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HE JEWS IN BRITISH AMERICA” is a topic that could easily consume

many more pages than are available here. To do the topic full justice,
one would need to look not only at the British North American colonies
but also at English Suriname, Barbados, Nevis, and Jamaica, all of which
already had at least some kind of Jewish presence in the second half of
the seventeenth century. In addition to the usual topics—political rights,
economic structure, social and intergroup relations, cultural life, and so
on—one would also want to undertake a detailed comparison between
the condition of Jews in the English colonies and the condition of Jews
back home in the English mother country. Jews were readmitted into
England only in 1655, and began worshipping in public only in 1657. As
a result—and in contrast to what we find in the Dutch colonies—Jews in
British colonies could not look back to the mother country as a model for
how Jews should be treated. Instead, we find Jewish life on both sides of
the Atlantic developing more or less simultaneously. This had important
and relatively unexplored implications both for the Jews and for those
who sought to govern and regulate them.

The more limited topic that I will focus on in this chapter is Jewish
religious life in British America. This is appropriate given the setting in
which this essay was originally presented as a public lecture—the historic
Touro Synagogue in Newport, Rhode Island—and the topic also serves as
something of a corrective to the economic emphasis of so much of the lit-
erature concerning this period. Unfortunately, the available data is some-
what skewed, since we know more about Jewish religious life in colonial
New York than anywhere else in British America. Some broader compar-
isons are possible, however, and there is in any case no reason to believe
that Judaism in New York was sui generis. To the contrary, throughout
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British America during our period, Judaism was becoming increasingly
distinctive from its European counterpart. This distinctiveness, rooted in
the peculiarities of colonial life, set the stage for the better known and
more significant transformation of Judaism in the United States that took
place following the American Revolution.

From the beginning, religion served as a motivation for Jews who set-
tled in the New World colonies. Following Menasseh ben Israel, many
fervently believed that the dispersion of the Jews to all corners of the
world was “the hope of Israel,” a harbinger of the messianic age. The pre-
sumed religious implications of New World settlement are reflected in
the revealingly messianic names that many New Werld synagogues bear:
Mikveh (Hope of) Israel (Curagao and Philadelphia); Shearith (Remnant
of) Israel (New York); Nidhe (Dispersed of) Israel (Barbados); Jeshuat
(Salvation of) Israel (Newport). Nor should we assume that this is mere
lip service to messianic ideas. We know that the Messiah was fervently
anticipated by some North American Jews in 1768 and in 1783 on the
basis of religious calculations that paralleled Protestant calculations of
the same kind. In 1769 we have a remarkable account from the Reverend
Ezra Stiles in Newport that during a thunderstorm Jews in his city threw
open doors and windows while “singing and repeating prayers ... for
meeting Messias.” This exotic practice, apparently inspired by the mysti-
cal belief that Jews were to be spirited away upon a cloud to Jerusalem,
is mentioned by Gershom Scholem, and reflects a custom found in some
places in Europe as well at that time.!

The defining Jewish symbol of communal religious life and culture
in British North America, as elsewhere, was the Torah scroll. Historians
generally have not paid sufficient attention to this ritual object; for the
most part, they have defined community in terms of institutions, such
as when a cemetery was acquired or when a synagogue was estab-
lished. I would argue, however, that the presence of a Torah scroll is a
much more reliable marker of an ongoing Jewish presence, for it created
a sense of sacred space, elevating a temporary habitation into a cher-
ished place of holiness and a private home into a hallowed house of
prayer. The arrival of a Torah scroll in New Amsterdam in 1655
(brought over from Holland) was a defining moment in the life of the
first Jews in that community, while the return of that Torah in 1663

