
LIBRARY COPYRIGHT NOTICE 
www.huc.edu/libraries 

 
 
 

Regulated Warning 
 

See Code of Federal Regulations, Title 37, Volume 1, 
Section 201.14: 

 
The copyright law of the United States (title 17, United 
States Code) governs the making of photocopies or 
other reproductions of copyrighted material. 

 
Under certain conditions specified in the law, libraries 
and archives are authorized to furnish a photocopy or 
other reproduction. One of these specific conditions is 
that the photocopy or reproduction is not to be “used 
for any purpose other than private study, scholarship, 
or research.” If a user makes a request for, or later 
uses, a photocopy or reproduction for purposes in 
excess of “fair use,” that user may be liable for 
copyright infringement. 

 
This institution reserves the right to refuse to accept a 
copying order if, in its judgment, fulfillment of the order 
would involve violation of copyright law. 

 
 
 

CINCINNATI JERUSALEM LOS ANGELES NEW YORK 

• HEBREW 
UNION 
COLLEGE 
JEWISH 
INSTITUTE 
OF RELIG ION 

http://www.huc.edu/libraries


Statement by 
Referee 

(Not Necessary 
for Ph.D. 
Thesis) 

Statement by 
Author 

Library 
Record 

INSTRUCTIONS TO LIBRARY FO!t THESES AND PRIZE ESSAYS 

AUTHOR J. Buchler 

TITLE The Struggle for Unity; .At tempts at Uni ty i .n ..li.merican -----------------------------
Jewish Life 1654-1868 

TYPE OF THESIS: Ph.D. [ ] 

Master's [ ] 
D.H.L. [ ] Rabbinic 

Prize Essay [ ] 

1) May (with revisions) be considered for Publication 

2) May 

( ) 
yes / 

circulate (\1 
3) Is restricted [ ] 

~ .3oc lfbti 
> F I / Date 

V 

( ) 
no 

{Please consult with Librarian if copyright protection 

es ired·.) 

that the Library may 

my thesis 

( ] ( ) 
yes no 

Date Signature of-Author 

Microfilmed __________ _ 

Date 

Signature of I;ibrllt'y Sta.ff MelObe:t · -

L 



• I 

i 
! 

r,,nn• ~'PR-UGr<:I 11' FOP· uwrrriy • ~ JurJ. \. -...1 • ..JJ.:;J _..!:, _L, .J~ " 

by 

J' o ::ioph Iluchlor 



To 

V I C K Y 



The recent attempts to establish the American Jewish 

Conference as the central body of Anerican Jewry have brou6ht 

forward e. problem which hs.s beset Jewish life in this country 

fo:r• over & ce.ntury a nd a h a lf. 3::nce thg,t first effort in 

1790, when five ).me r ice.:: Conc;resc.t ions attempted to send a. 

j ... t 1 tt '"' ' l t · ... - . b . .,. h' . . oi n _e er or con.3ra .::.ua. i on t., O has +1n3 ,.on on _ i s inaugu-

r aticn, and f Riled~ the::-e hB-s be e n a lon0 record of similar 

attempts and failuP9 s . Probler::is and. si tu'.ltions he .. ve arisen; 

sor:eti:r.E:-e ~~ey 0.a<.r2 ::ee!1 solved with out unity, sometimes 

i·ri th, but more oft~:: t t.E? ~er ·e:!.y ::oclved themselves or were 

pasEed over by t ~1.e s tream cf e v ents. Ohly here and there can 

we point to occasi.m:3 whe~ the ABerican Jewish community was 

V able to set aside t e e many difi'erenc~ and disagreements in 

its ranks, and rise to some form of effective unity . Tha, 

unity is desirable and eve~1 nece~sary fo1~ the welfare of 

the America.~ Jewish comnuni ty has been a l most universally 

asreed upon. But how it can be achieved best is a matter of 

3reat debate. It i s the purpose of this study to examine the 

efforts which hav e been made in the past, to see when there 

was .success , and when there was failure. And, if we a.re at 

e.11 able, we would want to disqcver what were the factore 

·which made for success, and wh at were the causes mere often 

of failure . 

The writer wishes to express his appreciation to 

Dr . Jacob R . ~~arcus, who first approved the idea of this study, 

and ·who d1.1rin3 the e!ltire period of its wri tins ' WPvS most 

helpful and ready with his advice, suggestions and enco]Irage!"' -:

ment. fn1:c~- are also due to Mr• . 1v~s.urice U .Sha:p:pes for his 
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indebted to the ~aries k ind sussestions. The author is 

of tlJe Hebrew Union Colleke-,· 
,hJ il 

r ,~·· 
the Jewish Theoloe;mce.l Semj_ n'tf'/y, 

an~ 1'9ongres s for use of pe:::·!bodic8.l s e.nd other worlrn. While 

it iE ir;rpos3ib l e to l.:.3t al l the s econdary s ources which were 

of 3reat help in or0an.: z i n_; ancl 1:iOJ' :..,: in5 out t h is stu dy , the 

writer wl sh,..,s to ac!:nmrled_:e h is inde",tedness to the •:ror ks 

of .i ... r. t-lynmn :; . •--i r i nste i n - "The :'3. ee of t h e Jewish Oomrnuni ty 

of ~"'."Oi•i Yorl':: " , a cl Dr •• · l ar.. ·: ar ::hi s:1 - 11 The ? .. i se of Ar.1er ican 

Jud2.i e1:t", both of w~ .ti cL were most useful -, .t,o the auhor in 

Jo =- - Ph 3uch l e r 

C i. C i rL '12. t i , "'l -'; 0 

Apr il 22 , 1~47 
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INTRODUCTION 

Coming individually or in small groups, Jews set

tled in different parts of America, and occupied them

selves primarily with the business of earning a, liveli

hood, and only as a second thought did they conc.ern 

themselves with the problems of living a Jewish life in 

a new and different environment. There were no Jewish 

institutmons at first -- no synagogues, schools, ceme

teries, no organizations of any kind -- in fact, no Jews~ 

As in ancient Israel, each man did that which was right 

in his own eyes. :Sven after congregations had been or

ganized, and religious leadership secured, there was 

little,if any,unity among the several communities. One 

formal attempt, in 1790, to effect a joint action of 

all the congregations t hen in the United States, ended 

in failure. No furt11er attempts were made until 1841. 

I 

In the middle cf the 17th century, Jews began com

ing to America(to the colonies which later formed the 

United States). For almost a century and a half, the 

immigrants were chiefly Sephardic Jews. Although some 

worked as artisans, most of them came with sufficient 

capital to set up as merchants and traders. Often, re

tail trade and intra-colonial commerce was closed to 

them, so these Jews tended to engage in inter-colonial 

commerce, and sent their merchandise to the West Indies 

and Europe. 

By the outbreak of the revolution, there were im-

portant Jewish communities in several ci ties. Jews had 
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settled in New Amsterdam(later New York) in 1654, New

port 1658, Philadelphia 1734, and Savannah 1733. Some 

had come to Charleston as early as 1700, but the community 

grew chiefly after 1740 when Jews moved t here from Savan

nah . These immigrants were chiefly Spanish and Portugese 

Jews, but they had come by way of Brazil, 5tol]-and , England, 
; l,ii,A¥~t)~-'ti<--

as well as from other colonies. In both Sa~.annah and Phil
/ 

adelphia there were German Jews in sufficient numbers to 

think i n terIDs of their own congregations. 

Communal organization consisted chiefly in the Con

gregation. SRearith Israel of Xew York was the oldest, ,.. 
; -,r,1 \ 

organizeci°"'\n 1680. In Newport, Yeshuat Israel was organ-..., 
ized in 1700, and after 1750, with the arrival of some 

families -;,f g~ wealth and culture from Lisbon, it be

came for about 25 years the center of J ewish life in 
1 

America. Other congregations came into being in Phila-

delphia(Mickve Israel) 1747, Charleston(Beth Elohim) 1750, 

and Lancaster(Shaara~yim) 1776. This congregation, 

however, went out of existence in the 1800s. In the rest 

of New England, where religious rights were denied to Jews, 

and in Maryland and Virginia, there were no Jews to speak 

of before the revolution. 

What contact was there between Jews in different 

parts of America? Except for commercial connections, 

ana some correspondence between individual congregations, 

the various Jewish communities were isolated from each 

other. The growth of colonial commerce, with Newport 

as a center, was largely due to the unusual family com

nectione of the Sephardic Jews who came from Lisbon to 
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Newport in 1750. These immigrant~J had direct contact, 

through family relationships, with Portugal, the West 

IndiesJ New York, Boston, Leicester, Providence, Rich

mond, Wilmington, Savannah, Charleston, and New Orleans. 

11When we realize that inter-colonial trade was very small 

in those days, chiefly because the inhabitants of the 

different colonies were strangers to each other, we can 

begin to grasp th_e phenomenal suc::cess of the Jew1sh mer-
2 

chants of Newport during the years 1760 - 1776 •.••• " Of 

Aaron J;iopez' dealings with merchants in Georgia, South 

Carolina, Virginia., Pen,,.sylvania, New York and New Eng

land, a great deal was with Jewi sh merchants. Among his 

clerks, working for his agents 1n Boston, were Joseph de 

Lucena, Go~s P~1ii; ;, David Lopez ,Jr. and Abraham P. 
3~-__,,-

Mendes. 

We can hardly doubt, that this inter-colonial 

intercourse, while of a commerc1,9.l nature, did not also 

serve as a medium of exchange of Jewish information. 
r 

Ships of Jewish registry,\manned sometimes by Jewish 

i . \ \, 
off cers and men,, and carrying Jewish a.gents back and 

forth among the colonies, must also have carried the lat

est news a.bout congregational affairs, family news, and 

general information of concern to the Jews of this vast 

new continent. 

We know that these merchants felt a certain bond of 

interest and mutual responsibility for each other. In 

1655 Abraham Lucena and other Jewish merchants petitioned 

the Director-General and the Council of New Amsterdam 

"for themselves, and in the name of others of the Jewish 
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nation, residing in this city •••••• that your nob.le wor

ship(Peter Stuyvesant) •••.• will allow and consent ••••• 

that they may ••••• travel to and t.rade on the South 
4 

River of New Netherlands •••.• " In 1670, Jacob Lucena 

of Hartford was fined 20 pounds ror Sabbath breaking, 

and the fine was reduced to 15 pounds on the intervention 
5 

of Asser Levy of New York uo1J.t o1~ respect for hie wishes." 

The second form of contact between congregations in 

different cities was only very slight before 1800, there 
6 

being only 7 congregations in thE=l country by that date. 

These inter-congregational contacts usually were in the 

form of requests for financial a i d, or for the loan of a 

sefer torah, or some other form of assistance. Since 

New York had the oldest, and for a long time, the strong

est congregation, its Jews received numerous requests for 

aid from Jews in other communi t113s. Thus in 1775 and 

again 

erect 

in 1792, Charleston Jewry sought financial a~~ to 
w t t,p,:.,Vif''~ 

a. synagogue. Newport in 1760 and Readin~ in 1761 
I\ 

asked Shearith Im.el for the loan of sefarim. On the 

other hand, Savannah deposited its sefer torah with 
7 

Shearith Israel for safe-keeping. Charleston's Jewish 

community was closely tied to the old New York congrega

tion. In 1767, several New York ,Jews were named trustee.a 
8 

of the Beth Elohim cemetery. 

In its earlier days, however, the New York community 

needed the assistance of the Jews in other parts of Amer

ica and the world to establish and maintain its synagogue. 

Thus in 1729, when Shearith Israel built its Mill Street 

Synagogue, it received a.id from Cu.race, and from indivi

dual Jews in London, Boston, and Barbados. In 1817, when 
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this synagogue was rebuilt, a circular letter was sent 

to congregations or individuals in Boston, Albany, Wil

mington, Baltimore, Riehmond, Nor·folk, Charleston, Savan

nah, New Orleans, Montreal,. London, Amsterdam, Kingston, 

Curaco, Surinam, and St.Thomas. Replies from American 
9 

communities :11.ncluded gifts from Baltimore and Boston. 

These connections between the various synagogues and 

c.olilIIlunities were, on the whole, few and far between. They 

were most frequently of a simple nature, a letter and an 

answer exchanged between two cow~1unities, congregations 

or individuals. Whatever action was involved was either 

the decision of an individual for himself(e.g. to con

tribute money) or the action of a Congregational board 

at most. As was stated above, only on one occasion was 

there a formal attempt on tbe part of several congregations 

to act jointly on a single matter. This attempt came with 

the inauguration of the first president of the newly formed 

republic. The whole affair, whilE? not greatly important, 

bears study since it reveals how:, in the simplest and most 

obvious matter, there was room for disagreement. We shall 

see that ultimately the six cong1"egations could not work 

out a joint plan of action, and Bo,not one, but several 

letters of congratulation were sHnt to President Washing

ton. 

Washington's inauguration took place on April 30, 

1789, and from all parts of the country letters and memor

ials came in offering him congratulations and pledges of 

loyalty. It seemed only proper that the Jews, having been 

active in the patriot cause(as WE~ll as on the British side), 
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should record their sentiments and express tbetr atti

tude to~ .. the new republic and its first chief executive. 

It seems that Sheari th Israel, a.~1 the oldest congrega

tion, took the lead and sent a ctrcular letter to the 

other congregations, suggesting that they act in concert 

in this matter. Apparently the Savannah congregation had 

anticipated this letter and sent its own memorial to 

Wa.Bhington, before hearing from New York. The corres

pondence between Washington and the Savannah congree;ation 

is not dated, and so we cannot bE~ sure. The letter from 

Savannah refers to the lateness of their action. 11 0ur 

eccentric situation, added to a diffidence founded on the 

most profound respect, has thus long prevented our 

address ..•.• 11 The letter is sigrn~d: 

LEVI SHEFTAL 10 
in behalf of this Hebrew congregations. 

At any rate, we have a lettier, dated June 20, 1790, 

from the trustees of Shearith Israel to the NeWport con

gregation, which states that the trustees have agreed to 

send a circular letter to the different congregations for 

the purpose of 11 a.ddressing the P:resident of the United 

States, in one general address, comprehending all the 

Congregations professing our Holy religion in America, 

as we are led to understand that mode will be less irksome 

to the President then(sic) troubling him to reply to every 

individual address •••• " The letter continues to invite the 

Newport congregation to join in this address, and asks 

that they send a draft letter, so that the ideas of the 

several congregations can be included in one memorial. 

The letter concludes with a complaint that the "Georgians" 
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(the Savannah congregation) have gone ahead and acted on 

their own -- "have officiously come forward without any 

previous notice 11 , and sent a letter to the President. The 

let·ter is signed: 

Isaac Moses Pars.Prest. 11 
Solomon Simeon. 

The reply of the Newport -congregation, signed by 

Moses Seixas, is most amusing and interesting. mt begins 

with a criticism of the letter from New York, as to its 

vagueness of address, its form, heading and content. 

Seixas satirically states that hE~ would have been puzzled 

as to the source of the letter, had he not known the gentle

men who had signed it . He concludes that it must be from 

the Board of Shearith Israel and intended for the attention 

of 11Kaal Kadosh Yeshuat Israel of NeWJ)ort, Rhode Island." 

(The letter had been addressed simply to " the Congregation 

of Rhode Island 11 .) In answer to the request to Join in a 

memorial to the president, he states that the Congregation 

hesitates to do this. Since they are''so small in number,* 

it would be treating the legislature and other large Bodies 

in this state with a great degre,e of indelicacy, for us to 

address the President of the United States previous to any 

** of them." Next he asks why the New York congregation, so 

large and so importantly located, had delayed this long in 

* The Newport congregation suffered from the British 

attack on the city, and was reduced greatly in size and 

inf'luence. 

** Rhode Island had only ratified the Constitution in 

May of l790. 



- 8 -

sending a memorial to Washington. The only possible 

excuse might be that they had waited for Rhode Island to 

ratify the constitution and thus be able to include all 

the congregationsiin America in one address. So, in order 

that they might employ this excuse, the Newport congrega

tion agrees to be included in the address! They forego the 

sending of a draft letter, since they "are sensible it can 

be well composed at your place 11 but "should be glad to be 

favored with a copy thereof in advance of its being pre

sented •••• 11 Finally Seixas refuses to ae;ree that any blame 

attaches to the Savannah congregation, since New York had 

waited so long, the Georgians miE;;ht easily have thought 

that no action was being taken, a.nd had a perfect right 

to go ahead on their own. Sei~as concludes with an apology: 

"You'll excuse my language. The honor of Israel, and the 

dignity of my native Congregation, ma-,: perhaps have excited 
12 

me to write with more freedom than was actually necessary." 

Probably in response to a re!quest :for a draft letter, 

such a.s was made to Newport, Charleston sent such a letter 

to Shearith Israel through a "Oapt.Shaffield". This draft 

letter, which has been mistakenly taken as an actual memo-

* rial to Washington, was a.ddressE3d to Mr .Isaac Moses. 

* L.Hllhner, in "The Jews of South Carolina from the earli-
13 

est settlement to the end of the American Revolution." 

expresses the belief that Charleston, in addition to being 

included in a general address of four congregations, sent 

a separate memorial of its own, which he presumes was an

swered by Washington. The answer, he states, "is in all 
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Having received no reply f'rom New York, the Beth Elohim 

congregation sent a. letter to New York, dated November 20, 

1790, asking what had become of their letter, and whether 

any general address had been sent to the President or not. 

It concludes with the request not to be included i.n any 

general letter if it has not yet been sent, since 11 we think 

it has been too tardy in the delivery." The letter is 

signed: 14 
Philip Hart, PDP. 

Meanwhile, on August 17, 1790, aur1ng a visit of 

President Washington to Newport, the congregation addressed 

a memorial letter to him, which was presented personally 

by Moses Seixas. This letter is elated August 17, 1790, 
15 

and the oft-quoted reply of Washlngton was sent soon after. 

\ihether the Newport congregation also felt that joint action 

had been abandoned, or whether it merely siezed the oppor-

likelihood the letter said to have been destroyed in the 

fire of 1838." It is hardly likely, however, that this 

letter, dated July 15, 1790, and found in the Charleston 

Yearbook for 1883, was ever sent to Washington, since the 

Congregation would not have writ~en to New York in Novem

ber of 1790, asking to be excludi3d from the address, and 

asking what action had been taken, had they already sent 

a letter of their own. They woul<i most li~ely have referred 

to the sending of their own let tier. Instead they refer to 

a draft, sent July 15th, as a suggestion to the New York 

Congregation. There seems little room for doubt that Charle

ston cooperated "ii th the three other congregations, and did 

not,like Savannah and Newport, act separately. 
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tunity of Washington's visit to present their letter, 

which seems more likely, we do not know. 

By November, however, around the time ·that Charle

ston inquired as to the original Wew York plans, the 

Philadelphia congre ation grew impatient, and informed 

Shearith Israel that they were about to send a memorial 

of their own to the President. le have a letter, dated 

November 25th, sent by t~e trustees of Shearith Israel 

to Mr. Manuel Josephson, Parnas of Mickve Israel congre-
ii'j 

gation, asking that they include the congregations ~C(' 
New York, Charleston and Richmonci in their letter to the 

President. In addition they state~: 11 0ur congregation 

would be highly pleased to have their intentions men

tioned, and the reasons why he was not addressed by us 

we waited the authority to include all our brethren on 

the continent the oorrespond:ing with them and their 

answers delayed our intentions ~nt11 just previous to 
* his departure, the present appea.:ring a most favorable 

time are mo.st happy in uniting with your congregation 

for this purpose. The letters from South Carolina and 

Virginia will be forwarded by this conveyance for your 
16 

inspection." It is no wondert that the Newport congre-

gat.1on had asked for a copy of the memorial before it was 

presented. They must have been s.ensitive about the use of 

the English language around New York~ 

* The capital of the United States had just been moved 

from New York to Philadelphia. 
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Finally on December 13, 1790, more than a year and 

a half after Washington's inauguration, a joint letter 

from the congregations in Philadelphia, New York, Charle

ston and Richmond was sent to Washington by Manuel Joseph

son "for and in behalf and under the authority of the 
17 

several con3re3ations aforesaid." Josephson presented 

the memorial personally and explained verbally "the reason 

of your(Shearith Israel) congregation's seeming remissness 

in not having paid their respec.t!3 before. 11 So Josephson 

reported in his letter to the tr1J.stees in New York, and 

the text of the President's reply was enclosed 1n the 
18 

form of a newspaper clipping. 

Thus ended the first attempt at unity among a group 

of Jewish organizations 1n the United States. Inefficiency, 

resulting in delay, as well as misunderstanding, and the 

factor of personalities, were chiefly responsible for its 

failure. There had been no pressing need for unity, and so 

r-there was no real success. Actually the era of Sephardic 
l 
I 
{ 
( 

} 
I 

I 

ascendency in American Jewish life ended without any effect-

i ve unity at!long the various groups and communl ties. The 

Sephardim had met the basic problems of adjustment to the 

American scene, had won for themselves as Jews, the right 

of settlememt, including complet.e civil and religious 

' -- rights, in most parts of the country. Exoe)>t._~land, 

.. . .:.\ ~-i:..f\ .t-· the ~ral states had granted f'ull and equal rig t;to 
~'l#J,ll( ~ '', 

Jews by the time the revolution was over. These things were 

achieved without any unified a.ct.ion. It was to be a long 

while yet, before the complexities and needs of Jewish life 

would give rise to a real struge;le for unity. 
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Although there had been Ashl<:enazic Jews in America 

all through the 18th century, and among them individuals 

of great distinction and ability 11 it was not until the 

19th century, that they came to these shores in great num

bers. The reaction that set in wlth the Congress of Vienna 

was keenly felt by the Jews of CE,mtral Europe. The brief· 

era of Napoleon was over and the Jews were pushed back 

into the ghetto. In Germany, Aui:3tria and Bohemia, Jews 

began to pick up and journey westward, across the old 

continent and the ocean, to a land of open spaces, where 

there was opportunity to rise above the .restrictions of 

ghetto existence. America had n13ed of these newcomers, 

for she too was moving westward. The German Jew found little 

difficulty fitting himself into the economic life of his 

new home. The picture of the Ashkenazic Jew as the immigrant 

peddler, pack on back, is• more than a symbol. It is a fairly 

accurate pict'dlre of the role which he played. Not equipped 

for tilling the virgin soil of the developing west, he was 

prepared to deliver the goods, to bring household necessities 

to the new towns and villages. The peddler became the retail

er, the department store owner and the wholesaler of an ex

panding commerce. 

Such attractive opportunites as America offered, were 

bound to dtraw ever greater numbe·rs of Jews from Europe. At 

the end of the 18th century, the,re were no more than 3000 

Jews in America. A careful estimate, based on all available 

statis.tice, puts the figure at 21000. By 1826, the Jewish 

population had jumped to 6000, a.nd in 1840 1 t std>"od at 

15000. By 1855, after the react1.on following tit failures 

of the European revolutions of 1.848, 1 t had soared to 
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75000. The New York community, consisting of 400 Jews, 

at the most, in 1800, was close to 30,000 by 1855. By 

1860, there were Jewish communit:Les of over 1000 in New 

York, Philadei)lphia, Baltimore, Sian Francisco, Cincinnati, 

New Orleans, Albany, Louisville, St.Louis, Cleveland, 
19 

.Milwaukee, Boston, and Chicago. 

The Ash.tcenazic Jews ·who swelled the populations of' 

these cities were quite different from their Sephardic 

brethren, in more ways t han oerely their religious customs. 

They came for t h e most part with few possessions, and with 

no weal th. America, too, was diff,erent. It was beginning 

to take on a distinctive character. Even though sectional 

differences were great, a newcoraer was already regarded as 

a forei gner and an immigrant. Despite their rapid adjust

ment, there were many problems connected with the arrival 

of these immigrants. Langua5e di~ficulties, economic hard

ship, social cleavage between t he Sephardic aristocracy 

and the Ashkenaz1c plebeians, these were but a few of the 

problems that began to complicate the picture of Jewish 

life in America. There had been no more unity in the 18th 

century, but the lack of it, cou.pled with a growing an

tagonism between various groups, became more noticable 

as Jews became more numerous, and Jewish communities 

larger and closer to each other. That there was little 

intercourse between the handf'ul of Jewish congregations 

in 1790 made little difference. ~hey were small and far 

apart. But when these communities expanded, and new obes 

grew up in the areas which had eieparated them, the lack 

of unity began to have consequences. We shall se that there 

were1·religious problems, which were beyond the scope of 
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the single congregation. There we:re matters of philan

thropy and social welfare, the caLre of the poor and the 

burial of the dead, the collecticm of funds for Palestine, 

and the religious training of youth, which could be dealt 

with but poorly and 1neffecti vel3r on the basis of the con

gregation as a sovereign unit. 

The number of Jewish congregations in America grew 

almost proportionately with the size of the Jewish popu

lation. From 6, in 1790, it jumpBd to 19 in 1840, 36 in 

1845, 64 in 1850, and 90 in 1855 ,. In New York alone there 

were 21 congregations in 1855, in Philadelphia 5, in Cin-
20 

cinnati 4, and in Baltimore 3. J\longside the old Sephar-

dic congregations there were now German, English, French, 

Bohemian, Polish, Dutch, and Russian congregations~ Th e 

newcomers seemed intent on preserving the differentia of 

their varying national and relig:ious backgrounds, and more 

than one congregation broke off from another and came into 

being as a result of the most minor and seemingly trivial 

differences among the members. 

The complete anarchy in Jewish life was the result 

of certain i mportant differences between the old world 

and the new. In no field af activity did the spirit of 

American freedom have more profound meaning and consequen

ces, than in the development of organized religion. The 

various denominations and sects, which in Europe had strong 

national and social roots, when transplanted to America 

seemed almost meaningless. The v·arious national Protestant 

movements of Europe took root in America, but here their 

differences and reasons for separate existence seemed far 

less significant. So too, with t.he various Jewish commu-
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nities that established themselve1s, particularly in the 

large centers like New York. With their distinctive min

hagim, based on their places of origin, t hey tended to 

group themselves according to the, cities and s-ections of 

Europe from which tbey stemmed. Where each European com

munity had had one congregation e>r Gemeinde, with authority 

to control all aspects or Jewish life, here in America 

there was logically no limit to t he number of congregations 

that might spring up in one city .. Since many worshipped 

without profess ional leadership , there was not even the 

financial limitation of having to support a minister or 

Chazzan. Ther e could be little eentral Jewish authority 

in a city with several congregat~Lons, and even within a 

congregation, there could be litt le discipline or control, 

since any unfavorable censure might re-sult in a revolt of 

one segment of the membership, and the formation of yet 

another congregation. Only the oldest and strongest con

gregations could maintain their authority, and even they 

felt the result of t his spirit o:f independence in religious 

affairs which was so characteris•tic in America. 

The situation as it existed in New York was typical, 

on a smaller scale, of the conditions which prevailed through

out the country as regards inter-congregational affairs. 

"In matters of real importance each synagogue was a law 

unto itself, and each jealously guarded its rights from the 

encroachments of any other group ••.••• Attempts to persuade 

the synagogues to collaborate on communal projects almost 

invariably failed ••••••• Th1s was so because each synagogue 

considered itself as an independ.ent,"enti ty, whose interests 

came before those of any other ·synagogue or of other Jews 
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in the community at large. If it chose to cooperate with 

other equally independent entitie,s •••. it did so; if not, 
21 

no power on earth could change its course. 11 

Actually, there was some cooperation, as there had 

been in the previous century. Older congregations assisted 

newly organized groups to raise rmnde and build their syna

gogues, also to secure chazzanim .. They lent or gave ritual 

objects to their youn:;er rivals. During the '4-os and ' 50s 

so many requests came to the oldrn-· 1Jew York congregations 

for assistance of all kinds, that some were completely 
22 

disregarded. Requests for cha.rit,y came so often, that 

the congregations felt obliged to state their policy on the 

matter. Thus t h e Anshe Chesed triJstees, in 1838, voted 

that they "do not think themselves empowered to send money 
23 

to a place for charity, where there is a kehillah. " But 

in emergencies, such as fires and epidemics, special col

lections were taken up by all the larger synagogues, often 

with the aid of the Jewish periodicals. Often congregations 

made direct contributions to sister congregations who were 

unable to cope with the emergency situation in their own 

community. New Orleans, particularly, required such assist-

ance. 

However, all these forms of assistance and inter

congregational contact were on a. more or less individual 

basis. We shall presently concer'n ourselves with the vari

ous attempts made to 3et congree;ations to cooperate on a 

broader scope, in some cases, even to the extent of fore

going a measure of their own sovereignty. This movement 

toward unity, which had its beginnings in such varied 
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projects as providing matzos for the poor, establishing 

schools of higher Jewish lear--ning,, uni ting to voice a 

protest against discrimination, was a slow and laborious 

one. It was no less difficult to persuade congregations 

to act together rather than indiv•idually, for the sake 

of efficiency, economy and effect,iveness, than it is to

day to get sovereign nations to submit to a world organ

ization for the sake of peace anal general security. 



CHAPTER I 

THE ROLE OF THE PERIODICAL 

The movement for unity in Armerican Jewish life 

received great impetus from the Anglo-Jewish periodicals 

which began to make their appeareince in the '40s. THE 

OCCIDENT, Tri:E ASMONEAN , THE ISRA.E:LITE, and the !.fESSENGER 

all advocated the union i dea in t ,heir editorials, news 

articles, and editorial correspondence. It is not easy 

to say whether the several edi tor•s had taken up their 

journalistic activities becauee they felt within themselves 

the impulse toward unity, or whether their position as 

editor, with its many contacts and broad view of Jewish 

life in America, made them proponents of the idea. It may 

have been a little of each. There? can be no question that 

the information which carae to thE~ edi toria.l offices, in 

the form of letters, announcements, resolutions, articles 

and organizational business, all tended to give the editor 

a. clearer idea of the chaotic state of Jewish affairs in 

this growing country. If he had had no feelings on the 

matter at the outset, they must have grown on him as the 

months passed by, and if he had 1t.aken up his pen with the 

purpose clearly in mi.nd to draw together the divergent 

streams of Jewish life, experienc:!e could only have streng

thened his belief in the necessity for some definite action 

to achieve his goals. 

In addition to the general ·theme of unity, there were 

many concrete projects which seemed to demand more or less 

unified support, and as the edi t,or lent his support to 

(18) 



- 19 -

these projects, he was continually forced to express the 

need for closer contact, greater cooperation, and better 

understanding among the many different organizations and 

groups of American Jewry. As more· and more Jews came to 

this country, the need for additional institutions was 

felt. Organized charity, beginning with the synago3ue, 

had to go further. There were unaffiliated. Jews, and gen

erally they were the ones who needed aid, so that some 

philanthropy outside the synagogue was required. A Jew

is hospital, a home for the a3ed 1, widows and orphans, 

a school for hi her education along Jewish lines, these 

were projects which no sin3le congre3ation could under

take. In supporting these causes 1, the editors had to urge 

unity of action. And even when, as in New York, there were 

several benevolent or3anizations, the very fact that there 

were sevBral, gave rise to problems of overlapping and 

duplication of efforts. There was an obvious need for 

some form of cooperation, but as the officers and trustees 

of the individual organizations (:'.: ould hardly be expected to 

relinquish even a little of their precious authority, it 

was necessary for the periodical to drive home the press

ing need for lil.nificati on and joint action. 

Attempts were made along v~rious lines to coordihate 

~ orgamizational activitie~) to effect a super-agency which 

could prevent waste of funds and efforts, but most of these 

attempts failed. It became the task of the periodlbcal to 

point out the cause of failure, to derive lessons from the 

repeated failures, and bring these to the attention of the 

Jewish public. 0~ course, in the role of critics of Jewish 
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life, the editors frequently parcelled out the blame 

according to their own position and prejudices. Each 

of the periodicals, with the exception of iHE ASMONEAN, 

had a position of its own to maintain. Both the OCCIDENT 

and the MESSENGER were staunchly orthodox, while the 

ISRAELITE wa.s as strongly committed to reform. IJ,1he MESSEN

GER , following the English tradition of its editor, advo

cated political action by Jews as'. .Jews, while the OCCIDENT 

consistently opposed political ac:ti vi ty except by Jews 

indi vidue.lly, and as a journal, rnever took any stand on 

political questions. The ISRAELITE'S position on this 

matter was not so clear , Wise sometimes advocating and 

sometimes opposing political act1.on by Jewish groups. In 

any case, the efforts toward unity were encouraged or at

tacked, their leadership praised or damned, at least in 

part, according to the point of V'iew of the editor and 

the tendency of the particular movement in question. That 

this involved contradictions was no serious problem as far 

as the editor was concerned, and in all likelihood, it made 

little difference to the readers. Consistency was probably 

no more highly rated in the '40s ,, '50s, and '60s of the 

last century, than it is t ,oday~ 

I. The Occident 

Isaac Leeser began publishing the OCCIDENT in Phila

delphia in 1843. It appeared monthly, except for two vol

umes which came out weekly, untiJL 1868. Almost from the 

very first number, Leeser began a.dvmcating the cause of 

union. This was no new idea for him, since already in 1841 

he had taken a prominent part in an attempt to organize a 
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congregational union and ecclesiastical authority. 

Reflecting on the chaotic religious conditions, Leeaer 

wrote in 1843, "It is a far e;reater evil •..• that different 

towns do not combine to effect a general object because, 

as they aver, the imaginary lines of separation place an 

insurmountable obstacle in the wa.y of a union or the dis

jointed members which now constitute the American congre

gations ." At the very outset, Leeser stated his opposition 

to reform and his contempt for it.s advocates. "Mere tryos 

in religious knowledge make reforms in a system of which 

they scarcely know the first principles." The purpose of 
-

a union was to be religious only~, 11We do not ask that they 

deliberate on :political concerns 11 of which foreigners are 

not as well calcul~ted to judge as natives; but on matters 

relating to them as · me?Tibers of the household of Israel. 

Why should there not be a. FED&1i.ATIVE UNION which ••••• 

leaves every synagogue or e~ery city perfectly at liberty 

to manage its own internal affairs, without the smallest 
24 

control by others," 

In 1846-4-9, the OCCIDENT devoted a great deal of 

space to plans ~or a religious union, and though the pro

ject failed, Leeser did not give up the idea. In 1853 he 

pi .. esented a comprehensive prograirn for American Jewry, 

including schools, improvement(not reform) of worship, 

pulpit instruction, and a federal union of congregations. 

In this progre.m he included several favorite ideas of his, 

a Board of Deputies to settle local disputes between con

gregations, and an ecclesiastical authority to establish 

authoritative ~arms of Jewish practise. In addition he 
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urged the idea of travelling missionaries and a Jewish 
25 

publication society. A few months later he called for 

a meeting of 11 elders and ministers" to deliberate on the 

establishment of a congregational union, and of course, 
26 

a central religious authority. 

