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Digest of Thesis: 
The Religiomi and Soci.al Life of the Sephardic Jews in the 
United States, 16.54-1840. 

With the set.tlement of the Sephardim in New Amsterdam j_n 165h, a 
congregation was privately formed, later known as Shearith Israel, which 
is regarded as the first ~Jewish congregation established in this country .. 
Our study leads to the conclusion that from earliest times in .New York, 
the majority of the members of this Spanish and Portuguese congregation were 
not Sephardic but Ashkenazic Jews. The Sephardj_m,, neYertheless, continued 
to play a dominant role because of their weal th and affl.ue:nce, and the 
Sephardfo Minhag was tenac:i.ously adhered to, as it was at the other 
Sephardic congregations in Newport, R.I., Philadelphia, Pa., Richmond, Va,., 
Charleston, s.c., and '.Savannah, Ga., 

The Sephardim in America were greatly influenced by the older 
.Spanish and Portuguese congregations in London and Amsterdam, and wt th 
some modifications forced by the .American environment, carrfod on the 
religious traditions of Europe. A study of these Sephardic congregations 
in Ameri.ca reveals that they were well·-organ:l.zed, and that in the early 
period the synagogue dominated Jewish communal life. The lay leadersh:i.p 
of the synagogue was vested in an all.=·powerful Parnass and his assistants,. 
The government was in the hands of the Elders and the Adjunta. The 
Trustees saw to the temporal affatrs of the congregation, taking care of 
the real estate and expenditures. A Gaboy and Clerk played a minor role 
among the lay offj cers. Tta1 Parnass ruled over all with an iron hand, 
until after the Revolutic:mJ when he lost his power, and became merely 
the president of the board of trustees. 

The spiritual leader of the congregation was thl'l Hazzan. Kashruth 
was observed, and a Shochet and Bodeck were hi.red by the synagogue to 
supply the markets with kosher meat. The duties of the Shammash were 
many, and he was often regarded as a menial. 

The Sephardim showed e:x:cepM.onal :insight in their broad visfon of 
social welfare, establishing charitable institutions, a system of alms, and 
pensions for the infirm and widowed. Like their Chrfotian contemporaries, 
they enjoyed a good time at social occasions, such as synagogue conse­
crations and Jewish festivals. Their cultural life was not very promj_ ... 
nHnt . ., as may be judged by their limited literary activity, but education /) ~ 1 
of the young played a very important role, and was carefully supervfaed 
by the synagogue. 

The rest of our study concerns itself with a detailed account of 
the religious _practices of the Sephardim in the synagogue and at home. 
This includes conduct of services, customs and ceremonies of worship 

1 . . ' re 1g1ous articles» marriage customs, attitudes toward intermarrj.age and 
proselytes, and funeral customs. 

The last.section treats of inter-congregational aid and cooperation 
of !-he Sephard1m ·among themselves in America, and their relationship to . 
;their Jewish brethren in Europe and Palesttne, concluding with the 
D9.mascus affa:Lr. o±" 18)..i:O .. 
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1. 

Ie Introduction - Historical Orientation 

Escaping the des·tructi.on by the Portuguese of the Dutch settle-

ment in Brazil, a small group of about twenty-three Sepha:rdim arrived in 

New Amsterdam in the early fall of 1654.1 A few intrepid Jewish souls 

had already made their way to the shores of the new world. · One of ·these, 

an Ashkenazi, Jacob Barsimson, had arrived some time earlier, as is re­

corded. i.n Governor Stuyvesant w s letter of September 22, 16.54. 2 In April 

or 1655.!) the Directors in Holland informed Stuyvesant tha:t 11Portuguese 

Jews" were permitted the right "to sail and to trade" in the New Nether­

lands.3 Thus Jews were granted several civil and political rights, but 

freedom of religious worship was denied them. Soon after their arrival~ 

the Jews attempted to secure their religious life by planning to estab-

lish a regular public place of worship.. A letter from the Classis o.f 

Amsterdam to the consistory in "New Netherlands" c,May 26_i, 16563 reads 

in part: " ... ., we are informed that even the Jews have also attempted ~ ~ ~ 

to erect a synagogue for the exercise of their blasphemous religion~4 

This was ~forbidden in a letter by the a.uthori ties in Holland_i, stating 

that no Jews shall be "entitled to a license to exerci.se and carry on 

their religion in synagogues or gatherings "*" 11 but 11exercise in all 
/ff 

quietness their religion within their homes close together in a convenient 

place ••e"' In consequence of this religious bigotry on the part of 

Governor Stuyvesant and the Directors of the Dutch West India Cqmpany, 

Jewish public ~eligious services were prohibitede 

Congreg~tion Shearith Israel is regarded as the first synagogue 

e~:rtablished in this country, and may be identical with that congregat:l.on 

of which Saul Brown was reader in 1695 ~ 6 Al though the records now extant, 

begi.n with 1728, references to earlier yea.rs are made in the Minute Books 
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of Shearith Israel, indicating the exj.stence of the congregation in 1706~ 7 

An examination of the lists of members in 1728, reveals the inter= 

eating fact that, even at this early dateai a goodly portion o:t the con­

gregational members were not Spanish or Portuguese (Sephardim) but German 

Jews (Ashkenazim). The large number of Ashkenazj.m in their midst remained 

a threat to Spanish and Portuguese dominance in Jewish religious and com ... 

rnunal mattr:irs. This may be seen from the letter received in 1729 by the 

Parnass of Congregation Shearith Israel from the Hachrun of the Sephardic 

congregation in Curacao, from whom the New York congregat:icm had asked 

financial aid ... " .. * • as you know that the ( a.squenazim) or Germans$ are 

more in Nwnber than Wee there t NS •J , the desire of you not to Let them 

have any More Votes nor Authority than they have had hitherto and for 

the performance of Which you are to get them to Signe an a.graement ot 

the Same by all of them ... ~ 118 This is ample proof that in the early part 

of the eighteenth century the Ashken.a:dm constitut,ed a majority of New 

York Jewry, and it is erroneous to believe that the Sephardim held sway 

in all matters. 

Other Jewish communities such as Newportj) Rhode Island9 Philadelphia, 

Pa .. , Richmond!) Va., Charleston, s.c., and Savannah, Ga.9! were also of 
;I 

Sephard:i.c origin, yet a goodly portion or the Synagogue membership was 

made up of Jews from German,, Polish, and Engl:l.sh backgrounds.. These 

"Tedescos11 (Jews of German origin) often outrm.mbiered9 the more aristo ... 

era.tic and socially acceptable Sephardim,10 who rarely mixed with their 

l'.shkenadc brGthren except. in religious wo:rsh:lp and congregational re-
. ) 

sponsibilities.11 

In religious worship and institutions the Sephardic tradition was 

maintained$ Yetll already in the beginning of the eighteenth century, 

l 
L_ -~-------
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the Ashkenazim began to influence the daily lif'e of their more cul't;ured 

Sephardic brethren@ Such inroads are reflected in congregational :records 

and .fundamental habits of speech, although in the beginning, congregation­

al minutes and announcements were written in both Portuguese and English. 12 

The slow but steady 11 infj.ltration11 of Yiddish in the life of the Jewish 

community may be deduced from th1;1 following two examples of congregation·· 

al minutes of .Shea.ri th Israel in New York~ "Resolved that a Well in 

Shool yard be repaired," and use of the Yiddish 
/ II 
V ' , 3 '") I ~ ) 13 ,, 

Even "Sephardic" Gershom Mendes Seixas, Hazzan of the Spanish and Por.-

tuguese congregation Shearith Israel could not resist the use of 

11momoloshen .. 1114 Thus when we speak of the "Sephardim" in this paper, we 

do not refer to those Jews of Spanj.sh and Portuguese nationali t;r ex­

clusively, but merely to those Jews and their' insti tut:i.ons that per­

petuated and followed the Spanish and Portuguese ritual ("Minhag 

Sephardi.m.11 ) .. 



II., ~a~gue Organiz~ 
Ae Introduction 

The Sephardic congregati.ons scattered along the Atlantic coast 

from Rhod~ Island to Georgia modeled their form of synagogue government~ 

religious practices and rituals, and institutional organization upon 

their religious experiences and memories of the old world as exemplified 

in the venerated and influential Spanish and Portuguese congregations of 

London. and Amsterdam,.15 The Amer•iean congregations often appealed to 

these tvm European Sephardic communi.ties for rabbinical decisions in­

volving Jewish law, or for aid in finding qualified religious leaders, 

and at times received gift~ of religious articles from them or from 

private indiv:i.duals belonging to these congregationa.16 The new Ame1"i-

can environment, however, modif'i.ed their traditional patterns of com-

munal government, as they were soon imitating American socie-ties and 

organizations.17 An illustration of such a process is shown in the 

changes introduced in Shearith Israel of New York, whose members soon 

found the old congregational laws impractical and unwieldy, and were 

forced to make "amendments and add:i.tions" in order to "Preserve Peace, 

Tranquility and good Government" in the cong:regatione18 
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II,. exnago~ue Organiza~~~n 
B,. Membership 

All persons paying a specified sum :i.n nofferings0 , or, later, in 

payment for seats occupied, were known as "electors. 11 Those unable to 

pay the required sums were desi.gnated 11 seatholders" or 11 congregators. 11 

When their financ:i.al position allowed them to increase their "offerings" 

they ·too were entitled to take part in congregational elections, and were 

eligible to hold the office of 11Parnass 11 (president) or to be elected as 

a member. of the 11Adjunta" (governing body of the synagogue),.19 

The procedure of becoming a "Yechid11 (member) va.ried0 In. Savannah" 

anyone desirous of being affiliated with the congregat:l.on.t notified by 

letter the Parnass, who after one month called the General Adjunta, who 

then voted by ballot on the applic~nte If a majority voted in his favor 

he was considered a Yechid on the condition that he paid "one Guinea" 

for the congregational charity fund, and had been resident of the city 

for six months previous to his application"'20 In Charleston, the resi-

dance requirement was two years, and the applicant was admitted only upon 

the approval of the "Public Adjunta, 11 provided a sum of $20 was pai.d. 

Sons of regular members were required to pay only $10. 
21 

In add:ttion to these initial fees.ll members were expeicted to support 

the synagogue with addi t1.onal 11 offe:rings 11 , and on the High Holidays the 

sum to be offered was increased from sixpence to one shilling~ At, the 

end of the year these sums were deducted from the assessment on seatsw 

Anyone not settling h:i.s financial affairs with the synagogue before Rosh 

Hashonah forfeited his seat, and was denied the customary honors and 

privileges accorded to 11Yechi.dim11 (members) in good standing. 22 Anyone 

called to the Torah who made an offering of less than the required amount 

_______________________ ....., 
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specified by each congregation for the Parnass and congregation could be 

den:l..ed all honoirs and even be removed from the rolls of the eongrega ... 

tione23 The poor financial condition of the congregation often forced 

them to place a higher tslx on seats, or to raise their prices in accordance 

with the depleted condition of the congregational treasurye24 The name 

of the person and the amount he was taxed were entered in a special book~ 2' 

It appears from extant congregational tax lists containi.ng the eon ... 

giregantijs name and sum subscribed, that the seats were numbered, and the 

synagogue divided into sections for the special seating of women~ children$1 

and strangers. An examination of a tax list for seats at Shea.rith Israel 

in New York for the year 1750 reveals the follow.ing interesting item: 

"From No,. 35 to 40 .for strangers 
.from 41 to 51 with 2 Ba.nches c,sicJ adjoining for children £ 

& 3 seats vacant No .. 11.8.9 & 90 at no less than 40feach~ 11 2° 

Following traditional custom, the women were seated apart from the 

men.. The men were seated below$> and the women above in a gallery .. 21 

It was the practice also to sell seats reserved for ladies at public 

auction after they had been classified and re-assessed by a committeee 

These seats could be held by the leasee for a p~xiod of three years. 

Any married man belonging to the congregation was "compelled" to buy a 

seat for his wife, unless he wished to incur the penalty of be:i.ng deprived 

of all his rights and privileges in the congregation.. As the seats were 

called off aloud, an immediate bid was made by the member, who had to 

announce the name :of the lady for whom he was purchasing, provided she 

was related to~ him (e.g. wife, sisters, aunts~ etc.) on the condition 
' 

that she also be a 11subscribing member"$ and a :resident or intended 

resident of the citye The wives and daughters of non~members could not 

obtain seats by having them purchased for them by membera. 28 
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While the seats f'or women could be leased over a period of three 

• years, seats for men were leased for a two year ptQod, from the fii•st 

day of the month "Nissan"e At one time, the money for menes seats were 

deducted fx•om the amount of yearly offerings given ·to the congregation, 

but this rule was.altered, and both sums had to be paid in quarterly 

).nstallments~ The assessments varied aceord.tng to congregations and con-

dition of the oongregaticmal trea.au:ries & According to the terms of 

renting seats at Congregation Shearith Israel in New York$ persons un­

able to afford the i h per year could obtain a seat gratis by applying 

to the Parnass$ No children could occupy the seats purchased or leased, 

lest they disturb those in neighboring seats.. Any person could have a 

lock affixed to his seat, upon receiving pernlission from the Parnass~ 

Failure to pay for seats within eight days of sale would result in loss 

of the same, and the seats would then be re-lea.seds29 Strangers re .... 

siding in the ci·ty who did not join the congregation after the time of 

residence was .fulfilled could not enjoy :my of the congregational ad­

vantages (iee•~ marriage, funerals, seats) unless a specified sum. was 

paid to the ttGaboy" (treasurer) and even then the final decision lay in 

the hands of the Parnass and Private Adjunta.30 
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II. Syn!i-gogue Organization 
c. Lay Officials of the Congregation 

l. Parnass 

In the early period of organization.fl the voting members elected 

for a period of one year a President (Prurnass) and his two assistants 

(Hatan Torah and Hatan Bereshith). Afterwards, he was given the 

privilege of selecting h:ts om assistants, and also of appointing his 

successor. These officials belonged to the governing body (Mahamad 

a. 

or Adjunta) of the congregation)1 The time for electing congregational 

officials seems to have varied. On one hand we find evidence that i.t 

took place in the third week o.f A'l!llgust, and31 in other congregations, on 
32 the first day of Rosh Hashonah itaelf G 

It was customary in the early period of some congregations to elect 

two Pa.rns.ssim, mo divided their time in office as .follows: the first 

one, known as the Parnass Presidente, officiated from Rosh Ha.shonah to 

Passover; the other, called 'Parnass Residente, began his duties from 

Passover until the next Rosh Hashonah).3 Anyone elected to such an 

of.fi.ce who refused to accept was liable to a f'ine)4 This custom of 

electing two Parnassim, however, was again changed, and the older 

usage of electing only one Parnass and two assistants was restored, 

because of the difficulty of finding persons willing to fill this 

offfoe.35 Other Sephardic congregations seem to have used only the 

older system of electing one Parnass, two Hatanim, Adjunta, and other 

officers, without any additions or changes.36 

After the)President (Parnass) completed his year in office, the 

f:i.rst assistant (Hatan Torah) became Parna.ss, and the second assistant 

(Hatan Bereshith) attained the rank of first assistant. The new Hatan 

Bereshith was then ~ominated by the Parnass and his assista.nts@37 
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Before a man was eligible to be elected to the office of Parnass, 

he had to meet oerta:tn requirements as specified in the congregational 

constitutions. According to one rule, only married men could be elected 

to this office, provided that they had already served either as a Hatan 

Torah or Hatan Bereshith. "!,\; . 
In another congregation, any male could be 

/ 

elected to any of 'U1e congregational ofnces, who was in good standing 

and over twenty-one years of age,..38 

The office of President (Parnass) of the governing body of the 

synagogue invested the Parnass with great power0 In the eighteenth 

century, the predecessor was permitted to appoint his own successor. 

After 1805, the Parnass was elected as president of the Bo,ll'd of 

Trustees.. The nineteenth century saw a dim:i.nishing of his power, and he 

no longer possessed the personal prerogatives of his earlier forerunners, 

becoming mer~J,y· a member and the presiding officer of the Trustees, 

carrying out thetr desires and orders, without special powers vested in 

the office itselr.39 

An examination of the minute books of early co11gregations reveals 

that the Pa:rna.ss convened and presided at congregational meetings.!! and 

was entrusted with the executive duty of enforcing the various articles 

of the constitution. Anyone infringing upon these had to answer to the 

Parnass and the governing board. Both within the synagogue and wit.bout, 

the Jewish communi.ty was firmly under h:i.s thumb. A list of some of his 

innumerable duties gives some insight as to his vast powers~ 

l. Dispense charity to the needy, and to destitute travelers.4° 
" 

2 • Coll~ct congregational offerings every three month::ii. 

3_. Act as judge and arbit,rator in mattm:·s of dispute~ 

4. Se·t tax for new seats in synagogue. 

, ' 
! : ( 
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Dispense congregational 11mi. tzvoths 11 , or delegate 
congregational offici.als to officiate at marriages, 
funerals, etc. 

Have the arUcles of the constitution read twice a 
year in the synagogue in both Portuguese and EngU.she 

Send the Sharnmash to call congregants to services.41 

Impose fines on the Hazza.n2 Sfhochet, and Shammash if he 
fin~s any. of ;t,hem remiss in ~}l~s/ duties, and to supervise 
the::t.r dut:i.es /..J.2 ri· .•• 

9.. Care for the repair of the cemetery*43 

10.. Have sole direction of synagogue dull"ing religious services~ 

lL Pre:~dde at all public meetings. 

12. Inspect the Gaboy 1s accounts0 

1.3$ Convene the Private and General Adjuntas)..i.4 

14.. Build a Succah, with the assistance of the Gaboy .. 45 

15.. Impose fines ou6a.11 persons causing d:ist,urbance within 
the synagogue., 

16. Accept the "pointer" at reading of the Torah.47 

17. Sit in the 11banco 11 ~ the sea:t;, of honor in which the 
president and other officials sat during services 
in the synagogue .. 

In the event that both Parnassim were absent from the synagogue, 

the senior member Bmong the Elders present would preside$ and 11accept 

10. 

the pointer" at the Torah reading. If no Elders were present, then the 

Ha.tan Torah did so; :i.f. not, the Hatan Bereshith accepted the p01vers of 

Parna~m pro-tem~ If the Hatan Bereshi th was also absent, then the 

senior among the Yechidim (congregational members) accepted the office 

of Parnass Preaide'nte for that emergency. Anyone refusing to accept 
) 

the responsibilities of that office during such time of emergency was 

liable to a twenty shilling fine.1-i.8 '!he powe1• and the glory of the 

office of Pa.rnass was symbolized in the 11koved11 that went with that 
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a special chair or bench of honor called the 11banca. 0&1~9 
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II .. ~ag_~~~~anization 
c. Lay Officials of the Congregation 

2. Elders 

The Elders at Congregation Shesrith Israel were a peculiar phe~ 

nomenon adopted from the Span:l.sh and Portuguese congregation of Bevis 

Marks in London, and will, therefore.!) be discussed separately. The 

Body of Elders at Shearith Israel was composed of the former members who 

had served on the Adjunta. They met with the rest of the governing body, 

receiving :reports on the financial status of the congregation, and 

dra-wing up the rules and regulaticms that governed the congregation.SO 

Voting members pat"ticipated only in elections of the religious offi­

cials (e.,g~, Ha~an, :Shochet$ etc*) while the Elders chose the Parnass 

and his assistants$ When they were unable to arrive at any unanimity 

among themsel'v·es on the choice of a candidate, the congregation waa 

then summoned and decided the issue~ They also supervised the Shochet 

and saw that Kashruth was maintained, controlled the salary of ·t.he 

synagogue officials, de-Oided matters of internal disagreement among the 

members$ and supervised education of the children at the congregational 

schoo1.5l They had the authority to make the Parnass "render an exact 

and particular account of his disbursements for the use of the congre­

gation to the Elders every six months or oftener," and keep his accounts 

in a book, showing his expenditures)) and sums of money received and from 

what persons • .52 
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II .. Synagogu~ .• £i:ganizatio]l 
c. Lay Officials of the Congregation 

J. Adjunta 

Each congregation appears to have possessed a governing body in 

addition to the Parnassim, two assistants (Hatan Torah and Hatan 

Ber,eshith), Gaboy and Seoretarye This governing council in some con-

gregations was composed of a General and Private Adjunta~ 

The General Adjunta contained 11 tha fundamental power" of the con­

gregation.. It consisted of as many as twenty-five "Yechidim" (members) 

who remained in office :for a period of three years~ The Parnassim, 

General and Private Adjunta formed a virtual triu.rmrirate with the power 

to manage all temporal and spiritual affairs of the congregation~53 

In some congregations these three bodies had more power than the 

trustees, for they as a unit had the right to elect all the religious 

officials (e.g .. , Hazzan, Schochet, Sha.mmash), lay officers of the con­

gregation (Secretary, Hatanim., Gaboy, Parnass of the cemetery) and even 

the trustees themselves.5li The power of these governing bodies wa.a: 

zealously guarded and self-perpetuating. For the General Adjunta in 

Charleston, S.,C,., had the power to elect seven members from its own 

group, or the general membership, to serve on the Private Ad.jmr~a • 
. 

This smaller body, ~n turn, chose the Parnassim by ballot for the coming 

year .. 55 

The P:rivate Adjunta also had the power to suspend salaried officials, 

to inflict fines as high as ~>100, and t.o deprive a guilty party of the 

rights and privileges to which members in good standing were entitled.56 
'1 

The General council had more judicial power than the smaller private 

one• As a higher court. of appeals, it could either sustain or reject the 



l. 

Ii ~ 

•, 

• 
decisions of the Private Adjunta.57 Also it had tight control of the 

congregational treasury and decided how muoh compensation salaried 

officers should receive, with due consideration as to available congre­

gational funds~58 
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II.. ~ne.go~e .9.,'Z,~anizatioJ! . 
c. Lay Officials of the Congregation 

4. Trustees 

The trustees wel'.·e primarily supposed to look after the "temporal" 

affairs of the congregation, while the Adjunta and Parnass concerned 

themselves with the congregation's spiritual needs. At :Shearith Israel 
59 

in New York, these two bodies often conflicted with one another, 

claiming jurisdiction, and nullifying each otherws decisions~ The Adjunta 

was finally abolished, and the Trustees ustrrped the Adjunta & s pr~ogatives, 

;tnvesting themselves with the power to act as judge and regulator in both 

temporal and spiritual matters of the congregaMon.90 

The number 0£ trustees elected seems to vary from six to nine, and 

they served for a period of three yearse Elections for trustees took 

place on Sunday, as did other congregational meetings. The polls were 

open all day from 7 A*M. to 7 P.M.61 The primary pu:rpose of the trustees 

was ·to protect and administer the congrege.tional 11real estate. 1162 This 

included the synagogue i tsel.f, the cemetery, and all other proper·ties 

owned by the congregation, such as parsonage for the Ha~rnan, Sha.mmash, 

and school teacher~ besides a number of other brick and wooden properties 

from which rentals were received which helped to fill the congregational 

treasury() Some of these properties yielded from $100 to ~~500 per annum.,6,3 

They also took care of all synagogue expenditures, including charities, 

rent of congregational seats, burial in the cemetery$ congregational 

offerings,, and surveillance of "Kashruth~ 1164 The members chosen to serve 

on the board of tr~stees were required to give some form of "secur:i ty11 

) 

to persons appointed.by the Parnass, assistants, and other members.65 
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II .. ~gogue Or~~~tion 
c. Lay Officials of the Congregation 

5. Gaboy 

Almost ever-3 congregation had a special treasurer, known as the 

16 ... 

"Gaboy. 11 At times the '.Shammash also shared this :responsibility, but in 

most congregations the office of Treasurer was a separate one~66 Any 

11Yechid" (voting member) over twenty-one years of age was eligible for 

this office, and was chosen from one of the six members serving on the 

Private Adjunta, provided he was elected by a majority of votes. If he 

refused t.o serve in the office of Gaboy after being elected, he was 

fined thirty shillings., 

The Ga.boy had the following :responsibilities: 

l~ Keeping a proper set of books. 

2. Collecting all offerings and fines. 

3. Balancing his accounts yearly. 

4~ Submitting his accgfts to the 11Yechidim11 and 11 Congregators 11 on 
a q~arterly basis. 

S. Sharing the responsibility with the Parnass of building a Sukkah~ 

6.. Hiring a Sha.mmash and paying his salary$ 68 

Caring
6
for the cemetery, and repairing its gates and painting its 

walls. 9 

8.. Selling of seats, "about a fortnight before Rosanna csicl in 
every year" ~ 

9 • Opening 11 subscription list 11 for seats for the coming year. 

10 • Rendering all his yearly accounts to the Private Adjunta, within 
one month after his term of office has expi:red.70 



II. ~&Jl£g_Ue Organizati~i; 
Ce Lay Officials of the Congregation 

6* Secretary or Clerk 

The clerk, or secretary, as he was·called in different congregations, 

was, in some cases, annually chosen by the Trustees; while, in others, 

he was elected by ballot like other congregational officers, provided the 

person running for the office received a majority of the votese7l 

In spite of the clerk's many duties and small salary, it appears to 

have been a coveted honorary postj for the annual remuneration was negli= 

gible, and certainly the sum paid seems insufficient to have given anyone 

a livelihood~72 

The duties of the clerk included: 

1.. Recordi.ng the congregational minutes$ 

2.. Keeping a register o.f v:i.tal. statistics, such as marriages 21 

birt,hs~ c1.rcum.ci.sions, and deaths as they occm•:red in the 
congregation. 

3111 Recording any "legacies bequeathed" the congregation. 

4. Attending the synagogue services t.o learn of the "offerings" made,, 

5$ Collecting all mon:l.es due the congregation. 

6.. Turning such accounts over to the Ga.boy .. 

1 • Keeping books open at all times that they might be inspected. 

8. Keeping a record of all rules and proceedings of the Adjunta.,, 73 

9. Bringing books up-to-date and delivering them to his successor. 
(Failure to comply with this rule carried a fine of t50) 

10~ Keeping his books in English. 74 

11. Signing contr.acts dirawn up bet.ween congregational salaried officers~ 75 

12 • Clerking for )congrega-ticmal school, in addition to regular con-

13. 

14. 

gregational dutiese 

Posting or notices i.n sy:nagogu<:.i~ a.a ordered by trustees. 

Notifying members by let1;er of any action concerning them 
taken by thH tr us tees. 76 
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15. Handling other congregational correspondenc:e., 

It is to these overworked and underpaid clerks that we owe a great 

debt of gratitude, for our knowledge of congregational events and vital 

Jewish affairs would be lacking, and any clear understand:tng of those 

bygone years would have been impossible. Reading such congregational 

records through the maze of script, now scribbled and scrawled$ now 

beautiful, bold, and clear, gives us an invaluable fund of source ma-

terial,!J and creates for us a sense of continuity in AmeriMn Jewish 

h:tstory .. 
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II. Syna_g9g~ Organiz~~J.£!! 
De Rel:l.gious Offtcials of the Synagogue 

1. Hazzan 

The Hazzan (Reader), Shochet (Ritual-slaughterer), and Shammash 

(Sexton) were all under the control of the Parnass and the trustees. 

19. 

Tho Shochet,however_, at Congregation Shearith Israel was chosen by the 

"electors. 1177 Special articles in the congregational constitution78 

specif:i.ed the duties and salaries of each religious official so that 

th«~y "may not at any time Pretend Ygnorance csic.l of whe.t is at their 

charge to observ·e ••• n 79 

If any of the above· .. mentioned officivls were negligent in their 

duties and responsibilities, the Parnass and his assistants were em-

powered to impose a fine of not more than£. .3 upon any one of thcm.. If 

the offense was of a particularly serious nature, then the Parnass and 

assj.stants were to call a meeting of the Yecrddim, who would vote whether 

or not to discharge the cmlpri t~ In such cases the Parnass had the 

80 priv:i.lege of casting tv.ro votes. These officia.ls often assumed another 

duty besides tht3j_r own in times of eong1•egational emergency .. 
81 

The Reader was expected t.o attend the synagogue a.t the regular wor-

sh:l.p hours, namely, twice every weekday, and three times on the Sabbath 

and holidays, to read the prayers, and do whatever else W'<lS appropriate 

"to his functions as is custumary t sicJ in othere t sicl congregation., 11 

He was also expected to take the place of the 11 Bodeck11 (examiner of 

ritually slaughtered meat) if the necessity ever arose. The salary 

offered for this·position in New York City in 1728 wasi.50 and six cords 
. . ) 

of 11Wallnut Wood" with "Passover Cakes for h:l.s family .. 11 All this was 

paid out of the congregational charity f'und.,8:2 

A further duty of the Hazza.n was the reading of public notices during 
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congregational ser·v·ices, whenever this was ordered by the ever-powerful 

Parnass. 83 New readers coming from other congregations were pai.d their 

traveling expenses, and added pr:i.vileges were granted in order to attract 

a man for the posltion, as good Hazzan:i.m apperu.• to have been scarce~ The 

Hazzan was also in charge of supervising the kosher beef for export: the 

revenue :for all such certificates belonged to him~ in addit.ion to all 

other perquisites for officfa.ting at various public and private occasions. 

