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The Texas Jewish Historical Society
Grant Application

The mission of  the Texas Jewish Historical Society is to expand and enhance the 
knowledge and understanding of the Jewish presence in Texas and the history of Jews from 

their first arrival in the State to the present.
We solicit applications for research projects that are in this spirit.

Deadlines for submission are March 1, June 1, September 1, and December 1.

Application Form
The Texas Jewish Historical Society will consider applications from individuals  

and non-profit organizations in any written or visual media.  Attach additional sheets as necessary.

Contact Name: _________________________________________________________________________________

Organization: __________________________________________________________________________________

Address:_ _____________________________________________________________________________________

City: ____________________________________________ 	 State: ________________ 	 Zip: ________________

Phone: (________)_____________________________	 Cell: (________)__________________________________

Email: ________________________________________________________________________________________
Title and Description of project.

_____________________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________________
Briefly outline personal and professional background information that support this application.

_____________________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________________
What is the anticipated budget for the project?  Are you seeking additional support from elsewhere?

_____________________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________________
Please detail the timeline of your project.

_____________________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________________

Completed project must acknowledge TJHS support.  A copy or account of the completed project should be submit-
ted to the Society’s archive at the Dolph Briscoe Center for American History at the University of Texas at Austin.

Send applications to: TJHS Grant Committee: P.O. Box 10193, Austin TX 78766-0193, or email to grantchair@txjhs.org.
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The Conscience of Waco, continued from page 11
McLennan County Association for 
Mental Health; and as ethics con-
sultant, chaplain and rehabilitation 
worker for blind veterans at the Waco 
Veterans Affairs Hospital for over 
fifty years. He served for many years 
on the Waco Veterans Administration 
Medical Center Committee on Hu-
man Studies, the Providence Hospital 
Medical Morals Committee, and the 
Hillcrest Baptist Hospital Biomedical 
Ethics Committee. 

From 1967 to 1973, he was on the 
board of the Waco Action Planning 
Council. In 1990, he was designated to 
form the Ethics Advisory Committee 
of Waco’s Veterans Hospital and was 
long its chairman. He was a lecturer 
in the Department of Religion at Paul 
Quinn College,8 and in the J. M. Daw-
son Institute of Church-State Studies 
of Baylor University. He co-chaired 
the United Negro College Fund 
Drive.9  He served as Jewish chaplain 
for the Central Texas Veterans Health 
Care System, which in 2012 awarded 
him a plaque in appreciation for fifty 
years of faithful service to the United 
States government.

Newspaper clippings in our ar-
chives from the Waco Tribune-Herald 
give a sampling of the kinds of issues 
he was consulted for his opinion. “Pre-
marital Advisers Have Same Goal” 
included interviews with Rabbi Podet, 
Dr. Daniel Bagby (Seventh and James 
Baptist Church), Monsignor Edward 
Rabroker, and Rev. Richard Freeman 
of First United Methodist Church. 
Rabbi Podet said he counseled couples 
who came to him for wedding cere-
monies, emphasizing four areas: the 
nurturing the relationship will require, 
dealing with in-laws and family, 
money problems, and dealing with 
love and sex in marriage. His message 
to couples was that clergy and society 
have “a stake in making their marriage 
work” and the couple is not alone.10

A second clipping looked for com-
mentary on a 1980 divorce ritual at a 
Dallas church. This article featured 

Monsignor Mark Deering, Rev. Robert 
Elliott (United Methodist Church), 
Rev. H. F. Meier (Austin Avenue 
United Methodist Church), Rev. Peter 
McLeod (First Baptist Church), Rev. 
Larry Nixon (Calvary Baptist Church), 
and Rabbi Podet. Rabbi Podet said, 
“Actually, we have had hardly any 
divorces in the Jewish community of 
Waco.” He said a divorce ritual had 
been unnecessary for his congregation, 
and he disapproved of the concept.11