demonstrates that the city’s Jewish community had by then scattered.
The subsequent reappearance of Torah scrolls in New York under the
British signaled that Jewish communal life had been reestablished, and
private group worship resumed. Wherever Jews later created commu-
nities in British America, as in Savannah, they also brought Torah scrolls
with them, or, as was the case in Newport in 1760, they borrowed a
Torah from a larger congregation. In smaller eighteenth-century colo-
nial Jewish settlements such as Lancaster and Reading, where Judaism
was maintained for years by dedicated laymen without a salaried offi-
ciant or a formal synagogue, the Torah scroll functioned similarly as
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something of a Jewish icon. It1 ergt;odied the holy presence around
i ish religious life revolved.
whli)t{)elrzalgrshig became available to North American Jews arov.lifld fithet
turn of the eighteenth century, just about the time that New Yo‘r s rsCl
Quaker Meeting House was erected, af\deefore the Bapitzlgts z;r;s
Catholics had opened churches in the c1ty. ‘For the next > }ée e ,
Shearith Israel dominated Jewish religious hfg in New York. In eed, thi
synagogue and organized Jewish community bgcame on((; an~mar
same—a synagogue-community—and as sxllch 11]te Vavsizﬁrl?fee primary
ibili i aintaining loca .
resp%\lselts)lht;’gf(;);uper—iiivnﬁlgniat;ddr:scended f%om the kehillah, the digtin;—
tive form}:)r; communal self-government that cbaracterized ]eWISl}'gfi 13
the Middle Ages. With the advent of mod'er.mty, as states cogsolll atii_
their power over their citizens and ind1v1§lual rights gradually i
umphed over corporate or group rights,.]ewwh communities ailvcoipm
rate political entities came to an end, and in seventegnth-century es ent
Europe the synagogue became the locus for ]e}msh self-go;zfemmeen;
Where multiple synagogues existed, this resulted in communa gatgr;\wg
tation, and in response the Sephardic Jews of Amsterdam in 163d To >
merged their city’s synagogues into one, “Kahal Kadosh Talrr}uh 1i)ra b
It govemed its members much like a church governed its paris \ 1: Sr:! t};
promoting discipline while avoiding the appearance o.f a Jewish “s a.l_
within a state.” This synagogue-commumty model, akin to th? plrevauCl
ing Protestant model of the established church, spread quxgk y and
widely, taking hold in Recife, Hamburg, London, the West Indies—an
4
thenTII\’f:‘:yzngl;gue established in New York, Shearith Is.ra.el, was located
in a small rented house on Mill Street, today South William Street,bll)u‘;
then popularly known as Jews’ Alley. The synagogue clos-el.y'resem eCl
its Old and New World counterparts in assumng responsibility for, ;n
monopolizing, all aspects of Jewish rel'%gious 1¥fe: commun.al wors 1}7),
dietary laws, life cycle events, education, phllanth'ropy, ties to Iev}\1 s
around the world, oversight of the cemetery and the ritual bath, even t e;
baking of matzah and the distribution of Passover haroset (used as part ;),
the Seder ritual). The synagogue saw itself and was seen by others asft zlcl
representative body of the Jewish community; it acted in the name ? a 1
area Jews. In addition, it served as a meeting and gathering place for loca
Jews, a venue for exchanging “news and tat.le."S. o )

The advantages of this all-encompassing institution Were, ro;r\ a
Jewish point of view, considerable: the synagogue-community prove aIn
efficient means of meeting the needs of an outpost Jewish community. t
promoted group solidarity and discipline, evoked a sense of tradition as
well as a feeling of kinship toward similarly organized synagogue-col:n-
munities throughout the Jewish world, and enhanc.ed the chapces that
even small clusters of Jews, remote from the wellsprings of Jewish learn-
ing, could survive from one generation to the next.
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Looming large among the values espoused by the synagogue-com-
munity throughout British America (and beyond) were tradition and def-
erence. These values had stood Sephardic Jews in good stead for
generations and were considered essential to Jewish survival itself. At
Shearith Israel, various prayers, including part of the prayer for the gov-
ernment, continued to be recited in Portuguese, and the congregation’s
original minutes were likewise written in Portuguese (with an English
translation), even though only a minority of the members understood that
language and most spoke English on a regular basis. Still, Portuguese rep-
resented tradition; it was the language of the community’s founders and
of the Portuguese Jewish “Nation” scattered around the world. (Ladino,
or Judeo-Spanish, written in Hebrew letters, was spoken only by the
Sephardim of the Ottoman Empire.)® In matters of worship, too, Shearith
Israel closely conformed to the traditional minhag (ritual) as practiced by
Portuguese Jews in Europe and the West Indies. Innovations were prohib-
ited; “our duty,” Sephardic Jews in England (writing in Portuguese) once
explained, is “to imitate our forefathers.” On a deeper level, Sephardic
Jews believed, as did the Catholics among whom they had for so long
lived, that ritual could unite those whom life had dispersed. They wanted
a member of their “Nation,” the term commonly used to characterize
Sephardic Jewry, to feel at home in any Sephardic synagogue anywhere in
the world: the same liturgy, the same customs, even the same tunes.”