When finally the time seemed. at hand, and the oc

casion favorable, Leeser devoted articles and editorials 

urging the fullest possible coope(ration in the Cleveland 

Conference of 1855. He u s ed his magazine especially to 

push the orthodox groups,, most particularly the Sephardini, 

to support the union idee., and help guide the younger con

gregations, not 9.bandonin5 them to "the active and easer 

reformers". Referring unques_tionablj to the attitude of 

Shearith Israel of New York, he said that the orthodox 

congregations, in "wrapping themselves in their mantles of 

silly dignity or false pride" were only 11 abandoning the 

good ship of Judaism to the fortunes of wind and tide, 
27 

without rudder or compass." Again in 1859, when the 

Board of Delegates idea came up, although Leeser was not 

in perfect agreement with the purpose of its promoters, he 

gave it full support in his editorials, and became a leading 

figure in the actual organization of the Board. 

II. The Asmonean 

The Asmonean, started in New York in 1849, was more 

clearly COilli":litted to the cause of unity than any other Jew

ish publication which appeared during the 9 years of its 

existence. Its editor, Robert Lyon, was not a religious 

leader, and the paper made no attempt to assume the role 

of a religious journal. Its interests were f'ar broader, 



- 23 -

embracing all the secular aspects. of Jewish life, and 

also dealing ·with contemporary problems and politics, 

with no particularly Jewish empha.s1s at all. But like 

THE MESSENGER, it followed the tradition of English Jew

ry, with its e s tablished principle of centralized author

ity and control. In his very first editorial statement, 

,/ the editor\ s aid t hat "the ASt ""ONE.AN would be devoted to 

the advocacy of a Congregational union of the Israelites 

of the United States, and .the general dissemination of 

information relating to the people. Its columns would be 

open to all •.•••••.• Emanating fr•om a zea lous desire to 

incite the cultivation of unit y of action, between the 

learned and the philanthropic of Israel, and of diffusing 

a r:1. ong .our brethren a better knowledge of the principles 

of the Jewish faith, t he paper comes into existence per-
28 

featly unfett.ered and unpledged. 111 Lyon was as good as 

his word and his paper was open to, and used by, spokes

men for all groups and parties in American Jewish li.fe. 

Lyon made it a point to secure "the patronage and 

support of the ministers and the presiding officers 11 of 

all the congt'egations in New York City at the time he 
29 

began publishing. "We had the honor of achieving this 

heretofore un.successful task. We opine and believe it will 

be admitted we created the germ of the Great Hebrew Union -------
which will exist in this city hereafter. It was the first 

occasions on which the heterogene~ous mass.es composing our 
30 

t 1. II ci ty8s congregations had been pUL)licly united •••.• This 

unity was only on paper, but it was at least a beginning, 

and under the circums ta.nee a, some~thing to be proud of. 
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Lyon was rather optimistic, and in an answer to Wise, 

expressed the conviction that the union idea was sure 
31 

of success. In a mild criticism of Leeser, Lyon said 

that the ASMONEAN supports the union, an Ecclesiastical 

Board, and a Theological Seminary, but does not demand 
32 

pra i se as the originator of these notions. 

Though the A.S.i:JJ:ONE..l'\.N was by no means pro-reform, it 

had less objection to changes 1n the ritual because they 

altered the orthodox practise, than because they violated 

the principle o.f uniformity. In Viay of 1850, reporting a 

congregational action aimed at changing the ritual, Lyon 

made the following observation: iu 1 '/e trust, for the sake 

of preserving unity in the servic:es of our congregations, 

that due care will be taken to make no unauthorized alter

a.tion ••••• We stronJ ly demur to any one congregation of the 

many now existing in our city, taking separate action on 

this subject ••• 1.(we are) not opposed to an inquiry as to 

the propriet y o~,modifying exist~Lng formulas, but whatever 

is advisable to e done should bE3 uniform; power of legis

lation in r~ligious matters should be vested in a duly 

constituted authority, and the pE:!Ople ••••• have the right 

to nominate and create that authority ••••• If any altera

tion is demanded by time and clr-cumstances let it be clear

ly shown, let the action be unif,:,rm and authorized, that 
33 

it may be respected. 11 In pract:ise of course, such a pro-

t cedure would tend to halt reform, and yet for a good while 
1t 

l ~ e t 
1. \ 
•j ~ 
~ . 
~ 

both Wise and Lilienthal favored this principle, and only 

when experience proved that reforms would never receive the 

sanction of the orthodox, no matter how\lell buttressed by 
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Talmudic arguments, did they relinquish this ideal. 

The divergences in p~actise and belief were among 

the most gla,ring exampl~s of the c::haotic state of affairs, 

and the ASMON:s.AN advocated that an ecclesiastical authority 

was necessary to define Orthodox ~rudaism and give. validity 

to its definition. As an example of the extremes to which 

congre3ational individualism could go, Lyon reported that 

the Charleston, S.C. Sunday School was discussing what creed 

of Judaism should be taught. On the way to a teachers' meet

ing, one of the ladies explained t.o her friend that the 

teachers were going to settle certain principles - "we are 

about to vote on the Messiah and the Res\urrection." The 
\ 34 

report continues that it was carr:Led by a vote of 10 ! 

Though theological and abstract religious questions 

were not by any neans i gnored by the AS:MONEAN, it was the 

prac-tical aspect of unity that received the greatest em

pha.si s. With a steady stream of immigrants arriving, the 

problem of philanthropy was alway1s great. Financial panics 

only ag3ravated the situation. The ASMONEAN quickly re

covered from its false optimism o:r 1849, but it never gave 

up the struggle to achieve cooper13. tion among the many organ

izations. The panic of 1857 must have been extremely severe 

in its effects, but Lyon was well aware by this time that 

even the gravest need did not hav1a t<i much influence for 

unity on the trustees of the various ~rganizations. "We 

fear it will be futile to recommend unity of action to our 

charities, even for this winter. Consolidation of the vari

ous Boards into one general relie:f com.mi ttee would be the 

more. effective method of action •..•••• We strenuously advise 
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consolidation, for in it lies strE~n3th and efficiency, I ,., 
1 while separation into nationali tiE~s fritters away the 

t ~ 
~ l 
f , power of a community like the Hebrews of New York is ex-
~. 1\ 35 
!1• j pected to exercise." 

I~ 

III The Israelite 

After having contributed to both the OCCI DENT and 

the ASJ\10NEA.N, Isaa c M. Wise began his own organ, the 

ISRA..ELITE, in Cincinnati in 1854. One of his first edito

rial projects was to call .for a s 1chool of higher learning 

' 1on the pattern of the 3-erman universities •••• in order to 

promote science and the inte.rest s of Judaism among our 
36 

fellow-citizens." Shortly afterwards he sug3ested _that 

a Jewish widow and orphan home should be established as 

a national institution, receiving nation-wide Jewish sup

port. In this connection he stated that a representative 

union might suggest that t he asylum cou1d be better located 

"above the mouth of the Ohio, than near New Orleans" for 
37 

reasons of economy and climate. There can be no doubt 

that any union in which Wise was active would have to make 

such a suggestion~ The ~act that there were plans and work 

done for such an institution near New O~leans made little 

difference to Wise. 

Wise took an active part in the Cleveland Conference 

and the Israelite carried the ca1.l, as well as strong 

editorials urging cooperation in the venture, and later 

numeroUB articles about the proce,edings, and evaluations of 

the conference and the synod ides~. After his disappoint

ment at not being able to unite the orthodox and the reform 

leaders, Wise turned his attention more and more to the 

progress of reform in the west. Clommenting on reforms 
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initiated by the Detroit con5re3ation(Bethel), Wise says 

that he sees the spirit of the Clt3Veland Conference grow-

ing. "We for our part have not th1a least doubt that at 

least the western cone;regations(aind the west grows fast} 

will in a few years be a united body in Synagogue, Synod, 

Orphan Asylum and College. We hav,e plenty of intellect 

and wealth on our side of the Alleghenies to carry. out 

what we conceive to be beneficial to the sacred cause of 
38 

Judaism. 11 

As far as reform ,as concerned, Wise was right in 

expecting its growth to be strongest in the west. In the 

fall of 1863 Vise reported after a tour of' the west that 

in Cleveland, Chicago, Detr0 1t, Milwaukee, Louisville, as 

well as in Cincinnati, reforms. were in evidence. These 

western reform congregations were growing in etreng~h, 

while, of the five reform congregations in the east -

Albany, Baltimore, Charleston, New York, Philadelphla,-

only those in New York and Phi lad.elphia were growing 

numerically. The idea of a union(along reform lines) 

had only been frustrated in the e!aat. The college pro

ject, the synod idea, and the attempt at a uniform liturgy, · 

had all been defeated in the east.. Wise has "therefore 

come to the conclusion that it ie1 impossible to effect 

a union with our eastern contempc>raries. 11 He therefore 

advocated a union of congregati.ons in the Mississippi 
39 

valley. 

Althougb Wise bad been most eager for a union of all 

groups along moderate reform line~s, and had some willing

ness to compromise in order to include all but the extremes 
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on both sides, he saw from experiemce that only a union 

of those who had some point of view in common, could be 

expected to succeed. -~ union of t~1e different parties , he 

held, was utterly impracticable, ~tnd every attempt to es-
40 

t.ablish it would only widen the breach rather than heal it. 

So he bent all his efforts to ach:Leve unity among the reform 

groups of the west. Be saw that reform needed some regulation 

and control, some systematic progress. "How do we reform? 

We do it smng le-handed •••••• We do not struggle to maintain 

Judais.m, we work to maintain a congregation, each by him

self •••••• We need the following olbj ect s: uniform liturgy, 

a catechism for schools, and for 1confirmands; a board of 

examiners to :protect t he congregations against bo5us minis-
41 

ters and teachers, a college, and a female academy." 

As was said above, there was no consistency in the 

utterances of the union proponents. Thus in a sermon for 

\ Sukkos, 1865, Wise urged a close union of American congre
¼I i\ gations for "no other except rell1gious purposes. 11 He pro-

\1 1j posed the synod as ·a means of kee:ping congregations in 

America 1n close touch with the progres sive intellect of 

the world. "Every American congregation should have a law 

on its statute books, that it must be repeesented annually 

in the synod or conference of congregations. Th;is will 
42 

preserve Judaism in America." Here there is no thought 

of uniting only the western or the re.form group, but an 

all-embracing union to preserve Judaism. 

IV The Messenger. 

The Messenger appeared first in 1857 in New York 

City as a student venture. It was published by the pupils 
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of Rev.Samuel M.Isaacs, minister of Shaaray Tefilah. 

"Isaacs himself wrojl;e the lea.ding articles; his son and 
43 

several of his other pupils wrote the rest of the material ,. 

By this time, the various projects such as a College, a 

union of chari t ,ies, a c,on5ree;atio:nal union, had all been 

ehvisioned and championed. Isaacs att.the outset lent his 

support to them. He called for an 11 Israelitish College", 

a general meeting of Israelites convoked by the Presidents 

of all the charitable societies a:na Congregations, for the 

sake of aiding tee poor.(This was the time of the panic of 
)44 

1857) 

Isaacs' rather original point of view was on the 

matter of a secular Board of Repr1esentetives. He argued 

tbat, though Jews"have the means to make their power felt" 

politic.ally, they neglect the opportunity. Referring to 

the Mortara Affair, he pointed out that the lack of any 

statistics on American Jewish lif!:! made effective joint 

action more difficult to a.chieve. The Board of Deputies 

of British Jews was not able to inform all the congrega

tions of what had happened, and so many did not take action 

at all, and some tool{ notice of the event only after great 

de~ay. tt The communication(from the Board o·f Deputies) 

was, however, of such a nature as to secure cooperation, 

and for the first time we have demonstrated what we are 

capable of perf:obmin.g, when united ••••• It i -s high time we 

unite for national purposes - and that can readily be 

accomplished if our va:bious. congrE~gations would only join 

together for that cause.tt He then outlined a plan for or

ganizing an American Board on the British patterin. His main 



I 
i 

- 30 -

emphasis is that the influence and power of the Jewish 

group, in dealing with its own problems of existence and 

security is far less than it might be were the various 

Jewish groups united. "We are all. strangers -- hold our 

very existence by the slightest aif tenures ••••• " Let us 

contribute to "tr:e amelioration a,f our own people, by 

uniting them for every purpose deistined for their own 

welfare, and for entitling them to the respect of those 
45 

among whom they are destined to a.well •••• " 

Though this was Isaacs' main and origilnal theme, he 

was also a staunch supporter of orthodoxy, and saw a need 

for unity "to support intact thei pillars of our faith, 

which the votaries of novel idea.8 are now endeavoring to 
46 

undermine •..• " Nevertheless, where the_re were issues 

which transcended party lines in religious, he was the 

first to brush aside such differences, as well as those 

bet·ween the various nationalities, and between the native 

and the foreing-born, to find a c~ommon ground for joint 

action. Isaacs and Lyon were in this sense most consist

ent, and also most realistic. The very presence of so 

many groups, the splintering of the Jewish population 

along so many different lines, the continuing growth of 

the Jewish population in the east, made these men particu

larly conscious of the urgent nee~d for unity. 

v. 
In addition to keeping the goal of unity before the 

Jewish reading public, the periodicals served the addiyional 

function of summarizing the causBs of so many failures, 

and com21enting on the main obstacles to the progress of 
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the union idea. 

The most obvious difficulties in the path toward 
/' 

V unity were t be diffJ,rences in language and national baclt-

ground of Jews coming to this cou:ntry. Leeser noted this 

early in his journalistic career . The lack of a 1cnowledge 

of English made it extremely difficult to reach all the 
47 

Jews t hrough the medium of the Wr'itten word. Lyon found 

tbe same prot lem a few years later. The Jews, he said, are 

"split into sections upon all subordinate questions , while 

they 

they 

l. 

are all ;~ebrews, orthodox in , ceremonies and 
' i; '.i 

' separate themselves into coteries, fettered 

in rituals, 

and en-

/

·!,: slaved by the practises and opinions of the land of their 

nativit)~ •••• Thi s is the main cause of the institution of 
Ii 
i I 

1 
t 

I 
1 

so many synagogues, of t he founding of so many charities, 

•••••• and it must readily be obse:rved and conceded that 

this disunion is not an element o f strength, but of its 

opposite, of weaJcness. 11 Lyon pointed out that the Meshi

vas Nephesh society, then 30 years old, had with all its 

funds and with an efficient board, failed in all that time 

to achieve its avowed purpose of establishing a hospital. 

1"They dispense funds, but the good done is not proportionate 
48 

to the efforts and money expended. 

Isaacs in the MESSENGER saw the problem of language 

and nationality differences, but this was only one factor 

among several which stood in the way of progress. The con

flict betwe-en economic groups -- the poor versus t.se rich-

was a strong element in this complex problem. The native 

Jews, generally better off economically, expressed hostility 

and antipathy for the fo1"'eign-born immigrants, who were 

u 



- 32 -

usually unencumbered by wealth or possessions. Isaacs 

strongly attacked those who withheld their benevolences 

from certain charities which served the needs of other 
49 

than "Americans". 

Wise 1 a insi ght was perhaps the keenest on this pro

blem. He saw that the Israelite in America. had no ba.ck

ground for this venture in union on a voluntary basis. 

In addition to the language problem, which was inevitable 

when two-thirds of all Jews were foreigners, there was 

t he matter of provincial prejudices. "Besides all this, 

we are passing throu3h a transition period from Judaism 

of the ghetto to the religion of free men ••••• In such a 

period, union is almost impossible, for the time being. 

Some cling to their traditions and endeared habits, others 

hurried beyond all limits, and in between both ends all 

shades of opinion are pa.aced. The:se are the causes of 
50 

our disunion and (public) silence. 

In addition to these general factors, there were 

certain specific conflicts which split American Israel 

into two or more camps. The ritual question, together 

with the whole reform-orthodox djLspute was largely re

sponsible for pre~enting an all-embracing congre3ational 

union, Differences of opinion in respect to portions of 

the ceremonial law, said Isaacs, "with us are suffered 

to lead to moat disastrous consequences, to absolute 

division and schism in the community •••. " He urged 

patience and kindness in dealing with those of different 

opinions, since ,having nothing t<:l do with them( the reformers) 

will not change them or win them over. Only friendly relations 
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can lead to unity. Wise took up the same problem from 

the opposite point of view. The reason that concrete ef

forts at unity fail is that they are based on the hope 

that reform could be throttled. In order to effect a union 

reform had to be recognized as the status quo. The legality 

of reform had to be admitted, and then union on a wide 

scale would be possible. "Remove the vexatious ritual ques

tion to the general satisfaction and level the road to 

u.n1on, or else 1 t will level i tse,lf and leave you( the ortho-
52 

dox party) out in the cold." In another connection he 

said, "This much is sure: wheneve:~r 100 congregations shall 

be liturgically united under the Minhag America ••••• the 

.cr-~;i._s:J basis for a lasting union of the American congregations 

is laid out, upon which all superstructures of synod, col-
53 

lege, seminary, etc.,will easily be reared." 

The attempts at congregational union met their greatest 

obstacle in the fear that the right of the individual con

gregation to govern itself might be abridged. It was always 

necessary to premise any plan or program with a disavowal 

of any intentions to interfere in the internal affairs of 

the organizationa expected to jo:tn. The reform groups 

feared the orthodox might gain the upper hand, and vice 

versa. Sectional differences, ea1st ae;a1nst west, also 

became factors in the unity movement, but most .frequently 

sectionalism was a mask for persional rivalry. Arguments 

against the west were likely to be attacks on Wise, and 

criticism of the east was usually fear of the orthodox 

or the extreme ref.arm leadership. When the Board of Dela

gates was finally organized, the cry went up that New York 
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was trying to dominate the rest of American Jewry. 

Isaacs in reply said, "we are content to acknowledge 

that New York is but one city in this republic, we do 

not wish to claim(what it has been insinuated) that 
54 

New York should lead the rest of mankind." 

In 1859, after the Mortara Affair had brought home 

the need for union, the NESSEN3-ER. was very active in try

ing to form a national organization which might be ready 

at all times to deal with such :problems. Though eventually 

a measure of success was achieved, and the Board of Dela

gates established, the task of organization was far from 

easy. Comnentin3 on the difficulties, Isaacs wrote: "But 

this quarrel between opposite sections •••.• of Israel in 

America, is far from bein3 the only cause that tends to 

keep us disunited. We lack community of interest, as well 

as harmony of feeling. We are al1 too independent of each 

other ••••••• there is no tie to unite us, to bind us more 

strongly to3ether •••••• If the agitation regarding some 

momentous question originates in New York, our brethren of 

the Quaker City shake their head:9, put on an ominous l.ook, 

and express their conviction tbat success is out of the 

question. If they make up their m:inds to fallow one course, 

and we are determined to follow upon another, it is alto

gether impossible to hit upon a compromise, so neither 

party succeeds in accomplishing anything •••••• look at 

New York itself. It seems advisa'ble to the officers of 

one congregation to set about to establish a certain in

stitution ••••• they send out invitations to all(other 

New York) congregations to confer with them on the sub-
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ject. How many of the 17 congregations deign a reply? 

Only 8~ And the question on which united and general 

action was asked happened to be o:f national importance. 

For a wonder there appeared · to be unanimity in the pro

ceedings last winter, relative to the Mortara case; and 

such a wonder, it seems, dare not to be repeated twice 
55 

in the same year." 

The periodicals made a great contribution to the 

cause of unity. Probably their role of' critics of and 

commentators on Jewish life was less decisive than their 

function as a clearing-house for information. Quoting 

Jewish periodicals from abroad, they tried to furnish 

a pattern for organizational developments here. The 

attempt at setting u:p an ecclesia.stical authority by 
56 ·l 

the Hungarian Jewish community, 'i:1he reactions of the 

French ana Italian, as well as the German communities 
57 

to the synod idea, were quo-yed amd discussed. But even 

more important, the items on the establishment of new 

congregations in America, the annual reports of the 

hospitals, benevolent societies, and mutual aid groups, 

and the correspondence from various cities, spread out 

on the pages of the Jewish pape.ns, did much to give the 

reader a new and much broader picture of the growth of 

Jewish life in America. From his limited experiences 

with one cone;ree;ation, one lodge or one charity, he 

broadened his understanding and 1:1aw the problems of 

dozens of similar organizations :ln his own and other 

cities. And when special problem:s came up, he learned 
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of them chiefly through the pages of his particular 

Jewish weekly or monthly, and perceived their broe.der 

scope only through the perspective of the editor. More 

than any other a gency in this per·iod, the newspapers 

broke down the barriers between t.he various groups and 

the various points of view in Jevrish life. 



CHAPTER II 

THE BEGI~!NINGS - LOC.U.: ATTEMPTS AT UNITY 

Bef'ore any union could take Jplaoe on a national 

scale, there was bound to be some experimentation along 

local lines. The older Jewish conununities, particularly 

New York and Philadelphia, where there were several con

gregations and philanthropic organizations, tried in 

different ways to effect city-wide unions. Sometimea, 

but not alwa ys, the· periodicals took the lead; in other 

instances, one of the groups directly involved in the 

problem initiated the ef~orts. Occasionally one of the 

charities called on t he others to confer on a pressing 

matter - some temporary emergency - and this led to a 

general meeting , the appointment of a committee of all 

the trustees and, when the venture was successful, to 

effective joint action. The existence of many congregations 

gave rise to conflicts of one kind or another. Ritual ques

tions, the validi t:y of divorces, .she chi tah, problems of 

dual membership, responsibility for aiding the poor and 

burying the dead, all required some consultation among the 

several congregations. Thus there was a measure of progress 

toward union as these problems weire worked out. 

In both New York and Philade,lphia attempts were 

made, beginning around 1855, to c:oordinate and in part 

to consolidate the philanthropic activities of the com

·man1 ty. To appreciate better the need for some community

wide approach to the situation, we might list here the 

organizations in New York in 185~5 as complied by Robert 
58 

Lyon. 
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7 charitable organizations 

4 ladies 11 " ( attached to synagogues) 

2 charitable and mutual benefit organizations 

(attached to synagogues) 

17 mutual benefi~ societies( It 

7 lodges of the I.O.B'nai Brith 
59 

II II 

19 congresatior.s (wi th 10 buildings erected as 

synago5ue s) 
In comment1n&i: on this list, Lyon said: "we are obliged 

to acknowledge that no unity of action or interchan5e 

of sentiment exists among our societies. Each society 

J is an\- indepe.ndent organization, irrespon~ible to all, 

excepting its own members, and in. a majority of cases, 
60 

as9umes an indifference to outside impressions." 

The first concrete steps toward bringing; some 

) 

order out of this chaos ca e in the form of cooperation 

between two of the largest charities, the Hebrew Benevo

lent and the German Hebrew Benevolent Societies. The 

former was founded in 1822 by Ashkenazic Jews, members 

of Sheari th ltsrael who later seceided and joined BI nai 

Jeshurun. It was considered the charitable organization 

of the English and Poli sh Jews. 'I~he German Hebrew Bene

volent Society was organized in J.844 by German Jews. Some 

of the members of the older soci e1ty joined the new group, 

thus curtailing the income of thei former. For a long time 

t.w two societies existed side by side, and theugh the 

German Hebrew Benevolent Society limited its charity to 

German Jews, the Hebrew Benevolent made no such distinc-
61 

tions, and there was overlapping and duplication. As 
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early as 1849, there was cooperation between the two 

societies. To save expenses , and thus increase their 

revenue, the t wo groups united their committees on ar

rangements for the annual banquet and agreed to a joint 
62 

f'unction, which was reported as a great success. The 

following year there was a successful attempt at raising 

funds jointly through a concert, managed by a joint com-
63 

mittee. This cooperation , thou.gh very successful, did 

not lead as some had hoped, to amal gamation. Almost ten 

years later, after both the ASMO):'EAl and the MESSENGER 

had raised the question of the va.lue of so many indepen

dent societies, a~d such waste of' effort and funds, there 

was an attempt at mer5ing t:ie two z;,roups . On April 3, 

1859, The Hebrew Benevolent Socieity adopted a resolution 

to merge t'he two societies. The 9lan included the resig

nation of both sets of officers, an election for new ones, 

a mer3er of the fu-71.ds, a.nd a joint com.mi ttee to work on 

the By-laws to adjust whatever constitutional difficulties 
64 

there were. On April 15th, the German Hebrew Benevolent 

Society ratified these plans at ~~ membership meetin3, and 

the two largest and strongest philanthropic organizations 
65 

in New York ·were one. At least among the German, English 

and Polish Jews, there was some unity, and a great deal 

of duplication was now to be avoided in the distribution 

of funds. 

The distribution of matzos t,o the poor was an annual 

venture in which almost every organization took part. In 

March of 1855, the editor of the ASMONEAN reported as the 

first concrete step unity among the New York cagreg.ations 

---. 
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a meeting of representatives at the home of Dr.Raphall, 

t he Rabbi and Lecturer of the B1 rns.i Jeshurun congregation. 

The representatives of about ten of the congregations 
66 

( about half) and the editor of the ASJWr-IEAN were present. 

J.I.Joseph of Shearith Israel presided and Rev.S. M.Isaacs 

of Shaaray Tefilah was secretary. The Anshe Chesed congre

gation, while agreeing with the principle of joint action, 

declined to be represented, as its Board had already 

spent money to buy matzos for this year. The Board stated, 

however, that they "should. be very much · ple.ased to see 

all the con5re3ations acting in cooperation for the future, 

where and whenever a. common interest is at stake ••• " In 

his editorial, Lyon appealed to the 'J-erman Hebrew Benevo

lent Societj and the Temple (Emanuel) and the smaller con

gregations to join this movement, even if only with a token 

contributicbn to signify their approval of a concert of 
67 

action. The attempt at joint aotion was at least a par-

i\ tial success, and on May 18, 1855, the Passover Distribu-
'' ~ 1 
\ \ 
i) 
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tion Committee of the New York Congre3ations published a 

treasurer 1 s report and also a resolution adopbed to continue 
. 68 

the committee and to meet again in February, 1856. 

There is no report, however, of any further concerted 

efforts in the matter of Matzos distribution until 1858. 

On February 1st of that year, there was again a meeting at 

the home of Dr,Rapnall. This time• 13 congregations were 

represented and Asher Kuraheedt of Shearith Israel pre

sided while S.M.Isaacs was again secretary. In addition 

to resolving on joint action, they appealed to the Presi

dents of the Benevolent Societies to join this movement, 
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and then adjourned to March 1st. At this meeting the 

Hebrew Benevolent Society and one more congregation 

were represented. The chairman however, informed the dele

gates that his congregation(Shearitb Israel) had voted 

that it was"inexpedient to join in this movement." He 

was prevailed upon to remain as cbairman, although he 

had ,offered his resignation. Rev.J.J.Lyon, of Shearith 

Israel, explained that although hi..s congregation expected 

to act independ.ently, he was authorized by individual 

members to place befor•e the commit.tee offers amounting 

to 1400 lbs. of matzos . Altosether• 11,000 lbs. were 
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pledged for distribution. The .M:E:SSENG·ER pointed out in 

its appeal for funds for the joint committee that the 

situation this year(l858) was quite different, and that 

not just poor widows and be5gars would need aid, but the 

11 sturdy mechanic, who is willing to work, but whose hands 

have found no employ from the eearcity of work. 11 The need 

was far greater, and of a diffe1•ent nature; funds were 

required that these people might be made to "enjoy their 
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festival 11 • It is interesting to note this differentiation 

in the type of aid which must be rendered to those in 

clifferent social strata. The idea that a family, normally 

self-supporting and independent, must be given a diffePent 

type of aid from that given to the>se always in need, is 

a rather advanced social concept. 

In addition to the special Passover situation, the 

general problem of philanthropy, the need for some way of 

coordinating activities and saving efforts and funds, was 

repeatedly taken up by the ASMONEP.ili and the MESSENGER. 
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During the panic of 1857, the Hebrew Benevolent 

Society adopted a resolution to establish an open com

mittee which would solicit contributions. It asked other 

organization's officers to meet with its own directors 
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to plan the method of solicitation. On October 25th, 

the Presidents of the Jews' Hospital, the Education 

Society, the German Hebrew Benevolent Society, the 

Young Men's Hebrew Benevolent Society, and the Hebrew 

Benevolent Society met in response to the call. Mr.Joseph 

of the Education Society proposed that a united appeal 

be made at a Thanksgiving Day Service in each of the 

synagogues in the city. The funds were to be collected 

in the synagogues by the respectively affiliated chatities. 

The suggestion was opposed by the Education Society(thou3h 

individual members of the Board favored it), by the Jews 
73 

Hospital, and by the 3--erlI!an Hebrew Eenevolent Society. 

That apparently ended the matter! 

In August of 1858, the MESSENGER renewed the struggle 

for a union of charities and called for one strong central 

charitable assoviation, representing all the smaller or

ganizations, which should establish a fair and effective 
74 

system of dispensing relief. In November, Isaacs urged 

that all the present societies ( of wliich only the Hebrew 

and the German Hebrew Benevolent Societies were useful 

anyhow~)be amalgamated. A letter to the editor, which 

apparently called forth the editorial, demanded a union 

of all local congregations in a Board of Representatives 

to coordinate city-wide Jewish activities. More than 20 
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individual charitee were functioning, said this writer, 

and st.ill the poor were in want. The charities oue;ht to 
75 

be combined, and 3hechitah needed regulation. In spite 

of the efforts of both Isaacs and Lyon, and the several 

attempts a.t combining the I, ew York charities, the only 

concrete step take·n was the merger of the two leading 

societ~es in 1859 . The other groups continued to act in

dependently and hap-hazardly for the remainder of our 

period( to 186 ) . 

In Philadelphia, where by 1856 there were only 6 

congregations and proportionately fewer charities, the 

movement for a consolidation of charities was more suc

cessful. On June 1, 1856, a confe·rence under the auspices 

of the Fuel Society of Philadelphia was called "to consoli

date the various charity funds, for the purpose of relieving 

the poor more promptly ••.• "Delegates from 4. of the congre

gations and 7 of the charities responded to the invitation. 

Leeser was elected chairman and E.H.We~l secretary. A 

committee was appointed to draft a constitution and pre

sent its report to a meeting on July 6th, to which all 

the charities and congregations not yet represented were 

to be invited. The plan which was drawn up a nd presented 

July 6th, included honorary executive officers, a division 

of the city into districts, committees for each district, 

to investigate claims, a local office, etc.and was to em

brace all the charitable efforts within the limits of the 

constitutions of the existing organizations. The July 6th 

meeting, however, was poorly attended, although two new 
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delegates were present, and action was deferred to a 

meeting to be called between Rosh Hashonah and Yom 
76 

Kippur. 

This meeting took place on October 5th, but the a.t

tendence was not mucn better. The plan .was presented, but 

in order to suppress it, A. Hart, President of the Portu

gese congregation(i•Iickve Israel) moved that a loan assoc

iation was expedient,thus by-pas s ing the plan for consoli

dation). A committee of five was appointed to work out 

rules for a loan association and to report to a meeting on 

November 16th, This meeting , too, was poorly attended, 

since interest in the movement had dropped, and the en-
77 

tire matter -- consolidation and loan fund -- was forgotten. 

The proponents of unification were not to be daunted 

in their efforts, a nd taking advantage of a l arge attendence 

the following year, at&Rmeeting on the Swiss treaty, raised 

the question of the charities, after the resolutions on 

the treaty had been disposed of. A resolution .was adopted 

calling for a meeting of the 6 congre3ations on November 22. 

At this gathering, well attended and representing all the 

congregations, the original plan for consolidation was 

adopted with one reservation. The 11General Relief Associa

tion"was to go out of existence after Passover. I:b was to 

be only a temporary expedient. The plan worked well. The 

committee engaged grocers, butchers, bakers, druggists. 

and even physicians. Receipts ezceeded $2,500 for the 
78 

winter. When the venture was over, the final report, 

dated April 18, 1858, included a resolution to make the 
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organization a 

I a large meeting 

permanent one. This report was adopted by 

and a committee was appointed to draw 
79 ,(/) 

~\ up articles for 
i( 

a permanent organization. 

Cincinnati took its lead from Philadelphia's unsuc

ces sful venture in 1856. Referring to the plan drawn up 

for the July 6th meeting, Lilienthal urged that each large 

city should establish a union of charities to systematize 
80 

the work. Lilienthal presented this idea to a private 

meeting of some 80 Cincinnati Jews. They subscribed $3,200 

to a fund, and agreed to call a general meeting for Sun

day October 5th, at wh ich a constitution was drawn up and 

a board elected, including 40 directors and 25 lady directors. 

The latter were to receive applications for relief and act 

as a visiting committee for the proposed organization. 

On October 19th, the constitution was formally adopted, 

with membership dues at a $5 .00 minimum, and a week later 

officers were elected and the city divided into districts. 

There were to be 4 districts with 6 di~ectors in charge 

of each. Notices were to be posted in each synagogue, 

giving the name and address of the director to whom one 

was to apply for relief. Dr. Lilienthal was appointed to 

a committee which was to negotiate with other benevolent 

societies to invite their cooperation. As a result, three 

ladies' groups agreed to donate $100 each and elected 

directors to the board. Three physicians volunteered their 
81 

services to the new organization. Actually Cincinnati 

did not follow Philadelphia's plan or principle at all. 

It did not really consolidate the charities, put organized 

a new and more efficient society, which it was hoped would 

absorb the other groups. 



-i 

- 46 -

Chicago must have organized its United Hebrew Relief 

If \ Association in 1859. The fourth annual report(l863) refers 

to its work as"the first practical effort to combine the 

charitable institutions in the work of distributing the 

benefits to the needy. 11 The U.H.R.A. included delagates of 
82 

9 charitable or 3a nizations. Its annual r eport for 1866-67 

sh owed t hat l08 del~-~a.tes represe!1ting 11~ different. con5re-

1:5a tions and societies, including 2 B'nai Brith lodges, at

tended t h e meeting . During the year~6,300 was disbursed 

and t he hospital building f und r eached t he total of $17,635. 

Wise rated the U. H.R.A. of Chica5e as one of the wealthiest 
83 

philanthropies i n t : e country. 

The ra..ising of fu::-ids f or t h e Jews of Palestine was 

still one other area of coopera tion between the several 

congregations and cor.m:uni t ies. As early as 1832, the problem 

of how to transmit t hem to Palestine without the waste of 

suppo::bting messen..::,ers, was tal;;:en up in New York . On Novem-

ber 11, 1832 a meeting of t he thr ee congregations then ex

isting , was called at the ivlill Street synagogue to organize 

a branch of the Terumat Hakodesh(Society for the Offerings 

of the Sanctuary). The main purpose was raise funds for 

Palestine without messengers from the holy land. The funds were 

to be derived from the annual shekel collection in each syna

gogue, from the receipts of the Palestine boxes in the syna

gogue vestibules, from collections at funerals, and any 

special collection which might be necessary. In 1848 the 

society proposed t!'lat the synagogues of New York and the 

rest of the country should subscribe a definite sum to Pales

tinian relief, to be paid in 5 instalments yearly, thus main-
"'., 

I 



- 47 -

tail-:ing a steady flow of funds from America to the 

holy land. In 1850 the distribution of funds was agreed 
84 

upon by the synago3ues represented in New York City as 

follows: the Senhardim of Palestine were to receive 38%, 

the Polish and Russians 48%, and the Ge.rman and Dutch 14%. 