When the Waco Independent 
School District Commission on Ex-
cellence addressed the issue of social 
promotion, i.e. sending a student on 
because of their age and not their 
academic performance, the newspaper 
interviewed Rabbi Podet as chairman 
of the Standards and Expectations 
Sub-Committee of the Excellence 
Commission. He criticized the prac-
tice and stated if the standards are 
there, they need to be enforced. His 
sub-committee made other recommen-
dations.12

In 1984, a Texas House bill al-
lowed students to use school buildings 
for religious meetings during non-
school hours. Again, religious leaders 
were polled, including Rabbi Podet, 
Rev. John Collier (Parkview Baptist 
Church), Rev. Jimmy Dorrell (Fellow-
ship Bible Church), and Rev. George 
Holland (Central Presbyterian). Rabbi 
Podet discussed the issue of separation 
of church and state.

“I feel like it’s kind of yes and 
no. I don’t see why anyone should 
object to the bill, nor do I think any-
one should try to prevent praying in 
schools. On the other hand, I know 
from the examples of history that the 
closeness of church and state sooner 
or later results in damage to both. But 
no one step is the step into the abyss. 
I think it’s fine if any youngster wants 
to organize with a prayer, but for the 
government to intrude at all in reli-
gious affairs is not good. The separa-
tion of church and state is a principle 
that grows out of the damage that 

church and state linkage has caused in 
the past.”13

Rev. Dorrell feared it would bring 
cults like the Moonies to campus. 
Rev. Holland thought it was a political 
stunt that accomplished nothing. Rev. 
Collier supported the bill.14

In 1969, Hebrew Rest Ceme-
tery celebrated its centennial with a 
religious ceremony at the cemetery, 
officiated by Rabbi Podet. The cel-
ebration “represented a century of 
solemn dedication and fervent support 
from Waco’s Jewish community.”15 
There is an audio recording discussing 
the growth of the Jewish Community 
for an oral history interview of Daniel 
B. McGee of Baylor.16  Oral history 
interviews in 1973, 1978, and 1981 
cover his views on a variety of topics, 
including abortion, which the inter-
viewer is obviously more interested in 
than the rabbi.17

In April, 1980, Rabbi Podet was 
elected president of the Southwest 
Association of Reform Rabbis at 
the organization’s annual meeting in 
Austin. At that time, he was president 
of the Kallah of Texas Rabbis and the 
Waco Ministerial Alliance, and was on 
the National Executive Committee of 
the Central Conference of American 
Rabbis. The announcement, along with 
his photograph, appeared in the Waco 
paper.

In August of 1984, Rabbi Podet 
again made the newspapers, as chair 
of the Waco Conference of Christians 
and Jews (related to the National 
Conference of Christians and Jews) 
in their request for nominations from 
the public for the fourth annual Waco 
Humanitarian Award. Rabbi Podet 
emphasized the conference was made 
up of people from a wide range of eth-
nic, racial and religious backgrounds 
who want to build relationships and 
understanding among all groups of 
people. The organization was founded 
in 1980; its first program was to re-
member victims of the Holocaust. The 

continued on page 13
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Humanitarian Award was intended for 
a person who had served the commu-
nity with concern and compassion for 
people of all races and faiths.18  Rabbi 
Podet himself was named Humanitari-
an of the Year in 1988.

In 1986, Rabbi Podet authored 
Pioneer Jews of Waco. The book was 
used as a source by TJHS member 
Hollace Weiner in her writings. She 
relates the strange story Rabbi Podet 
wrote about the first rabbi of Rodef 
Sholom. Rev. Mayer May hallucinat-
ed one Sabbath eve in March 1882, 
alarming congregants when he spoke 
about spiritual messages from his 
mother. The next morning, he lined 
up his students outdoors to lecture 
them on Jesus Christ. A local physi-
cian deemed the rabbi insane, and he 
was placed in a doctor’s care, Podet 
reported.19

