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The Mystical World 
of Colonial American Jews 

jONATHAN D. SARNA 

Early American Jews are not generally associated with the practice of 
· Jewish mysticism.' Since there was "no oppression" in colonial Amer­

ica, Jacob Rader Marcus explains in his definitive history, "there was 
llo need here to seek escape through emotionalism, mysticism, or ec­
static flights of the imagination. The colonial Jews never 'illuminated 
their hearts by beclouding their minds.'"' 

Most of the Jews who came to the New World belonged instead 
· to the social type now known as "port Jews. "l They were merchants 

with far-reaching commerdal ties. As such, business 'dominated their 
· ·world-so much so that Marcus once called them •a nation of shop­
·.·k!:~pt~rs."• They also, according to David Sorkin, pioneered aspects 

:;;i·-~tl:'t:~~~ that we associate with the "origins of the modem jew": 
',J . . all those developments thought to be characteristic of the 

· ... modem Jew can be found among the port Jews a century or two ear­
. · the reduction of Judaism to a synagogue-based religion with a 
\~cg~9"1ing emphasis on faith as opposed to practice; immersion in the 

rg:;~~':~~~:~ culture; the emergence of various forms and degrees 
a and, as a consequence of all of these, the development 

segmental Jewish life and identity. •s 



If one asked, as Michael A. Meyer did of German Jews, what be­
ing a Jew meant to the Jews of early America, most historians would 
not include mysticism as one of the answers. 6 The colonial American 
Jewish merchants are assumed instead to have been paragons of ratio­
nalism-a calculating rather than a mystical group. 

This essay challenges that assumption. It argues that messianic 
hopes and mystical devotions played a larger role in the lives of colo­
nial Jews than generally supposed. In the New World, as in the Old 
World, the line dividing mystical and magical beliefs from modem 
thinking was neither as bright nor as well-defined as scholars once 
imagined. 

The spread of Jews to the New World was associated, as early 
as the seventeenth century, with the hope of messianic redemption.7 
Menass.eh ben Israel, the Dutch rabbi who did more than anybody else 
of his day to promote Jewish settlement in the New World and under­
score its religious significance, wrote in r6s6 that he "conceived, that 
our universal dispersion was a necessary circumstance, to be fulfilled, 
before all that shall be accomplished which the Lord hath promised 
to the people of the Jewes, concerning their restauration, and their re­
turning again into their own land. "8 According to this hopeful assess­
ment, the Jewish dispersion, furthered by the expulsion from Spain, 
presaged Jews' imminent ingathering. The traumas that Jews had 
experienced assumed transcendent significance as part of the divine 
plan leading up to the return to Zion and the coming of the messiah. 

Menasseh ben Israel was, of course, a significant student of mys­
ticism. "I have sworn allegiance to Rabbi Simeon bar Yohai, • he wrote, 
referring to the presumed author of the Zohar, "and I shall not be­
tray my faith. "9 His Nishmat lfayyim, even if it ignores some central 
kabbalistic themes, has been described as an "encyclopedia of para­
psychology, magic hiromancy and ... a kabbalistic and philosophi­
cal compound of Jewish teachings" on the controversial subject of the 
eternality of the soul. •o He concealed his mystical side, however, from 
some ofhis non-Jewish friends. Huet, the bishop of Avranches, for ex­
ample, described him as •a very good man of gentle spirit, easy-going, 
reasonable and free from many Jewish superstitions and the empty 
dreams of the Kabbalah."" But even non-Jews knew of the rabbi's deep 
interest in millenarianism and messianism. 

The Hope of Israel (r6so), Menasseh ben Israel's best-known 
work, published in Spanish and Latin and eventually translated into 
English, Dutch, Yiddish, and Hebrew, focuses on the coming of the 
messiah as it relates to the discovery of the New World and the origins 
of the American Indians." The preface ("to the courteous reader") ex­
plains both the book's title and its objectives: 
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I prove that the Ten Tribes never returned to the Second 
Temple, that they yet keep the Law of Moses, and our sa­
cred rites; and at last shall return to their Land, with the 
two Tribes, Judah and Benjamin; and shall be governed by 
one Prince, who is Messiah the Son of David; and without 
doubt that time is near .... 

I willingly leave it to the judgement of the godly, and 
learned, what happy worth there is in this my book, and 
what my own Nation owes me for my pains: It is called The 
Hope of Israel; which name is taken from Jeremiah 14:8: 
Oh the hope of Israel, the Saviour thereof. For the scope of 
this discourse is, to show, that the hope in which we live, 
of the coming of the Messiah, is of a future, difficult, but 
infallible good, because it is grounded upon the absolute 
promise of the blessed God.'' 