Whether this decision was one made by the Hebrah Terumat 

Hakodesh is not clear, but after this there is nothing 

further to indicate any activity by this organizayion, 

and it seems to have gone out of existence in the early 
85 
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The question of dealing with messengers from the 

holy land was not clearly dealt with or settled by the 

formation of the !iebrah Te1~wnat Hakodesh. When in 1847, 

I.B.Kursheedt, i ts president, asked the 066IDENT to in

sert an appeal for funds, emphasizing that money should 

be sent directly to agents in Europe and not paid to mes

sengers, Lesser i nserted the appeal, but as a personal 

note, called attention to the critical condition of the 

Hebron Jews, and urged support of their agent here in 

the United States~ Leeser was torn between principles 
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and practical considerations. 

In 1849 Rabbis Joseph Schwartz and Zadok Levy 

arrived from Palestine, and the problem again came up 

as to what to do about -funds and messengers. This time 

Shearith Israel took decisive action, adopting a resolu

tion appropriating $25.00 a year for the 11 supp.ort of all 

poor Jews in Palestine, and by this mode hereafter pre

Yant the recognition of any messenger. 11 The Board sent 

copies of the resolution to all other congregations with 
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the suggestion that they take the same action. Leeser 

in the OCCIDENT supported the pa,ln and urged that a 

large fund be raised by having each congregatio7. or the 

more than l}O then organize~ raise· at least $16, and if 
, 

possible $25. Schwartz and Levy seem to have agreed to 

the plan and issued an appeal to~all American cngregations 

to establish a permanent relief fW1d, the contributions 

to be sent directly to Palestine, and they undertook to 

e;uanantee that the congregations in Palestine would not 

send out messengers to America if such a plan were es-
87 

tablished. 

} ~ A terrible famine in Palestineiin 1853-54 occasioned 

an appeal from Dr.Adler and Montefiore 1n London to send 

money to the starving Jews of Palestine . s. r.1 .Isaacs took 

the lead in New York, and other mli:nisters followed with 

their own support. According to a report in the ASMONEAN 

the German Jews held bacl~ for a while, but when the fact 

that the Portugese, English and Polish Jews wer e contri

buting was established, the German responded to an appeal 

by Lilienthal and made their donations. Isaacs was the 

general treasurer of the campaign, which Grinstein calls 

the 11 first national campaign for an overseas Jewish 
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cause," Over $5000 was collected. 

According to the reports in the OCCIDENT these col

lections were transmitted through a newly created organ

ization -- the North American Relief Society. The N.A.R.S. 

was chartered February 14,1853 "for the sole purpose and 

motive of affording permanent aid to poor Israelites 
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dwelling in Jerusalem or its environs.: •• 11 and that they 

be supported by remitting now, and at stated periods, 

all amounts you and your congregatio~ can spare for so 

necessary and sacred a cause ••••• 11 It was in a sense a 

successor to the Hebrah Terumat Ha kodesh and also tried 
89 

to obviate the need for messengers coming to America. 

The officers who or~anized the N.A.R.s. were Samson 

Simson President, Dr.S.Abrahams Vice-President, Rev.S.M. 

Isaacs Treasurer, and L.Levy, L.Iviyere, S.Cohen, P.Levi 
90 

Trustees. In 1854 the Trust€es announced that within 

one yea.r they would have an income from a legacy of Judah 

Touro which would be nearly sufficient to meet the demands 

for Palestinian relief. In the meantime t hey were in great 

need of funds(because of the famine). The response to this 

appeal, describe above, reached $5,446, and over 20 cities 
91 

responded with contributions. 

In an editorial comment on the appeal issued by 

the N.A.R.S. Leeser deplored the system of charity under 

which the Jews of Palestine were never enabled to support 

themselves. He pointed out that the lack of general and 

trade schools, of hospitala and dispensaries was indica

tive of the shortsightedness of the present system. While 

urging full support for the philanthropic efforts, he 

suggested the need for a different system, by which agri

culture and trades could be stimulated, so that Jews 

could live independently of the gifts from the outside 
92 

world. Concrete suggestions in· this d1~ect1on came, 

though several years later, when a Jewish Colonization 

Society was proposed by 8 . Berman of Richmond. Virginia, 
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though it is not entirely clear whether his project was 

intended for Palestine, America, or both. Leeser supported 

the idea editorially as a means of preventing pauperiza

tion. among the Jews, and presented a plan with a finan-
93 

cial estimate of the needs of such a project. A little 

later, Wise, in the ISRAELITE, endorsed a plan specifically 

for Palestinian colonization, proposed by Dr.Lurje_ of 

'i,.. F'ranlrfort-on-the-Oder. This JJ1n included the diversion ,.~{ \ . 

of most of t h e funds i'or colonization purposes and no co'l-

lections for messengers. Lurje's plan sug5ested that in 

every congregat i on a Colonization Society be established 

whose officers or com:Di ttee were to receive all contribu-
94 

tions for the project. 

Just as Philadelphia had had greater success than 

New York City in consolidating the charities, so too they 

went furt her in effecting a measure of unity among the 

c~ngregations for other purposes.In the fall of 1861, 

the OCCIDENT reports, the ministers of the United Congre

gations of Philadelphia met and acted on the question of 
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Jewish chaplains in the Union army. In a subsequent 

report, Leeser stated that the ministers of the 5 congre

gations met weekly to discuss religious questions and 

actions to be undertaken in concert to prevent any con-

flict or cross-purposes. He sug3ested local boards of 

ministers wherever more than one Jewish congregation ex

isted in a city. From such local boards, there might develop 

a national council of religious leaders.(We shall see that 

Leeser never lost an opportunity to work for a unified 
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reli51ous authority.) 

On August 19, 1862, the Boarq of Jewish ministers 

of Philadelphia resol ved t o request the President to ap

point a Jewish Chaplain to the Army hospitals near Phila

delphia. I n response to t he President's subsequent re-

l quest for a recommendation, Rev . Jacob Frankel of Rodeph 
~ 
l · Sholom was nominated and later commissioned by t he Presi -
~: 96 
1t dent. The Ministerial Board seemed to continue to func-, 
' 

I• 
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t1on as lat e as 1866, when t he OCCIDEPT reported that the 

Rev.Dr.Jastrow was asked on his arrival, to assume the 

presidency, he ein5 the first minister to join the board 
97 

who had rabbinical ordination. 

New York' s attempts in the direction of congregational 

union were many and varied , though without real success. 

The first movement toward th!!:s goal was the union of the 

three German congregations who Jointly elected Lilienthal 

as their Rabbi and maintained a union school under his 

supervision. Beginning in December, 1845, the boards of 

the three congregations - Anshe Chesfid, Rodeph Sholom, 

and Shaaray Hashomayim - met jointly, though the congre

gations continued to exist as separate entities. There 

was a plan to unite a.11 four German congregations, but 

a resolution passed by the joint boards provided that 

Bene Jeshurun was not to be invited to join the union. 

After two years of this venture, in which Lilienthal's 

activities were closely regulated by the by-laws, a 

trifling matter induced one of the congregations to de

clare that its pulpit was vacant, thus releasing Lilien-
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thal. He resigned from the other two congregations and 

the union did not survive his withdrawal. Emanuel, which 

had apparently lost ground during this period, due to 

Lilienthal's presti,ge and oratorical powers, tried to 

organize an amalgarmt.ion of all the German congregations 

into one large group, which would undertake a building 

campaign of huge proportions. But suspicions as to reform 

tend0hcies on the part of the Emanuel leaders, prevented 
98 

the success of the project. 

(Somewhat similar to th.e union plan in New Yorlc, was 

the program for a Union Schee+ of the 3 congre3at1ons in 
99 

Alba.ny , described i!l a letter to the ASMONEAN in 1852. ) 

One persistent problem which forced a measure of 

unity on the New York Con~re3ationswas the problem of 

changing cemetery laws, closely related to the question 

of burying poor unaffiliated Jews. In 1841, Shaaray Ha

Shomayim proposed that all the synagogues of New York 

unite itn the purchase of a common 11 potters' field 11 for 

the Jewish poor. Nothing seems to have been done about 

this suggestion, but in 1848, the three German orthodox 

con3regations, together with Emanuel, agreed on a joint 

plan to bury poor German _Jews. They were to share expenses 

and take turns at interring the bodies 1n their respective 

cemeteries. In 1854, when some new German con3regations 

'\ had been ort5anized, Sha ... {a.y Hashomayim again sugGested 

that all should join in this arrangement. The new congre

gations, however, did not respond. This led to another 

call for a meeting of the New York congregations on the 

problem. One of the four cooperating congre5ations had 
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declared through its board that "unless the other congre

gations should shortly join the association, .••• they 

will be compelled to withdraw •.••• the want of union of 

all the congregations for such charitable purposes is 

stron3ly felt. 11 \ihen we consider that the number of con

gregations had doubled between 1845 and 1855, and that the 

Jewish population had approximately trip__pled, we can readily 
,,.,,,. 

see that the number of pauper dead must have sharply in-

creased, constitutin5 a severe burden on the four congrega

tions. On July 22, 1855, ten congregations agreed to join 
100 

in the moveilient, and undertook to rotate the burials in 

t l:e ir respective cemeteries, thereby sharing the burden 

equally .By 1857, however, the Jews' Hospital tool-c over the 

problem, to a great extent, since they provided for the· 

burial of those who died under their care, and this tended 
101 

to include the majority of the poor unaffiliated Jews. 

The chan6e in the ce:rr.etery laws constituted a serious 

problem for the Jews, since they steadfastly refused to 

abandon their dead, but persisted, often at great hardship 

to re-inter them whenever it became necessaFY• In 1850 

the ASMONEAl~ called attention to the fact that the law 

would shortly prohibit interment below 40th Street and 

there would be need for a Jewish cemetery outside the 

limits of zoning imposed by the law. A union of congresations 
102 

would have simplified the problem and lessened the cost. 

The following year Lyon re-iterated the need for a large 
103 

cemetery and suggested concrete steps to be taken. No 

response follm•red these suggestions, though Lyon appealed 
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specifically to Shearith Israel to take the lead in this 
104 

matter . Finally in 1-i:ay of 1851, the Asmonean was able 

to report o,ne tiny step forwax•d when the members of two 

congregations agreed to joint purchase of a plot of ground 
105 

in Long Island. 

r~ew York did make some attempts at a religious union 

to regulate city-wide problems and a.void unauthorized per

so-ns from acting in an off icia.l reli5ious capacity, as well 

as to prevent departures from the orthodox practises. 

Though not a relisious leader, it was to a large extent 

the editor of the _ Si-m iEAli w' o took the lead in ur5ing 

action. He called for a 3eth Din , and expressed the be

lief that "the movement would be hai led with joy and rapidly 

extend its powers, fusing the present incongruous masses 

into a compact whole, and rendering the American Israelites 
106 

a body of great influence." It _s ammsing how each leader 

tended to see his own particular goals achieved through 

wh~tever project was beL~g considered at the time. The 

regulation of religious affairs had, after all, little 

to do with ''great influence'' but Lyon could not help 

associating with any type of unity, his own notions of 

power ahd influence to be achieved by welding the Jewish 

community into a strong active union. If the editor seri

ously believed the problem so simpleland soluble, the 

letters that came in tne following week must have disillu

sioned him. Both the reform an« the orthodox groups op-

posed his suggestions. Lyon, in comraent1hg on the objec

tions to, and fear o:f, union, referred to Leeser's ear:i,ier 

attempt and similar experience with union plans. The reaction 

shwo.ed "how little prepared the community was for any com-
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bined or serious action. nl07 Yet, the ASMONE.:lli pointed 

out, both reform and orthodox leaders take exception to 

unauthorized persons acting impl"operly in matters of 
-108 

Jewish ritual~ 

Subsequently attempts were made to draw the several 

congregations together. The OCCIDEHT refers to efforts 

in 1862 to form a con5res ational union and establish a 
109 

religious authority. The following year on April 12th, 

there was a meeting of the representatives of 14 congre

gations for the purpose of regulating shechitah. The plan 

to license and regulate the shochetim was adopted and re-
110 

ferred to the co-ngres ations for their ratification. 

Apparently the plan wa.s not acceptable to the congregations 

for in December of 1868, the editor of the :MESSENGER in

cluded the control of shechitah as one of the purposes of 

the central committee of the ~ .Y. cone;regations which he 

was advocating. He suggested that the congregations unite 

in fo:rmin5 a committee or board, similar to the Board of 

Deltgates, to concern itself with local affairs, including 
111 

mar iage, divorce, shechitah, and philanthropy. 

Although these local attepts, and in a few cases, _ 

successes, might be regarded as a prelude to eff orts for 

unity on a national scale, we see thataatually they did 

not precede the various national attempts at religious 

and secular union, The k. efforts, along local and along 

national lines, went forward simuihtaneously, as we shall 

see better when w-e examine the various attempts at synods, 

congregational unions, and the national committees and 
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conventions called to protest civ;il and political matters. 

The local efforts have been considered first, because they 

seem 9omewhat less significant to this writer, and were 

the 11proving grounds" for efforts on a wider scale. Actually 

the first attempt at national union which was at all suc

cessful, the Board of Delagates, did come into being rather 

late, when many of the efforts described in this chapter 

were already well on their way to either success or failure. 

The chief importance of the projects described in this 

chapter, is that they brought to the attention of the con

gre3ations and the general Jewish public, in a practical 

way, what wa.s being written and urged by the periodicals. 

The experience of New York and Philadelphia, Chicago and 

Cincinnati, and probably there were other cities whose 

records we have not been able to examine, proved that 

there were certain important problems which could not be 

dealt with on a purely congregational basis. The need for 

unity was being recognized not only through the voice of 

the periodicals, but more specifically, through a series 

of concrete experiences at unity, though on a limited 

scale. 
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CHAPTER III 

TOWARD~ RELIGIOUS UNION 

The first attempts to unite the congregations of 

America into a permaneht religious union took place in 

r/ 1841,0n June 27th, Rev, Louis Solamon and Rev.Isaac 

/) Leaser proposed to a meeting of the Beth Israel Syna

gogue, Philadelphia. that a plan be worked out to unite 

the c·ongregations of the country into one religious or

ganization. After committee meetings, such a plan was 

adopted for presentation to the otQer American congrega-
(,-.· 

tions. The preamble of the plan st~ted the purpose of a 

union would be threefo~d: to establish an ecclesiastical 

authority, to promote education, and to effect unity of 

action and srbitration of differences among the American 
112 

Jewish con3re3ations. The plan in full was presented 

in Volume III No.5 of the OCCIDENT a few years later. 
~ 

The main points of this plan were the fo~owing: 

Article I Sect.l An ecclesiastical bdard of 3 to 

be elected as the Central Religious Council, whose func

tion would be to give decisions and correct interpreta

tions on religious matters, by a majority vote. Sect. 9 

These decisions were to be only advisory, and the Cehtral 

Religious Council was not to exercise the power of ex

communication f'or refusal to accept its views. Sect.11 

Examination of Shochetim and Sect.15 Supervision of 

schools by the Central Religious Council. ,,v;--

Article II Schools were to be set up arnf~\ainta.1ne1. 
( 

by the union, with teachers paid out of a comrnor:\ fund, 

and not by parents. The curriculum was to include: 
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a. "Hebrew ••••. catechism, Biblical com.rnentaries •••• 

introduction to Jewish oral law, if possible ••• elemen

tary knowledge of Talmud. 

b. 11En lish grammar, composition, elocution, 
,-., 

arithmetic, writin3, sin5ing, geoography, universal 
~-

history, history of the Jews, history of Ehgland, hist-

ory of the United States. 

c. 11 For higher classes, in addition to the above, 

Hebrew composition, Talmud, general Jewish literature, 

Latin, Greek, French, German, Spanish, liathernatics, 

nature.I history, natural philosophy, moral ph!.losophy, 

political economy, and chemistry. 

d. "any other usef u l matters to be added as the 

occasion may require." 

Sect.5 A central hiz;h school was to be set up to 

teach the subjects in "c." above, and also to train 

Chazzanim and teachers, lecturers and female instructors. 

Article III The union. Delegates of regularly organized 

congregations were to meet November 7, 1841 in Philadel

phia. Representation was to be proportionate tp the num

ber of seatholders in each congregation. The union was to 

meet bi-ennially. It was to elect a.- Boa.rd of Control, 

with 5 officers and 4 councillors, which was to act for 

the union between its sessions. The Central Board(proba

bly the Board of Control) was to sit in Philadelphia, 

but tbe union was to meet alternately in Philadelphia 

New York a.nd Baltimore. The union was not to interfere 

directly or indirectly in the internal affairs of a con

gregation, except to offer advice, and to Judge between 
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contendin3 parties(presumably between congregations). 

The plan was certainly a comprehensive and a;mbitious 

one. Its educational program, especially, seems to embrace 

a curriculum, which even today would nbt. be attempted 

without very careful consideration and planning.The union 

idea, no matter how carefully it was circumscribed and 

defined, was considered a danger to the infant reform 

movement in this country. And there can be no question 

that it was intended to streng then orthodoxy, which for 

Leeser and ~thers was synonyr.:1oue with Judaism. ,~~en the 

plan promised to leave 11 internal affairs" of a congrega

tion out of its sphere of activities for a union, Leeser 

probably had in mind such matters as internal discipline,. 

finances, elections, etc., but it is inconceivable that 

he would have regarded reforms of the liturgy or the in

troduction of the family pew as a purely internal matter. 

The reform opposition to the 1841 union plan was 

clearly stated at the time by the Beth .Elohim congregation 

of Charlest!bn, S.C. In a. letter to the ASMONEAN, comment

ing on the Cleveland Conference of 1855, Mayer states that 

the attitude of his congregation to this latter confer

ence was anticipated in its reaction to the Union Plan 

of 1841. This meeting 1n Philadelphia, called to plan a 

"religious union among the Israelites of America. 11 was in 

reality an attempt to devise means and measures wherewith 

Reform •••.• could best be suffocated at its very birth." 

The eccle.aiastical authority was ta be vested w1 th such 

great power "that it could eas:lly exercise the most des-
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potic hierarchice.l sway, and soon not only prevent the 

spread of reform, but even order the abolition of what

ever has already been achieved." The one reform minister 

then in America, Rev.G.Poznanski(then at Charleston), 

even if elected to the Central Reli3ious Council, or to 

thB Board of Control, would have been outvoted by the 

orthodox, so that the Council "might have resolved upon 

anything injurious to reform, or attempted, to curtail, 

by their decision and orders, the freedom of conscience 

and belief of their co-religionists.'' Hayer admits that 

they did not have the power of excommunication, out they 

were to be vested with power 11 to designate the offences 

which of' right deprive any offender from t he usual Jew

ish rights and privileges(see OCCID~T Vol.III pt).167, 

175,222)". :Mayer said that he felt the congre6ation was 

entirely right to oppose tbis union, and to see the real 

dangeP involved. K 
This opposition was staed in the following resolu---

tion, proposed by Abraham Moise, and adopted by the con

gregation a ta general meeting on 1~.ugust lO, 1841: 

"Resolved that the Congregation Beth Elohim cannot 
with proprie~atree to bind themselves. to the observance 
of a plan and.~e5ulations for the government of the sev
eral con3regattons in America, when it is plain that 
said plan and regulations have been adopted without their 
consent or concurrence, and hW- a sma.11 portion only of 
the aggregate number of Israelites in the United States. 

llResolved that all conventions, founded or created 
for the establishment of any eccl~~h.~~~~al authority 
whatever, except such as may actually be ·n'ITT!~s-:s-a-ry for 
the immediate local government of each congregation and 
within its own jurisdiction, are alien to the spirit and 
r-:-enius of the age in which ·we live, and wholly incon
~istent with the spirit of American liberty. 
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"Resolved that even if it were practical to unite 
the various views of the several c-on""re;zat ions throufYh
out the United States of .r!orth America,<.;. so as to est~b
lish for their governn:ent any union of acti_on or plan 
of re3ulation, it would nevertheless be unwise and in
expedtent to aid in t he . bu~lding up of a s:tstem that 
cannol, be l ·. st ing andt whicn fro:.:! it·s very nature must 
be bostile to the march of improvement , or the progress 
of enli5htened and ration 1 reform." 

That the main purpose of tbe 1841 union plan was 

to devise "means and mea.ciures" to stifle the reform 

movemer..t, as ayer a s serted, is not actually true. 

There can be doubt that Leeser had other objectives in 

mind. He was an ardent proponent of u11ity on a.ll matters, 

as can be seen from t he role he to ok in the Philadelphia 

charities, and on the Board of Del1e;aites. Reform at that 

time was not so much o~ a menace or threat to orthodoxy, 

as 1 t was by 1855. It ~-rould hardly be fair to conclude 

that the 1·rhole i dea was to t hrottle reform. But that 1s 

not to say that there was no implied danger to reform at 

all. Poznanski and his congregation would certainly have 

been outvoted on all issues of reform and their moral 

position would have been weakened, even though no ban 

could have been formally pronounced on their movement. 

But the reform group were not the only ones who 

opposed Leeser in his unity efforts. Shearith Isra\1, 

still in 1841 the strongest congre~ation in the country, 

would not support the plan. In 1859 Leeser revealed that 

he had learned from the Parnas of Shea:rith Israel, in 

a conversation shortly after the plan had been dropped, 
' 

the reason that they had refused to participate. The 

ancient congregation feare,d that the :rerman Jews would 
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\,\ ,·/ \ outvote the Sephardim, and thus e;aln the ascendency 1n 

\ I berica~ Jewish life. Leaser was perfectly rie;ht in con

t i eluding, that the result of this rivalry within the or-\ l 

'l 

l 
I 

thodox group had wealcened them and resulted in the growth 
115 

of reform. Shearith Israel enjoyed its position of 

leadership because of the wealth and distinction of its 

members and their contacts with the leading men of the 

day, and had a union been achieved, the rising German 

Jews would, very shortly, h ave controlled it. But it was 

only a matter of years until the ~erman Congre3ations 

were able to usurp the position of the Sepha.rdim, and 

in the interval, with no U..'1.ion to suppress or limit 

them, the reform group grew in stren3th. Thus the first 

attempt at u...'1.ion, though imaginatively conceived, care

fully planned, came to nau3ht, chiefly as the result of 

group rivalries, though in part becaus.e of the developing 

reform-orthodox conflict. 

An important, though brief and unsuccessful attempt 

to achieve religious unity and liturgical uniformity 
116 

organized in New York in 1846 or 1847. was the Beth Din 

The Beth Din ,-ms organized by Dr. r-rax Lilienthal, one of 

the first of the German religious leaders to come to this 

country with rabbinical ordination. He invited Wise, 
r- \ , 

at that time Rabbi of Albany and S..iracuse, Dr.Herman 
"t'q~, .,,,. ....... ✓ 

Felsenheld, ateacher at Anshe Chesed anu the Union School ..._ 

of the United German Congregations, and Kohlmeyer, a 

rabbinical student, to join him in the court. Lilienthal 

was to be Rosh Beth Din. The OCCIDENT carried an announce

ment of the or.ganization of the court, in which it offered 

its services to every Jewish congregation in America 
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without any dues or fees. The report of the preceed-

ings o~ the Beth Din in the OCCIDENT, states that it met 

in New York in April of 1847. Lilienthal, Wise and Fel

senheld were present. Lilienthal stated at the outset 

that the court was proceeding "without hierarchical pre

tension •••.•• only as an advisory counsel." At this 

meeting Wise proposed the .~inhar-; America 11which treats 

the Tephilah according to the d i n, on scientific princi

ples, and according to the demands of the times. 1' The 

question of its adoption was laid over until the next 

meeting, to allow time for study. Lilienthal presented 

his En5lish reader,for medium classes ol' Hebrew school, 

on Jewish doctrine. This too was tabled for study. Cor

respondence from European Rabbis on Chalitzah and the 

Agunah question, 1,.,as read, and it was resolved to study 

the questions and present opinions at the next meeting 

and to exchange opinions with courts abroad. Questions 

submitted by American congregations were discussed and 

answered. Finally it was proposed to study the organiza

tion of new congregations in America, and to meet the 
118 

following year in Albany. 

In his Reminiscences, Wise states that he favored 

the idea of a Beth Din, but opposed the name .• He says 

the work was apportioned as follows: 

Lilienthal - a history for Jewish schools 

Felsenheld - a catechism 

Kohlmeyer - a Hebrew grammar 

Wise-a Minhag America 

Wise saye that the Beth Din.was to reassemble in the spring 

of 1847(the following year) with all these works completed. 
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\'"\ . , . [ He went to 11Tew York, with his manus.cript of the Minha3 
·~ ~ (.)1 l \ America completed, 11 but the Beth Din -was no more." 

\\ 1 Kohlmeyer had gone to :r-~ew Orleans, and the plan had gome 

to naught. (Wise makes no mention of Lilenthal at this 

point, but it is lilrnly that Lilienthal, having severed 

his connection with the United German Congregations, and 

turned his attention to his own school, had no further 

interest in a Beth Din.) Wise complained to Merzbacher, 

Rabbi of Emanuel, who had not been involved in the court 

at all. Merzbacher had probably been more concerned with 

Emanuel andr the progress of reform within the congregation, 

than any union sche:nes. Wi se says that he "could not be 

interested in anyth ing outside his own ·congregation. 11 It 

is interesting to note here Wise's early views on litur-

3 ical reforms. "It never occured to me to prepare a 

prayer-book for my own congregat1on, because I considered 

such an autocratic proceeding wrong, and I am still of 

the same opinion. I did not wish to sever the bond of 
119 

synagogal unity. 11 

The second attempt to UJ1ite the Jews of America 

into a congregational union on a national basis took 

place in the years 1848-49. Leeser had not given up, 

even after the failure of 1841, an4 kept the idea alive 

in his OCCIDENT. In August of 1848 he discussed the idea 

of a union with A.A.Lindo of Cincinnati. Their thought 

was that a "Chamber of Deputies of American Israelites" 

similar to the British Board of Deputies might be formed. 

Leeser on his way back to Philadel.phia laid the plan 

before several of the New York congrega t ions, who prom-
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ised to consider it. 120 Lesser had already exchanged let

ters with Wise in the spring oi' 1848 and they had agreed 

on the advantages of gathering the representatives of the 

congregations in order to unify and elevate American Jew-
121 

ry. They had further agreed that Leeser was to advocate 

the idea in Fhiladelphia, and in tbe west and south, whi.le 

Wise was to work for it in New York and the east. (It is 

rather curious that at this time it should have seemed ad

visable to ma1,::e this division of territory, especially as 

only a few years later, Wise was the "man of the west" 

and Leeser continued to draw his following from the east.) 

In October, apparently referrins to a letter from 

Hise; Leeser urged that at least a meeting of rabbis and 
122 

ministers should be called in the spring of 1849. 

Wise responded to this su53estion with a formal call to 

ministers and laymen to meet in Philadelphia on the 2nd of 

Iyar, 5609. He appealed to Lilienthal, Kohlmeyer, Merz

bacher, Isaacs and Felsenheld to support this call. In 

addition to the union idea, a sug3estion for a moderate 

reform, based on modern Jewish principles, was included 

in the call. 

The response to this call was certainly encouraging. 

Isaacs in New Yorlc was favorable to the idea. InCincinnati, 

where no doubt Lindo was exercising his influence, a meet

ing was called on December 11, 1848, preliminary to a 

gathering of the 3 congregations. Elias Mayer, President, 

and J.K.Gutheim, Secretary, reported on a plan to imple

ment Wise's call for unity. The meeting agreed that any 

gathering of representatives should be ma.de up of accredited 
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delegates to act responsibly for thei~ congregations. 

RevoJ.Rosenfield of Charleston, S.C. suggested in a let

ter to the OCCIDENT that there was \'Teakness in Wise's 

call. The ministers who responded would be. without auth

ority to act for their eongre3ations and might be involved 

in ~difficulties at home, resulting in the loss of their 

pulpits and possibly their livelihood. He therefore urged 

that congregations should join in the union movement, and 

·send as their dele3ates, the ministers who serve them. 

In this way a union could really be achieved and schism 

within the cori..gregations be prevented. He urged that a 
124 

call be addressed to the congregations. 

Early in 1849, Wise and Lilienthal issued a circular 

in which, after setting forth the evils and disadvan:tages 

of disunity, they proposed specific measures for the or

e;anization of the union. It must include at least 20 co•n

grega tions, each represented by one· voting delegate. The 

purpose should be to advance the education bf youth and 

instruction of adults, to publish Jewish books, and to 

discuss such other sli.bjects as might be suggested in 

petitions from the congregations. Leeser was to be noti

fied by the congregations who wished to participate, and 

to set the meeting date if 20 congregations responded 
125 

before May 1, 1849. 

For a while all went well. Wise was invited to 

address a meeting of the Boards o:f the three Germ!m 

congregevtions, called for February 2nd by W .K.Franks, 

President of Sha.aray Hashomayim. Lilienthal intrlbduced 

Wise and he gave the main address. In response to his 

plear·for action, the meeting adopted a resolution favor-



ing the convention of delagates of all congregations 

to establish a union, and also a Jewish press. The 

Boards agreed to urge their congre5ations to elect del1-

3ates at the next congregational meetings. Wise was in..:. 

vited to come to New York again, before the convention, 
126 

for further preliminary discussions. Meanwhile, Leeser 

had set June 11, 1849 as a tentative date for the conven

tion, although no congregation had yet specifiually agreed 
127 

to be represented. 

Gradually notices came in to Leeser 1 s editorial of

fices from various cor:gregations sisnifying their inten

tion of' sending representatives to the u_-r1ion convention. 

On February 17, 1849, Albany's Bethel Congregation adopted 

a resolution to send a delagate, and in the preamble sug

e;ested a national periodical advocating ~rational reform" 
128 

be one of the projects of the union. Other congregations 

which a3reed to be represented were Mickve Israel of Phila

delphia, B'nai Jeshurun of Cincinnati, The Portugese and 

German congregations. of New Orleans, Shaaray Hashomayim of 
129 

Mobile, and on~ of the StLotiis congregations. The reform 

congregation of Charleston s.c., true to its tradition, 
130 

declined to join a union. 

Meanwhile in New York, some o:f the rad1val reformers, 

inspired by some of Wise 1 s remarksJ and for other reasons, 

had organized a "Society of Friends of Light", a lay group 

of reformers under the influence of the German Rabbinical 

conferences, which proved ultimately most embarrassing to 

w~ee. Emanuel had dissociated itself from the union idea, 

but some of its members were among those who established 

the "Society of Friends". This society, combined with 
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Albany's resolution for a journal advocating "rational 

reform". ~,,a" enour:rh t f i ' t th th • , ~ o o r sn en e or odox congregations 

into believing that the union plan was a scheme of the 

reformers to advance their own purposes. In a letter to 

the OCCIDENT, J.Beckel insisted that both 111s:rael's Herold" 

(Edited by Isidore Busch advocating reform) and the "Society 

of Friends" came into being as aresult of Wise's speaking 

in tJ ew York, the second time, and thus proved the reform 

tinge of the proposed conference. Leeser tried to counter 

t his fear on the part of the orthodox 6 roup, by showing 

t hat Shaaray Tefilah, the "ultra-orthodox 11 group of New 

York, had elected their mi!'lister, s,~\!.Isaacs as a delegate, 

even theush tr..ey knew that refor:n con5re3ations would be 

represented.Isaacs apparentlt1had no fear of the damger 
131 

from reform a.nd urged that a pmmon round could be found. 

But since 20 con;re3ati ons had not been heard from, Leeser 
132 

announced that the convention could not meet. 

As time went on, al though two mo:re congrege.tions, 

one in Richmond and one in Augusta, G-eore;ia, had agreed 

to participate, more and more disagreements were raised. 

Lindo, in a letter to Leeser, had already urged that no 

con5regation "assuming to itself to. deviate from the 

religious institutions, forms and observances received 

by the whole house of Israel11 be admitted to any union 

and iRsisted that the union could not carry out or auth-
133 

orize any reforms. Another correspondent, J.M.Falkenau, 

criticisedthe circular of Wise and Lilienthal for not clear-

t h "'" the UI'lion was to be founded and based ly setting for ht av 

d a: ...,.ou·.1."d ·S .. He had also opposed equal represen-on ortho OX u.L ... 
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tation for all congregations, and f'avo1"ed that the voting 

delegates should be proportionate both to the number of 

sea tholde;es, and the .financial support which a congrega

tion was to 3ive to the union. In addition he opposed the 

idea of an elected ecclesiastical authority. Such autho

rity would be meaningless, s 2-nce matters of law "are left 

to the decisions of the wisest individual, most skilled 
134 

in the. law, a~d :neve t" decided by an elected board. 11 

On the other hand, the "Society of Friends 11 , claim

ing Wi ee as an honorary member, insisted 1 t was in favor. 

of reform a~d the u::1.ion idea, and that its purpose was to 

dis_pel i5noran.ce in matters of Jewish history, literature 
135 

and religion. This could only add. to the fears of the 

orthodox, and Wise himself later wrote that the ttsociety 

of Friends" stood in the way of the union idea and had 

d~scredited reform as he(Wise) understood and advocated 

it. The enthusiasm which he had tried to evoke for the 

union, the society diverted to a radical reform movement, 

and those who heard reform advocated by this group, could 
136 

only become more orthodox. All in all, with Merzbacher 

already com.mitted a3ainst the unio!'.l idea, and with no 

support from the 3 German congregations, New York was 

completely opposed to the plan, and as Leeser had written 
137 

Wise, without New York, there could be no U.."'1.ion • 
. 

When in 1849 Lyon came out for union in the ASMONEAN, 

a good deal of correspondence ensued, some of which threw 

light on the attempts at union in 1848-49. Wise, writing 

in his formal, somewhat histrionic style, asserted that 

his ca.use(unlon) was misrepresented, and "all the pious 
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attempts of my orthodox friends proved a total failure." 

He referred to the suspicions that were voiced that he 

had in mind to hatch reform plans and t hus destroy Juda

ism. Denying the truth of such rum.ors and charges, Wise 

offered to stay out of the st~:Ple for unity, if it was 
( J-)fe{ 

felt this would help. matters•-;--- Lyon made light of Wise's 

fear that he was the cause of failure, and ur~ed him to 
139 

continue with his plans and efforts for unity. Leeser 

took note of this letter in the OCC I DENT, and expressed 

surprise at some of t he statements Wise had made. He ob

jected to Wise's claim that he(Wise) had called for the 

union, as if t he union idea was original with him. Leeser 

also questioned the ~eed for such r reat shame and disap

poi,ntment o:i lise 1 s part over the 1'ailwr'e of the plan. 

Leeser pointed out he had already tried and failed in 

1841, a nd was not the least bit ashamed or surprised that 

the union plan had not been accepted. The idea was new 

and would therefore require time. Though he differed with 

Wise and disagreed witn bis reform tendencies, he urged 

him not to retire from the struggle, and certainly not 
140 

to feel that the cause of failure was his. 