Meanwhile, Norma Podet was 
making her own mark. After resettling 
in Waco, she served as Social Work 
Supervisor and Director of Staff De-
velopment and Training at the Meth-
odist Home (1965-1974); and Adjunct 
Associate Professor in the Department 
of Sociology at Baylor University 
(1966-1971), teaching courses in 
social work.20  She served as Health 
Chair of the Waco Parent-Teacher As-
sociation in 1965, heading a drive for 
continuous health supervision of every 
Waco child. In 1967 she served on the 
board of the Economic Opportunities 
Advancement Corporation, and in 
1975, she was on the Planned Parent-
hood board. She co-hosted the tele-
vision program Panel for Parents in 
1976, bringing psychiatrists and social 
workers together to answer questions 
on parenting. She twice won election 
for seven-year terms on the McLennan 
Community College Board of Trustees 
(1976-1990), and was elected presi-
dent (1984-86). “The less newsworthy 
the better, is the way I see it,” she told 
the Tribune-Herald, “because that 
means that things are going well.” The 
Performing Arts Center was construct-

ed on her watch. She also worked as 
a project administrator for the Waco 
Family Home Care Agency, Inc., and 
participated in other civic endeavors. 
The home care agency provided day 
care for preschoolers in low-income 
homes. By 1984, she had been director 
of the agency for ten years.21

Norma appeared in many forums 
as lecturer, book reviewer, and panelist 
representing Judaism in addressing 
social and mental health topics, much 
as her husband did. She interviewed 
candidates in the Waco area for the 
University of Chicago. She frequent-
ly volunteered with the Waco Better 
Business Bureau. Her obituary lists 
her interests as the League of Women 
Voters, Hadassah, the Art Center of 
Waco, the Cameron Park Zoo, and the 
Waco Family “Y.”

She retired in July, 1985, but 
continued to serve as a volunteer and 
consultant. One of the founders of the 
Waco Interfaith Forum, she served 
as chair and was a frequent program 
moderator. The Forum was organized 
to bring together women of all faiths 
to dialogue and create projects to bet-
ter the community. 

In August of 1984, Rabbi Podet 
was featured in the newspaper on the 
occasion of his twenty-year tenure in 
Waco. It was noted that in addition to 
his other accomplishments, he chaired 
the City of Waco Human Relations 
Commission, chaired the EOAC 
Priorities and Manpower Commit-
tees, served on the boards of Planned 
Parenthood (1969-72 and 1984-85),22 
McLennan County Association for 
Mental Health (1969-1983), and the 
YWCA, and was president of the 
Waco Downtown Rotary Club (1971-
72). In 1967, he had established its 
televised youth knowledge competi-
tion, which won Rotary International’s 
Significant Achievement Award that 
year. In 1982, he was named to the 
Rotary District Roll of Fame. Rabbi 
Podet reflected on the changes he had 
seen in Waco. “Waco has been chang-

ing continuously. It’s going in the right 
direction. When I started here it was 
already on the way to openness. There 
is certainly a special significance that 
I was the first rabbi elected president 
of the Downtown Rotary. That sug-
gests that there is an active element in 
the community working [for human 
rights].”

City Councilman Maurice Labens 
recalled how Podet would write poems 
for each synagogue member on their 
birthdays and anniversaries. To cele-
brate his twenty-year tenure, Temple 
Rodef Sholom hosted a special service 
and a reception for Podet following the 
regular Shabbat services that Saturday. 
Four years later, Podet became Rabbi 
Emeritus. After retiring, the Podets 
enjoyed traveling in the United States 
and abroad. 

Podet’s influence spread far 
beyond Waco. For example, Hilke 
Kuhlman’s book, Living Walden Two: 
B. F. Skinner’s Behaviorist Utopia 
and Experimental Communities, was 
inspired by Rabbi Podet’s preaching 
about Prophetic Judaism.23

Norma Podet died December 12, 
2006 at the age of 85.24  Rabbi Morde-
cai Podet died on November 30, 2013, 
aged 91. He was praised as a civic 
leader who helped break down reli-
gious and ethnic barriers in Waco.

