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In the summer of 1953, at the urging of Flora Lee Lisse (née Hyman) of Chicago’s Beverly 
Hills neighborhood, Jews living on the far southwest side of Chicago and in several south

suburban communities, including Evergreen Park, Blue Island, and Oak Lawn, decided to create
a Reform congregation they named Beth Torah, meaning “Temple of Learning.” All but one of
the new officers, including President Morris Price, lived in the Beverly-Morgan Park community. 

Their first services were conducted in January 1954 by visiting rabbis and lay members. They
met in a building in Beverly at 10244 South Longwood Drive that is perched atop the highest
natural feature in Chicago, a building known to area residents as “the Castle.” Looking like a
medieval stronghold, it is three stories high, built of Joliet limestone, and has crenelated towers. 
It was built in 1886 and 1887 for Robert C. Givins, a prominent real estate developer, a founder

of what is now called the Chicago Association of Realtors, a citizens’ advocate, and a popular novelist. Since 1942,
the Castle had been home to another liberal religious group, Beverly Unitarian Fellowship (renamed Beverly
Unitarian Church in 1957). Beth Torah held services there on Friday nights beginning in January 1954. 

The congregation’s first Bar Mitzvah, that of Alan 
Goldberg, was held in the Castle on March 25,

1955. Alan recalls giving a short speech so quickly that
the rabbi commented, “Welcome to the Jet Age.” The
first Torah was obtained by the congregation in honor
of Alan’s father, who had passed away a few months
earlier. The congregation also held some fundraisers at
the Castle. Larry and Rhonda Wollheim were part of

the twenty or so members of the Beth Torah youth
group. They fondly remember Friday night services in
the Castle, especially for the opportunity it afforded
them to socialize with other teenagers after the services.
Most of the young people of Beth Torah attended
public schools where there were few Jewish children.

Special events that could not be accommodated in
the Castle’s sanctuary, such as High Holiday services,
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were held in Beverly’s Trinity Methodist and Bethany
Union Churches. Summer services took place in
members’ homes. Harve Bogolub remembers that his
father, Hyman, blew the shofar during the High
Holiday services.

The congregation was quite active. Beth Torah held
religious classes first in a building at 10546 South
Western Avenue, and for several years, beginning in
1955, at Sutherland Elementary School, a public school
in Beverly. Classes met on Sundays from 10:00 a.m. to
12:15 p.m. Alan Goldberg remembers having confir-
mation classes in members’ homes. (It should be noted
that Reform congregations have confirmation
ceremonies that are separate from and in addition to Bar
and Bat Mitzvahs.) Beverly resident Barry Finkel recalls
attending Hebrew school classes at Bethany Union. The
Sisterhood of Beth Torah sponsored activities such as a
fashion show at Bethany Union in 1958 and a dinner
dance at the Sheraton Hotel in 1959, the same year they
held a membership drive party. The Sunday Evening
Club sponsored various events, including a hay ride in
Palos Park. In 1961, the congregation raised money by
putting on a play, “Very Precious Cargo.”

Barry Finkel recalls watching religious programs on
television that were led by Beth Torah’s Rabbi Daniel
Silver. The Chicago Tribune’s
television guide of February 18,
1956, noted in its “Sunday
Highlights” a half-hour program
called “Faith of Our Fathers” on
WGN Channel 9. The information
indicated “Rabbi Daniel Silver
conducts the services from the Beth
Torah congregation of Beverly Hills,
Chicago.” The program was
broadcast at the same time as the Ed
Sullivan show. There were only five
television stations in Chicago then.
On June 22, 1958, Rabbi Leonard
Devine, Beth Torah’s second and
longest-serving rabbi, was the host of
a fifteen-minute, Sunday morning
TV show called “The Pulpit.” His
topic was Marriage and the Family. 

Of course, a major goal of the congregation was to 
have its own synagogue, to which end Caesar

Wollheim and Eric Otten led the building fund drive.
By 1959 there were about 125 member families. That
same year a site for the proposed $200,000 synagogue
was found. It was a triangular-shaped strip of land
wedged immediately south of the intersection of the Continued on page 14

Rock Island suburban railroad line and the old
Panhandle tracks (now Major Taylor Trail) at 91st
Street, the base of the triangle following the east-west
line of 93rd. (This land may have been purchased
because its price would be reasonable, as building a
home on that awkward lot would not have been partic-
ularly desirable.) Though the building was given an
address of 9200 South Vanderpoel Avenue, the street
did not run north of 93rd, so the number actually fell
on the short driveway constructed up into the property
from the south. 