Writing in December of 1849, Isaacs summarized the 

reaction to the union idea as "more opposition than zeal, 

more fear than enterprise". "Its promoters have been stig

matized as men imbued with the reforming spirit of' the 

age, as persons tinctured with the desire of self-aggran

disment •••• all who have dared to raise a voice or lift 

a pen in favor of a convention, have had their supposed 

motives brought to light, in order to malre it known ••• 
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••• that honesty is not found in any of 1ts promoters 

••••··•we deem it a duty •••• to point out the ruin that 

nrmst inevitably overtake us, if in defiance of all warn

ing, we are determined to stand still, while everything 

arouncl us is progressing." Isaacs concluded with a plea 

for a convention to consider the problems of education, 

relisious leadership, and the l~ck of union. Coming from 

an orthodox leader, this was a remarkable utterance. 

There can be ~o doubt, that had Isaac; point of view 

prevailed, and been shared by others, theFe would have 

been union and some pro~ress, but of course no reform. 

Though both Lesser and Lyon had hastened to relieve 
,, f\, 

Wise of responsibility for the failre of the 1848-4\!'l.l\ 
; 

plan, it is not so easy today, looking back on the whole 

picture, to come to the same conclusions. For Wise, 

union and rerorn went hand in hand, and it was largely 

because he and his con3re~ation had raised certain mild 

reform ideas as goals for the union, that the orthodox 

group for the most part withdrew in fear. Wise felt that 

almost all Jews could be united around his sbandard of 

Reform, and it took the experience of 1855 to di~use him 

of this notion. The 1848-49 venture was but a prelude to 

this :first conference of rabbis and ministers in Cleve

land, 6 years later. 

Although Leeser did not give up the union idea 

after the second failure, it was Wise who took the lead 

in calling the next conference for the purpose of union 

in 1855. By this time Wise was in Cincinnati, had a con

gre3ation which gave him complete support, and also, what 

he had asked for in Albany, a "national periodical advo-
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eating rational reform.;, Through the medium of the 

ISRAELITE, tliee had been calling; for a Col lege and an 

orphan asylum to serve the American Jewish community. 

Attempts at a Col&ege had been made in Philadelphia and 

New York, as well as in Cincinnati, and there were soci

eties everywhere to aid widows and orphans, but the pro

blem was 11 how to unite these efforts in one focus. 11 In 
to 

addttion/these problems, there were those of separate 

schools(the advisability of paroch1t education) and 

the need for good text books for Hebrew schools. Obvious

ly there was need for a large private conference, of an 

exploratory nature, e.fter which a synod elected by congre-
141 

gations and societies mi3ht be or ~anized . Polnting out 

the pioneer nature of the Jewish coa~unity in America, 

the responsibility resjing tbn the present generation to 

build for the future, and citing the examples of t he con

ference of Rabbis at Offenbach, Wise argued that only 

through a siaiilar conference could a union be established 

and the position of the American Jewish community be con-
142 

solidated. There had to be a middle road between extreme 

Rabbinic Judaism which Wise felt was impossible, and the 

reform which threw off "Cabbalistic and Rabbinic litera

ture'! so that there was n~ guide or basis for dev-elop

ment, with the result that each congregation would produce 

its own law. There was aprinciple of pregress in Mosaic 

legislation, which Wise promised to show in future articles. 

He also pledged to demonstrate that a triennial synod, 

such as be was proposing in ottder to fegulate Jewish life, 
143 

was authorized by the Talmud 'itself, to make changes, 
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Sensing that there would be doubt and suspi,ion in the 

minds of the orthodox, Wise promised that the Synod would 

do nothing contra.ry to the Bible, the Talmud, the Consti

tution or the laws 0£ the United States~ This he felt 
144 

should satiafy even the ultra-orthodox. 

It should be noted that that whaji; Wise was calling 

for was a private meeting of Rabbis to thrash out cer

tain problems, to see what basis could be foundr to unite 

all groups in a conference and synod . He was more than 

willing to compromise, but h e expected the ot:ier party 

to do as much. He had stated i~ advance that the Talmud 

would not be abandoned,. and even thou3h this had a. special 

and subtle mee,ning for him and his school of thought, it 

mi3ht have been acceptable to the orthodox, had they heard 

it explained and argued it through with such .menas Wise 

and Lilienthal. Instead, all except Leeser ·stayed away 

in fear, and th~s there was ne~er a real meeting of minds. 

There was only a veritable barrage of correspondence 

and charges in the press, cries of trickery, treason and 

deceit. Wise was an able Talmudist and had a grasp of 

Jewsib history. Had he and the orthodox met at Cleveland 

i i there might have been some unity on the basis of mutual 

\ \ 1 ~ understanding. But it should be remembered that Wise was 
, ' 

\. \ not calling for the synod or c.onference 1 tself at this 
I d 

} 1 first meet'Jb.ng at Clev-eland, 'but only for a private meeting 
\t. .. £ 

1 of an unofficial nature, to lay the groundwork for 1~t-

e.ver could be dome later. 

Letters began coming in to t he ISR.t\.ELITE indicating 

that therewwas a sufficient number of men interested in 

tne union idea to justify calling a conference at this 
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time. Wise urged that congree;ations make it easier for 

their ministers to attend such a conference by paying 
145 

their expens·e s. Although July 30th had been suggested 

as a tentative da te, Wise a5reed, af'ter meeting with 

Merzbacher, Lilient!'lal, Rothenheim and Cohn, that more 
146 

time was needed to prepare for the conference. Another 

suggestion had been made, that the conference meet Octo

ber 15th, and fibally Wise issued the formal call to 

ministers and cons res ations' delegates, to meet Octmber 

17, 1855 in Cleveland to deliberate on 5 points: 

1. Articles of union 

2. Plan for a synod 

3. IHnha3 America 

4. Hi 5her and lower education 

5. Other business ~ro~osed to the conference. 

The call was published in the ISRJ\.ELITE, the OCCIDENT, 
147 

and the ASM01TEA .. 1'J . I:b was signed by the following Rabbis: 

Cohn of Albany 

Guenzberg of Baltimore 

Hochheimer 'II II 

lllowy of St.Louis 

Kalish of Cleveland 

Lilienthal of Cincinnati 

Merzbacher of New York 

Rothenheim of Cincinnati 

Wise 
ii It signing as the 

Corresponding Secretary. 

in his Reminiscences that these were all the 
Wise states 148 

Rabbis in America at that time. officiating 
The ASMONEAN 
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announced that in addition tb these signers of the call 

Leeser, Isaacs, S .Jacobs, e.nd Eayer of Charleston ·would 

attend. All were to attend in their private capacities 

so that it would be up to the congregations to take action 

on the results of the con~erence. Lyon also reported that 

t he proposed organiztion of the conference was that Dr. 

Guenzberg should be chairman, wi th Wise as German sec·re-
149 

tary and Leese.r as Ene;lis·h secretary . 

Leeser in Philadelphia had been carefully noting 

the plans which 'Wiss had been formulating, and began to 

c-omm.ent on them from the outset. He too wanted union, 

but for reasons quite different f r om those of Wise. He 

felt it wa.s absolutely necessary for the "friends of re

ligion" to counter-act the work of the reformers. Refer

ring to the four varieties o:f reform in America, the 

Charleston, Baltimorerp: New York and Cincinnati types ., 

he saw in the ca1ling of a synod the attempt to compro

mise the difference and work out a ritual and practise 

acceptable to all. Leeser was clearly afeaid of the dan

ger to orthodoxy which a consolida.ted reform group would 
. 150 
constitute. A month lat er, Leeser pointed out that a 

smccessful synod, shunned by the orthodox and left to 

the reformers ~xclusively, 11might give attone to the re

lie;ious sent.iment for centuries, perhaps, in America. 11 

Leeser was anything but asleep to the realities of his 

times! He urged all the orthodox ministers and leaders 

to join the proposed ·synod or conference and "restrain 

them(the reformers) from doing evil, and unite with them 

if they act righteously and labor jointly for the peace 

and welfare of Israel 11 • 151 



- 76 -

Again we see, that for different reasons, Leeser 

and Wise were advocating the same practical action --

that all should attend the conference, regardless of 

their position o~ the reform-orthodox conflict. Had the 

advice been heeded, there ie, no. telling what mi3ht not 

have been accomplished, since t here might have been a 

dispo sm.tion to "labor jointly for the peace and welfare 

of I sre.el" once the opposing groups had met and exchang ed 

ideas, and worked out their differ•ence. Lilienthal and 

Wise had a unique idea a.bout Talr:md as a aetrelopment or 

movement, which the y wer e well able to defend. The ortho

dox mi ght have b een influen ced b y t hi s point of view, had 

they met face to f a ce, and not t ~ied to battle out their 

dUfferences afterwards i n t he columns of the Israelite and 

tbe Occident. 

Leeser seemed quite pleased to report that he, Isaacs 
152 

and Ja.cobs(all orthodox) were being to t h e conference. 

Lilienthal in Cincinnati did not seem to be so worried 

over the reform-orthodox conflict, and urged that all 

shades"of ouinion -- alQ.parties be repr-esented at the con-
P • 1 

ference. only in this ·way ., through aryunprejudiced inter-

change of opinions among a representative group, could a 
153 

union be established. 

Finally after all :preliminary matters had been taken 

care of, delegates elected by con; regations, the confer

ence •opened at 2 P.M. on October 17, 1855 in Cleveland. 

It was called to order by .Dr.Lilienthal, a nd Rev.Kalish 

was appoin;yed Chairman pro-tern, with Lilienthal acting as 

secretary. The proceedings were conducted in German. 
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Leeser was surprised at the inf~ality of the preceedings, 

as no credentials were presented or checked. It was agreed 

that each congregation be allowed two votes, since some 

were represented by one and some by two delegates. Those 

present were: 

Ministers: Lilienthal, Rothenheim and Wise of Cincinnati 

Adler of Detroit 

Laymen: 

Gotthelf of Louisville 

Fould, Levi, and Kalish of Cleveland 

Cohn of Albany and later 

... erzbacher of ew YDDk 

Leeser of Philadelphia(first only as a 

reporter, later as delegate of the 

Portugese congre3ation of Richmond) 

Miller and Kahn of Cincinnati 

Lehman, Cohen and Schwab of Cleveland. 

Of the signers of the call, Hochheimer, Guenzberg and Illowy, 

all orthodox, were absent. Isaacs and Jacobs, who had ex

pected to attend, were also not present. It is interesting 

to note that had these 5 orthodox leaders been present, they 

together with Leeser, Fould, Levi, Adler, Cohen, and Lehman 

would have outnumbered the reform leaders present 11 - 10, 

and probably have changed the nature of this conference • 

.As things were, Wise was elected President of the 

Conference, Cohn Vice-President, and Lilienthal Sectetary. 

After some introductory remarks, Wise presented a paper 

containing the following principles: that the Bible is 

the "revealed word of God, given to us by divine inspi

ration" and that the Talmud "contained the logical, and 
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and legal development of holy scriptures, and that its 

decisions must bind us i· n all tt f t 11 ma ers o prac ise and duty, 

that the co:n.ference and all future synod.s would act in ac

cordance with these principles,_ that the "illiberal asser

tions of the Talmud are not the kind referred to, and have 

no binding fore e on us. 1' 

In his reports to the I...,R...J\.ELITE , 1,'lise took 5reat de

light in describing the effect which this statement had 

on the orthodox group. He had noted their suspicions 

towards the reformers, who were in the majority. They had 

kept somewhat apart, LeE'ser sitting by him.self in the rear 

and up to this point takin0 no wart in the proceedings. 

The principles which Wise offered as a basis for .f~ture 

synods· were like a. bonhshell in their effect. Leeser and 

the other orthodox leaders were at first astonished, but 

then beamed with satisfaction. Leeser came forward and ex

pressed tbe wisb that his orthodox colleae;ues might have 

known 1n advance of this statement, since some had remAined 

away oltt of fear of reform tendencies. This principle would 

unquestionably attract them to a future conference. He 

strongly ur3ed that the conference, after adopting this 

principle, adjourn to an eastern city at a future date , 

80 that these absent colleagues could be included in the 

work of the conference. In his enthusiasm at the possibi

lity of union on what seemed to him to be thoroughly or-

sal. d that" the 17th of October now thodox grou..nds, Leeser 
a holiday 

should be/for American Israelites if this platform was 

adopted by the conference." Wise in his report to the 

ISRAELITE was equally jubilant. "This was a conclusion 
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of peace without any skirmishei. There 

ti 154 
par es in the American synagogue." 

are no longer two 

On motion to reread the statement, and action on it 

by pe,r~,raphs, several differences of opinion were now 
,,;,I 

disco~ered, but only over the exact words to be used. 

Wise, l>lerzbacher, and Leeser finally worked f'rom eleven 

at ni ght to four in the morning to make· the statement 
155 

acceptable to all present. The statement on the Taihmud 1 

whicr_ was the crux o.f' t h e matter, was finally adopted in these 

words: "The Talmua. conta i ns the tradit1onal, logical and 

legal exposition of t he sacred Scriptures." Fully satis-

fied and expecting t:hat t :::ie conferenc•e. would now adjourn 

and not undertake 9,n.y important matters until the ortho-

dox could join with them, Leeser now left Cleveland to 

return to F~iladelphia. 

Leeser, however, was to be disappointed. Wi .se had no 

intention of adjourning, now that a conf'erence had finally 

been gathered. After the platform had been adopted, a synod 

committee 1,,;as appoinjred, and the Minhag America was referred 

to another committee, which was to consider it from the 

point of view of liturgy, ritual, casuistics and queries(?). 

The question of separate schools for Jewish children was 

debated at length and f'eferred to another committee for a 

report to tne next synod. After the matter of schools, in

cluding Wise's project, the Zion Collegiate Association, 

had been t;li~posed o:f, the organization and constitu:bi.tion 

of a synod was debated for t1'lO day.s. It was fibally a.greed 

that in the proposed synod, every congregation was to have 

one delegate at least, and those with over 100 members 



- 80 -

were to have two delegat,e s. A· 11 qualj_fied rabbis and 

preachers, plus elected delegates, were to constitute the 

synod -- if 70 men were assembled and 1/3 of their number 

were qualified rabbis or pr-eachers it was to be a synod. 

If less than 70 were assembled the 5athering would only 

be a conference.But only the decision of the synod would 

be binding; conference resolutions would be merely instruc

tive. The ~ynod was to consider all aspects of the Jewish 

community e,nd its reH::;ious prob·ts/' except those wl).ich 

specifically concerned only the individual congregations. 
\ 

It was not to interfere in such internal matters. No de-

cision of the synod could be contrary to the Bible, the 

Talmud, the Constitution or the la.ws of the United States. 

All religious questions were to be referred to an eccle

siastical conrnittee, mad..e up of all the qualified rabbis 

and preachers, and their report was to be accepted only 

by a 2/3 vote of the synod. Secular matters were to be re-
,~ 

ferred to col!lmittees also, but tr~vr reports could be ac-

cepted by a simple majority. Each synod was to be self

governins, and was to set the time and place for the next 
156 

meeting. 

The reaction to the Cleveland Conference was quite 

different from what Wise, or for that matter, Leeser, had 

anticipated. Neither the eastern orthodox group, nor the 

radical reform leaders were at all satisfied. Wise and 

Leeser were both denounced as traitors -- Wise for sup-
, 

posedly embracing orthodoxy, and. Le~ser for endorsing, 

by his participation, reform. The happy comprommse, which 

d t ,..,..,.0 ugh t1,e Talmud 11asolution, rested on each was achieve iu • 
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side having its own idea of what the Taµnud was. To the 

orthodox it could only be the decisionS" as codified in 

the Shulche,n Aruch, while for \'l'i se and Lilienthal it was 

the spirit of progress and growth, the principles by which 

the Talmud had adva.nced Judaism beyond the Btbble. As soon 

as the conf erence had taken cognizance of the Minha5 America, 

it became clear that the two parties were not at all in 

agreement, and then t he charges and counter-.charges began 

to fly thick and fast. The spirit of the controversy grew 

so bitter that the Ed i tor of' t h e Am.mNEA.N, while trying to 

adhere to l:.is policy of a llowing .a.11 ·roups to speak 

through his columns, had to insist that remark s be free 

from personal references and threatened to censor all arti-
157 

cles which were not written on a decent level. 

David Einhorn, Rabb i of Har Sinai Congregation in 

Baltimore, was among the first to attack Wise on the issue 

of the Talmud. Re prevailed upon his congregation to pub

lish a sharp protest, taking exception to the resolution 

that the Talmud was the legal and obli3atory commentary of 

t he Bible. The resolution adopted by the Gongre,5ation cited 

medieval scholars and the 3-erman Rabbinical Conferences 

as authorities who differed with or opposed parts of the 

Talmud. Typical of what resulted in these discmssions, 

charges and counter-charges, was the counter-prote~t of 

Abraham Rice(probably the first orda.ilhed Rabbi to come to 

America i n the 19th century) refuting Einhorn(s use of 

quotations from Maimonides, Ibn Ezra, etc. in his attack 
158 

on the authority of the Talmud. The contestants on each 

side of the struggle hurled their attacks, often on a very 

personal level, and then stood on their dignity and refused 
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to take note of the remarks of their opponents . 'r hus when 

Einhorn accused Wi f se o mutilating his introductory ser-

mon, in the ISRAELITE, Wise ans,, ered that he could not 

tal:::e- note of such a c'nar r:r. e, si· nee i· t " o was written in a 

stYle becomine neither the station he(Einhorn) occupies 

no::c the personal character of a echolar ." ••.• "d.s soon. 

as the doctor, in a style becoming the dignity of the 

subject, wlll addres s us h1s X'emar~ts ' ·i'lise would under-
159 

ta.ca to a.ns er the .. ~ In response to the official pro-

test of +.'ne b lL 1 .., a v 2ore group , t.1e standing comrni ttee of the 

Cleveland CoYl.feren ce(Wise, Lilienthal and Miller) e;ladly 

ac rnm·rledged the diffe · ence i!, platfo rms between the 

Clevela1:d Conference anc. the :-:ar Sinai Ve::1dlin and "consi:ier 
160 

it beneu th t heir digni t ~, to ans 'er to insults .. " Wl se 

privately expressed doubt a3 to whet._el" the members were 

completely or even partially competent to judse, and whether 

t hey were all actually present at the adoption of the reso-
161 

lutlon, ani asreed to it . 

Leeser partly to defend his own position, and partly 

out of disappointment and a~ger, that the conference had 

gone ahead and not heeded his suggestion to adjourn and 

meet in the east , turned about and attacked the Conference . 

The cause of union, he said, was damaged because the re

formers had taken control of the project, and especially 

because they had endeavored to construct a platform "broad 

enough to afford standing room for all shades of opinion 

prevailing among us." What had been a great achievement, 

a milestone in progress, was now the cause of failure~ 

Leeser insisted ~hat no platform was needes, no le islation 
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on religion was requires. The law was given at Sinai, 

and the only need was for a union to promote education, 

a uniform system of charity, &. publication society, a 

means of training a Jewish ministry, and to effect har

mony in the mar:agernent of publ ic affairs. Any conference 

or union must reeolve in a.dv~nce not to"meddle in religion". 

Thus neither the "stand-st ill, no± t he progressive party" 
162 

can suffer any damag e from a. union. Leeser was not ask-

ing for much, on ly tha.t rel1 3ious education be promoteµ, 

religious works published , min i sters trained, and harmony 

in _public matters effected, and all thi s without any under

stanfin3 on the burnin5 issue of the day -- the reform

orthodox controvers y~ Leeser was too realistic to think 

that reforri could be stopped now, but he was not r ealistic 

enough to see that i t had to reckoned with, either through 

compromise, or by accepting a parting of the ways, a perma

nant religious d ivision amon3 American Jews. He though it 

could be overlooked, while union was achieved on"practical 

matters'.' 

Lilienthal, writing in the ISRAELITE during and after 

t he conference, had a realistic hope, based on his feeling 

that scientific application of Talmudic principles would 

justify all the reforms which were necessary for progress. 

He hoped that am this ground, all but the extx-eme orthodox 

leaders would join with them. He pointed out that there 

was no basis for all the agitation. The conference had not 

made any decisions, had only laid the foundation for future 

discussions. It had adopted a platform wbich he thought 

both parties could agree on and proceedfrom. Committees 

bad been appointed, but in no case had any religious de-
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cis1ons been made. The procedure of a 2/3 vote on all 

relig ious questions ras stu---e1y sufficient protection 

against rash actions. 

Now that the platform had been adopted as a basis 

for unity, it remained to investigate the Ta lmud for its 

spirit and aut~ority, t o separate the traditions, legal 

re3ulations, a nd find out "the ways and means by which its 

theories, according to its wwn comments, may be further 

adapted to the wants and er.1er3encies of our times •••• " 

~!1·!e declare as senseles s and useless any reform not justi

fied by Talmudic principles , or not rooted in the develon

ment of Jewish history." 

Lilie!'lthal held that the Cleveland Co!'lfe:rence went 

beyond the ·Jerman Rabbinical Conferences, in that it defined 

its principles and did not merely set down decisions, with

out any basis or clear authority. T~e orthodox Jew could be 

led to reformsJ if such a basis were always maintained. This 

was the purpose of the committees - to do scientific work 

to support whatever de cisions might be adopted in the future. 

In dealing w~th vital and timely questions, the conference 

would revive a n interest 1n Jewish affairs, stir up settled 

minds, and revivify Jewish life. The conference, he felt, 

cemented friendships, allayed suspicions -- everyone pre-
to 

sent seemed/agr.ee that everyone else was working for the 
163 

good of Israel. Lilienthal poin~ed out how bankrupt 

was the position of the Baltimore group, who by their stand 

would leave nothing to Judaism but a formal rationalism. 

They abolished everything but Sabbath and circumcision, 

and they might as well have dropped these too, and thus 



- 85 -

win over the Christian(since no Jews would :fa.var their 

philosophy). A handful mig;b.t accept this sort of Judaism., 

but the vast majority would reject it completely. The 

basic platform of the conference was the intelligent reading 

of the Tafhmud for its principles and guiding thought,as a 

basis :for legal reform a~d development. A synod could do 

this work authoritatively and intelligently, and thus unite 

the broad mass of Jews. 

Lilienthal, it must be remembered, was not dreaming 

when he wrote this. He was present at the conference and 

active at all its sessions. Appa~antly, the men gathered 

there, though from different parties, were able to see 

a basis for cooperation and work to 0 ether for unity and 

progress. It was not those who at.tended the sessions, 

even of the orthodox group who attacked the conference. 

It was those who stayed away •. This was the real tragedy 

of the conference. It ls reasohable to assume that had 

the other orthodox leaders be.en present, they mi3ht have 

been just as able and willing to compromise and cooperate 

as their colleagues who were present. From this point of 

view, Lilienthal w·as entirely right in believing that union 

was possible even on the basis of the Talmud. The troubLe 

was th;3.t those who stayed a.way became determined to defeat 

the conference in every way. They had no use for principles 

or for the idea of development. For them Talmud was no 

more a development than Bible was, and they de-ci·ded that 

there was no need for change, except in men, who should 

change by returning to the former ways of blind. adherence 

to all that the codes required. Had these orthodox leaders 

~ + --2 
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1001':ed ahead, a.nd met w1 th the reformers in an unpre-

judiced spirit, they could easily have prevented any 

radi c~,re:f orms, and yet worked out a uniform system of 

./ practi~e, acceptable to all. The question to be asked 

1s whether Wise would have been willing to be bound by 

such a synod which flight have stopped all reform through 

the 2/3 vote. Wise and Lilienthal were so taken with their 

own ideas that they emba:cked on the task of analyzing the 
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Talmud and Reform as abasis of prozress. 

Wise was bitterl_y disappointed in the outcome of the 

Conference . That the orthodox denounced i'!f was not so sur

prising, although \'lise thought he had won over Leeser, 

and thrcugh him the orthodox group. But the attack of the 

radical reform leaders was a bitter pill, since Wise knew 

that the reform group had to stand together if they were 

to hold their own in 3.ny conference of all groups. He com

pared the fate of the conference in Cleveland to that of 

the German Rabbinical ConferenceSwhich were attacked and 
;'\_ 

excomcunicated by the orthodox while the extreme reformers 
l66 

stood aloof or slandered it. 

Reviewing the whole affair in later years, Wise saw 

that he had made many mistakes. The greatest hope for success 

had grown out of the fact that the call had emanated from 

all the Rabbis in America, the orthodox joining with the 

reform in this way. Hence there was really prospect for a 

union. Not one word had been published in opposition to 

be~ore it met. This too was a reason for the conference .1. 

B t by assuming the leading role, Wise had 
high hopes. u 
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antagonized certain groups, who were probably more 
emotionally aroused a . ga.1.nst reform, which they associated 

with Wise, than against any specific acts of the confer-

ence. Wise admitted that Cohn or Merzbacher should have 

been elected President of the Conference, Leeser Vice-

President d " ~ , an a scribe and not an orator(Liliethal) 
A 

should ha.Ye been elected secretary." There was apparently 

no objection to consistent and legal reformsamong the o:btho-

dox leaders who were present at the f _ con erence; unity among 

the delegates had been achieved and all felt that they 

could work together in unity. 

"t!hen t he conference adjourned, Wise "imagined that the 

battle had been fous ht and won. ·we all knew we. could 5ain 

the consent of the synod to any reform we wanted •••• hence 

we believed to have gained a powerful and lawful organ for 

progress." Here Wise was probably a little too sure of him

self', and this 1s something which his friends objected to. 

(See the comments of Kayer below.) That all was not perfect 

and harmonious soo~ dawned on Wise. Protests from Charle

ston and New York, as well as Baltimore were raised. 11No 

one expected them; for they proceeded from the reform camp 

whose active support we counted on confidently. 11 This was 

the real blow to Wise's hopes, 11:for without union among the 

reformers, who were in the minority(on the national scene) 

no progressive measures could be hoped for from the synod •• 

•• •• a 11 t he efforts for union were shattered, for the mo-

ment at any rate, by these protests. The best thing ••••• 

would have been to go to Charleston, Baltimore and New York 

in aria.er to effect a recall of the protests, by personal 
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effort-s and explanations. I would have done this, if 

honor ans self-respect had not forbidden it". Insults 

and vile abuse, however, soon cooled Wise's enthusi~s 

and dampened his optimism. "We were t t d 111 /'-rea e -':"9 •••• 

a crowd of political bummers and adventurous tramps ••••• 

and that too in language , the like of which we had never 

met before, and discloeed hatred, rage and fanaticism, 

rather than ins truction and a.r3ument. The whole purpose 

of the conference and the proposed synod was passed oi;z,er 

in silence, a.nd the Tam.mud, together with the men who 
167 

at t ended t he meeting, were made the chief objects of attack. 

What made the failure of the conference an especially 

keen disappointment to Wi se, was t hat he had hoped, by his 

bold stand on the 'Talmud, to be the instrument toward unity. 

He was willing to compromise with the moderate orthodox 

group for the sake of union. Wise might have rallied a 

large1 group to the conference, had he not saved bis ''bomb

shell for the sessmons, and instead, presented it in ad

vance to the orthodox, either personally, or in corres

pondence. He might also have won over Einhorm and Hayer, 

had he approached them and explained what he meant by Tal

mud. That complete and perfect harmony would have prevailed 

is doubtful, but had these men met face to face, as did 

the 21 leaders in Cleveland, possibly a greater number 

might have been drawn together, so that a truly middle-of

the-road movement might have taken root, embracing all but 

the extreme leaders on both sides. As things turned out, 

only a small handful of the moderate reform group were 

at all united by the conference. 
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To undersatnd a little better why some of the reform 

s roup did not participate in the conference, we can turn 

to the reactions of Mayer of the Betti Elohim congregation 

in Charleston. Mayer was by no means in the class of Ein

horn, for thou5h he disasreed. , in principle, witb Wise, 

he defended him personally. 

I-:ayer had opposed Wise 1 s idea that a union should 

embrace orthodox and .reform · roups . He felt that the or

thodox would never ae5ree to even 11 le6a l reforms". "Union 

is possible only in every party itself -- but not between 

t he several pa::.--ties." ·;tise h:9.d etated that the matter of 

an. organ i n tl--:ce syna303ue could be left to each indi vi.dual 

con3.resa.tio!1, but I-:ayer objected. that this was completely 

contradictory to t he i dea of .9. synod. If the I:-'~Lnhag America 

and other litur5ical matters are to be left to the decisions 

of th-- synod, how can the questi ozybf an organ be decided by 

an individual congre5ation? Nayer insisted if he joined in 

a synod, he woullfl feel 1110:rally bound to submit in all .mat-
168 

ters which the synod decided. 

We have already referred to Mayer 1 s letter to the 

AS.l'-IOliEAN in connection with the 1841 union plan. The reso

lution adopted by the congregation then was clearly applic9.

ble to the Cleveland Conference, according to his viewpoint. 

The pnoposed synod is a "desootic hierarchy" whose decisions 

are to be "legally valid 11 • It might not be able to compel 

its decisions, but if a con0re0ation voluntarily joined 

the union, it would in all honesty be required to submit 

to the authority which it had helped to creat-e. Drs. Wise, 
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c ohn' and rfe:rzbacher ,·,ould be honor bound to accep t and 
follow the resolut i a n£ of t he 

8 Y~od, even theugh a 2/3 vote 
of t h e orthodox might 

oppose the use of t h e or3an, for 

example. And a rabbi 
' t hus lound, mi3l;.t find his congre-

3 ation opposed Lo ~n · 
l, ,.,_11 s vi ewi,. a 11d be fo r ced to resign his 

pulpit, and ~ake way for a ( r ·eform) rabbi who was not bound 

in his views by t n~P - action of the synod . 

i•layGr d•.:·cla.re d ~e f3.vored a u_nion which was practical. 

In harch 1854 h e had written to Wi se tha f it ,Ja s 
v -. IlOi•f p OS -

sible to cell a deliberat ive me~ti·na ~ ~ - o 0.1. re .L orm min isters, 

since there were e nou;;r.11 o:r" t l t t · t ......, . 1em o cons 1 ute a work ing 

group. Wise had a.greed ans su35ested_ t h e names of those 

who were likely to be receptive to such a program. Appar

ently Wise haa::U1,3.d visions of a grander project, and so the 

Cleveland Conference had been called on a broad e,11-inclu

sive scope. ~ayer felt that the Cleveland platform would 

not make for unity ev en though representatives of both 

parties had agreed to it. What most disturbed Mayer, was 

t h e inconsistency of Wise's principles and actions. He 

questioned Wise's ri5ht to make reforms before the Con

ference or synod approved. 111 s he so certain that the synod 

created, as it were, by him and his co-adjutors, would ex

e:rciae its hierarchical powers only so fa.r as it is in ac

cordance with his vfews, and give sanction to all he had 

done beforehand?" Mayer did not question Wise's sincerity, 

and did not brand him a traitor or a renegade, though he 

did question his consistency and correctness. He still 

h i and others in a conference(on a re-
hoped to meet wi th m 

) t tin a synod, which he considered too 
form basis bu no 
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much of a hierarchi 1 169 · ca. institution~ 

Mayer's critieism, 1 5 ven oooly and i·n ~ 1 dl a _r en y 
manner, were effective , and fise came to realize that 

union could not be based on an alliance with the orthodox 

group. He had had this bitter experience, had seen his 

fon.tlest hopes da$hed to earth by the personal animosity 

which made open-mindedness and clea-_ ,- judgement impossible. 

No one can say whether Wise was personally responsible for 

the failure of this important attempt at unity. He was 

too strongly identified with r9form to be the ?rids e be

tween the extremes of either party. But whether another man, 

Lilienthe.l for example, could have succeeded, is pure specu

lation. 

This much is certa~n - from the point o·f view of unity, 

broad, all inclusive unity, tbe religious field was defin

itely beyond such a program. There were parties - sharply 

divided groups - and there seemed little prospect that they 

could ever be dr8''-'n together on a. religious ba.si.s. In tact, 

90 bitterly did Wise regard the eastern leaders, both re

form and orthodox, that he found it i~possible to work with 

them for years to come. When the orthodox group worked out 

the Board of Delegates which had nothing to do with religion, 

Wise could not help seeing in it a.n attempt to kill re-

A f the radical reformers, Wise ignored them com
form. s or 
pletely for the present and turned all his attention to the 

moderate reform group of the middle west. 



CHAPTER IV 

-____;_=-=-=-=-:.!.!:=. PROJECTS - :3rUR'"' TO U:~TITY 

To promote Jewish educat· ion, especially on a higher 
level, and to train mini·~ r s~ers or the American Jewish 

cormnuni ty we..s co_lsidered by all parties as a national 

problem. There were schools attached to t - cong1"esa ,ions, 

and. in some cities, attempts had been made to run a school 

in connecti on with seve::'a l con5:resat ions. But, for the most 

part, such school we r e on an elememtary level, and did not 

~olve +l1e p ro lem OT.. ti - · ' 1,,. 1 hi f' - ~ _ - pro-a _ns Je11sn sc:10 a rs_ p, or o_ 

providin3 traine leade~s for the fDerica~ co~gre~ations. 

A.l~o2t every essay o U."liOn incluc.led t:ne education question 

B. one of the re!:l,eo~s why unior. was essential. Conversely, 

the attempt to esta , li sh a. college, u..11.iverstty or seminary 

1 :i t Y'e of' !1i:1cation, as it was too much for ea o 0 oce :ne~us:i_ -

· 1 rr e <1.t,1.· on to undertake such a project . a sins e conw u- .. 

Early in 1853, ,,1hile yet in the east, Wise started to 

Col 'lep;e. He wondei-•ed where teachers and preach-a 5i ta te for a - _ 

b ~ro ure~ in 20 years, and ur6ed the I.O.B.B. 
ers would e '=' ,;':I 170 

e ~rly sta~es, to reflect on this proble~. 
still in its a o 

a plan, the first of many to follow, 
In August he p:resented 

the cost, the curriculum, and the 
in which he considered 

. American He brew 
organization of an 

Colle3e, to include 

di to prepare ministers ~er.eral stu es, 
Jewish as well as O -

. 1 ocation. The basis of repre-
a.nd others for a. practice. v 

f the college was to be one 
s~a tion in the oovernment o ti ,,, . 

r.-ht bv a con,;rega on. , ise 
~ ~ 0 share boUfY• J 

Vote P er each ~~lO b .&' hi h 

said he kn€W of 83 

could buy at 1east 

ject, F1se offered 

n...,.,,,e-za t1011s a t this time, eac oi w. c 
co rr Q 

Eas0 y> one share• , ----
to orbanize such a pro-

171 
surport the idea. 

to tra~, about to 
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As soon a.s Wise was t ... se ~led in Cincinnati, with a 

cooperative congrega.tion to back h1' m and a newspaper to 

carry hi.s messag e abroad, he began to wo_Y'k f ... or l,he college 

idea in earnest. His idea was to "establish a College on 

the plan of the German universities, connected with a theo-

lo5ical seminary, and a seminary for ,L h l,eac_.:er s, in order to 

promul~ate science a~d the interests of Judaism among our 

fellow-citizens. 11 A oeeting was called for Sunday, October 
172 

8th at which 1·lise was to be the chief speaker. Proba-

bly at this mee tin6 t he Zion Colle5:late Association was 

establ13hed, and after a series of meeting~ , a constitution 

and by-laws ·wer-e adopted and officer.S elected. Over 200 

Cincinnatians responded to tt.e idea and joined the movement. 