“We lost a great man,” said Mon-
signor Mark Deering, who had be-
come a close friend. “He did more to 
help the Waco community to get along 
together than anyone.” Deering said 
1950s Waco could be a hostile place 
for blacks, Jews, and Catholics, but 
Podet was undeterred. In a 2005 inter-
view, Podet had conceded that even in 
1980, “There was plenty of prejudice 
around then, too. But the atmosphere 
in Waco was if you don’t talk about it, 
it will go away.” The Waco Interfaith 
Conference had broadened to include 
Islam and Hinduism. Indeed, Po-
det’s daughter Eve attended St. Louis 
Catholic School and participated in the 
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required religious classes.
Deering visited Podet in the hos-

pital, suspecting it would be their last 
visit. He told the rabbi that if he went 
ahead of him and saw Abraham, Isaac 
and Jacob, to give them his regards. 

Doug Young, the Central Texas 
Veterans Health Care Assistant Di-
rector for Operations for Waco, said 
Podet, who had continued to be active 
in the Waco Veterans Affairs hospital 
into his 90th year, made a mark on the 
lives of veterans of every war from 
World War I to the Iraq War, citing 
him as an inspiration for everyone, not 
only Jews.25

Podet was survived by his dear 
friend Marjorie Sanger, son Ethan and 
wife Irene Wolski of Houston, daugh-
ter Eve and husband Michael Finucane 
of Lexington, Kentucky, three grand-
children, and his brother Rabbi Allen 
Podet of Buffalo, New York. Allen had 
also served as a chaplain in the U. S. 
Navy Reserve.26

Rabbi Mordecai Podet left his 
mark well beyond the synagogue. He 
is buried in the Rodef Sholom Ceme-
tery. His papers are at the Jacob Rader 
Marcus Center of the American Jewish 
Archives.27
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The TJHS is Accepting Nominations 
for Two Outstanding Recognition 

Awards for the Preservation 
of Texas Jewish History

Texas Jewish Historical Society (TJHS), founded in 1980, is seeking nominations for 
Outstanding Recognition Awards in two areas:  (1) Significant Historic Site Preservation (awarded first to Leon and 
Mimi Toubin for the restoration of the Orthodox Synagogue originally in Brenham and moved to Austin, in order to 
continue as a sacred place for Jewish worship services) and (2) Extraordinary Historic Project (awarded first to Rabbi 
Jimmy Kessler for the 1980 founding of the Texas Jewish Historical Society, which continues to educate, to preserve 
stories, and to archive Texas Jewish History).  

TJHS now seeks your help to identify and honor those individuals who have made a significant and lasting 
impact on the preservation of Texas Jewish History.   Only one award per year can be given in each category; but it 
is not mandated to be given yearly, only when an outstanding accomplishment merits the award.  Recognitions as 
determined by TJHS Award Committee will be presented at TJHS Spring Annual Gathering.   Applications must be 
received by July 15, 2020 and mailed to Cynthia Wolf, 4305 Sterling Lane, Beaumont, TX 77706.

Application Form
Date of Submission:  ____________________________

Name and Contact Information of Nominee(s): _ ______________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________________

Name and Contact Information of Person(s) Recommending Nominee(s) for Consideration: ____________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________________
Category of nomination:
	 	Significant Historic Preservation	 	Major Historic Project

In the packet that you will return with this sheet as your cover page, please include the following:

•	 Complete description of the accomplishment
•	 Reasons that you are submitting this nomination and how you became aware of this accomplishment
•	 Pictures and other documentation
•	 Impact of this accomplishment and how it has and will continue to make a difference now and in the future on 

the ongoing story of the Jews of Texas
•	 Short bio of nominee(s)

Thank you for helping us recognize deserving individuals! 

Send applications to: Cynthia Wolf, 4305 Sterling Lane, Beaumont, Texas 77706
For more information, contact  

Cynthia Wolf at 409-899-4499 or cwolf@gt.rr.com.














