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A woman of valor, who can find? for her price is far
ahove rubiles,

She looked well to the ways of her household, and
eateth not the bread of idleness,

She giveth food to her household, and a portion to
her maidens.

She stretcheth out her hend to the poorj yea she
reacheth forth her hands to the needy.

She openeth her mouth with wisdom; and the law of
kindnegs is on her tongue.

trength and dignity are her clothing; and she
Faugheth abt the time to come,

Her children rise up, and call her blessed; her hus-
band also, and he praiseth hers '"Many daughters have
done valiantly, but thou excellest them all.,"

Grace is deceitful, and beauty is vaini but a woman
that feareth the ILord, she shall be praised.

Give her of the fruit of her hands, and let her works
praise her in the gates.

(Prov. 31$10-~31)
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DIGEST

This thesis attempts to relate the significant contributions
Isaac Leeser has made for Jews in America during the nineteenth
century by conveying a profile of life during Leeser's era and a more
specific view of Philadelphia, leeser's home. By surveying Leeser's
life and activities as described in the Ogcldent, one can delve into
Leeser's ardent efforts for better Jewish educatién and also his life~
long struggle with Reform.

The first chapter sets the overall historical picture of the
period immediately preceeding and during Leeser's era in Burope and
America, New struggles end different feelings épread throughout Eu=-
rope during the nineteenth century. In America, the country was
rapidly expanding, coreating numerous opportunities for all its citi-
zens, Jews contended with the growing number of Ashkenazic Jews who
were slowly oubnumbering the wellwestablished Sephardic population.
Many prominent Jews played significant roles in America during this
perlod of history,.

The second chapter illustrates how the Philadelphian community
» developed into a prominent Americen city and how Mikveh Israel,
Leeser's congregation until 1850, struggled for permanent existence
during its early years. Philadelphia soon became the most influential
city in America for all economic and social activities. Philadelphia
wag Leeser's home from 1829 until his death, and this environment
shaped much of his thinking,

The third chapter describes Isaac Leeser!s life and activities

from his birth until his death in 1868 in Philadelphia. A brief re—
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sumé of his contributions to the Americen Jewish scene is given in
this chapter,

In the fourth and fifth chapters, Isaac Leeser's efférts to ime
prove Jewish education is elucidated through information gathered from

Leeser's monthly periodical, The Occident. The sixth chapter explains

the life~long struggle Leeser had with Reform by'following the growing
strife between such personalities as Poznanski, Mayer, and Wise.

In the final chapter, a brief analysis is given of Leeser's per-
sonality, motivations, goals, and strivings which effected his work on
behalf of Americen Judaism. Leeser's contributions and failures on
behalf of American Jewry are examined, Few people have appreciated
the contribution Isaac Leeser has forever stamped upon the American

Jewish scene,
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CHAPTER I

PROFILE OF JEWISH SETTLEMENT IN THE UNITED STATES, 1750 - 1850,

By the turn of the nineteenth century, the turmoil of the French
and American Revolutions which dominated the affairs of men in Europe
and America, had ended, It was during the nineteenth century that
there were new concerns for the strivings and amplification of demo=
cracy, intellectual and religious freedom and social and economic life.
Rgtionalism furnished the necessary impetus for attacks against
political and economlec evils during the eighteenth century. Romanti-
clsm supplied the emotional fervor behind a drive for liberty in the
early decades of the nineteenth century, The rationalism of the
eighteenth century was insufficient to create a rationally organized
society that could ele&abe the status and dignity of men, Disillusioned
with the rationality of men in their search for a better society, the
rgtionalistic era led into a romantic movement, Urged on by en
enthusiastic falth in men, the men of the romentic movement rebelled
against forms of political. oppression and social injustice,

Closely allied to the romantic movement of the nineteenth century,
the uniqueness of the individual and his rights created another power=
ful emotional force during this period. This was nationalism, which
gathered idealists from all parts of Burope to give expression to
national conscilousness. Common bonds between people through a common
lenguage, history, or cultural tradition sebt one nation apart from
another. In turn, feelings‘of superiority generated iensions between

the groups or nations. Nationalism developed with tremendous romentic

fervor until 18L8, when suthoritarianism crushed the hopes of men for

some decades., The anticipation of political advancement was defeated




in France, Italy, Prussia and the Austrian empire,

In addition to the romentic and nationelistic tempo of the nine~
teenth century, liberalism reached the forefront in the 1830's.,
Liverslism was closely assoclated with the aspirations of the middle
class. Liberalism affi;med the dignity of man and his inherent rights
to "life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness’, While radical
romenticism stood for revolution as a Justifiable method of change,
liberalism stood for gradual changes within the governmental system,
Liberalism sought to work out with individuals of similar interests
a durable politicsel structure to insure maximum freedom sgalnst exw
ternal asuthority. In many ways, liberalism was the desire of men to
be left alone, In economic terms, liberslism was an advocacy of
laissez=faire, It was only natural that liberalism should have
eppealed to the rising class of industrial entrepreneurs who were in
the process of transforming the economy of BEurope in the nineteenth
century, Naturally the middle class demanded increasing political
power commensursabte with their new economic strength,

Their economlc influence was structured by snother major force
of this period. Between 1815 and 1870, society was influenced by
industrialism, Steam engines and railways appeared on the scene, With
the new machines and thelr factories, new industrial towns emerged which
produced a new urban life, The struggle between the owners of the fac~
tories and the constantly discontented industrial workers was a major
theme throughout this century, For many, Darwin's theory of evolution

seemed to hold out the hope for progress. Many also felt that through
realism, rationalism and even ruthlessness their goals could be achieved,

The nineteenth century combined zll these forces in Europe,




The Furopean influences during the nineteenth century spread to
all parts of the world, especlally to the North American continent,
The rising influence of the middle class, the search for political
equality and a better living stendard, and the persuasive force of
nationalism, were important factors in America. Naturally, there were
certain conditions and problems which were unique to the United States,
for this country was faced with the challenge of geographical explora-
tion, the problem of the Indians, and the need to develop a distinctive
life style, The Revolutionary War did not displace the languasge, law,
philosophy, religion, and literary influences of the mother country,
England, with the result that when the nineteenth century wes ushered
in, there was ag yet little feeling for national unity in America. The
United States was certainly not a democracy. Religious and property
requirements still set limlts on participation in governmental affairs.
The state was largely in the hands of established families of the South
and the men of wealth and substance of the North,

Westward expansion gave an impetus to the development of demo-
cracy. As the pioneers moved over the Adppalachian Mountains into the
woods of the West, the social system of wealth and family status of
the Bastern Seaboard colonlal states was challenged by the pioneers
whose socilal system sustalned such velues as courage, independence,
and anergy rather than birth or wealth. The westward expansion chal-
lenged ideas prevalent in the conservative areas of the United States,
The success of the steamboal helped to move the pioneers to the West.,
After the war of 1812, five new states were added to the Union and by
1820 there were nine states west of the Appalachiansc Between 1800 to

1860 the westward expsnsion progressed at an smazing pace, In 1803,




Jefferson purchased from France the Loulsiana territory which doubled
the size of the United States. Following the war with Mexico in 18L6,
all of Texas, California and the land between these two states became
part of the United 3tates under terms of the treaty. The same year as
the war with Mexico, the United States settled a disagreement with
Britain which secured for them the Oregon territory, Despite the
widening of areas of western settlement, democracy progressed very
slowly.

In 1828, Andrew Jackson was elected to the presidency. He was
the first president from the new West; the first (except for Washington)
without a college education; and the first to have been born in poverty,
Jackson's election to the presidency was a triumph for democratic ideals,
setting, as it did, a course of political development that even today
has not spent its course. With his election, the idea that any man
could hold office in the country gained currency, Furthermore, class
status became lesg lmportant as government became more responsive to
the needs of the common man, FEducation was expended so as to open up
a public school system for ell children,

With the expansion of the country, end the election of Jackson,
the United States followed, during the first part of the nineteenth
century, a policy of isolationism, The primery energies of the country
were concentrated on continentsl expsansion and economic development,
There was little interest in foreign policy except when it had a direct
bearing on vital domestic goals. Yet, America did take an interest in

furthering and protecting foreign trade, and did sympathize with snd at
times even encourage the expansion of freedom in various parts of the

world, Yet the overall policy of jsolationism had an inherent logica
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Why should America become involved in the affairs of Burope?
Expansion into recently acquired territory rsised the issue of
whether slavery should be permitted, Slavery became a fundamental
issue of the nineteenth century, unleashing tension between the North
and South, and dividing the country into separate nations, The North
wag industrial, urban, and democraticy the South, agricultural, rural,
and aristocratic. The Civil War brought all the economic struggles

and sectionsl interests to a head,

R S AT A A A

The quest for freedom that had sparked revolutions in Furope in
1830 and 1848, likewise contributed to the outbreak of the Civil War.
The war, however, settled only one issue: the United States was a
federal nation not a collection of states, National unity was a basic
principle in Germany, ltaly and Austria, and the desire for expanding
democratic freedoms in the Jacksonian era had its parallel in the

revolutions of 1848 in Europe.

While BEurope was battling to overthrow Napoleon, the United States
was struggling with the problems let loose by their new-found freedom,

During the early decades of the nineteenth century, the United States

was expanding westward while Furope was wrestling with her new feelings 5
of nationalism, liberalism, and with th@ industrialization process. By
the middle of the century, Jacksonisn democracy had brought to the ﬁ
United States a feeling of equality among all men, while Huropeans, %
learning of the new achievements in America, tried to secure for them- L
selves equivalent freedoms, But the European struggles during mid-century
only ended in failure., Later, America fought a bloody sectional war, '
ﬁhile European nations tried to secure their own national destiny.

During this period of femment Jews also struggled to assure their




own survival, For the Jews there was no opportunity to establish a
nation of their own, Spread throughout s vast diaspora, the Jews
attempted to survive, through adaption, among the nations of Burope.
The Jews tacked to with the changing tides, The French Revolution had
kindled hope for sll peoples, snd had aroused expectations of emanci-
pation for the Jews, But, the spark of hope was quickly extinguished
when Napoleon was defeated et Waterloo in 1815, With Napoleon's
defeat, Jews immigrated in large numbers to the United States, What
happened to the Jews during this period is our present concern,

The first immigration of Jews to America was & slow steady flow

of Jews to the shores of the United States. The first Jewish settlers

“were of SpanishePortuguese extraction. Although the Sephardic immie

grants continued to come; even larger waves of German immigrants soon
outnumbered them, Before the revolution there had been only 2,500

Jews in America;l

after the revolution they had numbered only 3,000,
by 1840, 15,000, Yet the immigration of Jews to America was slower,
proportionally, to the increase of the general population.z

The early Jewish settlers were ambitious and courageous families,
wllling to make sacrifices and even risks lo secure their liberties,
The opportunity to come to a free land, to leave relatives and friends,
to survive the journey across the ocean, to dwell in unsettled wilders
ness, to venture after a new livelihood, and to learn a new language,
testify to the hardy courage and determination of the Jewlsh immigrantsn3
The suceeeding Sephardic immigrents were peddlers or small merchants,
some owned their own stores, On the whole, these immigrants who came

before the nineteenth century were wealthier then the new immigrants

Who came from Germany in the nineteenth century@h The Sephardic Jews




were very proud of their tradition., They viewed themselves as the
Jewish aristocracy, and even separated themselves from non-Sephardic
Jews, by frowning on intermarriage even though they accepted them into
the synagogue, The Sephardim came from Spain and Portugal or from
Holland and Bngland immediately after the Inquisition., Some of the
early Jews came from all parts of South America. Later, the Jews came
from Turkey, Greece and Egypt, Their descendants hed fled to these
countries from the days of the Inquisitionﬂ5

The new Germen=Jewish immigration was compriged of middle class
workers, mercheants, and poor laborers,6 The Germen Jews began immi=
grating to the United States in 1815, and this wave of immigration
continued until the end of the century, Of the five million Germans
who came to America during this time, 200,000 were Jews. From a
population of 15,000 Jews in 18L0, the number soared to 250,000 in
1880, The Sephardic population was guickly outmumbered by the mass
Immigration of Germen Jews¢7

The migration of the Germen Jews was set off by the Napoleonic
wars which had left Germeny in terrible economic stralts, There was
little hope for recovery in the immediate future. Germany was a con—
federation of states without eny central government; each state
attempting to attain its own sutonomy end liberty, In many of these
states, the Jews suffered under medieval restrictions. The German
Jews had been required to live in ghettoes, to wear badges or special
Jewish clothes, At times these German Jews were forced to bribe law
| offioers.8 The governments were reactionary in govermment, politics,
and industry especially with respectc to Jews. Not just Jews, but

Catholics and Protestants fled from Germeny bo America. The non-




Jewish immigrants sought freedom in the backlands of the West and midwe
western America, Some Jews remained on the cosst, yet other German

Jews followed the movement westward, settling in new towns in the

recently acquilred territory.9

The German Jews, like so many others who came to America during
trying times, experienced the cramped conditions in the bellies of
rotten ships., Food, water and lavatories were scarce, The immigrants
were forced to survive a voyage where the stench, insufficient food and
water, left diseased or dead bodies throughout the hold of the ahipselo

One traveler writes in 1869 the following:

WIf the crosses and the tombstones could be
created in the waters as on the western deserts,
where they indicate the resting places of white
men killed by the savages or by the elements,
the routes of immigrant vessels from Burope to
America would have aiiumed the appearance of
crowded cemeteries,"

Such accounts from the voysger's experiences in 1869 indicate that all
immigrants to America experienced the worst traveling conditions,

Passengers were treated worse than cattle,

The Honorable Fred Myers describes the deplorsble traveling con-

ditions of the Jews:

"Lf Burope were to present us with three hundred
thousand cattle per year, ample means would be
employed to secure thelr proper protection and
distribution, but thus far the general movement has
done but little to diminish the numerous hardships
of an immigrant's position. Since Congress has
assumed the power to protect dumb animals in trans—
it on railways, t%% power to protect passengers

mey be conceded,"

Jews were exploited both on ship and when they first disembarked in
the new land, Soon they plunged into the new way of life in America.

They took off the garments of the old country for those of their new




homeland, With the external changes, went also the mannerisms, tempo,
color, habit and way of life of the new 1and,13

The German Jew was a hard working, honest, uneducatéd person who
was a good business man. The German Jew began by peddling his wares
throughout the South and West of America, This condition was only
temporary, For the German Jew desired to learn, a tradition he knew
both from his Jewish heritage and from German culture, The German dJews
did not remain peddlers for very long. In the beginning, they moved
very slowly throughout the countryside, showing to all the interested
people their assorted ribbons, combs, brooches, and other trinkets,
They also conversed with the men sbout the situations on the Eastern
seaboard, Soon the intelligence, ambition, determination, and aggres-
siveness of the German Jew paid off, After working for several months,
the Germen Jews would send one~half of their savings to their reletives
back in Burope; the other half would go for a horse and cart. Soon
the business bent of the German Jews permitted them to settle in
villages where the future seemed promising., The German Jew was not a
farmer; he was a merchant. In the village, he became a shop owner,
buying and selling his merchandise to the toWnsmen.lh

The opportunities in the West were not overlooked by the German
Jews, It was only natural that as the West was opened to adventurous
settlers, the Germen Jews would peddle their wares there and even settle
in some of the remote places,
"He went South, made his way through great plentations,
fascinated the beautiful daughters of rich slave owners
with his wares snd his stories, He went West, to Illi-

nois and Ohio and Towa and Wisconsin, to Oregon and
Texas, His foot touched the soil of California and
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Nevada, the red-jawed hills of Utah looked down

upon him, the Rio Grande ran sluggishly at his

feet.™ 5
The CGerman Jews who came to America enriched the Judaism existing here
at the time., The pulse-beat quickened with the sarrival of the Cerman
element, Jewish ccansciousness, religiosity and feelings were infused
with new life. Fven the synagogue resounded with renewed reverence,
The German Jew had established himself economically and socially., As
the Sephardic element lost numerical superiority and influence, they

displayed their feelings of prejudice towards the German immigrants.
However much the proud Sephardic element found the uneducated, poor,
German Jews alien, it could not prevent the rising tide of numbers and
the economic and sociel advancement of the German Jews,

As was to be expected, some outstanding persohalities emerged
during this period who contributed to both American and Jewish life,
such as Urial Levy, Mordecai Menuel Nosh, Judah Touro, and Rebecca
Graetze

Urial P, Levy was a Philadelphian who dlstinguished himself as
& sailor in the service of his country. From his boyhood days, he
loved the sea, By 1803, at the age of eleven, he became a cabin boy;
three years later he'was apprenticed as a sailor. By 1810, he was a
second mate of the brig, "Polly and Betsey™, His enthuslasm for the
sea did not fade, Before he was twenty, he was a part owner of a
Schooner, “George Washington", When, mutinous sailors sboard the
schooner in 1812, overpowered him, and took possession of his vessel,

fnd stripped him of his money, Levy returned to the United States,

- bersuaded some people to give him money, and pursued the mutineers,

Finding the mutineers, he brought them back to the United States for
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trial and hanging.
When the War of 1812 broke out, Levy received his commission as

sailing master in the United States Navy, Aboerd the "Argus", he

agsisted in the capture of several vessels, Later, he was given com-

mand of one ship, whereupon he attempted to seize a British vesselj

however, the British vessel overpowered him and seized his vessel and

took him as a prisoner of war to England, After sixteen months ime
prisonment, the United States, remembering his bravery, promoted him
to Lieutenant.l7 : :

The remeining forty yeers of his life, Levy fought against pre—

judice both as a sallor promoted from the ranks, and as a Jew, He
was court-martialed six times for killing his opponents in duels, ;
His rivels were overjoyed when he was dropped from the list of captains,
yet they were astonished when he was restored to his former rank after
a special Court of Inquiry in 1855, The more the prejudice, the more

hig persistence., Before his death, he had attained the rank of commo-

dore, the highest rank in the NavyolS

.; Levy was a loysl Jew. While asppearing before the court of
) inquiry in 1855, he said:

"My parents were Israelites, and I was nurtured
in the faith of my ancestors, In deciding to
adhere to it, I have but exercised a right
guaranteed to me by the constitution of my stale
and the United States, a right given to gll men
by their Maker, But while claiming this right,
I have even accorded it to all men, and, ap an
of ficer of the Navy, I have treated each and
every one as a man and never as a partisan or
sectarian, *l9

Levy wes also a loyal American, and an admirer of Thomes Jefferson.

He gave hig home in Monticello as a Jefferson memoriel. A naval officer,
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a Jew, and defender of the rights of man--this was Urial P, Levy,
Mordecai Manuel Nogh weas enother interesting personality. He
wag a journalist, diplomat, judge, visionary, and Zionist before
Zionism was born. Nosh was from Portuguese stock, born in Phila~
delphia, orphaned at four, and cared for by his grandfather, John
Phillips. His grandfather sent him off to learn a trade as a carver,
but his interests led him into writing. He received a partial education
by studying a few hourg a day, and attending the library at night. His
talents soon drew the attention of Robert Morris, who arranged to have
his apprentice paper cancelled, and secured a position for him as a
clerk in the suditors office of the United States Treasuryozo'When the
capital of the country was moved to Washington, Nosh resigned his job
at the age of 15, taking é position as a newspaper reporter. Later he

studied law, and edited the Charleston City Gazette. He rewrote some

0ld plays for an amateur thestrical group. But his heart was set on

a political career, His radical ideas caused problems for him in
Charleston, During the Wer of 1812 he wrote his first play, "The Orphan
of the Rhine", which brought him huge success. He wrote numerous peri-
odicals and plays. President Madison‘appointed him American Counsel in
Tunis, and chief negotiator in securing the release of an American crew
seized by Algeria, Yet, in traveling to his post, he was captured by
the British, and after some delay, allowed to proceed to his post. The
Algerians were tough negotiators who persuaded Noah to pay several
thousand dollars more than was allocated to himoel To hié regret, he

was recalled from his post. The message which James Monroe, Secretary

- of State at the time, sent to him affected the rest of his life. The

Nessage saids




‘desire to establish a secure territory for all persecuted Jews. In 182)

13

YAt the time of your appointment, as Counsel at Tunis

it was not known that the religion which you profess
would form any obstacle to the exercise of yourrcounsel-~
or functions. Recent informstion, however, on which
entire relisnce may be placed, proves that it would |
produce a very unfavorable effect., In consequence of

which, the president has deemed it expedient to revoke

your commission,"22

Upon his return to America, Noah was vindicated. He settled in New York,

editing such pepers as the Natilonal Advocate, New York Enquirer, Evening

Star, Commercial Advertiser and New York Sun. Retaining his love for

politics, he accepted several other positions in the ensuing years. et
Noah's fame résts not on his political or literary achievements, but on

his activity as a Jew on behalf of Israel, His life was focused on the

he said:

"We will return to Zion as we went forth, bringing
back the faith we carried with us. The Temple
under Solomon which we built as Jews we must again
erect as the chosen people. For two thousand years
we have been pursued and persecuted, and we are yet
here; assemblages of men have formed committees,
built cities, established governments, and yet we
are here, Rome conquered (reece and she was no
longer Greece, Rome in turn became conquered and
there are few traces now of the one mistress of the
world; yet we are here like the fabled phoenix,
ever springing from sshes, or, more typically beauti-
ful like the bush of Moses, which ever burns, yet
is never consumed,"~

Noah shaped his ideas into concrete plans. On three different occasions
he proposed plans for a Jewish state in parts of the United States.. But
his eleborate plans for the future of Jews ended in dismal failures
Nevertheless, he remained a literary figure of note and political power,
. 2l

despite the censure his plan aroused.

So far we have mentioned two important personalities during

the nineteenth century. The major nsme in this>period in Jewlsh philan~
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thropy in America is Judsh Touro, the son of a rabbi., Born in Bhode
Island, descended from Spanish stock who had lived in Holland since
the Inquisition, Judah Touro moved to Jemaica with his family after
bis father's congregation dispersed. Upon his father's death, his
mother moved close to her brother, Moses Hays, a prominent Boston
merchant, There Judah Touro was educated and employed in his uncle's
business, Unsuccessful in love, Touro moved South to seek his fortune,
In New Orleans in 1802, Touro set up a store, selling products from
New England, He put his money toward the purchase of ships and properw
tya25Upon his death in 1851, he left over a half a million dollars to
charity, His charities included hospitels, nearly every Jewish;congren
gation in the country, homes, cemeteries, and almshouses in Jerusalem
==gll benefited from his generosity. The inscription on his tombstone
sums up his achievements.

"By rightecusness and integrity he collected his

wealth, In charity and for salvation he dispensed

ite The last of his name, he inscribed it in the

book of philanthropy.