It ·was hoped from t.he outset t hat similar assooiations 

would be formed in other cmties a.nd the by-laws stated that 

each sister society could elect one delegate for 25 members 

to sit on the board of the proposed college. The only con-
173 

dition was that $50 had to be contrituted for each delegate. 

Finally on January 1, 1855, a call to the Israelites 

of America vms published by the Cincinnati group . 2000 copies 
174 

of the call, in English and i n German, were sent out. 

~1 The call listed the officers as Mosely Ezekiel - President, 

H . l-iack _ Vice-President, I .M. Wise - Corresponding Secretary, 
175 

and M.Helman - Secretary of Finance. 

The A.Si,;J:ONEAN carried the call, and its editor sagely 

warned that such a project was far from easy to carry 

th Proposed •••• will ripen into 
thDoµgh. "The und-ertaking us 

the Hebrew communities throughout the west can 
reality if 

C
~cep· tlon of the many benefits deriva

be broue;ht to a. juSt 0 
I' 
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ble from possessing an educational 
institution in America , 

capabl e of raisin~ a cl 
~ _as s cf students, qualified to take 

charge of the various ministen1.·n1 
~ - offices ••• •• Experience 

- J 

however' •••• . has shown that there are immense difficulties 
to be cleared a·way in 

object which does not 

centralizing Jewish support for any 

offer an immediate return , either by 

suppl ying a pressin5 local want , or meeting an emergebcy 
176 ' 

the claim of which is not to be evaded . " 

Wise ' s optimism , however , was unbounded , and when an 

announcement , with an appeal for donations , came to his 

attention , statin5 that a "Jewish 'fheologica.l Seminary 

and Scientific I nstitution" had been incorpor ated , and was 

trying to establish itsel f, Wise commented favorably on the 

project . It should be carried forward "by the united efforts 

of a.11 11 and 1·ase was certain it could be fitted into the 

scheme of the Zion Collegiate Association ~ The humor of this 

suggestion lies in t :Ce fact that the stated purpose of the 

proposed school was 11 tr..e perpetuation of the ancient andl 
177 

orthodox Jewish faith , ita customs , rites and ceremonies ." 

Branches of the Z.C .A. were formed in Louisville March 7 , 

in Bal timore May 13, i n Philadel phia May 20, in New York City 

( No.l at Templ e Emanuel· and No . 2 at Covenant i7~1, sponsfed 

by the r. o .B.B. ) on May 27, in Al bany June 3 . This l i st 

reads l ike the engagements 0£ a speaking tour, which in 

reality was what had happened . Wise spoke in each of the 

for support for his plan . Th e result 
cities, and appe a l ed 

of all these branches . In each case , 
was the organization 

l t ed constitutions adopted, and subscr1p-
officers wer e e ec ' 

,.fise s t ated that the governmet of t he pro
tions pledged · r, 
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posed the colleae 

u would be democratic and 179 representative. 
As was almost inevitabl 

e, the question of orthodoxy 
was raised. J b aco Ezekiel of Ri hm 

c ond, while praising the 
Z. C.A. , pointed out t bat • 

form group made i 
it would be attacked if the re-

nroads into its management. Wise ' s inter-

preta tion of Jewish history(a reference to 
his History of 

the Israelitish Nation etc .published 
1854) had raised many 

doubts as to his orthodoxy, and his leade_~sl11·p might damage 
t he cause. Ez ekiel u d w· t r ge · i se o state his position clearly. 

In reply Wise said that h e considered himsllf an orthodox 

Jew, but t hat this did not rea lly ma tter, since he would be 

subordinate t o t h e elected dele: ate s who would Guide and 
180 

control the college, and a s for himself, he desire no office. 

In t h e sunm:er of 1855, the ISR..4.ELITE carried a plan 

for a four year preparatory college to be established at 

once e.s a forerunner of whatever institution the Z.C .A, 

might eventually organize. This p lan was presumably the work 

of Wise, and it included all the specifications, curriculum, 

finances, g overnment, etc.and suggested i mmediate action . 

The Cincinnati Z,C .A. board met and referred this plan to 

a committee on August 6th, at the same time instructing 

Wise to get fact{ a.bout the sister organiztions, who we~e 
181 

the officers and how lar ge was the membership. On Sep-

tember 5th, at a general meeting, the board's recommendation 

to act on Wise's plan was adopted, and a few days later 

a Board of Trustees was elected to manage the new venture -

the Zion Ooll~ge. The Cincinnati Z.C.A. undert ook to pay 

all the expenses, but Wise called on the sister societies to 

elect dele¾ates and send students( as well as funds, pre-
0 182 

sumabl y) according to p l an. 
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At first the openi ng date 
was set .for October 25 , 

ana it was announced that L 
i lienthal , Dessar and Wise 

would be the instructors. Tuition tras # 
183 " set at ,?50 per an-

num . Before Wise left for Cleveland in the fall of lass, 
it was an..nounced that the Cinc1nnati society had subscribed 

®900 to t he colle0~e and elec ... Led 9 delegates to the board . 

Wise had been elected .President - of the cpncinnat i z .c .A. 
and expressed the ho t 'l,,. t ,.h c1 r,·· - pe ~1a l, e __ eveland Conferenc would 

181+ 
advocate support of Zion College . 

The separate action taken by the Cincinnati z.c.A. 
angered the s i s t er societies in the ea st. An article 1n the 

Am.;Ol'!EAN i n October , announcins a. r.ieeting of Z.C.A. No . l 

at ~manuel on October 7th, i ndicated that this matter would 

be brou~ht up at t hat tice . The report, however , onl y indi

cared t hat1 a. constitution and by-lavrs had been adopted and 

officers elected, but said nothing about the decision to 

open Zion Colle5e . The other .:ew York society met on October 

27th and adopted a strong resolution censoring the action 

of the Cincinnat i group . A committee originall y appointed 

to draft a constitution, reported instead that they had doC'W!! 

ments to show that the Cinci nnati Z.C.A. ,by deciding to open 

the Zion College in their city , had viol ated the original 

agreement that a conference of delegate s would be called 

to decide when and where a College woul d be established . 

The commi ttee therefore urged that the New York 3roup sever 

its relations with Cincinnat i and re-organiz.e independently 

as a :new organization "for the moral and religious education 

of youth. " This report was accepted unanimously, and a pub 

lic statement was released on Octooer 30, s e t tin5 forth t he 
185 

action of the society and its reasons. 
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Wise answered the chai-•3es of breach of covenant 
, by 

asserting t' ... th __ _ 
nal, - e aoreement among the sever•al Z . C.A . groups 

was wlth regard to a Univars1ty, wherea.s tl1e 
• PX'oposed Zion 

College was to be only a preparatory school. 
!'~evertheless 

he offered th 0 ot'-1"'·" - r 
..... -~L o oups representation on the board of 

Zion Oolle •-:-e · nti · ,_ 
6 , propox onaL.e t o whatever contribution th 

186 ~ey 
were Willin~ to m~ko T 

::, .... ..... . hat establish ing and suppo.!:'ting 
Zion Colle~e ~as virtually a - t t h 

~ · - ouaran e e ,at the university 

would eventually be !'!et, up i n Cincinnati , and that this de-

prived the other Je•;1ish 0 roups of the f r eedom. to bid for the 

university in their owr. cities , Wise neatly overlooked . 

Everyth i ng h e s 9..id ,-ras strictly true , but he evaued the 

heart of the issue, that of equality a.r1ong the various so

cieties in the plannin0 , as well as the 5overning, of the 

proposed institution. 

Apparently °\'/ise was aw9.re in later years that it had 

been imp!'oper for Cincinnati to proceed , as it had , on a uni

lateral basis. He s aid i t had been the 6incinnati membership 

of the Z.C.A. who had pushed the opening of the College , 

and he had opposed this, " for nothing had been as yet accom

iblished ou:hside this ci ty to assure the permanence of such 

an institution." He had been out1roted, he said , and allowed 

himself to be carried along by the popular enthusiasm which 

had induced the Cincinnati people t o agree to maintain Zion 

Coll ege '' even if the societies outside Cincinnati contri

buted nothing." He was merely the agent of this s roup, he 

3aid , "It would have been foolish ana. unjust of me to oppose 

, this enthusiasm any ·1onger . 11 Just how e;reat the enthusiasm 

was 1 s not easy to determine, as Wise himself wrote ._ "There 
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was no enthusiasm amona th 

V e people at lar6e, but on the 
other hand, the :few who were 

deeply interested 1n eduacation 
and culture ••..• were all the more active."187 

A.t any rate, Zion College was proudly opened in the 

fall oi' 1855. 12 Jewish and 2 Christian s+udents 
.., Wel'.'e en-

rolled. The instructors were Cohen, Jankerma·1 l BS , Lilienthal, 
Rothen_~eim, Thompson and fise . Its existence was cut 

,Pr. 

short, however, because of f;inancia l ::iifficulties. Although 

Wise spote in terms of raising 0100 ,000 for a sin_l{ing fund, 

and worked out a _ple.~1 for financi:c.3 the College through a 

joint sto c~{ con_ any , it was apparently i mpossible· to raise 

even enough mo· ey to pay the very limited expenses of the 

College. Afte:> less than two years of actual operation, the 

College was officially declared out of existence, the Oicin

nati Z.C.A. was dissolved, and all its asserts and resources 

were turned over to the newly or-anized high school depart

ment of the Talmud Yelodim Institute{ now 9 years old). 
189 

Thus ended 'dise' s first attempt -to establish a college. 

was 

11 If 

In later years iise admitted that the whole undertaking 
~ 

not managed well and that he had misjuf3ed the aituation. 

AmericanJewry had been ripe for such an undertaking at 

that time •••••• what could not such a school as the college 
190 

11 h d · th· th of 20· yea_l"'s 1• 11 have accomp s e wi in e space Wise 

never admitted the most important truth, namely that the 

real failure was in for getting to abide by the principle or 
unity, which he himself so firmly advocated. He knew that a 

College was more than any one community could undertaket 

he had travelled rar and wide, spoken and preached the 

necessity of national action for a college, and then had 

allowed local enthusiasm to carry him away. This was not 
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only a blow to the Zion Coller-e j 

0 pro ect, but a setback to 
the whole unity movement 

'in that Wise was earning for him-
self the reputation t 

hat he was only interested in build-

ing up institutions where h e could predominate. This was as 

much the reason why later projects were suspected and failed 

as anythin5 else. 

One failure, however, could not stop Wise, and in 1858 

and again in 1861 he publisbed editor1·a1~ ~ calling for a 

college' and ventured to subm1· + a plan to l91 v _ the public. 

In 1866 Wise published a letter from Abraham Cohn of Cg.icago 

which stated a detailed plan for raising Osoo,ooo in five 

years a.s a permanent _fia.nd, by assessing or taxing each Jew 

in the country $1 ea.ch 13ar at the high holidays. This sum 

invested in government bonds would yield from {~30 ,000 to 

~40 ,000 a year, enough to guarantee the ma.intaina,nce of a 

College. In five years the trustees of the fund were to 

call a national convention of congregational dele5ates to 

organize the Col+ee;e, and as more funds were invested, 

higher branches of learning were to be included to expand 
192 

the College into a national Jewish universtty. The plan 

received some support, both from individuals and con5re3a

tions. In st.Louis, Buffalo, Indianapolis, New Brunswick 

and c~ti~-~ati, congre3ations 
tool{ action to implement the 

193 
-\ 

plan, but nothing seems to have come of it. 

Wise insisted in later years that Philadelphia began to s''.1 

show interest in education on a higher level, only after 

there in behalf of the z.c.A. He maintained 
he had spoken 

1 "leading thought was to have the institution 
that Leeser s 

11 

controlled bY the orthodox party, 
and so he diverted the 

. t which Wise had aroused to strictly local efforts 
interes 
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rise to the Iiiai:monides College. 

Whether or not this is 
true is hard to say. I.eeser had 

been interested in the problem - of educatio~ at least from 

the day he bega~ publishi'ng h' - ls OCCID~NT. ~ven before that 

in 1841, he had uro7ed ~he ~ bli 
1.,__ es L.9, sijuent of a Central High 

School to train Chazzanim, lecturers ·- and teachers for 

consregational needs of the America · Jewish community. 

Whether Wise I s personality e.nd oratorical ability served to 

heighten inter·est in the problem in Philadelphia, and thus 

had concrete effects is impos s ible to tell. Nothing happened 

in Philadelphia im~ediately after 1855 to prove that Viise had m 

moved mountains or struc!c oil~ ?-laimonides Colle6e did not 

come into being until 1867, a nd them. only after great effort 

by Leeser and the :Coard of Dele5ates. The lebrew Eduuation 

Society had been in existence sihce 1848 and its school 

operati1'!.g since l951. If anything, Wise did his best to 

laugh the Haimonides Colle6 e out of existence before it was 

in onera.tion. 
;. 

The school of the Hebrew Education Society of Phila

delphia was a local vebture, and not until 1860, when the 

Board of Delegates was in existence was :bhere any prospect 

of a College along national lines in Philadeiphia. In Aug-

ust of that year, Isaacs included in his proposed agenda 

D le.gates the establishment of a. theo-
for the Board of e ' 195 

and an American Jewish College. When 

it adopted the estab-
logical seminary 

the board did meet, on August 13th, 

Of ~ college as one of its future objectives, but 
lishment c;> 

it was impossible to carry through at present 
declared that 196 

Leeser pressed the idea again in 
for financial reasons. 
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progress was impossible as the result of 

After the· war i 8 ' n 1 66, he renewed the 
question and expressed the 

hope to see his "darling pro

Jewish theological high school to train 
ject realized"_ a 

rabbis and 198 pro~ote the knowledge of Judaism. This time 
he was not to b e disappointed. In its 7th Annual Report, 

the Executive Comr::ittee of the Board of Delegates inclu-
199 ' ded a plan for a rabbi i _n cal seminary. On Augmst 1, 1866 

the Eoard issued i a c rcular, requesting aid and support 

from the con: regations and other orsanizations for the es

ta.blish:!1.ent of preparatory hi6 h schools and a seminary :for 

training rabbis. It published the resolution adopted by 

the Board, !-1ay 2e , 1866, which requested that the delegates 

use t heir best effmrts on behal!l of Hebrew ·education, and 

especially to r a ise funds for a college in Philadelphia. 

· The plan was to "engre..ft" preparatory schools on existing 

Hebrew schools throu5hout the cou:itry, and their graduates 

would be eligible to enter the proposed college in Phila

delphia. Such preparatory schools could be established in 

cities like New Yorl{ and Philadelphia, and the courses were 

to be uniform, preparing men simultaneously, in different 

parts of the country f9r work aj the college. The college 

itself was to be establisbedunder a charter already grant--

~d1f1tc. tion Society of Philadelphia by the 
ed to the Hebrew = T\ 
legislature. The college was to be governed by the Board of 

Delegates, the Hebrew Education Society, and other support

Fees were to be moderate, and scholar-
ing organizations. 

those who needes them. At least ~50,000 
ships available to 

~ the project actually was undertaken. 
had tD be pledged be-ore 

tb o 0 ard were appointed a Collection Com
The delegates to _e ~ 
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mittee to raise the 200 

necessary funds. · 

When the Board f o Delegates met again in 1fay., 1867 
. it resolvec.. to ouen t' 201 ' 

"" ne College that fall. 11.pparently 
:funds were available 

' and concrete steps could be taken. 
In June the 

Board's Exe cu ti ve Cammi ttee met in £: ew York 

and elected as trustees for the C 11.... . 
0 eoe A.Hart, M.A.Dropsie., 

I .Bin swanger ~- Sul b· _ 
' ·- • z er-c,er , A S Sa·,-.on-i H J hi 202 • • - - , • osep , and 

I-!.S.Isaacs. On June 25th, these t rustees elected the 

following ministers as ~ proiessors of the College: 

Rev.Dr.Jastrow Talmudic literature and Jewish history 
" 
It 

" 

" 

" 
II 

II 

II 

Bettelheim - I-:ishnah and Book of Decisions 

Morais - Biblical literature and commentaries 

Leeser - Belles Lettres, Homiletics and Compar

itive Theology . 

Buttenwieser - Talmudic literature 

In addition, the trustees elec tes A.Hart President and M.Suls-

berger Secretary of the Colle5e, a~d decided to open it on 
203 

the 4th Monday in October. Or. July 1, another circular 

was released, announcinG the faculty, and outlining a five 

year collet:;iate course leading to the usual degrees., and also 

for candidates for the ai.nistry, to the 5.D. and D.D. degrees. 

The course included ancient lan3uages - Greek, Latin, Hebrew 

and Chaldaic; Modern languages - Frenchand German; the lit

erature of each of these languages, natural science, history, 

mathematics, astronomy, moral and intellectual philosoph~, 

Constitutional h i story and laws of the United States, Belles 

Letters, Homiletics, Compaf ti ve Theo logy, Bible , Ni shnah, 

Commentaries, Shulchan Aruch, Yad Hachazakah, Jewish history, 

Literature, Hebrew philosophy, Talmud with commentaries. 

Also Chazanuth 1 and Shechitah. The requirements for admission 
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to this institution of such great 1 
earning, were merely 

to be able to trahslate the histo_~i·cal portions of the 
Bible, but those not able to meet t 'ni·s requirement, could 
enter the preparatory school of 

The tuition fee was to be "· 100 
.. ' 

the Hebew Education Society. 

and board and lodging could 

be ha.d for i)200 per yee.r. Scholars' ,ips of $100 and ~) 300 

wou~d be rr-ade avail.ab le to students and congre;~a:tions wer': 

invited264 set up scholarships and nominate qualified stu-

dents. This circu l a r carried as the na1t e of the new 

institution, Maimonides College. 

'Pith the arrival of a studen"- from Bubuque, Iowa, 

and three Philadelphi~ boys ready for entrance, the trustees 

su1!:unoned the professors and asked t~em to prepare a curri

culum for the first year. Leeser was elected by the faculty 

as President pro-fem. On .~onday, r ovember 4, after a week's 
205 

delay, the ftirst classes were held. They continued regu- . 

larly throu3h t he year, and on 'Wednesday, Aa.y 13, 1868 

t:1ere was a public examination of the five students in 

Bible, philosophy, Talmud, history, Greel{ and German. By 

this time the professors were 1:hree in number and there was 

one instructor. The three professors, ministers in the com

munity, taught gsatuitously, and only the instructor was 

paid a sllary for his services. Thus the school was able 

to continue through a general financial crisis, without 
206 

having to close its doors. To help the College, the 

Board of Delegates, at i~s annual meeting in 1868, ap-

pointed a special committee to raise scholarships among 
- 207 

the few York con3re. ations. 

on the whole th01"e was little object ion to the college. 

Shortly before the college had opened, the "Leader" of 
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Ne,-i York, criticised the program which had been sent out, 

sayin:::; tha. t "there we.s no pror,..:osition i· n i· t t a procure 300d 

teachers for ot1r you.th." r .... eeser was no,., sttre wheth e:c to 

take this as a jud~ement on th~ faculty, or a critiaism 

that thei-·e vere no education courses in the cur-r1culum. 

The same article raised the ques~ion of reform vs . ortho-

dox,v, at t~1e co1_1e~e, to h 1 J 1-uic Lee ser- r p lied that t he col-

l e.;.e wa3 not to be partisan on t h e qi..lc stion, 
208 

e cr1 ticisa .... tu1ti_ it 1•1as .fur..ctio11in5. 

\ise in tv3 r:.~ EL.1.TE w .. ;f;~ a satirical 

and should ·10 t 

and biting 

crit_cis;n of '::l.o ::!.e pro ect , based on the circular 

published by t he Soard of Dele3ates . In principle , he said, 

he was not o_ posed o t ~e 1 ~ a of a~ o~thodox colle3e, but 

~-iai i::wnides Colle0e was not 3. coll95e at a.11, but a rabbi

nical semine.:- -. ':e questioned the titles of the members of 

the faculty(the "'1ev,.Dr." before each narne) and also tile 

titles of the sub ects in the curriculum. In this he dis

played. a keen sen3e of humor and a. sharp satirical style. 

~-h o were the men o:d t;1e £acul ty and how could the College 

undertake such a hu~e program? His whole attitude was to 
209 

ridicule the colle5e out of existence. 

Leeser' s response to Wise's attack was interesting in 

many ways. The a5ed leader seemed personally hurt at the un

kind remarks which Wise had made, and imputed his oppo

sition to the fear that a generation of trained leaders 

would be raised who would eventually expose the imposters 

in the ra.nks of reform. He ur0 ed the 11 5enuine reformers" 

to establish their own college , and would wish them success. 

To illustrate, by contrast, the generous attitude of a 
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sincere Refor1;1 Jew toward the college, he aclr.nowledse a 

gift of books made to the li"bra f th 210 ry O · _e college by this 
individual. 

Actually Lees e r- 1•re..s dree2in3 up ~•Tise I s re□arks with 

motives higher than t hose which had influenced him to at-

t , · r · · a cK ~-'..a~monides College. It is doubtful that 1,vise feared 

to be 11 e'-po ed" t' ,._ h .1s. s , Ol" -na v .. e was afraid of young graduza te s 

of an American seminary. The:!."e was probably very l i ttle more 

to his satire and ridicule than the des ire to belittle the 

ver·y thing which he had tried, unsuccessfully, to accom

p lish and which l1is old rival rni;ht now carry through wi -th 

a det3ree of sa.ccess . We shall see that this was exactly his 

attitude toward the Eoard of Delegates. His reasons for .~ 

opposition were irrelevant e.nd based on false assumpt::·ns, 

and are;uin3 a3ainst him was pointless. He wa.s opposed to 

both the Board and the College, beaause they were or3an

ized in the east and not in the west, because their leader

ship was orthodox ~nd not reform, and mainly, because some

one else, and not he, was the chief a 3ent in the or3ani

aion. Wise was "5ettinti! even" for his own failure at the 

Cleveland Conference. 

There w'Bre other less successful attempts to organ-

ize a college on a national basis. One of these proceeded 

from the literary societies which were then largely in 

vogue. On January 18, 1864, the Jewish Literary Societies 

of Baltimore met in committee and resolved to attempt to 

unite all such literary societies in the country to sponser 

and found a Hebrew Na:tional Colle3e. They raised over !~2000 

toward their goal, received some response, but found that 

the number of such societies was not large enougl1 to accom-
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plish this purpose . 211 

In W e_w York the Emanuel conr.-r ti e 6 ega on decided on 
November 3, 1865, to establish a theological seminary. 

They organized an · a.ssocia:tion for the purpose, with dues 

a t ~lO per year or ~~100 for life. Wise gave them advice as 

to costs in the ISR..-4.ELITE and ~-dsh.e:-'1 them 
,, ..L ~l luck. The Em!lllluel 

project was the first to be undertai .... en b,, i ... .; a s ng le congre-

5a t ion, and on a clearly stated ~rt· b · P-""- isan asis. I ts purpose 

was "the edu t · f J ca ion o ewish youths for the Jewish ministry 

on the basis of reforri1 ." Tbe by-laws _provided that the maj

ority of the board must at all times be members of the 
212 

Emanuel Uongreg a.tion of New York • . 

By the early part of 1867 the Society had a capital 

of $6000 and 133 I'.l.embers . Its inco!!le from dues and inye.rest 

was $1750 a year. I:b was supporting two students at Columbia 

who were receiving a Jewish education privately. The society 

seems to have broadened its view by this time, as the by

laws were a.mended to allow members of other consregations 

to sit on the. board freely, provided that their congrega

tion~~ad expunged from the litur3y of their services all 
0 

nationalistic references~, The name of' the pro~sed school 

was accordingly changed to the "American Hebrew College 
213 

of the City of New York." 

Similar projects were undertaken elsewhere . In New 

Orleans, in St.Louis, and in Savannah, there were attempts 

at higher Jewish learning and instruction, but none of the 
214 

projects seemed to succeed, at least not within our period. 

The r.o.B.B. had a plan for an American Jewish University 

1866. By thj_s time the members of the order num
a.s arly as 

bered 7000 in 78 lodges. Its plans were to have each member 
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contribute $10 a. ~r to an education fu..l'ld, and to have 

each lodge contribute t soo a ~rear for the support of 5 

students from their city. The site of -the university was 

to be determined by a convention as soon 2..s the funds were 

available. Perhaps bees.use there was a. possibility that the 

Univer~i ty mi3ht be established in Cincinr..ati, ':fise gave 

this plan full editorial support. Wise was a 3reat ad□irer 

of the 0rdel"' and perhaps this too had so~e-thL11.g ta do with 
215 

his favoraole attitude. 

The need for hi;;her education was still not felt strong-

', ly enougb. to unite the various 0roups which were becoming 
l 

11 more and more self-conscious a long meaningful lines. The 
[ '· I ;

1 l; old national anta.50:nmsms , inherited from Europe, were, in ' ,, 
t 1: 

t ·; part, 3 1 ving way:, and tl;.e opposition to the immisrant was 
,\ . 
\ :, 

e: ·1 oom1ng ess w. _ _ ...., ·1·· 1 · 1 as aproble=, fo-J.~ the time being.· But the con-
f I 

f ~roversy o~er the 5rowin5 retorm group and the opposition 
~ ,, 

l ·~f the lat•ger and still much stron~er orthodox group was 
1J x~ 
{! ~ecoraing far 11ore serious. Alon..3 somewhat the same lines, 
ll ,1 _· t ai,1 ea.st-west rivalry ,.-,ras assumi.mg important proportions, 

I 

t and these antasonisms were standing in the way of the 

slowly emer;;ing need for trained leadership, for the inte

gration of efforts -- for unity. 



CHAPTER V 

THE FIRST ~~ - J EWISH DEFEKCE 

If relig ious issues seemed to divide Jews and split 

t hem into parties, 1 ~ecu ~r ma tters , particularly questions 

of civil rights at home anu· d f f e ence o co- religionists abroad , 

tended to draw them toc-:i::etl1er . T'hey d ~ - were ma e to realize that 

there was a t least one thin.'.: which confronted all Jews alike 

and that wa.s t he danger of an ant i - Je\'tish outburst. By the 

mit:dle of t :he 19t h century , Jew:s of the western world had 

come to bel ieve that tte old wives ' tales a.bout ritual mur

der were a thin5 of t he past , never again to be rai sed . They 

thoue;ht that the pm.rer of the me:dieval church, though not 

destroyed, could never be exercised a3a.in as tyrannically 

as it had bee!l before . They felt that while there were still 

ves tige s of legal discrimination left, these would gradually 

disappear, and certainly never receive sanction or approval 

from one of the world I s great deimocra tic powers. The Damas

cus Atfair i n 1840 , the Kortara Affair in 1858, and the 

question of the Swiss treaty, la,stin.:; frorr. 1851 to 1874, 

were factors i n awa.1-:ening the Je:w to the realization that 

"things were not what they seemed ." 

'These three manifestations of the vitality and strength 

of anti- Jewish feeling did much to force upon the Jews of 

America a certain measure of unity. One could disregard the 

waste of efforts and money in the duplication of benevolences, 

one could remain oblivious to the needs of higher education, 

one could refuse to yE1eld sovereignty for the sake of re

ligious uniformity. But to evade the dangers represented 

in the three issues mentioned above was i mposs ible , and if 

unity of action was the only way to safeguard one's posi-
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tio:!:1 and defend one ' s brethren 
overseas , t hen unity had to 

be worked out in spite of 
- whatever obstacl es made i t dif-

ficult . While personality 1 h 
cases and sectional <differences 

and even relie;iou~revented the achievement of per fect har-

mony , it is neverth less true" that on these immediate issues 

the America1- Je1(~; h comouni ty was most -'\:. successful in unify-
in3 its many constituent parts. 

The first time that the Jews of America joi ned with 

their European brethren on an international question was in 

1840, when the Jews of Da.mascus were char3ed with the ritual 

murder of a Capuchin l;!onk . Father '!'omaso and his attendent 

had disappea.red mysteriously, a:id as a result , 13 Jews , 

among them the most prominent members of the community 

were f--:zed and examined under torture . The sole basis for 

any charse against them was th,3 cmnfession , under torture, 

of a Jewish barber , who implicated the others . Although the 

majority of the Jews with stood every attempt to wring a con

fession from them , the Mo slem governor of Damascus recom

mended capital punishment for all of them. We need not go 

into the political background of the Damascus Affair, which 

is extremely complicated by the1 conflicting interests of 

Britain and France, and other E:uropean powers . When the 

news became known generally, it. shocked and excited peopl e 

all over the world. After three! months of futile at tempts 

to get the consular agents of t ,he European governI!lents to 

intervene, a meeting was held at London, on June 15th, 

called by the Board of Deput i es of British Jews, which was 

attended by Cremieux , as well as the leaders of the Anglo

Jewtmh communi t y . It was dec i ded to send Montefiora and 

Cremieux to intervene direct l y with the Pasha and on July 21, 
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they left for Egypt to demand the 
release of the Jews who 

had survived the torture and were still alive. 
The journey 

and the negotiations took;{another month, and finally on 

August 28, Mehemet Ali issued ,an o_,,.der to release the ac-

cused prisoners, which was carried out on September 6th. 

The action ta1cen in A1:1eri ca. actually had no effect in 

the release of the unfortunate victir.?s, since, the Drotest 

meetina3z were all held_ in the latter part of August and 

early Septe~ber, and any actior! by the 5ove:'1ment resulting 

therefrom would have t aken p la..t~e after the release was al

rea.dy effected •. :evertheless , since this was the first at

tempt on tl:e part of the Jews of America to unite in ex

pressin3 their protest and requesting t heir government to 

intervene 41.n behalf of fellow-Jews abroad, it is important 

to take now o.f these eve~t s . 

I ~ lxew York, S .I.Joseph or::;anized a conmittee for 

the purpose of callin; a meeting to secure the intervention 
'n 

of the 3overment . Eein5 a member of Shearith I srael , he 
./\ 

tried to secure the use of the congregation's building, but 

the trustees voted 4 to 1 age.inst allowing the meeting to 

take place in the synae;ogue, st,si.ting that the board members 

"believed with ti:'1e majority of the electors of this congre-

3ation that no benefit can arisi:? from such a course." The 

com.mi ttee then asked and obtaim:)d t he use of Benai Jeshurun' s 

building . Although Shearith Israel refused to participate in 

the actior_ officially, its me□bE~rs as individuals were active 

in the meeting. I.B.Kursheedt was chairman of the meeting , 

and Ma jor Noah and Jonathan Nathan delivered the main ad

dresses, A panel of 13 Vice-Presoider~, includin15 represen

tatives of a ll the synae;o0ues and of the i!nporta:tlt societies 
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was named. As a resu lt of the 111 .• eeting , 1 a etter was s ent 

to Preeident v a n Buren h " h w.1c included t he resolution ad opted 

a t the meetin~ . Th i"s 1 ti ..., • reso u on, da t ed Augu s t 19 ,1840, 

stated t hat t~e t mee ins ·:ra2, f o:r t he ":purpose of 17ni tine; in 

a :'l expres s i on of s yr.1pathy for t,h e ir br-ethren i n Damascus, and 

of taki l1i; such s t eps as may be ~1ecer.:i sa.ry to • - ~ procure for them 

i mpartia l j-...i.s t i ce ••• " I t r e que 3.ted the.:. t h e -'i.me r i ca n consul 

i n the d cr.w .. ins of t :1e ? asha of I:.;ypt cooper a te with a.11 other 

c o:i.1 c: u l ~r 8-.:;ent s t o obta in c. f:1ir t:::'ial f or t he J e1,1s inv olved. 

The com.t:i t t.ee fe l t t hat they expresaed t he "unan i mous op inion 

o f t he I 3i"ael i t es throu;h011t t h e un.ion ." 

Th e answer t o ~his l ett e r c a.r.:afro::3 Secre tary of State 

J ohn Forsyth, e .. 11c. i ndicated t ba't the ID.3.tter had a lready come 

t o the atten t i on of the ? r e ~i c.ent tli.1"ou,5h the U.3. Consul a t 

.\lexandria. , and t h a. t action h a d 9..lready bee::1 tak en a.lone; the 

line s s u3::;e sted by the letter . Th e :11ew York commi t tee sent 

cop i e s o~ its cor :::::-e sp o~dencs wi th t he .Sta t e Department to 

all the co:13r e:.::;a tions in the ci t y , but Sheari th I s rae 1 refused 

t o accI3pt them officially. At the same time resolutions h ad 

arrived fro:!! a meetin5 of Israe:Lites in Richmond, Virginia, 

and Benjamin Nathan, who had beEm urg i ng united action, of

fered a r e solution to accept thE~ two sets of documents and 

also place the con3regation on record as participating in the 

sentiments expressed in both. While the trustees received 

the resolutions and correspondence, they persisted in their 
216 

refusal to be involved in the 3e:neral movement of protes t. 

The Rishmond meeting had ta,ken place on September .l~th, 

with A.H. Cohen presiding and Jac ob Ezekiel a a Secretary . 

S ince by this time, the Presiden t had already talrnn act ion• 

~he resolutions adopted exp resse,d thanks for his prompt and 
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humanitarian action . 217 T'ne 
Je·11s of Phi1adelphia ore;a.n-

ized a large prot t 
es meetins at the :-lickve Isr·ael vestry 

on A.usust 27th. The meeting called by H~rman Graetz wg,s at-

tended by the leader•s of the Jr ewi sh cornmu.ni ty and by C:r-rist

ian cl ers y. Leeser t' 
gave ne main address of the evening. The 

resol ution adopted was similar to that fr,~med in 1:-:ew 
and at the meetin::; , reference was made to the action 

at i~ew York , and to the existe,nce of an Executive and 
218 

ponding Conmittee of the Israelites of Virginia . 

Yor1r , 

taken 

Corres-

Alt!-iouc-h 3.s has been s "i· d 
0 - ' the action in America was 

not sicnificant in aidins the victims of the Damascus Affair, 

it did have s reat effect on the subsequent attitude of the 

Jews toward the question of ae,elcin5 governnef-1 assistance 

for Jews involvedirr persecutions a.broad . The prompt and vol

untary a ction ta.lce=i by the 50VE3rnment was cited again and 

again as a precedent , and the technique s of mass pr otests, 

peti tions and even joint action were pioneered on this oc

casion. It has been suggested that the origihal impetus 

for a union of congregations Cc~me from this experience, 

that Leeser' s 1841 p lan and hii:i determination to initiate 

the OCCIDENT ss a means of dra'\-iring together the scattered 

Jewish conrnunit ies of America, followed from the Damascus 
219 

Affair. It may well be so, but Leeser's objections to 

a uni on which would discuss non-rel i gious or "politica l," 

questions throw some doubt on tl1.is contention. Leeser' s 

stated reasons for the 1841 union plan, were religious union, 

education and arbitration of congregational differences. 