Deference formed part of Sephardic tradition as well. Worshippers
expected to submit to the officers and elders of their congregation, which,
then and later, were entirely lay dominated. Yehidim, generally men of sta-
tus who materially supported the congregation and subscribed to its
rules, made most of the important decisions; they were the equivalent of
“communicants” in colonial Protestant churches. The rest of the wor-
shippers, including all of the women, occupied seats but held no author-
ity whatsoever. Within the congregation, as in most religious and political
institutions of the day, power was vested in men of means.

Even those without power agreed that disobedience to authority
should be punished. In 1760, for example, the congregation severely pun-
ished Judah Hays for disobeying the parnas (president), although he him-
self was a significant member® In enforcing discipline through such
edicts, Jews were following both the teachings of their ancestors and the
practices of their non-Jewish neighbors. Indeed, deference to those in
authority and to those who held the largest “stake in society” was
accepted by “the bulk of Americans” in the mid-eighteenth century.® By
contrast, the right to dissent, the right to challenge the leadership in a free
election, the right to secede and establish a competing congregation, the
right to practice Judaism independently—these were unknown in colo-
nial synagogues. Jews of that time would have viewed such revolutionary
ideas as dangerous to Judaism and to the welfare of the Jewish commu-
nity as a whole—which, of course, helps to explain why the impact of the
American Revolution on American Judaism proved so profound.
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No Jewish religious authority of any kind in colonial North America
possessed sufficient status to challenge the authority of the laity. Neither
Shearith Israel nor any of the synagogues subsequently established prior
to the Revolution ever hired a haham (the Sephardic equivalent of an
ordained rabbi), nor did rabbis grace any American pulpit until 1840.
London’s Sephardic synagogue, by contrast, considered it “necessary and
imperative ... to have a Haham,” and appointed one in 1664, just seven
years after that congregation’s founding, to “instruct us and teach the
observance of the most Holy Law.” In the New World, the Jewish com-
munities of Recife, Curacao, Suriname, Barbados, and Jamaica all enjoyed
the religious leadership of a haham at various times in the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries.’® New York, the “mother” congregation of
North American Jews, was the exception; indeed, so far as we know no
haham was ever employed by any North American colonial congregation.
Lack of members and funds partly explain why, but the practice of local
Christian churches was probably more important. Only about a fourth of
the congregations in the province of New York enjoyed full-time pastors
in 1750, and even the Anglicans failed to appoint a bishop to oversee their
flock.! Jews, therefore, felt no pressure to import a religious authority
from abroad. The absence of a professional religious authority did not
embarrass them in the eyes of their neighbors. Moreover, the diversity of
the North American Jewish community, which by the mid-eighteenth
century embraced Sephardim and Ashkenazim from many different
locales and was much more diverse Jewishly than Jamaica and Barbados,
would have made the task of finding an appropriate haham difficult, if not
impossible. To compensate, the officiating hazan (cantor), in addition to
chanting the liturgy, assumed many of the ceremonial functions that a
haham might otherwise have performed, including, on rare occasions,
public speaking.’?

Colonial mainland American synagogues also differed from their
European and West Indies counterparts in their relationship to the state.
In Sephardic communities as diverse as those at Bayonne, France,
Curagao and the Virgin Islands, synagogue leaders looked to government
to buttress their authority. The leaders of Curacao’s congregation, for
example, were constitutionally empowered under various circumstances
to seek “the intermediation of the Honorable Governor should all other
means fail.”!3 In other communities, fear of the state justified extraordi-
nary extensions of Jewish communal power. Concern for “our preserva-
tion” led synagogue leaders in London, for example, to demand the right
to have “revised and emended” any book written or printed by any local
Jew in any language.* No such clauses, however, appear in any known
American synagogue constitution. In the religiously pluralistic colonial
cities where Jews principally settled, local governments (at least in the
eighteenth century) extended a great deal of autonomy to churches and
synagogues and rarely intervened in their internal affairs. As a result,
synagogue leaders, like their church counterparts, found it necessary to



524 | Jonathan D. Sarna

fall back upon their own authority. Under ordinary circumstances, they
knew, local officials would not step in to help them.