‘To be remembered forever," 26

While mentioning three important men of this age, oneishould not

overlook the contribution of a woman, Rebecca Graetz. She wes a Phila-
delphisn of wealth, charm, and beauty. But also, she had gréat
organizational talents besides being a worker herself, She was a
devoted Jew, who, legend tells, refused to marry a Christian admirer,
During her whole life of 88 yesrs, she never married., She is assumed
to be the Rebecca whom Sir Walter Scott drew upon for his heroine in
- "Ivenhoe!, She aided in raising money for orphans, was a member of

fumerous charities, and was the founder of the first Sundsy School in




America, and the president and superintendent for nearly a quarter

century. Her contribution to this period in history cammot pass un-—

noticed,27

These four personalities and numerous men and women like them
helﬁed to shape 1life in the nineteenth century, With the Sephardic
element firmly established, the German Jews were attempting to estab-
lish themselves. Jews in the new world were struggling to erect the

necessary organizations such as religious, educational, charitable

and soclal organizations in the communities they loved. Both the
Sephardic and Ashkenazic elements of the Jewish community required
these organizations. In some communities they supported separate
organizatioﬁs, in others the two communities worked in common union
for the benefit of the whole Jewish community.

Lven before the nineteehth century, the only Jewish institution
for Jews was the synagogue, where all activities were centered, Asso-
ciated with the synagogue was a cemetery, school, charitable and social
activities, The synagogue became the focus of Jewish life for the
entire community. BEvery Jew was associated with it; every Jewish activity
originated from it. The synagogue elected a president or parnas, a board
of trustees, a treasurer and a hazan or cantor, With the growth of the
synagogue, lteachers and other staff members were required to care for
the community, 28

The head of the community, both legally and actually was the parnas.
The parnas supervised every aspect of the congregation.29He had a su-
breme power over all phases of congregational life, The parnas was charged

with establishing the schedule for services, weddings, and dispensed the

"honors" among the congregation. Even in 1862, Dr. Morris Raphall, the
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rabbi of a synagogue, was forced to ask the parnas for permission to
marry his own daughter,BO In addition, the parnas rendered opinions on
ritual law, and supervised the preparation of Matzot and the dispensing
of food to the needy.31 The parnas wielded tremendous authority for both
the affiliated and unaffiliated, From one synagogue, Sheerith Israel,
comes the following announcement made to all memberss

Wdhosoever~~-continues to act contrary to our Holy

Law by breaking any of the principle commands will

not be deem'd (sic) a member of our congregation,

have none of the Mitzote (sic) of the sinagoge (sic)

conferred on him and when dead will not be buried

according to the menner of our brethren." 32

Another lmportant member of Jewish life was the shohet who was
hired by the congregation to slaughter &ll food acecording to ritual
laws, The food was then issued with the spproval of the aongregationoBB
The hgzan was usually a lay member, who possessed a pleasant voice, who
fead and taught the children, Under the hazan was the g&gmmgg’who wag
superintendent, secretary, and beadle of the congregation.Bh

The synagogue was controlled by powerful presidents during the
early life in American Jewry before and after the Revolutionary War.
One individual, Gershom Mendez Selxas, best exemplifies the character
of synagogual life in a Sephardic congregation during this era.

Seixas, the first native born American hazen, was born in New York
in 1745, In 1768, he was elected hazan, charged with numerous dutlies:
preacher, teacher, reader, community serVantOBS Bach of his duties was
carefully defined. During the war, he tried to influence his congre-
gation through his sermons and prayers, to sympathize with the American

- cause, Forced to leave New York during the war, he relocated his con-

gregatiion in Philadelphia, serving his members until his death in 1816..36
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The synagogue underwent a radicel transition during the decades
predeeding the Revolutionary Waer and immediately following it. The
small, compact synagogual system, controlled very rigidly, led into a
more diversified larger community, divided and scattered in the nine-
teenth century,

In the Colonial period, the education of the children was given

careful supervision, The Yeshibat Minhat Areb was run under the control

of Shearith Israel, A full range of courses were offered to the students,
covering both English and Hebrew instruction, arithmetic, spelling and
literature. Classes ran throughout the year for the entire day. The
poor were given free instruction. The costs of the school were covered
by tuition fees and community contributions .37
The poor were also provided necessary assistance by the congre-

gations, A fund to care for their needs was administered by the parnas
and the board of trustees, At Mikveh Israel of Philadelphia, a fund wes
organized and called Society for Destitute Strangers~38 Shearith Israel
made provisions for the needy in thelr constitution requiring that a
sectlon on charity be read twice a year both in English and Portuguese.

"If any poor person should happen to come to this

place and should want the assistance of the Sinagog

(sic) the Parnas is hereby impowered to allow a very

poor person for his maintainence the sum of eight

shilling per week and no more exceeding the turn of

twelve weeks...those poor of this congregation that

shall apply for Sedaca shall be assisted with as

mich as the Pernas and his assistents shall think fit,"”
The poor were adequately cared for by the gynagogue and the members.,
There was little question who would be provided for--the answer was every

- Jew,

The Jewish community faced other problems as well., Authof@ty, ag
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we have seen, was vested in elected officials who retained full control
over the affairs of the congregation, Yet, during the major part of
the nineteenth century, there was no Jewish 1éga1 authority residing in
America., In mabters entailing legsal Jewish decisions, the congregation
referred such matters to the chief rabbi in Englend, who was the final
arbiter for the Ashkenazl synagogues, while the Sephardim turned to
Amsterdanuuo
The synagogues were conducted in orthodox tradition. The readers'
platform was in the center; the women sat in a gallery upstairs. The
Sephardic service differed from the Ashkenazic rite in certain speclal
prayers, and in the pronunciation of Hebrew, The development of these
two separate rites was established due to the difference in services
and in the soclal differences existing between them¢u1 Yet, in the most
fundamental aspects of religious life and theology, the Ashkenazim and
Sephardim were one. They agreed in all matters concerning the Torah,
the forces of assimilation, and the observance of the Sabbath.
But there was a chal1enge to the authority of the synagogues in

the nineteenth century, éausing a breakdown in the general pattern,

This challenge became Reform Judalsm which first began in Charleston in
182,12 There was & radical change in worship initiated by the new con-=
gregation, "The Reformed Society of‘Israelites“.hB Prayers and hymns
were read in English, Certain customs and ceremonies were eliminated,
services were shortened; instrumental music was introduced, and the
Wworshippers prayed without hatsehh But the lack of a leading spirit to
fight the strong opposition caused the congregebion to give up after a

few years,

Some years later in 1836, Gustav Posnanski came to the Charleston
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community and Beth Elohim, This time when the members requested an
organ, Poznanski agreed readily and the ensuing battle of reform did
not manifest itself ﬁntil mid=century under the leadership of Isaac M,
Wise and Max Li.lientha.l.LS The dissensioﬁ in Charleston showed that
future developments in American Judaism were unavoidsble., The closely
tied synagogue was a thing of the pasgt, Diversity would reign.

The character of American religious life was radically transformed
during the nineteenth century. In the beginning, the immigrants were
involved in the changes in the country's territorial, economic, and
social transformation, The immigration to America was slow at first;
the Sephardim were the first to come to the new world, but after Napoleon
was defeated, the BEuropean Jewish community departed for America and the
prospects of a better life., While the Sephardic element was entrenched
in the larger towns of the East, the Ashkenazim moved westward into the
newly acquired territories. At first, the Sephardim and Ashkenazim
formed synagogues to administer to their total communal and religious
requirements, Schools and charities were a central aspect of the con=
gregation, But, as the commnities grew, diversity rather than uniformity
was introduced into the Jewish communal order. The guthority of the
officials over the congregation was thwarted by new elements: the ex~
pansion of America, the immigration of a large German population which
outnumbered the Sephardic community, snd the beginning of Réform Judaism
on the American scene, The Jewish population héad: prownrsignificently
during the nineteenth century, diversity, separatism, dissension gripped
the Jewish community, Numerous organizations, associations and synagogues
were formed, each one claiming to hold the key to Jewish life, With the

end of the colonial period communal and spiritual crisis gripped the Jew.
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The essential meaning and feelings toward the basis of Judaism werse
loging their meaning in the new Jewlsh life in America. The synagogue

in the future was to struggle to make & claim upon the people,
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CHAPTER II

JEWS IN PHILADELPHIA IN TRANSITION.

The expulsion of the Jews from Europe during the wvarious periods
of history, caused many of the Sephardic families that migrated to
America to settle in Philadelphia, where they outnumbered the Ashkenazi
throughout the colonial period and for several decades after the Revow
lution, Philadelphia during the colonial periocd was an importent center.
Here the Continental Congress signed the Declaration of Independence,
Washington took command of the Continental army, and the Constitution
of the United States was framed, Philadelphla was the capital of the
colonies until its capture by the British during the war, During the
end of the eighteenth and beginning of the nineteenth century it was an
important city in America, Philadelphia maintained its importance
during nearly all of the nineteenth century, and was the center for
political, economic, and social activity during the early decades of
American history. It was also the home of many established families,
Jews and non-dJews alike. It is not surprising, therefore, that Phila-
delphia became & prestigious center of Jewish life during the nineteenth
century.

Who the first dJewish settier in Philadelphia was still cannot be
determined. Possibly it wes Isasc Masa who, records show, signed a
treaty for fair trade practices in 1657. If so, the first Jews came to
Wicago, which was the beginning of Pennsylvania's city}' The early
settlers exploited the land opportunities; tradé grew as did the city,
Records during the early period of Pennsylvanisn history are scarce.
Biblical names were common smong Jews as well as non~Jews, In a ledger

of William Trent, the name of Jonas Aaron is noted in 1703, but nothing
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is known of him.? Traders came to Philadelphia to transact business,
staying days, weeks or even months. In a receipt book of Thomss Coates,
six Jews from New York and the West Indies were in the ciﬁy between
1706 and 1719.3 William Penn's secretary, James Logan, had a particular
interest in Hebrew although s Christisn. He studied Hebrew with the
necessary grammars and dictilonaries; Hebrew being of real interest to
h:i.m.,l’t But there was no communal structure: no religlous services, no
kosher meats, no fellow Jews. Intermarriage was very commor.,

But as the decades of the elghteenth century passed, the increased
importance, size, and trade opportunities drew more people to Phile~
delphia., Nathen Levy came in 1735, Later, David Franks joined Levy as
a partner in the shipping business. Confronted with the need of burying
his dead child, Levy purchased a plot for the child, who is believed to
be the first Jew to be buried in Philadelphiaa5 The Levy's shop and
merchant business expanded as regular shipments moved from Philadelphia
to London.6 Another Jew, Isaac Norris, the wealthiest in Philadelphia,
imported the famous Liberty Bell, which was transported on one of Levy's
ships. David Frank, Levy's partner, gsined respectability in Phila-
delphian society. As the Jewish population increased, Nathan Levy took
on the leadership of the Jewish community,

Although records are uncertein, tradition holds that religious
services were held on Sterling Alley in 17h7.7 As the numbers grew, the
worshippers met at Joseph Cauffman's house in Cherry Alley, between
Third send Fourth Streets. An upper story room was arranged for worship.
It was during this time that CGershom Mendes Seixas, arrived in the city.

It was not long, however, before the Cauffmans' house proved inadequate
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for the incressing demsnds of the Jewlsh congregation. The records of
the new congregation record a meeting aésembled on March 2li, 1782, to
determine the feasibility of securing land for erecting aéynagogueQ
The cornerstone was laid on June 19, 1782, and Rev. Seixas officiated
at the service.lo The synagogue was an imposing structure with a seating
capacity of nearly two hundred; the minister'!s residence belng in the
rear of the building, >

During the intervening years between the first service and the
completion of the new synagogue, Philadelphia grew rapidly in size,
wealth and social prominence, After Nathan Levy's death, Barnard Gratwe
came to FPhiladelphia to work for David Frank, More Jews settled in
Philadelphia, Young couples were eager to assoclate with a synagogue,
go that their young children could have a religiodus identity.12 CGratz
was reassured that with the increased Jewish population seeking kosher
meat, it would be profitable to have meat sent to the West Indian
islands, once the manner of slaughtering was acceptable tco the consumer,
S0 Gratz receiﬁed a Egk&g&gﬁ from Abraham I, Abraham in New York,
stating that the Jews of‘Barbados could eat the meat shipped by hi‘m»13

During the 1760's, the Jewish population expanded, numbering nearly
one hundred men, women, and children, The majority were of central
Furopean origin.lh Serious iilness was widespread snuffing out lives at
en appealling rete. During the 1760's also, the Jewish community was
functioning like a united community, When in 1768, Jacob Musqueto re~
quested assistance from the Jewish community, financial aid was quickly
forthcomj.ng.l5 Soon Philadelphia exceeded the Newport community numeri~
cally, Steadily the Jewish population grew, Yet, a handful of indi~

viduals continued to predominate, The Gratz, the Nathan, the Heymann,




26

and the Bush families constituted a sort of saristocratic elite.

The Jewish quarters on Sterling Alley, where the first services
were held in Philadelphia, were soon too small for the iﬁcreased numbers
of people, The informality of this organization, also proved inadequate,

In July, 1771, the Pennsylvanische Staatsbote, a German newspaper,

carried the following news item:

"On last Saturday in Cherry Alley in this city

was opened the first Jewswsynagogue, and Jewish

divine services were there held,"l
The Cherry alley synagogue was located on a small cobble stone street,
fifteen feet wide, with a few trees shading the housesh17 Although it
was located in the heart of the business district, Cherry Alley was not
part of it.

The new quarters on Cherry alley‘needéd to be equipped with numer-
ous items, For one thing, the scroll had previously been a loaned scroll.
It was Barnard Gratz who took charge of securing a scroll. He wrote to
his friend, Michael Samson of London, to secure for him a sefer Torah,
The crowns for the Torsh were made in America by Myer Myers of New York,
a gilversmith ana friend of Gratz.lB The organization of the synagogue
was still without eny formal structure. Nathen Levy and Mathias Bush
had previously acted on behalf of a formless Jewish community, but it
wag Michael Gratz who took command of the larger community. The first
record of February 22, 1777, shows that a meeting took place of the
"Mehamad, Kehal Kodesh Mikveh Israel", and the following resolution was
bPasseds
"Resolved unanimously that in order to support
our holy worship and establish it on a more
solid foundation, money was needed for the uses

of the Synagogue, now established in the city
of Philadelphia,.™ 19
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Pledges were subsequentlyrtaken; most of the officers of the congre-
gation fulfilled theilr obligations. Barnard Gratz and Michesel Gratz
each subscribed ten pounds, so did Levy Masrks; Solomon Mafache, Henry
Marks subscribed five pdunds each; levi Solomon four pounds; sand
Mordecai levy three,

Barnard Gratz became the parnas; Solomon Marache became the geabay

or treasurer, while Michael CGratz, Henry and Levy Marks, Moses Mordecai,

Soon the war for freedom would interrupt the work of development. Men
and women would be engaged in securing their freedom from the British,
Nevertheless, since immigration continued, the Philadelphian Jewish com-
munity needed to assist all Jews in the commnity. The congregation was
more essential than ever.

The country was uneasy. "Taxation without representation! was a
slogan known to all in the colonies., The spark to ignite the colonists
came on April 19, 1775 at Lexington. The Revolutionary war was under
way. JImmigration preceding the ﬁar, created an economic change in the
Jewish commnity of Philadelphia, Besides merchants and shopkeepers,
there were Jewish cordwainers, sosp, and starch makers, peddlers,
tailors and other tradersﬂ21 Not many records of the activities of these
smaller tradesmen exist as they seldom advertised, or appeared in the
preas.22 But, these traders did become part of the Jewish community.
wome did not assdciate with a synagogue; however, many did affiliate,
increasing the number of members involved in the communal activities,
Kosher meat was already available, So wes a charity fund for aid to

the poor, In June, 1776, Michael Gratz employed Abraham Levy to be

Mordecai Levy, and Levi Jolomon became members of the board of directors.QL
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assisted by his son in the duties of a "Jewish Killer, Reader in the
Synagogue end to teach six children the art of reading the Hebrew
tonguea”23 The important members of Philadelphian Jewry were engaged
in the affairs of the country, Agein we meet the name of David Franks
who was tightmroping between the Americen and British lines, He was
tried for comforting the British, but was found not guilty. During the
gucceeding years, his loyalties were occasionally in question. While
Pranks was having problems with proving his loyalty to the American
cause, other Jews were Joining the mj._"L:‘L'b:La«?lL

Philadelphia was the cepital city, the chief seaport securely in

Americen hends, the seat of government, and the asylum for countless

patriots who flocked to the city, meking living quarters nearly impos~—

gible to secure, The majority of the Jews came to Philadelphia from

New York, Life under the British would have been unbesrable. The cause
for Americen independence was utmost in their mind. One such individu—
al who sought asylum in Philadelphis was a men whose genius to discount
foreign notes and convert them into cash, saved the new goverrment from

its most difficult problem during the war, He arrived in Philadelphia

in 1778 without money, bul soon he became responsible for the country's

financial affairs. This man wes Haym Salomon., )

Salomon was born in 17L0 in Polend, Fire snd oppression forced

many of the inhabitants to flee the country. Salomon was acquainted

with foreign commerce and numerous languages on his arrival in America, E
It is still & mystery how he first made a living. In one document, he
1s described as a distiller, which must have been his old occupation

25

in Poland, Salomon was quick to ally himself with the American cause.
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There is very little availsble to convey to us s picture of Salomon's
early life in Philadelphia until 1780, With his knowledge of foreign
exchange he seems to have established himself in this fleld by 1781,

In February, 1781, en advertisement appeared in the Philadelphian press
noting that there were "a few bills of exchange on YFrance, 3t. Bustatia
end Amsterdam, to be sold by Haym Salomon, Broker".26 From modest begin-
nings without an office, he became an establised broker in the offlce of
finance, In 1781, he offered "Bills on Holland, France, Spain, Englend,
St Croix, etc°”27 When Robert Morrls was appointed the superintendent

of the Office of France, there was s great need for the government to
turn foreign bills of exchange into cash, There was a great demand for

a person knowledgable in Furopean finance end unquestionable credit.

Haym Salomon had such qualifications¢28 Although the military struggle
was concluded in 1781, the financlal battle was not won. Speculation
attempted to undermine the American cause¢29 Throughout the process,
Salomon geined prestige and wealth while working for the cause of the
new free government, He endorsed the new bank which was established
after the war., Although individuals tried to undermine the work of the
"Jew Brokers", Salomon was undaunted by his attackers. The war for in-
dependence had been significantly assisted by the "Jew broker' Haym
Salomon,

With the conclusion of the War, the nation had undergone & radical
transformation. A new nation had been born, new freedoms hed been won,
and new problems now confronted the nation, The Jewlsh commnity was
equally affected by the American Revolution, From a hundred Jewish
families in 1765, the Jewish community had more than doubled by Corn-

wallig! surrender,BO Now the Jews in Philadelphia directed their efforts
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to establish a pérmanent Jewish synagogue,

On March 17, 1782, a document records that Barnard Gratz, Hayman
Levy, Jonas Phillips, Benjamin Séixas and Simon Nathan had officially
formed themselves into "a congregation to be known and distinguished
by the name of Mikveh Israel in the city of Philadelphia".Bl Barnard
Gratz and Solomon Myers Cohen were authorized to secure a proper site
for a synsgogue. The plot they chose on Sterling Alley was located
next to a German Reformed church, whose members protested having a
synagogue nexlt door., After some time the young synagogue committee
secured the necessary additional funds to move the site "on north side
of Cherry Street, about midway in the block from Third Street to Ster-
ling Alley, around the cornér from the German Reformed Ohurch which had
been S0 unfriendly, half a block from the Zion Lutheran Church at the
corner of Fourth and Cherry, only a square from the first Methodist
Church established in America at the corner of Third and Vine, and just
as near to the Friends' Arch Street Meeting, the first synagogue buil-
ding in Philadelphia began to rise"o32

The new congregation still lacked a formal organization, Isaac
Moses presided at the meeting held on March 2, 1782, to heér the re-
port of the committee on the synagogue site, But before that matter
was discussed, Moses counseled that the members should consider estab-
lishing rules, which woﬁld be binding on the members, Moses suggested
that the members choose permanent offices and that they agree to the
following:

"One to the other then we will assist if
required, to form a constitution, and rules

for the good government of the Congregation,
and strictly abide by the same, "33
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Moses and the other officers resigned; Isaac Da Costa took over as
chairmen pro-tem, The decision was made that the congregation should
elect a parnas and five adjuntas. The congregation also 1écked any
formal rules governing the application of new members. Two treasurers
were added: Solomon Myers Cohen became an official for tsedeka, Simon
Nathan took charge of the building funds.Bh

The details now attended to, the ceremonies to lay the cornerstone
took place on June 19, 1782, The inside of the synagogue was built
according to traditional customs. Off the east wall was the ark, facing
it was the reader's table, and the hazan led services with the congre-
gation surrounding him on either side, The women were in a balcony¢3;
The necessary accoutrements for the synagogue were secured either as
loans or gifts, The dedication took place on September 13, 1782, with
the procession moving from Cauffman's house to the new building. Hayman
Salomon, the largest contributor to the synagogue walked at the head of
the prooession.36

Now that the formal organization was established, the Jewish com-
munity needed to resolve a number of problems involving religilous matters.
For example, the Sabbath observance became a synagogal function. The
synagogue determined not only the rules governing its members, but the
fines imposed upon the members who did not abide by the synagogue's
rules.37 In addition to Sabbath observances, marriage laws were glso
regulated by the congregation. In a few instances, marriages between
divorced partners could not be sanctioned by the congregation, Many of
the decisions needed rabbinic authority. Yet, there were no men in

America in the eighteenth century who possessed rabbinic knowledge, nor

were there any ordained rabbis available,BB
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Mikveh Israel was having serious financial difficulties during
this time, However, the congregation attempted to make whatever con-—
tribution possible for the relief ofvthe poor, By 1783, a specisl fund,
the Soclety for Destitute Strangers, was established as a special
orgenization apart from the tsedaka fund of the congregation. This fund
attempted to ald traveling persons who found themselves with insufficient
money.39 Gon£ributions came from other parts of the country besides
Philadelphia. The divisions between the tsedaka fund and the new orw
ganization were hardly differentiated in their records, Mikveh Israel
had a reputation for being a wealthy congregation, yet in reality, the
congregation ran into financial difficulties. Jonas Phillips and others
had signed bonds on behalf of the congregation for the purchase of the
synagogue lot, When the bonds fell due, Phillips became personally
responsible for the payment of the bonds, He turned to the congregation
for assigtance in making the bonds good, since the indebtedness had been
specifically on behalf of the congregation, The situation of the con-
gregation was so desperét@ that Phillips weas almost taken to jailvby the
sheriff., The congregation did settle the matter with Phillips, although
after some delay.hO

The minutes of Mikveh Israel reveal that the congregation was young,

struggling, and financially unstable. Yet, squabble as they did, the

members were determined to provide for the religilous needs of the meMbers.bl

ﬂﬂﬁggﬁ were provided even 't;hen.u2 Although the trying financial situ-
ations were still unchanged, a petition circulated among the congregation
@Qtproviding a mikvah., Such was first mentioned in 1782. The matter was
quickly resolved. By 1786 a mikvah was completed on the synagogue lot,

wlth every married man agreeing to use "the most persuasive and other
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means, to induce his wife to a strict compliance with that duty so in=-

B m[l .)-1—3

cumbent upon the

One other important religious function needed attention: the edu-
cabion of the children, Thus, in addition to a mikvah, a Hebrew school
was constructed behind the synsgogue, Little information is availlable
relating to Jewlsh education. Yet, there is evidence that the native
Philadelphian received éﬁfficient raining in the language skills to wear
his prayerbook into ’meﬂzt@r~£s.m“ll Serious instruction was sought through

private tutors,

The records of Mikveh Israel between September L, 1785 and June 28,

1789 have been vII.os’oﬂ.)“5 The congregation was still suffering under finan-
cial burdens. Evidence shows that on April 6, 1790, an act was passed
permitting a lottery to be held to raise 800 pounds to alleviate the
congregation from their financial confines, Thus, on October 19, 1790,
the turning of a wheel ended an era of financial crises for Mikvsh
Israel.116 The congregation continued to function even during the trying
times.

