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SYNAGOGUE SPOTLIGHT:

CONGREGATION BETH MORDECAI
PERTH AMBOY

Founded in 1897, Congregation Beth Mordecai in Perth Amboy has faithfully served a
diverse Jewish population for 110 years. But something new and exciting is
happening at the synagogue these days. This past May, Rabbi Melinda Zalma
returned home to Central New Jersey to assume the professional and spiritual
leadership of the congregation. Her energy, ideas and enthusiasm are mixing things
up and attracting quite a bit of interest. Not bad for a synagogue that just last year
was considering merging with another congregation or simply closing its doors.
Together, President Raoul Rabiner and Rabbi Zalma have big plans for this historic

congregation.

Today Congregation Beth Mordecai has just under
100 families, many of them seniors. But President
Raoul Rabiner remembers a different time. Perth
Amboy was once a cultural hub for Jews in New
Jersey, Founded in 1897, the congregation served
as the spiritual home for families from throughout
Middlesex and Monmouth counties and beyond,
including Perth Amboy, Metuchen, Edison,
Woodbridge and even New York City. As the
demographics have shifted, most of those families
have moved on. Still, the synagogue has meant so
much to them, that some continue to return for the
High Holidays. In recent years synagogues in many
communities surrounding Perth Amboy began to
merge with one another or close. Beth Mordecai

was having trouble making a minyan and had a de-
cision to make.
shut the doors.

There were those who wanted to

= |One of the congregants who

Ml felt strongly that the
* | synagogue had an obligation to
lits congregants and the
congregants had an obligation
to Beth Mordecai was Raoul
Rabiner. The thought of the
closing upset him and he knew

Stained Glass Window

it would have upset his wife,
Barbara Leon Rabiner, who
died in 2002. She had a long
family history and had been
personally very active in the |§
synagogue. 50 when
members of the congregation
approached him almost three
years ago with the
presidency, explaining that
he if declined, they would
need to close, he accepted the challenge.

Rabbi Melinds Zalma

The first task was to change the mindset of the
congregants and to remind them what Beth
Mordecai meant to them. The building needed
renovations, the finances needed to put in order and
it was time for a change in professional leadership.
Mr. Rabiner dug in his heels, began to make repairs
on the building and hired Cantor David Levine who
led Shabbat services. Word got out about the new
Cantor, excitement began build and the minyan
returned.

This past May, the congregation hired Rabbi Melinda
Zalma to lead the synagogue and to bring a fresh
perspective to their revitalization efforts. Rabbi