The ultimate authority available to the synagogue-community was
the power of the herem (excommunication), “the principal means of defin-
ing social deviance and of removing from the community wayward
members whose actions and behavior offended its values.”' In the North
American colonies, as in eighteenth-century Amsterdam, this punish-
ment was threatened far more often than it was actually invoked, for its
effectiveness in a society where Jews were not solely dependent upon one
another and where compliance could not be overseen was doubtful.
There was, moreover, always the danger that excommunication would
backfire and bring the whole Jewish community into disrepute. More
commonly, therefore, punishments consisted of fines, denial of syna-
gogue honors, and, most effective of all, threatened exclusion from the
Jewish cemetery—punishments limited to the religious sphere and thus
parallel to church forms of discipline.

Even these punishments required some degree of communal consen-
sus. The leaders of Shearith Israel found this out the hard way in 1757
when they attempted to crack down on outlying members of the congre-
gation who were known to “dayly violate the principles [of] our holy reli-
gion, such as Trading on the Sabath, Eating of forbidden Meats & other
Henious Crimes.” Citing Biblical passages, the adjunta darkly threatened
these wayward members with loss of membership and benefits, including
that “when Dead [they] will not be buried according to the manner of our
brethren.” But six months later, in the face of opposition, they decided to
“reconsider.” Relying on Isaiah’s call to “open the gates” (Isa. 26:2), they
welcomed everybody back into the congregation’s good graces.' Syna-
gogue-communities thus may be said to have patroled “the edges” of irre-
ligious behavior, much as Jon Butler shows New England congregational
parishes of the time did. They punished some, a few severely, but let many
violations pass without comment. It was more important, they knew, to
blazon the possibility of censure than to pursue every accusation.”

What really sustained the colonial synagogue-community was not so
much discipline as a shared consensus concerning the importance of
maintaining Judaism and its central values. Shearith Israel’s new Mill
Street synagogue, consecrated in 1730, reflected this consensus in its very
architecture and design. Never before had North American Jews built (or
even owned) a synagogue, so this was their first opportunity to shape the
urban landscape. Since the completion of Trinity Church by the Anglicans
in 1696, a slew of competing churches had been built in New York City,
including a French church, a Dutch church, a Lutheran church, and a
Presbyterian church. These opulently designed buildings, with their large
spires and towers, had transformed and sacralized the city’s religious
skyline, displaying the colonists’ burgeoning material success for all to
see.! Jews had likewise achieved material success (the house of Lewis M.
Gomez, for example, was assessed at nearly ten times the value of the

The Jews in British America | 525

Jews’ rented house of worship), but the new synagogue bullng a?
finally constructed favored tradition over external dxsp}ay. Thg pr;nqpal
investment was in the interior of the synagogue, d951gned in ¢ alssma
Sephardic fashion, while keeping the exterior .comparatlvely sxm;z1 eg on
the scale of the modest New York churches built by the persecute 1E‘lp1;
tists and Quakers. In this, local Jews emulated t.he pattern of the .E.ng t1sd
Sephardic synagogue Bevis Marks (completed in 1701), ?nd anticipate
what the Jews would do in Newport when they built their synagogue in
1763.1° The architectural message in all three cases was thej: same—that
Jews should practice discretion on the outside bx not draw.mg. excessive
attention to themselves, while glorying in their faith on the inside, where
ition reigned supreme.

tradlSt;Zrtlir:glgar;rangegnents in the New York. and New.port synagdogu'es
underscored the power of deference. They mlrrored.sc.)aal apd gen erTlll;\—
equalities within the community and reinforced rehgxous. discipline. ﬁ
congregation assigned a “proper” place to every worshipper, and eack
seat was assessed a certain membership tax in advance. In New.Y.or y
members of the wealthy Gomez family thus enjoyeq the most preshglouﬁ
seats and paid the highest assessments. Others paid less 'and sat muc
further away from the holy ark. Women, in accorda'nce' with Jewish t;a-
dition, worshipped apart from men; they sat upstairs in the gallery, a(;
removed from the center of ritual action below. Few women attende
synagogue services in Amsterdam, Recife, and London,.so there they
were free to take any available gallery seat; none was assxgn.ed. By con-
trast, in New York and probably also in Newport, where ]§w1sh women,
like their Protestant counterparts, attended public worship mugh more
punctiliously, seats had to be assigned to them on the same basis as for
the men. Since the women’s section was small, disputes over status and
deference abounded—so much so that in New York a special ?Orea was
eventually reserved just for the elite women of the Gomez clan.”

