
hrough various occupations and positions, Rabbi Ted 
Ritter has remained faithful to his original motivation: 
“To make the world a better place.” Rabbi Ritter 

currently serves the Beth Israel congregation of Jackson as 
an interim rabbi. After graduating with a Political Economy 
major from Tulane University, he moved to Washington, 
D.C., where he hoped to bring change via public policy, 
working for the Religious Action Center for Reform Judaism. 
He then decided that becoming a rabbi was how he was 
going to accomplish his goal. Prior to Jackson, Rabbi Ritter 
served two synagogues in California for eight years each.

The role of interim rabbi is a fairly new one for the Jewish 
community. An interim rabbi has dual roles—he performs 
the normal duties of a rabbi like teaching, preaching, and 
leading Shabbat services while also systematically evaluating 
the synagogue and, with fresh eyes, helping the congregation 
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T “see themselves.” While this unique role is no less fulfilling, 
Rabbi Ritter relishes the meaningfulness of serving as a long-
term rabbi, stating, “You walk them through life…you’re 
with them for the birth of a child, or maybe a bar mitzvah, 
or a wedding.”

Having been raised in a small town in Texas, transitioning 
back into the South wasn’t difficult for him. He passionately 
exclaims that coming to Mississippi was like “coming home.” 
He parallels the practice of Judaism in his hometown and 
in Jackson, explaining that in small towns or areas where 
Judaism is the minority, if one wants to be Jewish, or parents 
want their children to be Jewish, they have to “actively seek 
it.”

Comprising less than one percent of the population, 
Judaism is a minority in Mississippi. There are pros and 
cons to this. As a minority, the Jewish population is often 
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misunderstood. When asked about common misconceptions, 
Rabbi Ritter identified the fact that people often forget that 
Judaism, like Christianity, has 
evolved over the last 2000 
years. In small communities 
like Jackson, it’s easy for Jewish 
people to feel “othered or 
not included” when a prayer 
is offered before meetings 
“in the name of Jesus,” or 
when it seems understood 
that “Christian holidays are 
the holidays.” 

On the other hand, the 
small size of the community 
lends itself to being close-
knit. The congregation 
has a spectrum of practices 
ranging from more traditional, 
conservative and orthodox backgrounds to reform Judaism, 
which is the established practice at Beth Israel.  “Because we are 
so few, we recognize that we need each other.” In fact, the peak in 
the middle of the synagogue is supposed to represent Abraham’s 
tent. “The idea of Abraham’s tent is that everyone is welcome.”

What Rabbi Ritter cherishes the most is the unique access 
he’s given into people’s lives. “People trust me with what is most 

“I’m not a magician, I’m not a 
prophet, I’m just this one human 
being reaching out to another 
and the fact that people let me 
into their lives in that way is really 
an awe-inspiring experience that 

happens over and over again.”

Rabbi Ted Ritter

personal and most sacred.” Describing the amazing honor and 
responsibility, he states, “I’m not a magician, I’m not a prophet, 

I’m just this one human being 
reaching out to another and 
the fact that people let me 
into their lives in that way 
is really an awe-inspiring 
experience that happens over 
and over again.”  

Aside from teaching, 
learning is also a big part 
of the job. Rabbi Ritter 
says the lessons he learns 
on a daily basis are those 
of “compassion, gratitude, 
and trust.” Elaborating on 
compassion, Rabbi Ritter 
concludes, “We are all human, 
and by recognizing that we’re 

all human —with our successes and our challenges and our 
stumblings and our celebrations— we realize that we’re all on 
this path whatever this path is.” By recognizing this humanity, 
“one has to also recognize that there is no place for judgment, 
and I believe the opposite of judgment is compassion.” o
Beth Israel is located at 5315 Old Canton Road in Jackson. For more 
information, visit www.bethisraelms.org 
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