The offerings made at the Torah in his name also belonged to him_, 84 In 

a letter written by the Parnass Isaac Gomez of Shearith Israel to the 

Portuguese congregation in London, asking for a Hazzan.$' we learn of 

a.nother task expected of this of'fic:i.al, namely, to 11 teach the poor 

children Hebrew, English & Spanish~ 11 

Between th~~ yero.·s 1766 and 1768, the sala:i.•y of the Hazzan waa waised 

to~80, with the follovdng benefits added: firewood, mat~oth.ll per ... 

quisites, and "if he pleases the use of the House Belonging to the 

Synegogue c sicl • 11 When Gershom Mendes Seixa,s 1 s application was tm.= 

animously accepted in 1768, all these p:dv:i.leges were his, with the ex~· 

ception that, 11no allowance for house rent" was given in his f:i.ri.:rt yea:r.85 

The Hazzan also served as the spiritual 18 gad:fly11 of the congrega­

tion, who at spec:i,al congregational meetings, usually held in tlu~ late 

afternoon on the Sabbath, consulted with the congregants as to the ways 

by which the peace and unity of the congregat:i.on could be .further pro­

moted_, and dj.scussed what, appears to be a very modern problem, that of' 

better attendance .a~- worship .. 86 This was no doubt the beg:i.nning of the 

Hazzan ° s assum.ing the role of preacher, since the t:i'panish and Portuguese 
t1~- ~,~i.,:, ~J. ··,-.. Y---.,._:.~ ..... w.J, .. .. _ ... , 

congregation~\ in the eighte<mth century had no permanently hi:red and 

01·dained Hacham to ~ct as rabbi, preacher, and teacher. 8'"( 
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For officiating at a mar:riage ceremony, the Hazzan was to receive 

no less than $10, to be paid. to him previous to the marriage! No other 

officer was permitted to perform this ceremony, unless legally authorized 

to do so by the Parnass and Adjunta. Even so, the Hazzan was "not to be 

deprived of his lawful fees e n68 In addition to the duties already men"'' 

tioned, the Hazzan acted as the "Baal Koreh11 when the Torah w-ets read at 

services,89 and as a Barmitzvah teacher.90 In the early part of the 

eighteenth century, the duties of the Hazzan at ShE~ar.i th Israel did not 

call for preaching, save pE~rhaps on some extraordinary occasion~ The use 

of the vernacular at such times was considered in bad taste. An innova-

tion in this regards was made by order of the Board of Trustees during 

the early nineteenth century, when the Hazzan (or any other suitable 

person) was directed to deliver an address, sermon, or lect.ure in Eng~~ 

91 lish, whenever the occasion might arise. 

Whether or not it was the practice ~or the Hazza,n at all Sephardic 

congregations to wear a special garb while officiating during servi.ces 

cannot be fully proven.. Yet it is safe to conjecture from available evi-· 

dence that tM.s was the practice: at Congregation Shea:r.ith Israel :l.t 

became the custom for the Hazzan to wear a special cloak and hat• while 

officiating, and since this was the oldest and most powerful Sephardic 

congregation in .the United States, this precedent may be assumed to have 

spread to other Sephardic congregations, since even Ashkenazic cong;r.ega­

tions in New York adopted this practice from ShE:iarith Israel .9
2 

Some of t.he Hazzanim not only acted as reader, teacher, and preacher., 
) 

but also were called upon at. times to decide matters of ,Jewish lavr and 

ritual, although 1.n most cases such questions were sent to rabbinical 

courts abroad. Certainly, however, the Hazzan possessed a knowledge of 
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the laws of "gittin. and kiddushin., 1193 He usually was the most learned 

man in the community concerrdng Jev1ish matters, w:i.th the possible ex~ 

caption of some laymen of Ashkenazic backgrounde 

Joseph Jeshurun Pinto, the seventh Haz1?.an of Corigrega.tion Shear:i.th 

Israel, seems to hav-e been a man of parts. Shortly after assuming his 

duties at the congregation he took it upon himself to establish the times 

for the 11holy services. u He also prepared a "luach11 or table fj_xing the 

exact ·time on wh.i.ch tho :Sabbath was to commence, a ded.sion which hi.ther-

to had been left to the judgment of the individual, and also set the 

times for beginning services at, the synagogue on Sabbaths, holidays, and 

fasts, which formerly had been at the dfacretion of each officiating 

minister. J. J0 Pinto created order out of chaos, and thus strengthened 

Jewish religious life at a time when anarchy reigned. His 11reforms•1 have 

become his lasting memorial, for they are still be:l.ng followed more than · 

a century and a half after his death.94 

One of the most important epochs :i.n the history of Congregation 

Shearith Iara.el commenced with the ministry of Gershom Me:ndes Sieixas 

who, in the year 1766, was elected to the position of Hazzan. Hi.s 

services to the congregation and community covered apprcocimately half a 

century, filled with extraord:i.nary eventse He was thei .fir$t Hazzan and 

Jewish scholar born on American soil. His father, like other Sepha:rd:im, 

had fled from the Inquisition in Portugal. Hazza.n Gershom M. Seixas 

may even have received his Hebrew education at the congregational school. 

He was a grea.t patriot and during the Revolutionary War closed the 
) ' .. 

synagogue and fled (to PM.ladelphi~, rather than continue services under , .. 1 /;:' I I ) 

B1·i tish protection.'-- He took the ;recaution of stripping the synagogue '' ·· 

of its holy articles,, and entrusted them to the care of various 

1/ !l 
1(1 
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congregants. While in Philadelphia he continued his ministerial functions 

as Hazz.9.n at the Spanish and Portuguese congregation Mikve Israel, from 

1780 to the end of the war, when he returned to New York in March of 178h~ 

His ministry was renowned not only for his service to the Jewish people 

but also to his community as an American citizen. 'rhrough hj_s efforts and 

interest,, the Hazza.n' s !'unction was again broadened into what, has since 

become a vital and necessary.part of the modern rabbi's function, namely, 

to serve as an ambassador of good will, and representative of the Jewish 

community at communal and civic endeavors~ His interest in higher educa~ 

tion resulted in hl.s bei.ng chosen a trustee of Columbia College (1787-

1815) and up until 1897, he was the only Jew so honored. He participated 

and represented the. congregation i.n all public functions, bei.ng officially 

:recognized and given equal honors with clergymen of other denominations 

at the inaugural ceremonies of George Washington at New York in 1789,.95 

Another Ha.zza.n of note was Jacques J~ Lyons, a native of Surinam.ii 

Dutch Guiana. Before coming to Congregation :Sheari th Israel, he of .. , 

f:l.ciated as reader at the Congregation Berachah Ve-Shalom in Richmond, 

Va.,, and elsewhere. He was "remembered as a man of great culture, 

dignity and piety • 11 96 Ha.zzan J. J ~ Lyons made application for the posi­

tion of reader at, CongregaM.on Sheari th Israel in 1839$ a.nd in 184.0 was 

elected. Although he did not preach, he engaged in a great deal of 

pastoral work - visiting the sick, comforting the sorrowing, and coun­

seling those in need of advice. Thus J~ J. Lyons added one more feature 

to the Hazzan 's -duties - pastoral work_,97 

He alE10 had historical interests, especially in the field of Ameri­

can Jewish history. It was h:i.s intention to wri.te an a.11-embrac:i.ng work 

on American Jew"lsh history. Accordj.ngly,, he set about collecting various 

! ' 
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items of interest, either copying or clipping them, gathering leaflets, 

making extracts of valuable facts from various books and manuscripts, 

collecting old account books,, portra:i.ts and sketches, and placfog them 

for safe keeping iri notebooks and scrap books. Scholars interested in 

this Jewish Americana are highly indebted to Lyons&s industry and inde-

fatiga.ble efforts in preserving such valuable information for posterity~ 

His desire to write a history of the Jews from the:i.r earliest set.tlement 

in the United States down to h:i.s own times was frustrated by his death 

in 1877. Two vol\ltlies (volumes 21 and 27 respectively of the American 

Jewlsh Historical .Soc:l.ety Publications) are part of his huge collection .. 

Volume 21 contains the earliest extant minute books of the oldest Jewish 

congregation in North America., Shearith Israel of New York,, commonly 

known as the Portuguese and Spanish congregation. Volume 27 contains 

documents, notes, and manuscripts concerning Jew:i.sh congregations and 

their relations to other Jewish congregations 11 a'V'er 1'ya.m., 11 as well as 

many highly interesting facts concernj.ng Jewish life and practice in 

America. J. J. Lyons will always be remembered as a pioneer j.n the field 

of Amer:tcan Jewish history.98 
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II" 9m~ogue Organ:lzation 
DG Religious Officials of the Synagogue 

2. Rabbi 

In our discussion of the Hazzan, it was pointed ou.t that the 

Seph~rdic congregations in North America did not seem to have engaged 

25 ... 

a reg1J.larly ordlllSned rabbi or Hacham ·t;o guide the:i.r religious li:fe@ It 

is not known whether this was due to the f:i.nandal inability of the 

various congregat1.ons to support a rabbi, or to the fact that America. 

still was looked upon by European Jewry as an impious and godless coun~ 

try~ where Jewish observarices were honored more in the brea.che.99 There 

is mnple evidence in our sources, however, to prove that transient 

rabbis, both Sephardic and Ashkenazic,,, ordained by recognized au'l:.hori·ties 

abroad, paused in their travels and visited such Jewish commtmi ties as 

Newport, New York, and Philadelphia for a few months before continuing 

their journeys to other Jewish centers in the new world - Jamaica, 

Surinam, Curacao, and Ste Eustacia$ While sojourning in American com ... 

munities they often functioned as rabbis, preaching on the Sabbath and 

holidays,,, and deciding moot questions of Jewish law and practice.,100 

In the absence of such 11Rabbon:f.m11 or 11Hachamim11 !J the Hazzan, as 

already mentioned, and learm.!d Jewish laymen like I$ B .. Kursheedt o:f 

Richmond and New York, and ManJ,1 Josephson of Philadelphia were fre­

quently sought for opinions and decisions by other Jewish communities, 

in order to aid them in following correct Jewish procedures$10l 
~ 

The folloWing evidence will show that rabbin:i.cal authority was at 

times bestowed upon learned Jewish laymen by various congregations, but 
.\ 

this authority was recogn:l.zed only by that congregation.. Th:Ls seems to 

be in accordance. w-1 th Jewish trad:ltfon whereby any layman possessing a 

knowledge of legal traditions could act as judge and teacher. When 
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K. K. Beth Elohim, Charleston, Sout,h Carolina, was organized in 1750, the 

Spanish and Portuguese ritual as practiced in London and Amsterdam was 

accepted as their norm0 Moses Cohen was elected "Chief Rabbi., 11 and Isaac 

de. Costa, reader.. Although Moses Cohen played a leading role in organizing 

this congregation, he was not chosen for this very lmportant post as a 

reward f'or his communal services. He must have been a man o.f great 

learning to wa,rrant such trust and confidence, for his full title was 

11Hacham V1Abb Beth Din." This imposing title of "Hacham" and "Father of 

the Jewish Court" was bestmved upon him in recognition of his piety, 

learning, and wiadom0 Yet it is en-t;i.r.ely possible that he had at one 

time received rabbinical ordination in Eur.ope, and, after coming to the 

new world, had engaged in commercial enterprises, as d:i.d other religious 

off:icials, for the early ministers at Beth Elohim and other congregations 

served without any salary, and were thereby forced to earn their liveli­

hood by trade and commerce. It ·was, therefore, only natural ·t.ha.t ·!;he 

congrega:t.ion should capitalize on so extraordinary a stroke of good 

fortune$102 

The minut;es of Congregation Sheari th Israel speak of a 11Ribbi.ii 11 

11Riby, 11 and 11Rabbt. 11 One might conclude that the congregation actually 

employed a rabbi to decide ritual and legal matt.ers. This conclusion.ii 

however, would be utterly false, when we recall that such a person would 

have been alluded to as a "Hacham," in accordance with Sephardic tradi­

tion. One might argue that the official called by these various titles 

was an Ashkenazi, s~nce it has already been demonstrated that at Shearith 

Israe,)., the .sephardim were actually in the minority~ and so the dominant, 

Ashkenazim could have had the right to engage a Polish or German rabbini­

cal autho:r,•ity to decide religious matters.. '.l'his may be probable, but :i.t 



27. 

is hardly possible for three reasons. First, the constitution of the con-

gregation explicitly stated that the Sephardic minhag was to be pre­

served0103 Second, the dignity and 11koved11 of the office of ra.bb:l., espec-

ially in those days, would never have permitted the 11Riby11 or "Ribbi" to 

be treated so shabbily» nor would he have been asked, Heaven forfend, to 

take the place of the Shamnmsh, who seems to have occupied the lowest 

rung of the congregational social ladderi
104 

Third, the force of in-

te:rnal evidence precludes the possibility that the title "Hibby
11 

o:r. 

11Ribbi 11 refers to an ordained Talmudic scholar,, competent to judge and 
-·--·----·--···--··-· 

decide legal and ritual questions. Abraham ,.Israel Abrahams was with 

Sheari th Israel for seven years» and is frequently referred to as the 

11Ribbi. 11l05 An examination of his duties reveals that he was the teacher 
106 ' 

at the congregational school, served the Jewish communities of New 

York ahd Newport,, Rhode Island, as a mohel,,l07 and on occasion acted as 

108 sexton$ From the foregoing evidence, we must conclude that the term 

11Ribby11 or 11Ribbi 11 refers to one commonly known as a "Rebbi11 or a 

"Melamed, 19 a teacher of children. The further duties of the 11Ribby
11 

will be discussed in this paper i.n the section on "Education." 

Among the privileges extended to the 11Ribby 11 was the li.berty of 

dwelling in one of the houses owned by the congregation. He had to pay 

the taxes and a nominal sum for yearly rent. Permission to enjoy this 

privilege had to be obtained from the Parnass .. 
10

9 
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II® Synagogue Organization 
D. Religious ofI'icfal801 the Synagogue 

3$ Shochet and Bodeck 

The offices of Shochet and Bodeck were often combined, and the per-

son who performed 11Shechi tah11 for the comrouni ty also acted as examiner· 

110 ( Bodeck) • The chief duty of the Shochet was to see that a sufficient 

supply of various meats was available at the market for the congregation., 

Apparently he slaughtered at various places in the city, so a.s to enable 

Jews to buy kosher meat at convenient places near their homes, also "to 

see a particular Quarter of Beef£ csic3 and half of the gutt fatt of each 

quarter to be cut from each Butcher for the use of the Market." If any 

butcher refused, the :Shochet was ordered not to slaughter any more ani· ... 

ma.ls for him unt1.l he complied. The butchers refer1~ed to were in all 

likelihood non-Jews. In order to guard Jews against any infraction of 

the laws of Ks.shruth,, the Shoche·t had to place at least three seals on 

each quarter of beef, and two seals upon each fore quarter o:f mutton and 

veal. The freshness of the meat was further guaranteed by the practice 

of placing a letter for each day of the week upon the seal& 

The Shochet, like other salaried officials, was under the super­

vision of the Parnass and Adjunta,, and could not prepare m.:y quanti't;y 

of meat without first receiving their permission'*lll 

Further duties of the Shochet,, as extended in a meeting, February 4, 

17.96, and amplified in an agreement of November 11, 1805, include the 

folloWing: to supply the market for the congregation with a sufficient 

supply of large and ;small animals ( 11Dakos and Gasos11 ), to use a pla:l.n 

seal ~hat sh,ail be placed on the "hind" as well as 11forequarter, 11 to 

remove the seals whenever he judged the meat had become "tref'ah, 11 "the 

crantz fat shall, be sealed when requested by the butcher or a 
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congregator ~" 

To guard the Jewish community against any infringement of the 

Jewish laws of Kashruth, the Shochet had to submit to an examination 

every six months concerning the "din:i.mz 11 of "Shechita .. 11 This 11b 6chinahu 

was conducted by the Hazzan, and any other Bodeck that the Hazzan desired 

to be present.113 

A strict watch was kept upon the Shochet and Bodeck~ and any sus­

picion of carelessness resulted in swift and prompt action. Thus we find 

that a complaint was lodged against a Bodeck.t for leaving "the pinchers 

at the Butchers~" This Bodeck was suspended from his duties.114 At one 

time, a widow Hetty Hays purchased some meat at the market that was 

properly sealed, but apparently not slaughtered and examined according 

to Jewish practice. The Parnass summoned his assistants and a transient 

Rabbi, Samuel Bar Isaac of London, to assist them with his advice~ Since 

sufficient, evidence could not be found pointing to the Shochet 0 s negli-

gence, the charges against him were dismissed., but not before the Shochet 

Hart Jacobs agreed to attend the Rabbi 6s house for an examination on the 

"Dinim" of 11Shechita, 11 with the proviso that if he passed the examination 

he could continue to slaughter for the congregation .. 11' After this in-

cident the Shochet Hart Jacobs was not fully trusted, for we learn that 

three months later he was allowed to slaughter under the superv'is:lon of 

a Mr. Raphael Jacobs. The congregation agreed to reinstate him with a 

good salary on condition that the visiting Hacham Hiam Carregal approve 

or him.116 

, During <the latter half of the eighteenth century the salary of the 

Shochet fluctuated between f 20 to £35 per annum; while during the 

second decade of the nineteenth century the salary in New York Ci.ty was 
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set at $400 yearly, "including all emoluments and perquisites0 11 This 

change was no doubt due to the increased amount of slaughtering necessi-

tated by the steady multiplication of the seed of Abraham in that city, 

and also by the steady rise in the standard of living .. 117 

By the year 1812, the old established Jewish communit.ies seem to 

have been a closely knit group in matters religious. For :!.n that year, 

a committee at Congregation Shearith Israel, empowered to elect a 

shochet, recommended that a public not.ice be sent to the Jewish congre·m 

gat:i.ons of Philadelphia, Richmond, and Charleston, and read to the mem-

bers of these congregations publicizing the coming elections fox· a 

Shochet, in the hope that anyone interested and qualified should subnit 

his application. It was also recommended that the notice contain the 

following information: the Shochet would be under the control of the 

Trustees, kill with as many butchers as the trustees would designate and 

as often as required. The salary was to be $400 per year'1 and a Beth-Din 

of Shochtim would pass upon the qualifications of the shochet-elect. 

TM.s court was composed of six men,, 11 any three of them to act. 11 Such 

outstanding Jewish laymen as le B. Kursheedt, Naphtali Phillips, and 

Moses Gomez formed part of the acting judges of this Beth-Din, and a 

118 few months later Hazzan Gershom Mendes Seixas was also made a member .. 

In 1736, seventy-six years before this event, another Hazzan., David 

Mendez Machado, a shochet himself, had the authority to grant licenses 

to other qualified men to slaughter and inspect cattle according to the 

Jewish laws of ;Shectrlta and Bedeka~ It is of interest to note that this 

Hazza,n-'Shochet possessed a book Dinim on Shechi ta,11 by Aaron Mendoza, 
_,_ - --- .,l&;;. -

Printed in LondC'ln in 1733, written in Spantsh, and on the fly-leaf had 

recorded the names of those men to whom he had granted permission to 

'i 
i 
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p:ractj.ce Shechita and Bedeka. Eleven names are listed for .Shechita, one 

for Bedeka, and seven for Shechita and Bedeka~ Solomon Hart and Abraham 

Pinto were g:r_anted a license to practice as Shochet and Bodek for the 

"KaaL. 11 The ot.hets presumably were qualified merely to slaughter for their 

own use.. Hazza.n Machado 9s Hebrew learning may be presumed not to have been 

too erudite, as he probably had frequent recourse to ·t.he 11Dinim
11 

through 

, /, 
the use of his Spanj.sh pony, and found the "Hilchoth :Shechi tah" in the 

11.Shulchan Aruk11 beyond his ken .. 119 

Jews living on the periphery of American-Jewish dties or in dist,ant 

places were deeply concerned about observing the laws of Shechitah, and 

as instanced above, were granted a "Kaballah11 (license) by some other 

qualified person. Thus, Bernard:Gratz; living in Lancaster, Pennsyl-

vania, far from the large Jewish settlement in Philade1pM..a, was a 

qualified Shochet, and slaughtered for his own use. He also trained a 

,",< 

pupil, Solomon Etting, and in 1782, granted him the authority to practice 

ritual slaughtering at the tender age of eight, the minimum legal age for 

such a functione Thus Etting had a double honor bestowed upon him, being 

the first nat:tve=born American Jew to be granted ordination for .Shechi tah,11 ,, I 
j .l -, c. ){/J,.Lt·'-·--

fil1d also the first American Jew who was or~ained by another American on 

American soil! 120 / I ··';··v'' ... 1.,_.,·'./ .! / ,/ . h ' ' <_rt· \I·<' ) j~ ; 
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II~ Syn~J}o~e Q_rgan:l.zation 
D. Religious Officials of the Synagogue 

4. Shammash 

32 .. 

Although the Shammash at Sheari th Israel was chosen and dismissed 

by the 11 electors11 (in earliest times, this was the privilege of the 

11 congregators" rather than electors) he was nevertheless controlled by 

Parnass and Trustees. A social hierarchy seems to have existed i.n the 

congregation wherein the President, Trustees, and electors formed the 

highest rung, then the Hazzan, the 11 seatholders11 and indigent next, 

with the Sham.mash at the very bottom of the social ladder.
121 

The articles of the const:l:l#ution written in 1728 enumerated the 

duties of the Sexton as follows: 

le 11To atend at the Sinagog, 11 

2 ~ "To call the YecM.dimz that t.hey mey assemble togethere at 
the usuall hours," 

3~ "He likewise be oblidged to call to Selichat such persons 
as shall be given him by the Parnaz in Liste 11 

4. To keep the candlesticks and lamp clean .. 

5~ To make the candles. 

6e 11'0 "keep the Sestern supplied w:i.th watter. 11 

In 1729, the sal a.ry for the Sexton wast 16 per year, a supply of 

matzoth for Passover (this was given gratis to all congregational 

officials) and two cords of wooct.122 Naphtali Phillips, who became 

Parnass of Congregatton Shearith Israel in 1816 and served for fourteen 

terms in that capacity, comments j_n his Historical Sketch on the du·t.ies 

of the Shammash in t.his early ped,od, that he called the members to 

Selic,hos servi.ces before daylight. It j,s of interest to note that 

Phillips mentions that the floor of the synagogue was "stone, and no 



·<. 

From the minutes of May lh, 1753, we learn that Elias Solomons was 

elected to ser'Ve as sexton in place of Asher Companel who had died .. 

The duties of the sex.ton were extended to include: 

7. Keeping the synagogue clean. 

8.. Attending "Berritts & FunerHlls. 11 

9,. CaJ.lj.ng 11 at the Yehidims houses on fryday afternoons 
& Ereb Yomtobs." 

10. Keeping the cemetery clean .. 

ll. Obeyi.ng "the parna.zes orders in Everything that :relates to 
the :Synagogues af fai:rs and act in the office of Samaz in 
every shape whatsoever. 11 

'l'he salary was raised from .f 16 to i 20 per annum, matzoth, "but no 

wood," no doubt because of the increase in salarye
12b Six years later, 

in 1759, the salary arrangements were fixed by the Parnass and Elders 

to allow the Sexton i 10 per annum, plus t 7 /1.0s to purchase wood, matzoth 

and rent free, but with the following restrictions: that at the proper 

time for baking the Passover ma:tzoth, the Sexton was obliged to "prepare 

any part of sd House the Parnassim shall think most suitable to make 

tlrnm in~ 11 and in additj.on that he be ready at any time when ordered by 

the President and Elders to 11 lodge and board in sd House" any per.son$ 

"they making sufficient allowance :for their bo.e.rd." The Sexton's life 

was certi:tinly not his owns 125 

In 1760, the meager salary of the :Sexton, and his inability to 

support his f'am:j..ly on such a pittance moved the hard hear·t.s of the 

. ) 
Parnass and Elders to increase the Sexton's salary by ilO, but this en-

ta.iled even more duties e He was instructed 

i;' 
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12. "To be particularly carefull in keeping the Bath in 
good order by cleaning it from time to time. 11 

1.3· To heat the water for it when necessaryo 

34~ 

The wood necessary to keep the fire going for this purpose, fortunately, 

was not furnished at his own expense, for he was given an allowance of 

fj.fty shillings for th:i.s purpose by the Parnass and Elde:rs.
126 

The Sex.ton was, as previously mentioned,, allowed to live rent free 

in one of the houses owned by the congregati.on. By 1765J however, he 

was charged the nominal sum of two sM.llings, and was permitted to make 

any changes in the building that improved his own comfort. In 1766 he 

was granted the right to build a "Chimney or any other Conv:lniency at 

his own Expense.t behind his house 11 (an out-house?) with the under­

standing, however, that it became the property of the synagogue~127 
!n 1768$ the :Shammash was entrusted w::l.th the keys of the synagogue, 

and while hitherto it had been his duty to clean only the lamp and 

candlesticks, to this was now added the cleaning of "all the Brasses 

tvd ce in every year@ 11 

At no time was he to spEmd any money for the use of the synagogue 

beyond e:l.ght shillings, without the authorization of the Parnass a
128 

For all services rendered, the .Shrunrnash :received in addition to his 

regular salary all perquisites given him. In later times, gifts given 

him by the congrega.nts augmented his salary, and all of:f.'e:rings made at 

the Torah specifying him as the beneficiary wer~ announced)29 While 

the office of Shammash was certainly not an enviable o:r lucrative posi-

\ 
tion, yet i.n later times at Sheari th Israel, thei sexton had the advantage 

of tenure of his posj.tion. At other synagogues he was elected on a 

yearly basis.130 
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III. Social Welfare 
A,. Charitable Societies 

'.l'rm age-old Jewish concern .for the welfare of the poor and sfok, 

e.nd the desire for decent burial according to Jewish custom, made it 

only natural for Jewish immigrants to these shores to set up the same 

type of organiza.tions as they had known in Europe. The 11Hebra Kaddisha19 

and the 11Hebra Gemilut Hasadim" played as vital a role among the 

Sephardim as it did among the AshkenazjJn. Many of these 11 chevroth11 date 

back to the f oundj_ng of the congregation its elf. In Charleston)' South 

Carolina)' the Hebrew Benevolent Society was founded. simultaneously with 

the Congregation Beth Elohim in 1750, and is supposed to be the oldest 

institut.ion of its kind in Amerj.ca.131 The exact dates when many of 

these societies originated are di.fficult to ascertaj_n, sj_nce a few con-

tinued for a short while, d1.sbanded;i and then after a fev1 years, were 

reorganized under a new name, but continuing the charitable work of its 

defunct predecessor. Mention of a 11 chevra
11 

is made in Sheari th Israe!O s 

early minutes of 1758.. No indication :l.s given as to whether the Hebra 

was a burial society or a charit~1ble organization.. Although it apparently 

met on synagogue premises,,, the Hebra appears to have been completely 

independent of that institution, having its own officers - a Parnass and 

assistants. Yet, it was financfally dependent upon, o:r subsidized by 

the congregation,, since its officers were able to borrow money not ex­

ceeding ilO from the congregational 11 sedaka11 (charity) fund. 132 

The ''He bra Gemil.ut Hasadim• is thought to be the second oldest society 

of Shearith Israel, )and was founded about 17850
133 

Ja J. Lyons, Reader 

for the' eongregation, collected valuable information concerning th:ls 

organization~ In his opinion, this Hebra was the ffrst charitable : I, 



soc::l.aty at 'Sheari th Israe,L In account books for the years 1786 and 

1790, references are made to earlia~ books; Lyons concludes from th:i.s 

evidence that the society existed at a much earlie:r peidod but, was dis~ 

banded, and reorganized at a later time. Like the Hebra mentioned in 

the minutes of 1758, this society also had its own officers, consisting 

of a Gaboy,, Shammash, and four directors known as 11Arba t sic:s Anash:im,." 

This society also had recourse to the congregationa,l 11 sedaka.11 funds. A 

letter from the Gaboy of this Hebrs, in 1786 to the Parnass of the con-

gregation requested permission .from the cc.mgregaM.on that 11offerings 11 

be allowed for the Societyws benefit. 1'his :request was granted with the 

cond:i.tfon that no pei•son would be permit.ted to contribute more than one 

offering to the Soci.ety, and at the same time would be obli.ged to con­

tribute also to the Synagogue charity fund. This soc::i.ety was warned that 

if the above privileges endangered the financ:l.al standing of the congrega-

. 134 
hon, they would be rescinded. 

'lbe autonomous nature of the 11Hebre. Gemilut Hass.dim" is further re-

vealed by the following methods of financial support: 

l. An initiation fee for new members, which was peyable in 
monthly installments of four shillings each. 

2. A yearly_ tax to defray expenses o.f celebrating a 11 f.est,ivalt! 

3$ Fine from any member who absented himself from minyan during 
11 shiva11 period. 

4@ Fine for non-a:ttendance at minyan during 11yahrzeit11 for 
morning and afternoon prayers. 

5 qi Fine for not s:i:tting up with the sick when summoned$ 

6., Fine for)not attending general meeting,. 