The nineteenth century marked a new era for Mikveh Israel, The
financial burdens of the congregation were alleviated; the survival of
the congregation was now a certainly, During the succeeding years bhe
prestige of Mikveh Israel grew. Jews were very prominent in the con-
temporsary scene during the nineteenth century. Mikveh Israel had been

founded ag"Kahal Kadosh", a holy community., The congregation was

- I'esponsible not only for providing for the needs of the members, but
also for enforcing the authority of the synagogue upon the members, by
Wwithholding certain rights and privileges, In actuality, the congre~

gation could not enforce its authority; they could only withhold religious
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rights from the recalcj_trang or the indif;f.‘eren‘b.h? The attendance at
synagogue, sabbath enfringements, intermarriage were all problems for
the Jewish community. |

By 1795, there were enough Jews in Philadelphia to form another
congregation, Rodeph Shalom, following the Ashkenazic minbag, Phila~
delphia became the first city to have an Ashkenazic synagogue; the
first to have two synagogues in the community; and the first to have
the prestigious congregation; Rodeph Shalom was the slruggling congre-
gation. Yet, the two congregations were divided over matters of Jewish
education, cemetery maintenance, philantropy, and the growing influence
of Christian missionaries.hg

Mikveh lsrael waé a Sephardic congregation. Yet the Sephardic
membership was not in the majority., The Sephardic contributior lay in
the tradition of the organization, of the rules, form of prayer, and
the method of keeping the detailed records, receipts, vital statistics,
and correspondence ovef the years since its j.ﬂnc;e]_otj_on.,5 0 These standards
were introduced by Gershom Mendes Seixas who brought to Philadelphia his
experiences from Shearith Israel in New York end their continuatlon was
guaranteed by his successor, Jacob Raphael Cohen. The institution of
the congregation provided that "the records be kept in a professional
style".51

The Jewish community faced problems both from within snd without.
Intermarrisge was & source of friction. Providing for the religious
needs of the Jewish community was slso trying at times. There was also
& serious threat to the Jewish community from the missionary work carried

out by the Christ.ians.52
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During the nineteenth century the position of hazan changed hands
a mumber of times., After Seixes left Philadelphia to return to New
York, Rev, Jacob Raphael Cohen took over the vacancy, filling the po-
sition until his death in 1811.53 After Jacob Cohen's death, his son
acted as reader untll a successor could be found, On October 29, 1815,
Rev. Emanuel Nunes Carvalho became the hazen serving in that capacity
until his death in 1817.,SLI During the succeeding years after Carvelho's
death, the position of hazan was occupied by a number of men; Harting
Cohen, Jacob Bensadon and Abrsham Israel Keys, Keys was elected to the
position in 182, serving until his death in 1828.55 The problem of
securing a hazan was due to the meagre salary offered and not to the
lack of guelified readers willing to serve the congregahion.56

By the end of the second decade of the nineteenth century, the
increased size of Mikveh Israel, and the members! new economic, social
and communal status was reflected in their desire for a new synagogue to
befit their pride as well as their needs. The old synagogue was in need
of repairs, Since contributions could be deducted from the price of
seats, the campaign drive was quick to raise money, although the drive
fell short of its goal. By 1822, the architect's plsns were approved;
the cornerstone was iaid on September 26, 1822, A transformation had
occurred to Mikveh Isfael. Now she had a new synagogue, a new hazen
and increasing membership, and no debts., Her years shead looked bright.
With Key's death in 1828, a new hazen was sought.

Philadelphia during the eiéhteenth century became an important city
in political, economic and social circles. It was the seat of govern-
ment, the only available port during the wer, and boasted a prestigious

citizenry, Mikveh Lsrael had undergone & period of struggle and of
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growth. Her prestige grew during the nineteenth century. During the
last decades of the eighteenth century Philadelphia became the richest
city in the United States. Philadelphia became a financial hub in which
Jews found comfort. |

Our purposes would not be served if we dealt at length with the
individuals who contributed to the economic prosperiﬁy of Philadelphia,
Yet, it is important to understand something about the economic trans-
formation that took place during the early yebrs of Mikveh Israel's
exlstence, Jews were active in many phases of merchant life, There
are records showing that Jews, Moses Cohen for one, were active in the
brokerage businass.57 The Jews of Philadelphia were responsible to a
great measure for the organization of brokerage Houses. Others followed
Moses Cohen in the brokerage buginess. Benjamin Noves and Isaac Franks
both opened up thelr own on’:‘J’:‘ices.,s8 With the funding bill of 1785, there
were many who advocated its support while others rejected it entirely,
refusing to sccept the new money except at discount.59 Speculation
resulted from this monetary change, causing chaos instead of stability.
During the period of this finéncial crisis most Jews managed to stay
solvent, yet Mikveh Israel's financlal debacle occurred at the same
time, Some members of the congregation experienced bankruptey, although
recovery was the rule., The Jews did maintain an excellent standing in
the community. With the increased expansion of the United States, Jews
took the opportunity to sell some of their land interests, MNany fami~
lies found themselves with land, but no cash,

Before the end of the eighteenth century, the Jews had made a
slgnificant contribution to Philadelphia's commerce, They had sold their

goods, or offered their services in competition with non-Jews, The Jews
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were egstablished members of the community. Generally, the Jews were
more prone to petty trade and shopkeeping rather than craftsmanship

and mechanics. The reasons for this were practical. In Burope, the
Jews had been limited in the occupations aveilable to them. Handicraft
trades and small business were the only occupations possiblee. Further-
more, learning a trade was impossible for religious reagsons. Learning
a trade requlred being épprenticed for many years., This involved living
with snother family for a period of time, OSuch would mean sacrificing
the laws of Kashruth and the observance of the Sabbath.éo Many of the
early immigrants to America who were skilled in a craft soon became
merchants which was a more Jucrative occupation,

As the years progressed, meny of the Jews of Philadelphia turned
some of their attentlion to the conditions of other Jews, From the very
beginning of Mikveh Israel, a fund had been established to care for the
needs of the indigent. Philanthropic organizations blossomed during
the nineteenth century, as the size and needs of the Jewish commnity
increased and ag the influx of immigrants arrived in America,

The earliest Jews arriving in New Amsterdam were permitted to stay
provided that they would not become public charges. A itsedaka fund would
provide for all the neccessities of their co~religionists°61 As early as

1783, a special synagogue fund, Ezrath Orechim had seen to the welfare

of immigrants end transients, The first Jewish mutual aild soclety was
actually a burial soclety, established to care for the financial and
religious needs of the deceased's family¢62 By 1813, the Society for the
Visitation of the Sick snd Mutuel Assistance was the first extra~syna-
gogal Jewish organization,63 Many organimatlionsg were inltiated by the

. . 6
Quakers, who opened poor houses for the sick, insane, end poor, h
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During the nineteenth century, there was an increased concern for
bettering society. The outlet for this desire was channeled into new
organizations for philanthropié work. Many of these organizations were
gectarian groups; others were strongly evangelical. The Female Hospita-
ble Society for the Relief end the Employment of the Poor instructed
its committee members to "administer spiritual as well as temporal re~
lief", and "“use every prtdent means to bring back lost sheep to the fold
of Christ"‘.65 When religious interests were not the primary purpose of
the organization, Jewé came forward to assist in the work, Jewish women
were very active in sectarian work. Eebecca Gratz was very active in
many non=gectarian organizations. The Orphan Society was founded under
the suspices of the Presbyterian Church, yet the administration and
functioning of the organization was non-sectarian. Rebecca Gratz was a
board member for many years.é

After the War of 1812, the number of poor in Philadelphia had in~
creased. There were numerous private cherities in existence at this
time, Meny of the charities only alleviated a femilies'! discomfort for
a few hours of a day., The Female Hebrew Benevolent Socielty was the first
geparate organization founded by the Jews of Philadelphia to administer
to the needs of the total Jewlsh community. The Society became so organ-
ized that the city was divided into districts°67

There were other organizations founded during the nineteenth century
to administer to the needs of the poor. But these organizstions brought
Jews of Philadelphia together in a non-competitive spirit, No parallel
exists today. Then the problems of the poor were aided by the total co-
operation of the Jewlsh community. But this spirit extended also to

intra~city co-operation, and even to inter-communal aid, Money was sent
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to support the building funds of other cities in America, Money was
also gent to Palestine., During this time the total needs of Jews
throughout the world were considered. It made no difference whether
a Jew wag in another city or out 5f the country, as long as his need
was sincerey Mikveh Israel alded everyone possibles however, their
position was so desperate in 1825, that a letter was sent to Jerusalem,
apologilzing for their exhsusted tréasuryo

The Jews of Philadelphia had established two congregationss One
was a struggling German congregation,’Rodeph Shalom; the other was a
well established secure, prestigious congregation, Mikveh Lsrael.
Mikveh Israel had experienced a few decades of financial difficulty
but during the 1830's their future looked bright. Philadelphia had
become since the Revolution, the most important city in America., It
was the home of many political, economic and social functions. Many
of the Jews of Philadelphia belonged to prominent femilies, engaged in
Jucrative businesses. Jewish tradition had taught that the needs of
the poor also needed attention. Socleties to slleviate poverty were
established. Maitual co-operation was the rule, The ¢éity had grown,
the congregation was influential; and the 1830's was the beginning of

a new era in Philadelphia., The era of Isaac lLesser,
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CHAPTER III

THE LIFE AND ACTIVITIES OF ISAAC LEESER.

Many great men were prominent during the nineteenth century. Some
were known for their military skills, others for their politicel prowess,
some were even remembered for their religious activity., Isaac Leeser,
for his part, achieved prominence by his impact upon adults and children,
upon the rich and poor, upon Jews and Christlens,

Isaac Leeser was a staunch champion of traditional Judaism in
America during the nineteenth century, Leeser became the spokesmen for
all those who eadhered te traditional Judaisme, Although dogmatic with
respect to Jewish customs, law and tradition, Issac Leeser attempted to
bring greater decorum and beauty into the religious services. While a
strict traditionalist‘in all matters of religion, he comprehended the
new needs of Jewish pioneers in America. He fought for a better edu-
cational system, wrote pamphlets, erticles, and books for the children,
helped to found the first Jewlsh Publication Society in America, estabe
lished the first Jewish college, and made changes in the religious service
by introducing sermons into the synagogue. Nearly every publication at
this time in Jewish religious life bears his name, His translation of
the Bible into English remained the standard version in Jewlsh homes
throughout the world until the Jewish Publication Society's translation
in 1917,

Isaac Leeser was born in Neuenkirchen, in the province of West-
phalia, Prussia on December 12, 1806, His mother's death in his eight
year left him im the care eof hils father and grandﬁother. His father was
a merchant who was a man "of strong, sound sense, of fair education, in

comfortable Gircumstancesrand sincerely and intelligently pious, without

L3
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superstition. He also possessed great bodily strength and powers of
endurance.1 He inspired the young Isaac Leeser to think freely and o
implement his thoughts through action. There can be no doubt his father
left a permanent impression on him, His grandmother seems to have been
an endearing person, for Isaac Leeser recalls her memory with great
affection.?

During Leeser's early childhood, Napoleon controlled Germany. Under
Napoleon, the Jews were permitted temporary equallty in those states where
the French had influence, Following the decree of 1807, the Jews of Vest~
phalia obtained full emancipation.ji Jerome Bonaparte became the ruler e
whose royal decree "placed the Jews, even those who migrated into the 2
Kingdom from other lands on a footing of absolute equality with other

subjects," L

e S

Israel Jacobsohn, the financial agent to Jerome Bonaparté, realized
that cultural emencipation must follow political emancipation. In 1801,
he founded a boarding school in Seesen for both Christian and Jewish boys.
In these schools the general subjects were taught by Christian teachers
while Jewish Instructors taught religious matters to Jewish students.
In éddition, the religious'services were reformed., Choral ginging of

German Hymns, addresses in German, German Prayers and other changes in v

the mode of worship were initilated by royal decree., All other forms of
worship were abolished until the fall of Napoleon.6

Jacobsohn founded the first reform temple in Seesen in 1810. Ortho- ;
dox feelings were in conflict with his reforms. Although Leeser was

exposed to the modern reform movement during his earliest years of life, i

he was not impressed by these developments. Indeed, he recalled them with



displeasure. It would seem ag though the seeds of his lifelong opposition
to reform were sown in the very soll out of which reform grew. Rabbi ”
Abraham Sutro, the Chief Rabbi of the diocese of Minster and Mark, a

staunch opponent of any reform was one of Leeser's teachers, and it is

likely that Leeser took him os his ego ideal, If Sutro's Milhamot Adonai

is at all revealing of his teaching, lLeeser was exposed to a virile anti-

reformist indoctrination.7

Isaac Leeser had numerous contacts with Christians, Although the

political atmogphere exislting in the provinces of Germany was unfavorable

vto Jews, Leeser indicates that the Jewish students mingled freely with

Christisns, Leeser reveals no prejudice agiainst Christians, “Educated
partly‘in a Catholic college, and having enjoyed, though then but a boy,
the kindness and instruction of several clergymen of that religion, it
would be strange were he to have any prejudice against it. Its tenets,
properly carried out, will make men, no doubt, as good as P]:‘o‘bestantism..""’8
Leeser was taughf for five years in a Catholic school and for two years
only by priest8.9

Leeser attended the gymnasium in Minster for two and a querter
years, His father moved to Minster shortly after his mother died, Heiman
Leeser, a minister in Lubeck and an author of a text book on Hebrew gram-
mar, is the only relative associated with some aspect of his educationglo

Leeser did not have an extensive education, He claimed that his

schooling at Munster was equivalent to an A.B, degree in an American

| university, But time and agéin he apologized for hls meager knowledge.

"o one need tell us that we have much to learn in the very things where

. 1
“many might expect us to be better informed than we are,” 1 Again he begged

of his readerst Y“It may be presumptuous in one who is, properly speaking,
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but little more than a layman, both by position and education, to under-
take discussing so grave a theme as the one we have proposed,"-‘l2 Isaac
Leeser felt very inadequate in talmudic knowledge. '"We do not claim any
extensive learning; our talmudlc knowledge is very little indeed ~ much
less than we ought to posses&."lB Leeser never was ordained a rabbi, nor
did he desire the title. Throughout his life he considered himself a

teacher and exponent of Judaism. He never earned a doctor's degree, and

was sablsfied with the title of ¥Reverend¥,

Isaac Leeser came to America on the request of his uncle, Zalma

Rehine, a merchant, who had become well established in Richmond, Virm
ginia. Leeser left Germany for Richmond, arriving in the United States
in May, 182l, Leeser came originally to attend school, but after ten
weeks, left school to enter his uncle's employ,lh Although Leeger's
life seemed destined toward commercial pursuits, his resl interest lay
in study and learning, in a short time he attained full mastery of the
English language. Throughout his early days in America, he took a
special dnterest in Jewish education. Leeser even assisted Heverend
Isaac B , Seixas in the instrﬁction of the youth on religilous matters.l5
Since 4alma Rehine had married into the Seixas family, Isaac Leeser was
afforded special opportunities to stimlate further his devotion to

Jewish causes,lé In Richmond, Leeser became acqualnted with the Spanish
Portuguese rite which he later sought to spread throughout America,

Isaac Leeser remained in his uncle's employ for five years. During these
years in Richmond, he both mastered English and intensified his love of
rJhdaism.17 In 1828, he appesred in press, It was in 1829 that "he wrote
Several essays to rebut the calumnies, which had been spread abroad through

an Fnglish review against the character of the Jewish faith and people," 18
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Leeser soon gained a reputstion as a strong guardian of Judaism, His
reputation was quickly brought to the congregation Mikveh Israel, in
Philadelphia. Not long thereafter, he was invited to become their reader

in 1829,
Leeser wrote about his position in Philadelphia as follows:

"It was in the early part of the summer of 5589
(1829), that I wes invited to become a candidate
for the office of Hazsn of the congregation
Mikveh Israel of Philadelphia., I was at that

time only a few months over twenty two years old,
and had not thought of ever becoming the minister
of any congregation, and was induced solely un-
der the persuasion that being in public 1life I
would become useful to the Jewish community,

that I congented to have my name presented among
others, At that period the duties of the mini~
ster were confined to the conducting of the public
worship in the Zynagogue and elsewhere, and it

wag not expected that he should be at the same
time a preacher and exhorter, But even before

my being in office it had appeared to me as an
incongruity, that words of instruction formed no =
part of our regular service; and having been sum-—
moned on account of some literary efforts produced
in Richmond to accept the trust with which the
volce of a large majority of the Israelites in
Philadelphia honored me, I had indulged the hope
that, I would be requested, immediately after my
election, to give discourses on our religilon in
the language of the country, "9

Upon the death of the Rev, Abrsham Israel Keys in 1828, Mikveh
Israel. sought a new rneader. The congregstion of Mikveh Israel was among
the most influential in America. Leeser portrayed the Sephardic Jews ag
the oldest, richest, most intelligent body of Israelites in America. The
circumstances leading to Isaac Leeser'!s election are interesting, At a
congregetional meeting held on June 28, 1829, the chalrman of a committee
Raphael de Cordova, who was chosen responsible for accepbing candidates

to the office reported that “they (the Committee) have received an: answer
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from Richmond, highly recommending a gentleman by the name of Mr. Leeser“wgo

Isasc Leeser, Abraham Ottolengui, E, L., lLazarus and Gomparts Gomparts
were considered for the office, Gomapart's services were unacceptable,
Ottolenguil was then not twenty-one, end Lazarus desired life tenure,
Leeser wrote that "instead of an examination into his fitness, by pre-
vious study and the due acquirements for the office to which he was called,
he was merely required to read the service for three successive weeks;
when without further inquiry or examination he was installed into the
office"gzl

Leeser felt inadequately prepared for the position. "Knowing my
own want of proper qualification, I would never have consented to serve
if others more fitting in point of stending, information, or other quali~
ties-had been herej but thils not being the case, I consented to serve.“2

Tet, the choice remained between the Rev, Leeser and Rev, Lazarus
for final balloting. Rev, Leeser received twenty=six votes, Rev. Lazarus
oniy seven, Hev. lLeeser was elected for a period of three years com-
mencing with Rosh Hashanah 5590 (1829), at an anmal salary of $BOO,OOF3
Although Leeser's election to Mikveh Israel radically changed the course
of his life, his ministry during the next twenty-one years had in turn a
profound effeet on Mikveh Israel and the Jews of America,

Isaac Leeser had projected in his mind great plans for the revival
of Judaism, He was talented, endowed with great energy and perseverence,

and thought by meny to be a genlus., Leeser was most dissatisfied with

the ignorance of his congregants and in the methods then existing for im-

broving thelir meagre knowledge., Leeser felt that the only means for
enlightening his members would be through a system of English discourses

delivered at various times during the year.?Ll Thus, Issac Leeser, a
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staunch traditionalist in religlous worship became the advocate of English
discourses to follow the service, This was & radical innovation. His

first address wes announced for June 2, 1830,

Leeser never officially gained permission to preach. In a comment
appended to his first sermon he justifies hls course of action,

“But though I had no power bestowed on me to
speak, it was perfectly clear that the people
desired pulplt Instruction, After being,
therefore, nearly nine months in office, I was
ihduced to &ddress acircular letter to the
several members of the Board of Adjunta,

asking them whether my speaking in Synagogue
would meet with their consent, Without holding
a formsl meeting, a majority of the Board
signified, in unofficial letters their appro-
val of my intention, With this permission

thus conveyed, I had to be satisfied, and L
accordingly prepared myself with the above
address which was spoken on Sabbath Nasso, 5590,
and was the first original composition I ever
delivered in public., It was a painful experiment,
the issue of which I grestly dreaded; but the
kind spprobation and encouragement,bestowed on
me by some intelligent ladies, especially after
it had been spoken, admonished me that I ought
to persevere; and the result had been that
while faithfully discharging all the duties
proper of the Hazanship, L added public inw
struction as a part of our service., Since the
year noted above, the custom has extended al-
most everywhere, and no congregation thinks
itself thoroughly organized without a preacher;
but then speaking in Synagogue was something
new and far from being acquiesced in by many
even well meaning and pious persons,"?

Not only did his introduction of the sermon receive the immediate
approvel of his own congregation, but it was adopted by many congre-
gations throughout the country,

Isaac Leeser's energies at times were staggering, Novel as his

‘New labors were to him, he was unflogging in his literary pursuits,

A During his first year, 1830, in Philadelphis, he translated Johlson's

2§EBtruction in the Mosalc Religion", In 1833, his defense of Jews
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eppeared in a book, “The Jews and the Mosaic Lew," His energies on

behalf of Jews and Judaism seemed to know nc bounds.

The strain on his health took its toll in 183l when Leeser developed
a severe abttack of smallpox, which interrupted his writiﬁgs. Rebecca
Gratz wrote about Isaac Leeser's condition:

YThere is another evil under the sun that has
been making havoc in our city variolold--poor
Mr, Leeser is one of its present subjects, his
; abtack has been unmitigated smellpox end though
i his 1life and eyesight have been spared I am

g told his couhtenance. Wwill bear marks~6f1ibs
ravages, He hag always been so sensitive on
the subject of personal disadventages thal his
former humility will appear like vanity to his
present stabte and unless some Desdemona shall
arise to see his visage in his mind, and his
future expectations must be confined to solitary
studies,! 2

His recovery was slow but complete, Yet his illness caused great
anguish for him, His brother Jacob, hurried to his bedside, only to
contract the disease himself, Jacob Leeser was not as fortunate as his

brother, On March 1l, 183k, Jacob Leeser succumbed at the youthful age

of twentwaive.27

In 1836, Rev, G, Poznanski was elected reader and preacher in
Charleston, S, Cu, and subsequent to his assuming office, he introduced
reforms in the service which caused Rev, Leeser to object strongly, since
he, Leeser, had suggested him for this position. He thus wrote Poznanski:

"When you were elevated to the office of Hazman

to the Portuguese Jewish Congregation of Charles—
ton, called Beth Elohim, I rejoiced that one whom
I thought deserving of the elevated position had
been chosen by our friends of Charleston; end I
think that there are yet in existence sundry
letters of recommendation, which, unknown to you,
I addressed to several influential gentlemen in
that city and elsewhere, I did this under the
full persuasion that you were a strict conformist
and an orthodox believer, as those terms are
understood among us,"28
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Leeser criticized Poznanski for introducing instumental music into the
service, for abolishing the gecond days of holidays, for his disbelief
in a personal Messiah, and in the future restoration of Palestinef9
Even some years before the battle with Wise, Leeser's attack on reform
had already begun and was to bewmme sironger in the succeeding yeears.
Sometime after recovering from his illness, Leeser wrote a twow
volume compilation of his sermons in 1837, In the same year, he issued

a ritual sccording to the Portuguese rites, Although Leeser was born

into the German ritusl, he was a strong advocate of the Sephardic ritusl
for all congregations in America.