In November of 1850 , Mr .A,Dudley Mann, American 

representative in Basle , ne5oti,e.ted a t r eaty with t he 
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Swiss Confederatj_on, Which PresidP.nt - Fillmore transmitted 

to the Senate i~ February of 1851 with specific objections 

to part of the first article of the tr· eaty. Thi"s clause in 

the first article provided that Christians alone were to be 

entitled to the privile~es • ...., guaranveed by the Swiss Confede:sa-

tion 1n the treaty.As soon t as l1e objectionable nature of 

t:1.e treaty was made known , indiYidual Jews who had some con

tact with officials in the government~ re3istered protests 

a s ainst it. In New York, Robert Lyon clea.rly stated the ob

jections to the treaty, and urged strong opposition t8 its 

ratification. ''Th e course open to Israelites is clear and 

defined - they ou_;ht to show their sense of the wrong in

flicted on them by instructing t ;1eir Sena.tors of their re

spective states of t:"le opinion they en tertain of the diplomatic 

labors of the special a.3ent to the Swiss confederation. Who 
220 

will take the lead in this laudable movement." i\. t the 

same t!.me, a :Dr.S.ll .( probably 1lr;Waterman, then prominent in 

Jewish affairs in li:ew York) urged that"an addres~ signed by 

every Jew in this land should be drawn up and sent to the 

P t f th ~ '1· "t t t th bj t ·· t d re siden o _ e hepuo 1 c • • • • o s a e e o e c 1 on o an 
221 

resentment at the treaty. Writing in the AsmoneaB on 

May 28, 1852, Wise suggested that dele;ates be appointed 

by all the American congregations to meet in New York City, 

"to frame and adopt resolutions to Congress, requesting our 

government to pretest against the illegal, inhuman and de-

d . laws which have been forced upon our brethren by the gra ing 

Pope in Rome and by the e;overnment of Switzerland.
11 

Wise 

wanted a mass movement, with petitions from all con3re3ations, 

with non-Jews approached for signatures to the petit,ion, a.nd 

plenty of notices in the press, so as to arouse the entire 
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C t 222 oun ry to the issues involved. 

Although Wise ws.s not attackin!:':: 
~ the treaty directly, 

he was exposin~ the cond~t; . 
::) · ... -Ons in Sw1. tzerland which the 

trea.ty sanctioned. So fa!' as we know, only t~-10 
v congregations 

acted on '.'Tise I s t · sugges ion. Shaaray Hashomayim in .Lrew York 

and Anshe Emeth of Albany d ... d a op~e appropriate resolutions 
and elected dele~ates for 1 223 

--.J a oenera meeting. Ii is worth 

wl1ile notin"" what Lye~ bad to say about ~•Tise 's plan. He 

opposed it• sayins t...,at the :::ethcd ·would not be effective 
J 

and tha:. t he cr•y of ir.terve.:a+ ion would be rs.ised, thus kill-

ing the whole na~ter. Instead, he ur- ed that societies be 

fo:rmed to pro1:1ote er.ii,3ration and settle the 1mrni5rants in 

the interior of the country . This would do far more good 
224 

than all the protests in the world . 

In spite of tl:e attitude of Lyon, the main effort of 

the Jei·rs was to oppcse the treaty, and to get the govern

ment to assure equal rights for all American citizens abroad 

regardless of their religion. Leeser corresponded with Lewis 

Gas~, Senator from ;:~1chig2.n, who was active in the defence ---of' the ris hts of Jews, and assured Leeser that the "invidious 

distinctions contained in the treatt• would never be sanctioned 
225 

by the senate. In New York, Alexander Kursheedt headed a 

committee which circulated a. petition from the Jews of the 

United states to the Senate, reqmesting that reciprocal 

religtous privileges be assured all nationals abroad, regard

less of which religion they professed. Capt.Jona.S Levy, who 

was a member of the committee, received Casstassuiance as 

to the propriety of such a petition, and on April 19th, 
226 

1854, Cass presented it in the Senate. 

As aresult of this opposition, in which David Einhorn 
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and J.M.Cru~doza, of Charleston also took an active part, 

the Senate declined to ratify the treaty as it stood, and 

amended it, removing certain objectionable clauses. In this 

amended form, however, the treaty still did not prevent Swiss 

cantons from di scriminatin5 a0ainst .. l'l.merica.n Jevrs. Despite 

thi3 the treat y was ratified s.nd proclaimed at the end of 

1855, thoU5h it seems that only a year and a half later was 
227 

it made the se!'ious concern of the American Jewish community • 

.\"hen it beca~e l:no\'!1 that one A.H.Gootman, an American 

Jew had been e}:pelled from one of t~e Swiss ca.nt ons, a storm 

of protest s ·re_ t over the cou."'ltry. The Je,·1s became concerned 

onc e again with the mater, and wo~dered how it was possible 

t hat this could have ~ap1=ened. Leeser eemed to have t ou5ht 

that the treaty U1i3ht have been bloc!ced in the Senate if the 

Kursheedt netition had received wider supoort. But the trou-• - t 

ble was not that the petition had been i znored; actually 

the Senate had in response to it and other protests amended 

the treaty. The real difficylty lay in the structure of the 

Swiss Confederation. The Federal Council could not inter

fere with the laws of the individual cantons, and could not 

by treaty, force religious equality upon them. At any rate, 

Leeser feared that protest was now belated and futile, but 

he declared that if anything was to be dobe at all, Jews 

"ought to get up, all over the country, memorials addressed 

to the 
Senate and the President' aslcing them to abrogate the 

treaty in 
228 

out. 

. 1 s the restricyive clause be stricken 
question, un es 

31s t, Wise presented a detailed analysis of the 
On July 

· it to be unconstitu-
Swiss treaty in 

the ISRAELITE, showing 

tional, a complete 
th oreamble to the consti

violation of e ~ 
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tution. The , followlng week, the ISH.l-\..ELITE appeared with 

these headlines: 
AGITATE~ 

CALL MEETINGS. ~ !-

EIIGAS-E THE PRE.SS Il-J YOUR FAVOR~~~ 

Wise called for public meetin~s and urgefj:'t.hat all resolu

tions adopted be published :i.n the local press. He also asked 

that a copy be sent to the ISRAELITE "that a concert of actim 
230 

be a -ssured" • Just how this was to follow, whether Wise 

had any further plans is not clear. Bu, results did follow 

on both Wise 1 ~ and Leaser's pleas. In the next few weeks 

editorials appeared i:i paper·s all over the country, opppos

ine; the Swiss treaty. ~11 se quoted 4 out of 60 which came to 

his attention, unani!Ilously condemning the treaty a .s unconsti-
231 

tutional. A3ain it is not cl.ear to what extent these paper!: 

were led to take a stand through the influence of Jewish 

protests. 

Leeser was not in favor of lar3e noisy protest meetings. 

Instead he suggested that a committee of representatives of 

various congregations should form a deputation to wait on 

the President and present a memorial protest. These repre

sentatives should be prominent Jews of New York, Baltimore, 

Philadeibphia, Charleston, Se.vannah, New Orleans, Washington 

d C"-ncin..Y1ati and should meet in i'lashington in D'ecember an w , 232 

to draw up a memobial and present it to the President. 

had objections to Wise's call for agitation and 
Lyon also 

He f elt that "instead of a remonstrance fnom the 
meetings. 

f th Un-ion, a Saate, or even a city ••• arresting 
Israelites o e 

public attention by its weight and influence" the result 

"th correspondence of a variety of individuals, 
would be e 
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all endir13 in smoke•" Lyon too,r the 
.t~ occasion to review his 

mrn efforts for unit,r for 
,J just such an occasion as thi8. 

"At th t 
a period(JanuaJ~y - r-1arch 1851) we advocatedthe necea-

si ty of an union among the Israelites to prevent all such in-

fractions of the' · 1 t ir ri :;.1 s in the future •.•• The want of u_r1ity 

of action amono- our pE:iopl_e led them ;}- .... ~ 0 _ .1.eu.x . .1 • .1<I. to disregard the 

teaching( of the dan3e1"' of the Swiss treaty) and hence, after 

e. silence of four years, in the fa.11 of 1855, the treaty 

with Switzerland was ratified ••.• Had there been an organiza

tion represerrbin5 the communities and producing concerted 

action before , there \-JOUld be nothing to complain of now. If 

the spirit of ec;oism Hhich rules our people can be stilled, 

the cliques ant coterles into which they are everywhere di

vided be bro1cen down, and. tbe :~ebrews of New York and other 

lar:;e cities will unite in each locale, there is a hope that 

their co□bined numbe~e: , ·wealth , and commercie.l importance will 

induce the abrosation of the treaty that now disgraces the 
233 

a.rchi ves of t!""J.e Federa.l sovernment. 

If there was any possibility that the spirit of egoism 

might be stilled, and the cliques and coteries broken dowrm, 

it was in the situation which clearly challensed the Ameri

can Jewish comrau~ i.n the summer of 1857. Here was the 

test of whether o; }ct they could for5et their differences 

and work toc;ether, for the sake of their comm.on int~rests. 

In response to t~e appeals of ':·Tise a11d Leeser, protest meet -

b ld l·n all +he lar~: e cities. In t~e next few numbers in6s were ~e v -

T"' l .r • repor+ed mass meetin0·"' S in Pi ttsbur ;-.::h, of the ISRAELI~ h2se v ~ 

Indiana.polis Baltimore, Easton, Clhncinna.ti, Rock Island, 
- ' 234 

and Washington, D.C. In Baltimore the committee which called 

the I!leetinga.nd drew up the resolutions, suggested that dele-
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g ates from all the i£1 c l; es convene in Balti more and pro-

ceed f'rom there to w :.1.- ~ihii1.c, +on t o v o present their resolutious 

and protests i n ab· T' 00? • - .e date set for the meet in6 of dele-
c:'35 

~ates was Octo~er 26. The ·,1ash.in.;ton meeting after adopt-

ing resolutions, had a ppointed a cotiraittee to wait on the 

Pre sident and pr~ s ~nt t _ e ~1 ... memorial, toc;ether with ai.1.y othei' 
230 

2,1 ... oups from ot her ci tie • :· t le., at the different coo11u1.L"1.i ties 

wei-'e tal::ino C0 0 ~1"' zo.:"lce of e2.c~ ot1i.er , ::i.nd be5i nnin5 to think 

in t0r~-s of 110_ e : .-a::1 ,just one con.:.;re .:;a t ion and one cl ty. 

Xise li~ed ~he Lalti~ore i d ea ver·r · d a. 71 - ucn, an ur0e a_ com-

muni ti e s to elect dele~ates -~d send the~ to ~altimore for 
237 

a. united p rotest tc t ._e .:,o--1 ern:ne.:1t . Cincinnati re sponded 

promp t l y to t h e i de s. ar d elec t e - t!ise and A.Louis a.s its dele-
238 

3.ates. Shortly the:-E?afte1., ~re,-r 'ark City, Cleveland, Chi-

ca~o, St.Louis he l d 0 38 S □ee tin~s of protest and a lso elected 
239 

dele3ates to the 2altimore conve~tio . !.";ashville and 

Charleston held meetin: s, a dopted resolutions, but did not 
2 40 

a 3ree to present t :.-1em throu;h the Baltimore convention. 

Rochester, thou;h it did not elect a delegate, supported the 

convention idea and offered to pay a share of the expenses 
241 

of the dele~ates. In the meantime, in Nevr York City, 

t h e I .O.B. B. voted ,; 150 t oward tl1e expen ses of "appropriately 

tal ... ing up the question of the con s ti tutionali ty of the Swiss 

treaty". The New York meeting which took place at the Maimon

ides Library on SeptembHr 12, appoinyed committees to ge t 

0 
• .s:o .• in.formation from Switzerland on all the restrictive 

sp~C1~1C - 242 

laws which the treaty upheld. 

The Baltimore Commi.ttee in setting October 26th as t"he 

d te had allowed only a month for the information 
convent~on a ~ · 

ities in various parts of t"he country, and 
to reach commun 
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for meetings to be called, dele3ates elected. and for them 

to travel to Baltimore, this was not a 6reat deal of time. 

Leeser very correctly pointed out that the needless haste 

of the Baltimore committee would preclude the widest possi-
bl t 243 

e par icipation in the convention. That this was the 

only reason that so few cities were represented at Baltimore 

is unlikely, probably some of the old antagonisms and clea

vages played their rol1e in keepin~ de-le3ates away from the 

convention. Of the 16 cities which took action on the Swiss 
24L~ 

treaty, only 5 weee represented at Baltimore on October 29th. 

( The petitions of Char·lest!b!l and. We.shington were presented 

separately from the rest on October 31st by Capt.Jonas Levy, 

and that of Philadelph:la by Leeser and Jones around the 9th 
2L~5 

of December. ) The rZ t8W York delegates. never ,9.ppeared in 

Baltimore and neither did Leeser, who had been elected by the 

St.Louis meetin5 to represent them. 

'When Wise and the other out-of-town delegates;farrived 

in Baltiraore, they fow~Q that no arrangements had been made 

for the convention, that the Baltimore group had not even 

elected their own deleE;ates, For what seemed to be personal 

reasons, which at the time Wise could not understand, there 

was considerable disagreement amon3 the members of the local 

commit tee. After w·ise had addressed a gathering on some re-

. 1 th ( n· ot a mePting but a scheduled lecture) , the lie; ous eme - , , , 

t d t11e!!lselves a meeting and elected three 
audience constitu e 

h C')ntroversy over the authority of the dele3ates, wit some 1 

group to t-3.lce this act:Lon.At any rate,the delegates of all 

f ollowing afternoon and elected Wise their 
the cities met the 

H bern of Baltimore as secretary. A formal 
chairman and erz J 0 

drawn UJ) for presentation and signed as 
resolution was 
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M. I.Cohen, J~aryland 

H.Eochheimer 

Ph.?erzbe2."'g 

I. i,.'I.W:i.se, Ohio 

II 

II 

Mart i n Bijur, Kentucky 

M.N.Gerstley, Illinois 

The dele3ates p roceeded to ~'lashin0 t on the same evening, 

Cctober 26th, and r.:iet with the ~resident the following morn

ing. T 107 •.,;ere presented by a mem' er of Congress from Alabana 

and transmitted their protest to Buchanan, who resnonded 

very directly to their st2.te ents. He said that the treaty 

as they construed it, was certa inly unconstitutional, but 

he doubted t hat thi 3 WB. in the mind of the members of the 

previous administrs.ti ,on, when thetegotiated and considered 

the treaty.Instructions had a.lrea·'ay been sent to the Ameri

can representative at Berne to effect a modification of the 

treaty to meet this o"bjection. Both the President and the 

Secretary of State promised to use their good offices to se

cure t l e wishes of the delegates. 0fficially reportins for 

t1e delegates, Wise stated that thf¥ were entirely satisfied 

with the assurances they had received in Washin5ton, and re

quested the Jewish communities to abstain from further a5ita-
245 

tion on the subject. 

Leeser in Philadelphia objected to Wise's suggestion that 

further a.5itation was now out of order. (Such was the result 

of personal rivalry a.nd antagonism. Ori3inally, when Wise 

had called for agitation and mass meetings 1 Leeser opposed 

"noisy demonstrations and indignation meetings 11 , now when 
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Wise askedt that 

they _not be held , L easer insisted that 
communities not t 

ye on record ought to take action.) Con-
sequently on _November 15 

and 2.2, and on December 8, four of 
the five 11iilad<>lnbi 

~ - a con~r~~ati t d 
- 0 v 246 ons me an acted to express 

their protest to the treaty. 

Al thou5h the Bal ti□ore- convention was o.fficia.lly over 

and for the time beil'!i:r , the matter of the 
o Swiss traety dis-

posed of, there were repercussions which were echoed throu5h 
the periodicals .for monthe. Dr. A.B.Ar:r..old, who had been 

chairma:1 of the Baltimore comnittee which called the conven

tion , wrote to the As:.1m~A!! that the project was a complete 

failure, inasmuch as the delegates who gathered in Baltimore 

represe~tei only a few communities. There had been a sharp 

difference amonr; the metibers of the Baltimore committee, and 

Arnold had ta1rnn t~e view tl1at since only a handful of men 

had arrived, there was no justif'ication for callin..g it a nat

ional ccnvention, or acting as the representatives of Ameri 

can Jewry. Consequently he had not called a meeting to elect 

Baltimore delegates. The gathering which had met and elect.ed 

the delegates, he said, was i~proper and not legally called, 

and when asked to serve as one of the three delegates, Arnold 

had refused. Moreover, Arnold accused ~i~e on capitalizing on 

the whole situation for his own glory. 

Telling the other side oft.he story, Herzberg, who had 

11 d the meeting which elected the Baltimore dele-
finally ca e - J 

- d that he had asl~ed Arnold to ce.11 a . meeting 
gates, expla1ne -

h d read in the ISR.AELITE that Caincinnati had 
as soon as he a -

acted on 

Herzberg, 

which was 

mittee ' s suggestions.Arnold had refused. their com · 

t ook the initiative and called a meeting 
thereupon, 

well attended, anq:except for Arnold and his few 

r-
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followe,...~ 

- .... , was quite h . ·A: a..rmon1 :.1. ·. 8 
letter to the AS • Herzberg asked in his 

• ,.'1, ~ O}TEA}T I -

.._ . , Why New ·York 
c al,es, d i d not c ,. - 'after electing dele-

oop.erai...e Wi'"h 248 
One l,_ the Baltimore . 

of the i1Iew Yol"k "E group. 
- - · xe·cutive Com.mitt u 
Herzberg and stf~ed . . ee answered 

1 the followin!J' b 
of the ~al'-' o o jections to the actions 

...., L,1.more com.mi ttee: 

l . The specific· -a.esi:?:;natlon of a pl ace(Baltimore) for the 

convention. 

2.The calling of a convention without knowing whether the 

va.rious communities wanted one. 

3 . t!1.e manner in ,.,bi h t'-,, __ c :1e Co!1vention cla"imed · to act for 

U.S.Jewry when so few communities were repre-

sented. 

4 • The gaining of s_pecific i nforrnation about disabilities 

U..Ylder the treaty was what the President had 

asked for, and this was what the· New York 

committee was doing. 

5.The request that all a3itation should now c•ease was totally 

unjustified. 

While these objections may have been valid ones, they had 

nothing to do with Herzberg' s question . They did not explain 

why New York , after ele.cting delegates, did not send them to 

Baltimore. Most of t he objections refe·rred to what he.pp.ened 

at or after the convention met, and could not have influenced 

the New York delegates to sUf,' away. As for the first state

ment, the New York 5roup knew that Baltimore had been desig

nated when they agreed to participate . The whole thing il

l ustrates how prejudices and rivalries, and not intelligent 

reasons motivated the actions of the various groups . It is 

f 
tlle New York antagonism to the con

possible that some 0 
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vention was en{5endere,d when 

it became known tha tWi se was 

but it is un11 .. ,,.ely th 
going to take pa~t, 

·" at there was 90 much p'Y'ej·ud • - ice a 3a.ins1t him 
' or that the ~r ew York group 

actually anticipated that 

in the co~ver.tion T~ 
he would assume the l eadir13 role 

- . • Here may n' ave b een something of the 

here, but Arnold, who opposed the 
reform-orthodox cleav·age 

convention in Baltimore, was not anti-1'Tiseor anti - reform , 
a s far as thee i -v oenc e shows. Arnold had def.ended Wi ~-~• s 

Hi story of the 

crities of the 

wa s not at ~11 

Israel.itish Wation" a3alnst the orthodt·-·ox 

work, which would seem to indicate thau he 
. 249 

i dealo[ ically opposed to Wise. 

Thet t here was e,oI!le t.hing of a clash of :personalities 

between the t-;,ro men , however , seems likely. Martin Eijur , 

dele:;ate f :::-or.i Louisville, said that Arn()ld attacked Wise 

because '::1e was the succe5s&ul rival candidate for leader

ship in the co?:vention , and that Arn0 1d had been ma.de to 

look ridiculous when he had declined to be a dele0a.te for 

Ba.ltimore, and a sub:::1titute was immediately elected. unani

mously . " Is it neces:::1ary11
, Bijur asked, "to destroy the 

moral effect Hhich the demonstration had exef rci sed on the 

nation and on the eXE!CUti ve dep;;imen~ , in order to heal the 

wounded ambition of' Dr . Arno l d.?" That question mi3ht have 

been asl{ed of Wise in the yea.rs that followed, when he 

Of the Board of Delegates on numerous 
opposed the action 

and W
hen they were in exactly the same position as 

·cases , 
of the S11iss t reaty and the Ealtimore 

he was in the case 
may be asked even today, when personal 

convention. And it 
often to destroy the effect of 

rivalries are allowed so 

t 
a.r,a,inst some violation of Jewish ris hts 

a united protes 0 

o.r privileges. 



rnold took 
exception to 

motive,:, a . "°', .nQ ar,;u~d ~ 

.1., i 
~n s explanati0n of his 

- - l,hat his soler~ . el;j,,son for opposin5 the convention was tha-'-1., 
fou:r communiti es had responded, 

only 
and even t h e,r h d 

- J -a not notified the Balti ~ 
t hei r intention~ .mo_e CO:TI!nit tee of 

_.._ - - 1.,c send del egates, For ... hi he ~ ~ a ~ 1.,_ s reason ~lone, 
l,ci, ffiaQe no 

i a r rang ements for a c .... onven1.,ion. As to his 
o_nos ition to ~168 A - , · rnold stated that his entire action 
in calli~c· a Ii1 t· 

·--o · ee ing of' Baltirwre Jews , and in proposing 
a convention' had beei1 ir. . - ~ response to Wise's ca ll in the 

I nraeli te ~ ~.enc e it ·,as ent irely untrue t hat his opposition 
~o Wi ~e, 231 ~ ... 1ad led hi n.1 to oppose what had been done . If 

t1era seems t o be t o rea son o dispute 

Ar no·l .:=J I C', _, a 0 t t .a. t - - ~ s a1.,emen , it is evident that iise had lost 

:!. n. ..:\.r __ ..,lj: by t'1e action he had followed in 

LE.. l tiuo;., e. :~ere · d hi ( ;• a.s a ma::1 1·rno rea, s pa.per the IS~LITE) 

a cted. o r.c :, ise' s ideas, and was p:cob&.bly sincere in his ef

:'or te . 3ut de to basta, misunderstandinos, lack of mutual 

respect for inte:3!'.'it"IT, a~d patience, two me:n who mi0ht have 

,·iorlred. to0gt_~er, beca~e enemies and wasted their efforts in 

attac~in each other. 

A Louisville business man stunt1ed up the whole situation 

in the follmrinD way . Whi le upholding the position of the 

delesates a.t Baltimore, he pointed out how tragic it was 

that important matters had degenerated to personal rivalries. 

11rt is a shame that every public demonstration, every action 

-~or the welfare of our nation , turns outto be 
undertaken • 

"fir such man as Dr.Arnold and Dr .Wise 
a personal ar a ·••·• 

Judaism, if their abilities would not 
would be an honor to 

a.nether i n the estimation of the Jewish 
be used to lower one 

, eroar1rn about the Baltimore convention 
nation•" Gerstle s r c 
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and its leadersh· 

ip, can be applied 
situations in America~ 

to any number of similar 

Jewish life d 1 , an indicate one of the 
most serious of the obstacles 

1., '{"l,, ?"". Which have stood in the way of 
unity. 

The Swiss treaty 1 ssue was not really settled until 
187l~, and then not by -'-h 

v e abrogation of the treaty, but by 

cha nGes in the s•wiss Constitution, so that the treaty no 

longer sa.nctlo!1ed or upheld discrimination. mn the inter

vening years t here wan corresnonde:nce b t _, _ e Ween various Jew-

ish leaders and the State Department, but no united action. 

~-1eanwhile, however, another and far more seriopus incident 

occu:zred which did much to advance the cause of unity. In 

1858, towardtthe end of the year, news came from Jiurope 

t~.at a Jewish child had been convert ed secretly by his Cath

olic. nurse, and forcibly taken from his parents by the agents 

of the Church. The incident took place in Bologna in the 

Papal States. The child, Edgar Morta~a was variously described 

as being from 6 to 11 years old. The details of the affair 

1,•.rere s pread out in the Jewish and general press, and t here 

was s reat excite~ent and commotion. Ultimately it became a 
253 

Protestant-Catholic issue, and even had political i~plications. 

But for the 

nrenared to - .. 
case. 

Jews it wasfurther proof that they had no agency 

rally them for effective joint action in such a 

1\~ tara Affair came via. newspail.=s . 
The news of the ... or 1:\ .. , !/'.,· 

,.,.h le t ters and.,, e.fpeals from Nontefior\ 
from abroad, and thr0u0 - ~~1 1\1d'1-· ' 

f Denuties. · dommuni ties, embr~cing 
and the British Board o - r . . . 

took action at the time, and of 
about 60 con3re ~ations, 

pri se·d of the events and took 
these half Mfr bad been ap 254 

lt of a letter from Montefiore. 
action as a resu 
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Subsequently the 

American Jewish 
periodic~ls carried the 

articles and c!)l~lf '· ,.., 
appeals from abroad , 
brou5ht the matter to th ~ 

- 1 9 10r action which 

-e at1.1ention of the rest of the 
co-.-.muni ties 3. d n conr"'re-.,, • 

• 0 t'.>..., ions. 

The IS-=1~LITE • Was a.ware f o the ~ortara incident in 
- u 3ust of 1858 , ~ore than two months before i·t became an 
important is sue f ,, or ~mer1can Jews. ··m1· le Wise, who was 
t'ben traveling across the country, was in Baltimore, a 

1.et te2." ca~e to tne ed.1 tor; al .,. ,..,i -- -- o :. l ces of the pa.per in CinciB-

n.ati, from a D; ... ,..enso1~ f C . 
- • .l'. o 11.ca.30 , Who had read of the ab-

1.uct.:.on of the child in an En~li!=!h, _ - paper. Fe sus ~ested tbat 

th'2 Israelites of Ari1er•ica"te.l<e +he m"•1.,ter in .., "" hand , obtain 

t :e interference of the :;overnwent. En[;~d, France, Holland 

'Hould Epee1_l follow -- e.nd the strur s le for liberty will 
255 

ach ieve a triUY..ph in rtome ." I n subsequent issue2 of the 

paper, Lilienthal, who was edit i ng it in iise ' e absence , 

quoted :ro~ arti~les in the ~rctives Israelites, and Jeschu

~, :>•i~i~ furth er details of the abduction. In October, 

he reported t . a.t the Jewish co!?ll!:unities in t he lar;er cities 

of Eu.rop e were or;a.nizins a. strono protest , the. t the Centre.l 

Co!l.sistcry of France, the B1•itish Board of Deput ~.es, the 

Consistory of Sardinia. , and also the Gerruaa Je,·rs, were address

ing petitions to their respective governments to intervene 

on behalf of tl:e dis tr-essed parei-lts. Lilientr.:a.l ur6ed ~hat 

C n -ro""ations fa., low t heir example. "Call meet
the American o . .....e, 

""ations' 'ddress remonstr·ances and pet :i.. t-
ings in your congreb , 

t in Washington, that the President and 
ions to Oil:' governmen 

t}-ir.ow their influence too int the 3cale 
his Secretaries may 2~6 

tr ::i Th.is call on Octobe1· 22, was the 
of this important ca.se. 

tion a:1d it came two full mont s 9.fter 
first for American ac ' 
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the firat ne1c of the c~ 8 

Cl, e reached 1 
more 1ttent· 01 .merica. Gne r0aaonwhy 

·ras not focused 
l. '1 ,_ .._ 1_ on the ifortara Aff'ai"' d·u.,., -

-'- o L le"e. mo... ... ... .... - .!. Ln s, W!3.s that the 
que 5t10n of adoission f -

to Parliamel'l t was at - o J e··ra 
that time the b i3 issue in every Jewish 

periodical. The fo r ei 
on colum1s of th A e · n; lo- Je1·1ish press 

we e carryin_s stories of th .,. ... 
e oreat vicLory of British Jewry 

a~d its celec ,~t1 on oft 
- - -1 e occasion by ti mee n-·s in London 

e nd 

ed 

ot~or lar- e En - lish iti ..., c es . 

out the ~:ortara Affair until 

This news seGms to have crowd

'·Jovecber. 

Cn October 30th ,~ ffieetin~ of committees ...., repee sen ting 

all t:-:e Jewish con0 re ..:~ti· on"' or" C' 1 ...,- .;;, 1.nc nn.ati was called with 

Lilie;,t'1,q_ l p 'eC!·'-~a·11, .:;- . e r ti ,, ,....0 ·~ - - F •"u P esen ~3 ~ 00 United States 

citiz ens", +·n::, ti A t d • v - ee ~s a ~op e a petition addressed to the 

? ope, to b e fcrwa:-ded t::.rougl: the U. S . State Department • 

• 1 tl1 ou0 h Lilient . .:al su.:s ested that other co115re 0 ations 

follow t .e exa':;:,le of Cincinnati, he said nothin3 about 
257 

joint action or a meetin0 of dele3ates. Possibly, had 

Wise been in the city, he miD.t have led a movement for uni

fied action , and done so much sooner. In that case merica 

mi: ht have led the rest of the JeFish communities in taking 

tt r S it was , Cincinnati took action 
action on this ma e. 

shortly before other congre3ations and cora.i"!1uni ties 
only very_ 

whose information came from ·. ontefiore and the Board of 

Deputies. 
- ore emphatic in brin;in3 the Kortara 

Leeser W9.S mucn ITl 

ti of his readers. In the Ii!ovember, 
Affarir to the at t en on 

1858 i r sue of 

tary accounts 

tl1e oCC I DEli:T he recalled hav!!:n3 read fragmen-

but only with his receipt of the 
of the case , 

JESCHURU·...1- was 110 
t a clear picture of what 

able to presen , 

i Bol0 ~na was no isolated affair, 

had happened . The 
incident n D 
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Leeser p~inted . . out s i ne 
in Verona in n t' - e a similar case had taken place 

' .clUS rian It aly, Which he had 
the OCCID~KT t reported in 

~~ wo years before. 
of the co~diLi In fact the whole questio~ 

-- - L, on of the JeHs in R ussia, Austria and the 
Papa l States deserved considerable Lt at., entlon. Not only W9.s 

t heir neei for 1 C Osen t con act with the Jews of Europe on 

l ,; 
these matters b ' ut Leeser felt that some sort of a world 

f t· · o.r :::;ani z,a ti on wa 9 ,, necessary to watch over Jewish affairs in 
'I, i 258 
; a11 part s of the world. 

·,~ ~ v t hi s t1~e t· n 
V - ' ~ ;.1e _,ri tish Board of D eputies had taken 

up t h 0 ::ortara Affatr and se.nt letters _fi analocuments ·to 
i. 

seve ral Amer ican con~ro~at1ons ~ o -0 - . , among them some in Phila-

,.a,11.ks3i ving delphia. On .November 18th(which ha_ppened to be Th .i. 

Day) a meeting, called by the officers of 5 of the 6 Phila-

delphia congre3ations,was held, in which Christians as well 

as Je~ s took part in the proceedings. Leeser offered a reso

lution that pt,,.iladelphia. unite 1·rith Jews in America and Europe 

to take action in this affair, and unite with American con-

gregations in laying a memorial before the President. A com-
259 

mi t tee of 12 was appointed to carry out the resolutions. 

The committee appointed three dele~ates, including Leeser, 

to represent Philadelphia in presenting the memorial in 

M h" L They addressed a circular letter to all American 
nas ins~on. . -

. i ·t1n~ their cooperation. In Philadelphia 
congregations, nvi t:> 

. 1 ted a petition for si0natures of Jews 
the com.mi ttee circu a ' -

and Christians. 
r r eported that 5 of the 6 Philadelphia 

Leese -

congregations were a,c 
tinS 1n perfevt harmony, but that the 

,ya tion, Mi ckve Israel, had talcen separate 

old Portue;ese congre . ...) i M(un1ted)action, not only for Phila-

action "thus forestall ns 

f or the whole union 
delphia ., but 

besides." He hoped that other 



cities would unite 
With the delegates f rom Philadelphia to wait on th e President With t' 260 

neir petitions. 
It should be noted 

date fo· that Philade~phia neither set a 
r a meeti ng, nor specified a it 

should :::ia ther. T' c Y where de le.;a tea 
nere could be no <i char3e of local chauv~n-

ism, or haste, d an when on Ja , ntary 9t b, the Philadelphia 
dele3ation arrived 1~ ~l h" -·· as -ln3ton • more than , . e. mo~th had 

elapsed so the,t con3regations might easily have joined 

with t ,1em in joint action. 

Al t h ough ~ew York did t no respond to Philadelphia's 

overt res for l!nited action, the congregations d~d join 

tos et~~er and worked out a plan for ci ty-v.ride ... univy at least. 

On November 18th, delesates from 12 congregations met in the 

home of Dr.2aphall(where all New York unity plans seem to 

have been worked out) and agreed to set up a permanant 

board to handle such problems as the :l:(ortara Affair. Dr .Raph

all was appointed chairman, a.nd B. W .Hart Sec:betary. A public 

meeting was ca.lled for December 4th at Mozart Hall, and a.bout 

2000 people were present. Jonas P.Philips pres~ded, and in 

addition to represen~atives of all the important New York 

con;resations, •and Protestant leaders, a dele ; ate from 

Uontreal, Mr.Alexander Levy, was present. The resolutions 

"Th Board of Representatives of the United 
adopted empowered · _e 

of Israelites of the City of Kew York" to take 
Com5regations 

261 
action. d January there were meetings in 

In November, December a.n 
t Montefiore{s letter and others 

18 . so_..., e in response o 
· cities, .LL Lilienthal, Leeser, or the New 

t . nr.,. of ei t11er 
at the promp 1 ~-0 cities the meeting s did not re-

In several 
York corru:11 t tee• - . 

tl the!' Jewish communities, but 
t a.ctionwi 1 0 

solve on join 
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rather attempted to 

make the issue a public one, of equal 
concern to Protestants and 

Jews. Thus in Albany, Boston, 
/"lh• vice.go, San Francisco ands~ L ~ k ' L,. OU.Ls, L,ne Chri stia.n commu-

nity was invited to atte~d ~'ne 
262 ~ protest meetings and sign 

the petitions. o th n ... e other hand, in addition to !Tew 

York and Philadelphia, there were otber colil!l1t!ni ties that 

favored joint action. :',_:obil"' and --• "' I 1ew Orleans sue;gested a 
263 

conve~t ion of delegates frorr all congregations. Richmond 

and Syra.cu.~ si3nified their ,·rillin3ne ss to cooperate with 

t h e Philadelphia cor:10 ittee, while Rochester and Femphis 

a 13r/eed to ~:ark wit~ the lJew York Cammi t tee, ana voted at 

t heir reqt:.est to authorize G.Kursheedt to act as their dele

gate abroad, to;;et :-ier with other Jewish delegates, in what-
264 

ever seemea proper. In raost of the comr.1unities action 

w~s taken by all or almost a!l of the congregat ions together, 

Altbgether 18 cities held public meetings. In Washington 

t :~e only ac~ion ta.11::en was that of Jonas P.Levy who sent a 
265 

letter to Secretary of State Cass; Louisville took no for-

ma,l action at all, except to use influence to get tbe pub-
266 

lie press to take a liberal stand on the question. 

-::lhy there was •no real unified action on the r-i:ortara 

Affair is not clear. Ey January 9th, when t~e Philadelphia 

dele .:;ates went to Washington, there had been fourteen public 

mee)ings, representing at least 45 consre~ations. Of these, 

at least 26 congre ; ations were on record as favoring coopera

tion either with l'T ew York, Philadelphia or both. Just why 

even these groups did not adopt a joint declaration and send 

a combined delegation to Washington is a complete mystery. 