Like many Christians of his day, Menasseh ben Israel insisted that 
the Indians found in the New World descended from Adam and Eve 
and were survivors of the Flood. The alternative-that they descended 
from a separate act of creation not described in the Bible-was, to 
him, theologically unpalatable. He also concurred with those who, 
based on the apocryphal book of Second Esdras, insisted that the Lost 
Ten Tribes had scattered to the four comers of the earth.'• Since he 
argued, based on Isaiah, that "the gathering together of the captivity 
shall begin . . . in America."'' he put forth a conclusion that offered 
Jews and Christians alike both solace and hope: 

The shortness of time (when we believe our redemption 
shall appear) is confirmed by this, that the Lord has prom­
ised that he will gather the two tribes, Judah and Benjamin. 
out of the four quarters of the world .... Whence you may 
gather that for the fulfilling of that, they must be scattered 
through all the comers of the world; as Daniel (127) says: 
"And when the scattering of the holy people shall have an 
end, all those things shall be fulfilled. • And this appears 
now to be done. when our synagogues are found in Amer­
ica.'6 

The synagogues that Menasseh ben Israel had in mind were presum­
ably Zur Israel of Recife and Magen Abraham across the bridge from 
it on the island ofMauricia (the two were united in r649).'7 Following 
the publication of his book, however, many subsequent synagogues 
in the New World. through the end of the eighteenth century, took on 
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names that reflected the Dutch rabbi's millenarian belief that the colo­
nization of/ews in the New World was both a harbinger and an instru­
ment of messianic redemption. No fewer than four synagogues-in 
Curar;:ao, Savannah, Philadelphia, and Jamaica-took as their name 
the Hebrew title of Menasseh ben Israel's book Mikveh Israel, thereby 
echoing Jeremiah's promise: "0 Hope of[Mikveh] Israel, Its deliverer 
in time of trouble."'' New York's Shearith Israel based its name on the 
prophecy of Micah: "I will bring together the remnant of [Shearith] 
Israel. "'9 The synagogue in Barbados called itself Ni~e Israel based 
on the redemptive prophecy oflsaiah: 

He will hold up a signal to the nations 
And assemble the banished of [ Nid(le] Israel 
And gather the dispersed of I udah 
From the four corners of the earth. ' 0 

The synagogue in Newport, originally to be called Nefutzei Israel (and, 
beginning in the nineteenth century, the Touro Synagogue), took as its 
official name Jeshuat Israel, based on the Psalmist's prophecy: "0 that 
the deliverance of [Yeshuat] Israel might come from Zion! When the 
LORD restores the fortunes of His people, Jacob will exult, Israel will 
rejoice."" All alike demonstrated through their unusual names the 
mystical significance of New World Jewish communities. They reaf­
firmed the very point that Menasseh ben Israel had made in his book, 
that the dispersion of Israel's remnant to the four corners of the world 
heralded the ingathering of the exiles. 

The synagogue of the jodensavanne in the jungle off the Suriname 
River even more clearly betrays through its name a close acquaintance 
on the part oflocalJews with mystical texts and ideas. The synagogue, 
consecrated in 1685, was named Berahah VeS[h]alom ("blessing and 
peace"), which is a highly unusual name for a synagogue, and not 
based on a scriptural verse." The key to the name lies instead in the 
Zohar, the mystical Book of Splendor, which asks, "And where is [the 
Garden of] Eden located? R. Yossi said, in Aravot [seventh heaven], for 
we are taught 'there are [found] the treasuries of good life, blessing, 
and peace.'"'3 The name provides us with the clearest proof we have 
that the Jews of Suriname viewed their self-governing community as 
a Jewish paradise. Indeed, both the synagogue and the town seem to 
have been modeled on an idealized vision of Jerusalem, akin to Chris­
tian efforts to fashion a "new Jerusalem" in New Haven. In mystical 
terms, Aviva Ben-Ur observes, theirs was a sense "of actualized-as 
opposed to anticipatory-messianism." Where other New World Jew-
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ish communities eagerly looked forward to the coming of redemption, 
the Jews of Suriname believed that these hopes were already in the 
process of being fulfilled. '• 