7 • Fine for insul·t.ing officers. 

I 
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The characteristics of th:ts Hebra make it appear to be a mutual 

benefjt society,. yet it did not ljmit itself to ii•s membershJp alone, 

but carried on the work of a general charity, ameliorating the pains of 

the needy by giving assistance in money or by securing the objects needed, 

nursing the sick, securing med:l.ca.l attent,ion for those in dire cir cum-

stances, directing all funerals in accordance with est.a.blished Jewish 

pra.ct.ice, vi.s:l.ting and consoling mourners .. 1.35 

The benefits offered by this society were no doubt extremely 

liberal and helpful in those days, especially consi.dering its destitute 

members~ Every member during 11 abelus11 (mournj.ng) received the sum of 

i l 8h .o called 11 abel money, 11 and during the mourning period was entitled 

to hav-e a minyan for prayers. In sickness, a member was entitled to haYe 

his fellows assist in nursing him. J. J. Lyons extracted two items from 

the account books of the society which demonstrate its benevolent 

character: 

111788 March 19 Mrs Myers fo:r 17 weeks boarding of Mr. Nettling £8010 .. 0 

1789 Doctor Cogsdel Receipt for attending the sick 
Iii 

Since it partook also of the nature of a burial society, this 11Hebra. 

Gemilut. Hasa.dim" owned a. ht~arse 3 and such implements as a bier, spades, 

shovels, and picks. A shed was constructed at the "Beth Ha:i.m.11 in 1789, 

to house these tools. A copper vase used at the cemetery for the washing 

of hands after burial, two brass candlesticks which were lit at the hour 

of death, and used in the synagogue on the evening of 11 11ishabeav$ 11 were 

part of the Hebra.\s equipment, and were later in possession of another 

socie~y, the· 11Hebra. Based Vaamet" to wh].ch we now turn our attention$
137 

During those early days in Nl'JW York City, no Jewish burial society 

was entirely independent of the synagoguee It was only natured, therefore,, 
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that when the "He bra. Gemilut Hasad.i.m" disbanded in 1790, Shea,ri t.h Iara.el 

assumed its assets. For approximately twelve years no burial or mutual 

aid soci et.y functioned at Congregation Shea:ri th Israel, and all funeral 

matters were supervised by the congregatj.on itself© A change occurred 

in 1800 when Gershom Mendes Seixas founded the "Hebra Hased Vaamet. 11 

This was organized, according to tra.di ti on, to serve as a free burial 

society for the poor~ In reality :i.t. served as a. burial society for its 

mm members, and those of Sheari th Israel. The congregation officially 

recognized the Hebra as its burie,l society in 1805 •
138 

In 1830, a group 

of men drew up a circular, and through a spec:i.al committee of the "He bra 

Hased Va.am.et, 11 appealed to the women of Congregation Shea:rith Israel to 

found a woman 8 s awdliary of the Hebra, to minister to the sick and 

dying, and attend "to the dead of their own sex .. 11139 

Many of these societies, as we have already noted, were independent 

bodies of the synagogue with their own officers, constitutions, and 

treasuries, although they did meet on the congregational premises. As 

Mme went on this autonomy among the Hebroth continued to increase~ and 

all of the early societies w::l.th the ex.ception of 11Hased Vaamet11 severed 

all affilia.tions with the synagogue. lLO 

\, 



III. Social Welfare 
B. Philant~ 

39 .. 

The arrival of the twenty-three Sephardim at New Amsterdam in 1654 

created quite a stir among the Dutch settlers, for apparently the former 

were a poor lot who needed help quite urgently. In an ex.tract from a 

lf..rtter of R~v. John Megapolens:l.s, dated March 18, 1655, and sent from 

New Netherlands to the Classis of Amst(:!rdrun, we learn of the poor fi-

nancial circumstances of this Jewish group. This clergyman describes 

the manner in which some of the Jews came to his home "weeping and be~· 

wailing thei:r misery .. 0 He directed them to the Jewish merchant;.1 in all 

probab:tli ty Jacob Ba:rs:l.mson, 11 but he would not lend them a single 

st:Lver • 11 I.f the facts are truthfully related, the Jews became a public 

charge, and had to be supported by publtc .funds. The merchant referred 

to in the letter was none other than Barsimson.., who could hardly have 

been in a posit,ion to accept the financial responsibility for so large a 

number~l4l 

On April 26,, 16~5, the Directors of the Dutch West India Company 

informed Governor Stuyvesant that permission had been granted to 11Portu~· 

guese Jews ••• to sail t,o and trade in New Netherland and to live and 

remain t,he..r,e., provided the poo1• among th1:im shall not become a burden ·to 

the Company or the community but be supported by thedir own natton ••• 11142 

[~is concludj_ng condition has been faithfully kept by the Jewish people 
~ 

since that day, wh:i.ch was exceptional in clrculllstance~J The several 

Jewish congregations soon organized an effective system of caring for. 

their needy brethxJen. Regular funds were established for that purpose, 

and al: so strangers were well taken care of, being sent at congregational 

expense to their destinations, or to other communities where fUX'ther 

'i 
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help would be forthcominge l4:3 

The expense accounts of "The Holy Sedaka.11 at Sheari.th Israel show 

large expenditures by the congregation for "obras pius 11 (Portuguese for 

pious works or charity).. It is significant to note the large sums spent 

in relief of th13 poor of the ci. ty, f olt.~ helping travelers to the ext,ent. of 

paying passage for a whole f.amily.ll free bur.:lal of the indigent~ and 

support of the widowed. l4l.i. In earliest times the Parnas~ was the sole 

adm:i.nistrator of the Zedakah (charity) and any person in poor circuro-

stances could apply to him for relief" Eight shillings per week were 

given for maintenance, but this sum could last for a period not ex~ 

ceeding twelve v1eeks .145 In other. congregations the Parnass had to in ... 

form the Adjunta of the plight of a needy person and the Gabay wa.s then 

directed by tht3m to pay the sum lll3eded.
146 

Boarders were put up at the 

house of the Shammash, who was reimbursed for his expenses ·by the Parnass~h? 
The sick were cared for by paying their boa.rd and lodgings, and also 

their doctor b:l.lls .. lliB 

The m:l.nutes of November 17.ll 1765,,, reveal. that 11 three Corse Shirts 
149 

be made & sent. to Aaron Pinto as he :ts almost naked .. " The naked 

were clothed, and the hungry were fed also with "a Loaf of Bread per 

day" if needed~ 

The early nineteenth century saw a change in policy at, .Sheari th 

Israel in the manner of extending its charity0 Committees were ap-

pointed to investigate unknown applicants who sued for help. A regular~ 

ti on was adopted ~n 1805 that made it necem.H1ry f o:r. all future applica~0 

tions to be in writing, and to be given to the trustees or Parnass.150 

A system of "warrants" for pensions and alms seems·to have been in 

cur:rent usage between lSOh-1829. The 11warrant11 probably contained the 
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signature of the Parnass, and the authorization to the Gabcry of the 

Zedakah to give a specified sum of money to the bearer. The following 

example gives a clearer idea of a warrant. 

"Mr. ·cary Judah 
Please let the bearer from Tunis have five dollars 

& I wi.ll furnish you with a warrant when I have same printed 
$5 N. Phillips 

151 N Yke Augo 2h, 181511 

Strangers and travellers were quickly taken care of and sell"~ 

packing with aJ_l possible speed$ The Parna~m was 0 to use his utmost 

endeavors to dispatch them to sum at.here place as soon as Possible e t1 

The Parnass could allow a single person in such a predicament forty 

shillings~ A family stranded in the com:muni ty while erll'.'oute to its 

destination was helped by the Parnass, aftez• he consulted with his 

assistants and ar:r:l.ved at a sum needed for their maintenance "whilst 

152 
ashore" and also when they left,. 

The colonial congregations were in contact with one another, and 

functioned as a federation of charity~ 'l'hus many were able to make 

their way :r1~om community to conmmni ty only by the :recommendations for 

aid given at the previous stopping-place. That this was one of the 

functions of colonial congregations is aptly illustrated by the fol­

lowlng letter~ 

Gentlemen ~ 

11New ... port RHode Island 
26th May 1761 

The B~arers Messrs Abraham & Mathias Cohen Arrived here Last 
Week in Cap Cuzzins from Savanah Lmar in the Island of Jama.1.ca, 
and were recommended to us by the Gaboy of that Congregation as 
Ob,jects of Charity,· and as such I take the Liberty to recommend 
1 em to you & your Congregation - They have with them the:i.r Creden ... 
tials from the Several Congregat8 to the Same Effect, We .on our 
parts have Contributed as much as the Nature of our affairs would 
admitt at this time and Considering we Our Selves Are petitioners, 
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hope their Successes in this Undertaking May Answer their Expects.= 
tions ~ wch is the Sincear wishes of 

Gentlemen your Most Obedient & humble Sevts 

To Messrs 
Naph Hart Parnass 

Daniel Gomez & Samuel Hart." 

A large number of transients during tM.s early period were rabbis 

and teachers. A good number of these were, no doubtj traveling preachers 

follow:i.ng the old profession or "ma.ggid& II The minutes Of Shearith Israel 
~ 

for November 17, l765J> record that a certain "Ribby11 Joseph Israel was 

to be sent on his way, after 11he has preached his Sermon» 11 to Newport, 

so that he might take a vessel for Surinrun$ The above-·menticmed 11Ribby11 

must have been a nuim.mce, for the minutes t(~ll us that if he remained 

any longer :i.t was to be at his 0\'111 expense$ l54 

There are innumerable examples of travelling rabbis and teachers 

who visited such communities as New York, Philadelphia, and Newport,. 

The Jewish congregations in these cities cooperated with one another in 

helping to defray the expenses of such travellers by 11 chipp:l.ng in" and 

sharing the cost of passage$l$5 Travel from the Barba.does, Jrunaica, and 

St,. Eustacia was common$ Passage for such j_slands could be secured from 

Philadelphia or Newport. At times$ these Jewish connnunities we:t~e vj_sited 

by learned men fx•om London, who carried credentials from such recognized 

Sephardic Hachrunim as Moses Cohen de Asavado of London and other noted ---
rabbinical leaders. These visiting rabbis were often consulted for 

their advice on points of' Jewish law.1$6 

The Wanderi~g Jew found his way to th.e Jewish communities of America 

f'rom all climes ~nd countries. "Kol Israel Have:dm~ 11 nAll Israelites are 

broth~rs 11 was proved time and again. None who stretched out a hru:1d for 

aid seem ever to have been turned away. An interesting case-history is 
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provided for us in the minutes of Mikve Israel, Philadelphia., where the 

Parnass received a letter from a poor French boy, Solomon Rivera» pe·0 

tit:Loning the congregation for "some winter clothing and a blanket, hav:lng 

taken hi.s passage on board a French Frigate. 11 The Adjunta directed the 

Ga.boy to purchase "a. blanket and check shirt» and charge the same to the 

Sedakah_.nl5'7 Messengers .from the Holy Land also reached these shores and 

visited the Jewish coilllnun:lties to gather monies for relief of the desti­

tute in lfEretz Isra.01 .. 11158 

Even ·the 11mitzvah11 of "Pidyon Shevooyim11 (redemption of captives) 

was added to their long list of benefact:lons. In 1823, the Hach.am Aaron 

Judah Coreas arrived from Curacao with letters and credentials, for the 

purpose or collecrting money to ransom his wife and six children, who had 

been captured by the Greeks on their way from Constantinople to Smyrna .. 

The unfortunate rabbi had sold all M.s property jl and travelled to many 

places in order to obtain the necessary ransom money~l59 

The Spanish and Portuguese Congregation Shearith lsra.eljl in caring 

ft)I' the poor and unfortunate, displayed a social vision and philan-

thropic wisdom far in advance of the times~ The inter congregational 

cooperation in helping Jewish transients and immigrants reach their 

ultimate destimrtions without becoming public charges speaks highly of 

their humanitarian concern for brother=Jews~ 

The system of pensions established at Sheari th Israel again reveals 

an insight and humanity unparalleled until the rise of modern social 

legislation~ Pen~ions were gl'.anted to men and women too ill or too old 

to care for themselves G Many were widows of congregational off.lcials 

who had served the synagogue faithfully~ The widows of deceased members 

in po@r circumstances were also eligible to apply for a stipend. The 



system of life pensions, however, is recorded as early as 1760, and was 

firmly established by the nineteenth century. All payments came f':rom 

the congrega:tion charity .ft.md in quarterly payments., l60 Aged officials 

who had served the congregation well were not only given money but also 

wood and matzoth.l6l 

The minutes of October 13, 1743 9 tell us that the "Yechidim.11 of 

the congregation agreed to pa:y"the widow Judith Myers and Family i,30 

annually11 and eight cords of wood in consideration of the fact that "her 

husband Solomon Myers Deceased, did serve as Soket c. sic J and Bode ch for 

some years past to ou:r congregation.-"162 The number of. widows helped 

by the congregation in the form of yearly pensions or weekly stipends 

was numerous$ Many of' them were the widows of the deceased Hazzanimj 

:Shochtim or Bodekim~ Some of these widows were aided by paying their 

passage and providing for the whole family's journey to other com= 

muni ties such as Lancaster,!jl Pennsybrania., or "the Jerseys.'' In the 

case of one family, the small son remained behind in New York and was 

maintained by the congregation who paid for his board and lodgings$l63 

The 11Widdow Solomons" was aided by being granted i5 for. house rent" 164 

Between 1819 and 1821, the records show four widows being supported on 

pensions by the congregation .. 165 

Occasionally an aged couple ~ man and wife - were awarded an old 

age pension, but at times this did not suffice for their needs, as is 

evidenced by the case of a 11Mr. D ,.._ H -~" who made application to the 

congregation to pay· board for the two of them at some private family, 
) 

as 11at May next he must move & Rents high,~ 11 The congregation at this 

time could not extend any a.id to this in:fbrm and aged couple, since the 
: ~ 

"'Sedaka" could not afford this extra expense beyond the pension al:ready 
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166 awarded them .. 

The financial resources of the synagogue were often severely truced, 

and :Shearith Israel was at times forced to limit or stop its charitable 

work because of depleted funds~ The funds for these charitable enter­

prises were raised by the 11offerings 11 given in the :synagogue, the charity 

boxes placed at com1picuous places in the vestibule or on columns,!) 167 

money bequeathed to the congregations.!116B and long term loans to the 

congregation by wealthy individuals~ In January of 1819 11 Abraham Touro 

made 11 offeri.ngs" of $500 as a loan for ten years on the condition that 

the in·t.eres·t of this sum be accumulated yearly over a ten-year period 

and placed in a permanent ·fund. The interest was to be used for the 

.free burial of poor Israelites, while $250 subject to the same condi-

tions was to be used for t.he care of the sick, and another $250 for the 

"education of the poor in the Holy Land$"l69 

As the philanthropic work of the various Sephardic congregati.ons 

expanded, larger f\mds were needed to care for their many and varied 

benevolences of caring for the sick~ ind:i.gent and aged, and providing 

honorable burial for the deceased. Various benevolent organizations 

we:re therefore f'ounded to a.id the synagogue in its many-sided phHan­

th1•opic endea.vors.17° One of the earliest auxlliary charity societies 

at Sheari th Isx•ael was 11I<alfe Zedakah Matan Beseter, 11 which was founded 

by Gershom, Mendes Sei.xas around 1798 or 1799 1 and was no doubt based on 

the older but no longer active Hebroth 11Gemilut Hasedim11 and nHased ·· i 

Vaamete" Duri.ng th~s per:l.od., the scourge of yellow fever raged :i.n New 

York City, and Seixas reali.zed that the regular charity funds of the 

congregation would not be sufficient to meet this dreadful emergency~ 

The Soc~ety "Matan Beseter" was born in that hou:r of crisis. Its 
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managers were composed of two members of the congregation, one trustee,,. 

and one treasurer. ~ Seixas himself. The names of the contrU>utors and 

recipients rema.ined anonymous, hence the society 1s name - "Mat.an Beseter," 

11(}if't in secr~1t. 11171 

On December 20, 1805, its founder G. M. Seixas delivered a sermon 

in the synagogue pleading for contributions in order that the noble work 

of the society might be continued. Seixas concluded hii::: appeal, saying, 
to be. 

11Much will depend on the offerings of th:ls day and j_t is"hoped that 

every man will be recompensed according ·to the goodness of his works. 11 

Two days after this sermon was del:ivered, a. committee of thrEH.; was 

established to revise and amend t.he rules and regulations of the 

society. The spirited and fa:r.-·sighted social vision of this commi t;hee 

was indeed prophetic when they said; 11We beg to lay before you an 
enlarged plan of charity •• $ your char:i.ties heretofore have been con­
siderable, but applied in such manner, as to have been producti v·e of a 
lim:tted effect, and that only for the present t:im.e$ 

In an increasing Congregation like ours, considering the local 
situation, it, is· time that tht~ foundation of a pe:r.maneff~ cha'l'.'itable 
institution should be latd e** We are inhabitants of a populous city,, 
nearly i.n the centre of the United States; its commerce extended to 
all parts of the globe; ..... the comr~1:irc:i.al advantages of our city over 
most others .. • .. ru.•e all powerful reasons that this City in the course of 
time Will ~onta:J:n the ..!_argest Congregation :i.n th£New World 7: $ TI you·­
admi t the probability of such an increase i.n members will you hesitate 
to ad.mi t also t.hat it is time the foundation of a great and charitable 
instit,u:tion should be laid, wM.ch w"ill naturally progress with the in­
crease of the Congregation, and be an honor to every member of it? .. u 

you could !~the foundation of a Poor housf~ and Hospi t.ali forward the 
same and become incorporated without any great. exert.ion.,li 72 

This Society cont:lnued its righteous endeavors until 1816 .. 173 · 

Anothe1• charitable society organized at Shea.ri th Israel was the 

"Society for the Edu.cation of Poor Children and Relief of Indigent 
) 

Persons of the Jewish Persuasion .. " The first anniversary of its 

founding, was held on Sunday~ January 18, 1829, at which time the 

assembled guests corit:d.buted $400 fo:r. the continuance of :i.ts work.,. 
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This society had several combined philanthropic characteristics t 

1. it aj_d.ed widows and orphans of members by di.str:tbuting annual 
stipends when the necessi t,y occurred; 

2. it endeavored to give an education to poox• children; 

3 e it administered relief to the city's Jewish poor. 

The societ.y possessed a uni.que system in that it bestowed upon the 

needy 11bread tickets and food cards, 11 that were redeemable at certain 

specified shops .. 17L· 

The members of the Spanish and Portuguese congregation Mikve 

Israel in Philadelphia also organized themselves into a separate chari-

table organization to aid the synagogue in dispensi:ng its ever· ... growing 

benevolen~es. The first Jewish charitable organization in PhiladelpM.a 

was organized by the members of' Congregation Mikve Israel about 1783 $ 

It. was known as the "Society of Ezra th O:rchim., 11 or the "Society for the 

Relief of Destitute :Strangers. 11 'l'here v•ere three officers of the 

soc:i.ety - a President, Secretaryii and T:reasurer~ 175 One of the earliest 

mutual a1d societies of Mikve Israel, however, was the 11Hebra Shel Biku:r 

Cholim u~Gimilut Ifasedim11 ("Hebrew Society for Visitation of S:l.ck and 

Mutual Assistance") founded in October, 1813. This society also busied 

itself allevi.ating the pains of the sick and helping the poor and desti~ 

tute.176 

A bett;er understanding of this and other benevolent societies 

operating as auxiliary "arms" of the Sephardic congregations will be 

gained by an examination <)f ·this Society 1 s constitution as it existed 

at Mikve Israel at Fh:l_ladelphia, for it may be assumed that these organi-

zations generally followed the same pattern, differing only slightly in 

minor details e 
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A. Membership Eligibility: 

1. Only Jews were eligible for membership$ 

2. No person could be admitted as a member who had married in 
vi.al.a ti on of Jewish law. 

3. Only members of congregation Mikve Israel wer~~ adndtted. 

4. No one under twenty-one years of age could become a member 0 lrf 

2. 

B. Dues: 

Any person elected to the society had to sign the cons·ti tution 
~nd pay the Treasurer the sum of two dollars before he could 
be entitled to any of the benefits~ 

Every m~imber was obliged to pay dues of twenty-·fiv·e cents pm" 
month.178 

C. Officers - Election of: 

J.. The 'Society elected five officers: a President, Secretary.,, 
Treasurer, and two 11Kavronim11 who respectively held office 
for one year. 

2. Election of off'lcers took place in the month of 11 Tebat, 11 and 
those receiving a. majority of votes of the meml1ers present 
occupied the office. 

3. If. a va.cancy in office was caused by the dee.th or resignation 
of an off'icer, then i.t was the duty of the President or sen:i.or 
11Kavron11 ·t.o call a meeting and elect someone to fill the 
vacancy,;179 

D. Duties of the 11Kavronim11 at the time of a death: 

48. 

The Duty of the 11Kavronim1
11 or. any other persons who were appointed 

by the boardj at the demise of a member, was to direct, and supervise 
a.11 details concerni.ng the 11 'l'aharah11 and burial. The 11Kavronim11 

were also e~~gwered to call on any of the other members for 
assi.stance. 

E0 Care of the Si.ck: 

l. No member of the Sooi.ety was compelled to attend a sick man if 
the doctor dia~no sed the ailment to be of a contagious or 
malignant nature. 
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The board of the society, however,. supplied the patient wi.th 
nurses at the 11Hebra 1s 11 expense.1°1 

JG The President of the Hebra was empowered to aid any sick 182 stranger, provided the sum given was not in excess of' $5~00. 

FG Benefits of the Society: 

1.. Members who were confined to their homes, as "certified by a 
physician, 11 and who had a family, were entit,led to receive $5 .. 00 
a week for the first four weeks of their confinement and even 
afterwards, but the amount was not to exceed ~t,5 .. oo. 

2. Under the same circumstances$ a single man was entitled only to 
~~3"'00 per week, for the first four weeks, and could not exceed 
this sum if he were confined for a longer period. 

3. Widows received $25.00 plus $20.00 to pay the funeral costs of 
a deceased m~nber. 

4. If a member di.ed. leaving no widow, then the children were aided 
with a sum not exceeding $25.00e 

5. Members received $10.00 to help pay the funeral expenses of 
close relatives and family$ 

6. Any member observing 11Shiva"i~~s entitled to receive $5 .. 00 aid 
during that mourning period$ . 

G. Investments and Finances: 

The constitution specified that the sum of ~P400 be invested in 
stock or other securities as the principal.. The dividends and 
p:rofits·or such an investment was to be used by the 11Hebra .. 11 The 
principal could be increased only by a "majority of two~thirds 
of the members of the Hebra .. 11 The finances of this society were in= 
creased from time. to 1;;.i\lle by bequests left to them in wills. Thus~ 
in the will of Jacob '.J,,Cohen of Richmond and Ph:iladelphia, the 21st. 
item states: "I give and bequ~fl,th to Chebra Bekur Gholim of Phila­
delphia one hundred dollars. 11 lts4 

By-Laws: He Rites and Customs: 

The prayers and rites on behalf of the sick and
8

dead were to be 
performed according to the 11M:i.nhag Sepha:rdimG> nl 5 

2 • Two members were chosen for a night watch of the dead.11 lasting 
from 10 P$M• to 6 A.M. 

3e One member was to be on duty for each day watch of four hours .. 

4. No two "Cohanim" were to be on the same watchiA (What was the 
difference: accordj.ng to Jew:lsh law, a 11Cohen11 is not permitted 
to come in contact with the dead1 unless it be a member of his 
immediate family.) 
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5. It was the duty of members to attend the funeral of a deceased 
member, or any of h1.s family. 

6. Members were obliged to attend 11Minyan11 at house or mourning, or 
the synagogue .. 

7" In order to make certain that a "Minyan11 would be present on such 
occasions, the President and Secx•etary arranged the members so 
that thirteen men were present at each se:rvice.186 

80 Religious meetings of the society were held on 11:Shabuoth11 and 
"Hosanna rabe..11 night, when special memorial prayers ( ne:scobas") 
were said for the deceased members. 

2 .. 

Ie Supplies: 

The Society had the follow:ing supplies on hand in order to meet 
any emergency that might arise: two sets of 11 Tachlehin11 

rsic - Tacbrehin?J ; six linen and three muslin sheets,,, six 
linen shirts and six tOiwels. 

I£ a Jew died and the congregation paid for his funeral, the 
board furnished the corpse with 11 •rachlehine .. 11187 

The J'ewish women of Congregatj.on M:i.lcve Israel also participated 

in the charity work of Philadelphia Jewry.. The "Female Hebrew Benevo·~ 

lent Society" was founded in the fall of 1819 by two women who felt 

keenly the great need of relievi.ng the poverty of marw Philadelphia 

Jews,. This society was governed by a Presi.dent,, Treasurer (Miss 

Rebecca Gratz was t,he first to hold that. office) and two Board of 

Managers .. 
. II 

The organizat:i..on was "regularly instituted in 1820, and 

in 1837 received its articles of j.ncorporation.. It is now the oldest 

surviving Jewish charitable organization in the city of Philadelphia$lB8 
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IV. Social and Cultural Life 
A. Socie.1 Activities 

At the very outset of our study, it was demonstrated that the 

Sephardim in New York City were from early times in the minority, and the 

11 Tedescos 11 (Ashkenaz::l.m) were, numer:1.cally speaking,, the more powerful 

group., not only in New York City, but also in other Spanish and Po:rtu-

guese co~gregations 
\ (-IJ\/1.; \ 

Jews0'rem.ained aloof 
!\ 

scatt.ered throughout the colonies. The Portuguese 

from the culturally and socially less acceptable 

Ashkenazim. The :Sephe.rdim remained dominant in the synagogue through 

/ 
/ / 

the maintenance of the :Sephardic 11minhag • 11 In time, however, they were 

forced to capitulate in matters concerning the social and cultural life 

of' the Jewish conununity0 The social exclusiveness of the Sephardi.m 

during the early eighteenth century had been fostered in Europe, and 

transplanted to the America.n colonies. 1rhe breach bet,ween these two 

groups was so great, that marriage between them was regarded almost in 

the same light as an intermarriage. The Spani.sh and Portuguese Syna-

gogue of London allowed such marriages only as a last resort, under the 

most shameful and degradfr1g conditions:· no mini.ster could be present 

to solemnize the ceremony, the bridegroom could not be honored by being 

called up to the Torah the Sabbath before his wedding, nor was any 

189 
celebration allowed in the synagogu~~ The barriers separating the 

:Sephardim and Ashkenaz:l.m are furt.her evidenced in a letter written by 

the Rev. Mt•@ Bolzius, a Protestant divine, in 1739, from the colony of 

Georg:i.a~ This clergyman tells us that the Jews in the colony enjoyed 

all p:dvileges equ&lly with the other colonistse Describing the Jews 

themselves, he said, 11Some call themselves Spanish and Portuguese others 
call themselves German Jews8 The latter speak High German and differ 
from the.former in.their religious services and to some extent in other 
matter,s as well ••• They have no Synagogue which is their own fault; 
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the one element hindering the other in this regard. 1'he German Jews 
beli.eV'e the.ms elves entitled to build a .Synagogue and are vrl.lling to 
allow the Spanish Jews to use it with them in common, the latter, how·-~ 
ever, re.iect any such arrangement and demand the preference fol'.' them~ 
selves. 11190 

The Umited immigration of Sephardim in the eighteenth and nj_ne-

teenth centuries weakened the already small Sephardic c01mnuni ty in 

America, so that theY' were ultimately forced to mix and even intermarry 

with the Ashkenazim, whose m1.mbers had been considerably multiplled by 

natural fructification and large-scale immigration to these shores$ 1Tht;i 

- --·\ 

pressures of biological necessity and histo1~ic ~ircumstances se£>.J11 to have 
\ -- ,.,.--\. 

conspired aga:i.nst the Sephardim, virtually forcing them to accept "inter~ 

marriage 11 with the 11 •redescos. 11 The large majority of Sephardim chose 

the course most beneficial to Judaism, marrying Ashkenazim until "·~here 

were virt~ually no real Portuguese left. The earlier families dis·· 

appeared completely through assimilation or the natural extinction of 

their li1'ese 11 I. B~ Kursheedt, one of the few laymen well-learned in 

Jewish lore, was a German Jew who married th<3 daught•3r of the Sephardic 

Hazzan Gershom Mendes Seixas. Such phenomena were not limited to New 

York Ci.ty, but li.kewise occurred in othE3r American-Jewish conummi:ties ~ 

After 1825JJ the ranks of the Ashkenazim had so increased in New York 

City that they seceded from Congregation Sheari th Israel, and th us the 

unity of the community was broken. 'l'he Sephardim once again severed 

their social relations with the Ashkenazim and after a few years of 

such exclusion, formed the "upper crust" of the cityws ~Tewish society, 

a sH,uation which continued through the third.11 fourth, and fifth decades 
) 

of the n:tneteenth century •191 

During the early part of the eighteenth century the soc:i .. al life of 
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the Sephardim seems to have centered about the synagogue and home. 'l'he 

congregants gathered together occasj_onally to enjoy an evening of good 

music. Thus, the minutes of Shearith Israel for 1738 indicate that one 

of the expenses listed on the accounts of the congregation were 11 for sun­

dry expenses 9en concierto 1 as per agreement for the synagogue41 11192 The 

celebration of such joyous holidays as Succoth, Passover, Purim3 and 

Chanukah were occasions of rejoicing and merrymaking, and was utilized 

as a good opportunity f'or family reunions .. David Hays, writing to his 

brother· Michael in New· Castle,reminds h:i.m of the approach of vari.ous 

Jewish .festivals, saying: 

•'Bedford -tebrua.ry 20th 1785 :' 

"To Michael Hays 
1.n North Castle 
Dear Broth<3r, 

I hope this may find you well as we are at Present. I just let 
you know that thursday ye 21,i. is Pul'im and we shall be glad to see you 
here; also that Saturday March the 26th is Pisa.ck c;sic.l and would be 
glad of your Good Company thene We all joyn In love to you from 
your afft. Brother - David Hays* 11193 

A touching picture of a beautiful family life and the spiritual 

warmth that Jewish :festivals have the power to arouse in Jewish hearts 

can be appreciated from the following excerpt from one of the letters 

of Gershom Mendes Seixas, written in 1813, describing the Purim celebr.a-

tion at his home with the family and children. He recalls that the 

occasion was filled 11with all the merriment & festivity usually prac<$ 

ticed in my fami~r, the Children seated at a large table, in the Par­

lour with two light~d Candles, & a great, display of FAIR Tea ••• a 

sweet Loaf, gingerb~ead, and some few nic-nacs from our friend L ·-- in 

Broad ste - sent in the morn:tng for Shela.ch Manos. 11194 
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Social events of great importance were occasioned with laying the 

cornerstones and consecration of synagogues.,, Prominent Jews and 

Christians represent.ing church and state attended these functions. Dr,. 