The New YoDk and the Philadelphia groups were aware of each 

othefs activities. There was no sectional or ide~logic~l 
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conflict behreen th 

-em. They simply did not approach each 
other diraetly to work 

out some joint plan, and so the only 
real basis for unity in th·i· ~ 

- case was lost. Any other group-
ing without these two II 

major powers" in American Jewish life 

would have be en quite without significance. 

When on January 9th, Leeser and his committee present

ed t heir ~emorial to the President, he had already sent an 

a .::"swer to the petition fro:a Kew York, setting forth his final 

view on t he matter -- he would not interfere in the affairs 

of another Atate. This firm policy of non-intervention had 

been adopte1 by the President with the advice of the cabinet 

and alt.1ou13:h the dele3ates cited the Damascus Affair as a 

precedent for a different attitude, the President would not 

change his position. Leeser and his colleagues were, of 

course, de eply disappointed, and felt sure that, had they 

been first to a.;iproach the Prea/J.dent, they could have pre

sented a far better case, and very possibly have won his 
267 

✓ support for their policties. 

Wise was very bitter U,ireporting t he answer of the 

~resident to the Philadelphia delegation. He characterized 

the United States as a "mercantile. monster firm" only in

terested in protecting trade and property and no longer con-

h Values and ideals. The slavery issue was cerned with uman 

no 

of 

moral question at all, said Wise, but merely a matter 

h ther northern or southern land speculators should 
we 268 

me.ke tbe most profits. The Jews were particularly dis-

t B·uchana.n tool~ the non-interventionist stand. 
appointed tha 

not understand why in 1840 a President could 
They could 

their desires and use his influence in Turkey 
anticipate 

b tin 1859 a~other President should 
and Egypt and Syria' u 
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insist that his 

sovennment could not interfere in, the 

affairs of the Papal States. 
A Methodist paper in New York 

gave what was probably th.,. 
v ~ most correct explanation. The 

real reason for Buchanan's refusal to interfere in the Mor-
tara Affail" was t t' 11 no ne settled policy of the governmeent 11 , 

but rather that the Catholics C"'rr1· ed more ~ . p6litical influ-

ence than did the Jews. In the Damascus Affair, the l-foalems 

who were invcblved were not represented in this country by 

a large voting population, and thus the govenrunent could 

support the Jettsh cause w~thout losing political smrength. 
269 

This was not the case in 1859. 

The Philadelphia dele3ates, after seeing the President 

and tr:e Secretary of State, adopted a resolution in which 

they stated that, had the Philadelphia plan been adopted and 

joint a.ction undertal>:en by all t:1e cone;reg,ations and commu

nities, a far different result mi3ht have been achiev-ed. 

The dele;a.tes t!'}ere:fore recommended that 11 the different 

con3re5a.tions tri..rou5hout the union take into consideration 

the propriety of electing delegates to represent them in the 

-ruture 90 a.s to form a body similar to the Board of Deputies. 
- ' . 270 
of British Jews in Londor.. 11 Althou3h \'lise had taken no 

act ion at all on the 1fortara !i,ffair, in response to the 

i f the Philadelphia Committee, he definitely reco',,menda t on o 

idea of a union. Reviewing the hist.Dry of the 
endorsed the 

for unity, he commented on various efforts which 
stru53le 

lln .,, "tb" H r e~a_raed the ~ene ~er1 - as an organ 
had been made •. e ~ 

while its benevolent work was 5reat, its 
for unity, but 

its minority position, its ties to New York, 
secret ne,ture, 

those wno "never evinc.e any particular 
and its control by 

t 1 J uda.ism" pre\clude its bein 
interes n -

a real force for 
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unity. The 1848 Plan for 1!1."ni·on 
had been wrecked in New York 

by the three ,, 
~erman con~regationswho had refused to elect 

delesatesout of a fear of reform. A 

~ actually Wise was trying to 

build u p a case a3ainst t l': e East, and ~Jew Yorl{ in particular. 

He overlooked the fact that Shaaray Tefilah had elected Isaa0s 

as deles ate !hn 1848-4-9 to a union convention, and tha,t it 

was as much a l a ck of response from the country as a whole 

a s anyth in 7 else, t hat had killed prev;ious attempts at lL"lion. 

After reviewin3 bis own role in the Cleveland Conference, and 

his work in oe_'"l::..lf of t h e s;ynod idea, Wise stated that he was 
271 

"rea:ly to cocpel''&te i n every union scheme." 

_ ctue.12.y by d1'aw·~n0 an analo6 y between these atte~pts 

~ at re11 6 1ous union, i,e, the 1640, 1848-49 plans, a~ The d 
I I 
I; 

Cleve land C::niferen ce, on the one he.nd, and the sug5e st ions 

made by the -=112. ladelphia. cormi ttee for a Board of Dep;fties, 

h d 'f ' e u!ls con-f'usins the issue. Wha.t was on the ot~er -!an , 1' is ' - ... 

111 e the Mortara Affair, the needed to ~eet situations - ~ 

Affair, was ~ot a religious Swiss tr·eaty, and t_1e Da□ascus 

~ tional JeHish Cour:cil, or as Lesser uuio~, but a sort or na -

~ r part to t he British Board of ... .!lmerican coun~e -_ put iv, a.n .• 
... ~ perfect example, since the .... · wa.s no l., "" Deputies. Even vnis 

itself with religious affairs 
0 ~ Denuties concerned 

Bos.rd - - i"ihat ·•1as 
which pretained to 

. di•i·~u?l con~re5ation. the in v '..,I. ... _.., 

needed in America was 
·d or federation which could a boc:..c 

unite all Je·1•1ish me1Jbership 
r,anizations whether of a conoro 

t 1 benefit or fraternal mu ua. ' phila.ntD..ropic' 
g re ; a tional, d r.1 J ,-r i th com:non problems, 

d ,.,,,ich could e<- -
type into a bo Y · ~- d 8 , i "" ious ri2hts, both at 

iv .. , an r + ;::, of C J.-
ll v -n~tters d. t 

e specia. J 
11

""' cc"' ~1021 require J. ' • the o c::.o . ,., d wh ene-v·er 
home and aoroc;;.' 
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It was to fulfill this role that t· b d f d 1 L ( .... z1e oar• · o e e ~:e . ..,es 

{ / vlas conceived a.nd or5a11ized, and when Lee ser tried to en-
' ' 

I .( ~ra.~J.. • L t' ! o ~ 1.., upon l.1.., ~e i·d~~ of a r~11~1· ou~ , I - ~~ - ~ = authority, he w~s 

I i ~a:&:in.:; the s1me confused. and confusir13 rai stalte that -=:Ii se 
;, i 
J ~ ~ad made . A non-reli$ ious union could posGibl y unite all 
:- i i' } 
:i i 5roupsto r:ie e t any p!'oblems wh ich the Jewish coramuni ty as l t 
s ! 
, < a ~1ole had to face . But as soon as a re11 0~1ous issue was >. ¢ I ,l 
i \ introduced, such e.s t :::1e reform- orthodox controversy , union 
l i 
] '\ could, at best, embrace only those ·t1ho held a set of prin-
'X \ 
~ 1 ciples in com."Tion . It was only natural, therefore, that 

! '1 t :1e npn- relic;ious is sue s like the De.mascus Affair , the 

~wiss treaty, and the r-:ortara Affair , shoul d h3.ve paved 

t h e way for the first really successful a t tempt at union . 



~['he :::.io:et,?.ra .ti.ffa:l.r s chocked J evrs the "'.,ro1°1d over. It 

rno.cl_o t':10,m wonclor Junt hotir ncc:u.i>o tbey 1.-rc:c'o :tn the m:i.c1dJ.c 

of tho en].:i :;LL to noel 19th contU):'y. In ::~uropc :i.t go,vo rl no 

to the o:cc;anl'.1,atlon of tbc j,Jlio.neo- In:raol:l.te Un:1.vorsol lo; 

in America it made pos □ lblo the first union on a national 

SCA.le. \Ih.:llc \l:l.se and. the C}erman refol"mers fe1 t the :i.rmul-

nonce or o, 1-Ienf:d.an1e era, and could not put up ·wlth the 11 1:101-
. . 272 

ancholy icl.oo, of p;o.luth", 1.•rJ.th J.ts :i.mpl:i.ca:td.ona of :i.nsocu.,-

:c:l. t;y f o:c the J ow·, Leos er and. otherr:i weru not so r•oady to 

take for 3rantect that all was well for Israel, even hero j/ 
t 1:1e Un:i.t.ccl f.lto.ter1 •• ~vhen LeeserJf'lrnt wr·ote e.1:Jout tho lYlor·tfra 

Affa:'.u.~ :1.n :t: ovembe1"' of 1858, he pottc➔d to it a;o but one 11roof 
273 

that the reform 3ro~p were too optimistic ahout the present. 

Pe offered a similar case of forced corrvorsion in Ct.Louie 

9 .. fJ a11 e.xs .. 1n1Jle of 1t1ha,·t tr1e Cs .. ·tl~o1 .. lc Cht1reh \·fol11.d d.o lf th.ey 

were not rastraj_nea.. by the -irigilanco of the Jm-rs and other 
271J 

liberal American citizens. 

It ·•.-ras ln th:1.::1 sp:Lc:Lt t1:7at the Board of Deloz;a.tos vre.G 

::iew -:Cork Con3ro3ations seemed a r;ood nucleun for a uniom, 

and. Isan.cf.~ urged that every ot.ho1" d.ty Bhould espablioh a 

similar local board. Thece J.ocal units could then elect del.e-

caton to ruitlnna] orgnn1.zation ~~ich could watch over the 

cenoral welfQre of the American Inraelites, as well as coop-

e2nte w1.th i:lim:i.lar .E:uropcan bodj_es in matters of worlcl-wicle 

lrnportance .for• the Jows. Tho I'fiort.ara Af:fs.:l.r hacl c1emonstra ted 

that spontaneous act:l.on on the part of lnd:i.vldua1 conc;rcc;a-
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be or5anized " it 

.. s a matter of course, 
,,...J.. lifferent proceedings 

wer9~dopted by t he . r~, various bodies, and very little, com-

par tively speaking , has been d . " 
, . one. Isaacs saw at once that 

union. along reli :;- i 1 . 
0 ou~ ines could. not be achieved, and he 

emphasized that this naL• 1 
- · · ulo~a organization was not to have 

a sacred character, but on the contrary, 1·TB. s to keep aloof 

from the syna 3 o"'ue.It WAs t b d - o e emocratic and represenxta-

tive a nd both supp_ ort a nd were . !'epresenta tion NXE to be propo.rtion-
ate to Lh e · J' 275 

L • s i ze and streni}t( of each con .,._re 2;ation. 

Althoug_ri I s aa cs had hoped that the Board of Represen

tatives of t ne r: ew York Con5!'e.5a t ians would continue to 

fli.nctlon a nd ta.l":e the initia.tive in convoking a national 

conference or conventi on, it was necessary to start at the 

bot tom, a:id f irst organize the r-: ew YDrl{ community. There 

had been rumors t hat Shearith Israel, Bene Jeshuruh and 

Shaaray Tefilah were taking action to call together the 

l': ew York con5regations for the purpose of setting up mach

inery to organize a Board of Represehtatives, but nothing 

cane of these r umors. Finally on r1Iarch 13th, Isaacs con6r~

s ation, Shaaray Tefilah, resolved to appoint a committee to 

confer with the officers of the other New Yorlc congregations 

B d The committee consisted of ~eorge Godfrey, 
to form a oar· 276 

L uis Levy the President, and s. ri .I saacs. 
Maurice Werner, 0 ' · 

. h ittee co:nmunicated with the other 
Durins April t e comm 

11 .._h ; ty and by May 27th, 9 or 10 congregations 
"kihlllahs of 1,.e 0 - ' 

. illinrness to coo1D9rate with the t r ustees 
expressed t heir w 2770 

. On June 16th a meeting of the delegates 
of !haaray Tefilab. 278 

at Mozart Hall. 
1 toolt place 

of 9 congregat_ons 
Asher Kur-

Israel pre sided and George Godfrey was 
sheedt of Shearit~ 

appointed to work out a pla.n for 
. A corr.mi ttee was -secretary. · 
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u n ion' which wo1.1ld b 

e acceptable to all the com~re6-ations 279 -o 
in the country. 

Response to the uni'on id ea came froo both friends and 
opponents , as well as .o.i.ro= b = o servers abroad . Leeser s;i:w the 

need and supported t· id ne ea, but he ar0ued that the proposed 

Board of R • epresentatives should supervise reli6ious affairs 
/. 

and espablish an ec_c1eJstical authority , and that by no ,, 
means shoulri reform rabbis be allowed to vote on religious 

280 
que3tions . I saacs quoted an endorsement of the pl an for~ 

union in the London Jewish Chro!licle . The Chronicle pointed 

out t r.at t t e greater distances in the United States, and the 

fact that the Jews wer e more scattered, would make it more 

dif~icult to establish a union in America than in Enbl and . 

The sma ll Anglo-J e~·1i sh coIIlI'.luni ty had much more influence on 

:,!, e British 5ove1111ment th~t t !J.e much lar3er community of 

American .Jews exerted i n Washington. The differe~ce was that 

t he .3ritish Jews were or0anized, while the American Jeww 
281 

were completely disunited. 

Opposition came chiefly from the refo1~m group . !-fayer 

f ollowed i n the tradition of his congre3ation and opposed 

any union idea. which might throttle reform. He referred to 

d Of Deputies, tr:e avowed pat tern fol"' the 
the British Boar 

Boa.rd, which though only a civil board , 
proposed A~erican 

took t 
to exclude reform synagogues from the Jewi sh 

- s eps 282 

community 

I SRAEL~TE 

of England . 
Wise published articles in the 

t ~ idea of a Board, and said it 
w}rl.ch ric!licu l ed i..e 

if it remained aloof from the c:ram at a.11 could have no :ro6 
~ i f _it did inv ~lve iteelf in r e -

ti I while religious ques on,. 
Oppose reform . Letters written 

it could only 
lig ious issues 

es took up t he method of ridicul e , 
a 8 9 lli'.Jed nam 

over var:1.ous 
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and one 11 .,. 

L.Oph..na.th 
Phaneach" wrote 

between butchers 
"ratif,; t· t · " rea 1es 

that the Boa.rd would only 

and consumers of meat , 
• ••• • superintend bakeries ,, 

, for it had nothins else to do . 
'I he_··e was no need for p 1 · ti 0 1 cal activities, since politically 
Jews. were Americ~ns m , 

~ ·-~e real purpose of the Board must be to 
crush reform, and this wast~ 

~e only possible expl anation for 

Shearith Israel ' s interest in it , since up to thi's point, 
t h 9 old co~; res ation had remained aloof 283 !tram every attempt 
a t uni t y . 

Despite op~:>os ~tio!'l , the :·~ew York 3roup went ahead . The 

coIDEittee worked on a plan duri ng the sum~er of 1859, and 

p resented. its report to a meeting of delegates at :-lozart 

Hall on October 9th • .Although only 7 congre; ations were repre

s e r:ted , the report war. adopted . It incl uded an address to be 

sent to eve-:-y co~s re::ation in the United States, invitin.; 

their participation in t he establishment of a Board of Rep-

t t . The co-· .-nttee of deleoates t hen adjourned re sen 9. 1ves . --

sine lli, leaving t 'ne circul ation of the address and all 

other mat~es to a commi +,tee of three 
I '284 

Kursheedt ,Godtrey , 

and I s aacs . 

Sent out to the congrez;ations pointed out 
The address 

that w5. th a Jewisb popul ation of over 200 , 000 there were 

b •aes hospitals, foster-homes , l iterary 
over 170 syna5ogues' esi 

. ~· et absolutely no unity among these 
and benevolent socie1;1.es , y 

o+temnts had been made in the past , 
.Although ._.."' -r or 3anizations . 

but the need had only increased 
o success, 

there had been n 
b the :-:ew York ;;roup was 

Pl an proposed y 
with t he years . The 

as fo l lows : 
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1. Two dele3ates from eac ... _ 
1 ) con3re3ation to se~ve for 

one and two years respectively. 

2. The Board to organize itself and select its name,etc. 

3 . Expenses to be pa·d b ~ 1 Y Lhe con3re;~tions represented in 

such proportion as the Eo~d shall decide. 

4 The B d t • •oar o deal only with temporal affairs. 

5. The delegates to meet at Cooper Institute, I:Tew York City 

on -, e-vember 27th, 1859. 

6. Th e Executive no~ittee to be notif: ed by each congre-
285 

cation when representatives were elected. 

Lee eer , in pub lis1in 0 the p lan, sus3ested that the time allowed 

for di scussion and elections mi;ht pro~e too ehortt in which 

case delay9 or e.djournr;,1ents :r.1i 3ht be necessary to insure nat

ional scopefor t t e proposed Boa.rd. He was particularly concern

ed lest the Board pretend to speak for the merican Israelites 

wi t hout actually being re:presentatiYe. He also ques tioned wheth ... 

✓ er t:le statistics "Were not greatly exa~rated~86 

Con3re5ations shortly be ~an electing dele 3ates in re

sponse to the ad.dres2. On October 16th, B'nai Israel(New 

Yorl-:) t ok action, on No-vember 4th, Shaa.ray Tefilah( .. ew York), 

by November 13th , Beth lsrael-Biokur Cholim(New York), \ilish

kan I srael(New Haven), Wilkesbarre(Penna .), Beth Shalom(Rich-

) Shearith Israel(Charleston, s.c .), Keneses Israel(Rich
mond, 

) BethEl Emeth(Philadelphia), B' nai Israel(Providence), 
mond, 

d( N Yo ,-.1.T.) Rodeph Sholom(New York), and BethEl 
Anshe Chese ew - -· ' 287 

e lected delegates. Although Shearith Israel 
(Uew York) had 

in the preliminary meetings, 1,s electors 
had cooperated 

it as 11 1• nexpedient II to ta. ce part in the 
_ r:::; that w ·- . 

voted 23 ✓ 
. and i .ts ywo t&mporary delesates, 

Board of Representatives, 
SI J Senh therefore resigned from the 

. h dt a.nd • · o ~ Asher Kurs ee 
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preliminary 0 ..,,~·a . 288 

- 6 n1zat1on. 

In t he .qieantime 
, Wise in Cincin.11at1 had been 

the re~orm opposition leading 
to the Board . Commentin~ on 

adopted October 0 th the address 
✓ , he pointed out th 

-,:ew York Congr-e ·,ati h . at only 7 of the 20 
~ · ons ad issued th 

_e circular. As usual, 
,Tise attacked the projec t 

more on details, than on real 
issues. The circular did not 

state any real 
proposed board;ihe oi r~11ers of' th 71 

~ o - e ca_ were 

11 cause 11· for a 

not well known 
--- he loouee in vain for such 

names as Adler, Sandy, Isaacs, 
Fishel and ~aphall . Wise could 

see no need for a Soard for 

political reasons. "This is a still born child. _.. or do we need 

or want a ~olitical or;~~ization, and this it is intended to 

be ••.• Unless wei~h ty rea~ons are edduced to such an or3ani-

zation, we car.not reconr::endi it, nor write lon5 windy articles 

qn the subject. The colurans of the Israelite are for thi ~ao some ng ~ ✓ 

bette-,..,. II tt f f t .J..h s a QS er o ac u e congresations of Bondy, 

I sa:=1.cs and Fishel were signatories, through their dele,;ates, 

to the call for a Eo2rd , a nd i"iise ~ust have known this, even 

if his readers did not. Furthermore, fise had, in response 

to the resolution of the Philadelphia comrni ttee am the lJior 

ta.ra. Affair, stated his agreement with their sentiments and 

pled;;ed himseli' 11 reB.dy to cooperate in every union scheme 11 • 

Wise also knew perfectly well what was the "cause" wl-:.ich t:he 
' 

proposed union was to charr.pion. His oppos,tion can be explained 

only on two rounds. One, which he later kept emphasizing, 

was the alle3ed menace to reform; the other was that the 

Boaad was an eastern or:;anization and not of his 1,wn creation. 

As to the first objection, the circular had already declared 

a r-rainst ''interference in reli ious mayters". Even the ortho

dox leaders were opposed to havin3 relig ious matters come 

f 



before t he ...... oa:rd , and on1,,J, Leesew ~,~R i ·.~ ... • -- •,, favor o:f tb.i s. 
Though Leeser was 

r e:;) eatedly outvoted on the question of 
religious ~ut hori,,.y t 

~ -· ·- - v ve 9 ed i n t'r''e bor.1:rd - - , 'fise kept 1.n-

that this was onl Y a tempora.r y action, a:r..d tha t a s 
sson a s the Boe.rd r. d ,,. 290 .a S1,rer:...,th, it would 3.t tac le ref oril • 

There can 'e litt le do~bt t . t t l.~e n2in reason for ,ise(s 

opposi tior. w.:1s tl!at he wa~ .. ,.,at the - ... aut.:.or of this plan, a ~d 

t ~ePefore the Barad would ,10+ 1 
• v serve .1is purposes ,-rhich ,-,ere 

to build up r f oi-·m . Ot .1erwi se one cannot W1derstand the many 

w ak ar5uce ~s ,hi c:1 he used ~6ainst it, almost any object

ion !"1e could r a ise, no matter how unjustified or even false. 

Wise ',1 'ent :is 'far a s ap!)ealini:; to the "G· erman Jews'' to oppose 

t h e Portu5 e3e , m.::;11 sh and :olish Jews. To pry t he Ger•man 

con ; ,re~at io:is a:,rn.y from the Beard , Wis e distorted the history 

of ~:1.is o ·m attecpts at un·on in t he past. He tried to blame 
291 

the ot'1er O oups for v.rrec~in~ hi s plans, when f'or example, 

11. 1°48, it waJ :.l1e three 3:ere.r:m congi-'ei,;ations of ::ew York 

t l~s.::. he ··1i raself held respcnsible for his failure . The Par-

.... , · h ,:-:i."'.d Po_l i s'n Jews . wrote V[ise. ' do not want the t u_sese, ~n0 ~1S ~ .l.• • , 

GermanJews in their ~eetin6s , a:d the latter reciprocate the 

" '..•le c~ ·.nnot ?~ree ( w1 th them) unles a we submit, sentiments . · -· ~-~ 292 
:-"O""eth•inr.: which Ger:nan Jewswill never do. 11 This and t hat is ::: ..... ..... 

·~L---ea.t aha,.-:p ion of Amer·icaniza ti on , t he en er.uy of all. 
fro ... t h e o µ . 

the old loyalties to Europe~ 

46 dele~ates represer-ting 25 con-
On November 27th , ~ ' 

different cit ies mat at Coouer I nst i tute. 
3reoations in 13 

t i l1a.d si .;nified t.. ~1eir in
(About e dozen more conorega ons 

t r· ,,.1,, 
tent ion to coopera e 1~ i u~-

a t represented 

the Board in t h e future!}!. but 

at this meeting .) ~s er Kursheedt 
t hey were no 

t rder but r e t ired from the chair 
called the me et ing o o ' 
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~ftor statin3 that hu ooul.Q no lon~cr pa~tic1.pato as a delo-

~1:i.de1"()cl tbe plan outlinccl_ :i.n the c:Lccu1n.r dcfectivo ln tb:J,t 

it onvisa~od a political and not a roli3lous body. The motion 

for a Bus:tnes~i Comrn:'Lttc,o WctB ~:eeonc1od., but lnaaen movecl tlw.t 

the plD .. n i:.w c:l.rcu.lat,od ti'o ado9tod. To compromirJo tl.le di.ffor-

e:ncc:J bctvreen LeeErn:r·' s o,nc:t Iriau,cu' vlm·rn, an D .. rncnclrncnt vFi,n 

t 1/lcrpt,)d re:ferrln:::; tho cJrcu.lar pJo,n to n cornm:tttoe :for act:i.on$ 

This committeo conctstsd of Le~scr of fh11adolp~ia, Jacobs 

of ChzJ,Plc~c:iton, H8.!:'.'t of Now York,-Uchr:l.vor of H:i.cbmond, and 

Uax·onl of Bonton. 

and Dff'J'ornl ar-tlclerJ for adoptlon. '.I.1he fj:cr:it ert.:i.c1c pPov1dod. 

for the name or tho ox·3an1z,atlon - n'l'he Bor::1.:rd of Deloc;atec. 

of Arr.er'L can I ::ff'a,0lttes 11 -· and st'.J,tecl that the Board W1'.lS to 

havo per·rnanont succcs:,,iono Thls wa.-i unanhnously o.c1opted. 

Article II, 3octlon 1 provided for two dele3atcs from oach 

member c011srecat ion, and th:i. 13 too wD,s pa~rn cd un~J.ni!lJOtH:\l:,r. 

D0ctlon 2 of Art:i.clo II, wh:i .. ch eontallrnd Le0r,H~:c' n plan :for 

n, r•oll:_·;:totw r:i,utbori t,y wg,r::1, on motj_on, ·f~E1,blocl U.11 the next 

mootlnc; of the Boe.Pd. Aftor trw repo:C't, of tho Commtttoe on 

]J-u.~dl'.1(:::?:,io 1w.c1 been 2-0-tet.'l on, lt wr-:.ts movecl that a eommitte0 

bo empowcx'c:Y1 to clro.:P.t a eonnti.tut:i.o:n and. by-lavr1:.1. Up t.o 

thls polnt, the Cornmlttoo on Burc1in1::rn~i lmcl 5 membcrD fr-om 5 

dl:f.:f.\)rent. oltlc s. It w1:1.r:J now vot<Jd to add the cha:i':t'rnr.rn fmd. 
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3 additional dele .:-~.ate s t ~ o the committee, and instruct them 
to prepare the constitution 

a nd by-laws• In addition to Hart, 
3 New Yorkers 

were added to the Committee, so that it now had 

5 New Yorkers and 4 r:1embers from 4 otl1A_Y' it. - c ies. Obviously 
t here was a clear purpose of keepinG the organization under 
the control of the N y 1 ew or.:.{ group. However, as shall be 

pointed out below. t n.e'Y'e ,., · . • - ,., as no opposition to speak of,to 

thi 9 tendency to give 1:!ew York the dominant posi tio~ in the 

new organization . The members from out-of-town could have 

voted down the move to enlar\3e the c.oIIllr.ittee and thus place 

t h e l'Ie w York group in control. There is no record of their 

trying to d o . t h is. 

The followin3 evening 16 congre3ations were represented 

whe n t he Bu s ines s Committee presented its report. It was 

read section by section and provided for congre5ational rep

resentation by 2 delegates each, that the Board meet in New 

York unle s s it detar□ine otherwi se, that the Executive Commit

tee meet in New York unless b y a 3/5 vote the dele3ates deter

mine ot:1.erwi se. This much of the report was adopted unani

mously, but on the last section, sett.ing forth the purpose-s 

of t h e Board, there was both a majority and a mibnority report. 

The minority report, presented by Leeser, advocated as one of 

t h e ptirposes of the Board the setting up of an Ecclesiastic.al 

Authority.. This was tables, and the majority report was adopted 

stating the following as the objectives of the Board: 

1. to gather statistical information 

2. to promote Jewish education and literature 

3. to promote charity 

4 • to watch over occurences at borne and abroad relating to 

Israelites 
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5. to establish a court 

of arbitration to settle disputes 
between c ongregations without resort to litigation. 

After the co~stitution and by-laws were adopted a per
mane,int set of officers was elected as follows: 

President Henry J. I.:rart 

Vice Presidents Isaac Le eser 

John _farks 

Trea surer G. l' .Herrman 

Trustees John !(arks 

3-,r.Herrman 

Eexmet King 

New York 

Philadelphia 

New Orleans 

New York 

New York 

n Executive Comc i ttee of 15 was elected of which 9 were 

from -~ew York and one each from Charleston 
' 

Boston, Hartford, 

rhiladelphia, and 2 fDom Richmond. The Executive Committee 

subsequently elected !,Iyer S.Isaacs as its secretary until 
293 

t h e next session. 

It should be noted that New York was clearly recognized 

by the asser.ibled dele;ates as the center of Jewish affairs in 

America. Not only were the Board and its Executive Committee 

to meet in i'":ew York, but 3 of its 5 officers, and 9 of its 

15 members of the Executive Corcmittee wereNew Yorkers. The 

New Yorla: congre0a tio!ls had sent 22 of the 46 dele0ates to the 

organizational meeting of the Boa.rd, and this was only slightly 

I\ higher a ratiof than that of the population. New York at that 

h time must have had between 4-0,000 and 45,000 Jews, while in 

1
1\_ the United States t here were probably a little over 100,000. 

a 43c110 of the delegates to the Boa.rd and 45.% 
. J New York thus ha 

. h populati·on in the United States. The importance 
of the Jewis 
of these figures is that the charge was laid against the Board 

a ttempt on the part of New Yorl{ Jews to control 
that it was an .., 
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the rest of American Je•·r..,...y. "si· de from ~ . n the fact that those 

who made this char3e were the one~ who refused to join the 

Board, it was not even entirely true at the outs0t. The 

delegates from outside Eew York could have outvoted the_ i~ ew 

vor'- r t J. • ~ h epresen avives, and prevented their majority on the 

Exe cu ti ve Comr:i ttee, and refused to provide for future meetin-5: 

in Ne'\'r Yor}r. But apparantly this type of clea.va6e never enter

er into tha mi!'lds of those who sat do\'m tcsether at Cooper 

Insti t"t;.te. JIIew York contained the great bulk of the Jewish 

population, it was most highly organized, it was the heart 

of t h e nation as a whole, and it muEt have seemed quite logi

cal that r:e1,•1 York would he.Ve the largest influence on the 

Board of Deles ates. T:-;at t he New Yorkers forced their control 

011 tha rest of the delezates, or wanted to force it on the 

who7_e. could only be believed by those, who like nation as e_ . , 

U-r_.alterably opposed to the Board and were Wise, were already _ 

b ti i 0 its existence and function-looking for possible o jec ans v 

deal of ~eneral a3reempent on issues 
ing. There was a sreat -

f irst meeting of the Board of Delegates, 
which ca.rue before this - · it 

. of religion, and except on the question 
here/was not a reform-

orthod~x conflict at all. 
Two c.ele;atea took the lead in 

Leeser on the idea 
of an ecclesiatical aut~ority to 

opposing th 
both of these represented D~ ~ o-

be set up by the board, and 

. (C e ho-wever, 
was an avowed follower of 

dox congregations. n' 
. d'vidual.) One cannot as an 1.n 1 

either, that 

conclude 

there was the reform movement 

from the reports of 
the proceedin;s, 

the decision 
on this question of 

of delayin3 decision to 
religious matters. The . 

the board's takin6 up 
was a polite , report 

table Leeser s 
subsequent history 

of it, and the 

but firm way of disposing 

of the board only proved 
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this. A few .of the 

delegates may ha\•e f d ( avcre Leeser s 
point of vie•·• b t t n, u he large 

294 majority were definitely and 
finally oppoeed to it. 

The Boa.rd of Delegates was now ready for action, and 

first business was to rai·se funds for refugees f rorn ..,,lorocco 
its 

who 
had taken refu5e in Gibraltar during the war bet·ween Spa.in 

and Norocco. The Board t · sen an appeal to all AQerican congre-
ti 295 

3a ons for funds and in six months collected a l most $7000. 

Even o~ this issue, wh ich could hardly be regarded as contro

versial, the.re was sharp opposition to the Board. In Cincin

na ti ise refused to allow funds to be sent to the Board for 

transmi !? si on to the ~.oroasan refugees. When it was su33e sted 

t~at t ~e funds be sent instead to Henry I.Hart(President of 

t h e Board of DeleBate s) Wise refused to act as Secretary of 

t::-ie Joint Corn:'!i ttee of t~e 4 congregations which had been set 

up. In th'i s case, however, he could not have his way , and a 

J.Abraham was elected in his place, and Wise's own congre6 ation 

appointed a new delegate to replace him on the joint committee. 
- - 296 

The funds were sent to Hart~ In Baltimore David Einhorn 

raised the 

ing of the 

same objecti ons as Wise and called a protest meet

Har Sinai Association. The group adopted a strong 

Board of Dele5ates and 12· 9s~1ued a broadside 
stand against the ~ 

in English and in German for distribution. 

arew only sharper after the Board 
Wise 's opposition~ 

his prediction about the "still-born chil::1. 11 

was organized, for 
He wrote that the 11 office of representdmg 

wasf-not borne out. 

Israelites in any 
American 

Public affair has 1JE:.kxbeen dele-

no body of me,n. 11 Neither ahari ties, 

ga,ted to 
no individual and 

nor congregations need~\his or~aniza-
r l iterary endeavors, no 

t . ''ou,... congregations 
J_On • ~ 

live in peace and harmony and need 
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no board of arbitrators "298 
of • The Israelite carried a report 

the Jovember 27th meet· 
ing, Which gave all its attention 

to Leeser's minority report Thi 
• s reuort waeof course never 

adopted, but its ei ht • 
~ sectiong, proposing an ecclesiastical 

authority, control of l . 
re igious education, promotion of Jew-

f ~ 
1 ish publications, a theolo~ical 

r, 'i 

1 
! 

~ 

o seminary, an annual conference 
of winisters, uniform prayer books, circuit rabbis, and a 

~· ~ pledge by ea.ch of ... he d 1 t t~ \.:. · l., 8 e3a es to support the religious ob-
ti ,) 
i i: J ects of the board, ~ave w1.· se t he II rr ~ - proof he needed to show 

t hat the Board of D 1 t 299 1 e esa es was a real menace to reform. 

Incidentally, t he ninority renort shows that 

serio s about bolsterin~ up orthodoxy. 

eeser was really 

! . on~ the protests a3ainst the Board of Delegates, was 

ths,t of t~e Er.:anuel Concre:;ation of New York. It is especial

ly interestin6 , becat.:.se its point of view, while probably novel 

at the t ime, ba~ since becone very popular among certain groups 

in ADerica. T~1.e Emanuel group objected to the "defence 11 idea 

behind the 0 r~anization of the board. Jews should not ore;anize 

as Jews to defend their civil, rel~gious, and political rights 

but act only as America:is. They should certainly not t2.ke steps 

• ,1 t· 0 ~ trouble said the Emanuel protest. "It is 
in anticippa ion ~ · , 

ll dispense with the ;r.elancholy idea of 
ti□e t hat we practica- Y 

3aluth •.•• Jews in Europe 
suffered long enough under the charge 

to assimilate themselves 
that they lmew not how 

with the nation 

. But 1t behooves u~ in 
among whom they 11 ved • · • · • 

the United 

that no false step of 
States to take care 

ours should g~ve 
299a 

rise to similar charges 
h ' s In spite of all t l 

• J ,r II . st the American e¼s. a c;a.in 

Sit).. on the Board ."rew in oppo , 

- . .1.111n four months of 
stren th, so th2t wi ~ 

re r·at1ons represented 
- con the number 01 

its being or; anized, 
300 

grew to 30. 
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still it was constantlv 

-J necessary to answer to charg~s of 
1'politics 11 ana~ 11, • nierarchv11 11 

Leeser devoted 
" and anti-reform''. Both Isaacs and a 

many cf{umns and edi toria.ls to this, trying to 
show t1:.a t the real pro5::ram 

of the Board was not i·rhat its op-
ponents we:c·e tY>Jin~ + 0 1 

- - ~ maKe it out to be.Leeser, in particu-
lar wae very 1 1 

oya , eve:--i thou:;.'ri his reli6 ious pro;;ram was not 

9.dopted . In a nswer to charges in the N.m-r York "HERALD", Leeser 

-'- ' l . ~ i 

.. ne c_ne.1. J.nter - st of the Board was to keep a Ha.t.ch-

~ul e ye on 301 
affairs affectin3 Israelites at home and abroad. 