An additional source of tension at Shearith Israel and throughout
colonial Judaism—more in North America, as I indicated, than in thg
Caribbean—stemmed from the ever-growing number of Ashkenazic
Jews, immigrants from Central and Eastern Europe whose traditions,
background, and world-view diverged markedly from those of the
founding Sephardim. In Amsterdam, London, Hamburg, }?ordeaux, Suri-
name, and many other places where Jews lived, Sephardlm .and Ash.ke-
nazim worshipped apart. They formed two Jewish communities, married
among themselves, and co-existed uneasily. North Ame.rlcan Jews, jby
contrast, worshipped together, as had also been the case in Relefe, w¥th
the Sephardim exercising religious and cultural hegemony. This contin-
ued to be true in New York, despite the fact that by 1720 Ashkenazim
formed a majority of the Jewish population.? The fact t})at the Sephard_lm
came first and enjoyed higher status than the Ashkenazim part'ly explains
this arrangement, but the threat on the part of Curacao’s wealthy
Sephardic congregation to stop assisting the New Yorkers unless they
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agreed not to allow the German Jews “any More Votes nor Authority than
they have had hitherto”? probably explains more. Nevertheless, Ashke-
nazim did come to exercise considerable authority within Shearith
Israel’s new synagogue, serving as officers slightly more often, according
to Eli Faber’s calculation, than the Sephardim. Jacob Franks, an Ashke-
nazic Jew, was a perennial leader of the congregation, and Gershom
Seixas, its most important and beloved colonial-era hazan, was the prod-
uct of mixed Sephardic-Ashkenazic parentage—as were a growing num-
ber of other colonial Jews.”? Sephardic traditions still held firm, but
increasingly it was not Iberian blood ties among kindred members of the
“Nation” that buttressed them. Instead, religious ties had become the
dominant force among the Jews of diverse origins who worshipped
together in New York, and power was slowly shifting to the Ashkenazim.

Synagogue-communities, as they developed in the major cities where
Jews lived, bespoke the growing compartmentalization of eighteenth-cen-
tury Jewish life in British America into Jewish and worldly domains—a
distinction unknown to medieval Jews or, for that matter to most Euro-
pean Jews of the day, but characteristic of American Judaism almost from
the very beginning. Colonial synagogue-communities did not tax com-
mercial transactions, as synagogues in Amsterdam, London, and Recife
did. They did not censor what Jews wrote on the outside, and they did not
punish members for deviant personal beliefs or for lapses in individual or
business morality. Instead, akin to neighboring churches, they confined
their activities to their own sphere, disciplining some religiously wayward
congregants with fines and loss of religious privileges, but leaving com-
mercial and civil disputes, even those that pitted one Jew against another,
to the general authorities. Some Sephardic Jews went so far as to employ
different names in each realm, recalling their former multiple identities as
crypto-Jews. The renowned Newport merchant Aaron Lopez, for exam-
ple, inscribed his business ledgers with his Portuguese baptismal name,
Duarte. In the synagogue, he was always known as Aaron.?*

The problem for early American Jews was that central Jewish obser-
vances—maintaining the Sabbath on Saturday, celebrating Jewish holi-
days in the fall and the spring, and observing the Jewish dietary
laws—infringed upon the boundaries that the separation of realms sought
so scrupulously to maintain. This engendered painful conflicts between
Fhe demands of Jewish law and the norms of the larger secular or Christ-
ian society in which Jews moved. Refusing to work on the Jewish Sabbath
effectively meant working five days instead of six, since local “blue” laws
prohibited work on Sunday, the Christian Sabbath. Jewish holidays simi-
larly conflicted with the workaday world of early America. As for Jewish
dietary laws, they made both travel away from home and social interac-
tions outside of Jewish homes both difficult and embarrassing.