Stiles" who was present, at the dedication of the Synagogue Jeshuat 

Israel at Newport" on December 2, 1763$ entered the following account in 

his diary: 

"December 2, 1763, Friday. In the afternoon was the dedicat:i.on of 
the new Synagogue in this Town. It began by a handsome processj_on in 
which were carried the Books of the Law,, to be deposited i.n the Ark .. 
Several Porti.ons of Scriptures, & of their Service with a Prayer for the 
Royal Family, were read and finely sung by the prj_est c.sic,,. & people .. 
There were present many Gentlemen & Ladies$ The Order and Decorum, the 
Harmony & Solemnity of the Musick, together with a handsom Assembly of 
People,· in a Edifice the most perfect of the Temple ki.nd perhaps :i.n 
America & Splendidly illumirmted, could not but raise in Mind a fa:i.nt 
Idea of the Maje?.ty & Grandeur of the Ancient Jewish Worship$ menttoned 
in Scripture. 1119:? 

When Congrega:tion Mikve Israel, Philadelphia,, was to be dedi ca.ted 

on September 13.i> 1782, a "memorial" was sent to "His Excellency the 

President, His Ifonom• the Vice President, and the Hm11.mrable the Execu-

ti ve Council o.f the Commomveal th of Pennsylvania, 11 imri ting these 

honored gentlemen in the following manner: n., •• The Congregation 

Mickve Israel ..... will deem themselves highly honored by their presence 

in the synagogue, whenever they judge proper to favor them. The doors 

will be opened at three o v clock, and the service will con·t;inue t:Ul 

seven0 11196 

The ceremony of laying the corner stone of Congregation Beth 

Elohim, Charleston, was not only a rel1.gious ceremony but also a social 

gathering. On Friday, September 19, 179L.11 the Governor, with civil 
) 

a.nd military officers of the state, mun:tcipa.l authorities, clergy and 

citizenry a.ttendede In 1799~ the edifj.ce was consecrated, and the 

ceremony of erecting the ark took place, at which time "eight stones 
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were deposited under each column of the Ark. 11197 

The consecration service itself seems to have followed the same 

pattern in all congregations, w:I. th only slight minor variations. 'lbe 

consecration service of the third synagogue of Congregation Shearith 
{I 

Israel on Crosby Street, New York City, in 1834,. was a great event in 

the social life of the city, and was reported in great detail in the 

New York Times: 

"The anxiety to witness the consecration being so great it was 
found necessary to issue tickets of admission, and long before the 
hour appointed for the service, the building was crowded in every part; 
not only wi t.h Israelites, but the clergy of all denominations, the 
mayor of the city $". etc • • • A procession entered consisting of the 
Rev. Mr. Seixas c J. B. Sej.xasJ , and the Rev. Messrs. Metz and Cohen and 
nine gentlemen bearing the sacred rolls ••• The sacred lamp, which 
is kept perpetually burning, by the contributions of the pious, was 
newly lighted and the procession proceeded in its circuit around the 
TebahJJ , or al tar ., • • the circuits were repeated seven times, each t:tme 
the laws being borne by different individuals, at one per:i.od entirely 
b;Yi young men; during each of these cl rcui ts the choirester continued 
chanting appropriate Psalms ., e. At the conclusion of the seventh 
circuit, the laws were deposited in the Ark, after which a very impressive 
and interesting oration was delivered by M~ M. Noah Esq. 1' 

After the sermon, the service was concluded by the choir~l98 The service 

at Mikve Israel on February 27:!J 1825, was very similar to that which took 

place at Sheari th Israel. The one exceptional event at M:i.kve Israel 

was th~t a woman sang in the choir accompanying the cantor.199 

The Americanization of the .Sephardim proceeded at an accelerated 

pace, and in social manners and customs they soon equalled the:i.r 

Christian neighbors. Quickly adopting the latest style and fashion in 

their apparel, the more wealthy of the Sephardic Jews wore the 11arist0= 

cratic dress w:i.th the usual white wig,n and the majority of Jews were 
\ 

clean shaven. The women, likewlse, followed the latest fashion styles 

of the da:y, being as eager in those days as now to acquire the "new 

look. 11200 In cultural matt.era, also, the Sephardim appear to have been 
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no different from the:i.r neighbors. The t:radi tional Jewish zeal for 

book learning, and the high degree of intellectual attainments of their 

forbears in the Ibe:rian peninsula, did not an:ln1ate these Sephardim4l 

Their chief interests appear to have been commercial and mercant:lle.ll 

rather than scholarly. They nevertheless played a prominent role in 

founding and supporting public institutions dispensing cul't;.ure4' 
201 
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IV. Social and Cultural Activities 
B& Literary Activities--

The 11 tera:ry activities of the Sephardim seem to have been limited 

to translations of prayer books into English, composit:lon of pra:yem in 

the vernacular for special patriotic occasions, the publications of some 

sermons in translation, and religj.ous calendars. Jewish literary acti-· 

vi ty on the North Ameri.can continent was almost nH. The knowledge and 

use of Hebrew outs1de of its religious sphere was negligible among Jews. 

1'he ignorance of Hebrew has already been alluded to., in reference to the 

Hebrew letter that came to Isaac Hart of Newport, who had to consult Dr@ 

Ezra Stiles, the Christian Hebraist,as to the letter's contents~ The 

sh:lft of emphasis from Hebrew to the vernacular English can be judged 

from its USI") in marriage contracts ( 11Ketubat") ~ bills of divorce, and 

tombstone inscriptions. 

Of great interest in this regard j_s th(~ publication of Isaac Pinto o s 

English version of the Sephardic :ritual in 1766.. The title of this 

11mahzo:r 11 was: "Prayers for :Sabbath, Rosh-IIashonah and Kippu:r.,. or the 

Sabbath, the beginnlng of th<3 year and the Day of Atonements; with the 

Amidah a.nd Musaph of thE~ Moodi.m, or solemn seasons; B.ccording to the 

order of the Spanish and Portuguese Jews .. 11202 '.!:'he purpose and necessity 

of' this work is mqt interestingly justified in the editor's preface~ 

11A veneratfon for the IJanguage, sacred by being that in which it. pleased 
Almighty God to reveal himself to our Ancestors, and a desire to pre·~ 
serve it, in firm per.suasion that it will again be re=established in 
Israel; a.re probably lead:lng Reasons for our performing dj_vine Service 
in Hebrevn Eut being imperfectly understood by many, by some, not at all; 
it has been necessary to translate our Prayers,. in the I,anguage of the 
Country wherej_n it hath pleased the divine Provj_dence to appoint. our Lot. 
In Europe, the Spanj.sh and Pc)rtuguese have a tramila.tion :i.n Spanish, 
which as th(W generally understand, may be sufficient; but that not 
bcdng the Case in the British Dominions in America, has induced me to 
attempt a t.ranslation in English, not, without Hope that. it, will tend to 
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the Improvement of many of my Brethren in their Devot:ton, and if it 
answer that Good Intention, it will afford me Satisfaction of having 
contr:tbuted towards it .. $ 11 203 

Hacham Hiam I. Carregal, vj_s:tting rabbi at Newport, Hhode Island, 

preached a sermon in the synagogue in Spanish, called the "Salvation of 

Israel" on the Shabuot,h holiday on May 28, 1773. It was translated into 

English by Abr~.tham Lopez (a rela.tj.ve of Aaron Lope:?.) and "Sold by S., 

:Sou th wick, in Queen Street l Tf3 ® 
11 This was qui t.C'.i an event for colonial 

Jewry, as :l..t. was the first publication of a sermon delivered in an 

American synagogue., 20h 

In 1806, Newport Jewry;p now almost errtir~)ly extinct., consisted of 

only four Jew:!.sh f'am1lies. One of the survivi.ng Jews of this once 

flourishing communit.y was Moses Lopez, who in that year publisht~d the 

first American ~rewish calendc,r.. It was a ltmar calendor of the Jewish 

festive.ls, coveri.ng a period of fifty~~four years., 1805 to 1859, and 

was publ:lshed under t,he advlse and "approbation" of Hazzan G;, M~ 

Seixas of New York City& 

'!he years 1816 to 1820 saw no Jewish scholarly work of any depth or 

o:rigina1ity worthy of pul)lication~ Sermons, discourses, and translations 

from HebrevJ' works of a minor charact<f!.r continued to be publ:i.shed period-

ically. 205 
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IV~ Social and Cultural Activities 
- C,. Education 

The jgnora.nce of early American Jewry concern:i.ng Jewish matters i.s 

indeed surprising, yet. quite understandable in vj.ew of the fact that 

j_mmig:rants cannot be too concerned with book learn:l.ng, but rather must 

face the ffrst demands of life ~ "food, clothing, and shelter .. " lrith 

economic security, and with c:l.vil and political liberties a.ssured, the 

Sephardim acquired cemeteries, established synagogues., and hastened to 

foster Jewish education for the young,, :l..n the early seventeenth century .. 

The school itself was often a room in the synagogue, or at the home of 

the teacher. In some communities the _co:ngrega.nts were farsighted 

enough when first constructing the synagogue 11 to leave ground behind, 

Sufficient ~ •• to build a School House to se:x·ve for. a Hebrg 1,;.sicl ©n 206 

Jewish education in the colonies may be divided into two periods: 

the first. began in the early seventeenth century and continued until the 

Revolut:i.ona:ry War, the second extended from the Revolution j_nto ·t:.he late 

nineteenth century·. The Jewish comrnuni ty ~ during pre-R.evolutionary times~ 

assumed the burden of educating the young, since aJ.l schools at that 

period vrere parochial in naturt1., Jewish childl•en$ therefore, met with 

prlvate tutors for instruction in secular subjects; and by the middle 

of the eighteenth century attended private schools. Secular tra:i.ning 

was under the ausp:i.ces of denominational groups, and children of the 

Jewish fm th absented themselves from attending such :lnsti tutions. 

Jewish· education from 1654 t.o 1755 merely ind.ta:ted European methodology1 

and probably conducted the Jewish schoc1l in the old 11Heder11 fashion, 

giving instruction in Siddur,, Pentateuch,!) and Rashi, with perhaps a 

little: Gemara. After 1755,, Hebrew and secular studies were combined .. 

The post ... Revolutionary years witnessed a change in emphasis: Hebrew 11 

i i 
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which hitherto had been the ma1.n subject, was relegated to a minor role,11 

and the three R's became pril'il.a.r.y,, with ·other subjects being added in due 

course of time~ 

Shee.:ri.th Israel after the Revolution attempted to establish a 

parochial school providing instruction in Hebrew and secular subjects .. 

This .first attempt lasted only thirteen years (1808-·1821) and a second 

trial in the first half of the nineteenth century ended after only one 

yero·, in miserable failure. '2.07 

An analysis of our source material for the periods mentioned above 

reveals that the state of Jewish education for those days was at a high 

level$ The hours of study were long and all-embracing for the neE;ds of 

the day ll and at Shearith lsra.el, during the eighteenth century,, the 

school closely approximated om'.' own sys-tern of public schooling. 
20

8 

The zeal for "Talmud Torah" is revealed in the early minutes of 

:Sheari th Israel.. On the first anni.versa.ry celeb:»:'Hting the opening of 

the synagogue in 17.311! the Yestd.va "Minhat A:reb11 was consecrated 11 f'or. 

the use of this congregation • • .. as a Beth Hamidras for the pupilso 11 

The Ha.zzan also acted at times as the teacher. In 1'736 ... 37, Mr. David 

Mendez Machado, the Reader, was hired by the congregation on condition . . 

that hE~ "keep a pubH.ck .School in due form for teaching the Hebrew 

Language, either the~ whole morning or afternoon as he shall think 

proper., 11209 Ten years later, the hours for teaching Hebrew were from 

9 to 12 o'clock each morning, and 2 to 5 o~clock each Thursday after-

noon. During the l~ummer months, however, school was held only during !!J; 

) 

the morning, arid on Friday and Sunday from 10 to 1 P .. M .. 
210 

On the 

Sabbath, all festivals and fasts, Erev Yomtov, and minor joyous holidays 

such as Purim and one day of Chanukah, no sessions were held.,
211 

i 
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The subjects taught at the congregational school, at times held in 

a room of the Hazzan 9 s house, were, prior to 1755, chiefly the Hebrew 

·language and other kindred traditional subjects. From 1755 to 1762, the 

minutes of Shearith Israel witness a revealing change, for in addition 

to Hebrew, the translation of tho same into Englj.sh was taught, with such 

other subjects as Spanish-English readjng) writing, and "Ar:i:thmetkk •11212 

The tuition fee for attending the congregational school was payable 

directly to the teacher, being eight shillings per quarter, or any other 

agreement made with the pa.rents or gua:rdi.an. In the post .. Revolutionary 

pe:d.od (1793) the subscri.bers of the congregation p~id the trustees a 

rate of i 4 per year, the.t was to· be paid also in quarterly installments 

for each ch:i.ld that was sent to 11the Public :School of the congrega-

ti 11213 on. 

All poor cM.l.dren were taught gratis, but they had to receive a 

writt.en order from the 11Pa:t•nas Presidente" be.fore being admitted to the 

classrooms No distinction between rich and poor was made in the type 

of instructi.on or the classrooms attended.2ll~ Widows with children 

were allotted separate sums for their children's schooling .. 215 Needy 

students were also supplied by the congregation with a load of wood., 

P:r.oba.bly each student had to share the e:Jq_:Jense of heating the school~ or 

else be sea.ted h1 a corner of the room far from the stove .. 216 

In 1801 Myer Polonies died, leaving the sum of $900 to Shead.th 

Israel for the purpose of founding a free school. Wj:th this fund the 

Yeshiv-a "Minhat Areb11 which had been founded in 1731, became known as 
) 

the Polonies Ta!li)l)ud Torah, a name it has borne ev·er since. This school 

was opened on Sunday, May 2, 1802; and, five yea:rs later, in 1808, the 

Hazz.an announced at services during the Shabuoth festival that school 

I : 
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would be opened on Sunday, June 5, for the registration of students, wH.h 

the added inducement ·that 11 5 free scholars to be admitted" upon application 

"for these 5 free scholarships* 11217 

The ages of the pupils :ranged from five years up until Bar Mitzvah. 

The teacher could not "ex.act. any extra pay for a scholeJ,:r
11 

who had to be 

prepared for his Ba.r Mitzvah, but was obliged 11to teach M1n everything 

requisitesi 11 according to the studenttts cap.\'iLcity.
218 

As the school was 

conducted at various perj_ods in the Ha.zzan 1 s own home, an anecdote con .. 

cern:i.ng Gershom Mendes :Seixas tells us that, he was often seen 11 shelling 

peas 11 while instructing the boys in their Bar Mitzvah portion.
21

9 The 

Razza,n p;ot only gave instruction in Hebrew to the younger children, but 

also prepa:red the older boys to recite the blessings over the~ Torah, t.he 

Maft
1
,r,,- ·~md Haftorah@ In fact, it seems that ,one indication of a Hazzan•s 

A' f' ' I, / : I~ )~ 

ability was [AOt only his sweet voice, as Rebecca. Gra.tz wrote in 1825 con·· 
~ .. '"· ~- -. /, 

~ ~earning Hazzan Keys at :Mikve Israel, Philadelphia: " •• , one very im-

!/ portant talent he certainly possesses ~ he j_s a. good Hebrew teacher -

yesterday one of h:is pupils read a barmitzvah portion very handsomely 

al:tho u he had only a few weeks instruction.
11220 

In o:rder for thf>) instruction to be most effective, the school ai; 

Shea:rith Israel was limited to thirty pupils. During the years 1793 to 

1795, thirty-six students were on roll as receiving :instruction in Hebrew 

and secular studies.· Of the t.ot,al number of names appearing on the roll.11 

seven were gi:r.ls; 221 in 1808, out of' a tot.al enrollment of twenty: .. two, 

six were g:!..rls~ Jewish education for girls was sadly negl.ect.ed during 

this period, probably in keeping w:i.th the European Jewish attitude that 

Jewish religious train:lng was only necessary· for boys. The attendance 

of girls B.t the Polonii:is 'l'almud •rorah :i.s not mentioned a.gain until the 
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fourth decade of the eighteenth century,,
222 

Stu.dents were obliged to supply their own school needs such as 

books, writing implements and stationary, and during some years the:l.r own 

f:l..rewood. Ink, however.11 was suppll.ed by the school., 
223 The teacher.ii 

likewise, had certain obliga.tions that he was expected to fulfill as 

specified in the contract between the trustees and himself~ His duties 

1 included the f ollov'ling: 

.. 
'· 

l., He had to be present at the hours set asi.de for instruction,, 

20 'ro teach poor children gra.tis. 

30 To "pay strict a:t,tent.ion to the morals as well as the reli.g:i.ous 
duties of all the Youths that Shall be Committed to his Ca:re. 11 

h.. To provide for a convenient schoolroomo 

5. To supply firewood for the winter e 

6. To bar· the adm:i.ssion of any student who did not have the 
Parnasst permission to attend class. 

7,. To notify the Parnass of any students who lef·t tt1e school, and 
to "not.a thei time" of such,. 

8. Not to employ any student. for "domestic or men:ial services 
under any pretence" except f o:r making the fire for the use of the 
students while at school .. 

9 <)) 'I'o prepare s~~(lentf.l approaching their thirteenth year for 
Bar Mi tzvah $ • 4 

'l'he trustees on their part agreed to procure tables, benches, and a 

stove for the room, and at times the wood vms supplied by the trustees. 

The amount of salary which the teacher ::received varied during the 

years. In the earliest periodj) the congregation dot1s not appear to have 

pa:id him a sala1•y· a-i;. ;all, but the tuition fee of eight shillings per 

quarter for each child was given to h:l.m directly by each student. By 

1755, v1hen the Hazzan establtshed a school in his own home, an additional 

bo per year was added to his regular salary., Five years later, in 1760~ 

i 
I 
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the school teacher was offeredf h0$ half of which sum was to be taken out 

of th<:1 Reader 9 r, al'J.lary, and t.he other half from the congregational 

"sedaka,." In 1762, Mr. Abraham Isaac Abrahams was hired "to keep a 

publick school, 11 and is often referred to in the minutes of the con·~ 

gregation by the title of 11RibbJr•" He made his living by teaching, and 

was also the fainous "mohel 11 of New York City. At this time the congrega­

tion compensated him for teacM.ng w-lth t20 yearly,, in addition to all the 
'·Iv" 1-. :·,/,_/, 

offerings made for him in :t,he synagogue, and the income from studemts who 
; 

225 could_ afford to pay h:i.m an agreed rate in quarterly :i.nstalllnents .. 

TwGnty years later, in 1792, tlw dignity of the teaching profession 

afforded the teacher the swn of i80 yearly~ payable in quarterly in"-' 

stallment:;;.. The following yem·, Hazzan G" M .. Seixas became instruct.or 

at the congregational school, and was paid i.130 .. 
226 

After the Polonies 

'falmud Torah was establj_shed in 1802, Seixas was hired at a salary of 

:$350 per annum. He later refused to serve for less than ~JOO., The 

board of trustees did not desire to meet his demands, and. his contract 

was not renewed, with the result that the school was closed down, and 

between the years 1802 and l8h6 led a rathel~ preca.rious and irregular 

ex:i.stence.227 

F'rom earliest days, a close relationship was always maintained 

between the school and congregation~ The teacher's effic:lency and 

pupils' progress was always under the watchful eyes of the congrega·-· 

tional authorities. It was the practice in 17}..J.7, for the Parm.-rns and 

one of the Adjunta to visH, the school weekly and to observe how matters 
\ 

progressed. Later, in 1755, the Parnass and one of the Elders, according 
. 

to thtdr senior:i. ty, represented the cong,-regation and visited the school 

on a monthly basis, examin1.ng the children and j1~dging "if the Scholars 

I i 
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under the Hazans care advanced in their learn:mg~ As time passed 

t,he periods of inspection were divided into longer intervals. In the 

ear~iest period it was weekly; just, before the Revolution, it was cus= 

tomary for the authorities to visit the school at a fou.r.~·week interval; 

while in the post;..Revolutionary period the inspection intervals were 

expanded to six-week checkups. Not only was there a change in the length 

of periodic checkup, but also the number of persons and ·type chosen also 

changed. In the pre-war period, the president was accompan:l.ed by one 

of the members of the governing body on h:i.s t.our of inspection; at a 

later period, it was the president and one of the Elders according to 

seniority,; while, in a yet later period, two members of tb'.e congrega-

tion were delegated by the trustees.11 either from their ovm board or 

from among the parents or guardians of th(~ students. This coxmni ttee of 

two was empmvered "to examine and inspect the conduct and progress of 

the school, 11 and then report to the trustees on their findj_ngs, cer ... 

229 
ta:l.nly a more democratic procedure than the earlier ones., 

In 1804, an address by the trustees was read to the congregation 

durlng Sabbath worship_., appealing for their aid in continuing the 

maintenance of the Polonies '.falmud Torah., Jewish education, it was 

pointed out$ was necessary for the true happiness of their child.-ren, 

and it was the parents 9 duty to rear their children in accordance w.i th 

the principles of Judaism, an impossibility if the children were un= 

able to understand what they say vmen at prayer. 'fue appeal corrtinued, 

saying that religion in joy and sorrow alike i.s the true source which 
) 

alone enables man to understand the purposes of God in the world. The 

first. aim of life is the pursuit of education, so that we may become 

rational beings, but in addi.tion to this, a knowledge of. the Hebrew 

l\ 
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language enables one to understand prayer. Yet very few people a.re 

concerned a.bout th:l.s. It is a mistake, continued the address, to 

assume that "children are incapable of prof:i.ting by Instruction 'till 

thei:r reason is matured'* 11 Children are greatly influenced by example, 

therefore the necessi.ty of an early education is stressed :in Scripture: 

"train up a child in the way he shall go and wlwn he t.s old he will not 

depart from i t. 11 The address concluded with the follow'ing appeal to 

those p:r.ec~ent: 91 Let us vdtHfily begin early to plant those seeds from 

whj_ch we wish to ireap fruit, let us root up the WeE?ds and Prune off 

what might hinder the growth. But those things must be done at a 

proper time, for if thE~ season be suffered to Slip avm:y, much, if not 

all may be lost_. 11 The address was signed by such prom:i.nE:mt and well­

educat.ed Jewish laymen as I. B. Kursheedt and Naphtali Phillips~ 23° 

At Mikve Israel, Philadelphia, the Female Hebrew Bemwolent Socj_ety 

sponsored the cause of Jewish education in that city,. On February !1, 

1838, at this Sephardic congregation, the first Hebrew Sunday..,,,School in 

America was founded. The person chiefly responsi.ble was the talented 

and cultured Miss R.ebecca Gratz, who, with the guidance and. advi6e of 

·the Rev,. Isaac Leeser assisted in the education program by issu:i.ng 

catech1snw, which were later publ:i slrnd ns textboolrn,. 2.31 

In summarizing Jewlsh education among tho Sephardim., we have seen 

that Hebrew i,vas the only subject taughi; before the Rei.rolution. At a 

later period, the study of Ht~brew language and basic secular subjects 

such as English;p writing, and arithmetic were introduced. The all-day 
) 

parocM.al school wi·th its morn:i.ng and afternoon sessions d:i.d not succeed 

too well* The general level of Jewish knowledge among the masses was 

rather low, as was demonst~rated by the mediocrit.y of American",,Jewish 

i ! 
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literary activities. Rabbinic knowledge was rare, and the Sephardim 

dep€inded on the Beth Din 1n l,ondon for more complicated decisions. 

Thi.s was all no doubt due to the more insistent material demands of 

da::!.ly life, so basic for the security of the~se now Americans. They 

at least did not des:l.st, from making a bElginn:i..ngl 
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·v • .Religious Practices 
A. Ri tua.l Questions-C'oricerning ~the Synagogue 

Whenever questtons of correct Jewish practice arose, as has already 

been mentioned, they were submitted to scholarly Jewish laymen, transient 

rabbis,, or sent to the Beth Din abroad. 

In a let·ter sent by the Parnam.:i and Adjunta of Mikve Israel,, Phil.a~ 

delphia.,, to a committee composed of Manuel Josephson,, Isaac Decosta, and 

Rev. G. M. Seixas, they requested the "Din" 1~egarding the correct loca-

tion of the door in the synagogue. 

"Gentlemen Philadelphia. 29 May 1782 11 

whereas a doubt has arisen in respect to the rule in placing a door 
in the west of the Synagogue, shall be obli.ged to you.!l if you will 
examine the Dinim relative thereto, ••• whether such a din is obsolete. 
or not provided there is a Space sufficient & Convenient for the , 
purpose ••• 11232 

• 

The next day, the three men replied: 

11:Sir Philadelphia 30th May 1782 
••• we examined the denim c..s:i.cl respecting that matter and are 

fully Satisfied and convinced Therefrom, ·t.ha.t a door of a Synagogue 
(in places where our prayers are said to the Eastward) ought to be in 
the West, and it is not to be deviated from where '!'here's a Sufficiency 
of Ground for that Purpose, and altho we mnow csicl that there are 
:Several Synagogues, that ha:ve not their Entrances at the West, we are 
Confident it must have been oweing to the Scantiness of the Lott.@.n233 

After the Revolution,, Newport Jewry faced extinction with the death 

and dispersion of its members. In 1790 there were only about twenty 

.Jewish families in the city, which was not much more than the number 

recorded by Dr. Stiles on May 19, 1769, who noted: "There are now 

about Twenty-five Families of Jews$ 112.34 'l'he re-established comm.unity 

of Jews did not compare in commercial magnitude and affluence wi.th the 

.first settlement of Jlews. The religious life of the Jewish community 

· also suffered a reversal,, as the departure of ·the shochet, Mr. Judah, 

left the community not only without a ritual slaughterer, but also the 
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services at the synagogue itself crone virtually to a standstill, for 

there was no one to read the Torah on the Sabbaths and holidays, nor to 

conduct other vital parts of the ritual. Moses Seixas, warden of the 

synagogue, alarmed at the ever ... growlng laicity of Jewish practice and 

spiritual disintegration, wrote in 1789 to Manuel Josephson, then Preed-

dent o:f Mikve Israel in Philadelphia, petitioning for adviGe on the 

correct procedure of conducting the synagogue service and other matters 

of religious import. 235 In his 11Responsum 11 of February 41 1790, 

Josephson revealed not only his knowledge of Jewish law~ but also his 

religious zeal in preserving the established order of the Jewish service. 

He discussed the question whether it is permitted to take out the Torah, 

put it aside, and read the portion out of a printed book, and was em-

phatically against such a practice. The letter reads in part as 

followl!l: 

11M:r. · Moses Seixas 
Dear Sir 

Philadelphia 4th February 1790 

... You said Ml" Rivera reads Hebrew perfectl:y, surely then it .cant 
be so mighty a task for him to read from the Sepher a few chapters 
occasionally; common report says him a man of understanding & docility 
of disposition; he was bred to the strict rules of Judaism ee• I there­
fore have no doubt~ that m'l. his being made acquainted with the pre­
ceeding passages, which shew that reading the Parasah from the Sepher 
t'Torahl is essentially & strictly commanded by our Laws, that he will 
not hesitate to pP.rform that part of the service, especially when it 
can be done so easily by means of a Prompter; or if that should not be 
agreeable, to read the words althov without 0 Ta 1 amim~ would still be 
prefferable to your present mode." 