"We are free to confess to those of our readers
who belong to the German and Polish rituals,
that to our view, the Portuguese form is better
adapted to the Israelites in America, owing to
its greater simplicity and absence of the long
poetical prayers, than the other two, and that,
could our advice avall, we would honestly coun-
sel every new congregation to adopt from choioce
the prayer book of the Sephardim, 30

In the following year, his Spelling Book was issued, In 1839, his
Catechisnm was published, followed two years later by another volume of
his Discourses. In that same year, 18L1, Leeser issued a series of

- articles written two years previously in which he again came to the de-
fense of his people, These articles first appeared in the Philadelphia

31
Gazette in 1839 and 1840, 4Also in 18L1, Leeser edited Miss Aguilar's

Spirit of Judaisms,

Issac Leeser was interested in all Jewish causes., In 18L1, Leeser
was the first to urge Union between the Portuguese, German and Polish
Congregation.32 At the suggestion of Rabbil Levis Solomon of Philadelphia,
Leeger joined a meeting whose purpose was the union of all Jews in America,

Lesser stated the purpose of the meeting in an editorial, published in the
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4Tt was with such a view, to promote peace
through union, and a greater religious con~
formity through the powerful agency of public
opinion, that we joined, now four years ago,BB
in a movement, which was projected in this
city, to promote, first, the union of all
American Israelites under a common Ecclegi-
astical Council, which should have the super-
vislon of the spiritusl affairs of our various
congregations s secondly, the establishment of
gchoolsj and thirdly, periodical assemblies

of all American congregatiohs," 3L

On April 18, 18L3, Leeser's magazine, The Occident and Americean

Jewish Advocate eppeared in public, This megazine was published for

twenty~five consecutive years under the sole editorship of Isaac Leeser,
His magazine's motto capsulized its goals: "YTo learn and to teach, to
obgerve and to do." Quickly the magazine became the defender of all
Jews, of Judaism, and of all Jewish ceuses, Leeser adopted a fearless
editorisl policy, yet permitted his opponents an opportunity tb propose
other alternatives., He was sharp with his attacks; still his magazine
had a very dignified standing among Jews end non-Jews, For a time his
magazine was the only Jewish news orgen in America, Besides a mdnthly
edition, Leeser included contributions from others whether in Europe or
Americaa He himself translated many of the articles from Hebrew or
German into English, In addition, Leeser's magazine served as an impor-
tant record of congregational snd communal activities, Thus, it becomes
indispensible as a source for the Jewish history of these twenty-five
years, Leeser was indeed very proud that although other magazines appear—
ed for brief periods whose editions "have all more extensive learning
-than the editor of this unpresuming magszine cen lay cleim to",BShis

hagazine had been in existence the longest. The changing events in Ameri=-
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can Jewlsh life are preserved in the pages of the Occident,
Leeser's temperament emerges within the pages of the Occident.
Leeser was a gentleman, and in all controversy, he refrained from any

personal sttacks upon his adversaries, He stated that his "Opponents

must be so treated as though they one day might become friends snd sup~
porters".36 Leeser promised that in all controversy "to treat them all
with courtesy, and conduct any controversy with them in a gentlemanly
tone; and we trust to be treated by them in a similar manner'. ! In

proposing guidelines for all editors to follow, Leeser suggested that at

no time should we Ytreat our opponents in such a manner that reconcili-
ation must become impossible”.BB'While he gusrdedihimself: againgt
inappropriate treatment of his opponents, he delivered his sharpest
‘attacks against those advocating principles opposed to his own.

Yet, while he was critical of his opponents and their principles,

Leeser was not loath to salpte his opponents! abilities, "Of the talents
and learning of Doctors Wise send Lilienthal, I have alwsys entertained a
high opinion: I do this now, end I say it freely, little as they may velue
my -pralse and censure°“39 Leeser praised his most ardent opponent by cal=~
ling him "this gifted son of Israel"hoand "the learned rabbl of Albany"ohl
Even during the final years of battle, Leeser continued to direct his

opposiltion against the issues and not against the personalities. Only

with rare exceptlions does Leeser attack an indiwvidual harshly.h2 ]

Leeser's Occident may have brought him distinction, but his finest ﬂ
achievement was the translation of the Bible into English. In 18L5, he |
completed & five-volume translation of the Pentateuch, followed in 1853 }
rby a complete translation of the Bible in one volume., Although other

translations existed at the time, Leeser's Bible became the recognized
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version until 1917, Since he was not a scholar, Lesser's achievement
stands out &1l the more, Those who had not heard Leeser's name through
the publication of the Occident, came to know of him through his trans-
lation of the Bible,

In 1850, Isaac Leeger met with some difficulties within his con~
gregation, Leeser wrote an article in the Ocgident which drew for him
a cengure from his congregation of Mikveh Isreael even though he was
grented no hearing. Leeser wrote about his position openly in the Occident
“In an article headed Philadelphia, in the Occident for 1ést November, I

gave & mere sketch of my residence in this place, and told the reader

that twice I was forced by uncontrollable circumstances to sign a penslty
contract.dLB As a result of Leeser's protest in the Occldent, he was cen-
sured by the congregation.

T have been abundantly censured by public
voice and private conversatidon, independent—
1y of the acts of the Kshal and Adjunta for
my impudence; but if it were the last thing
I should write, I cannot say that I regret
the step 1 took, since something was neces~-
sary to be done to bring the subject clearly
before the people.' Lk

During this period of difficulty, Leeser found himself unsble to preach,

WL never spoke again after the 2lth of March,
1850, because I could not stand up to teach
o people who had fixed a stain upon my name
to the extent this was in theilr power to do,
by eny vote they would pass.™ U5

Isaac Leeser remained in his office until the twenty-seventh of September,
1850,

T retired after filling the office of Hazan
for a period of twenty-one years and six
weeks, My health had been so greatly under-—
mined by constant excitement to which I was
subjected, that it was a source of joy when
I could say that the last day of my official
term had come,™ L6
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Isaac Leeser had completed a very distinguished career at Mikveh Israel,
He had neither sought the position, nor did he resign, Althoggh his
days of usefulness had ended at Mikveh Israel, he soon waS called upon
to serve Beth El Emeth of Philadelphia in 18573 a position he held until
a throat ailment forced him to relinquish his ministerial dutiesolﬁ

His energy was not diminshed by the angulsh he suffered at Mikveh
Israel, In fact his zeal and ardor seemed to have been stimulated after

leaving public office., In 1850, he translated from the Hebrew, a

technical book by Rabbi Joseph Schwartz entitled, Descriptive Geography

of Palestine. Although unfamiliar with geographical science, and lacking

proficiency in Modern Hebrew, Leeser was not deterred from undertaking
this task, On the contrary, lLeeser felt that the need for such works
was so great that a sense of urgency drove him to fulfill the task,

The conflict between him and Mikveh Israel was finally resolved
by a resolution passed on April 30, 185, '"Resolved that the resolution
passed on the 2lith of March, 1850, approving the action of the Board of
Managers in passing a vote of censure of the Rev, I, Leeser, on the 2lst
of October, 18L,9, for certain remarks in the October number of the

uh8

Occident be repealed. The grievances were finally put aside; the matter

had been rectified.

In 1859, Leeser published Dias' Letters which was a strong work in

favor of Judaism, In the following year, he republished "The Inquisition

and Judaism,” In 186, he published Meditations and Prayers by Mrs. Hester

e e S

Rothchild with his own notes and revisions and in the same year Miss

Aguilar's Jewish Feith and Spirit of Judaism, Finally, in 1867 his ten~-

Volume Discourses were issued,

e AR
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In the fall of 1866, Leeser suffered from a severe throat con-
di%ion which impeired his service to the congregation, He was counseled
by a physician to spend the winter in & more temperate climate. The
services of Mr. Abraham Pereira were obtained for a period of three months
to permit Leeser an opportunity to recover fhlly.go Although st111 in ill
health, Leeser was not deterred from his writing during this time. In
November 1867, his physician discovered an internal tumor which forced
him to bed. The tumor increased in slze so rapidly thet Leeser realized
that this was a fatal illniess, Leeser calmly recited the confession for
the dying, dictated his will end gave specific instructions for the dig~
position of his estate and personal effects, Leeser had two fervent
desires: one, that his work be perpetuated, the other that the Occident
be continued, Leeser was relieved when he learnsd that every effort would
be exerted to carry out his wishes, His health improved sufficiently in

Jenuary, 1868, for Leeser to write several articles for the Occident,

~but by the middle of the month, his condition gradually declined, until

ey
on Saturdey morning, February lst, Leeser succumbed peacefully.)L

Isaac Leeser's lmprint upon American Jewish life was permanent,
During his 1life, he fought gallently to strengthen Judaism. Two issues
occupied him until his death: a constant striving for improved education
for young end old alike, and his equally'éonstsnt but losing battle with
Reform Judaism,

In the matter of religious education, Isaac Leeser considered the

ignorance of Judaism a major problem of Jews in his day, Leeser was

rkeenly aware of the need for the masses and the young to benefit from an

adequate religious education., Through the pages of the Occident Leeser

Instructed his readers through sermons and discourses, and pleaded with
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them in his sermons to establish a better system of education. Men had
to be reared for the ministry; teachers had to be guided in the proper
principles. Leeser felt that feform would not have advanced so rapidly
had the principles and character of Judaism been better comprehended by
more Jews, Besides a sufficient number of ministers snd teachers to
preach and teach Judaism, there was an urgent cry for proper books on
Jewish topics. Thus Leeser drove himself beyond normsl. limits to fill
the existing vold, He desperately fought for the establishment of a
Jewish Publication SBociety, an asssociation preceding the present one by
nearly forty yeers. In all matters pertaining to education, Leeser sum-
moned all his strength. He wrote on Jewish topics incessantly, preached
to his congregation weekly, published the Occident monthly end lectured
on affairs regularly. Leeser fervently prayed that Judaism would be im~
proved by his efforts, He made his mark on American Jewry.

At the same time that Isaac Leeser strongly supported all efforts
on behslf of education, he bitterly opposed all aspects of Reform., Eerly
in this ministry, Leeser fought for union among all Jews, He supported
Isoac M, Wise's call for union until Leeser discovered that reform
customs were being substituted for the old treditionsl doctrines, To
counteract Wise's growing strength, Leeser called for a union of all
orthodox rabbis, but met with little success, Leeser even hoped that
both factions could meet together to effect a united American Jewry,

But his dreams never materialized. Reform continued to gain strength,
Toward the end of his years, Leeser realized the tide had changed in
favor of Reform.

While Leeser was engaged with these two lssues throughout his minis-

bry, he also found sufficient time to support socisl reforms. He success-~
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'scholar in Telmudic lew, his knowledge was quite substentisl, He yielded
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fully urged the organization of charitles, orphan homes and asylums.,

Weeks seldom passed without his giving sttention to the conditions of

Jews in America or in other parts of the world. He of‘ten spoke out for

relief of Jews in Palestine, His effort on behalf of all Jews reached
to all parts of the world.
What kind of person was Isaac Leeser?

#The mental constitution of Mr. leeser was
gigantic, His memory was wonderful. He
seemed never to forgelh the countenance or
the name of a man whom he had once seen,
His comprehension was lightening-like. He
could perceive in an instent the point of
the most abstruse discussion or question,
and his eminently logical mind at once
followed it out to all its conclusions.
Frequently his views met with opposition
from the fact that they were too far-seeing
and comprehensive,™ 52

Leeser had become proficient in Hebrew grammar and although not a

on matters of Télmudic law to the educated rabbis, yet this could be due

to his unwillingness to discuss subjects, in which he was not totally

competent., Although not an expert in Talmud, he was versed in the Mishnah,
Leeser never studied Gemara, yvet he was more learned than people who had
studied for many years, His knowledge of most subjects was encyolopediac.53
Lesser was able to write on almost any subject at length, He
thought logically and never burdened his readers with platitudes or long
quotationso Leeger presented himself as one not fully schooled which he
frequently reiterated, yet he was truly knowledgeable in numerous facets
of Jewish and secular 1earning.5h

Isaac leeser was modest, humble, even meek. During his life he

never sought financilal gain from his ministry. At times, he lamented that



his magazine had barely earned enough to pay all expenses, whereas if all
the subscribers had paid their debt to him, Leeser could have earned a
decent living. Leeser was not a business men. On the cohtrary, he was
timid in such matters., When new subscribers desired to receive his maga~
zine, he sent the new copy to the family, assuming that they would auto~
matically pay for the subscript. Numerous times he pleaded with them to
reglize their debt to him, Yet, year after year he lived on a modest
salery,

Leeser expressed feelings of inferiority. Although Leeser never

earned a doctorate, his learning was equal to the degree, Isasc Leeser

still felt that he was not equal to other rabbis who were ordasined or
who had attained the title of "Doctor". All through his 1life, Leeser
reminds his readers that he is not a rabbi, but only elected to the
position of hazan,

Leeser does not seem to have enjoyed a happy life. He writes about
his careers

UHowever others may have found pleasure and
profit in their editorial career, I have found
neither; but, from the beginning till now, it
has caused me sorrow and care, disappointment
and vexation,"55

Leeser laments upon his numerous disappointments and upon the loneliness
of his cause:

"I have battled with difficulties which few
would attempt to oppose; I have met with un-
kindness where I had hoped for friendship; I
iihave encountered indifference where I had
reason:'bo expect the mogt active sympathy;
and I have been shocked to be received with
aversion where I had imagined that I had
secured friends even unto death," 56

As Reform's strength seemed to overshadow Leeser!s orthodox principles,

he beceme increasingly more unhappy about his lifels work. Everything
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seemed to have been done in vain. For this reason, Leeser was relieved
before his death to learn that every effort would be made to continue his
works

Isasc Leeser spent most of his life in Philadelphia, a city of great
wealth and influence, Philadelphia was the hub of nineteenth century life.
Within this city, Leeser remained throughout his ministry., As an influ-
ential member of the community, Leeser came daily into contact with the
elite of Philadelphia. Naturally, Leeser expressed some of their senti-
ments although he was neither wealthy nor from a prominent social family.
He remained & bachelor throughout his life, Yet, Isaac Leeser viewed
Philadelphia as the cultural center of America; and the other cities in
the West as provincial. There existed within him a tension between the
actual meager, lonely life he led, and the social prominence and wealth
of the financially bustling community of Philadelphia. On the one hand,
Leeser was not a member of the elite nor socially prominent, yet he in-
fluenced the lives of people on all social levels, He chastized them
for their meager donations, their ill-treatment of him, He was at home
in the city, end frequently was called upon to head various charities,
Although he never expressed his opinion of the cities in the West, one
cannot escape the feeling that Leeser considered them uneducated new-
comers by comparison with Jewish citizens of Philadelphia, Leeser may
scold some of his congregants for thelr actions, yet he was respected

as part of the prominent elite to the end of his days,
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CHAPTER IV

YEDUCATE! THIS IS THE REMEDY,"

Isaac Leeser accepted the call to Mikveh Israel in 1829, Leeser
goon reslized that only through a proper system of Jewlsh education
could Judaism survive, But Leeser found the American system of education
different from the educational system abroad. The great change in America
was the new system of universal public education, Public education for
all, created problems for the Jewish community. Previously, Jewish edu-
catlion was exclusively determined by the Jewlsh community which was
responsible for the training of Jewish children in all aspects of faith
end culture., With universal public education, the responsibility for
the education of children was placed under the control of the State,
Religlous education was relegated to the home. Various religious groups,
realizing the great need, attempted to fill the void. Jews supported
this new system of education since they felt that demoecracy would be
furthered by this system, Yet, while the Jewish community in America
was faced with the problem of religlous education for its children,
there were no previous experiences for them to draw upon to resolve the
situation,t
Leeser knew that whenever public school systems were not In exigtw

ence, Jewish children were educgted in Christian schools. ILeeser pointed
out the dangers of this situations

"Besides all this, we are in a great error

if we suppose that Christlen teachers do

not endeavor to influence actively the senti-

ments of their Jewish pupils; there are some,

at least who take expecial pains to warp the

mind and to implant the peculisr tenets of

Christienity clandestinely, instead of atten«

ding to the development of the intellect, by

a classlosl and sclentific cause of instruction.” 2

6k




Leeser presumed that Christian teachers would take every opportunity to
convert their Jewish students. Thus, Leeser felt there was a great
danger for Jewish students who could not answer the arguments presented
to them, "If even open apostasy does not follow, there is unfortunately
a divided hart, not very favorable to the growth of healthful religion," )
Where no other opportunitiés for education of the Jewish children

existed, Leeser suggested the Christian schools be carefully watched for
any attempts at converting Jews,

"Let the parents watch closely over the progress

of their children, and the course of conduct

pursued towards them by their Christian teachers;

they must not suffer, on any account, that the

young Israelites should be instructed in matters

of religion belonging to another creed, and, if

possible, require that they be allowed to be ab-

gent when prayers are recited in which a medilator

is invoked. Further, the teachers should on no

account be permitted to speak disrespectfully of

Jews and thelr faith; since they are not engaged

for the purpose of teaching doctrinal matters,

but the principles of a scientific education,™

The rabbis were naturally more in favor of public education than of

education placed in the control of Christian schools and teachers, In
public schools, children would learn about general subjects important for
all children; religion would have no place here, The reasons for oppo~
sition were clear. Fach religion feared that the principles of its
religion would be lost under this system., For the Jews, public education
was the best solution. At first, the Jews supported Jewish all-~day schools
until the public schools became completely secular in character. Leeser
proposed a solution:

"What is the remedy? Diffusion of religious

knowledge in the full sense of the words; it
would be best to establish Jewish elementary
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schools in every district where there are
sufficient children to occupy the time of
a bteacher, who should be both religiously
and scientifically qualified to instruct
his charges in the way they ought to walk,
and in things it behooves them to know,™

Between 1840 and 1855, two types of institutions were developed
to better educate Jewlsh children: orphanages were formed by congrega~
tions for the benefit of middle and lower class famililes, while boarding
schools were established for the wealthy families, In 1851, Isaac Leeser
was ingtrumental in the formation of the Hebrew Education Society of
Philadelphia, an example of the type. A number of children from congre-
gations in the city were enrolled in the school, Leeser comments in an
address given at the dedicatlon of & schoolhouse about the Society:

"For see, go where you will now, in Boston,
New York, Albany, Baltimore, Richmond,
Charleston, Cincinnsti, Cleveland, Louisville,
8t, Louls, New Orleans, Savannah, Montreal,
and even &an Francisco, where Jews a few years
ago were unknown, efforts have been made or
are making at this moment to import religious
instruction, eilther separately at stated
times, or daily in connection with the usual
elementary branches, in the manner we are
doing; thus proving that Lsraelites have at
length been awakened to the paramount neces-
sity devolving on them to reseue cour yyoung
menbers from the curse of indifference which
regts like a deadly pall on the sick spirdit
of 80 many who are of Israel.6

Children from the Jewish Foster Home in Philadelphia later were enrolled

in the Hebrew Education Society. Leeser expressed his concern for poor
Jewish children in the pages of the Océident:

"We know well enough that there are other ob-
Jects equally deserving the attention of
American Israelites; but we believe there are
means enough, if the wealthy only would think
so, to endow a foster home, a hospitel, and a
college, besides leaving ample means for the
accomplishment of all other good schemes."7
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The other type, the boarding school, was the work of Dr. Max
Lilenthal, ILilienthal ran a private school with a traditional Jewish
spirit which gained prominence among both rabbis and the'community.
Leeser praised the school and publicized the achievements of the school.
Misses Palaché ran a boarding school which Leeser called to the abttention
of his readers,

"We are pleased, nay more, delighted, that
Jewish parents in America have an opportunity
thus offered them of placing their children
under the charge of two accomplished ladies

of our own persuasion, in whose house, not
alone their mental and moral culture will be
cared for, but where also that essential, that
breath of life of the Hebrew's existence, his
own religion, will be imparted, and enforced
by a plous example; and in saylng this we say
only what 1lg strictly true, and we hazard little
dn asserting that our friends will not be dis-
appointed 1n encoursging the establishment of
Misses Palaché. %9

B'nai Jeshurun of New York estsblished an institute under the
leadership of Dr. Morris Raphall in 1852, The school was orgaenized to
educate both sexes in Hebrew, English, and the classics, The real aim
was to make Judailsm "femiliar to their children, like household WOPdS"olO
The students studied in their own building, the first built by Jews in
Mmerica. The B'nai Jeshurun Educational Institute was a source of great
pride for the congregation, yet the whole program collapsed in 1858, due
to the lack of public suppoft. The main reason was the increasing popu—
larity of the public school system. The general feeling was that

denominational education hindered the social integration of divergent

groups within a city. All people were now free to choose from the boun

"~ ties of American 1life, When Jews established congregational, boarding

- #nd private schools, the Jews were separating themselves from the main-
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streams of the community, and especially, from the very equality of

education they all had fought so hard to attain in this country. Most

Jews sought for a supplementary system to educate the Jewish children in

their faith, If the children were golng to recelve a proper educstion

in public s¢hedl, new mechanisms needed to be advanced to transmit the
11

religious heritage to the Jewish children,

The answer was patterned after the solution of the Christian commus-
nity. Sunday, the only day children were free from public school, seemed
the day most suilbable for the religious training of the children. Thus,
the Sunday school system of religious education wes born. Both the rich
and the poor benefited from this education. Rebecca Gratz was the foun-
der of the first Jewish Sundsy school in Amerilca. With the encouragement
of Isaac Leeser who helped to publicize the school, a network of other
such schools appeared in other cities,

"Our sisters of New York and Charleston, hearing

of the success that has attended our attempt and

sensible that much good must result from early

lessons of piety, have determined to establish

gimilar institutions in their respective cities,'12
Leeser reports his own pleasure with the Sunday school system which has
taken the place of full-dsy education., Leeser wriles about the annual
reports:

"1t presents a pleasing view in & few words of

the progress of this good institution which, in

the absence of regular day~schools for the re-—

ligious education of Israelites, contributes,

in an eminent degree, to disseminate much valu-

able and healthful instruction among a large

number of children teken from all classes of our

three congregationa,#13

Soon leeser realized that the Sunday school system could not meet

the totel educational requirements of the Jewish children, There were
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too few hours allotted under the Sundsy school system to permit the
children to adequately appreciate the heritage of their people. A new
solutlon was now imperative, ILeeser, Szold, Jastrow, Mofais and others
suggested the adoption of a Talmud Torah System to peplace the Sunday
school. A New York Talmud Torah and Hebrew Institute was established

under the leadership of Rev. Samuel Issacs. "“The primary object of the

association is to give an elementary English education with a thorough
instructlon in Hebrew and the religion of Iss,;c'ael,."”M’L The Talmud Torah in
most cases was patterned after the former all-day schools, except that

general courses were now taught in the public school., The Talmud Torah

studehts attended after the regular sessions of the public school were
over in the day, Usually, the students came twice a week to learn
Hebrew, the Bible and the prayerbook, The pupils felt the additional
hours of study a burden while the leaders of the schools considered the
time inadeequa.te.l5 In actuélity, the Talmud Torah was not muchvbetter
than the Sunday school, The children disliked both systems,
any'other'problems exlsted in the education of Jewlsh children,
Besides the development of the general educational system during the
nineteenth century, there were other obstacles which demanded a solution:
a lack of teachers, en insufficient supply of sultable books, and no
trained minsters. Isaac Leeser addressed himself to these problems with
as much devotion and enthsiasm as he displayed in all his endeavors.
Throughout Jewish history, the Jewish child was educated in his
faith by his parents or a private tutor. The children learned Hebrew by
reading the $iddur, they learned the Bible, Talmud and Commenteries in

the course of their training. The children were motivated through a
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rigidly structured community, Hach family teught its own children from

the Bible, Talmud or Siddur that they had in their own home. Since Life

evolved ground these books, they were the best textbooks.for the children.
Thus, the demand for books for children was sn entlrely new phenom.enon.,1
Why were the old stamdard Jewlsh books unsuitable now?