In their private lives too, early American Jews engaged in mys­
tical practices. Jonathan Edwards, the distinguished Protestant theo­
logian, for example, recalled that he "once [1722-23]1ived for many 
months next to a Jew (the houses adjoining one to another), and had 
much opportunity daily to observe him; who appeared to me the de­
voutest person that ever I saw in my life; great part of his time being 
spent in acts of devotion, at his eastern window, which opened next to 
mine, seeming to be most earnestly engaged, not only in the daytime, 
but sometimes whole nights."'' Edwards's Jewish neighbor prayed, as 
per tradition, toward the east, and his late night devotions would most 
likely have been the mystical rite, developed in the sixteenth centurY, · 
known as tikkun (latsot, "prayers recited at midnight in memory of 
the destruction of the Temple and for the restoration to the Land of 
Israel. "'6 Since Edwards was living at the time on the estate ofThomas 
Smith, having befriended Madame Susanna Smith and her son, John, 
we know from the tax assessment list for that year that the Jew in ques­
tion was named Lousada (Louzada), scion of a well-known Sephardic 
merchant family.'' How many other colonial Jews filled their public 
lives with business but spent hours of their private time devoutly com­
muning with God we do not know. 

Ezra Stiles, pastor of the Second Church of Newport and later 
president ofYale University. provides broader evidence of mystical be­
liefs and practices among Jews. "This day." he reported to his diary on 
August 10, 1769, "one of the Jews shewed me a computation of one of 
the present Rabbins of Germany: wherein he makes Time, Times, and 
half[Daniel7025, 12:7], to denote the space from the last Destruct[ion] 
of the Temple to its Restora[tion] & Return of XII Tribes. Time he call 
'Seventy Semi tots' or 490 years, Times g8o, half 245, total 1715 years, 
ending he says, A.D. 1783, when the Messias is expected." Others, in­
cluding Gershom Seixas, l}azzan ofShearith Israel, supplied alternate 
dates, but there can be little doubt that messianic speculation among 
Jews was rife.'8 

Stiles, a Christian Hebraist, was particularly fascinated by the 
mystical texts of the Jews, and owned a copy of the Zohar. like many 
devout Christians of his day, he imagined that the kabbalah concealed 
hidden trinitarian teachings. He inquired about this of every visiting 
Jew whom he considered knowledgeable enough to enlighten him 
upon the subject, and also corresponded on these subjects with his 
friend, the itinerant Sephardic (lakham, Raphael Haim Isaac Cariga!.'9 
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Others too discussed kabbalah in early America. At least two converts, 
Isaac Miranda and Judah Monis, owned their own copies ofkabbalis­
tic writings.'0 

Finally, we learn from Stiles of a curious mystical practice that 
see_l!!S to have been widely observed by Newport Jews, at least during 
thunderstorms: "The Jews are wont in Thunder Storms to set open all 
their Doors and Windows for the coming ofMessias. Last Hail Storm, 
31 July [r769], when Thunder, Rain & Hail were amazingly violent, the 
Jews in Newport threw open Doors, Windows, and employed them­
selves in Singing & repeating Prayers, &c., for Meeting Messias .• ,, A 
century earlier, a Greek Catholic priest in eastern Europe, describing 
the enthusiasm surrounding the false messianic claims of Sabbatai 
Sevi, reported what may be a related practice: "whenever a cloud ap· 
peared over some city, they [the Jews] would boast before the Chris­
tians and say that the messiah would soon take them to dwell in Pales­
tine and in Jerusalem." Gershom Scholem shows that "the expectation 
of being transported on the clouds of heaven seems to be authentic 
... the motif occurs in a midrashic source [Pesiqta Rabbathi, I] ... the 
belief was current not only in Russia and Poland, but also in Germany 
and Turkey. ... The Sabbatian enthusiasts were not the first to 't!elieve 
in a miraculous journey to the Holy Land on the douds of heaven."'' 

While none of Sdrolem's sources specifically mention thunder­
storms, the Jews of Newport, many of them with roots on the Iberian 
Peninsula, were apparently heir to an authentic mystical tradition. 
Notwithstanding their deep involvement in the North Atlantic trade, 
their dose interactions with non-Jews, theh linguistic and cultural as­
similation, and other evidences of "modernity" draracteristic of port 
Jews, they nevertheless upheld this mystical tradition, even though it 
presumably brought a good deal of rainwater into their homes. Me· 
nasseh ben Israel's Hope of Israel and the very name of their own syna· 
gogue, Jeshuat Israel, likely steeled their resolve amidst the thunder, 
the hail, and the rain. They believed-more fervently; perhaps, than 
historians realize-that "deliverance" was near. 

Messianic expectations, mystical devotions, and magical beliefs: 
contrary to what previous sdrolars have imagined, these all formed 
part of the cultural and religious worlds of early American Jews. As the 
"hope of Israel," they were instruments of messianic redemption. As 
"port Jews" they were harbingers of modernity. Their identity, like that 
of their non· Jewish counterparts, was shaped by multiple and conflict­
ing impulses." 
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