Josephson then went on to answer the question, "Why it is more wrong 

to take ou~ a Sepher without reading from it, at Sabbaths & Holida:ys 

than on Kippur Niglh & Hosannah Rabba.?11236 

Discussing the chaos of ceremonial customs in the synagogues of 

North America, Josephson found these facts responsible for such con­

ditions: 
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l. 11 Ceremon:i.al customs" ·were established only by the "fancy and 
opinion of the Head Men. 11 

2" "North American congregations" have no system at all because 
of the "smallness of their numbers, 11 and the frequent moving;,.; 
about of the members. 

3e Even when congregations were first establ:t.shed, they had no 
rules to go by, and have ever since remained in a chaotic 
state. 

70. 

4. Every new Hazzan made innovations according to "his own conceit 
and fancy, 11 or from the custom of the congregation in which he 
grew up, or the last one he served. 

5.. Every new Hazzan "the present one not excepted" t G~M.Seixasl 
collected material from one another "and patched up a system 
of ceremonies of his own, which will be followed during the 
time he remains in office, but no sooner another one succeeds, 
some new customs & formalities will be introduced, especially 
if he happens'to be a European."2.37 The European Hazzan "will 
a.liege (as most of the Narrow M:l.nded part of them are apt to 
do) what did your late Hazzan know about matters or indeed how 
should he? seeing he never was out of America.!! etc. etc. I 
sa.y such arrogant Language is common among the unpolished 
Europeans, more especially among Our ~eople, who suppose it 
next to impossible any knowledge can be obtained out of Europe: 
whereupon the Rulers who mostly are Men of yesterday, strangers 
to the Portuguese Minh.ag al·cho bred to it, because having been 
of little Consequence in their own Country. 11 

These chaoMc cirm.unsta.nces, accord:i.ng to Josephson, did not prevail 

11in the large old established congregations abroad, as they have t,heir 

Customs & ceremonies even the most Minute, reduced to a regular system, 

from whi.ch they do not deviate on any account, and if a Ha.zzan either a 

travelling or established one should perform publick service, he must 

conform to the rules & customs of the Congregation, not they to the new 

fangled 1·ules & ·whims of the Hazan* 11238 

Josephson 1 s 11Responsum11 continued, discussing the laws gover11ing the 

blowing of the Shofar: 

11 
••• respecting the blowing of the Shophar, your reasons for not per ... 

forming 'that solemn & strictly enjoined service are beyond doubt of 
great weight; for there is no Din to be found that insists on blowi.ng a 
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Shophar where there is none ... ~ By your Letter it appears that you 
have instructed Mr David Lopez Junr to procure you one at Hamburg ••• 
if it should not arrive in time against the next Season, I doubt not, 
you might procure the Loan of one from New York nay the Cracked one you 
have might be made to answer in case of need •0• There are many rules 
laid down how to manage j_n case a Sho~har is cracked or otherwise 
defective to make it fit for use ••*" 39 

Th~ liberal:i.ty of Josephson 8 s interpretation is most gratifying. 

What became the norm for American Reform Judaism in synagogue practice 

was advocated by Josephson i.n the following: 

"Making offerings at the Sepher or Hechal (ArkO altho no command, is 
nevertheless practiced all over the world, and is mentioned in se·veral 
Books of high estimation, as an ancient Custom & practice; the mode 
however vatj.es in different Congregations; yet notwi. thst.anding if you 
find it inconvenient & can support the service without it, as appears 
by your :Subscription List, you are at full liberty, without being 
guilty·of any infringent csicJ to dispense wlth it, more especially 
in the Manner those offerings are conducted in these parts & in the 
West Indies; and on this subject I sincerely join in your ejaculation 
that Uit is to be regretted it could not be generally adopted .. 1 But 
as I remarked Several times before the old established congregations 
are very tenacious of their customs." 

After some personal regards Josephson concluded his letter of advice 

and counsei .. 240 

A dispute arose among the Sephardim and the Ashkenazim who followed 

Polish 11minhag, 11 in regard to the religious obligation of wearing a 

11 talith11 during services& 'rhis issue raged between 1824 and 1827, 

arising from the refusal of cert.ain unmarried men to wear a 11tali th 11 

during worship& The Sephardim, however, desired to enforce the 

.Sephar~c 11minhag11 by having all men wear 11 taletim11 during services. A 

committee was finally appointed to invest:.i.gate Jewish law and ascertain 

whether the congregation could compel its worshippers to do so on the 

basis of Jewish religious authority & 'l'he conuni ttee reported to the 

congregation that after searching the constitution and bye-laws of the 

congregation, they could not find any congregational law relating to it, 

11 
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nor that "the Wearing of the Talet is a law of imperative religious obli~ 

t . " ga ion~ •• Thus, although the committee admitted that there was no 

reli.gious obligation from the point of view of 11din11 to wear 11 ~aletim11 

during services, :f;hey feared that failure to wear them would 11if permitted 

to pass unnoMced, may lead to other devi.ations and ultimately to the 

subversion of all the venerable and established usages of this Congrega-

tion. 11 The Board of Trustees, therefore, empowered the Parnass not to 

call any person not wearing a 11 talith11 to the Torah, nor to partake in 
I 

performing any 11mi tzvah, 11 nor to make any offering in the synagogue, 

until the guilty person "shall have for three successive Sabbaths con-

formed to the Custom of Wearing the Taleth in Synagogue.," 

lb.ere can be doubt that the committee 1 s strong f'eel:J..ng in regard to 

this issue of "talith11 on or off, and their fear that it would ultimately 

lead "to the subversion" of all time-honored customs practiced at Shearith 

Israel was the complete and devastating effect of the new ref'orm movement 

that suddenly arose dur:i.rJg this time (182h) and uprooted the strict 

orthodoxy of Congregation Beth Elohim, Charleston, South Carolina. This 

spearhead of liberal thought and rebellion against the narrow dogmatism 

and dj.ctatorial power of Parnass and.· Ad.junta, must have been a premoni-

Mon to the authoritfos at Shearith Israel that a new day was dawning for 

Ameri.can Israel, and in their efforts to stem the flood-waters of change, 

they attempted to enforce that which had nei:ther authority in Jewish law 
c lt·/f7 

no:r the congregational conr:ititution~2hl t) ,~) · 

In 1825, a.n opl)nion on the law relating to/4hanim was prepared by 

Rev. M. 1. M. Peixotto, Abraham Cohen (son of Hazzan Cohen of Phila ... 

delphia) a.nd Joseph Samuels.2h2 Thirty years later, the congregation 

sought the opinion of Hazzan J. J. Lyons as to whether Jewish law 
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required that a Kohen and Levi. be called to the Torah, and secondly,, 

whether the Parnass could rely on a person 1 s claim that he was a Kohen or 

Levi.. The answers to these questions were, first, that the Parnass was 

obliged to call only a Kohen or Levi to the Torah for the f:i.rst and 

second "aleoths,, 11 unless no such persons were in the synagogue; and 

second, as to the val:i.dj.ty of a person 1 s cla.i.m to his priestly or 

levitical descent, the authorit:i.es agreed that a man's word was suffi~ 

cient.243 

In 1832, during the cholera season, a pr·inted c:trcm.lar containing 

medical advice not to observe the Fast of Tisbah B'Av, was printed by 

Dr. Daniel L~ M. Pej.xotto, whose father was then reader at Sheari th 

Israel. Alt,hough there is no evidence that ·t;his was sanctioned by the 

synagogue authorities, it is safe to assume that the good doctor first 

consulted his father; and, besides, j_n matters of "Pekuach Nefesh, 
11 

Jewish law and custom may be broken when human lif'e is in jeopardy. 

The circular follows: 

11Sir, New York August 1, 18.32 
I deem it my duty to call your attentfon to the propriety of so 

mod:U.'y).ng the observance of the Fast, which ta,kEis place on the ninth of 
Ab (Sunday ne.xt) as not to expose those who str:ictly keep it, to incur 
the pestilential disease which has been, and still is devastating our 
once healthy metropolis ••• The benign spirit of our laws, if I am not 
much mistaken, authorises a latit,ude in the construction of Us letter, 
whenever the lives, healths, or important interests of the community 
require it. There never was a more imperative necessity for such 
liberal interpretation than exists at the present moment. It is a 
notorious fact, that cholera ffrst broke out in Smyrna among our people 
after their strict observance of a Fast Day$ 

Allow me to suggest, that on the present occas:i.on a slj_ght meal, say 
or coffee, tea or cocoa, w-ith dry toast, be allowed at early rising, and 
a few draughts through the day of toast-water, or tea. This will 
obviate any mischief which might otherwise result from severe abstemious­
ness in the first place; or secondly, from too sudden :repletion 
occasionally indulged on the breaking of the fast. 

Very respectfully, 
Dani.el TH M. PeiXotto, M$n .. 11244 
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When an epidemi.c of smallpox broke out.t and the house of the 

Shaminash, situated in the "synagogue yard" was :i.nfected, resulting in the 

death of two of his ch:i.ldren, the fear of spreading this contagion 

among o·~hers caused the synagogue to be closed. The Shammash 's family 

was temporar:i.ly removed, and the house was "properly purified" (fum:i.ga.ted) 

in accordance with the Trustees' orders. 245 



V. !eligi2us PractiE!!!. 
B@ Conduct of Services 

The control of the congregation over its members through the 

a.genci.es of the Parnass and Adjunta, was extended in 111- most st.rict and 

V'j.gorous manner during worship. Utmost decorum at services was upheld 

by a system of fines and punishments* The guilty were discipU.ned not 

only by fines, but also were oft.en deprived of certain privileges a.nd 

Mitzvoth. Persons guilty of abusing othrnrs either by words or actions 

within the synagogue were fined twenty shillings. If an indivi.dual 

proved guilty of such unbecoming behavior refused to pay the fine, 

then the whole congregation was duty bound "to assist the Parnaz and 

assistants to recover the same. 11 2L1.6 

The Parnass could instruct the 'Shrunmash to order persons disturb::i.ng 

the worsh~p to leave the synagogue, and they could not return unti.l 

they had paid a fine not to exceed t 5 e If one disturbed the cong:rega-

tion during divine services, and was ordered to leave the premises but 

refusedl' then the whole congregation could turn upon "the a.gressors 11 

and expel them 0 wi thout respect to persons. 11 One fined for such mis­

conduct could be forced to pay the sum of /.10 in any "court of record 

or equity.u247 Any person who regularly worshipped with the congrega-

tion and refusedl' when called by the Pa:rnass, going 11 to the :Sepher, 11 

was subject to a fine of twenty shillings .. 248 

The minutes of Congregation Shearith Israel for June 24, 1760, 

reveal an interesting case involving the women. It appears that a 

ce:rta.in Mr. Judah Mears went to the Women's Gallery dur:ing worship one 

Sabbath, and turned a Miss Josse Hays from her seat, which was claimed 

by his daughter Mi.ss Mears. The above-mentioned Mr. Mears was fined 
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forty shillings for presuming to assume authority over synagogue seats, 

and the young ladies were ordered to resume their former seats. Mr. 

Judah Hays, the father of thE~ young woman forcibly ejected from her seat 

by the contentious Mr. Mears, d:i.d not comply with the orders of the 

Parnass, and refused to allow his daughter to take the seat appo:Lnted for 

her0 This rebel was therefore fined forty shillings, with the added 

onerous conditions: that until he pa:td the f:i.ne~ and caused his daughter 

to be seated as directed by the Parnass, he was not to be regarded as 

~a Member of our Soci.ety ., • • be Ex.eluded from the Rights and Ceremonj_es 

of the Synagogue." The culprit was gi,nm ten days to make up his mind 

o:r. suffer the consequences of his dastardly deeds~ 2!~9 

The members of Congregation Shearith Israel must have been a very 

quarrelsome lot, for in the minutes of .September 30, 1765, a resolution 

was passed, ruling that any person of the congregation who caused a dis­

turbance by "quarreling, abuse or indecent behavior" in the .Synagogue, 

the yard, the street leading thereto, going or coming from worship, was 

subject to that penalty wM.ch the Parrmss and assistants thought proper. 

Any Parnass showing favoritism c>r partiality to such offenders w·a,s sub­

ject to the same penalty as the guilty person.250 

Other Spani.sh and Portuguese congregations had sim:i.lar regulations 

and fines penalizing offenders who made public nuisances of themselves 

in or on synagogue premises during regular worship services or congrega-

tional meetings. At Congregation Mikve Israel, PM.1.a.delph:i.a, no person 

could speak to another during a congregational meeting, but had to first 
) 

address the Parnass. Anyone violating this rule was subject to a half-· 

crown penalty for every such offense$ 251 Beth Elohim, Charleston, South 

Carolina., fined miscreants for reflusing 1/ to accept an office, 2/ to go 
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up to the Torah when called, 3/ for absenting oneself from the synagogue 

when due to be called to the Torah» 4/ not attending congregational or 

committee meetings, 5/ 11for not being present to answer to one 1s name" 

when it was called, 6/ leaving before a meeting was over, without first 

obtaining the President 8s permission.252 

'lhe dignity of the services was maintained at all times, and punish~ 

ment was not only meted out to those who acted i.n a vulgar and offenai ve 

manner, but also against ·those who detracted from the beauty of ·the 

services by :raising the:i.r voices above that of the Reader. At Mikva 

Israel, Savannah, Georgia, anyone so doing was liable to a fine of forty 

shillings 0 
253 At Sheari th Iara.el, New York, it was incumbent upon each 

congregant, before engaging in any congregational singing, to refrain · 

until the Hazzan first signified the key or tone i.n which the prayer or 

psalm was to be rendered. 'l'hose who were des:irous of joining in might 

do so 11with an equal voice, but neither higher or louder, 11 than the 

Hazzan® 25h 

No children 11 of ei.ther sex" under three years of age were admitted 

into the synagogue during se:rvi.cesJ except in cases of circumcision, 

11 Birka.s GomelJ" or the naming of a chi.ld. All girls were "confined" to 

the womenqs part of the synagogue.255 

. Older children were permitted to attend worship, nay, more were 

encouraged to take part with their elders in the services, in order that 

they might learn to participate intelligently. For the purpose, special 

seats were reserved in the synagogue for the use of the children ~ pre~ 
) 

sumably just boys, as the girls joined the other Jewesses in the woman 1s 

section0 At Shearith Israel benches were marked off with seats numbering 

11 i':rom(li£\oC~~)with 2 benches adjoining for children~" These benches 
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were placed 11 in the corner" and "appropriated for them while there. 11256 

It later became the Hazzan' s duty, when acM.ng as school teacher to 

supervise the ''behavior of all boys under thirteen years of age, who were 

accustomed to sit in one group 11 on the Sou·th-West corner of the 'Synagogue" 

during worship services. 257 The children were in:i.tiated no·t only into the 

mechanics of the Jewish serv·ice, but also were taught to respect the 

,~igni ty of the service.its elf. No false barri.er was raised, by di vi.ding 

the children from the adults; they apparently felt no ne~d to form a 

11 Juni.or Congregations" The Jewish child learned Judaism by practicing it 

under the gu:i.dance and supervis:i.on of his elders. 

Tq prevent the synagogue from becoming clut,tered up in an unbecoming 

manner with the worshippeirs n coats piled on every seat, such garments if 

taken off had "to be deposited in the free seats near the dooJr., 11 All 

umbrellas and canes 11 except.:l.ng canes carried by lame persons, 11 also had 

to be disposed of at the door of the synagogue.258 This no doubt pre-

vented the services from being interrupted by the loud noises of falling 

canes, and perhaps was even enforced as a safety precaution, .protecting 

fellow congregants from befog pummelled by the canes and umbrellas of 

short-tempered and bellicose worshj.ppers. 

The synagogue authorities appear to have been forced to call the 

worshippers 1 at.ten·t;i.on to the rather shocking faet that they came to 

synagogue :i.n an improperly attired manner. ·whether this was due to such 

practi.cal necessities of coming into the synagogue directly from work, 

poor financial circumstances. or the current standa.rds of dress fashion . ) , 

is not known, but the authorities at one of our Sephardic congregations 

.found it necessary to adopt the following rule: "every person shall 

appear in .Synagogue in as decent apparel.11 as hi.s abilities admit, & that 
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no person shall be called to Seipher in Boots • 11259 

By 1825, the conduct of the Jewish service seems to have so improved 

that 1f!iss Rebecca Gratz, in a letter to her brother Benjamin, describing 

the dedi.cation services of Mikve Israel in Philadelphia, remarked that 

the "services continue to be f:i.nely perform.ed and the congregation be­

hav'e with the utmost decorum and proprie-cy during the service~ n260 

iServices at the synagogue were held daily· during the summer months 

at 7 o 0 clock in the morning, and in the winter at 8 A 4>M. On the :Sabbath, 

the worship started at 8 o'clock, while on the "Yomim Na.royim, 11 the 

services started earlier than usual due to the length of the liturgy -

Rosh .Hashonah morning at 7 A.AL., and Yom Kippur at 6. This w~s the 

practice at Shea.r:i:th Israel in New York .. 261 

While there is no exact indfoation in the sources examined, whether 

other Sepha.rdic congregations followed Sheari th Israel in this sclledule, 

it may be concluded that such was the case, and the variations of an 

hour here or there were slight. From the d:i.ary of Dr. Ezra Stiles we 

learn that he visited the Newport Synagogue on "Pentecost" (Shabuoth) 

at 9 A~M. Whether this was the actual starting time of the congregation 

as a wholeJJ or that Stiles merely arrived at that hoU!' cannot be fully 

determined. Stiles concludes his entry with the interesting fact that 

"The whole service ended a quarter after Twelve. 11 Assuming that Stiles 

was late, and they actually started at 7 o u clockJJ between four and five 

hours appears sufficiently ample for the entire service.262 Stiles 

aga,in visited the synagogue on Tishah b 6Av at which time he notedJI 
) 

"'l'hey began at VII and held till Noon. 11 263 

During the 1840 1 s, Shearith Israel experienced great dii'f1.cul ty in 

maintaining daily services, for a 11minyan 11 could not be secured. Daily 
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services were theref'ore abolished, and morning worship was held only 

twice a week, when it was customary to read the Torah on the second and 

fourth day of the week - Monday and Thursday 0 
1'he struggle against ·the 

secularizat:lon of .Jewish life, and the ever-present economic struggles 

made strict, Sabbath observance difficult. Consequently, .Sabbath services 

als,o suffered, for congregants were tardy in attendj.ng. As the adults 

became increasingly lax in their synagogue attendance, a sped.al appeal 

was made to young people over thirteen years of age.)) and countable for 

a 11minyan 11 to come in time for the 11 zem:i.roth.u264 Synagogue services 

continued only because New York Ci'l:,y had such large Jewish numbers. The 

congregation at Rhode Island, which had once flourished as a center of 

Jewish religious life and commercial enterprise was by the 1800's almost 

entirely extinct. :Services were held in the historic Newport synagogue 

only when funeral services were conducted for those deceased members who 

through sentimental attachment to the community, desired to be re-

united with their friends and loved ones by interment in the old Jewish 

canetery.. In 1830, when Mrs. Rebecca Lopez (daughter of the Rev@ Isaac 
) / ![vJv L9P(3z, one of the early readers of the Newport .Synagogue) was buried in 

· the local cemetery, the ~ ~ ~ep_g,bl~ reported: "This is the 

first time for the last forty years that the ceremony of the Jews has 

been performed in the Synagogue~u265 

( Laxity in regard to Jewish matters existed generally throughout the 

\Sephardic congregations. As "absenteeism" increased in the synagogue, 

it became necessary ;.o fine members if they did not appear when they were 

due to be called to the Torah. Such steps had to be taken, because the 

;' / .) 
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main·tenance of a 11minyan 11 could no longer be left to voluntary attendance, 
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but had to be enforced through what remained of synagogue authority. 266 \ 
\\ 
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V. Religious Practices 
c. Customs ~moniesof Worship 

We shall now attempt to push aside the veil of time, journeying 

:into the past to visit our Sephardic brethren at worship. Most of our 

sojourn will be spent in Newport, at Congregation Jeshuat Israel, ob-

serving the ritual and customs o.f that Spani.sh and Portuguese congrega-

tion. Our good Christian friend Dr$ Ezra Stiles will personally conduct 

us on this tour to the Sephardic congregation, and will introduce us to 

the charming and learned Hacham Hiam Carregal, who spent a little time 

at Newport as the spiritual mentor of the Jewish community. 

Jewish boys in Newport received a satisfactory religious education,/ 

and, as at Shearith Israel, they learned by taking part in the regular 

adult service. Dr. Stiles reports that when at the synagogue, he asked 

"a little Jew Boy the use or the strings at _the Corner of the White 

Surplus t TalH. 1 worn by all J ewa in their Worship: - he said, they kissed 

the strings three times at the Repetition of the great i1't::>Wc.sic1 

or Hear 0 Israel the L d Our God is One Lord~ 11267 

'fhat the elders lost little time in training the Jewish youth of 

Newport in the practical knowledge of Jewish life and as intelligent 

laymen will be recognj_zed from the following episode recorded by Dr. 

Stiles, who, on January 12, 1770, 11Went to the :Synagogue tM.s Evening 

and heard a. .Son of Mr Moses l1opez deceased Aet .. 13, read the Evening 

Service, Mr Touro the Chuzzan present. It is the Custom in the foreign 

Synagogues to initiate Boys Aet. 13, thus to read publ:tckly.. This is 

the f:trst Instance ih the Synagogue at Newport~ 11268 The "Evening" 
,, 

:referred to by Dr. St:lles was in all probability J.!'r:tday (erev Shabbos 11 ) 

since under January 13, he notes 11Went to the ti'ynagogue A.M~ 11 Stiles 

refers to a Bar-mitzvah 11 Bachur,, 11 yet there is no mention by h:i.m that 
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Moses Lopez's son took part in the Saturday morn1.ng service in any way. 

n, is also a rather startling statement on his part to say that it was a 

Europeru1 custom to introduce boys at thirteen years of age in such a 

fashion, and that it WdS the first t:ime that this rite was observed at 

Newporte It is hard to beli.eve that the Sepha:r.dim, so exacting and 

orthodox: in their Jewish observances wou.ld fail to observe such an im-

portant occasion as formal initia.tion into the Jewish fa.ith. Again, on 

May 28, 11'73., Dr. :St1.les,, while visiting the Newport &'ynagogue during 

vtPentecost," :recorded that 11Mr. Rivera.vs little son 8 or 9 a.et. read 

the first chapter of Ezekiel .. 11269 The reading and cantillation of 

Ezeki.el I by a child so young, speaks very well not only of the child ts 

intelligence, but also of the praiseworthy efforts of the Jewish school 

and teacher. 

It was t}"le custom of the Hazzan to read the Torah& When Rabbi 

Carrega.l was in the synagogue he sat "at the upper end of the Synagogue 

which the Rabbi corrected him publicly, and called out Gaulto,, Gaulto, 

and obliged the Huzzan to correct himself$ The Rabbi appears to have 

great authority .. 11 270 It is of interest to learn how an eighteenth 

century Sephardic rabbi pronounced Hebrewl 

While it is evident from the above that the Torah was read in Hebrew, 

the prophetic portion was read in Spanish.. In keeping with Jewish tradi~ 

tion, the Pentateuch had more sanctity and authority than the other 

Biblical books, hence this less stringent practice. Thanks to the 
) 

observant Dr. Stiles we learn that on one of his regular visits to the 

Jewish service on July 10, 1733, he noted: 11Instead of reading the 

prophets, the Ha~an csicl chaunted tsic3 the Chapter, which was the 
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first chapter of Jeremiah. But what was more remarkable was that, after 

chaunting a period in Hebrew, he chaunted the same in :Spanish. I believe 

it was so done here before. 11271 Thls liberality of view in permitting 

the use of the vernacular for the Haftorah reading is singular i.n a day 

when such practices were looked upon as hereticala Apparently the con~ 

gregation composed of many Spanish and Portuguese Jews who had fled from 

the Inquisition in an earlier day, was ignorant of the Hebrew, for we 

cannot but recall that when a letter came from Palestine written in 

Hebrew, no one among the Jews could read it, and the epistle was brought 

to Stiles for interpretation .. 272 

Services were conducted daily during the weekda.ys.l> both morning and 

evening, at the Newport Synagogue. This assumption is based on an 

entry in Stiles' diary for August 27, 1770, which was a Monday" since 

he notes August 26, as 111.ds dy ,sundaJJ- 11 This Eveng (August 27) I 

went to the Synagogue, & heard Mr .. Satius perform prayers. He is a 

young man of about 22 aet. & a Chussan of the Synagogue at N. York. 11273 

G. M. :Seixas stayed in the community for a month as Stiles records that 

on September 1, 1770, he again visited the synagogue on Sabbath afternoon 

and "heard Mr Satius read the Law & Servicee 11 This 11mincha 1 1Shabbos11 

caused Stiles, who at time had not as yet formed any intimate friendships 

with Jews, to exclaim, "How melancholy to behold an Assembly of Wor­

shippers of Jehovah, Open & Professed Enemies to a crucified Jesus. 11 27h 

Maey rabbis stopped at Newport, pausing to rest amid their long 

journeys, but of a11;six rabbinical acquaintances whom Stiles met, the 

most interesting was Hiam Isaac Carregal (Karigal or Carigal as Stiles 

records the name). The Christian clergyman fi.rst met this rabbi at 

Nel'dport during the celebration of the Purim festival, at the evening 
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services. Carregal had arrived at Newport on March 3, 1773, but the two 

did not meet until March 8, at the above-mentioned occasion. The inde-

fatigable Stiles wrote in his diary: "This Evening I went to the 

Synagogue it being the Eve of PurimG The Chuzan read thro' the Book of 

Esther. There I saw Rabbi Oarigal I judge aet. 45. lately from the city 

of Hebron, the eave of Maopelah in the Holy Land~ He was one of the two 

persons that stood by the Chuzan at the Taubah or reading Desk while the 

Book of Esther was read. He was dressed in a red Garment wlth the 

usual Phylacteriesc?1and habiliments, the while silk Surplice tTalithl ; 

he wore a high brown furr Cap, had a long Bea.rd .. n2'75 Carregal remained 

in Newport only a few months., sailing for the Barbadoes in Jul:y 1773, 

where he died in 17780276 During his stffy in Newport, the Rabbi and 

Stiles spent many hours together, discussing theological matters. Their 

acquaintance developed into a lasting and most intimate friendship, kept 

up by a voluminous correspondence. 

The Jewl.sh festivals afforded :Stiles many an opport,unity to learn of 

Jewish rites and practices, and he availed h1.mself of, this opportunity 

relj.giously. He attended synagogue both evening and morning, and de-

scribes the morning Passover scriptural reading "from two Vellum Copies 

OJI." Rolls of the Law in the Forenoon. In the Afternoon they began to 

read a portion out of Solomons Song. This was new to me. 11 Stiles was 

rewarded for his faithful attendance by the Jews there, as he says, 

"They shewed me a Copy of the Canticles with a Spanish Translation; & 

also subjoyned was a Spanish Translation of the Chaldee Targum on the 
) 

Canticles~tr277 

The next year, Stiles again visited the Synagogue during the 

:Sabbath of Passover, and in the course of the service, 11 'fhey read in the 
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Law the passages 'Which give an Account of the Exodus and Institution of 

the p~ssover; and also a passage about vth of Joshua concerning Circum-

cision and rolling away the Reproach of Egypt. 11 It was customary to 

:remember the departed on the seventh day of Passover. .Stiles probably 

has in· mind the 11Ha.skorath N°Shemoth11 for he continues his accoun-t by 

saying, "Several mentioned over the Names of their dead friends, for 

whom prayers were immediately made. Large offerings or Alms were made 

to probably forty dollars as one of the Jews estimated, and I believe 

true; for sundry offered Chai Livre i .. e. i.16 o:r two Dollars - and I 

judge Mr,. Aaron Lopez offered 10 or a dozen of these Chai., 11 Stiles 3 

opini.on of the Jews concerning their knowledge of Judaism is reflected 

in the same passage: "I asked one when they should have killed the 

Paschal Lambs if they had been at Jerusalem? he replied, today. 

I dout t sic1 it; he was ignorant $
11 278 

But 

Th\3 distinctive manner of 11 aleoth11 or calling members up to the 

Torah is preserved for us by Stiles in his entry of April 8, 1773, when 

he again attended the synagogue during Passover. In his usual observant 

way, he wrote: "This day is Passover with the Jews. I went to the 

Synagogue. The Chocham Rabbi Carregal was there; he was one called up 

to the Rea.d:i.ng of the La.w - but I observed that he DID NO'r READ HIS OWN 

PORTION OF THE LAW ••• however he audibly pronounced the short prayer 

instead of the Huzzan before reading his part, and after the Huzzan had 

:read the portion, the Rabbi alone and without the Chuzan lift up his 

voice and pronounced yhe Blessing. This ls repeated by the Ghuzan 

usually for everyone of the 7 persons - but this part the Rabbi did 

for M.mself; and he performed no other part of the Service as distinct 

from the Congregation.11279 
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How did this eighteenth century Palestinian rabbi dress in comparison 

with his contemporary American congregants? We have learned elsewhere 

in this paper, that the Jews did not differ from their Christian neighbors 

in stgle of dress, and it was customary for them to be clean-shaven, while 

the women .followed the latest fads of the day, dressing according to the 

French style. Rabbi Carregal must have made a unique and fanciful ap-

pearance in the Newport Synagogue, for Stiles tells us that "His genera]. 

