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When Rabbi Geffen spoke at Stone Temple Baptist Church on the occasion of Martin 
Luther King’s birthday and evoked the phrase “Am I my brother’s keeper?” she 
reminded us of the long tradition of Judaism’s concern with social justice. Very 
specifically, our own congregation had its roots in our very first rabbi, Rabbi Emil G. 
Hirsch, whose own upbringing and study empowered him to be a persistent and loud 
voice for “social justice, religious truth and dignity of man.” 1   

To understand why our founding families chose to become a North branch of Temple 
Sinai and why Rabbi Hirsch was our first rabbi, it is necessary to appreciate the 
existence of the very small but close enclave of mostly German speaking Jews in 
Chicago.  In 1847, the Chicago Jewish population, most of them from “the same general 
area in Germany,” was less than a hundred,” out of a total Chicago population of about 
17,000.  These early Jews, who came from strict tradition, formed congregation Kehilath 
Anshe Maariv – KAM – in November of 1847, and brought an ultra-orthodox rabbi, 
Reverend Ignatz Kunreuther from New York as their spiritual leader and shochet (meat 
slaughterer).2   KAM’s membership continued to grow, much of it from an influx of 
Bavarian Jews but also from German speaking Jews who arrived from Polish Prussia.  
Eventually members of the Polish contingent broke from KAM to form their own, more 
Orthodox synagogue, Kehilath Bn’ai Sholom.   KAM was left philosophically divided 
between those who felt Judaism should be traditionally practiced as it always had been 
and those who felt it was time to examine more progressive aspects of Judaism.   

Sinai Temple was founded by a group of 26 men who broke away from KAM and held 
its first service on June 21, 1861.  “At this time in Chicago Jewish history, (Sinai) was 
one of a half dozen congregations in the Reform tradition with a commitment to civil 
rights, interfaith outreach, community involvement and independent Jewish thought and 
expression. “3 In 1880, Dr. Emil G. Hirsch became the Rabbi of Sinai Congregation.  He 
was born in Luxemburg, the youngest son of Dr. Samuel Hirsch, the Chief Rabbi of 
Luxemburg, known as the “philosopher of the Jewish reform movement who taught that 
“Torah is to be lived, not lectured.”  Emil Hirsch was, of course, deeply influenced by 
this viewpoint.  He was a practitioner of what some called “radical Reform” Judaism, 
choosing to have services on Sunday, not Saturday since so many of the 
congregation’s merchant members needed to work on Saturdays and, as he expressed 
it, “only millionaires could attend the Sabbath services on Saturdays.” 4 

Rabbi Hirsch was a scholar, a gifted orator and a strong proponent for social justice.  
His powerful Sunday sermons were attended by Jew and Gentile alike, often numbering 
more than 1000 people.  He was a prominent social figure, instrumental in organizing 



 

 

the Associated Jewish Charities,  becoming President of the Chicago Rabbinical 
Association, (now the Chicago Board of Rabbis), writing for and editing the Reform 
Advocate, serving as President of the Chicago Library Board, promoting vocational 
education, arbitrating labor disputes and was one of the original faculty members of the 
University of Chicago. He spoke on the challenges of poverty, labor unrest, women’s 
issues and interfaith relations.5 “Among the questions that vexed his mind in these 
years, and concerning which he spoke to his congregation, were the proper distribution 
of wealth, the effect of unemployment and poverty on the working classes, …and the 
general moral legitimacy of a social order based on selfishness and competition.  Slum 
clearance, government regulation of the hours and wages of labor, factory safety 
legislation, compulsory workmen's compensation and insurance laws, the protection of 
women in industry, the regulation of child labor, prison reform, the spread and 
improvement of public education, public health and welfare programs, the graduated 
income tax, the reform of political machinery all these were products of the Progressive 
Era”6 about which Rabbi Hirsch expressed his strong opinions.   His fervent and 
outspoken theology of social justice was inspirational to his congregants, among them 
Julius Rosenwald (President and Chairman of the Board of Sears, Roebuck and 
Company) who contributed generously to social causes such as erecting thousands of 
schools and YMCA-YWCA’s for African Americans in the rural South as well as model 
housing in Chicago. 7  

So how did such an eminent figure as Rabbi Hirsch become associated with the early 
beginnings of NSCI? 

Last month we wrote about early North Shore resident, Martha Newman, whose 
establishment of a religious school in her home for Jewish children eventually led to the 
founding of the North Branch of Sinai Congregation with a “borrowed part-time rabbi” 
from Sinai’s south side congregation.  That borrowed part-time rabbi was Visiting Rabbi 
Emil Hirsch.  Martha Newman grew up at Sinai, went through the religious school and 
was confirmed there.  She admired Rabbi Hirsch’s progressive approach which she felt 
placed far more emphasis on social justice than on ritual.  “As Martha put it, “What 
religion I got, I got from him.”8  Of the 46 founding families interested in establishing a 
congregation on Chicago’s North Shore, 28 also had an association with Sinai and felt a 
similar devotion to Rabbi Hirsch.  Rabbi Hirsch had once recruited Martha Newman to 
teach in the Sinai religious school and she sought his “informal guidance” in the 
operation of the religious school she established.9 When the North Shore Branch of 
Sinai Congregation became a reality, Rabbi Hirsch became its first “Visiting Rabbi” and 
conducted the initial service of the new congregation at Hubbard Woods School in June 
of 1920. (Rabbi)“Hirsch always affirmed one cardinal dogma: the value and dignity of 
every man.” 10  Thus,  Rabbi Geffen’s theme of social justice on Martin Luther King Day 
echoed a long and cherished tenet of our congregation.   “Am I my brother’s keeper? “ 
Indeed. 
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