During the nineteenth century, the community structure was destroy-
ed, Jews left the cities and moved throughout the land, taking advantage
of their new freedom, The Jewish communilty lost much of its ildentity.

Tha children now experienced little family observance, asking numerous
questioné agbout Jewish beliefs before lesrning about the custom or tra-
dition., The religious school was thought to be a solution to the new
breakdown in the Jewish religious structure, The children learned Judaism
within the framework of American life with English or German textbooks.
Thus, there arose a demand for textbooks in English which would bridge

the gsp between the materisl learned gt home and in religlous classes.

In this way, the children would be sble to relate their faith to the ever=
changing American scene.l7 Isaac Leeser confronted this deficiency in
educatlon with enormous energy and determination.

The Jews copied the style of religious education from their Christien
neighbors, &ince Christisn schools were utilizing catechisms as their
primary form of instruction, the Jewish system decided to produce its own
version, Isaac Leeser was the first to publish a Jewish catechism origi-
nally from a German source.‘ lLeeser translated J. J. Johlson's work,

Instruction in the Mosaic Religion which he published in 1830, Since

Leeser felt that there were strong Reform sentiments in this work, he
published his own catechism, patterned after a Hamburg rabbi, Dr. Klee, in

1839, These catechisms served as introductions to a later study of Hebrew,
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Bible, and other Jewish sources. Isaac Leeser, published The Hebrew
Reader in 1838. This book beceme the standard Hebrew textbook for a
number of years.

But, as mentioned previously, there were other materisls required
to £ill the existing void in textbooks, In 18LL, Leeser estimated that
there were only about eight Jewish books in English,

"Independently of this consideration we were
but too conscious that the English-speaking
Jews have but very few books of devotion, and
that, in truth, the whole number can scarcely
be more than eight, so far as known to us.

It thus happens, that many families must be
entirely without a single volume which they can

use for religious reading, or put in the hands
of their children as guides to eternal life." 18

Leeser entertained the idea of organizing a society to supply literature

on Judaism, The sociely would be known as the Jewish Publication Society.,

In esrly 1845, Leeser proposed s plan for the Society‘l9 A cormitbee was

formed to assist with the organization and the first publication was
subsequently printed very inexpensively.,

Leeser thought that the Society would not only bring inexpensive
publications before the Jewish public, but also that the books would
combat the Christian indoctrination found in nearly every book.

"Ferhaps our Jewish friends may believe that
there i1s no necessity for the publication of
books fitted more particularly for the reading
of our younger branches. If they think so they
are greatly in error. We state it as an uncon-~
trovertible fact, that hardly a single work,

not even a spelling book, a geography, books

one would think the last which could contain
erroneous doctrines can be found, which does not
more or less convey views inimical to Judaisme..
The only remedy then we have, is to afford our
people an opportunity of imbibing good and whole-
some doctrines by the same channel with which
they are made acquainted with error, that is,
the means of cheap books,"20

i
i
1
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Lesser sought financial assistance to keep the Jewish Publication

~ Society in existence,

"The enterprise is not a docal nor a personal
one; it was, it is true, commenced in Phils~
delphia, and this too by the present president
and chairman of the publicetlon commlttee; but
only in order that literature of a Jewish kind
might be diffused sll over the land, at a cost

so trifling that the poorest man mlght be sble

to participate in its benefits. That our anti-
cipations have not been realized, is not our
faults that the rich have not stepped forwerd

to endow our treasury with the requisite funds,
in the absence of subscribers, 1s no blame to us.
But if we Jews had emong us & tithe of the zeal
of Christians, who spend their thousands in facts,
prayerbooks, and Bibles, for gratultous distri-
bution all over the land, we should not have been
compelled to wait the slow incoming of the indi-
vidual subscriptions,.*2k

But, the call for financial assistance fell on deaf ears. When a fire
broke out in the place where the printed books were stored, the public
found this an opportune time to dissolve the Society. It was not until
1888, that the Society was reestablished.

The desire to print sufficient textbooks failed, yet leeser and
his like-minded friends were able to experiment in other areas. Leeser
soon realized that while textbooks were vital to rear an educated Jewish
population, teachers were also necessary to transmit their knowledge to
their students, Teachers can instruct children without proper textbooks;
but nothing can be accomplished without the teachers.

"We contend, moreover, that we know of but one
remedy in the premises, and that is, the estab-
lishment of Jewish schools, and the selection
of Jewish teachers of enlightenment and high
endowment to sit in the tescher's chair,"22
In 18L1 Isaac lLeeser and Louis Salomon, also of Philadelphies, proposed

an organizational scheme for an educational system aimed at effecting unity.23

i
b
i
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Thus, Leeser comments in the Occident:

"1t was thought that the want of the Americen
Israelites was threefold; first it was felt
that in all metters of religlous inguiry we
‘needed the instant presence of a spiritual
tribunsal before which all questions could be
brought for decision; secondly, the necessity
of good schools for religious and scientific
instruction, in which the Jewish child could
obtain a guide to divert his path to heaven;
and thirdly, that we required the promotion
of & thorough union, the harmonizing of angry
feeling should any such arise amongst our
individuals and congregations,"2l

In an article entitled "The Sghools", leeser and 3alomon suggested
several proposals for establishing better schools. In one of the sections
under this heading, Leeser and Sslomon recommended:

WA High School for educetion in the higher
branches., where young men are to be educated
in such a manner, that they may be fit for
the offilce of Hazan, lecturer, and teacher:
and young women be educated for the high
calling of female instructors; and all persons
educated in our schools, are to have the pre-
ference if any vacancy occurs, for any office
in the gift of this Union."25

Leeser and Salomon also recommended that a general fund of the community

osrusmadsn

a board to supervise be appointed, and that courses be strictly Jewish.26

Leeser anticipated that these propoéals would help to alleviate the
educational crises, but soon Leeser realized that the educational system
was not in danger abt its base but at its summit, Leeser discovered that
the educational process works in reverse, The initial effort required a
school, for the training of rabbls as the first step in remedylng the
educational process, Leeser prods hls readers:

"And where are the seminaries which are to

diffuse the kind of knowledge which is to have
this effect? Show us one school in all the
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extent of the Union and the West Indies, where

a general education, combined with a thorough
religious training, can be cobtained, and we will
be satisfied to say that something has been done.
But we cannot designate & single institution
which will come up to the requirements of the age,
and anything short of this is not sufficlent for
our purposes...for the first step, it would be
best to continue the execution of the idea here
shadowed forth, to one single establishment, to
serve as a general High School and a nursery of
teachers, who, after completing their scholastic
course, would be able to commence preparatory
semlnaries in all congregations of Israelites
throughout the land,'Z7

Leeser proposed a high school program as an important beginning,
He wrote in the pages of the Occldent his solution:

e see but one remedy for the evil, and this 1s
to establish a high school for genersl education
in some central position; we care little where
this be, whether in fngland or America, whence
may issue men of ample religious and literary
endowmentg, known to the congregations, and there-
fore likely to be chosen with & full knowledge of-
their personal history, in addition to that of
their acquirements; men in whose hands the future
destinies of their respective congregstions could
be placed with perfect safety; men who, presiding
over those who were their school friends and play-
mates, might carry with them the affections as
well as the respect of their flocks,"28

Leeser suggested a course of study that included Hebrew‘andﬁEnglish,
catechism and biblical commentary, mathematics, singing, writing and
drawing, and exercises, This was the program for the first year., Later,
Latin and French could be included in the course of study.29 Leeser felt
that only limited funds would be needed to commence this project,

Leeser announced the programs in 1847, but his pooposals had little
effect. There was one organization that did sttempt to implement his pro-
gram, This institution was the "Hebrew Education Socilety of Philadelphia™

which received a charter from the gtate to teach both secular and religilous
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subjects in one Pennsylvanian city. When the incorporators of the cherter
hesitated in implementing the program, Leeser wrote:
"It is left to the Israelites in America to
say whether it shall be merely a legislative
grant, or be employed for the advancement of
our religious interests...It is evident that
something must be done to supply the demand
for religious treining; many congregations
are now seeking for proper ministers, 30
Christian colleges sprout up everywhere, yet where are the Jews who will
support one Jewish college. Leeser's pleas reached deaf ears, yet the
lack of ean American rabbinate still existed. Leeser would not give up
hope.
Besldes pleading with his reeders for their support in establishing
a high school as a preliminary stage in producing an American rabbinate,
Leeser appesled for a semlnary, 'We sagy it, with heartfelt sorrow, there
is no school. either in Englend or America, where a Jewlsh student of
theology could be educated, or whence he might issue forth as an able
representative of his religion, and a ready expounder of the Y{\Jfor-chn"}1
Leeger realized that if a high school and seminary met with little
response, other avenues should be investigated to supply ministers, even
though he himself rejected other possibilities as illusory.
Leeser understood that the urgency for qualified ministers would
increase over the yesrs. He believed that in the next twenty years the
: 32
demand for ministers would multiply 'ben«-fold.3 Where will these ministers
be found? Leeser wrotet
MWe know that some will maeintain that we can
get minlsters enough from the continent of
Europe, where education is widely extended,
and men of piety are always procurable., But

without at all derogating from the well—
established reputation for learning enjoyed
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by our continental brothers, we cannol by

any means essent to the proposition that

they can readily assume the ministerial

functions in our congregations.'S3
But how, Leeser pondered, can snyone investigate the moral character of
the ministers when they live in Europe? "Their reputation is generally
a matter of uncertainty; they msy, or may not be highly learned; for who
knows the extent of their acquirements? Who has examined them? Who

L
testifies to their general good charac-ber?“3L
The character of the minister was an important matter, not to be

taken lightly. Ministers were under scrutiny for many years before geining
the complete trust of their congregants,

"We need in the ministry men to whom no

suspicion can attach for any misconduct,

whose moral and religious conduct is beyond

reproach; and no matter what foreigner there

be asmong us, we have no warrent, unless there

are many who personally know him, that we

ought to entrust him with our most important

concerns, except only after & long residence

here, and an intimate acqaintance, on our 3

part, with his intellectual and moral worth,"35

Leeser thought that by providing for the minister's financial se~
curity, possibly more would seek the profession, "Let 1t then be a first
gtep in the reformation of the personnel of our ministry to place its
members above wanl, and them demand that every incumbent should it to
. 6 . _

grace the station which he fiils.“3 In meny congregations, financial
standing was not the only difficulty the minister confronted in his con-
gregation,

e have long since desired to converse with

our friends on the snomalous position which

our ministry occupies in Amerdica; it is in

fact (sic) has no regular stending beyond what

every congregation assigns to lts own elected
officers. An independent ministry is at present
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unkwnown amongst us, and we care not whether
the officer is known by Rabbi, Preacher, or

Hazen, he will be surrounded by a multitude

of difficulties, simply because hls precise

rank is as little defined to his own satis~

faction as it is to that of others,™37

The lack of ministers continued to remain criticel. Children
required the instruction of teachers and the inspiration of a minister,
The adult congregation needed a minister as well., Leeser opposed calling
for minlsters from sbroad, He felt possibly that with a more secure po-
gition, an incresse of men seeking the ministry would result, But,

Leeser was incorrect. His high school proposal failed; his seminary
never materilalized., How would the children be trained and the needs of
the ministers administered? Leeser had a temporary solution. Lgy preach~
ers would fill the existing void.
“When one of these sees his neighbor go astray,
be the transgression great or small, let him
appeal to him in the accents of friendly admom
" nition, persuade him if need be by words of
entreaty, to reflect upon his conduct, and to
compare it with the universal standard of our
faith,"38
A more reasonable solution was suggested by Leeser,
%The proper remedy which has been suggested
before this by others, no less than ourself;
has been offered by our correspondent; it is
to send those now in the country, and others
who may hereafter enter into the ministry,
over the length and breadth of the land as
missionaries, in order to visit congregations
who are not duly supplied, and even those who
have preachers or lecturers, and to exhort them
to walk in the way of the Lord,!39
Leeser presumed that with a mobile ministry many Jews could hear the
words of the ministers.

While his high school project failed and his seminary project did

o better, his desire for establishing a college had a short success,
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A charter for Maimonldes College was secured from the state, and plans
commenced to establish the school, Funds were not as readily avallable
as Leeser anticipated; however, lay leaders did support the project with
great determination. The Education Society of Philadelphia already had
a charter from the state for such a projects The previous charter was
offered eighteen years ago and remained unused until then. Once the
Education Sociely adopted the plan, the Society elected Trustees to
supervise the college project. Five professors were elected without com-
pensation.uo Some endowed money was collected and hope for the college's
success wag high. The college was pledged neilther to reform nor ortho-
doxy but to Judaism.hl The college would promote both scientific and
religious education without any leaning to one movement or z—mother.[L2
Five distinguished members constituted the faculty of the new college.
The real obstacle this time was neither financial nor a leck of
enthusiasm on the part of the committee or its leaders, The difficulty
was that the college project evoked no real interest in the Jewish communi~
ty. When the driving spirit, Issac Leeser, died in 1868, Maimonides
College was doomed to failure. The college faltered for a time, but in
1873 the college closed its doors for a lack of students., Only three
students graduated before the doors closed, Yet, some years thereafter,
the Jewish Theological Seminary began successfully in the same edifice.
This time the vision of Isaac Leeéer became a living memorial to him.
Education was for lsaac Leeser of major importance. Leeser made his
educational program readily known to all.
Wde want first of all Schools, where every
Jewish parent can, if he will, send his

children to learn the duties of their reli~
gion...Secondly, we need, and must have a
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a better regulated worship; more order, more
decorum, more quiet, more attention,..lhirdly,
we require more frequent pulpit instruction

by highly educated men..,Fourthly, we must have,
sooner or later, but the sooner the better, a
federal union of all congregatlons on the conti-
nent and isleands of America,..We must have a
college of Habbis to decide for us questions of
law and all matters pertaining to religion...
Seventhly, we ought to have, either in addition
to, or in the college of Rebbins, traveling
missionaries, who should visit once or oftener,
every year, all the accessible congregatilons,
and setilements of Israelites...We should have
as an auxilisry to all the above, a Jewish
Publication Society with branches in every
town and village.“‘lé

This is in capsule form a resumé of all the major projects Isaac lLeeser

spongored through his work and proclaimed in his magazine with all the

perguasion at his command.

Leeser exerted tremendous energies for the cause of an educated

American Isrselite community. In the Occident, Leeser wrote of his

passionate concern end devotion to the improvement of religious education

in America.

own words:

This attachment.is nowhere better expressed than in Leeser!'s

#f'or these twenty years neavrly have we urged
the subject of religious education as para—
mount to all other spiritual improvements;
no reformation is equal to 1t; no sacrifices
are too great for it; and whilst we have the
power to write or to speak shall it be the
theme of our declamation.!ll
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CHAPTER V

THE ROLE OF THE SERMON AS AN INSTRUMENT OF EDUCATION

Issac Leeser realized the educational deficiencies of American
Jews very soon after assuming his position at Mikveh Israel, Leeser
desired to be more then a hazan, a "singing minister" to his congre-

gation; he wanted also to be a teacher to his flock, Although Leeser

frequently apologized for his inadequate learning, he was constantly a
prepared to learn more, JYet, education for Leeser was not an end in

itself, but a means of instructing others in the faith of Judaism.

Leeser's life-long determination to promote a more effective educational ?

structure through the establishment of Jewish schools, and a rabbinical

- college, has been outlined in the last chapter, Schools, colleges, and
textbook materials, however, did not exhaust leeser's zealous efforts

on behalf of education., Other avenues for improving the educational

levels of American Jews were utilized, The Qccident served as one

instrument for educating a large Jewish audience, Another was the serw

mon, Leeser utilized the sermon to inspire, reprove, and lecture his
audiences, as well as to take advantage of the educational value in-
trinsic to a good sermon.

Leeser chose the Occident as one averme for spreading Jewish reli~
glous education throughout America, He utilized his magazine to dis-
seminate knowledge to &all Jews scattered in the Western United States,
Leeser's efforts to publish enormous quantities of religious materisl by
editing, translating, and publishing textbooks and other manusecripts,
served as another means of spreading his message to all corners of the
globe, The Qocident was one such avenue open to Leeser. In the magazine ;

he carefully outlined his purposes for the monthly editions., In essence
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Leeser made the Occident an importent vehicle for his sermons, inspiring
his readers to ablde by his words.

Leeser outlined the purposes of the Occident for his readers. The
magazine enlightened Jews scattered in other parts of the country who had
no arguments to offset Christian doctrinal claims.

"We cannot consider a Jewish periodical complete
which altogether overlooks the facl that we are
sourrounded by a multitude whose doctrines differ
50 wWidely from our own, and that, especlally
among such a scattered population as ours, it is
highly necessary to furnish them, through means
of the press, some ready arguments against the
attacks of those who may occasionally invite
them to forsake their religion."l

Leeser printed in the Occident notices of all public religlous meet-
ings, society affairs, and all congregational activities. He requested
that the presidents or secretaries of all these organizations send him
condensed accounts of their meetings and activities. Isaac Leeser had a
senge of history, realizing that "such a regular service would serve as
the best history of American Jewa."2

Leeser's magazine attempted to £ill a void existing in America.
Before the Occident, there was no magazine which supplied articles on
Jewish religious matters, Leeser tried "o furnish religlous reading to
our American and English friends, and to fill up in a measure the want of
a religious literature which has hitherto been so much a cause of reproach
to us.”3 The QOe¢cident also was a link between distant congregations.

Above all, Leeser's magezine was alwsys available to opponents who
desired to argue opposing views,

"Ours 1s a free press, uncontrolled by party
or section; and when it ls sppealed to in

order to expose any abuse which may perchance
be amended by means of publicity, we shall
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not hesitate to place it at the service of

correspondents, always providing that thelir
language be courteous, their statements truthe-
ful, and that they treat their Opponents with
candor and fairness, "

The Qgg%gggg served as an instrument of education, Frequently,
Leeser reiterated the magazine's goals, "Our business is to teach and
to improve; to present Judaism in itg proper light."5 On the fly leaf
of every Qggigggg, Leeser's motto for 1ife is inscribed "To leayn and
to teach, to observe and to do."  Often Leeser reiterated his magazine's

course,

"To observe and to do all the precepls of law,

which come within our range, is easy enough,

when we are correctly instructed, when we

correctly think. To believe alone is not the

province of the Jewish religion, to act also

is its demand, Let ug then not deny ourselves

the aspiration, that with incresse of light an

increase of righteousness may likewise Prevail,

énd that the name of the ILord may be glorified

in the hesrts and through mouths of millions,

who are strangers to hig service, 16

Leeser was not an impartial editor, His oWl views were candidly
laid before the public, "Although we profess a strict impartiality, we
have opinions of our own which we shall not hesitate to avow with be~
coming firmness upon every proper occasion.“/ Leeser sought to provide
his readers with religious truth, At times, Leeser argued that articles
aéppearing in the Occigggg were not true, In such cases, he wrole
articles which attempted to show the error of his opponents view,
Isaac Leeser's major purpose in writing the monthly magazine was,

es hes been saild, to improve the educational. knowledge of American
Israelites, Leeser stated thig objective in the first issue, MBut as

we stated that it is our object to give currency to articles which eluci-

date our peculiar opinions, we shall endesvor to give every month one
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sermon by one of the modern Jewish preachers on some topic of general
interest¢”8 Leeger contributed a sermon on some topic of religlous value
in nearly every issue of the Occident. Occasionally, Leeser inserted

9

sermons written by men not in the ministry. These sermons were written
by lay preachers who served congregations in all sections of America,

The sermons in the Dccldent were one avenue of providing religious
education to Jews, Sermons were an instrument of the educational process.
Thus, by inserting varilous sermons into his megazine, Leeser anticipated
that spiritual growth for all would result. Even before the Ocecident,
however, Leeser had established the sermon pattern in Americas

Leeser began preaching to his congregation in Philadelphia in 1830,
some thirteen years before the appearance of the Occident, Preaching was
a way of bringing all the treasures of Judeism to the public. His sermons
in the synagogue were preached in Inglish, ILeeser realized that the
sermon was a unlgue addition to the service, yet it was vital to the moral
character of Americen Israelites. The service was performed weekly in
the same manner.

"Tn most congregations men assemble week after

week, and hear nothing but the ritual performed,

we will admit often in the most edifying and

touching menner., We are, therefore, habituated

to a service without sermon, the children grow

up without even feeling that its absence is any

deprivation.®l0
Leeser felt that a new educational instrument, the sermon, would edify his
listeners.

Isaac Leeser was a fair man, A sermon should not be imposed upon

an audience, On the contrary, only those who desired to hear words of

instruction should attend the discourse., Leeser resolved this situation
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by preaching to the congregation at the end of the service.

"Let the people be once accustomed to expect

a religious discourse at the end of, or during
some convenient pause in the service, and they
will at length not think their exercises com
pleteiwithout having listened to an exposition
of some part of God's holy word, by which the
untaught msy learn, and the learned be forti-
fied in faith.* 11

Leeser's introduction of the sermon into the servige created differ—
ences of opinion in the traditional snd reform camp, Since Leeser's
sermoﬁs adhered to strict traditional views in religion, Reformers
thought Leeser to be Orthodox. Yet, Leeser's insistence on the inclusion

of the sermon in the regular service, caused Orthodox circles to suspect

Leeser to be a reformer., Leeser thought that sermons could be accepted
"oy making them general, by instituting them as part of the regular ser-
vices, at least £wice a month, if not every Sabbath and festivel'.