Habi·t was •ru:rkish & 
11 The cleric w s keen powers of observation noted the 

folloWing details: 

''Common English shoes, black leather, Silver flowered Buckles, White 
Stockings ••• Green Silk Vest or long under Garment reachi.ng down more 
than half the legs or within 3 inches of the Ankles, the ends of the 
Sleeves of this Vest appeared on the Wrists in a foliage 'furn-up of 
3 inches, & the Opening little larger than the hand might pass freely& 
A Gtrdle or Sash of dH'ferent Colors red and green girt the Vest around 
his Body. It a.pp eared not to be open at the bottom but to come down like 
a pet.ticoat; and no Breeches could be discovered. This vest however had 
an opening above the Girdle - and he put in his Handkerchief, and Snuff­
box, and a Watch. Under this was an inner Vest of Calico, besides other 
Jewish Talismans. Upon the vest first mentioned was a scarlet outer 
Garment of Cloth., one side of it was Blue, the outside Scarlet; it 
reached down but an Inch lower th~m the Vest. It was open before, no 
range of Buttons &c .. along the Edge, but like many a Scholars Gmwi 
in "t.be Body but plain and wl thout many gatherings at the Neck, the 
sleeves strait and narrow and slit open L. or 5 inches at the End, and 
turned up with a blue silk Quarter Cuff, higher up than at the End of 
the sleeve of the Vest. When he came into the .Synagogue he put over all, 
the usual Alb or white 'Surplice, which was like that of other (Jews 9 

except that its Edge was striped with Blue straiks, and had more Fringe. 
He had a White C:ra:vat round his Neck • ~ • a long black Beard, the upper 
Lip partly shav·en -· His head shaved all over. On bis Head a high Fur 
Cap, exactly like a Woman's Muff, and about 9 or 10 Inches high, the 
Aperture atop was closed 'V'Tith green cloth. He behaved modestly and 
reverently~ 11280 

The next holiday on the Jewish religious calendar described by our 

diarist was Pentecost {Shabuoth) e Accompanyj.ng Stiles, we enter the 
) 

nSynagogue at rxh A~M<ll 11 and observe. the following: "At reading the 

Law the Rabbi was des:i.red and read the Ten Commandments. But before 

reading the Law and the prophets the Rabbi went to the Desk or Taubah 
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and preached a sermon about 47 minutes long in Spanish. It was inter­

spersed with Hebrew." Stiles now proceeds to describe the Rabbi's 

oratorical powers. "His Oratory, Elocution and Gestures were fine and 

oriental. It was very animated 0.. The Affinity of the Spanish and 

Latin enabled me to understand something of the Discourse $•• He wore 

.Spect,acles thro the whole Sermon, and frequently looked down on the Desk 

before him as if he had the Discourse written, but I don't, know tha·t. he 
·~":I 

had any Writing. The Jews intend to print it." Here again he :i.nterjects 

a few wo:rds concex•ning the Rabbi us reading and speaking abilities and 

·frankly tells us, 11 '1'.he Jews dont admire his reading c the Torah l and in= 

deed speaks 0££ with much greater Fluency and Ease than he reads, tho' 

he reads correc·tJ.y .. 11 St ilea was impressed by the Rabbi us peir.sonali ty, 

and considered him a man with 11Dignity and Authority .,. • mixt wlth 

Modesty." After the sermon, the service continued with the Torah reading 

for the day from "the :xxth Chapt.er of Genesis c sic t should be Exodus 11 

giving of the Ten Comman&nentsJ as usual: at reading the X Commandments 

·the whole Congregation rose up and stood. After which Mr. Rivera's 

little son 8 or 9 a.et. read the first Chapter of Ezekiel ... then Prayers 

for all Nations, .for the Jews, for the King and Royal Family, for the 

Magistrates of Rhode Island. 'l'he Law was then returned in solemn pro-

cession, singing the Usual Psalm: then Alms Prayers and Singing concluded 

the Whole. The Synagogue was decorated wlth Flowers &c. 11281 

'!'he Rabbi began to preach his Shabuoth sermon "a few minutes before 

X1111 when three Christian guests of high civic import and prominence 
) 

entered the synagogue, namely, "Gov. Wanton & Judge Oliver and afterwards 

Judge Auchmuty ~ 11 These highly :respected personages were honored by being 

, seated in the "baneo, 11 "the Seat of the Parnass 01"' President of the 
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Synagogue. 11 :Stiles as usual did not miss the slightest detail, for he 

ended this account of the "Pentecost" service by concluding, "The whole 

service ended a quarter after 'fwelve,. 11 282 

Stiles was much impressed by the Rabbi's oratorical powers,, and when 

he questioned Carregal as to whether the latter had preached from a 

written manuscript, the Rabbi informed him "that he had· Sealed it first 

in his head and so delivered it. 11 Carregal also informed Stiles that 

:·.;" among Jews "none but Rabbis preached, and they usually preached on all 

the HolidaysjJ but not every :Sabbath.ii talk1.ng without notes .. 11 At the re·~ 

quest of the congrega'l:,ion, Carregal l'ecollected his se:r.mon, which he had 

apparently preached without. notes or manuscri.pt, wrote it in Spanish, 

which was then translated by Abra.ham Lopez in·to English, and publishede28.3 

Stiles v:l.si ted the congrt-)gation during the Fast of 'I'ishab B 1Av in 

1770, with several Ch1·istian friendsll a.t which time he heard ·t.lrn 11 Book 

of Lamentations & a. mournful Service, it being the Eve before the 

AnniversY of the Destruction of the Templee 11284 'Ihree years la:l:.er, on 

July 29, 1773, even more fascinated and intrigued with his studies of 

Jlebrew and Judaism., Stiles a.gain was present at the Synagogue 11 it being 

the Anniversary Fast for the Destruction of the Temple both by Nebuchad&• 

nezzar and Titus." The service was very lengthy, as he :records "They 

began at VII and held till Noon ... $
11 285 In a note taken from Rev. Abiel 

Homes' biography of his fathe:r.-in~ .. law (.Stiles) the following descrj.pe• 

ti on of the Ti shah B!!Av servJ.ce is g:i.venil preserving for us the 

solemnity of the occasion and the age-old Jewish pathos as expressed in 
) 

the mourning rites for that black day in Jewish history~ 

11 The place of the Ark was coverEid with a bla.ck curtEt:i.n, and ·the lamp 
·was put out. A table,. covered with black, stood before the Taubah; and on 
,a low bench sat the Pat>nass and the Hu~ian. tUsually these officials sat· 

;) 
JL ·····t 



in the 11 banco21 " the special seat of honor reserved for the Parnass, but 
on this sad dayJl as a sign of mourning as durj.ng 11 shiva, 11 no chair was 
permitted<;'J The praye:rs were exceedingly melancholyJ> particularly when 
the Huzzan rose up and went to the place of the Holy of Holies.t or the 
Ark and. mercy seat, where he wrapped himErnlf' up in the. black cm·tain, 
and slowly mourned out a solemn, weeping and doleful lamentation, for the 
absence of the Debil' and the Shekkinah, for the cessation of the oracle, 
and for the destruction of the Holy of Holies,, The roll of the Law was 
brought out, without any ceremony, covered with black, and read at the 
foot of the Tabauh; thB portion was from Deuteronomy.. Then the fourth 
chapter of Jeremiah was read, three or four other chapters~ then the 
book of Lamentations; them the beginning and end of Job .. 11 206 

1'rumks to the curiosity and observation of Dr. Ezra Stiles, a val­

uable storehouse of Jewish knowledge has been preserved for us,, enabling 

us to partake almost as spectators in the colorful life of our Sephardic 

brethren as :tt existed on these American shores more than two hundred 

and fifty years ago0 

:Some o:f the ri tt1al and custom concerning Yorn Kippur has been pre~ 

served.for us by J. J. Lyons and G., M. Seixas@ On Kol Nidre Eve, it was 

the custom to offer up special prayers for those who had served well the 

cause ·of ·t.he synagogue and of Juda:lsm. The benevolences of the pious 

were acknowledged, and the contributors blessed by nrune. Contributiom; 

to the Newport Synagogue were mentioned from manbe:r.s of such widely 

scattered congregations a.s Shearith Israel in New Yorkll 11Shangar 

Hashamayim in Jamaica, Mikvey Israel in Curacao, and Neva.y :Shalem in 

Paramaribo_, Surim:w~" Speci.al prayers also were offered in behalf of the 

persecuted., the imperiled., and sick of Israel~ 

"F'or all our brethren held by the Inquisition and who are captiirese 
For all our brethren who are at sea or on journeyso 
For all our sick brethren .. 11 287 

It was also custlomary on Yom Kj.ppur night to recite prayers in 

memory of the departed. Individuals desi.ring to perpetuate their own 

mo?J11.ory,. or that of loved ones by the recital of a 11ha.scabah, 11 prayer 
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recited in memory of the dead, were :requ:j_red to leave a legacy to the 

synagogue 11of no less than Five Pounds .. 11 This anti tled them to have 11 a 

pa:rt,icular Escava11 recited within the first year of death, on 11Kippur 

Night," and every Yorn Kippur Eve after that .. 288 Relig:i.ous officials and 

outsta.nding Readers who had endeared themsebnes to the congregation were 

honored by having their memories perpetuated with the "hasca.bah" on 11Kippur 

afternocm • 11 289 Everyone d.esiring to have 11hascaboth 11 made on K::l..ppu:r 

eV'ening :i.n honor. of friends or relatives was required to prepare a list 

of the names and t.o gini them to the Hazzan wi Url.n 1148 hours previ.ous to 

that Evening. 11 290 

F1•om one of Rev$ Gershom Mendes Seixas~ letters writ.ten i.n September, 

1814, we gain an inkli.ng as to the liturgical order of the day. In 

passing, we also note the self-pride and self =appreciation of' the Hazzan, 

as he descr:i.bea the services of Yorn Kippur Eve and the following day: 

11After the :Sef'arim were dep<>sited in the Hechal, I made the usual 

Hashes.both, & Mr. A., Levy read the ArbH,h - Mr. Zuntz the Shachrit.h - the 

Pa:t;'shoth & until the Musaf - I performed= A. Levy the Musaph - Mr. J. 

Hart the Mi:nchah excepting ·t.he Sefar & offer:i.ngs &c, &c .. then I commitmced 

again with the stated Hashcaboth & concluded the service of the day in a 

most masterly manner that is the NeH.ah & Arbith .. 11291 

Ou:r study of the religious practices of the Sephardim in colonial 

and Revolutionary times, and in the early nineteenth cent,ury.ll in matters 

concerning the synagogue wox•ship and ri tuaJ. do not show· any great devia~· 

tion or schism from the laws and trad:tti.ons of the Jewish people, yet 
) 

the American envi.ronment challenged and stimulated them towards changes$ 

Since they were newcomers_,, and far from the traditional centers of the 

, old world, the inevitable conflicts, compromises, and changes occurred. 
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All these were pa.rt of the turmoil of the Amerj.can scene, which in-

evi.tably forced the 11nd.r.ihag Sephardim11 to become a 11minhag America" 

for Sephardim,.. 



V .. ~lig:tous P~~-tices 
De Religious Articles 

The lack of var:tous religious articles for the ceremonial of the 

synagogue was severely felt in some communities. 11Sepher Torahs," 

Chanukah lam.pa, 11 shofars 11 and furn:i.ture were loaned or donated by the 

indivi.dual members belonging to the congregation_, at times borrowed 

from other synagogues in America,, or g:i.ven as gifts from abroade As 

early as 1737, a "Sepher Torah, 11 Chanulmh lamp.1> and religious books 

were sent to Congregation Mikva. Israel_, Savannah., Georgia, by a Mr. 

Benjamin Mendez of London.292 A quarter of a century later,, in 1760,,, 

Congregation Sheari.th Israel a.greed to allow the Newport congregation to 

borrow the 11Sepher Torah" belonging to the Georgia congregation, and 

which it held in trust on condition that it be returned when demanded.293 

These are only a few example::: of the.-shortage :i.n religious articles in 

the early American congregatj_ons~. wh:i.ch could only be alleviated by inter-

congregational cooperation. 

The u.se of religious articles, such as scrolls of the law,11 in the 

synagogue during religious servi.ces were often the occasion of out,... 

bursts of indecorum and interruption of the services, as some persons 

seem to have been offended because the particular Torah whi.ch they had 

lent was passed over in favor o;f someone elaevs. As early as 1765, the 

authorities at Shearith Israel took steps to correct this fault by de-
ji) 

ciding that 11for the Sake of Peace" in the congregation the sacre1d scrolls 

in the future should be used only in "their Turns.ifl" and be read on proper 

days for a period of )two weeks (excluding holidays) "beginning with those 

belonging to the Congregation according to the Seniority of the owners 

of each Sephe:a•. 11 The Hazzan was penalized twenty shillings if he failed 

, I 
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to observe this regulatione SuC"h act.ion b;y the authorities prevented 

any partiality or favoritism on the part of the officiating Hazzan .. 294 

The need for scrolls was so great that they were purchased abroad, and 

brought to this country by Jewish :immigrants. 

11Tefillin, 11 11 talesim, 11 "siddu .. -r:im, 11 and 11esrogim11 were also imported 

from Europe during the early period. Reference has already been made to 

Manuel Josephson's letter of advise on the conduct of the synagogue 
(;. I) 

service to Moses t7e~ 31 warden of the Newport Synagogue» from whi.ch we 

learn that arrangements for a 11 shofar 11 to be used on the h:i.gh holidays, 

were made w'"lth David Lopez Jr. who was to bring one from Hamburg; but 

if' it should no-t arrive in time, Josephson advised that one be borrowed 

"9t:'. from New York.~ / 

Th~~ shortage in :religious rurt.foles such as "Sepher Torahs". was also 

lessened in many congregations through bequests of charitable minded 

individuals who bequesthed to the synagogue sums of money for the purchase 

· of such articles. Such pro1tision was made by Jacob J e Cohen who had been 

a resident of Richmond, Virg:i.nia, and affilia:ted with the Spanish and 

' Portugwese Congregation Beth Shalome in that city, and who$ later, while 

living in Philadelphia, took an active interest in Congregation Mikve 

Israel., wh:i.ch he served as Parnass for one term from 1810 to 1811.. The 

eleventh item of his will specified: 11 ••• for the use of the said con-

gregation forever, the Parchment Folio called the li'ive Books of Moses 

and the furr.1_i ture belonging thereto@ Also a Migello and .Shaupha and 

Copper Kettle utensil for baking Passover Cakese 18296 The will of Rachel 
) 

Lewis provided that her "goods and chattels" were to be sold, and the 

money to be used 11 to purchase a Shefer Toro.11 11 :for the use of Sheari th 

,Israel in New York City"297 
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V. R~.!_~flious ~racti.ces 
E& Marriage Customs 

The return of Sp~nish and PortuguE1Se Marra.nos to the Jewish faith 

during the middle of the seventeenth century· was celebrated not only by 

a change to Hebrew names (e.g .. j) among women = Abigailj Sarah,, Rebecca; 

among men~ Isaac, Jacob_, etc.) but also by the performing.of a marriage 

ceremony according to Jewish custom~ notwithstandj.ng the fact that many 

already had grown or almost grown chi.ldren .. 298 

The synagogue appears to have supplied the 11 ketubah.ll 11 which.ll i.n the 

early eighteenth century, was written in Hebrew and Spanish. Full dir= 

ect.:tons were given on the blank form to the officiating ministeri1 as to 

the correct manner of writing the document for various situations6299 

Several Hebrew 11ketuboth 11 extant, in possession of the American Jewish 

Historical Society, and dating from the last quarter of the eighteenth 

and the beginning of t,he n:i.neteenth century, reveal that the signatures 

of the br:l.degroom and minister were written on some marriage documents 

.in English instead of the trad:i.tional Heb:r.ew)O~'Lt(C>z·v{l~. 
. /~ 

An interesting marriage agreement of the thir.d .. ,dacade of the 
~.--- . ~ -··-- ..... ~ 

eighteenth century, mentions that Abraham Da Costo, Reader at Beth 
'l 
I 

Elohim, Charleston, South Carolina, entered into a marriage agreement I 
with Rebecca Pimento and her mother Leah.. Da Costo "with the consent 

and good liking of the said Leah, covenants,, promises and agrees to take 

Rebe:cca Pimento to wife according to the rights and ceremonies of the 

Jews without por·tion to be demanded or required, withi.n the space of 

three months from ·t.he\ date of these presents ., • • the sa.id parties 
I 

binding themselves each to the other in the sum or penalty of £ .30~) 
I current money of South Carolina. 11301 



A "ketubah11 dating from 1801,j) and written in New Yorkj) follows the 

traditional form~ in Which the groom agreed to support his wife with 

"decency and marriage, 11 allovdng her "virgin dowJ:y of 200 zuzim .. 11 The 

bride's marriage portion was $800, consisting of "silver, dresses» house-

hold linen etc0 11 A provision was made that in case of the husband's 

demiseJ the w:!:fe was to regain her marriage portion of $1200.. If the re~ 

verse occurred, the husband was to become sole heir of his wife :i.n ac­

cordance with Jewish law~302 

All persons who desired to marry had to notify the Parnass~ re-

questing the Hazzan's att@llndance at the ceremony.. This was granted 

provided the wedding was "nth a Female of our religion. 11303 The 

parties to a marriage were always inve~r!Jigated by the synagogue 

authorities 1 and if their relationship was forbidden by Jewish law, the 

marriage was not performed. Thus, in 1782 1 Mr .. Jacob Cohen of Mikve 

Israel, Philadelphia, notified the Parnass of "h:ts Intentions to marry" 

the widow of the late Moses Mordecai_!) and requested a.11 the privileges 

be gran·t.ed and that the authorities "consider his particular si tuatiorh 1130h 

After an investigation of the "Subject in Q.uestion.!I 11 ·they rejected ~r & 

Cohen 1 s marriage o:n the ground that Jewish law stipulated ·that "no Cohen 

can marry a woman situate as the Widow Mordecai is .... o 18J05 The Adjunta 

then moved that the congregation be informed that the Parnass and l\djunta 

had forbidden the Hazznn to ment:ion the name of Jacob Cohen and wife "in 

Shull" and also informed that "the wedding is contrary ·to the Din:lm. u306 

Engagements and marri,3.fJes were publicized in the daily papers. In 
) 

October, 1759, the following notice was published in New York City under 

"Marriages:" 

ff. 



!''Mr., Moses Lopez, a gentl<~man of ve1""Y large fortune, from the West 
Indies, to Miss Maria Lopez, daughter of Mr .. Aaron Lopez. 

Her Beauty, Innocence, and Truth 
Unite to bless the happy 'Youth, 

And in return we too shaJ.l find 
Sound Judgement, Reason, Sense ref'lned 

In him are happily Combined; 
Which, with £5000 a year 

Are well bestowed upon the li'air. !.~ 307 

The follow:i.ng newspaper account appeared i.n the ~ ~.t New York, 

in 1843 e . Its similarity to the modern social columns that appear in 

our daily papers is startling. 

11 • • • four persons, whom we unders·t;ood were the groomsmen, took up 
a real d~mask canppy$ which was fostered upon four staves, and held it 
over the heads of the Reader and the G:room - all wearing their hats. 
'l'his canopy is one hundred and twenty years old. The Bride was brought 
in by her bridesmaids and family, and closely vei.led, took her place 
also unde:r the canopy~ The Priest csicl then chaunted csic.:r a prayer, 
and af tt~r. that a glass of wine was brought him~ which he tasted, and 
then the bridegroom and bride. The -wedding ring was then placed by the 
groom on the finger of the bride, accompanied by the admission.i> that it 
was the evidence of thE~ir betrothing. The Priest, then chaunted the 
seven blessings fx•om the prayers ~.. The wine was again tasted, and 
after that, the glass in which it was contained was dashed to the ground 
and broken in pfoeas. It was done as an emblem of the mortality of our 
race., and memento of the destruction of the 'l'emple~ This ended the 
ceremony,, and the married couple immediately left. ·the :Synagogue." .308 

Young people in the eighteenth century did not possess the freedom 

that they do today, but were under strict paternal control. When a 

young man and woman desired to marry~ they left it up to the parents to 

arrange such matters. Isaac Seixas of Philadelphia, in 1778 sent a 

letter to Hayman Levy of Stra:t,ford, Connectic:m-f:,, father of Zj_pporah, in 

which he spoke for his son Ben Seixas, concluding, "We have no manner 

of objection ·t.hereto, & most certainly wish i:t. may meet with your 

Paternal approbation. n309 
) 

From an early period of Jewish settlement in America,, Jewish law 

was modified by the la,,s of' the colony or state. Thus,, as early as 160L., 

'I 
I 



Ne:w York civil law insisted that only ministers of religion and justices 

of the peace be allowed to perform wedding ceremonies, whereas according 

to Jewish law, any Jewish adult possessing knowledge of the laws of 

11kiddushin11 was qualified to conduct th'.is ceremc.my@ 'I'he civil law also 

stipulated that the names of bride and groom had to be publicized at 

the parish church, or posted a.t the office of the constable. The Jews 

of New York we:re forced to follow ·this law, and therefore the names of 

the bride and groom were publicly proclaimed during services4 The Hazzan 

as an officially recqgnized religious minister performed the marriage 

ceremony.3lO 

'rhe care taken by the Parnass to investigate persons contemplating 

marriage was because such ceremonies were conducted in strict accordance 

m:th JeWish tradition, and he prohibited unions proscribed by Jewish 

law, such as a.)<:ohen :m.arrying a divorcee, etc. The ceremony of 11halizah11 

was observed in America by the Sephardim in spite of ·the inroads of in-

creased chaos :'i.n Jewish religious practice and loss of' synagogue authority. 

1'his ceremony was observed in eighteenth century 'Savannah, at Mikva Israel, 

where the Parnass called the Adjunta together to discuss the application 

of a Mr. Israel De Saben, who requested the presence of the Hazzan to 

marry him. to "Mrs. Hart Widow of Hart deceased." The Parnass sta:ted that 

he had doubts as to whether the marriage should be performed as "the Said 

Hart having died wUhout Issue by the said Mrs Hart and the Brother of 

the deceased now living in Charleston having refused to give Chalitsa al--

though it was required of him • 9 • 
11 The Adjunta was of the opinion that 

) 

th,e surviving brother "ought so to have done he being married to the 

S.ister· of the above Mrs. Hart ••• ~ 11 and in view of the foregoing circum= 

stances, concluded t11at 11Mr.Saben and his int.ended Bride c. were1 Intitled 

:1 
\ 
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·to the Usual Honors on such Occasions41"311 Since a "shetar haJ.izah11 

was still observed in New York City during the late nineteenth century, 

we may assurnt~ that it was observed by the pious dur:i.ng the seventeenth 

and eighteenth cen-~uriea also)l2 

Persons desiring their marriage to be blessed by the synagogue and 

the privileges of 11benefi t of Cle:rgy 11 no·t only had to observe the letter 

of the written law but also had ·to meet certain e·thical and moral quali-

· 4~ fications. Any Jew who desired to consummate a marriage with a woman who 

had 11lived as a prostitute, or kept a disorderly house" could not receive 

•, 

the sanction of the congregation. If they married without its juris­

diction,, they still had a chance to :return to the Jewish fold, prtwlded 

tha·t over a period of several years, they led "a moral and decent life. 11 

They ·were then as eligible to become 11Yechidim11 as were any strangers 

who settled in the city • .313 
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V ~ ~1.~~~2.~~ctices 
F~ Intermarriage and Proselytes 

'.Shearith Israel from earliest times refused Christians admittance 

to Judaism, not only because of a traditional reluctance but also because 

of practical necessity, since the involved procedure of the rite had to 

be conducted by an especially qualified person, and no fit authority re-

sided in New York. Another reason for this negativ.e attitude was one 

:forced by historic c:i.rcumstances :i.n that one of the conditions for the 

Jews 9 re~entey to England had been the promise that they cease to 

proselyte Christians. These conditions were considered binding upon 

Jews also living in English colonies* Even after the Revolution, con"°' 

grega.tions were extremely reluctant to carry on any Jewish missionary 

activitye314 As early as 1763, Shearith Israel prohibited any of its 

officers by law from aidlng or assisting in making proselytes.11 under 

penalty of a $100 fine0315 

A request for admission into the Jewish fold at :Shearith Israel was 

made about 1775 or earlier~ The pe·t.iticmer was Benjamin Jacobs who 

"upon the point of mar'riage 11 asked the officials of the congregation to 

accept his intended wife as she was "desirous to live as a Jewess" who 

"Begs that she may be married according ·to the manners and custom of 

the Jews, 11 as H. was 11her desire to live in the strict obse:rvance11 of 

Jewish law and custom&.316 The Adjunta did not look with favor upon 

Jacob's petition, possibly because conversion to Judaism was not desired 

in itself but, onl:y as a means to an end; and the petition was rejected 

in conformity with1 the law passed by the congregation in 1763)17 A few 

years later~ in 1788, James Foster, having been refused conversion to 

Judaism appealed to the Trustees for a letter of introduction to the 
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congregation in Amsterdam where he hoped his desire would be granted. He 

wrote passionately, with zeal and feeling, begging the trustees to 11give 

me leave to make use of Ruth 1 s reply to Naomi entrea:t; me not to leave 

thee or to Return from following after thee. 11 318 

Ot,her congregations were not as st.rict as .Sheari th Israel after the 

Revolution, and although persons seeking a.dmittance to Judaism for them-

selves or a Christian fiancee or wife were not refused in all cases, such 

intricate mat1;,ers were referred to more compet,ent Jewish auth'ori ties 

abroad. Benjamin Nones, Parnass of Mikve Israel~ Philadelphia, wrote 

to the Beth Din of the Sephardic Congregation in London for guidance 

and advice in the matter of a Jew who had married a Christian woman, 

who now desired to enter the Jewish faith, after she had borne him two 

sons, who were al'terwards circumcised. 'Though he had married a Christi.an 

woman, this man still remained attached to the Synagogue and Jewish 

people; and the officia.1s of the congregation vouched for his otherwise 

goo~ behavior and fidelity. This interesting letter follows: 

"To the Beth din of K .. KoSha •• nar a Shamaim of London.11 whom God augment. 
Philadelphia Au.gt 7th,1793 . 