Acquiring the land for the synagogue was not a
simple process. Permission had to be obtained from the
Chicago Zoning Board because lot lines fell so close to
the construction. In addition, and not surprisingly,
families living in nearby homes protested that inevitable
heightened activity there would result in too much
traffic on adjoining streets. The congregation prevailed,
however, and work began on June 30, 1960, following
about two and a half years of fundraising.

The new one-story temple was designed by the firm
of Jewish architect Albert R. Belrose, who later designed
Malibu East, the well-known condominium building on
Sheridan Road. The synagogue included a sanctuary
that could accommodate about 180 people, a religious

Beth Torah, 9200 South Vanderpoel Avenue, Chicago, 1968.
Courtesy of Judith Holz.

school with seven classrooms, a social hall, library, study,
kitchen, and rabbi’s office. The design of the new
building, particularly the sanctuary, included sound
insulation that muffled noise from passing trains. A
portion of this grand space included a bump-out where
the organist and choir could perform. The parking lot
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fell between the library/classroom side of the structure
and the railroad tracks to the east, with the building’s
main entrance facing south.

The new temple was completed by October 1961, 
and during its dedication on the 13th, Rabbi

Leonard Devine awarded plaques of appreciation to the
ministers of the three churches where services had
formerly been held. For the High Holidays in the
1960s, the congregation paid a choir comprised of
mostly non-Jews. Larry and Rhonda Wollheim recall
that one of the non-Jewish women in the choir, who
had five children, was converted by Rabbi Devine. 
Judy Holz, Rabbi Devine’s eldest child, reminisced
about the synagogue and the Hebrew school:

“Looking now at the photos, I see that it was a
small congregation, away from the large Jewish
population centers…and that the building was
quite modest and bare-bones, although I never
thought that at the time. It managed to be an
active, even thriving congregation.”
“There were probably at least three classes,
based on age and previous years of Hebrew.
They met for an hour or an hour and a half,
twice a week. My dad prepared the Bar and Bat
Mitzvah kids with their Torah and Haftorah
portions. The Hebrew school teacher and youth
advisor was Dan Kaufman.”

One of the problems the congregation faced was
vandalism. In 1966 Rabbi Devine noted that the temple
had to spend about $1,200 to repair damage, partic-
ularly to the windows of the synagogue. They decided

to do away with larger, more costly panes, dividing
them into smaller sections that would be less expensive
to replace. This challenge was not unique to Beth Torah.
Public buildings and several churches had also been
targeted. Rabbi Devine led a group of ministers to deal
with the problem. The group started a letter-writing
campaign to members to alert and enlist the help of
parents to stop the youthful offenders.

By the late 1960s, the major problem for Beth
Torah was its aging membership coupled with a decline
in the number of Jewish families living in the Beverly
area. Helene and Steve Gabelnick recall moving to
Beverly in July 1970, in part because of Beth Torah.
They were enthusiastic and committed members, and
Steve became its president in 1971. Within a short time,
however, only a handful of the ninety-five member
families were active, and because so many were older,
there were fewer children in religious school. 

As a consequence, on September 7, 1974, about a 
third of the Beth Torah congregation affiliated with the
Reform congregation Anshe Sholom in the south-
western suburb of Olympia Fields. The merger brought
a new name to the synagogue: Anshe Sholom a Beth
Torah. After holding a special service at Beth Torah,
members drove to their new home taking with them
religious symbols and artifacts of the congregation. 

Helene and Steve Gabelnick report that Sabbath
services were still held in the Castle once a month for
about a year after the merger for those members living
in or near Beverly who chose not to attend services in
Olympia Fields. Either Anshe Sholom’s rabbi or
assistant rabbi led these services. A bus picked up
children in Beverly for Sunday school classes at Anshe
Sholom. 

The Beth Torah building also served as a non-
sectarian school before and after the merger. In

September 1972, the Beverly Learning Center rented
the classrooms of Beth Torah. They held a contest for
children to sketch the outside of the Beth Torah
building. The drawings were on display at Standard
Bank at 2400 West 95th Street in Evergreen Park. On
December 31, 1974, the Chicago Board of Education,
which had rented the building for classes, purchased it.
At that time the building was used as a school to
prepare eighth graders for high school, and in 1976 the
Board considered using it as a district headquarters.
Information obtained from the Chicago Public Schools
indicates the building was used through 1978. Anna-
Marie Brodsky, one of Beth Torah’s members whose
family joined Anshe Sholom after the merger, indicated
how upsetting it was to see the building deteriorate

Beth Torah Continued from page 13

Dedication of Beth Torah, October 13, 1961.
Rabbi Devine and the ministers of the three churches where

services had formerly been held. Courtesy of Judith Holz.
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under the CPS’s tenure. Eventually
the building was torn down, though
CPS has no record of the date.

