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PREFACE TO THE SECOND EDITION
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Just three years after this book was first published, the time has come to put out an updated version.  The most important reason to do so is that, as of the High Holy Days in 2025 (beginning of Jewish year 5786), First Congregation Sons of Israel has a new Rabbi, Robert Lefkowitz.  His photo and biography are in Chapter 10.  In one year, his pulpit style, wisdom, and personal warmth have endeared him (and his wife, Deborah) to the congregation.  Additionally, just the very presence of a permanent rabbi, no less a really good one, has injected a new sense of optimism about the future of the venerable synagogue and congregation that are the subjects of this book.  Membership numbers are up as is attendance at Shabbat services and other events on the calendar.  If you are reading this and live in or anywhere near downtown Saint Augustine, you should make it a point to come to services and see the new rabbi in action.  And then join the congregation (assuming that conservative Judaism is the right fit for you).

Although the updated edition sadly mentions the passing of some pillars of the community, it also includes the good-news stories regarding the reopening of the Max Jaffe Social Hall (which was damaged by Hurricane Irma in 2017), and the accession of Heather Naughton to the Board of Directors.  From her first day on the job, Heather has worked tirelessly and creatively to organize events, take care of synagogue property, and run monthly Board meetings.  It was she who scouted around and eventually recruited Rabbi Lefkowitz.

Flagler Beach

August, 2026
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FOREWARD TO THE FIRST EDITION
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The idea for this book came about at a meeting in early July, 2023, to discuss the leadership change at First Congregation Sons of Israel that would be underway a few months later.  Longtime synagogue president, Les Stern, and longtime treasurer, Karen Stern, would not only be stepping down from their official positions, but also moving halfway across the country.  Concerned members of the congregation, led by Les’ eventual successor, Barry Broudy, discussed a full list of tasks, up until then performed by Les and Karen, that would have to be distributed among a new set of officials, most of whom would need to make themselves candidates in the August membership elections.

Understand that these elections are not so much a function of competing individuals or factions, but rather of who wants to put their name on the ballot, unopposed, to sign up for tons of uncompensated volunteer work, motivated mostly by dedication to the synagogue, and maybe a small amount of masochism.  

Besides agreeing myself to run for one of the open trustee positions, I spoke up at the meeting to ask Les if his encyclopedic knowledge of the synagogue’s history was based on any written reference works or was mostly in his head.  I mentioned how impressed I was by his discourse the previous Sabbath morning service about the history of the sanctuary’s beautiful stained-glass windows (see chapter 5).  When Les answered that it was largely information in his head, I proposed to write a book on the synagogue’s history, with my research to begin by picking Les’ brains in a sit-down interview before he left town.  This elicited an enthusiastic response from all those present at the meeting, some of whom had excellent ideas as to places where I could find primary sources and other documented information.  The University of Florida has a Judaica library, for example.  Also, current congregants that are descendants of the founding families would be willing and eager to talk to me and get their oral histories incorporated into the narrative.

At that point I was committed to the project, which as it turns out, coincided with the 100th anniversary of the opening of First Congregation Sons of Israel on Cordova Street in downtown St. Augustine.  It is, of course, impressive that the synagogue we attend is a 100-year old building; but that could easily be lost in the shuffle of much older structures and landmarks in St. Augustine, which was founded by Spanish settlers in 1565.  Hopefully, this book will draw favorable attention to this very special part of “America’s Oldest City’s” history, and ideally contribute to First Congregation Sons of Israel living to celebrate another hundred years in 2124.
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Barry Broudy Presenting Recognition Award

To Karen and Les Stern, August 20, 2023 ​[1]

Saint Augustine

October 2023
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1.  INTRODUCTION
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Saint Augustine, Florida is a city steeped in history.  Its main industry, tourism, is based on the city’s origins in 1565, making it the oldest continuously inhabited European (and African) settlement in the continental United States.  Visitors come from all over the country and all over the world to visit the Spanish colonial sector, which includes the oldest street, house, and schoolhouse in the country.  Over 800,000 tourists per year visit Castillo San Marcos, the Spanish fort, the first phase of which was built from 1672 to 1695.  That is almost three times the population of St. Johns County, where Saint Augustine sits.  Nowadays the Castillo is administered by the National Park Service; since its inception it has been held by Spain, England, Spain again, and then sold to the United States as part of the 1819 Adams-Onís Treaty, which got us all of Florida (from Spain) for five million dollars.  This particular Adams was future President John Quincy Adams, who at the time was Secretary of State in the Monroe Administration; Luís de Onís was the Spanish Ambassador with authority to sign for the Kingdom of Spain.  The time period is referred to by historians as “The Era of Good Feeling.” 
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The King and Queen of Spain Visit Castillo San

Marcos in 2015, on St. Augustine’s 450th anniversary

(Photo by author from Castillo San Marcos Volunteer Room display)

In that context, the first religious service at First Congregation Sons of Israel, in March of 1924, seems like a relatively recent phenomenon
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