Gentn. 
We the Parnass and Ad.juntas of K .. K.Mikvey Israel of this City have 

the honor to address yovr respectable Board on the Business of Impor­
tance to Jewdaisme at fa~rge, and to our Young and Rising Congregation 
in - u Particular; and we flatter ourself you w.i.11 as Soon as it may be 
Convenient favor th:i.s Congregation with your answer and advise, the 
case is this --

A (Yechid) of this Congregation has Lived in a Public way wl th a 
(Goyeh) woman who has M:ept - ... (house) for him a.bout (eig)ht Years and 
has had By her Three Children two of which are boys which he had 
( Ga-mul-im) at the 8th day, the :Same Person now applies to us with ·t.he 
Consent of the Woman to make her a (g-yo-reth) as also grant him Per­
mission to marry Said woman with ( Chupah u-Kidushin) ~ We may say in 
favor of the above\ (Yihid) that he has and does Keep up as far as we 
know -to our Rules; and Contributed toward -~ :Support of our Congon. as 
others do~ 

We have represented to the best of our KnovJ;e-dge the Case and Con­
duct of the person~ and theretofore request your opinion on the --

. Subject and what we have to do, your answer will much oblidge this 
Congregation in whose -- Behalf we are 

Gentn. Your most obedt. Hble.Servts., • 
Benjamin Nones Esq& Parnass*" 319 

~~~---------------------........... 
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As there is no indication in the minutes of Mikve Israel concJern:l.ng the 

reply of the London Beth D:.i.n, we do not know the ultimate solution to 

this intricate yet highly interesting problem. 

On November 13, 1794, the congregation was petitioned by a Christian 

woman who desired to convert to Judaism. There does not appear to be 

any hidden or ulterior motive such as marria~e in her mind. This woman, 

Anna Barnett, addressed her plea. to the congregation in the following 
'"' -· 

manner: 

11Philadelph:ta November 13, 1794 
Gentlemen 

:I' Perm:i.t one who has not the Happiness to be Born a Jewess Favoured 
Imediat,ly from the God of Is:rall as you to Request your Attention to 
my Particular Case & trust that Nothing has been or Shall be Wanting on 
my part to Render me Worthy of Admitted an associate of your Congregation 
& to become a Jewess thi.s, I ask not as a Favour, but as a Right feeling 
as I do the ..,_,,,. of liv:i.ng up to the Divine precepts of the Bible -..,~ I 
am Ready & Willing to Submit to Such Ceremonies as are Necessary to 
optai:n th::l.s my demand the greatest of all my Worldly wishes & may the 
GjtdJl°Abraham Isaac & Jacob take you under his Holy Protection & Instill 
into your minds to do what :i.s Just & Ri.ght & Grant. a Speedy Answer to 

I this the Petition of your --=-
Humble Fr~0~=id 
Anna Ba:rnett11 320 

. 1 It is diffi.cult to see how the congregation could deny so earnest and 

·'' 

soulful a petition as that made in the above letter. Again, we a:re 

doomed to disappointment,, as the minutes of Mikve Israel contain no 

fm·ther record on this case .. 

The reluctance against proselytism so prevalent among the Sephardic 

congregations during colonial da:ys was somewhat relaxed in the early· 

nineteenth century. The former negative attitude t.owards conversion 

was modi.fied by the forces of circumstance. Thus, while such a p:ractice 
) 

was discouraged 111'Hathila, 11 it was accepted 11 B6diavade 11 'rhis more 

conciliatory policy is demonstrated by the constituM.onal ruling of one 

congregation whi.ch stated that while the congregation itself would not 

' 

) 
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encourage or interfere with making converts "under any pretence 'What= 

ever, 11 persons in such a category would be admitted to the congregs.tion 

when they were able to show satisfactory lega.l credentials from another 

congregation, where a recognized 11Chief, or Rabbi and HebJt•ew Consisto:r·y" 

presided, on condition hovrever~ that the proselytes to Judaism seeking 

admission foto the congregation were 11not people of Colour$ 19321 Th:l.s 

1. · last state.ment is highly interesting and most tmde:rstandable in the 

$ii: light of the sout;hern prejudices towards neg:roes, and amply demonstrat,es 

that the Jews, also in a m:tnori ty status and ther:efo:re feeling insecurei, 

adopted the domintint whit.e southeirn attitude towards such questions. 

Secondly, the very fa.ct that this statement wa.s entered into the con~0 

stitution of the congregation shows presumably that Negroes, in large or 

small numbers, at some time or other» were attracted to Judaism and de-

sired to enter the Jewi.sh fold. 

The influence of American life steadily br9ke down the old Jewish 

European traditions. Cultural and sod.al ass :i.milaticm continued, with 

the result that Jews and Christians intermarried, oir maj.ntained mixed 

unions. Thjs st,ate of affairs was not only· found among the most assim.i.-

lated of Jews$ but. also occurred even among t;he observant and orthodox, 

as is exemplified by the case of Rev© Abraham Hyrun Cohen, who succeeded 

Ie B. Kursheedt as Reader at Congregation Beth Shalome. In h:i.s youth 

Gohc~n fell in love w:i.th, and married a Christian woman» who had been 

rea:red in thE~ faith of the Ep:i.scopal Church. They we:re marid.ed in 1806 

in Philadelphia where she had been converted to Judaism. The ceremony 
) 

of conversion was by 11 tevelah11 in a natural stream which flowed towards 

the east. A 11-ttle room was built over the stremn, and a flight of 

stairs descended intO the water. The convert was pressed under the water, 
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and allowed to rise; this process was repeated three times. In 1828 

Cohen accepted the pulp:i.t at Beth Shalome.11 but in 1831, husband and wife 

were seprura:ted, after which Mrs. Cohen left Judaism to return to 

Chri. s tiani ty. 322 

Male converts to Judaism ha.d to undergo the ceremony of circum= ' 

cision and also the ritual bath before w.i. tnesses. The following trans-

lation of a Hebrew certificate of conversion will better enable us to 

understand the form of such a document. 

"Philadelphia, November 22, 1819 
I do hereby certify that in the presence of the undersigned 

w:ttnesses I did on the 19th day of the hebrew month Heshvan 5580 
corresponding with the 7th day of November 1819 circumc:i.se the bearer 
of this and named him Jacob Bar Abraham Abinu and on the 22nd day of 
the same month he \Vent, to Bath and was :regularly adm:i .. tted (after 
complying with all the regulations and ceremonies enj oirn~id by our laws) 
a member of our holy religi.on (the Hebrew) he being fully sensible of 
the truth of the Jewish faith and the Unity of the Divine Being. 
Signed and .Sealed in the Presence of 

Signed Manuel Phillips M.D. 
Seal 

Signed 
Jacob I.:ipman 
A .. W.Phillips 
Solomon Mordecai 

NAPHTALI SON OF JUDAH 
PARNAS OF THE HOTX CONGREGATION 

iSHEARITH rsRAgL 
NEW YORK" 323 

According to one authority 31 interma:rr:i.a.ge of Jews and. Christians in 

the eighteenth century was not merely a result of intimate social rela-

tlons, but was also due to the limited number of marriageable men and 

women witM_n the Jewish community.I) a situation espedally found in New 

York City. Native Jewish men, living in t.his cityj appear to have inter-

married out of choic~ :rather than necessity, for there seems to have been 

a large selection of single women at Shearith Israel, from whom they 

could have selected mates$ Jewish women, however~ were inclined to 

J 
1 
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remain single rather than intermarry.32h 

The By-laws of Shearith Israel for 1790, denied those Jews who 

intermarried the privileges belonging to electors; although the Jewish 

partner to such marriage could still rent a seat in the synagogue~ In 

1805, under the new cons ti tuM.on, the policy was changed, since no pro-

,. vision was made for Jews who intermarried, yet it was intimated that those 

..-/ .. ' who intermarried cou.ld rent seats and also become electors. A reaction 
, _· 

to this liberal view, however, began in the 1830's, and by 1836, the old 

attitude concerning intermarriage was again-re-enforced& The consequence 

of this law wa.s that any person marrying cont.ra:ry to Judaism or converting 

to another faith could no longer be considered an elector or n1ember of 

the congregation* Burial of such persons was allowed, but with certain 

disquaJ.ifications. Thus, the children of ,Jews who intermarried, were 

not. cons:i.dered Jewish, s.nd were disqualified from being buried in the 

' Jewish manner,.325 

As :i.n most cases of i.nt.ennarriage ~ children seemed to have suffered 

the mostJJ followed to the grave by the act of' their parents~ The 

following record is offered as testimony to the above statement, and 

also as an example of the operation of Jewish law according to the force 

of the new American environment. On October 13, 1793, the Parnass of 

M:i.kva: Israel.11 Savannah, Georgia,, called a :meeting of the Adjunt.a in 

"Consequence of an application made to M.m by Mr .. Isaac A'tta:i.s, in-

forming h:im that, his .Son was dead and that he wished to hav·e him bur:i.ed 

a jew as he was made one by being circumcised at eight days old~ he 
) 

being born of a Christi.an woman. 11 The Parnass then called on a Mr. 

Deleiben who gave as his opinion on the application that although 11 thei 

CM.ld was Circumcist~d on the ath day yet having been born of a Christian 

'' 
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woman and not undergoing the Ceremony of Tobeloh before its death it 

could not. be considered as a jew being imperfect$" 'I'he Adjunta was 

equally divided as to "whether the child should be buried a jew or not." 

The Parnass then ordered that a meeting of the 11Yechidim11 be held at 

three o'clock the same afternoon,, at which tjJne he informed the congre-

gat.ion of' the situation and the question to be decided. A vote was 

taken of all present, the result bei.ng 11a Majority of nine to :four 

agi~dnst its being buried a jewe 11326 

In other congrega-t:.ions, those who "married contrary to the 

Mosa.:i.ca.l Law" or turned apostate were cut. off with their children .from 

the congrega'tion, and could not be buried "within the Be·~h=Haim," 

unless such persons 11reformed" at least one year p:rev:l .. ous to their 

dem:i.se, and did such penance as was prescribed by the religious law~327 

;J 
) 
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V~ Religious Practices 
G~ Beliefs, Observances, and Customs 

Thei Jewish belief ::tn the Messiah 1 s coming 11 though he tarry" seems to 

have played quite an important role in the r13Ugious thinli:ing of the 

Sephard:l.m. Stiles reports that on August 10, 1769» a Jew showed him a 

calculation computed by one of the 11Rabbins of Geme.ny-11 who interpreted 

the words "Time, times, and half, to denote the space from the last 

Des"ructn -of the Temple to its Restorn & Return of XII tl:•ibes .. 11 Ac-

cording to this rabbi and his interpretat:i.on "'rime is equal to sevent.y 

Semi tats or 490 years, times 980, half 245, total 1715 years, ending he 

says A.D~ 1783$ when the Messias is expect,ed$ 11 The Jews of Newport 

awaited the Messiah with genuine pleasure and expectanc:y;p patiently 

sta,nding by during atmospheric disturbances to welcome h:l..m. Stiles re-

ports thls most unusual occurrence among the Sephardim: "The Jews are 

wont in Thunder Storms to set open all their Doors &. Windows for the 

com:i.ng of the Messias. Last Hail Storm 31 July, when Thunder, Rain & 

Hail were amazingly violent, the Jews ln Newport ·threw open Doors$' 

Windows, and employed themselves in Singing & repeating Prayers.I' &c$ 

for meeting Mess1.as .. n328 

Stiles himself was much interested in Messianism, and spoke of th:i.s 

subje_ct frequently~ On March 16, lT/O, he was Yisited by a Jew from 

Lissa, Poland, named Abraham Levi, with whom Stiles also discussed the 

"computations of the coming of the Messiah due to come in 178311 in ac-

cordance w:i. th the calculations of the Ger.man rabb:i. as ,ghren above. 

When Sniles sneezed, ihe reports tha,t this Jew "prayed instantly; 11 and · 

"At Sunset he excused himself & rose up & went to my 1~ast Study Window· 

and prayed by himself •• e
11329 

' i. 
I 

I J 



108. 

The Sabbath and Jewish holidays were observed in Newport with the 

closing of stores and factories. Aaron Lopez, merchant-prince of Newport, 

nO't only observed the Sabbath personally, but also closed his ent:i.:re 

place o:f business. His shipping books from 1771-·17'73 show that his re= 

gard for the Jewish Sabba·th caused him to prohibit any of his ships from 

lea.Ying 11port on a Saturday. 11 330 Joseph Lopez, cousin of Moses and Aaron 
' 

J .. opez vms also an observant Jew, who left the bank where he was chief. 

·clerk, on Friday afternoons 11at 3 P.M .. in winter and at 5 in the summer" 

so that he might make the necessary preparat.ions for the Sabbath, and 

also absented himself' from the bank "Passover Week and on the great day 

of. Atonement.'P" always scrupulous to make up to his employer the time he 

thus lost.331 

'lbt) beauty of Jewish family life 31 sanctified by Sabbath peace and 

spiritual qu:lckening, as :lt existed in those days, is recaptured for us 

in an account of Stiles for Jul:,y· 27,, 1772, when he recorded: 11 n. is 

customary with the Jews for Parents to lay their hands on the Heads of 

thei.r Children and give them their Blessing & If i.t be a son, the father 

laying his hands upon him says, n ••• The Lord.make thee as Ephraim and 

Manasseh~! ••• If a daughter 1The Lord make thee as Sarah, Rachel and 

Leah. u This is frequently done at Meals and li'riday Evening after Supper, 

when the Children come to the parent. for the Blessing~ I have seen old 

Mr. Moses Lopez do it to his Boys in the Synagogue, after Service .. 
11 33

2 

The custom of washing before breaking bread is reported by Stiles, 

who in 1773, made t:.he acquaintance of another visiting Rabbi at Newport. 
) 

'!'his Rabbi, Tobiah Ben Jehudah, crone from Cracow, Poland. The Rabbi 

vi.sited Stiles v home, but the latter was out. In the evening, he re-

turned the Rabbi 1 s call, ·visiting him at the home of lfazzan Touro, where 

·. ', { 
<, 
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Stiles reports: "I supped with them, the only Time I ever happened at 

Meal with a,. Jew. Just before they sat dmm to supper, Water was bro 1 t 

by the Maid in a white earthen Bot·!ile which stood in a Vase or Basin: 

They two washed their hands, taking up the bottle and poUI"ing the Water 

Pon the ground. I a.sked if this was ~ .J. 0 . . . they said yes & quot.ad 

a passage of the Talmud that none can eat till they had thus washed 

themselves in which I recollect the word 11(, was twice repea·ted~ 

I did not wash,, but sat down and ate with them. After sitting, each in 

·a wh:.i.spering voice said Grace for himself &u333 

Freedom of conscience and religious belief ·~s one of the great 

principles that, motivated ·t,he American colonies in their struggles for 

1

libe:rty, and ·t;he right of every individual to lead his own way of life 

was j_nsu:red by the attitude of the framers of the American Constitution .. 

To the Jew, the blessings of libert,y and freedom of religious worship 

-'c were the more appreciated, and -while the new .American environnwnt did 

,•, 

much to break down age-old Jewish customs and practices as observed in 

Europe, it also, if he so desired, made it poss:i.ble to be even a better 

Jew. Thus, in 1776JJ Hart Jacobs, a Jew, petitioned the Commi tt.ee of 

Safety and Council of Safety of the state of New York that he be exempt 

from military duty on Friday nights, since this was part of his Sabbath0 

The Committee g:.i.•anted him a certificate which states: "Hart J a.cobs of 

the Jewish Religion having signified to this Comm:'l ttee, that it is in"" 

consistent with his religious profession to perform military duty on 

Frj.day, being part of ·the Jewish Sabbath; it is Ordered, that he be 
) 

exempted from mili ta:ry duty on that night_ of the week, to be subj1:ict 

neYertheless to the performance of his full tour of duties on other 

nights. 1133h 
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Sabbath services in the Synagogue Mikve Israel, Philadelphia,, seem 

to have been well attended by the women as by the mene Rebecca Gratz 

·testifies that in 1825, for Friday evening and Saturday morn:i.ng services 

the gallery was "as well filled as the other portion of the house~ 11 335 

'!he Jews, like all peoples, also had their folk-superstitions, and 

it is reported that when the General Assembly on June 1, 177h, ordered a 

census of Newport to be taken, only about, twenty-five famil:l.es oi 158 
// 

people were ident:tfied as Jews,. The census is not regarded as" complete 

in this particular, since a number of people of the Jewish relj_gion 

refused to be counted because of relig:i.ous reasons ,,336 (This is no 

doubt due 1:.o the Biblical account that a plague broke out among the 

Hebrews,, when David ordered a census taken of the Israel.ites0) 

The following letter is illus.trative of the great affection '\Vl :i.ch 

Jews felt for the scattered members of their families in the young days 

of our country, and also their consciousness of t,he Jewish way of life, and 

their concern for the preserv·ation of their religious traditions. 

11 To Mr. M:i.chael Hays 
Merchant, 

In North Castle Bedford Septemb 1 22, 178L. 

Dear Brother 
I send you by Jacob 1/4 mutton kill'd yesterday also your Deed; & 

I wish you a good f'ast Shabos t probably Yom Kipp'Ul."l also Monday is 
yorsi te for Mother lL/ '1 :I Esther and Family Des:i.re to be remembered to 
you & wishes you would Come & Keep Yomtob with us. Next thm:•sday 
31st, ef September & f:riday ye l st; of October is the :t.wo firi:rt Days of. 
Sucoth; wednesda.y Oshinarabah the 6 & thursday & friday the 1 & ath of 
October :i.s the 2 last days ., • .. In haste as Jacob is waiting from your 
af £ 

Brother David Hays 11 337 

The celebratioA of the various Je1~lsh festivals has already been 

dealt with in our section on social life. Yet it wotlld not be amiss 
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to recall at this time the Purim celebration at the home .of Hazzan 

Gershom Mendes ;Seixas, with his family and grandchildren gathered in 

the parlour around a large table, the l:i.ghted tapers, the sweetmeats for 

the children, and the practice of sending 11 shelach manos •" 

Not all Jews, however, were observant or faithful attendants of the 

synagogue$ As early as 1757, :Shearith Israel was deeply concerned with 

r' .. ; .. ' those Jews living in the 18 county, 11 who far from the main stream of 

Jewish life and synagogue contacts were exhibiting a mounting laxity in 

matters of Jew:i.sh la,w and ri tuaL The congregation on testimony of wl t-

nesses to this situation.ll issued a warning to those offenders who "dayly 

violate the principles of our holy religion such as Trading on the 

I 
i. Saba:t.h, Eating of forbidden Meats & other Henious Crimes~ 0 ~ 11 The of-

fenders, accordi.ng to scriptural and rabbinical ad.monition" were first 

warned as to their misdeed~, but cont,inues the notice, those who continue 

to act contrary to Jewish law 11by breaching any of the principles com-

manded will not be deem'd a member of our Congregation, & when Dead will 

not be buried accordi11g to the manner of our brethren~ 11 338 

A't various periods~ regulations were adopted against those who re-

fused to follow traditional Jewish practice; a virtual 11herem11 was im-

posed upon such violators. They were disqualified from certain religious 

benefits, and social intercourse was forbidden with them under penalty of' 

being considered in the same category as the disqualif:i.ed persons. A 

list of such persons was published every three months in the synagogue 

until the guilty party repented of his misdeeds.339 The authority of 
) 

the synagogue against religious :non-conformists,,, even during post= 

Revolutionary times, resulted in a 11herem11 so complete and authori.tarian 

that not only the 11 culprit 11 suffered for his misconduct, but also those 

:f 
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1 
. · cl.osely related to hima There is a record of a. letter dated April 26$ 

1796, addressed to the Parnass and Trustees of Shearith Israei; from a 

congregant's wlfe protesting the congregation's punishment of her husband, 

by having him imprisoned at home because of m:!..sbehavior in the synagogue$ 

resulting in her own severe distress, since she had no one to provide her 

with the necessities of life.340 

The same religious authority held sway in other Sephard:lc synagogues, 

and Sabbath and holiday violators had to appear before the Adjunta within 

four days. If found guilty they· were deprived of "every honor in the 

tt I Synagogue,, until they had made 'such concessions as may appear satis-

factory to the Parnas and Adjunta. 11 3hl The authorities were not devoid 

of justice or understanding, as the minutes of Mar ch 13, 1792, reveal .. 
\ . . '"·), . 

A certain Mr~ Isaac Polock was summoned before the,Adjunta for violating 
,! 

the Sabbat,h by keeping his store open on that sacred day. Upon his .ap ... 

pearance before the Adjunta, Mr. Polock pleaded "that it was unavoidable, 

as he had Sundry Goods consigned to h::i.m from. Charleston,- and the Capt. 

of the Nepal c. ?
3 

sent. them to his house, without h:ls knowledge, and 

ordered his c???.l to store themG 11 After a vote, the Adjunta declared 

that beca1ll!se of these extenuating circumstances 11Mr. Polo ck had not 

violated the i2th rule. 11 31.i.2 As late as 1820, Congregation Beth Elohim, 

in Charleston, deprived persons "publickly violating the Sabbath or 

other sacred days 11 from holding office, enjoying the privileges of the 

syna.g og ue, 

subject to 

or the services of its officers, and in addition, 

any fine· fixed by the a:utho:d.ties .Jl.i.3 
) 

made them 

The ritual bath was as much a part of the early synagogue p:a:•operty 

as was the school. The concern for such a place was evinced as early as 

1759., when the 11Pa.r11assim and Elders" of Shearith Israel decided "that a 

. ' ,-
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proper bathing place shall be buUt of stone for the use of the Congrega­

tion& 11 344 A kettle was part of the 11mikva.h11 installations, and was per.,. 

haps used to heat hot water. A different issue arose in 1774, a.a to 

whether the 11Ki ttle of thE"~ Bath ~ •• being worn out, and very· leaky.~" 11 

Bl 

·it could 1
11be mended, at a small expense. Otherwise a Mr. Asher Myers, 

·no doubt~l coppertmdth.J> could "make a new one, and take thl~ old one in 

part payment ... 11345 The "mikvah" was thought to be an frnportant part of 

Jewish observance, espec:i.ally for the women, and when the publj.c bath 

needed repairs in 1783, a motion was carried to the effect that the 

"mikva.h11 was to be .nxed as soon as possible @.346 

Naphtali PMllips,, in his Histor!2al '.e_lrntcl!.., says that in 1836, a 

laborer digging on the site of the old M:i.llstreet Synagogue, found a 

plain gold ring wlth the inscr:tption 11Isat=i.c Lopez 1728 .. 11 Phillips re-

calls that according to tradi t:l.on, previous to ·t.he building of the 

synagogue, "there was a fine run of water on Mill Street, over which a 

bathing house was erected, where the females of our nation perfo:r.'Il1ed 
II 

their ablutions. He is of' the opinion that the ring inscribed wlth 

the name of' 11 Isaac Lopez 11 was lost by one of the women while bathing )Li 1 

The "mikvoth" in New York CH.y v•ere supervfaed by the wives of the 

sextons of the different· synagogues. The observance of v:i.siting the 

ritual bath seems to have declined among native Jews, and flourished 

more among new immigrantse The d(~cline of this ritual was so prev~lent 

that when Shear:l.th Israel built its third synagogue on Crosby Street in 

1834, no 11mikvah11 was instB1led within the premlses. Obviously, the 
) 

ritual had ceased t.o have any signif'icance among the women of even th:ts 

venerable Spanish and Portuguese congregation.348 

The dietary laws.were often honored more in the breach than the 

J 
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observance. Fo:r as early as 173lLJ Rev. Bolzi.u.s, writing from Savannah.v 

Graorgia, observed, "There are Jews here who do not observe the regulations 

as to food and the Sabbath. u349 This was not an isolated instance of ) ... 
l

-, 
,• 

religious laxity in obs~irvance of the dietary laws, for in 17~.8, a Swedish 

teacher, Peter Kalm, then v:l.sitfr1g New York City~ remarked conc·e:r.ning the 

<Jews and their rf!ligious customs: "During my residence at New York I was 

informed among other things that these people Jews never boiled any meat 

for themselves on Saturday •• * They commonly eat no pork; yet I have been 

told by several men of credit, that many of the>..:m (especially among the 

young Jews) whEm traveling, did not make the least difficulty about, 

eating this, or any other meat that was put before them.
11 350 

It was only natural that Jews far from home amid the wilderness that 

was then America, found the observance of the Jewish rit.ual not mEirely 

difficult but almost impossible. Approximately ten years later, in 

175?, the authorities at Shearith Israel were forced to deal with Jev<s 

living in the "county, 11 who violati."Jd Jewish law and ritual by 
11Eating of 

Forbidden Mee.ts& 11 351 In the cities,-the established congregations were 

better able to deal with this problem, yet as time went on, even the 

synagogue was not able to control the growing laxity of its members in 

regards to the ritual aspect, of 11kashruth .. 11 

'Ihe role of the .Shochet, his duties, pri.vlleges, and responsibilities 

have already been dealt with under "Synagogue Organization." It shall 

now be our task to see how the synagogue controlled the preparation and 

sale of kosher meat for domestic and foreign consumption@ A memorandum 

in the minutes of Shea.:ri th Isra.el for October 9, l 7L7, reads 
11
no Casheer 

Beef to be Shipt or sent away from this place .. ~. by any person .. $. be~· 

longfr1g to this Congregation21 without first applying to the Hazan or 

,/ 
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person properly appointed for a Certif'h~ate for said Beef. 11 These cer ... 

tif':lcates ·testifying 11kashruth11 could be purchased at the rate of "Six 

shillings for twenty half barrels." The money accruing from the sale of 

such certii'i.cates went to the lfozzan, sj.nce the congregation at that time 

' was not fi.nancj.ally able to pay his entire sala1·y)52 

, f .. ~I , . 
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'Ihe export of kosher beef. in such large quant1t:ies often resulted in 

a scarcity· for domestic consumption, so that at ti.mes the congregation 

found itself "without Beef & fatt .. 11 In order to remedy this situation, 

and to save the 11Kaal11 from such embarrassment, the Parnassim and Elders 

in 1752 agreed "that whoever truces any beef or fatt on any :fryday ox· 

Iforeb Yomtob for Exportation ox• :Sale, 11 was liable to a fine of forty 

shillings. The congregationaJ. officers also authorized that no 11beef 

or fatt be taken on a 'fhursday Evening that is intended for fryda.ys 

Market* 11 The punishment for v:i.olating the above rule was a fine of forty 

sh:Ulings and suspension of the privilege of applying for 11ce:rtificates 11 

indicating kashruth.353 

Metal j_ndicators made of lead were also used to identify kosher meat 

products for export. As this metal became too expensive for such use, 

it was authorized that all beef shipped from New York and 11 exported 

beyond t,he Sea
11 

was to be branded with a special branding~iron bea.ring 

charge, and the use of it could be had by arry person wishing to export 

kosher meat, by paying 11 threepenct.~ currt: money of New York, 11 on condj .... 

tion such persons were "living and residing in this Colony~" Non-res:i.-

dents were charged 11 six: pence like money for the same. 11 'rhe supervision 

of kosher meat for foreign trade was strictly controlled by thE~ simple 

fact that all meat leaving the port without being first branded, and 
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having the~ duty paid according to the above sums wa~ "deem 1 d and lookt 

upon as treffa Beef •11 354 

This synagogue control, however, was not Vfi.thout its weaknesses, and 

II 11 treffa products succeeded in evading the close scrutiny of the Parnass 

and Elders. A letter protesting the carelessness in this ritual matter 

was sent by the Hacham of Curacao in 1753 to the officers of Shearith 

-Israel. It appears th~~t this was not the first offence, for the Rabbi, 

warns: 11 I have made an announcement that the meats which come from your 

place without the certiHcate of the Hazan and without you:r. prescribed 

brand, shall be 

:Ln this respect 

considered as proM.bi ted. 11 There can be no doubt. that 
.<\ )_•',,~_,t-J.._{~ .{ !J,.fl· .. 

the Ha.zz'a_n wis remiss in his duties, and probably made 

a handsome sum for h1.mself, for the letter points out: 11 ..... the only 

thing I have been able to ascertain from some Jews from your place who 

have sold meat, is that your Hazan neither sees the meat nor knows whether 

it has been properly or improperly killed and that your Somer, in order 

:\ to have it passed or for his own profit., pretends that said Hazan h&i.s 

duly signed the ce:rtifi.cates ~ 11 This system was cert,ainly unwm:·kable •'llhen 

l.eft in charge of m-en withtn1t moral integri,ty or :respcmsibili ty. The al·" 

most criminal negligence of the Hazzan in tM,s matter is illustrated by 

thei Hacha.m 1s further re.marks on the same subject: "When I enquired how 

the Hazan could brand so many casks and yet give the Sema.ha for only so 

,. few, the answer was that the Hazan neither brands nor sees them, and 

that whoever ships meat simply goes to the Hazan~s house for the brander 

and puts the brands or himself in his own house as suits his convenience0 11 

Not only was meat shipped from New York to other ~Tew-lsh conununi ties, but 

a,lso fish, as the Hacham concludes: 11 At different times pieces o:f pork 

have also been found in some casks of macheral coming from your place~ 
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These I have declared as prohibited .... Again :i.mploring you to find some 

means of preventing such great abuses, if you poss:lbly can .... I am 

Your most affectionate fri.end and serirant, 
SemL Mendes de Solla 

Curaca.o K .. K~Mikve Israel 
Sivan 5513 cl75.3l " 355 

The Hacham of Curacao was not the only one to complain concerning the 

negligence of Congregation Shea.rith Israel in this ritual matter~ for 

five years later a letter was sent, to the congrega:tion from the Ha.cham of 

Kingston, Jamaica, advising that i.n view of the sad state of affairs in 

New Yorkt the si tua.tion could only be corrected by having 11 a Sohet and 

Bodek who is a good Jew, who has Serna.ha from some Portuguese Ha.ham, and 

that you ought to have ... ~ some pe..rson who knows how to porge meat • 0 $ 

a :Somer in the slaughterf.1house and sa:i.d Somer shall put his sea.l upo:n 