Leeser jJustified his sermons from Jewish tradition, He>demonstrated
that from the earliest times preaching had been practiced. "Public oratory

was cultivated in the 'Schools of the Prophets', which appear to have had

their origin soon after the schism of Israel and Judah,™ 13

Leeser heard discourses also as a young man,

WThis 1s effected in Burope where, if there be
no regular preacher in a congregation, the
school master reads and explains a lecture from
some ancient book to the assembled people on
-Hebbath afternoon before Minchah service; at
least this used to be the case when we were a
little boy in our father's house, and we re-~
member yet many of these very lectures, the
chief import of which has not faded from our
memory after the lapse of thirty years." 1k

Leeser felt that sermons made a strong impression upon children's minds,
g ,

Leeser himself was instructed by them., Why wouldn't other children be

inspired now as well?
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When Leeser assumed his position in 1829 at Mikveh Israel, no
sermon was incorporated into the service. Leeser obtained permission to
preach from the Board of Adjunta of his congregation; however, a restric-
tion was imposed upon him. The sermon only could be included at the end

of the serviceel5

Isaac leeser was the first preacher of a Jewish sermon in Am@ricaolé
He deserves all the credit. "But while disclaiming all egotistical views,
we cannot deem it Jjust in other writers purposely to overlook our pionesr-
ship in this branch of literabture." l?No doubt Leeser's own exposure to a
sermon or discourse in his youth greatly influenced him. He had no
previous precedents to follow for his sermonic style. At twenty~two
years of age, such a piloneering step was no small bask for Isaac Leeser,
Tt was a painful experiment, the issue of which I greatly dregded.“

He had no models to use for fashioning his own sermons. Possibly Leeser
utilized some German sermons or a few Christian sermons he had heard at
various times.

At first, Leeser wrote out his sermons and delivered them from a
menuscript., Due to his poor eyesight and short stature, Leeser found it
difficult to read his prepared manuscript.19 Leeser soon learned to deliver
sermons without any notes before him. He urged all those aspiring to
become preachers to do a lot of thinking before writing a sermon, Writing
a sermon was not an easy task,

Leeser's sermons were not short educational discourses. Most of
his sermons were nearly fifteen pages in length, some were even longer.

Listening to those addresses would tax the patience of even the most

devotedly religious man. His sermons begen with a long prayer, read in
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English, This prayer was the only one recited in Bnglish ss Leeser did
not permit English in the service, Since the sermon was given in English
after the service; the insertion of a prayer at this point did not violate
Leeser's principles., Leeser's sermons ended with a prayer as well,
Although Leeser was very Orthodox in his religious practice, he

seldom included rebbinic sources. His authority was the Bible; however,
a biblical text was not a starting point for his sermons. On the contrary,
his biblical texl was placed in the middle of his sermon only as an inci-
dental reference, Leeser defended himself on this point.

1In place of giving out a text and stringing

a sermon to the same, as is customary with

most preschers, I have generally chosen to

introduce it in the middle or even at the con~

clusion of my discourses; because I desired

to 1llustrate a doctrinal point and then show

its consonance with the text of Scripture,

believing this course less fatiguing and more

interesting to the audience than the usual mode, " <0

His sermons were unquestionably long, his style tedious, his topic
not always appealing: yet, Isasc Leeser's reputation spread throughout
the United States, Leeser spoke to congregations across the country,
traveling under great persohal stress and without financial compensation.
Leeser reported that he had traveled more than 5,200 miles, visiting more
el - .

than twenty~five settlements, "I have been privileged to address more
varlous congregations, and I thank God that I have done it without the
least recompense,! 2216&&0 M, Wise, Leeser's strongest opponent, said
of Leeser's sermonss '"He spoke fast, a good English, but not always good
logic.¥ QBLe@ser was held in the highest esteem by the American Jewish
community and he was gilven in various instances tengible proof of their

affection for his work, Leeser beceme a national figure,

Isaac Leeser's sermons bear no relation to sermons of today. Leeser's
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sermons were topical,. Seldom did Leeser preach on current issues of his
day. leeser evaded the American Jewish scene almost entirely. During

the years of the Civil War, Leeser never addressed himself in his sermons
to the problems facing the nation. Not only did Leeser not preach on the
evils of the Civil War, but he seldom even mentloned the War's existence
tation was towards the individual and his salvation; hence, the externeal
world (Civil War, etc.) would be viewed as largely ilrrelevant, Leeser
spoke almost entirely on theology. Suchtsubjects as God, Messiah, Resur-
rection, Miracles, Reward and Punishments were the topics that interested
him. Leeser founded hils magazine with the sole aim of spreading religious
knowledge throughout the country. Most probably, Leeser avoided controm
versilal topics because education, not sensationalism, was his primary
purpose. Leeger realized that Jews in America were not educated on
religious topics, so he preached educational sermons to them. Leeser
could not encourége improved educational standards among Jews as well as
preach on topics relating to the 1lls of his socilety. He nearly evaded
the whole Am@rican scene, though not entirely. When situations arose
affecting Jews, Leeser spoke out in earnest. leeser preached sermons on
the implication of the Damascus Affair, In a sermon addressed to the
congregants of Mikveh Israel on August 27, 18L0, TLeeser preached sbout the
depliorable situation existing with the Jews and the necessity for relief
for them, Resolutiong were subsequently drafted asking for assistance.zh
When Jews were on the defensive, Leeser came to their defense., His ser-
monsg on conditions outside the United States, awoke American Israelites
to the needs of Jews in obther parts of the country,

social and political issues could not be the major subject of his
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sermons since Leeser had dedicated his magazine and himself to further-
ing religious education in America. Thus, Leeser commiifed himself to
preaching on theologlcal topilcs which would educste hils audience ass well
as instruct them along those avenues he himself held true,

Leeser wrote on the whole spectrum of theology. His main prin-
giples followed the same pattern as Maimonides' thirteen articles of
faith.

"The main principles of our belief then, ere,
first, the existence of God including his
unity, eternity, unchangeability, incorporesli~
ty, snd sole claim to worship; secondly, the
existence of revelation from the God of all
nature, including the confidence in the truth
of the prophets, especially the greal teacher
of lsrael, Moses, the son of Amram, and the
certainty that this revelation is yet in our
possessionj,....thirdly, the existence of
rewards and punishments, ineluding the inherent
power of God to know all that is done in any
part of his world by the beings whom He hag
created; fourthly, bthe coming of a messenger

to be specially deputed by God to fulfill all
the promises which have ever been made,svoes
and fifthly, the resurrection of the dead," 25

Leeser preached frequently about the Unity of God. Since Christians
and Jews were interacting more than ever before, Leeser desired to clari~
fy the foundations of Jewish belief, Revelation was the one belief which
makes our religion uniques. "Let it be clearly understood that our
religion is true, not because other systems are false, but because it is
based upon divine revelation, which to a believer is the only source of
truth.”26 The most important verses in the Bible are "In the beglnning
God created" and "God spoke &all these words®™., From these two sentences,
we know that God created the world and is a personal God, MAnd it was

27

Leeser believed in a personal Creator who possessed infinite power,
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Leeser spoke also about miracles which are performed to convince

man of already existing truths.
"Miracles are the instwuments of the Lord
to work conviection upon the minds of people
of truths already existing or to effect
certain purposes which he deems of sufficient
importance for Him to subvert for a time or
permanently the laws of nature,'28

Thus, Leeser belleved that all the mirscles at Sinal were performed to
strengthen Israel in her adherence to God,
Leeser preached in his sermons of the literal truth of the Bible,

e must come back to the Bible as the best

light within our reach; and that a literal,

falr, and unconstrained reading of the ori-

ginal text of the Bible, is the last and only

‘true arbiter in regard to duty and doctrine.!"29
Prophets who spoke falsely about God should be punished, 'Whatever is
taught by the prophets must be accepted as true belief and conduct by
all Israeliteso“BO

Men's suffering was a punishment for sins, yet sometimes our

suffering is actually a blessing in disguise, Through suffering, a man
is strengthened in his belief in God and in his moral character,

“A11 this proves, incontestably, that the

go-called evwil is part of providentisl rule,

and one of the changes which we must undergo

in order to be able to assume that station

or state of existence for which we were created."3l
Through suffering, men grows in spirituel stature. Leeser knew that
Jews belleved in a resurrection and life hereafter. To this Leeser
angwered: 'What then, is death, even as we find it, but a transmutation
from one state to another?"32 Indeed resurrection did occur according to
Isaac Leeser's views,

Education was so fundamentally a pert of Judalsm and so vital for
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the Americen Jews that Isaac ILeeser could not refrain from preaching his
ideas, How could all the Jews in America, scattered as they were,
become knowledgeable Jews? Bducation wes the only enswer. Leeser re-—
soved the problem of education by writing, editorializing, sermonizing,
and presching whenever the opportunities arose for him, No issue was
too insignificant to gain his attention. He directed all his efforts
toward improving the knowledge of American Jews. Leeser!s sole purpose
in writing the Occident was to disseminate a better knowledge and appreci-
gtion of Judaism, His passhénate efforts on behalf of education drove
him to perform Herculean tasks by himself, Leeser thought st times his
efforts were in vain, but we who judge him now view not his hours of

despalr, anguish, and frustration, but his success,
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CHAPTER VI

REFORM ~ ORTHODOX CONTROVERSY

Isaac Leeger had led the Amerilcan Jewish community toward a better
system of religlous education. Throughout his life, all his energies
were directed towards improving the education of children and adults.
He was a pioneer in the field of religious education, publishing text-
books, writing sermons and lectures, pleading for high schools and
colleges, and editing his own magazine which was a primary organ for
disseminating religlon to the masses. ALl hils efforts were concentra-
ted on this aim, "Educate! This is the remedy, and without it all
talk i1s vein.®™ While Leeser exerted all his energies to improve
religious education in America, he also battled against the Reform
movement° This battle became more odious to him as Reform gained
strength, Reform became Leeser's main batile.

From nearly the beginning of Isaac leeser's career as a minister,
he had to contend with the Reform movement, Seven Jewish congregations
were organized when Leeser came to Americaj all of them followed the
Orthodox rite, except for one Refdrm congregation in Charleston, South
Carolina., When Rev, G. Poznanski was elected reader and preacher in
1836, the Reform movement had its first leader. Leeser had recommended
Poznanskd for the pesition in Charleston; however, leeser suggested him
under the assumption that Poznanski followed the Qrthodox rite.

Rev, Poznanski was a Polish Jew and a shochel in New York before
assuming his position in Charleston. He was known as an Orthodox Jew
when he first came to Beth Elohim in Charleston. He brought a revival

of Judaism during his first years in Charleston,
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#Respectful demeanor and proficiency +in his
clerical duties, produced an evident improve-
ment in the tone, menner, and general arrange-~
ment in the service of the 3ynagogue, His
occasional discourses and appropriate prayers

in the English language, scquired and commanded
the best attention. Many were induced to attend
public worship who were previously neglectful.
The indifferent were made to throw off the garb
of indifference, The house of God was better
attended. The unlettered in our ancient tongue
desired instruction. Parents sought to have
their children faught, not only the rudiments
but the traenslations; snd a more earnest respect
for our religion began to pervade gll classes of
our people, "«

After two years in Charleston, the congregation was destroyed by
a fire which left the building in tobal ruins. A new bullding was
built immediately. Reve Poznanskl received a life contract from the
congregation., During this time, Leeser noted that Rev., Poznanski spoke
to Nathan Hart, the parnass of the congregation about "erecting an or-

gen in the new struoture“o3 Nothing further was mentioned until July,

1840, when Isaac Leeser received numerous letters from members of Rev, |
Poznanski's congregation, asking Leeser sbout the legality of such a
move;."l Leeser was naturelly shocked by Rev, Poznanski's spparent change
from a strict observer to a reformer.
Leeser quickly took issue with Rev, Poznanski's new religious po-
sition, Leeser felt responsible to Beth Elohim for recommending Rev.
Poznanski who now assumed & different religious view., Leeser wrote:

"When you were elevated to the office of Hazan

to the Portuguese Jewish congregation of Charles~
ton, called Beth Elohim, I rejoiced that one whom

I thought deserving of the elevated position, had
been chosen by our friends of Charleston; and 1
think there are yet in existence sundry letters of
recommendation, which, unknown to you, I addressed -
to several influential gentlemen in that city and
elsewhere, I did this under the full persuasion
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that you were a strict conformist, and an orthodox
believer, as these terms are understocod among ug.
Had I suspected that you studied the Rabbinsg
merely te refute their authority by collecting
passages not connected with each other except by
twisting the apparent meanings of words, or that
you favored the party....called that of ultra-—
reformists L would have been the last to counte-
nance your elevation---~to that of Hazan of
Charleston, "5

The whole community was astonished by Rev, Poznanski's views. In

a sermon extract published in the Charleston Courier at the time of the

dedication of the new synagogue on March 19, 1841, Rev, Poznanski was
quoted in the paper as saying: ¥“This land is our Palestine, this city
our Jerusalem this house our Temple.,“6 Leeser replied that Pognanski
Wevidently denied the coming of the Messiah, and the restoration of the
temple and ancient worship".7 Rev, Poznanski had introduced mugie into
the service and later abolishbed the second dgy of Jewish holidays. In
regsponse to Poznanski's abolition of the second dsy of the Jewish holis
days, Leeser wrotet

"But it is evident to every unprejudiced mind

that the organ would necessarily lead to further

changes, as it accorded with the measures intro-

duced by a patron of Jews in Furope, who have

made many innovations not only in the worship,
but also in the ideas of Ancient Jews,!"8

When Rev, Poznanski was asked whether other éhangés would be suggested

in the future, he announced that future innovations would not be'adw
vised "until the general desire of the congregation te hear the truth
on every religious subject, and to have our holy religion divested of
all its errors and abuses shall be expressed to me through their repre-
sentatives, your honorable board."’

Leeser wrote a long public letter to Rev. Poznanski, asking him to

withdrew himself from the dangerous course he was purauing.lo Poznangki.
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never angwered the letter, nor did he ever enter into any controversy
with Isaac Leeser. Rev. Poznanski had denied the resurrection, yet
sang yigdal. He subétituted the Maimonidian creed for his own which
he hung on a synagogue wall, Poznanskl evidently never rebutted
Leeser's strong opposition; for no account of Rev. Poznanski's answer
was ever published in the Occident, Because of dissension in Beth
Elohim, Posnanski resigned in 1813, but the majority of the congregation
was strongly behind him and refused his resignation., Yet, Rev, Poznan~-
ski thought-that another minister would be best for the oongregation.ll
Juliug Eckman of Richmond became the minister of Beth Elohim.
Leeser hoped that Eckman would bring the congregation back to Orthodoxy.
Eckman rebuked his new congregation for accepting the new‘R@form forms
of worship and thought, When Rev., Poznanski desired to assist Rev, Eck~-
man &t the Yom Kippur services, Eckman refused on the ground that
Poznanski did not adhere to the truths expressed in the prayers.12 None-~
theless, Rev, Poznanski still wielded great authority over the congre~
gation, Two petitions were signed; one asking Eckman to resign, the
other asking him to remain in his post. Leeser Championed Eckman's
cause, calling in the Occident for Rev, Eckman not to resign. If, after
Eckman's term of office expired, the congregation wished to elect another
man, Leeser thought such would bkenrbecpyoper. But there was also the
possibility that Eckman might win over the members to his posi‘bion.l3
Eckman left the congregation shortly thereafter; Maurice Mayer became
the minister in 1852,
In 18l); Leeser thought the Reform would eventually revert to Ortho-
doxy, "No doubt the evil will in process of time cure :i_'bseli‘.!,'l"‘h Leeser

presumed that Reform was merely a transitional period existing among
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American Jews which would soon be forgotten.lS He exerted great energies
to uproot the evils of Reform. He wrote numerous articles between 18L)

and 1846 sbout Reform in Europe, Such articles as "The Frankfort Reform

Society", "The Conference of French Rzbbins" and "The First and Second

Meeting of German Rabbis'" were directed at awaking people to the follies

of Heform, In the "Frankfort Reform Sociely", Leeser wrote:

BIn our estimation the asbove Socilety is but an

evidence of the deplorsble state of irreligion

in which many of the continental Jews are sunk;

and this new manifestation which comsists in the

rejection of the rite of ecircumcision, as well

as the authority of the Talmud 1s but a step,

though a very important one,i6

ILeeser attacked the various conferences that took place in 18L)

at Brunswick, in 1815 at Frankfort on the Mein, and in 1846 at Breslem,
Regerdless of whatever good could proceed from such meetings, Leeser was
convinoed that the results would be detrimental to Judailsm, -

"But of this we are cerﬁain, that the Brunswick

assembly justifies our verious articles on the

reformers and their reforms, that the first do

not seek the peace of Israel, and that the latter

are not caleulated to harmonize with our insti-

tutions even if we discard all rabbinical aue

thority."17
Leeser had nothing but praise for Zecharish Frankel who left the Franke
fort on the Main conference when the course of the meeting was contrary
to his beliefs and praetieesolB

At the Brunswick conference, Dr, Ludwig Philippson laid before the
members of the asgembly a motion to permit mixed marriages with the sole
restriction *"where the law of the land would allow the children to be
1

educated in Judaism®, 7 Leeser commented that one would presume that
the Bible senctions these marrisges, yet such is not the case., "It is

indeed singular that these great men did not consult the Scriptures be-
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fore they pronounced Jjudgment; one would almost be tempted to believe
that they had studied everything but the Scriptures."gq Leeser took
issue also against the assumption that if the paritners promised the
rebbi to raise their children as Jews, the mixed marriage would then
be sanctioned by the assembly., What guarantee have we that the promise
would be fulfilled? Furthermora,ALeeser argued,

YHow can & Christian woman recelve a ring from

a Jew, under the sanction of a religion which

she does not believe in? It is true, that a

Jewish marriage is to a certain extent a eivil

contract; but still it 18 always performed with

religious sanction, and before lawful Jewish

witnessg, Y21
How could a Christisn promise to educste her children as Jews when she
takes the oath as a Christisn and not as a Jew? The Christian would
agree to teach the children about one God while believing in the Trini-
ty, "A Christian to marry a Jew in the law of Moses."gglLe@éer found
such ideas completely alien,

Leeser begged the Germsn ministers to look at the result of mixed
marrisge in America. There were no restraints upon mixed marriages
between Jews and Christisns, Isolated in small communities Jéws and
Christiang intermarried; the children attended Christian schools, and
goon they were raised according to the Christian faith., Some children
married into families because of position or money., A few intermar-—
riasges resulted in the children of mixed marriages being brought up as
Jews, Yet, this was the exception not the rule. In most cases, Leeser
noted that the homes of mixed marriages were managed according to
Christian customs. Judaism's ideals soon became lost within the frame~

work of the home,

TLeeser suggested severe measures for those Jews who married out of
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their faith.

"if, therefore, a child should forget his
allegiance to his Uod by espousing a non=- .
Israelite; it is at once the duty of parents
to withdrew from his fellowship; and his
brothers and sisters, and other relatives,
should follow in the same path, end not re-
cognize the person brought into their family
without the sanction of the Jewlsh laws, by
the terms which the world applies in such
cases, "3

Maurice Mayer became the minister of Beth Elohim in Charleston in
1852, Dr. Mayer succeeded Rev, Eckman in the congregation. Mayer was
not orthodox but progressive in his outlook. Meyer's ideas were formed
during the early period of Reform in America, Isaac M, Wise hed not
yet dawned upon the Americsn scene, Leeser viewed Mayer's suggestions

in his congregation with the usual vocal dissension., In a series of

articles on Progressive Reforms, Leeser criticized Mayer's position,
Leeser said about the new reforms:

"In sorrow, not in anger, we would ask the
parties alluded to, what good they have ever
done to our cause. They have reformed, abol-
ished rather, one thing after the other; they
have thrown suspicion first on the mystic
philosophy, then on the tradition, and at
length they dare to treat the Scriptures them-
selves as myths, that means fabulous legends,
which they are at liberty to interpret as they
please, to twist and bend as it may suit their
purposes, Where is this to end?42

Leeser criticized Dr, Mayer for his remarks in his Passover sermon,
Leeser aceused Mayer of reading into the Bible, meanings that never
were intended, The Biblical passage read: "And now they gird their
loins, now they were ready to depart, because it was fulfilled that all
children of Israel shall have light in their dwellings." (Exodus 10:23).

How could Mayer presume that the call "have your 1oins‘girded" and "ready
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to depart™ were the origin of Reform? How had such pronouncements
aided the cause of Judalsm? Had American Jews become more observent?

Hardly hed such preaching brought any positive results in Leeser's

opinion,

"re Mayer....,it is the business of Reform
to confirm them in the evil, to teach them

“that the Sabbath is nothing; that personal
ganctity is nothing; that prayer is nothing;
but that your (sic) and its light are every-
thing, Hol ye fo0lS.ess"?

How could anyone presume that the purpose of the Exodus was to promul-
gate Reform. 'Was Reform the mission for which the Israelites were
chogen when they left Egypt?“26 Did not the Exodus permit the Israelites

the opportunity of receiving the Law? But Dr, Mayer rendered a different

explanation,

1 "And now they gird their loins, now they

1 were ready to depart, becamse it was ful-
filled that all the children of Israel
shall have light in their dwellings.
(Bxodus 10:23) 8o it is reform that is

the light which Israelites had in Egypt.®27

But Leeser srgued that the light coming to Israel showed only that Israsl
| was ready to follow God. If Leeser could allegorize, then this passage
"commanded even in this late generation to be ready for a contest against
unbelief and :irrezaligion"'.2"8 Leeser warned his readers not "to hasten

after the idols of the hour, whioh teach falsehood and lead on to the

2
pitfalls of destruction', ¢

Leeser found no spiritual advantage derived from worshipping once

a week for an hour or two,

"We cannot see that any real solld advantage

is obtained by men and women coming to a place
of worship, and sitting there listlessly, while
music is performed, pleces of prayer recited,
and a pretty discourse read offy430
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Synagogue attendance once g week had become the most important aspect
of the reformer's faith, Yet, the Bible nowhere commanded us to build
any other house of worship besides the Temple in J@rusalem. Although
the Talmd specified that in every town where there was a synagogue,

Jews who refrain from entering the synagogue was never meant to be the

only obligation incumbent upon Jews.Bl The mitsvoths were not fulfilled
after observing a few prayers in the synagogue.

While Isasc Leeser battled reform, Mayer refused to relent from
defending reform, Dr. Mayer argued that traditional Judaism was evil,
hypocritical, indifferent and without principles, Reformers had been
driven to reform by the very circumstances created by their opponents.
Traditional Judaism had brought sbout reform; otherwise Judaism would
have been d@stroyad.Bz

Leeger rebuked Mayer'svattack on tfaditional Judaism, How could
Mayer make such statementé about traditional Judaism?

"He certainly does not mean to change the

orthodox portion of Israelites, all over the

world, with having compeliled him and his

fellowswlaborers to enlist under the flag of

reform, and to do a certain amount of re-

forming under pain of their displeasure, "33
Did Mayer sincerely believe that in order to save our faith from hypo=
erisy, spostasy end indifference, Reform was compelled to follow such
a destructive course? Where wag Mayer's proof of traditional Judaism's
faults?

What about the Sabbath? Were nol the synagogues empty on the
Sabbath? Reform had accommodated all those who could not attend on the
Sabbath by holding a Sundsy service, How was Dr. Mayer consistent with

his reforms? He and his followers demanded a certain quality of spirit-
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ual religion, Yet they compromised with certain members who could not
attend services on the Sabbath by pleasing the needs of the minority.