Early British American Jews found no easy solutions to these dilem-
mas. Religious laxity was plentiful, just as Todd Endelman found among
English Jews of the time, but there were also those who managed to

1
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weave Judaism into the fabric of their daily existence. Indeed, the most
striking feature of Jewish ritual life in the colonial period was its diver-
sity—a feature that continued to characterize American Judaism long
after the uniformity of colonial synagogue life was forgotten. Within
every community, even within many individual families, a full gamut of
religious observances and attitudes could be found, a spectrum ranging
all the way from deep piety to total indifference.

When it came to the Sabbath, for example, the wealthy Aaron Lopez
“rigidly observed ... Saturday as holy time,” closing from Friday after-
noon to Monday morning. Over a three-year period for which we have
records, none of his ships left port on a Saturday.® Many surviving colo-
nial Jewish letters also reflect strict Sabbath observance, closing abruptly
with comments like “Sabbath is coming on so fast”—writing would then
be prohibited.7 Visiting New York in the middle of the eighteenth century,
the Swedish naturalist Peter Kalm heard that the city’s pious Jews “never
boiled any meal for themselves on Saturday, but that they always did it the
day before, and that in winter they kept a fire during the whole Satur-
day.”? On the other hand, Kalm also heard reports of Jewish ritual laxity.
Indeed, evidence abounds that Jews were trading on the Sabbath and trav-
eling in violation of its commandment to rest—so much so that Shearith
Israel once threatened with excommunication wayward members who
violated the Sabbath in these ways.?” The most revealing of all accounts of
Jewish Sabbath observance in the colonial period, however, comes froma
missionary to the Delaware Indians named David McClure. Sometime in
1772, he spent a weekend in Lancaster and went with a business order on
Saturday to the home of Joseph Simon, a prominent local Jewish merchant:

[Simon] said, “Gentlemen, today is my Sabbath, & I do not do business in it;
if you will please to call tomorrow, I will wait on you.” We observed that the
same reasons which prevented his payment of the order on that day would
prevent our troubling him the day following [Sunday]. We apologized for
our intruding on his Sabbath, & told him we would wait until Monday. He
replied, you are on a journey, & it may be inconvenient to you to wait. He
went to call in his neighbor, Dr. Boyd, & took from his Desk a bag, laid it on
the table & presented the order to the Dr. The Doctor counted out the money
and we gave a recipt. The Jew sat looking on, to see that all was rightly trans-
acted, but said nothing, & thus quieted his conscience against the rebuke ofa
violation of his Sabbath.®

Simon’s dilemma—torn between his Sabbath, his business, and what he
saw as common courtesy—very much reflected what many an observant
American Jew of his day experienced. His use of a surrogate to solve the
problem failed to impress the missionary: “... he might as well have done
the business himself,” he groused. But what made Jewish life among the
gentiles so difficult was that any solution would likely have been wrong;
often Jewish law and American life simply proved irreconcilable. Jewish
holidays, of course, posed similar problems.
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Dietary laws posed an even greater problem for colonial Jews, for
they were supposed to be observed at all times and had as their religious
objective the goal of preventing precisely those kinds of social interac-
tions with non-Jews that commerce and good neighborly relations
demanded. Accurate statistics on colonial American Jewish observance of
the dietary laws are unavailable. Even without them, however, we know
that Jews defined themselves religiously through their practice of these
laws; they were what they ate. Some labored to uphold the dietary laws
wherever they were, while others quickly abandoned them. Still others,
probably the majority, struggled somewhere in between. They main-
tained a double standard—one for home and one for outside—that effec-
tively mirrored the bifurcated world they inhabited.

While private beliefs and practices defined Jews in British America
religiously, and distinguished them from their Christian neighbors, social
interactions in trade, in the street, and wherever else Jews and Christians
gathered inevitably blurred these distinctions. The majority of Jews, espe-
cially in North America, resided in religiously pluralistic communities
where people of diverse backgrounds and faiths, including many who had
themselves experienced religious persecution, lived side by side. Perhaps
for this reason, they felt more comfortable interacting with Christians than
Jews did in most parts of the world—so much so that we know of Jews and
Christians who joined forces in business, witnessed each other’s docu-
ments, and socialized in each other’s homes. Jews certainly faced continu-
ing outbreaks of prejudice and persecution on account of their faith, and,
legally speaking, in most colonies they remained second-class citizens. But
from the very beginning of Jewish settlement, Jews and Christians also fell
in love and married. This was an alarming development from the point of
view of the Jewish community, which for religious and social reasons con-
sidered intermarriage anathema. It was also, however, a sure sign of the
acceptance of Jews—particularly as only a small number of the Jews who
intermarried converted to Christianity in order to do so.

