now the reporter was really miffed and said, “I don’t
understand. If you can’t complain, why did you leave Russia?” The man replied,

“Because I can’t complain. Here I can complain.”

There is also a story about the father and son coming to America. The child was

complaining, “Daddy, I don’t want to come to America.” The father replied, “Shut up

and keep swimming.”
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May we all leam to appreciate those early Jewish pioneers in America who came to the
United States without a community structure and without rabbis . The first ordained
rabbi did not come to Texas till 1873, Rabbi Heinrich Schwartz who settled in
Hempstead Texas 50 miles from Houston.

We Jews still need to keep swimming in America. Let us hope and pray that we will
continue to make great contributions to America as well as to make great contributions to
_our religious life so we will remain proud Jews and proud Americans. so the Mashiach

will come quickly in our day. Amen!
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TORAH PORTION KEDOSHIM
HISTORY OF TEXAS JEWS
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky
I guess since I’m going to be talking about Texas, I should start with a Texas joke. There
were three wealthy Texans talking about their ranches. The first says, “1 have a huge
50,000 acre ranch in South Texas.” The second Texan says, “Oh, that’s nothing. Ive got
a 100,000 acre ranch in West Texas.” The third, a Jewish Texan, says, “I’ve got really
big ranch. I've got an acre and a half.” The other two look at him like he’s crazy and
say, “What kind of ranch is an acre and a half?” The Jewish Texan replies, “It’s

downtown Dallas.”

The facts in this sermon concerning the history of Texas are based on the Encyclopedia
Judaica and the books, Deep in the Heart: The Life and Legends of Texas Jews by Ruthe
Winegarten and Cathy Schechter, published by the Texas Jewish Historical Society, and

Jewish Stars in Texas: Rabbis and Their Work by Hollace Ava Weiner.

The Torah portion that we are reading this Shabbat is Kedoshim. “Speak to all the
congregation of the Sons of Israel, and you should say to them, “You shall be holy for I,
the Lord, your G~d, am holy.”” Holiness is one of the keys to understanding our religion.
The word Kedosh, in its many forms, permeates our religion. The Hebrew words
Kiddush, Kaddish, Kedushim, and Kadosh are all the same word. We make Kiddush
every Friday night and before every holiday to sanctify time. We say Kaddish when we
want to sanctify the memory of our parents or loved ones who have gone to their eternal

rest. We, by saying Kaddish, also sanctify the time these people spent with us.
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the Inquisition, and Jean’s first wife, a Duich Jew named Christina Levine, was killed on
the high seas during a battle with the Spanish. His home base was Galveston until he was

driven out by the US Navy.

Jews fought in the Texas War of Independence. In fact, a descendant of Dr. Moses A.
Levy, Robert Levy, belongs 1o my synagogue. Some of those who fought were Major
Leon Dyer, David Kokernot, and Edward Johnson, who was shot at the infamous Goliad
Massacre. Eugene Joseph Chimene, from France, fought in the battie of San Jacinto,

which secured Texas” independence.

Nicholas Adolphus Stern was one of the most colorful characters in Texas history. He
established a lasting but tumultuous relationship with Sam Houston, who called him the
rosy little Jew. In 1828, he met and married Eva Ruff, 2 Roman Catholic from Germany.
She converted both Adolphus and Sam Houston to Catholicism, the reason being that
Mexico still owned Texas and only Catholics or converts to Catholicism could hold
office or own land. Adolphus Stern was alcalde, or mayor, of Nachogdoches and local
treasurer from 1831-33. In his diary of 1843, he talks about Yom Kippur and about a Jew
named Flateau who was fasting on that day. He was elected to the second Texas
legislature in 1847 and re-elected in 1849, and served in the Texas Senate from 1851 until

he died in 1852.

There is a story about a Louis Moses Rose, who was a fifty year-old French Jewish

soldier who was nicknamed Moses by the other defenders of the Alamo because of his