Judaism would soon become nothing but a diluted faith under such a sys-

tem,

"What system do you want to adopt, the
Caraitic West-Fnd worship of London, the
showy style of the Hamburg temple, or the
aceomodating course adopted at Berlin?

Do you mean to uphold the Sabbath, or
change its day? And asgain, if the first,
what will you permit, and what labors will
you prohibit?" 3L

No, argued Isaac Leeser, Orthodoxy was not responsible for hypo-
crisy, indifference and apostasy, as Dr. Mayer presumed, but the new
Reform teachings were the primary ceause.

"Look over the list of Apostates, such as

gtand in prominent places in Burope, leaving

America out of the question, because they

are too few here to be taken inte account,

and you will find them among those whose

families had become gradually estranged from

Judaism, who loved Gentiles better than their

own brothers, or those who had pursued a

course of study which brought them within the

limits of temptation,"3
If our traditional authority was recognized by: the reformers, Leeser
admonished, then the reformers would adhere to the ancient laws as in
Orthodox teachings, and there would be no need to render any interpre-
tation other than the literal one. Reform cannot accept certain aspects
of tradition while refuting others. Our ancient laws are intended to
guard us from infractions of the Mosaic law. Whether the reformers de-
nied the chain of tradition, there can be no question that the manner of
observing the commandments was more likely in accordance with ancilent
methods than any recent creation.36

The reformers worked very slowly to implement their new system.
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Certain prayers in the liturgy were carefully removed from the service.
The Reform regulations on marriage, divorce, and converts were entireiy
different from those of Orthodoxy. ! Reform spoke about religion, bub
performed few of the mitgvoth, Orthodoxy was not to blame for the conw
ditions of Jews but an age which had rebelled against truths that had
previously stood the test of time was responsible. While Dr, Mayer's
views were untenable to the true believer, Leeser was confident that the
doctrines of the past would soon obliterste ell the methods of reform,

Leeser had taken Mayer sufficiently to task in the Ogcident to feel
confident that Mayer's arguments and reforms were clearly proven fal-
lacious and harmful to Judaiém. Unfortunately for Isaac leeser the
battle against reform was just beginning. The seeds for reform came
from Germany and were planted in America in the Charleston congregation.
From this community, the Reform movement grew and spread intovother parts
of the country,. | |

When Isaac Leeser first assumed his posiltion in Philadelphia in
1829, there were only six Jewish congregations in America, Fromvthis
earliest period, the Jews realized the need for some form of unity, but
because of personality clashes between the various ministers and the
different interpretations of Judaism, union among all Jews became a most
perplexing problem, On certain issues, all Jews were united, The Damag~
cus affair in 1840, the Mortara case of 1845, and the Swiss treaty of
1850 rallied Jews around a common cause, When large numbers of immi-
grants flocked to America during the mid-nineteenth century, organization
once agaig became of prime concern to American Jews. The Jews were
scattered in small communities throughout the country, They faced the

problems of educating their children, of providing various social services
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and of adopting some organizational structure. Only through the joint
efforts of all Jews could such challenges in America be properly re-
solved. Union emong Americen Israelites was a sound beginning reasoned
Isaac Leeser,

The first volume of the Occident in 18L3 contained several articles
pleading for union smong American Jews, In these articles, Leeser stres—
sed the urgent need for small congregations to join themselves together
in larger unions,

"It is an evil certainly that, in small com-

munitiey especially, Israelites do not unite

to form one large respectable Synagogue, in

place of weskening their strength and wasting

mesns uselessly in keeping up separate estab-

lishments for the Portuguese, German, and

Polish customs.!" 38
Leeser desired to promote authoritative observances that would result
in Orthodox traditions.

In 1841, a few years before the appearance of the Qccident, Leeser
had met at the request of Rabbi Louis Solomon of Rodef 8Bhalom of Philaw

delphia for the purpose of uniting American Jews. Three congregations

participated: Mikveh Israel, Rodeph SBhalom end Beth-El, all of Phila-

delphia, In that meeting Lewis Allen, fsq., President of Mikveh Israel

presided and Henry Cohen, treasurer of Beth Israel was elected secretary
of the proceedings. The members resolved the following:

"That a committee be appointed to consider the
propriety of endeavoring to establish a plan of
religious union of different congregations of
America, and that they report a plan for ob-

taining the views of the several congregations

as to such a unlon, and such other mabiters as

may be thought necessary to carry the union into
effect, and that the plan submitted by Rev, Messrs.
Salomon and Leeser, be referred to that committee,"39

At & later meeting held on July 18, 1841, at the Masonic Hall, the
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plan sgreed upon by the committee was placed before the assembled mem-
bers. The preamble of the plan read as followst

"The Israelites of Philadelphia, in commen with
their brethren in other places of America, have
long since been alive to the many evils under
which they labour in the great downfall of re-~
ligious observance, and the want of proper reli~
gious education among them. But deeming 1t their
duty to leave no means untried to counteract the
deplorable state of want of proper observance,
and to promote a due knowledge of the blessed re-
ligion they have received from their fathers,
they have resolved to propose a union of all
Tsraelites residing in America, to effect by a
common and united effort, that which would evi-
-dently be beyond the power of accomplishing by
any one of the small congregations in which the
lsraelites of this country are divided; they
therefore offer the following suggestions, which
they hope will forward greabtly the desired re-
sult; in, first, establishing a competent ecclesi~
astleal authority, agreeably to the injunction

of the law in Deut. xvi. 18¢ '"Judges and officers
shalt thou eppoint for thyself in all thy gates,
which the Lord thy God giveth thee thwopgbout

thy tribes;' secondly, by establishing schools
for genersl and religious education under

Jewish superintendence, as commanded in Deut,

vi. 7t 'And thou shalt teach them diligently

to thy children;' and thirdly, by promoting
harmony and a concert of action among all their )
brethren scatbered over the western hemisphere, 1
in accordance with the lofty aspiration of the H
Psalmlst, who says (cxxxiii, 1): 'Behold how

good and how pleagsant it is for brethren to dwell

together in unity.! With these views the bom-

mittee recommend the adoption of the following

rules and regulations for the government and

action of the Israelites in America,'"hO

This plan attempted to establish some ecclesiastical authority to further

education and to unite all Jews scattered throughout the country, Fur- f
thermore, one can see that this plan desired to arbitrate any problems

ariging from any differences smong the various congregations in the

country. The suggestions of this meeting were sent to all congregations,
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who were invited to a national meeting.

Isasc Leeser went bo New York to lay the foundations for the
national meeting., The parnas of Shearith Israel of New York, then the
sﬁrongest congregation, wes invited to participate in the plan for union,
Since the Ashkenazl congregations were in the majority, the parnes re-
fused the invitation feeling that the Sephardic congregations would be
very mich in the minority. The Reform congregations also showed no
interest, Beth Blohim of Charleston voted against the whole scheme in
a resolution it passed which denied "all conventions, founded or created
for the establishment of any ecclesiastbical authority whatever....are
alien to the spirit snd genius of the age in which we live, and are
wholly inconsistent with the spirit of American Liberty". thhe plan
ended in a complete failure, yet Isaac Leeser refused to relent in his
crusade for a union among all Jewish congregations.

A second attempt was soon mede; however, this time with the unex-
pected assistance of Issac M, Wise, Wise promised to support Leeser in
the idea of unity, Wise wrote a letter to Leeser which was printed in
the Occident,

"Exercise all your influence on your friends

and acquaintances, to bring together all men

of zeal end piety, of wisdom and knowledge,

to consider what should be done for the unlon,

welfare and progress of Lsrael,” L2
Wise also called upon some of his friends, Lilienthal, Kohlmayer, Merz=-
bacher, Isaacs, and Felsenheld, to participate in the forthcoming meeting
to gather on the second day of Iyar, 5609 (1849). Leeser was naturally
most pleased with Wisa's support for the project. Wise thought Phile-
delphia a suitable city for the mgating; Leeger preferred New York since

the majority of Jews lived in that city. Yet, Leeser was snxious to
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gather in any city as long as an assembly to discuss union would meet
in the near future.

Wise had named several whom he expeclted would join the proposed
plan for union. Rev. Isaacs wrote Leeser that he would be anxious to
Jjoin the proceedings. There was no other way in Isaac's opinion to
improve religious piety, to train a ministry, and to educate our chil-
dren than through such a meeting., Isaacs realized that differences

would ensue, yet he hoped that the principles and aims of the meeting

would elevate all the assembled members into compromising for the sake

L3
of Israel,

Leeser realized that many of his orthodox colleagues were hesitant

. .1n joining the proposed plen since Wise was known to be a radical. Leeser

agsured his colleagues and readers that such an assembly would not sup-

port radical projects within'Judaism. Leeger wrotes

"We want union to glorify the law; we want 1%
to elevate the character of Judaismi but should
our project be made use of to work injury to
the good cause, we pledge our word before its
consummation, that we will oppose it with all
the energy which we are capable of, and stand -
aloof from all union with those who would bring :
evil and dissension &ﬁbo the assembly of God- -
fearing Israelites,"“ '
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Leeser advised his readers that the assembly would safeguard the rights
of all participants.

"No legislative actlon is to be attempted with
pur consent; all resolves are to be merely ad-
visory, neither obligatory on the members them-
selves nor the congregations they represent; it
is to retard the spirit of wild reform with
which many individuals from abroad and st home,
are imbued, and to give, as far as a united ef-
fort can succeed in so doing, the spirit of the
age a wholesome direction,"LS

Wise admitted he was a reformer, but he was purposely unclear on his
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position on halaghic dogma. Leeser had outlined the limits of the
assembly; but many were apprehensive sbout Wise's limits. Wise assured
his colleagues that "Reform questions of synagogues shall only then be
discussed, if petitions of congregations bring the subject fairly be~
fore the same,

Wise wrote in the Occident on his position with regard to reform,
He said:

T am a reformer, as much so as our age requires;

because I am convinced that none can stop the

stream of time, none can check the swift wheels

of age; but I have always the Halacha for my

basis; I never sanction a reform against the Din.

I am a reformer, if the people long for it, but

then I seek to direct the public mind on the path

of the Din; but I never urge my principles upon

another, nor do I commence to start a reform in

a synagogue."i7
Leeser's colleagues were not relieved by Wise's remarks on reform. How
could any Orthodox leader who devoted his entire life's work to promote
faithful adherence to tradition, meet with a man whose primary aim was
to destroy what the traditionalists hoped to preserve? Leeser was
temporarily willing to overlook Wise's radicel idess in order to ereate
a union of both the traditional and more radical factions. Thus, Leeser
pleaded with his colleagues to come forward and Join in the forthcoming
proceedings.

In Americae, there was no competent religious awthority to rule on
any halachic questions existing in congregations or with any ministers.
Nor was there any authority who could judge the qualifications of the
candidates for the ministry. ZLeeser thought that the Chief Rabbi in

England would not answer a minister but would respond to questions sub-

mitted by a congregation.hsBut, Leeser knew that such procedures took
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time before an answer would be received from abroad., A competent central
religious authority in America would solve meny problems., Examinations
of ministers could properly be administered, education éf all Jewish
children could be undertaken, and a trained ministry in Americs would
strengthen Judaism.

The final date for the assembly was set by Wise and Leeser for
June, 1849. Both men exerted great efforts to make the assembly & suc~
cesges Leeser wrote numerous articles asbout the assembly; Wise preached

countless sermons in various American cities., Instead of the original

plan of holding the meeting just for ministers, lLeeser and Wise decided

to include both rabbis and lay leaders. The plenners sent a clircular

out to the congregations who were most likely to join the meeting in
June, Wise and Leesger dedided to wait until twenty congregations agreed
to send delegates.

In May, 1849 an article appeared in the Occident under the title,
"8hall We Meet?" Leeser expressed his personal sadness over the response

ghown by the American Jewish congregations to the proposed assembly the

following month., Only five congregations had elected delegates since
the format of the conference had been changed. Leeser was naturally
most disappointéd over such a poor reception., Leeser wrotes

"But we cannot disguise the fact that the
proposal has been received with less en-
thusigsm than its importance deserves, and
gso far as eppearances go, there seems not
mach probability that the convention can
meet at as early date as the second week in
June, unless the adhesion of the yet not
heerd from congregations should come In much
faster than we have any right at present to
expect, "h9 :

The required responses from other congregations never came, much to
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Wise's and Leeser's dissppointment. The proposed assembly seemed doomed
to defeat. Leeser refused to give up all hope for an eventual meeting,
Three other congregations responded after Leeser's May érticle; but the
required number was still lacking, lLeeser admitted defeat in the June
issue of his magezine; yet he still anticipated success. The meeting
scheduled for the eleventh of June was subsequently postpbned; but the
assembly never convened in the future,.

Isaac Leeser was unaware that a new soclety, called the Society of
the Friends of Light, had organized in America, All faiths were accep-
ted into the Society., Wise had been given an honorary membership in the
Society, having corresponded with the Society since its ineeption?l
The general purpose of the Soclety seemed directed at removing all boun-

daries between the world religions. The Society gathered many members

who had experienced persecution in EBurope, Many liberals joined the
Soclety, especially since lts establishment came immediately after the
liberal revolutions of 18h8£;2 Those who were favorable to the synagogal
union lost interest after many congregations who either had designated
delegates or promised to, were no longer interested in the assembly,
Only one congregation in New York, Shaaray Tefila, under the leadership
of Rev. Isaacs actuslly responded to Leeser and Wise's circular, ; Those
who strohgly favored the proposed assembly stood firm. The assembly was
vital to Ameriéan Judaismn,

The Society of the Friends of Light was responsible for the proposed
assembiy's failure, Wise remarked about the sudden change of mood that
swept over so meny people, "Enthusissm was diverted to and all attention

turned towards this society, instead of being given to the movement for

5L
congregational union." Wise thought that meny of the members in the



113

Socilety were members bent on destroying Judaism. Wise found all sttempts
to advance the proposed assembly blocked. People he eonﬁacted favored
the Society for the present. Soon Wise himself knew the sssembly was
doomed to failure.

Both Leeser and Wise were disappointed over the eventual fate of
the assembly, Yet, while Wise directed further emergles henceforth to
the required changes necessary for a thorough reform in Judalsm, Isaac
Leeser still snticipated success for the planned assembly. It is a sad
commentary on Americen Judaism that such'dynamickindividuals as Wise
and Leeser could not have continued their efforts along a common front,

Leeser was greatly sannoyed by an article-printed in the Asmonean

by Dr. Wise on the Union of American Jews. Wise had assumed respons i
bility for the failure of the assembly; but he had also taken the full
credit for the concept which Leeser had originated several yéars before
Wise, Wise lamented the plan's collapses "Therefore, I left last year
my solitary closet for a short moment, to call on my brethren esrnestly
and solemnly te unite for the accomplishment of our holy mission, to be
strictly combined in one sacred cause."55 Leeser was personally hurt by
Wise's assertions, Leeser fought onwaid: "Judaism has but one motto
in America, and this is Advancel”sé
The battle for synagogal unity was not over for Isasc Leeser,

Leeser expressed hils eagerness to join with any men whose energies were
directed to such a.uﬁion. lLeeser indicated the purpose of such a meeting:

#(a) Education in its fullest sensey (b) Difw

fusion of good books among all classes; (o)

The establishment of a respectable and rese

pected ecclesiastical authority; (d) The

institution of hospitals in some central po-
gition, where the suffering Israelite might
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be received and tended by his own fellow
pelievers,'S7
Leeser continued his pleas for unilon in numerous editorials asppearing in
the Qgoident,

While Leeser worked for union, Wise soon prepared for another asw
gsembly, This was the third attempt at a conference. Leeser and his
Orthodox colleagues were indeed sceptical of this assembly, Fearing
that the Cleveland Assembly was proposed for the adulation of Reform,
Orthodox leaders refrained from attending the 1855 assembly. ' The Cleve~
land assembly met on the seventeenth of October, although the assembly
was a success; Leeser's objectives were not considered at the meeting.
Reform had gained a footheld in America; henceforth Leeser and his col-~
leagues fought a losing battle against Reform. The delegates consisted
entirely of Reformers; Isaac Leesger was the only exception; Wise's

circular for the assembly in Cleveland was entitled Bholom 41 Yisroel

(Peace be Unto Israel). The circular read as follows:

#In the name of Israel's God and Israel's religion the ministers
and delegates of the Israelitish congregations are respectfully
requested to assemble in a conference, to take place the seven-
“teenth day of October, 5616 A.M., in the city of Cleveland,
Ohio, to deliberate on the following points:
l. The articles of Union of American Israel in theory
and praetice,
2+ A plan to organize a regular synod, consisting of
-delegates chosen by the congregations and societiles, whose plans,
privileges, and duties shall be defined, to be sent to the se-
veral congregations for their approbation,
3. To discuss and refer to & committee a plan for a
Minhag America, to be reported to the synod at its first session.
lis A plen for scholastic education in the lower and high-
er branches of learning.
5. Other propositions either sent in by congregations, or
made by the ministers and delegates at the conference,
By order of the American Rabbis,
Rev. Drs. Cohn, of Albany;
Guenzburg, of Baltimore;
Hochheimer, of Baltimorej
Illowy, of St. Louis;
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Kalisch, of Cleveland;
Lilienthal, of Cincinnati;
Merzbacher, of New York;
Rothenheim, of Cincinnabi;
Wise, of Cincinnati.

Isaac M. Wise, Corresponding Secretary., "58

Both the Reformers and Traditionalists were apprehensive about
uniting into an ecclesiastical body, The Orthodox rabbis veered awey
from any such gathering. Illowy refused to meet with Wise, although
he signed the original circular., Abrsham Hice who adhered to strict
Sabbath observance boycotbed the conference., While the Orthodox leaders
refused to attend the Cleveland Conference, the Reform leaders were un-
willing to tolerate Wise's compromises with the Traditiwnalists§9 When
the asgembly met, Wise was elected chalrmen; Dr, Elksn Cohn, the minig~
ter of Anshe Emeth, Albany, New York, became vicemchairman, and Lilien~
thal the secretaryaéaThe proceedings were conducted in German.

Leeser expressed great reticence about attendiﬁg the conference,
fearing that the direction the assembly would decide to follow was as
yet unclear, Leeser appeared at the Cleveland Assembly, but took no
part in the conference until the assembly had determined the basic guide-
lines for future assemblies., Leeser ciaimed that although only an ob=
server, he served in a three~fold capacity. Leeser was a delegafe from
the Portuguese congregation in Richmond; he was the oldest minister in
America; and he was witnessing the assembly as the editor of the oldest
magazine in America?l Jince the rabbis present were all Reformers,
Leeser abstained from the assembly, Dr, Wise began the assembly by
asserting that a Jew could not be ruled out of Judaism regerdless of the

number of prayers one recited or whether the individual observed the

second day of the festivals or the synagogue played an organ on the Sab=
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62 _ :
bath, Dr, Wise read a paper suggesting several basic principles which

were fundamental to achieving any progress at the meeting. The con-
ference adopted the following platform:

"l. The first conference of American:Rabbins acknowledge the
Bible which we have received from our fathers as the revealed word
of God, given to us by divine inspiration,

2. ..othe Talmud contains the logical and legal development
of the Holy Seoriptures, and that its decisions must gulde us in all
matters of practice and dutye.

3¢ +eothis conference and all future Synods will act according
to these principles.

e «..the 1lliberal assertions contained in the Talmud are not
of the kind referred to, and have no binding force on us, 63

The members must have ignored the inherent contradictions between

the second and fourth principles. ILeeser was overjoyed with these prin-
ciples, announcing that he was then ready to join the agsembly as a
member. Leeser claimed that had Wise's principles been knbwﬁ beforehand,
more Orthodox leaders would have partieipated in the sssembly. Leeser
proposed that the assembly be adjourned at once so that Wise's proposals
could be publicized and another assembly be convened the following sum—

mer. Leeser stated that the seventeenth of October inaugurated a day

of joy for Israel "if all Jews would adopt in sincerity the Bible as the
inspired word of God end the Talmud as indicating the rule of life by
which they would be governed", The first clause was unanimously adopted
by the members., The second received more careful scrutiny.. The first
day of the conference ended after all members participated in the after-
noon and evening service,

When the conference convened the following afternoon, leeser offered
a resolution of his own on the second principle., ILeeser's propossl read:

"That it is the opinion and conviction of this conference, that the Talmud
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contains the divine tradition given to Moses, and that all lsraelites
must decide all quesﬁions according to its deois:i.on."65 In addition,
Leeser urged that the words "orthodoxy" and "reform” be.changed to
Yoatholic! and "Reformed Israelites". Leeser's motion did not meet with
unanimous approval. After a long dlscussion, a compromise was reached,
The final form read: “The Talmud conteins the traditional, logical,
and legal exposition of the sacred Scriptures."66 Leeser agreed to the
final form of the principle with the mental reservation that the word
Ytraditional® implied divine communications. BSince Leeser had anéther
commitment in Philadelphia, he excused himself from the assembly and
left confident that his mission was a success. |

Izaac Leeser left the Cleveland Conference confident that a solid
base had been laid for union among American Jews, Wise was as jubilant
a3 Leeser, Wise felt that he had won a major vietory for himself. Now
he had established himself as the leader of a United lgrael,

But the following day the conference reconvened and approved a
number of resolutions which contradicted some of the original principles.
When Leeser reached New York, he discovered while reading the Cleveland
paper that the aséembly'wag still in session. Wise urged the assembly
to ceall a regular synod, to sppoint a committee to estaeblish a uniform
liturgy and another to organize Zion Collegiate Associations in all
citles of the United States for the children's high school education.
Wise and his colleagues condemned &ll day schools, recommending public
schools with the addition of a supplementary religious school education.é

Leeser was greatly disturbed to learn that the assembly had adopted

a new prayerbook, Minhag America, which deleted certain prayers from the

traditionsl prayerbook. The new Minhag America had removed all referen-
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ces to a personal messish, to the restoration of the Davidic dynasty,

and to ell prayers for sacrifices. Although Isasc Leeser was dig-

.tressed over these sudden events, he was confident of the final results.

He wrote after leaving the assembly:

"This much, however, I must say, that if
the gentlemen I met last week are honest

in their attachment to the Biblé and Talmud,
their reform must be harmless, since they
can thug introduce nothing for which they
cannot present to the world reasons based

upon authority, 168

Unity was the purpose but not the effect of the conference. Illowy
noted Wise's various contradictions and urged Wise to practice what he
preached, Illowy vocalized the Orthodox position in America. On the
Reform side, Einhorn and his colleagues felt that Wise had no right to
compromise with the Orthodox and their talmudic views on Judaism., Ein-
horn desired to remove any mention of divine euthority while Wise and
Lilienthal were not such extreme Reformers. Wise intended to make only
gradual reforms,

Leeser wanted the efforts continued. When would the next conference
be held? When would the promised synod commence? Leeser realized that
80 far only an 1nitial step had been taken., Possibly a world conference
would be necessery to save Judaism, There were sufficient learned men
who in council could deliberate on the state of Israel as it now exists.