Tl1e first annual report of the Doard of DelBgates, dated 

June 18 60, 3u:::i r:1ari zed the first half years activities. 

~he Boar-6. ex cha: c ed 5r2etin3s 1.-ri th and fol"warded information 

to t' 1e cen tra l J ewish o:r5e.nizati ~ns of England and France. It 

~ad collected a nd transmitted to the Board of Deputies in 

~20 ,000 for relief of 1fo1"occan refugees, almost 

half of 9. 1 t' le funds rn.ised for this purpose all over the 

., 0 .,,ld rr,18 ;:;0 -;,,...d had received an appeal from Jonas P .Levy of .. .r. • _... - \,,;,41- -

t h t 11 the member con-0~re;at ions ass ist 1 o ,-h · ,, +or a.s, in~ .. a a • ~ u.:. ... - .l-._...:;. u .-•, -- _ 

teacher, who 
time offer prayer as Chaplain could at the same 

f R . ..,058 -.-1tatives, t hus aervine; as represe!'.l tativ-e 
in the Bouse O epLv • 

J .-; sh cornmuni t v . The annual report 
of the entire Ameri c2.n e111 - u 

· · 1 +.o t~e le~islature . "iate action on a nemoria w ~ 
recomE1ende d 1.mmea. 

Ab~o ~Ation of all rali51ous require. ur-inr ~Lo-
Of t:orth Carolina b - ;,'.) ·302 

S+ate constitution. 
ments in the .., 

i 1 a its first annual meeting 
n 860 the Eoar1 1a 

In Aua ust OI 1 . ' 
0 1 7 cities were represented "evr York. On y .,.ristitu.1.Je, -· 

at Cooper .L • . N Yor,,. Richmond1~ Philadelnhia , 
t . ew i,. , - -

l delege. es. 303 
by congre;ations Hobile. The main point in 

New Orleans, 
Boston, Cbsrleet ont ta.tenJen t of the objectives 

the res - · ' report was -
the Presidents 
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of the Board 

'probably in anewer 
or3anization. The to char3e~ and attacks on the 

card accepted1 Withou·t 
collection of sta... . . discussion, the 

~istics, arbit~at· 
ri:;hts at horr.e ~ ion, protection of Jewish 

and abroad, and. cooperation with similar bodie~ 
abroad, as i ~s pur ~ ... . po s es. After d , eoate, the promotion of educa-

of a hi.;h school to train teachers 
tion, a~d establish~ent 

and ministers! was adopted as a .fu.t1..:.re objective~ p~esently 
i mpos8ible f or f' " - inancial re~sons T~ . • ue question of placing 

ptblic( J e•:1 ish)ch2rities on ... - an equi~able and permanent basis 

was Pabled. The five obJ'ectives agreed on were e1o:pted as 

~ rticle IV of t he constitution. 

The : onstitution was next cons_1dered· a. an a lensthy dis-

cus ... ion on l"epresentation e sued. $ 0 m.e 'delegates favored 

con ~regationa.l rep!"'e s e~tati on in proportion to the membership 

of ee.ch co:13re::;ation. It was a5reed, however, to retain t h e 

system of equa l represe!ltation, allowing 2 dele3ates to each 
304 

co~ ~regation regardles9 of size. There was apparantly some 

di sa5ree .. ent at this r;ieetin3 over the reli.:;ious i s sue. Leeser 

c_aimed that members of the Executive Cor:unittee were trying 

t o undel"mine the Board b y inducing their congresa tions to 

withdraw. Actually Anshe Chesed of New 'York did withdraw, and 

its deles ate, L.Lewens ood,explained in a. letter to the ISRAEL~ 

ITE that t he reason was the Boards trying to establish a 11hier

archy". No doubt Lewen.,.ood was referrin5 to I!';:e.eurx»,fattempts 

Yor-\:e aiid ?biladelphia for local reli5ious unions 
madein New 305 

t 'ne Executi~e Committee had taken note in its Report. 
of which -

till somewhat divided on the re11 ~1ous 
The Board was s 

differed sharply with those who wanted the 
questmon. Leeser 

itself only wi.th the civil and reli 0 ious 
Board to concern 

t deal with the burning issue of 
r~ghts of Jews, and no 
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reform vs.orthodoxy. 

He was all .coo 
gregations f· .i. l"' excluding reform con-

rom the Boara 
. , for fighting the b 

them in all union att 306% m y i5noring 
empts. But h1·s . views , though not 

without some supoort 
- 'were opposed by a good majority of the 

dele~ates The ~o . d. 
_, • • LJ a.e was f th 

or .ri,...ht enou3h ~:m al;l. questions 
which concerned th . e ri3hts and privile,:,-,es o of Jews, but on 
internal J e•-'ri sh problems 1· t was 

cautious and moderate. Its 
leaders still hoped for a broad unity on grounds of common 
interest a .. d concern. 

The Boar·d of Dele3ates thus maintained itself despite 

external opposition and inter11al cleavab~es . The Civil War, 

hoi.·rever, p::.-·eve!'lted t h e Board from meeting for the next five 

' years. That it ~urvived this difficulty was due only to the 

e ner3y and interest 01' its founders and leaders. Durine; those 

five yeg,rs the Executive CoI:lI!1ittee carried on the activities of 

the Board, depending for authority on their election at the 

first an!1U!3.l meeting. They dealt with diplomatic problems like 

the Swiss and Chinese treaties, relief for Jewe in Palestine, 

d -~or victims of Aoroccan persecution. The Executive Board e.n 

raised funds, sent memorials and protests to Washington, and 

spol<::e out stron;ly whene11er Jewish ri3bts were in d-~r. on 

1 • y 1· ssue Grant's order, and the- proposed amend-the Chap a.J..nc . . , 

t ·tu~ion of the United States, establishing 
ment to the cons 1 v 

t ~ recoonized religion, they took direct 
Christianity as He ~ 

~ion on matters relating to Jewish affairs 
an,d constructi ,te a.c V • 

. d circular appeal for stati:s:tics to 160 
at home, they issue a 

d too1,. note of progress toward union a!llong 
consregations, an "'"'" . 

. . 111 New Yorli:: and Philadelphia. Thus they 
the congre5:lt1ons - ~,. 

n alive until it could once again resume 
kept the organizatio . 

all member con.r;regations were able to 
normal activities when 
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send delegates to 307 

a Board meeting. 
It was to be 

expected of course t'nat t h , ere would be 
:protests toe very action unde_rtak en by the B d Tb 
I qv ~ oar • _e 

..... .1.1.h.ELI'l'E in particular 
' attacked the Board every time it 

s p oke for t 1_ri_e I - sraelites f A 0 merica. When the Board took 
action o~ t he Chaplaincy quest i on, which resulted in t he 

a rne nd in5 of t he law and t ' . . . ,ne ccmnu s s1on1n3 of a Jewish chap-

l a in by Lincoln, six rabbis~ Lilientha_ ,_, Wise, Adler, Hoch-

heimer, Fe ls 3 nthal a Gd Einhorn, published a strong protesf~8 

Ch arg i n 7., t:b..at t he Boa·"d -n t ~ 1 ~ ... .. epresen ea ees Jews than there were 

in Cincinnati or 2a.l ti raore, ~lise called onaall persons to 

s i 6n 9.11d c i rculate petitions on t he Chaplaincy law, and not 
309 

rel y m1 t he"Board of Guardia~1s" to protect them. In response 

t o h is appeal, and in opposition to the Board, petdltions vrere 

circulated in Cincinnati, Columbus(Indiana), Franklin(Indi~na) 

a nd Johnson Co.(Indiana), and in Iowa City, Baltimore and 
310 

Lou isville. The Board's action 011 Grant's order( No.11) 

an; ered Wise no less. This time he took action himself and, 

with a Louisville dele5ation, proceeded to Washington, where 
311 

t h e order had already been reversed by tte time he arrived. 

w:r'len the full Board of Delegates met,aagain after the 

war 
op. Jun~ 11, 1865, 42 congresations were on the member-

b 16 were represented, and at later sessions 
ship role.Of t.ese, 

conc=.ree;a tions we,re present. -rl::.e Board 
delegates from 3 °ther ~ 

b t the old religious question was not 
slowly growing, u was 

as the senior vice-President, pre sided 
yet outgrown. Leeser 

took occasion to pres9 for h is old 
at this meeting, and 

Central religious authority which he f elt that 
ideal -- the 

~e~erve orthodox Judaism. Though some 
America must have to P- .., . 

l{ept from joining the Board from fear 
t . ns were copgrega 10 
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that it might suppres~ reform 

be willin~ to ' 
Leaser said he would not 

u pledge to avoid reli Kious. 
u issues to gain their 

support. But once !l l'">'!); -
-o--n his p_ lea for an authority was voted 

do~n by the Boar~ L -• eeser a.rgued V"'!'" ~ J co5ently t~at avoiiing 
t he reli3 ious issue had 

not Wbn over a sin7.le reform o - congre-
gation thus far, a nd he objected in principle to t he i~ea of 
3uiding t he act· ·t ivi ies of the Boa~d ~ to please prospective mem-

berc on3re~ations, who ~ever j. 312 oin the Bo2.rd anyway~ The Board 

neverthele 2s adhered to its policy of avoiding any partisan 

stand on t h e r e li3 ious question. 

The Board's position seemed to be j . ustified, for 3radu-

ally it gained in strens th~ In 1,Iay 1866, at t he annual meeting 

22 c on;re;;e.tions of the 47 celon3in5 to the Board were repre

ser:t ed. Of t hese 22, 13 were r ew Yor~ and 9 were out-of-town 
313 

co._0re,.,.2.tions. By :-lay of 1868, which ende t he period covered 

by t rii s stud.y t 54 of the 180 o_dd con5i;:egations in the United 
'"~~,.;;-4,t ..,, +t-, .• , .. ,.~-

S t a te s elonged to the Boa.rd.23 were represented. at the annual 

mee ting, with half corr:in6 from New York .A6a.in at this meeting, 

t he Board re-iterated that it could not legislate on ecclesias-

tic 1 1 matters(because of the lack of organization among Amer

ican Israelites.) The program and activities of the Board 

continued to include matters of civil and reli5ious rights, 

relief for Jews abroad in distress for whatever reasons, the 

tl i ·f · statistics and as has been noted above, the 
ga 1er ng o , 
e~tablishment of a school for hi3her Jewish educatioh. The 

ti b etween congregations had by this time 
ma "ter of arbitra on 

314 
been dropped. 

t d that the reform que stion was brou5ht 
It might be no e 

i when Emanuel published its plans for a 
forward once aga n, · 

'?be provision to exclude the ort~odox 
theological seminary. -
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~rom its board so 

an.sered Isaacs 
of Dele3ates to ab r 'that he ur3ed the Board 

andon it 
s position of neutrali .... L,y d t 

a clear star..d on th an ake 
__ e rellr,-iou-- . 

, 0 que 9tion, even if some of the 
cemoer con"regati 

u . ens refused t 
0 accept this nosition But 

·when the B ,:, • - · 
- o-rd met in May' it did 

not act on Isaacs suggestion 
but remained neutral on 315 

religious questions. 

The Boai-•d was thus the first success in the lon3 move-
ment toward unity among American Israelites. By the end of 

the decade 1.·rhich is beyon>fl' ..._h 
' \l,I, l, ... e range of this study, the re-

f and 
orm congregations oe.~9.n to · · / ~ Join, until the organization of 

the Union of America~ Hebrew Con,0~re~ati·ons, _ it was the only 

ors anization of its kind in America. It was not entirely 

successful in representins the idea of union, even to its 

own adherents . There wa,9 sti ll a strong tendency for the in

dividual minister or editor to lea,d a protest movement on a 

queetion of discrimination or civil richts, instead of allow

ins the Board to take action. Thus in 1867, when some insur

ance companies issued secre~ instructions to their agents 

which slandered Je1-rish business men and char;e.d that they were 

bad risks, tbe:re were protest meetings called iriJ,~ew York and 

Philadelphia, and the matter was not even referred by Leeser 

to the Board of Delegates for action. The Executive Com~ittee 

th Fith the matter at all, since it ha.d been 
dod not bo er~ 316 

in various large cities. The union idea 
handled by groups · 

comolete hold yet, and the old tendencies 
had by no mea.ns tal{en 

an individual, or a con3regational, or 
to attack problems on 

. ·de b"'sis were still strong. 
c city-wi ~ , 

at best, on""' 



By the year 1868 , American 
Jewish life was be;3innin5 

to show some siryns of . d 
o or er and cooperation. After more than 

200 years' the Jewq 0 .co ~ _ • 

~ .1 .merica were beginnin.; to work out some 
integration of th. 1 . err nstitutional life. There was still no 
religious union no cent 1 

' · ra authority or board of control , 
no repre ~entative council o~ c f - - on erence whose power was recog-
nized to t he t t ex en that it could qpAak - - - with authority for the 

mas 8 of Jew 8 in the cour1tty. There was only a small be3inning 

in the Board of Dele ~ates, and for the ...., rest, Jewish life was 

.L•11 · • • s ul_ i n a cn~otJ.c and rampantly anarchic state. 

With several leaders clearly aware of the need for unity, 

e.!1.d cotlll;: itted to the task of forgin5 a bond of cooperation 

a r.10:'.'13 the various gro'J.ps, it must seem strange indeed, that 

t here was so little :pro:ress twwarq;,,.-~he goal for which they 

a 11 were s tri vin:; , Leeser9 Wise , /,:;.o,,and Isaacs were well 

QU:3.lified for t h eir avovred tasks~hey had the ener3y and the 

i rnasination, t he will and t;1.e ability to lead the way to 

union. The trouble was that they differed, more or less, from 

each oth er in air.is and idea.ls, and this -gav.e rise to confus i on 

and misunderstandin..,.. Some wanted a religious union, with some 

degree of hiera.chica.l power, while others wanted only a secu-

for Coo_uerat ion alonG non~reli3ious lines. To be ortho
lar body 

Yet l. nsi st tbat union was possible with reform groups, 
dox, and 

not easy. Wise, Leeser, and Isaacs were all 
or vice versa, was 

attacked as traitors and renegades, for try
at different times 

All three had a 5enuine desire 
mal·ntain this position. 

ing to 
of all American Jews, but each wanted it 

to see a broad union 
lines of belief and practise. From 

d P.,lonr-: lli s own orc;anize - - ._, 1101-rever, even thou3h personal 
. of 1eadership, 

Of ;,riew - -the point 
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rivalries played tl~eir role in 

kee!in5 the me~ a.part, and 
thus milit~L•. ~ • 

-~in6 a~ainst ~."ion, ·t ., 1 was by 
of the 1 "' -

- eaaers which was responsible for 
no means the failure 

the lack 
unity in American Israel . 

of r::io.re 

t ~-. e 
The real reason for f~ilure in the unity movement was in 

~ery nature of the situation· n 
- i n American Jewis~ life. Had 

circum2t.,9.nces been diffe ent. had there been ,, _·-e:':.1 
, c.. , . a. and press -

i n~ neg: for ur11~-1 1 ' 1 
- - - •!, eaaers wou_d have responded to that need . 

1\ .'.\.:11eric"c1. ~1 -sra2l du:.r-11 •0 t ;'"l e ... i r·'e f' t' · .,_ , h i - -..;, -- u ,:.. - o. rns SLuuy, ad not yet 
I, 

J. I ar-1'ived at the sta.~9 whore un1· 0.,, ·t· b JI -~ ··- 1. was e1 ner possi ~ e or imper-.( l 
} · .2.t i v_ • . o::1 L-,:;,·c,_,_ nu+ ~ ... l, 1· · - o·1c. 0 .r- 1-• L • .,.. • 

).' ~ - - }- - .1. . !. 1 .... 1. •.a ls mosu s1;~n :i.1 cant editorials, 
1 1 t. l~ere ',.'ou_:i 1"'e 1· ::a,-.:;,:s 1,,-,.e ~1.1· .- r ... ·1 r.l11 __ f_.i·· s · .... h ~ ----- - - -- 1n i.. e way or any union 

matter so pressing, t!:at it co-..i.ld 

not 1.:: e 2.~~~ored, :L:,uld. GWs r~l1:,' to;ether in its su;,port. 

That is i'hy t~:.e various 2.tt1?:1_pts to unite con3rec;ations 

a :.1dthe T" ini sters er:ded ,.-1 t:1.out 0uccess . .There was no recoe;ni

tion of the necessity of such g_ unio~1.. A. handful of men may 

have aeen :. : .e effect whi ch anarc:1y was havin0 on Jm·rish life 

and rali5 io:.1, but to the ma jority it was of no consequer.ce . 

To the leade:cs of the various 5roups , it "':re..s fal' raore i1:iport -

a.2 d!. to me..intain the soverei:3nty of t1ftP parti~ular group , 

than to ta:-::e active steps to preserve Judaism, or solve Jew

ish probleras . T~e sa@e coul d be ~aid with r2spect to the 

various efforts for a colle.,;e or a se~in3,rJ . Beyond t::.e initial 

exc;ttement and enthusiasm 1·rhich "/ise ~-ra·a a.ble to ~·enerate by 

his own personal appeal , t here ·was no feeling tl,.a t u c ollec;c 

we.s needed.. ':!'hen the Board of Dele0ates had its tei.lporary stile -

, , .. t h ·-alrrr·o"' .. a~es Col7° '1·e 2·+ ,,,...,s pr"o11a1.""_1_y .J.1.,1-,_,c, ve_Y' 1i • .,.A2.l ce =-s ,,:L ., .,:.. -•.L·, _...,o, ,., , ..,. - "' J ... _ 

threat of tiie gl''O':Tin0 ref or:n 1:.1ovec011t, which cr·ysta.llized sup

* see pa.ge 9-4-
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Port r"' · th or e proj ect. 

American Jews we r e. t d no l:·e2. 1J t c lend thewse l ve s to union 

ideas. ~hey were torn a_uart ~n so 
~ many different directions 

.,_ at .L 

1.,_ \., :ey .L ound it diff icul ... 1.,, • ev en W.Lthin the fa ctions, t o tiX:ii 

V a r•T q<e on... f-. _e '1 • 
- v c...isaoree::ients. t first t:J.ere vrere the na tiou.a.l 

d ifferen ces, which were ex_ressed i n the establishcant of s o 

f Ip.any dj_fferent S;'/na~o.:;ues and fraternal and mutua.1-benefi t 

or : a.nizatior~s . T: e splinter1n6 up of t he JeHish com:nu:.:11 ty a.long 

t ~ese li'i.·-As o-_r 1 it· t , .L - o y?. 1as o o _d 1., les , was further comp lica ted 
'.f .: , , b y the f:1c t ti.mt ne':r cor:e · s arrived continually. They renewed 

t he old pro lems of lan;ua3e, econ omi c ad justment, and i ntesra

tion i 1to t :1.e ~ 1.1eri can scene. 3uch a process , extending over 

decades , .-r .__s c oU11d to delay t h e stabilization of Jewish life, 

s.~d t. e e~1e::-- ::;e ':'!C~ o a h omo;eneo'...l s J ewish population. llise 

~i splayed 1:een juc..::;e ::ient, ·when he :9ointed out the importance 

of u ~dersta=1d in:; t:1e tran sitional nature of thi s period , and 
ii-

the ef.,_ects t h is had on t~e efforts for unity. Jews coming 

to ~ r::er .:.ca ,rere er.1ert,i n5 from a ghet te-li 1{e e xistence into an 

e nvi r nr.1ent of sue' . .:;reat s ocial and religious freedom, that 

t Were bou~d to be all shades of belief and practise from .1ere 

one extreme to t h e other. In such an era, it could not be a 

simple me.tter to unite people mn issues that seemed of little 

i mportance compared with the problems of earning a living 1. 

raisin6 one's living standards, or rising in the social scale 

of a vast and open country. There were too many opportunities 

to be grasped, for men to take time out to worry through the 

problems of rel15ious decline or chaotic philanthropy, or any 

of the ot her questions which vexed t he leaders of 

Jewry at this time. 

* see pa.3e 32 • 

merioan 
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In discussing the 

factors Which militated a~P,in~t one c~n t o= - ~ union, 
a. . no overlook th -- e reform-orthodox. "" - con.1 lict which became 

so bitter in ~h , Le 50s and '60s of the last century. The anta3-
,onism was 
,r 

so sh&.r-p that those who saw eye to eye on all other 
i 
' mP.tters - ' could not, as a result of this disagreement, work 

together in ~ny sort of h9.rmony.It is perfectly clear that on 

reli5ious problems, the problem over reform could only be an 

impasgible barrier to coope:"'a:t,,ion. Thus, in trying to work out 

a system of reli3ious trainin~ for t'ne ~ young, or of promoting 

the publice.tion of Jewish war· k s, or 1·n -~ raismng funds for a 

seminary, the issue of reform ,,,a,, an 1 , ~ nevitable stumbling 

block . How could t~,o ~ • ..;,roups a5ree on these matters which had 

to involve some sort of an a 0·•·,-,een1_ent d · · ~ or ecision on reform, 

either a reco0nmtion of it, or the surrender of their point 

of view by the reforn leadersj 

Wbat is not so e.pparant, however, is that even on non

religious matters, wl1ere this con~lict between re-form and orther 

doxy was of no significance, there was a carry-over of feelin5s 

which was just as much a hindrance, as if it had real relevance. 

This is most clearly seen in the disputes over the Board of 

Dele5ate s, v/hich was bitterly attacked by the reform Group in 

every stage of its organization, and during the ebtire period 

of its existence, within the limits of this study. There was 

no real difference of opinion a~ principle in all this oppos

ition. The charge of attempts to suppress reform was more 

imagined than real. At the same time that Vlise opposed the 

Board of Delegates, he supported the Alliance Israelite Univer

selle, which was or32.nized for the same purpose as the Board, 

but 0 ~ an international scale. Obviously the opposition to the 

Board in New Yorl{, was n'11£ based on personal feelings. 
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Unio~ was achieved 

in some measure, however, where it was 
needed to such a de~ree th 

'-' .. at even the s.verrv3e Jew could reco3-
-nize t ~e necessity. Thus in local 

charitable e f forts·, during 
s ome of the :rea,p8 of se'.re"'e d 

... - epression, the number of' Jewish 
poor was so 3reat, tha+ tl1e d"'"' ~i 

~ irferent congre 3at~ons an~socie-

ties were convinced that they could not meet the situation 

a lone . Then they agreed to wort to0ether . Si□1 ,arly t:1e matter 

of bur·J i ?iS t he _pau~· er dead en '"'orc ed. a measure of cooperation 

on even L .i.e most ru:;6edly ind'tvidualistic organizations. But 

these ':rere oi::ly Sci'3.ll sce~l9 a.tte:nuts at union. On a national 

·scP.le, it tool: the wo:cld sh:1kin3 event in Damascus and in the 

Papal 3-l:,s:·,es, to compel t he Jewish communities to thi::ik of 

:vor:r::in:::; :.o,;et~er . I!: these situations which seemed a dii-·ect 

threat to the Jews of the Uni ted States, it was possible to 

su9preEs the stro!1~ i,go l a tionist tendencies of the several 

· t · Ot.t of t't-11· I=! sort bf a challen~~e, the Board of COlTL".lUn l . iea. . . - ~ 

for union in 1868? It is hard to '.vha.t i·,e.s the _prospect 

our knm·rled:::;e of the subsequent ans·,-rei,, .this 1.·Ti thout relying on 

see~s reasonable to say, on the basis t:Pend of events . But it 

~ up to this point in America, that there of what had happenea 
t t , · -0 t1"e 

.1. • a 6radual s - rants nen1n5 0-1. ,_,_ r(round for expec 1.,1ng was some ~-

E oard of Delegates. 
d h nd. r:rown each year, and it The Boar ~ - :.... 

.1.· e -'-o ~row. It was entire ly 
t hat it would con1.,1nu I., ,._., 

seer:1ed likely 
t h of Leeser, that the suspicion 

after the dea --
p ossible too, th_._ 

woullfr be a llayed, and .a Li 
. t1-reform tendencies 

a C' to its an - th · ti .c> 

"" j 111 its ra.nlcs. Cn e qucs - on o-1. 
~- Pr-:a tions would o 

reform cone,r..,o · ... 1 dif:'erE;;nt 
theY'e was an ent11 e Y . on however, · 

a religious unJ. - ' t could on ly 1.)e 
~ be any union, i 

, i o,'e was 1.,0 
t · If t,.J..., _ ; 

situa ion. ortho•.ioxy, but not embrac_ng 
f refort: or 

alons the 11ne~ o 
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both groups. 

The Clevelan, ,:i 0 ..;. 011fer•eric"' b :i b · -- ._ ac.. Jeer. the last opportU;ni ty 
for ,:,ny b-.,.. ~ 

~ .oaa, comprehensive un-1~1,y 
•- , and it had failed com-

pletely. Whether+' 1 h 
vn 8 -ad been inevitable , or was the result 

of Poor ulanni~~ d 
- ~ ·- • • 0 an l eade1~ship. is not ea.sy to say . It seems 

t' ,at 
there mi3ht have been a ll"' • ..L' on of r-.• 11 bllt t " ~- he rigidly ortho - · 

doz, a!1d the extrei:;e, radi c.ci1 refoY'"ne_=~ . ·- d -, . d L- • li 
, - - -u • ~ rta ~ise an 1 en-

t ~-ia l ex:p lainedtheir stand_ in advance to tr.e moderate orthodox 

:!..e-2.ders, rn.en lEi:e Isaacs :::.nd Re.phall, t h er·e mi0ht have been an 

underste.nd ing of mLi.ds, and some cone true ti ve unity. Whether 

reform would .1e.ve erne:r.;ed as II refo:n:a", or whether t h is co:r:fe:B-

e nce would h2.ve ;;iven rise to an AB.e1"ican Jue.a.ism without any 
i l 

h I na.rt ·· ci...:.lar l abel, is not too important. It mi0ht certainly .ave 
t 
i 1-.:ni ted al~ but tl1 e ext1~eme 51°oups, and these mi;:;;ht have died , 

out f o :. lac:.: o~ s trensth. As. th::.n=: s turned out, there was no 

• .i. ' i.,1- 1· o_,e l_,_,!<.d to look wi tbin the :c·ank.s of reform slll.ch U11l Ly , a::.a , - -· 

l. -1"" this maant acce:;:;ting a type of Judaism for union, even 
' 

d condem.,_'1.ed as barren ana. without roots. From the whic:t). he ha 

t f view f' t·"" -'-ru·-,,·· le for unity, this was a defeat, 
poin o 0 - n'""' 8 '- CJ.:> a!bt:.this time 

a.lo:r..s:: religious lines, Jews/could be since without & union -

1 •.L.od or-ly lo,ose './ uni-i.., ~ · 
•·ras the prospe c.t of an even.ta.al 

18 h8 then, there y In - , 
i America, the unification of 

Of Jewish life n stabilization 
J lines, the. growth of the Board 

l ee.st along loca._. 
charities, at 

'tion at le~st in emer3encies, 
and its recogni . ' 

of Delesa.tes, 
. 1 ~ -ious unions along party lines. 

a n.d the organization of re -b 
f could a,leo expect that 

be expected, i one 
This much could d or pre~ress only in 

i .,, unchen5e , ld rema. JJ. --

Jewish life wou could not very well have antici-
,, But while one 

straight lin9 o • with their far-reaching effects 
1 the 1880s, 

pated the events o 
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on American Israel 
, one would have been very short-sighted 

in::leed, to e; :pect. t _1at Je\·1ish life would develop statically 

without sharp chan3es, involvin6 new problems . But by 1868, 
T • 1, 1 . f' h 

,.. ew2-s1.1 _ J. _ e . _ad already begun to show a certain resourceful-

!less, some ability to meet situations of challenge. And if, 

ir. o~e I s i mas ir..e..tion , there wa s some suspicion of what was 

yet i n store for. erican I srael, what serious and wei5hty 

problems were yet to be solved, there was also reason to be 

hopef tl a nd confident , t 1c.t wha t ever tl:ey were, the American 

J e~ .. ,i sh comnuni t ~· would find wi thi :.1 i te elf .reserves of st:ren..,. th 

a~::l courase to moet t he~. 



INDSPE1iDErTT OR 
.......,;=~=:.::.::::'..::!:.:..:!;_ _i _D-~!.!.P~~ ~ ~ B'NAI B'RITH 

The Independent Order of the B'nai B'rith was unques
tionably a stron0 f 

orce for unity during the period oi' this 
study. It is not easy to ~ 

say 1·bether it was really a con sc ious 

effort on the part of the orde"' to • foster unity, or whether 
it was 

r.!erely i!'l. the n2.ture of the or3anization to exert such 
an inflttence on the ._Tevrish cor.:muni ty as a whol9. The preamble 

to the constitution of the order said that the B'nai B'rith 

"has taken upon itself the mission of tmitin5 Israelites in 

the work of pror.10tinz thei:- hiJhest interests and those of 

hur:1an i y ••• " '-1ore to the point was the decision at the very 

b e3innins of the order's history that no doctrinal religious 

ma te r s cold be brou3ht up at meeyin0s of the order. Because 

it could not be i:nvol ved in reli.3ious controversies, and. at 

t he same tir.1e opposed t he growing secule.riz.ation of Jewish 

life , the _1nai B'rith was s·pported by the leaders of both 

... h e refcr.n a.nd orthodox Jewish ;roups. Wise, Leeser, Lillen

,:, 1-; d Ein.horn all j oi!led its r3.nk s t!la. l ' Ra.phall , ::erz bacher ..... 317 

::ovement a strong support of Judaism. and saw in the 
the order fulfilled a real need organized in 1843, 
adjust to the American scene. It 

it helped t :!.1e Ger□an Jew 
- a de3r ee of security t hrough its 

1 1 intercourse, pro~ided soc_a 
a.nd throu::,h its secret ritual, just 

m· utual benefit program, 
L' vera~e individual. to attract ~ne a o 

enou ~h emotional uplift 
._J din-s were conducted entirelJ in 

its procee • S 
For several years lod:i:.e w-9.s or 0e..nized in .,..., 11 sh spe'.3.kinc; ....... 

t he first ~n-..) -
German, and ~;;18 d . .,,.0 ,.., rauidly. By 1850 it 

h or ar o· -
. in 1850. T e 

Cincinnati 1 n.., ti Eal tirnore and Phila-
York, Gino n ~ ' 

.,, in l ew 
had 700 membe.L s • 
- 319 In 1856, there were 
de1phia, 



D~r tn 1• ~ t • ..J" i. ~ ime the tot:::>l 
- fund.,. .. t' ... OJ. nc ore.er 

and it had already et b 
-s a lished a literary 

excee1ed ~55,000 

library, a.nd 
society with a 

Covenant · 1 ... a 1, a sort of co1::imuni ty center in 320 
;ew ~!t. I:r: 1859, t::e D'nai B'rith was already sufficie t-
ly i r.lpartant 

on a national scale t hg,t Wise could spe::l.k of it 
a "' noc,,r,1.' ble .,_ _ .c, 321 
. ~ °' "' ..,.:;; o .. .;,an .J. or U'"l' +y. Th:-:.t he 

~ .. v ~ saw certain limita-

tions i n its franework and mamcershiu - , is beside the point; 

later cl an ;:.:ed his min.:1 and s.~.•-r ~ ~ -• in the or~er great possibilities 

for uni .. y . By 1863, the stron; control of the east OV0:i:' the 

or~an.:.zatio11. · .. ras bro}::: en, ~r~d. more power uas given to the lod.;es 

a n..:i to t h e: DL .. tricts. ·n:.us t~1c roc1·: of sectional antagondlsm 

·.-;o.s .:1voldod as the orier moved 2.lon:; 1.ri th tl e stre:1:n of pro-

districts .. d ··~: t be 

a·10 er t'.at a ll unity between the v9.1~10-..:..s 

ost, but t1is did not happen . The bational 

cor:ve· _tior.. , cccposed. of dele; ates of the lod0es, rem.:::.ined the 
322 

su~rc:na autto~ ·t y of the Order. 

ti · of the -Constitutional I.n 18 64 Wise re_portsd on t be rne e n6 

• -, . 7 "~1-r.'nia Bv this tir:ie there were 5000 mee-. ., . d Lod-·e 1 ,, r '.'l, a .... •.:;: ,J.. • .i ..;-l",3,.!'.l O ·- ..... - - -

increase of 1300 membGrs . 5~ 10~ -~s representing an ... ers 1.n .. 1,...._-,c t -

1 20 ·years old, wrote ·ase, 
~ T~e Order was on y in one ye2.- • -

.,_ in this country, hailin0 1·ed 5000 Israeli 0es "yet it h&s un ° 
· a '\I or1~ wh1ch deserves 

from all parts Of Europe and Araerice, 

t C e~ent a union of A~erattempts 0 ,. ~ 11 
oarticular praise.: ••• ~ 

, r·v.oll:l.lltar~ adherence failed 
the", tiasis - §1 - ' 

• n~ Isr?elites on d f 
i c~,._... ""' and the rI • Y :Boar o 

d Conference, the c1eve1a.n 
decidedly, , ) . this order has succeeded in unit-

ed a.borti ve ( . , 
Dele::>ates prov will unite 5000 more in less than 

11tes and it 
ing 5000 rsrae tes the disunion of con::;resations 

con temp la 
10 

in 

If one yee.r s. • • • • 

d the sa.me one a.n 

must admit that the Order perfo· ma 
citY, he 
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wonders .'' 

j _ts 

By 1865 the ore.er had srown to 

funds exceeded ~250,000. It had 
over 6000 member 2 and 

tmdertalten lar.;e projects, 
t h e hospital in Phi ladei)lphia, an orp~an asylum in the west , 

a nd a year later, the idea of an American Jewish university • 

.. 1 thou~h the 1°.t ter \•ras voted down in 1868, it was not be

ca.use of lack of strength. ·rhe reports of the 16th annual 

co __ v ent_on in Ja!!_\ary , lc68, showed that t e Order had ovier 
324 

8000 ~-... b~:. s ana tot9.l assets a-c1ountin3 t o ,)350 , 000. 

~ ise ' s estimate of 10,000 members by 1873 was not in the 

leesst an e::iea ·eration . The Order was :;rowing by leaps and 

bou:'lds . :--ioH it •rould use its stren;;th, beyonGt philanth.ropic 

effort::; , -ras ~ till a question. But it clearly he.d sufficient 

nuDerical g,:'ld r1-~ar'.ci2.l stren th to exercise influence f or 

n~r t· e ~ ~oal that it set gefore itself . u!li ty, or v Q.n y o n - __, 
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