Estimates of Jewish intermarriage in the colonial period range from
10 to 15 percent of all marriages, with men intermarrying more fre-
quently than women, and those living far from their fellow Jews more
likely to intermarry than those who lived near them. Available statistics
leave many questions unanswered, chief among them whether the rate
rose or fell over time. Still, the numbers are far lower than for some other
religious groups of the day. New York City’s French Huguenots, to take
an extreme case, married non-Huguenots between 1750 and 1769 at a rate
that exceeded 86 percent!®!

Colonial Jews mostly dealt with intermarriages on an ad hoc basis.
Thus, when Phila Franks married the wealthy Huguenot merchant Oliver
DeLancey in 1742, her pious, grief-stricken mother withdrew from the
city and in traditional Jewish fashion resolved never to see her daughter
again, “nor Lett none of the Family Goe near her.” Her more politic hus-
band, however, demurred: “Wee live in a Small place & he is Related to
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the best family in the place,” he explained, and tried to promote recofncll-
iation.? As a rule, intermarried Jews did sooner or later drift away Som
the Jewish community, but exceptions to t}.\is rule were not shunne: ,iis-
they might well have been elsewhere. David Fra.nks. continued to ma "
tain close social and economic ties to Jews. Benjamin Moses Clava w Ny
buried as a Jew. Samson Levy and Michael ]udéh had thfnr non-]err;_
children ritually circumcised, and half a dozen mtermérned Jews nure_
bered among the twenty original founders of the Sheanth I.s.rael Cong .
gation in Montreal.® In each of these cases, 2 Jewish tradition that Wfil
uncompromising on the subject of intermarriage clashed with folOE::t
society’s more indulgent social norms. Caught‘ between two rea Cinso o
they strove mightily to keep separate, coloqla.l Jews vac1llaﬁe .
again, Jewish law and American life proved difficult to r~ec.onc1le. y
By the time of the American Revolution, the pluralistic Fharalde.r o
American religious life had begun to transform not o.nly §oc1al rehatlo e
between Jews and Christians, but also American Ju.dalsm itself. .W e:e )
so many other diaspora settings, including the Carll?bean, ]udalfsm stoo
all alone in religious dissent, in America it shared its status with m;rely
another minority faith. This forced Jews to change the very way that :hey
thought about themselves; religious pluralism demandedv that . rr?i
reimagine who and what they were. While early on th‘ey defined the )
selves, akin to other Sephardim, as members of the Jewish or Portugkues ;
“Nation,” by the eve of the Revolution they more commonly SpO ellol
themselves as members of a “religious society,” on the model of paralie
Christian religious societies, like the “Society of Fri?nds" (Quaker51-
When Ezekiel Levy was hired in 1774 to serve as r1tual.slaUgh“ter€:
reader, and teacher in Philadelphia, his contract was thus w'1th the ”]ew‘
ish Society” of that city, not as earlier contracts had read with the ]ve
ish Nation.” Later, in 1783, when New York Jews wrote a formal letter C;
welcome to Governor George Clinton they used the same term. R?V'ea -
ingly, they juxtaposed “the Society, we Belong to” with “other Religiou$
Societies,” as if to underscore that Judaism stood on an equal footing
with all the rest.3* N
This development, which as we have indicated was also very mUCth
influenced by the increasingly diverse and pluralistic character of Noll; '
American Jewry—the large number of Ashkenazim a.nd .m1xed Ash }fe
nazi-Sephardi families—pointed to the growing distinctiveness of th
North American Jewish community; increasingly, it was marching to ‘t €
tune of its own drummer. Elsewhere, in Jamaica and Barbados, Judaism
developed along British lines, maintaining for as long as possible the tra:
ditions that characterized Anglo-Jewry in the eighteenth century. By con
trast, in the wake of the American Revolution, Judaism in the Unite
States, heavily influenced by democratization and American ProteS;
tantism, developed during the half-century following indepefldt?I}Ce .
character all its own—one that had been anticipated in significan
respects already in the colonial era.

‘
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