wery piece of meat .... If it should be found that salting has been 

omitted in the meat, putting in the salting , afterwardsl leaves it 

tref ah nevertheless. You should see to it, moreover, that no Goy has 

a concern in the meat, as otherwise it will be trefah ••• 

Kingston Jama.tea 
3

'1:!
6 8 AprH 1758 11 ;,;i 

Your humble servant, 
Jeoshua His: de Cordova. 

lh.e above letters reveal more concern:i..ng the observance of "kasbruth" 

in New York City than any source material from the city itself. The 

officers of :Bhearith Israel, as a result of this last letter :referred to 

above, sent a reply to the Hach.am of Jamaica defending their attempts to 

supervise 11 kashruttj.11 in the most ef'fj_cient manner.!> and assuring the 
I 

Hach.am that the persons engaged in the work were al..lthorized men, the 

Bodeeh in particular he;ying 11 a Semaha from the Rev: Mr NJ.eto., 11 After 

~j\ 
expla:l.ning that the place ~f individual lead markers on every pi.ace of 

~ 
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beef would be too expens:l.ve, they reiterated the plan then in current 

use, namely that. the beef was 11 gene.rally tied up after being pack 1 d :i.n 

the Barrels with a seal of wax at each head, so that none can be ta.ken 

II 
out without its being perceivable. The officials agreed with the Ha,cham 

' that no 11 Goy11 should have anything to do with the meat, nor have any 

·· > certificates sold to him. The Parna~m concluded h::l.s letter by assur:i.ng 

( .. } . : ' 

# ·.• 

' 

the Jamai.ca congregation that everything would be done to correct the 

situati.on.357 

Another Jewisr1 community which supplied kosher food wi tM.n colonial 

American terrHories and abroad was Newport, Rhode Island. From thi.s 

port kosher products were exported to Surinam, Barbados and Jamaicas 

Jewish merchant,s such as Lopez and Rivera sent their ships w:i:t.h "Jew 

Beef to the Barba.does," and kosher fat and tongues and cheeses to 

Sur:i.nam,. The inspection and certification of these food-stuffs was 

done in the synagogue, and mmally signed by the Hazzan or Shochet'* 

The following certificate of 11kashruth11 was issued in Newport.~ and sent 

to Sur:i.nam;1 and is a trenslation from the ori.ginal written in Po:rt.uguese 

(as were the letters wr:itten to Congregation Shearith Is:t~ael from Curacao 

~nd Jamaicaa) This certif:i.ca.te had no signature but was addressed to 

"Mr. Jacob R.od6 Rivers Mercht Newport,e pr Capt. u 

. I undersigned certify that the 40 kegs of beef and two geese 
pickled, tha.t are shipped by Mr. David Lopez on the board of the brigi.n­
tine called Hannah, Capt. W:i.llm. Howland, and from this port to Surinam, 
marked over the covers with the mark stamped Kosher r.HebreWJ MeB• and 
inside with four pieces of tape with the mark Kosher \:Hebrew3 on each 
cover,are casser and that any Jew may without the lea.st scruple eat of 
them; as they are prepared accord:tng to our holy law, and ·that this is 
true I sign th.is with my hand in Newport Rhode Island on the 23rd of 
Elul of the year 551~.7 c.1787J in the Holy Congregation Jeshuat Is:rae1. 11 358 
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While the ritual control of kosher meat was from earliest times in 

New York CH.y under the control of t.he synagogue,, the municipal authorities 

as far back as 1796 protect.ed Jews from unscrupulous bu"t;chers who en ... 

deavored to sell 11 trefah11 meat as kosher )59 Kosher meat brought to t\10 
//, · .(1 ·l r,, 

market was not only furnished with seals, but also stamped with letters 

to designate the time -when the meat was prepared.J60 There were no butcher 

shops kept by Jews in New York City p:d or to 1813, save tha.t of Asser Levy 

who di.ed i.n 1682. Jews were not greatly a tt.racted to butcher:ing, since 

they could not "profitably dispose of trefah parts" if they mmed the1 

whole an:\ma.1)61 ',In 1660., under the Dutch.w Asser Levy and Moses Lucena 

were granted permission to slaughter animals. In 1665, Asser Levy was 
I 

allowed to continue hi.s profession under the English. L~ntil recant 

t:imes there are no records of Jews engaged in keeping butcher shops, or 

\. '\ 
owni.ng slaughtering houses ;~62 \ 

Neither the congregation nor trustees as a body dealt in meat, or 

derived any profit from it as merchemdise. In 1805, an agree.ment was 

made w:tth the .Shochet whereby he was perm:ltted to collect a. fifty cent 

fee for each animal that he killed for export,. 'I'htrn :i.t may be noted 

that kosher meat continued to be shipped from New York harbor from 1?58 

to 1805..363 

To insure the small J'ewish community of New York City an adeqrate 

supply of kosher meat, the trustees of Shead:t.h Israel engaged non-

Jewish butchers, with the understanding that an authorj.zed Shochet be 

permitted to slaug}ef.t.Er an:imals f1:1r them; and after the parts were duly 
I 

inspected, they were to be certified wJt,h seals, indi-cating that they · 

were perm.i.ssible for Jewish useG The sealing arrangements, as mentioned 

in the minutes of 1758, dispensed with the need of a wat;chman (
11

shomEir") 

.. 

't 

, I 
i 
' 
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during business hours, since the se~lled p:teces of kosher meat were 

segregated from other types of meat, and were only available for sale 

at hours specHied by the butchers. The time was usually set early in 

the day, for the supply of kosher meat was inadequate to meet the de­

mand.361+ The butchers were natu1"'ally selected on the basis of good 

character and honest,y $ In 1805, the butchers gave the Shot~het a per~ 

qutsi te in the form of small cuts of meat or tongues & '!'he trustees, 

hov.reYer, required that the Shochet sell these through the butcher at 

market value 11 to a congrega'"or at the latters request. 11 365 In the 

1830 1s and early 1B40 1s, the Shochet was st:i.11 under the jurisdiction 

of the synagogue, although he was paid by the butchers. 

The baking of matzoh .for Passover use was, like other ritual prac-

tices, under the control and supervision of the congregation. In early 

times it was customary for Sheari th Israel to have t,he ma tzoh baked in 

any part of "the Sexton ,-s housEi which the Pa:r.nass thought suitable.366 

It was more customary, however$ for the congregation to engage a non~ 

Jewish baker, and a supervisor over the matzoh 1 s ritual fitness was 

appointed by the congregatfon. E:ach congregant then gave his own order 

to the baker, and the congregation itself always purchased matzoth for 

distribution to the poor and the salaried officials. 367 A corrun:ltt.ee on 

baking of matzoh,in 1819 reported that a Mre Hunter was to be appointed 

congregational baker!/ and the ma:tzoth were to be made in 11his new patent 

bakery·. 11 'fwo or more persons were to be appointed as supervisors 

and paid for such work by the trustees. The matzoth, we learn, were to 

cost $8 .50 per one hundred pounds, which was ~p2 .50 cheaper than the 

prevj.ous year, for the new machine method. was less expensive.368 

George C. Mason, describing the Newport synagogue, wrote: 11 • u and 
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in the wing one may see the oven in which the Jews once baked wileaven 

bread. 11369 We may conclude that some Sephardic congregations thus baked 

their own matzoth, while others had them made under supervision by non=· 

Jewish bakers. At Newport, the supervision was done by the Hazzan. 

'rhere also i.s a tradition that Newport Jews gathered within the synagogue 

for a 11 cormnuni ty sede:r. 11370 
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V. Religious Practices 
H. Cemetery~alli:i Funeral Customs 

The tombstones of the Spanish and Portuguese Jews of the seventeent.h 

century were of a unique type in that they measured almost six feet 

square, and reposed flat on the ground, covering the grave. It was the 

custom in early days to send a "special order" to Europe for ea.ch stone .. 

Since they were very expensive they were erected only by the wealthy. 

Such tombstones are found in the old New Bowery Cemetery in New York 

City, belongfr1g to the Spanish and Portuguese Congregation 'Shear:l.th 

· Israel. 371 During the early per:lod_, grave-stones were also ordered from 

local non-Jews, and the Hebrew lettering was provided by some learned 

Jewish indi.vidual. ·No congregational permiss~ion was needed; rel8 ti ves 

merely ordered a monument and placed it on the gra.v-e. In the 1830 's, 

howev-er, the permission of the President or trustees had to be secured 

f'j.rst for such a purpose.372 

Burial at the Shearith Israel cem<:}tery was in regularly lai.d out. 

rows, without regat•d to sex. Theo} congregation did not allow mE..mbE?I"S to 

reserve in advance any plot or grav-e. Following Jewish tradition, 

sui.c:i.des were ._.. buried near the fence; and a speci.al section of the 

Beth Haim was designa.ted for the non-conformists who in their lifetime 

had i.ntermarriecl or kept themselves estranged from the synagogue. 11 In 

the dt;;m:Lse of any person, that in his life time absented himself from 

the Synagogue or was no ways a benefactor to the Congregation, His Corps 

or the Corps of hfo wife or Chi.ldren under thirteen years of s.ge shall 

not be laid & Buried. within the walls of our Buryi.ng Ground without. leave 

and L:icense f:irst had and ob'l:.ai.n 1d from the Elders. 11 373 

The care of the cemc~tery was in the hands of a delegate appointed by 
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the congregation, known as the 11Parnas of the Beth Haim~ 11 He was also 

in charge of the hearse, and was obligated to keep the ground in good 

order, and to kEiep a book "wherein the Carrea.rs" were noted. He a.lso 

had at all times to attend burials, and. to designate the proper grave.37li 

It was customary for congregations to engage guards or keepers for 

the cemetery. Congrega.tion Mil<Ve Israel, Philadelphia, held a sped.al 

meeting on 1July 19, 1789, wherein 11 the segan11 inf or.med the congregation 

that whereas 11 thei burying-place had been opened several times, and 

wlshing to remedy the evil, a person was willing to build a habitat:i.on 

near it at his own expense, and that he would use his endeavors to 

hinder such depredations in future. 11 There j_13 a tracU.tion that the 

Bri:Ush, when i.n Philadelphia during the Revolution, "shot deserters at 

the gates of the Jewish graveyarct. 11 375 1/IJhile :i..n New York, the Br:l.tish 

used the old Oliver Street Cemetery bel.ongt\o Shearith Israeljl as a 

parade ground. lt was only in the early nineteenth century that the 

congregation employed keepers .376 

The following description of a Jewish burial service dates from 1796; 

"After the funeral dirge is sung, and just before the corpse is deposited 
in the grave, the coffin is opened, and a smaJ.1 bag of ear-th, taken .from 
the grave, is carefully put under the head of the deceased; the same 
powder said to be earth brought from Jerusalem, and carefully kept for 
this purpose,, is taken and put upon the eyes of the corpse, in ·t;oken of 
th~~:ir remembrance of the holy land~. and their expEictations of returnlng 
th:t ther in God 1 s appointf3d time • 113 f 7 

Special honors were shown t,o the deceased ·when they had led a note-

worthy and honorable li.fe of se1'•\rice to both religious and ciYic causes. 

'When Abraham Mendes Seixas dil7d in Charleston in 1799, he was then 

magistrate of the city, warden of the Work House.., and Parrnuis of Con·~ 

gregat:ion Beth Eloh:im. Hi.s body was takm1 from the house and carri.r:ld 

to "the snogar tS:lcl and all around outside, while prayers ·were sung 

;-
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adapted to the occasion aft.er once going round, :tt was carried j_n & 

lodged 1.n front, while the K:i.nah of Kol ,;l le lah was sung.
11

378 When 

the Parnass Jaques R.uden of Shea:rit.h Israel passed away :tn 1806, the 

"banco" was covered with black crepe for a period of four Sabbaths to 

designate public mourning of the congregation. In 1828, when the Hazzan 

Moses Levy Modµro Peixotto died, the synagogm:i was shrouded in black, and 
' F;_,.,._..;.,..• 

the remaim~ of tht-'.l deceased. were carri<Iid around the inside of the syn-

agogue seven times. It is of interest to note that although the deceased 

passed away at midni.ght Wednesday·, funeral serv:ices were not held untll 

5 o 1 clock Friday afternoon. Apparently- the Sephardim did not f ollm'f 

the traditional custom of bu:r.ial on the same day, especially since the 

law allows delay if it adds to the honor of the deceased. 1~he remains 

of Rev~ M. 1$ M. Peixotto were taken to the synagogue on 'rhu:rsday evening 

d d 
• ~ d • th Tr t I "'il f l b f. b " l 379 an epos1\,e 1n e us ·ees room um, . a ew iours e .. ore uria • 

It was the custom to dedicate cemeteries soon after their purchast1. 

Congregation Shearith Israel followed this practice in respect to their 

second and third burial grounds purchased :tn 1805 and 1829, respect:i'lrely. 

A similar consecration formula was used on both occasions, which stated: 

11 ••• W13 do this day, appropriate and Sanctify· this piece or parcel of 
ground or such part of j.t as may be found necessary for th<~ interment 
of such of our brethren the House of Israel as it may please God to 
call to Himself, according to His divine will in His own good time to 
be known and distinguished by the name of -~~·~-·-. And it is hereby 
Consecrated consonant to the rule agreed to and entered on the t:rustees 
books, that the remains of our deceased brethren may lie at rest unt:il 
the day of resurrections •• 11 3U0 



We have already noted several congregational cont.acts between Jewish 

communities during the early eighteenth and nineteenth centuries in cor-

respondence seeking informat:i.on on ritual questions, :requests for shochtim, 

and Hebrew· teachers. The Jewish congregations of New York and Newport 

shipped kosher meats and other food products to Jewish communities in the 

West Indies. Frequent appeals for financial aid in building a synagogue 

were made among the American congregations, both to each other, and also 

abroad. 

One of the earliest appeals of this type was made by Congregation 

Shearith Israel to the Mahmnad (Governing Council) of the Jewish con-
j 

gregation i.n Jamaica :i.n 5h89 c 1728~29 1 ~/ '.l'he text. of the le·tter reveals 
! 

/ 

an important historfoal fact, relative to the early history of Shearith 
,, __ ,_/ 

Israel. J Kvident.ly this :Sephardic congregation in New York City· was at 
(.,,. ·-

that date known as 11 'Shearith Jacob" and not Shf~arith Israel, for the 

officers refer to themsel·ves as 11Parnassim and Adjunta of this holy 

K~K.Sheari·th Jacob for the present year 5489 place before you this peti­

tion 1.n the name of all the holy Kaal. u381~JThe request for aid :is addressed 

thus: "We earnestly request you as well as your H11ham to communicate it 

to the members of your holy Kaal, so that they ma:y contribute all they 

can to the building of a holy synagogue which we have decided with the 

help o.f God to erect. 11 The letter continued with the explanation that 

because of the few number of "Yehudim, 11 their hopes WE?re frustrated. At 

that M.me tho Sephafdim met in 11a Synagogue rented from a Goy. 11 The 

letter, written in Spanish, was signed by the Parnassim Louis and Daniel 

Gomez.382 
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On March 21, 17 59, Newport Jewry wrote to then well-established 

Shearith Israel for a similar purpose 11 to establish a regular Congrega·~ 

tion in this Town. 11 The poor financial status of the Newport Jewish 

community could not provide for so ambitious a project. 'Th.ey therefore 

"resolved to crave tht~ Assistance of the several Congregaticms in America, 

and as the Feast of the Passover is near at Hand, a time when there will 

be the greatest appearance o.f Brethren at New York; we embrace th1.s op~· 

portunity to acquaint. you with our proceedings and Intent.ions~ 11 The 

Jews of Newport further emphasized a traditional concern 11 on how much it 

i.s our Duty, to Instruct Children, in the Path of Vertuous Religion" and 

11 our Duty to assist the Distressed." They could not understand how New 

York Jewry could fail to aid them in fulfilling so noble a goai.38.3 

A short time aft,3r the receipt of this appeal, the members of 

Shearith Israel answered the Newport congregation with the following 

good news: 

11Gentl1$ 
Conformable to your desire a Nf)daba was made in our Synagogu<~ the 

'Seven:t.h day of Pesach when a contribution of il49 :6D was offf.rred towards 
building at New Port a place of worship to Almighty- God. Your pious 
des~tgn was a suff'icl.ent inducement to promote the Success of your re~ 
quest, we heart:tly wish our m:i.te may enable you to go on with the Holy 
building and that you may be a Religious & prosperous Congregation. 

We must now desire you will send orders for the money. We sincerely 
wish you success in all your Laudable undertakings, and that our God 
may graciously enable his People to do MITSVOTH is the unfcign t d prayer 
of Gentn." 384 

A year later, we learn that the New York congregation agreed to 

allow the Newport congregation to borrow a 11 Sepher Torah, 11 fo:r.merly be-

longing to the Savannah congregation. The holy Scroll of the Law was 

shipped "by the Sloop Hanover Capt. Stephen Wan.ton~" on condition that 

:i.t be returned to New York "when demandect. 11 385 

By 1762, the work on the Newport synagogue was almost complete, with 

l 
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the exception of the 11!-Iechal, Teba.h,, & Benchesq 11 As the congregation 

hoped to be able to use the synagogue for Rosh Hashonah services, a 

letter was again dispatched to .Shearith lsrael1 asking "of.ferings o.f 

Furn:lture & Ornaments, 11 in the hope that these would be forwarded 11wi th 

convenient sp!'Jed e •• against the Time o.f Consecrating the holy Fabrick. 11 

The Parnass (Moses Lopez) of Jeshuat Israel in Newpor•t also stated that 

11 timely notice" of the "Dedj_cation Day" would be given so that visitors 

from New York might be present to participate in the consecration servj_ce. 

'.l.'hfa appeal was likewise answ~)red, when a 11Ner Tam.id, 11 candlesticks for 

· the Hechal and Tebah, and one hundred pounds of wax were sent from New 

York.,386 By 1818, only a few families were left in the Newport community. 

The scrolls of the Torah which had been previously sent there from New 

York many years before were now returned, and the congregation disbanded.387 

'!he shortage of religious articles tn colonial and pos·t-Revolutionary 

America created a d:U'ficul t problem even for the larger and older congre-

,gaM.ons. In 1761, a number of distinguished members of Congregation Mikve 

Israel; Philadelphi.a., wrote to Shearith Israel for the loan of a 11 Sepher 

Torah, 11 on behalf of the Jewish cornniunity of Reading, Pennsylvania. It 
/ 

' 

appears from the receipt, originally written in Hebrew, that :th:ls scroll 
t~ •. 1:~~ ,r;. ..(< .• / . ". 

was procured through the influence of the leaders of Mikve Israel_, who 

guaranteed its return.388 

When Congregati.on Beth Elohim purchased a cemetery i.n 1767, a copy 

of th col deed was sent in trust to· Sheari th Israel for safe keeping, and 

was there deposited ·11 :i.n the chest" belonging to the congregation.J89 
·- ) 

Congregations cooperated wH:.h one another for the purpose of securing 

rE>J.igious officials in an attempt to procure badly-needed personnel vital 

to the religious life of the ,Jewish community. Thus, in 1775, the "Parnas 

I 
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Presidente" of Shearith Israel was instructed to write to Rhode Island, 

II 
and the "Parnas Residente to conununicate with Philadelphia, asking 

thej.r frj_ends in these two congregat1.ons ·to make publtc announcement of 

the need for a Shochet in New York.390 During this same year, Shearith 

·Israel received a letter from the Charleston congregation requesting funds 

for building a synagogue.391 

When Mikve Israel of Philadelphia deslred to erect a new synagogueJJ 

·the small membership composed of th1rty=seven souls could not undertake 

such an enterprise, and in 1782, the trustees sent several letters to 
j:. 

;' iJ sister-congregations appealing for aid. A Hebrew letter was written by 
i.\ 

Mr .. Mordecai Mordecai to thc::l Jewish congregation in Surinam, and Mr. 

Isaac Moses sent one in I!~nglish to the Jews of Rhode Island and Lanca.ster. 

Other letters were posted to the Jews i.n the West Indies on Ciipe Francois.l> 

St. Thomas, and St.Croix.392 

'I'he year 1790 was not only a memorable one for all Americans, but 

expedally for the Jews, as that year witnessed the first united action 

of all the Jewish congregat:i.ons in the United States. The six-American-

Jewish cornmuni ties wrot.e to each o·ther, endeavorjng to join :i.n a common 

declaration of loyalty and admiration 1Jy writ:i.ng a joint letter of con-

gratulation to George Wash:ington on his election as President o:f the 

newlyQ•created United States. However, fears, suspic:l.ons, and misunder-

stand:i.ngs_ soon wrecked the original idea of all Jew1sh communities 

sending one letter of felicitation to the new President, and instead the 

Jewish congregations· of New York, Philadelphia, Charleston, and Richmond 
) 

sent. one letter :representing that group, while the Jews of Savannah and 

Newport each sent a separate letter. In Washington ° s reply to the Newpox·t 

congregation, he penf!-ed the now famous words, 11 To bigotry no sanct.ion, to 

! 
~~,~~ 
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persecution no assistance. 11 393 
,. 

~, 'rhe most connnon type of inter-congregational cooperation in the 

~- United States continued to cen"!;er on the appeals of various congregations 

.' 

,I; • 

t '. 

I .. ·, 
I 

t· 
'(;> 

for financial aid. Thus, in 1792, Congregation Beth Elohim of Charleston 

sent to Mikva Israel of :Savannah, asking for funds .39!~ In 1809 :J Beth 

Shalome of R:i.chmond, Virginia, asked Shearith Israel for assistance in 

building a synagogue, and subscription of ~~260 was collected witM.n a 

few weeks )95 

By 1812, the Sephardic congregations depended a good deal on each 

other not only for financial, but also for spiri tu.al a:ld as well. 

Shochtira must h8.ve been difficult to secure, for a c01nnti.ttee at 'Shearith 

Israel recommended that notice of an intended election for a Shochet be 

publ:i.cized among the Spanish and Portuguese congregations in Philadelphia, 

Richmond, and Charleston. The qualifications of candidates for the posi­

tion of Shochet were to be decided by a "Beth-Din" of Shochtim.396 

When Shearith Israel consecrated its second synagogue in 1818, and 

gaslight was introduced in the new house of vl'orship, the old chandeliers 
I~, . 

" 'i were lent 1'to congn in Cinclnnati .. 11 The minutes for 1835 show that again 

in that year, five brass chandeliers were mmt to "Messrs Joseph Jonas, 

Elias Mayer & Ph.ineas Moses in Cincinnati, Ohio, to be used in their 

Synagogue and to be returned when no longer in use. 11 397 

At special congregational functions, synagogues gave permission fo:r 

their Hazzans to participate. In 1825, when Mikve Israel consecrated its 

new synagogue, the Hev .. M. L. M. Pelxotto went to that city and assisted 
) 

the new· Rev. Mr. Keys, who had recently come to PhiJ.a.delphia from 

Barbados.J9B 

Congregational cooperation and aid was not limited to Sephardim 

. ! 
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alone, but in many cases, was <~xtended to the Ashkenazim, who in an 

earUer period, had been regat'ded as inferior. In 182), a group of 

Dutch, Polish, and English Jews seceded from Shearith Israel, and formed 

a second congregation, Bnai Jeshuran. In 1827, when tM.s new congrega~· 

ti.on was to be consecratecl, it requested Shend th Israel to lend them 

"five scrolls and ::;even sets of ornm-nents 11 for that occasion.,.399 Further 

ev:i.dence of better understanding and a more tolerant point of vi<'!?W 

between these tvro groups, enabling them to cooper.ate and to submerge 

their petty differences, is fotU1d in the part played by Congregation 

Bmd ,Jeshuran in honoring trrn memory of the Rev. M. 1. M. Peixott.o, 

Reader. of Elhear.1. th Israel, who died tn 1828. Afternoon se:rv:l.ces were 

conducted j.n both synagogues, and later the Ashkenazic Jews from the 

rwwly o:rgan:!.zed German congregation joined their Sephardic brethren in a 

joint serv1.ce.Ltoo 

It may thus be concluded that from earliest times.io the various 

Spanish and Portuguese congregations in America W(:Jre closely un:i.ted, 

cooperating, serving, and aiding each other in charitable, financial, 

patriotic, and religious i;mdeavors. Shecirit.11 Israel,. in this regard, 

wa.s looked upon as a mother-congregation, since it was the oldest tTewish 

congregatfon :i.n AmE\rica, and the younger and weaker congregations sought 

her a.ld. To her redounding honor, it may be said that the instances of 

refusal are most rare, and occur only· because Sheari th Israel was often 

ffoanda11.y embarrassed :i. tself'. 
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VI. Intera•Congre 1ational Aid and Cooperation 
- B. •oreign ---

We shall now turn our attention to the aid, assistance, and interest 

dj.splayed by t,he Sephardic congregations in America towards world Jewry, 

and also t,he h~Jlp rendered by some of these foretgn congregations to 

those situated in the Unl ted States. In 1729, Shear:ith Israel was forced 

to petition the Hacham of Curacao for fj_mmcial assistance, fill appeal 

which was promptly answered.J.iOl When the new1y establlshed Jewish con·· 

gregat:i.on, Mikva Israel in Save.nnah, Georg:J.a, was wHhcmt any religious 

<J' b a.rti cl es, it received a Scroll of t.he Law, Chanukah lamp, and books from 

j London as the gift of a private benefetcto:r .L02 
!t 
ff l The need fo:r reJ.jgious officials caused :Shearith Israel :in 1757, to 

seek the aid of the Sepha;rdic congregation in London in f:i.nding a 

suitable person to fill the vacant position of Hazzan. The requi.rement.s 

for t.his office may be noted :!.n tl:d.i:; letter sent from London, on 

October 28, 1757: 

11 ••• You desire us to recommend you a Young Man, of good Morals & strictly 
religious, w:tth the advantage of an agreeable Voice & Capac:ity for 
teaching of Heprew & transla.ting it into EngJJ sh as well as Spanish ••• 
reading the pra.yers & the Law, as also for instructing the poor Boys 0 •• 

we forsee that who ever presents himself' as a Candidate, will insist 
that his Passage and Charges tie defray 1d & will expect that an Agreement 
be made for a certain Term of Years. 11 

In l 7B8 Sheari th Israel again communj. ca ted w:ttb the Porguguese congrega­

tion in J~ondon, agreeing to pay a salary of £50 per year, and all 

travelling expenses .h03 

In 1761, a letter was sent by Haim Mudahay of London, asking Shearith 

Israel to aid the J<:)ws of Safed, who had suffered greatly as a result of 

an earthquake. This Hacham and Dayan of Constantinople had already 

v:l.s:i ted the Jewish communities of London, J!'rance, Italy, and Amsterdam., 

I 
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The let.ter sent by him from London was wr:i.t.ten originally in Spani.Sh@LOh 

Religious articles were frequently presented to a. new Amer:ican con·· 

grega.tion.l! and Ezra Stiles :reports that when he visited the Newport 

Synagogue in 1769, he saw "two Copies of the Law deposited there," one 

"a present from the Portuguese Synagogue in London. 11 L.05 

'lbe West Ind:les in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries were 

heavJly settJ.ed by Portuguese Jews. A large and prosperous community, 

with a beautiful symtgogue, was the one si tua:ted on the island of :st. 

Eustada. In 1772, a hurricane swept over the island, leaving death and 

ruin in its wakEi. The synagogue was destroyed, but the pious ,Jt:~ws w f:l.:rst 

thought was to re-establish the:lr religious life, and thus they addressed 

a letter to Sheari.th Israr31, seeking funds. 'rhe Jewish congregation 

Hone!ll_Dalem3 on St .. Eustacia, was answerEJd with a donation of £38 ~10,.6, 
~- '. -· 

with"the dei:.dre express«:-}d to be of further assistance :H rn1ce~1sary)~06 
A letter from Hebron, Palestine, was sent to tho Newport congregation, 

· which i.n turn sent it on to Shf3Hri th Isra.el. Several papers from Hebron 

were included. in this letter, one of thmn from the R.ev. H. H~ Samuel 

Cohen of London "request.ing the Assistance of this Congregation to relieve 

our di.stressed brethnm of Ifobron .. nh07 

A wide interest in tTews remotely settled in faraway placE~s prompted 

some Amer:t can Jews of imagination to contact. the Jews of Cochin India. 

Solomon Simson (fe.ther of :Sampson Simson), in 1787 corresponded w-:i..t.h the 

Jews of that area. In 1?91-1., Solomon Simson 1 s attention again turned 

enst.ward to China, j_n an attempt to contact the Jews of Honan Province~ 
) 

'Simson addressed a letter in Hebrew to the Chi.nese Jews, entrusting it 

to the~ care of a Captain Howell, who was setting sail for the Orient,. The 

Captain~ however, faHed. to locate thm:1e Jews of Honan$408 

/ 
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Extr.:tcts from the minute books of Congregation K. K. Nj.dhi Israel on 

Barbados shows that, j_n 1792,i.25 was sent by iti:i members to Charleston, 

South Carolina, to assist the Jews there to erect a synagogue. An entry 

for 1819 reveals that the Jews of Philadelphia also requested aid to build 

a house of worship, and the record states that $500 was forwarded to them • 

The ties that bound American .Jewry to world Jewry· are not demonstrated 

adeque.tely by these few examples of brotherly concern and charitable 

benevolence., Not unt:ll 181.i.O, however, with the shaking .episode of the 

Damascus Affair did American .Jewry really rouse ::!.tself to aid Jews 

i o . scattered throughout the world. The Damascus Affair brought world Jewries 

together, awaken:l.ng the Jews of America and Europe for the first time to 

their true responsj.bili.ties toward their needy brethren. Some of the 

Sephardic congregations took a most active part in this issue. For some 

unknown reason, Shearith Israel remained aloof and silent;L.09 but Mikve 

Israel, Philadelphia, on the other hand, played an importr.-mt role. A 

mass m(rnting was held at the synagogue on August 27, 1840, at whlch both 

Chr::!stians and Jews protested the fB.lse blood accusation. The address of 

the Rev. Isaa.c Leeser, and the resolutions adopted were later printed 

five, including Isaac Leeser, sent a letter to the President of the Un:ited 

States, and on September 2, 18ho, this committee was answered by John 

Forsyth, then Secretary of State, informing them that he had already con•w 

tncted the American consul at Alexandria&4lO Congregation Beth Shalome 

in Richmond, Virginia, also took action, and sent I. B. Kursheedt, to New 
\ 
I 

York to participate at the public meeting protesting the Damascus affair.Jin 

This "cause celebre" profoundly affected Amer:i.can Jewry in that it revealed 

to them the supreme need of a national organiz.ation to meet such emergencit1s 

i.n the future. 
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