"Such an assembly, voluntarily come together
from different parts of the world, would have
a powerful influence to silence agitation on
the one hand, and to satisfy the conscience on
the other; snd there could be no political ob-
Ject at the bottom of convoking such a meeting,
as was the case with the Sanhedrin which met
under Napoleon I,; nor could either reformers

or thelr opponents say, that the object of the
members was to crush inquiry, since the very
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assembling could prove that they meant to
subject all the points at issue to the only
test feasible among us, Scripture and Tra-
dition, "69
The Cleveland Conference achieved exactly the opposite of what its
leaders envisioned. The two groups, the Orthodox and Keform leaders,
were now hopelessly divided beyond reconciliations, While Wise found
his Reform colleagues split within the Reforﬁ movement, Leeser's Ortho-
dox friends were equally divided, There was no possibility of.comprOM
mise. Isaac Leeser had advocated a system of conciliation, compromise
and sppeagsement wlith reform, but after learning of Wiée's deliberate
intentions abt the assembly, henceforth, Leeser éngaged in a relentless
war against reform. Progressive Judaism was now ¥progressive wicked-
ness®, /0 Such wickedness Leeser wanted to blot out whenever possible,
Leeger prayed that Orthodoxy might gain deliverance from the Reformers.
Leeser was persistent about forming a union, but after the schism
with Reform, he advocated a union with the traditional leaders, Leeser
still hoped that the Reformers might Jjoin the traditional union, but
the voting power would be withheld from the Reformers.71 The Reform
movement gained strength in spite of Leeser's attempts against it.
Leeser extended himself beyond normal bounds in the hope of forming
some union among Americen Jews. He pleaded for union even when little
hope existed for it >
The Orthodeox union became a reality with the formation of the Board
of Delegates of American Israelites in 1859, A desire for religious
union was nol the reason for this organization, but it was & result of
external forces, The MOrtgra case had created some stir.within Jewish

.

eimles.r3 The Board of Delegates hoped to address itself to the sudden
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hostility that existed againgt Jews ab thls time, The Board of Delegates
hoped Reform would join them in g united effort against the recent Jewish
hostility, However, Wise refused to become a part of the organization,
None of the Reformers were willing to perticipate in the organization,

“"The Board might have survived none the lesg
had Wise been willing to rise above his per—
gsonal animosity and cooperate with Leeser,

He, after all, contrelled the policies of
numerous congregations in the mid-West end
South; thelr adherence would have strengthened
the Board so greatly that Einhorn and fellow
radicals could not have remained outside the
fold, But Wise was stubborn and declared his
opposition from the first, The traditlonalists,
for their part, could not conteract the oppo-
sition of both radical and moderate reformers,
Although it survived for a number of years,
the Board of Delegates thus never had a fair
opportunity to develop its ?rogram and demon-
strate its effectiveness, "7l

Tsaac Leeser became the Vice-president of the Board, serving in
this position the rest of his life, While Leeser had hoped for reli-
gious unity emong American Jews, nothing resulted from his persistent
effortss To the very end of his life, Leeser bemoaned the lack of re-
ligious unity among American Jews, or even within the Orthodox camp,
Leeser wrotet

"But we have written, spoken, and taught

almost in vain; -- the slugglshness of many

orthodex teachers, ss they call themselves,

has been the rock against which our efforts

have been wrecked, "75
Leeser complained that there was not even one leader among the Orthodox
who had national qualifications. Since the men did not want Leeser, he
was only too glad to absent himself, Leeser however, would not dismiss

the urgent problem. He wrote: "But let them labor, let then throw aside

the official dignified retirement in which they love to indulge, and meet
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the question boldly and energetically, as becomes men who have their

faith. " 76

Yet, with all of Leeser's prodding, the Orthodox rabbils re-
fused to have anything to do with such a union, The laéb attempts at
union fell on deaf ears., While the Orthodox were unable to organize
themselves, Wise and his colleagues grew increasingly stronger. Reform
was not to be overthrown; the movement was permanently entrenched in
America,.

While Ilsasc Leeser was Orthodox, he belleved in certain reforms
that would bring dignity and decorum into the service and were in con=-
gsonance with the Bible end the Talmud. Leeser wanted beautiful syna~
gogues that would enhance the glorification of God, but "we detest a
church#going religion which begins withithe priest and which ends in
gound, and nothing but sound."77 Leeser argued that if music and
orations are the primary reasons for assemblying for worship, theil the
most accomplished rmusicians and preachers should be hired.78 Leeser
gbtated emphatically: |

"But this is not Judaism, and it is with this
only with which we have anything to do,

Judaism is, or should be, a religion of feeling;
and if it be not this, it 1s nothing at all,

it is a mockery. 79

Leeser had positive proposals which he suggested be adopted in all
synagogues, Leeser favored the Sephardic ritusl, feeling that this
ritual would unite the congregations in America., Although Leeser had
originally favored the Ashkenazi ritual, he changed his mind when he
first lived in Richmond, Virginia., ILeeser found the Sephardic ritusl
attuned to the spirit of Orthodoxy. Furthermore, the preyers found in

the prayer book were not prolonged, thus the service would not tax the

patience of the congregation. In the Sephardic ritual the piyutim were
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removed while the Ashkenazic ritual sti]l comteined these poetic in-
gsertions.

Leeser advocated certain constructive reforms whiéh were compabi~
ble with tradition, yet they were improvements in the synagogue gervice.
Leeser pleaded for the abolition of all money-offerings in the synagogue
on all Sebbaths and holy days. Leeser strongly recommended the fol-
lowing rules in the servicet

a, ™A punctual presence of all worshippers at
the time appolnted for the commencement of
prayers,

b, Not to permit anyone, whether Israelite or
gentile visitor, to quit the Synagogue be-
fore the meeting is over,

¢s Not to allow any conversation or any sort
during prayers, reading of the law and pro-
phets, or during the sermon.

de Not to allow any children to brought in who
are too young or unruly to remain during the
whole time of worship, "8l

Leeser suggested that all synagogue administration follow democratic
lines. All meetings and declisions of the congregation should adhere
to the voice of the majority. Party affiliations have no place in the
adninistration of the synagogue»gQ |

Toward the end of his life, Leeser confessed that with all his
opposition to Reform, his espousals fell on deaf ears. Leeser lamented
toward the end of his editorial career:

“No one more than the humble writer of this is
cognizant of the deplorable defection now pre~
valling in most civilized countries within the
circle of Judaismj no one, perhaps, has more

energetically contended agsinst it than he has
dones no one has watched with more painful in-
terest the greater and greater spread of the

erroneous doctrines which are graduelly moving
wlth glant strides, into every direction; nay,
we confess that in proportion as our earnest

warnings have been uttered has been the appa~
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rent triumphant adveance of what we honegtly
deem both pernicious and unauthorized, "83

When Isaac Leeser's last months on earth were fast. approaching,
he @nunciatedyoneermore the principles which he had contended through-

out his life,

"Let others follow the idols of the hour, and
quit the fold where our people so long found
seeurity, we sre for Judaism, that brave old
stock of Heaven's own planting; we are for or—
thodoxy, the true exposition of the Word of
God; we are for the law as it was given to us
from 3inai; we are for all the hopes of our
race, trusting in its regeneration, in the
restoration of the temple, the rebuilding of
the altar, and in the reign of universal

peace only and alone, under the benficient
sway of Mashiach ben David, in whose days the
redemption of Israel and the salvation of man~
kind will be accomplished, but not until then, "SL




0 e = O = oow

10
11
12
13
1h

Henry'Englander “Isaac Leeser",
Rabbis, Vol, XXVIIL; 1918,

Isaac Leeser, Bd., The Qccident and American J
(Philadelphia) Vol, T, To, 123 March, 18LI. p

FOOTNOTES

Central Conference of American

Bachtach Press, p. 2ile

ewish Advocate,

Toide, Vol., IX, No. k; July, 185L. p. 212,

Ibid,
Ibid., Vol,

EP_%’_@_’ 3 VOl-

RS Ibido

Ibid., Vol,

I, No, 65 September, 18li3. pp. 253=25},

IX, Noo L3 July, 1851, p, 21k,

Tbide, ppe 205=206,

Ibide, Vol,

Ibid., Vol.

I, No, 53 August, 18L3, pp. 253w25l.
IX, No, lis July, 1851, pp. 209=210,

Ibido ) po 2190

Ibids, p, 221

Ibid., Vol,
dbid., Vol,
Ibid., Vol.
Ibid., Vol,
Ibid., Vol,
Ibid., Vol,

Ibd.,

LI, No, 7; October, 18Lke p. 318,
II, No, 93 December, 18LL, pe Llk.
LI, No, 65 September, 184k, p. 30k,
iI, No, 8; November, 184, p. 361.
I1I, No, 8; November, 1845, p. L0O,

1I, No. 8 November, 18Ll, p. 36k,

Ibido, Pe 3701

Ibid,

Tbid., Vol.

1T, No, 103 Januery, 18L5, p. L6k,

Ibid., Vol, XII, No. 1y April, 185k, p. L,

Ibide, Vol XII, No. 3; June, 185l, pp. 126w127,

12}

pe 602-603,




26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34

36
37
38
39
Lo
bl

L2

L7

125

Ibid., p. 127,

Ibid., p. 128,

Ibid., p. 129.

Ibid., p. 132,

Ibide, Vol. XIT, No, L; July, 185k. p. 169,
Ibids, p. 170,

lbid,, Vol., XII, No, 5; August, 185, p. 238,
Ibid,

Ibid., po 237,

Ibid., pe 2LO.

Ibid., pp. 2L2e2L3.

Ibid., Vol. XII, No. 73 Ootober, 185ks pp. 3294338,
Ibide, Vol. I, No, 10; January, 18Lkh. pe L58.
ibid,, Vole III, Noe Lj July, 1815, pe 175.
Ibid., p. 176,

Moshe Davis, The Emergence of Conservative Judaism, (The Jewish
Publication Society, Philadelphia, 1963.) pe 119,

Qggigggy, Vol, VI, No. 93 December, 18L8, p, L35,
Ibid., Vol., VI, No. 10; Jenuary, 1849, p. 511,
Ibid,

Ibide, pe 509,

Ibid,, Vol. VI, Noo 12; March, 18L9, p, 616,

- Ibid,

dbid., Vol. VI, No. 11; February, 18Li9s pp. 533=53L.
Ibid., Vol. VII, No. 25 May, 1849, p. 61.
Ibid,, Vol. VII, No. 3; June, 1849, p. 179

Ibid., Vol. VII, No. 5; August, 18L9. p. 271,




126

52  Moshe Davis, op, ¢it., p. 130,
53  Occident, Vol. VII, No, 3; June, 1849, p. 1L6.

5L Isaac Mayer Wise, Reminiscences, D. Philipson, Ed.,
(Cincinnati, 190L) pes 90,

55  Oceident, Vole VII, No. 9; December, 18L9, p. L36.
56  Ibide, pe Ll

57 Ibide, Vol. VII, No. 3; June, 1849, p. 1L8.

58 Isasc Mayer Wise, op. cit., pp. 307=308,

59 Moshe Davis, op. cibe, pe 13l.

60  Occident, Vol, XIII, No. 8; November, 1855, p, L09.
; 61  Ibid., p. h10,

62  Ibid.

63  Ibid., p. L1Owh1l,

6l Ibid., pe Llle

65 Ibid., p. Llz,

66  Ibid,, p. h13.

67  Ibid,

68  Ibide, pe Llbe

69  Ibid., Vol. XTV, No, Lj July, 1856, pp. 183#18L,

70 Ibid., Vol. XVI, No 3; June, 1858, p, 125,

7. Ibid., Vol. XVII, No. 1l; June 30, 1859. pp. 80s81.
72 Ibid., Vol, XIX, No. 1; April, 1861, p. 1.

73 Ibid., Vol. XVIII, No, 23; August, 1860, p. 137,

7L Bertram W, Korn, American Jewry and the Civil War, (The Jewish
Publication Society, Philadelphia, 1951,) pe 10,

75  Oceident, Vol. XXIII, No., 5; August, 1865, p. 197.

76 Ibid,




77
78
79
80
81
82
83
8k

127

Ibid., Vol, VIII, No., 2; May, 1850. p. 68.

Ibid,

Inid,

Ibide, Vol. V, No, 8; November, 1847. pp. 373%381.
Ibid., Vol. VI, No. 35 June, 18L8s p. 116,

dbid., Vol. VIII, No, 93 December, 1850, pp. LL5w=lLL8,
Ibide, Vole XXIV, No, 12; March, 1867, p. 530,

.:.[_p.m., V010 XXV, NO« 1; Aprj.l, 1867. plv 13.




CHAPTER VII

ISAAC TEESER IN RETROSPECT

If men sppraised the tangible achlevements of Isaac Leeser, the
report would convey a picture of tragedy. Few of his éndeavors were
long renge successes. Shortly after Leeser's death, the Occident
ceased further publication, Maimonides College, Leeser's dream project,
closed its doors some years after his death. leeser's attacks against
Reform were blunted aend powerful., Reform and conéervative movements
emerged to challenge orthodoxy, Yet Isaac Leeser was a ploneer for
American Judaism, He pioneered in founding the first Jewish Publication
Society in America, which though unsuccessful during his lifetime, wes
subsequeﬁtly reestablished as a going concern. He established foster
homes, literary guilds, asylums and numercus associations to promote
the cause of the poor, Although many of Leeser's endeavors were not
permanent successes, his pioneering efforts sighificahtly furthered
Judaism in Amerieca during the nineteenth century. He laid the founda~
tions for the achievements of those who followed. Leeser's greatest
achlevement was his translation of the Bible into English, All in all,
we owe a great debt to Isaac leeser. Few really understood the inner
drives, motivations, gosls and strivings of Isaac Leeser's unique per-
gonality.

In Leeser's early childhood, he experienced strict conformity to
Jewish observances. The orthodox patterns of Judailsm were firmly phiey
planted within him by his grandmother and Rabbi Sutre, They implanted
the orthodox doctrines within him even while Burope was undergoing re-
forms, Although Reform was founded in Germany during Leeser's youth,

his own contacts were almost exclusively with orthodox advocates,

1.28




129

Only the later conbact with Reform caused leeser any problem, bub by
then, hig commitbtment to traditional Judalsm was absolute.

Leeser never received and extensive education in Germanyo His
secular and religious education were not intense enough to satisfy
his probing mind. Throughout his 1ife he spoke about the inadequacy
of his education, ILeeser never earned the doctor's degree. he felt
himself lacking in talmudic knowledge and also in secular studies, This
inferiority preoccupied him throughout his life, He apologized for this
deficiency on several occasions, In America, he found his position very
tenuous at first., However, once his reputation was secured, titles and
degrees were irrelevant, Leeser was not an ordained minister nor did
he hold & doctor's degree, During his life, he was always conscious of
his educatlonal deficiencies,

Leeser came to America intent on & career in commerce, yet hié
real interest directed him toward studying and learning. ZLeeser had a
keen mind. He quickly mastered BEnglish and presented a defense of the
Jewish cause in the local paper. Whether Leeser enjoyed his commerecial
pursuits with his uncle or not we do not know, Mowever, his article
quickly brought him to the attention of Mikveh Isrsel., During the five
years Leeser remained with his uncle, his love of Judalsm intensified.
Leeser was never destined for commerecial pursults, When the first op-
portunity came to defend Judaism, Leeser was most eager, Whether he
hoped to leave his uncle's employ and labor on behalf of Jews, will
never be resolved, Leeser was cautious. Only when the congregation
invited him, did he accept the offer,

Leeser assumed his position in Philadelphia in 1829, Philadelphia

was & community unlike any he had previously known. In Germany, Isaac
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Leeser grew up within the middle class. He came into contact with

people who appreciated learning and knowledge, Yet, wealth was some-

thing new for Isaac Leeser, Once Leeser arrived in America, he lived

with an uncle who possessed wealth and social position in Richmond,
When he moved to Philadelphia, Isaac Leeser became'part of a soclal
elite, His daily activities brought him into contsct with the social
elite. Yet his contact with the prominent names of the social reglstry
was solely for religious or soclal purposes. Leeser was the hazan of
Mikveh Israel; thus he came into social contact with them. Many became

life~long friends of his,

Philadelphia was the center of nineteenth century life in America.
It was in Philadelphla where Leeser spent the rest of his life., He soon
adopted many of the values of the social elite of Philadelphia. How-
ever, there was a tension within Isaac Leeser. On the one héﬂd, Leeser
scolded his congregation for the sentiments they held, while on the
other hand, he felt very comfortable with these prominent social fami=

lies, Though he was never wealthy himself, he came into constant con-

tact with the prominent estsblishment of Philadelphia, Yet, Isaac
Leeser was glso the champion of the poor. Leeser took their causes to |
heart, He chastized the rich, yet was the leader of the poor. He felt
at home in Philadelphia and gained the respect of both social groups.

In Germany, the seeds of learning had been planted within him, His
ardent support of orthodoxy was also developed during his early youth,
Leeser grew up within very restricted horizons. His patterns of life
were clearly imprinted within him before he came to America, America
opened new horizons for Isaac Leeser, But the expanding religious ho-

rizons seemed too much for Leeser., ILeeser struggled gallantly to return



131

American Jews to orthodoxy and to the sentiments of the closed soclety
he had known in Germany. Bub, American Jews were not willing to turn
back,

Isaac Leeser was a conservative, His conservative sentiments were
early menifested in Germany through his orthodox religious practices.
Liberel sentiments were most common during this period in Germeny.
Equality snd freedom for all spread quickly, The older guard of German
patriots feared any change, however slight. Leeser!s family feared that
change would harm their status and thelr security as Jews, Thus, Leeser
grew up among conservatives, Philladelphia harbored similar sentiments,
yet the reasons were différent, Philadelphia was conservative since the
majority of the population were wealthy merchants who desired to maintain
the status quo. Isaac Leeser fit into the conservative pattern of Phila~
delphia, However, his conservatism was thoroughly idaalistié, unbainted
by material considerations.,

Philadelphia was home for Issac Leeser, Philadelphia had the finest
cultural advanbages of any city in America, Men of learning were drawn
to the city. Isaac Leeser was at home in this academic setting. The
finaneial world was another dimension of Philadelphia, Men of wealth
flocked to this city. Leeser entered this circle also, not as a business-—
man but as & religious leader of men of wealth.

Soon anything outside of New England became proﬁinoial; the in-
habitants were uncultured and irreligious, and the West required edy-
cation, culture, and educational assistance from Philadelphila, the great
center of the Bast, Philadelphia was the hub of all culture in the nine-
teenth century. Spokes like a wheel emanated from this cultural center,

reaching the most remote regions of the country, Whenever Leeser traveled
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to these remote places, he brought religlous enlightenment, Leeser
never expressed his sentiments about the West, although it seemed clear
that he considered the West uncultured and uneducated when compared to

Philadelphia.

Isaac Leeser was a unique personality. He was short in stature
and stout in frame., He wore horn-rimmed eye glasses. His jllness in
183l left his face pockmarked, Leeser was not a handsome man, He

remained a bachelor throughout his life, He was a lonely mean, feeling

inferior because of his lack of a formsl education. He absorbed him—
self in Judaism and Jewish causes, Leeser was a pleasant person. He
was intelligent, educating himself on many topics. His religious fervor
was traditionally oriented, dJudaism pust follow the patterns estab=
llshed since Biblical times, He championed the causes of the needy
even &t the expense of his weaithy friends in Philadelphia. When Isaac
Leeser believed in a cause, he fought for it with every fibre of his
being. Hié moral character was beyond reproach., Money was unimportant
for Leegser. It served only as a means to attain a meagre livelihood.
Other things interested him more. Although at times he lemented over
his frugal existence, he cared little for monetary gain. His sole con-

cern was for the survival of his people, Israel, Leeser gained the

respect of the poor because he livedssonrplaihly. He attained respect
from the rich becsuse he symbolized ancethical human being who would
not compromise his high standards for monetary advéntages. Leeser was
both conservative and culturally within the scope of the elite.

When Isacc Leeser came from Richmond to Philadelphia, his pursuits
in business were quickly abandoned for his real interest: the survival

and spiritual growth of Jews and Judaism. Leeser was interested in the
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individual and his attaining salvation. The external world was unim-
portant to him. This became Leeser's primary concern once he came to
Philadelphia. All his energies were directed toward this canses
Political, soclal and economic problems which had no effect on Jews or
Judaism were of nd interest to Isaac lLeeser. Even the Civil War was
ignored by Leeser, Though the Civil War affected Jews in the North and
South, he felt it was not a major issue for Judaism. When Jews in Palea—
tine, China, and Europe were endangered, Leeser used the Occident to
voice his consternation and concern in these matters,

Through his desire to further Judaism, Leeser realized that
American Jews were insufficiently schooled in their faith, Thus, Leeser
worked tirelessly to produce the necessary pamphlets, articles, books,
schools, teachers and ministers to properly educate all Jewish children
throughout America, The sermon was snother instrument of education,
Those who gained their instruction through Leeser's discourses could
learn about Judaism and find salvation through his oral messages. He
disseminated much information in the pages of the Occident. Why was
education so important to Leeser? Leeser was convinced that only through
education could Jews survive, Jews had always distinguished themselves
as an educated elite and Leeser knew that such must be true for all
Jews living in the West, Jewish educatlion would enlighten those areas
where darkness prevailed, FEducation would further unite Jews through-
our America, But, Leeser felt thal education was the only means by
which an individual could attain salvation. Rich and poor were all able
to learn about Judaism. There were no prerequisites, no monetary re-
gquirements, only an intense interest in a knowledge of Cods It was

available for everyone. Leeser was determined to make it just that
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simple, All his energies were exerted toward that goal.,

While Isaac Leeser labored to improve Jewish education, he looked
uvpon the Reform movement as a threat to Judaism, ILeeger was orthodox
in his religious prectices. Philadelphia and his homeland in Germany
harbored conservative sentiments, Progressive reforms were contrary to
Leeser!s strict adherence to the Biblical injunctions, and in sharp
contrast to the established patterns of his Bastern life in Philadelphia,
Why should enyone want to change what had been in existence for centu-
ries? Man had attained individual salvation from the previous religious
patterns in existence since Blblical times. Were present reforms in
Judaism sble to improve on a religious system that had been most satisw
factory for so long? Leeser thought note Thus, reform mist be attacked
at 81l cost. At every opportunity, lLeeser took the reformers to task;
however, his battle was in vain., Isaac M. Wise , Leeser's most ardent
oppenent, well summed up the careet of this remarkable man, whose love
for his faith was as intense as his antagonism to reform, when he wrote,

"He was an active laborer in the province of
Jewish literature, zealous advocate and ex~
pounder of Judaism, untiring in his efforts
to benefit the cause of Israel; honest and
consistent to the last day of his life.,es

He was the banner bearer of American Jewish
conservatism, All the rest of their leaders
are of local importance only, while he, by
his literary efforts, his travel, his numer-
ous acquaintances, his unfeigned sttachment
to his cause and his consistency, had a wide-
spread influence, We know of no masn in America

who will replace Isaac Leeser in the orthodox
campe"
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