The Spertus Institute for Jewish
Learning and Leadership held an
exhibit in 1983 featuring
photographs of more than fifty
synagogues that no longer had
congregations. Robert Packer wrote
Chicago’s Forgotten Synagogues. Beth
Torah was missing from  the exhibit
and the book. Sometimes the history
of special places and people is lost,
but in this case, we are fortunate
that the history and images of Beth
Torah will live on.

Four rabbis served Beth Torah
from 1954 to 1974: All were

graduates of Hebrew Union
College–Jewish Institute of Religion
in Cincinnati, where Reform rabbis
are ordained. The first was Rabbi
Daniel J. Silver, who served from
1954 to 1956. He was a graduate of
Harvard University, which has a
fellowship named in his honor, and
the University of Chicago. He left
Chicago to join his father, Rabbi
Abba Hillel Silver, at Temple-
Tifereth Israel in Beachwood, Ohio,
a suburb of Cleveland. Abba Hillel
Silver was a renowned Jewish
spiritual leader. The Temple-Tifereth
Israel congregation had a member-
ship of over 2,000 families when
Daniel Silver became rabbi in 1963,
and it was highly influential in the
Reform movement. Daniel Silver
remained there as senior rabbi until
his death in 1989. He wrote several
books, including A History of
Judaism (1974, Basic Books). 

The rabbi who served the
longest at Beth Torah, from 1956 to
1969, and who was spiritual leader
when the congregation moved into
its new building in 1961, was 
Rabbi Leonard Devine. In March
1958, Rabbi Devine led an
interfaith workshop on Basic Beliefs
of Judaism and Christianity

sponsored by the South Cook
County Interfaith Institute, held by
the Inter-Faith Institute at Temple
Anshe Sholom, which was at that
time located in Chicago Heights.
Rabbi Devine’s sermons at Beth
Torah were on such topics as Israel,
the Jewish view of marriage, tests of
character, and Reform Judaism
compared to Conservative Judaism.

Rabbi Devine spent several years
teaching Judaism to those interested
in conversion, and also served as a
rabbi at the UAHC camp in Ocono-
mowoc, Wisconsin, where he helped
start a tenting program (Tzofim). 
Rabbi Devine and his family became
friends with Beverly Unitarian
Church minister Vincent Silliman
and his wife, Elizabeth. The Church
purchased the Castle in 1942 and
continues today as steward of the
historic building. 

Rabbi Jonathan Brown served
from 1969 to 1972. Rabbi Brown
graduated from Yale University in
1961 and was ordained from the
Hebrew Union College in 1967.
When he came to Beth Torah in
1969, he invited his uncle, Dr.
Nelson Glueck, President of the
Hebrew Union College and a famed
biblical archaeologist, to install him
in the pulpit, and later wrote a
biography of his uncle. 

Rabbi Brown served Ohev
Sholom Congregation in Harris-
burg, Pennsylvania, for four years.
After serving a number of other
places, including Temple Israel of
Long Beach, California, he retired
from the pulpit of Beth El
Congregation in Winchester,
Virginia, where he now resides.

Rabbi Sherman Stein served
Beth Torah from 1972 until it
merged with Anshe Sholom in
1974. He later served as rabbi at
Temple Sinai, Lake Charles,
Louisiana, for 20 years, where he
created a project to provide meals to
the poor people of the community.

Author’s Note: I especially want to
thank Linda Lamberty, Historian,
Ridge Historical Society, for her help
with research for and editing of this
article. I am also indebted to Helene
and Steve Gabelnick, Rabbi Jonathan
Brown, Alan Goldberg, Prof. Joel
Devine, Judy Devine Holz, Rev. Ian
Evison, Larry and Rhonda Wollheim,
Anna-Marie Brodsky, Harve Bogolub,
Lois Fine of Anshe Sholom, Kathleen
Bloch of Spertus Institute, and Elisa
Ho of the American Jewish Archives
for their input and materials. 
Sources for this article also include
Ancestry.com, Chicago Daily Tribune
(via Proquest Historical Newspapers),
research compiled for my documentary
DVD, “Chicago’s Only Castle,” and
various online websites. ❖
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Installation of Rabbi Brown (left) with
Rabbi Nelson Glueck, 1969.

Courtesy of Rabbi Jonathan Brown.


