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Between 1800 and 1880 approximately
6,500 Dutch Jews immigrated to the United
States to join the hundreds who had come
during the colonial era. Although they
numbered less than one-tenth of all Dutch
immigrants and were a mere fraction of all
Jews in America, the Dutch Jews helped
build American Jewry and did so with-a
nationalistic flair, Like the other Dutch .
immigrant groups, the Jews demonstrated
the salience of national identity and the
strong forces of ethnic, religious, and
cultural institutions. They immigrated in
family migration chains, brought special job
skills and religious traditions, and founded -
at least three ethnic synagogues led by
Dutch lay rabbis. .

The Forerunners offers the first
detailed history of the immigration of Dutch
Jews to the United States and to the whole
American diaspora. Robert Swierenga
describes the life of Jews in Holland during
the Napoleonic era and examines the fi. .ors
that caused them to emigrate, first to the
major eastern seaboard cities of the United
States, then to the frontier cities of the ~
Midwest, and finally to San Francisce. He
provides a detailed look at life among the
Dutch Jews in Boston, New York, Philadel-
phia, Baltimore, and New Orleans.

To provide such a comprehensive work
on the Dutch Jews in America from the early
colonial years to the modem period,
Swierenga gathered materials from pub-
lished local community histories, Jewish
archival records and periodicals, synagogue
records, and particularly, the Federal
Populations Census manuscripts from 1820
through 1900. He details the contributions
and the leadership provided by the Dutch
Jews and relates how they lost their
“Dutchness” and their Orthodoxy within
several generations after their arrival here
and were absorbed into broader American
Judaism, especially German Reform Jewry.

(continued on back flap}

The story of Dutch Jewry in America is
a complex and compelling subject, and until
now, one that has been largely unexplored.

. Their history is important within the history
of American Jewry because the Dutch were
the forerunners, the early leaders of the
synagogues and benevolent societies. Here
isa §ignificant volume for readers interested
in Jewish history, religious history, and

| comparative studies of religious declension.
i Immigrant and social historians likewise
wi.ll be interested in this look at a religious
minority group that was forced to change in
the American environment.

Robert P. Swierenga is a professor of

| history at Kent State University. He received

t his Ph.D. from the University of Iowa.
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NEW YORK CITY
Religious Life

The Jewish community of New York, like that in
North America generally, but unlike Europe, blended Sephardi and
Ashkenazi in one synagogue under the Sephardic minhag (worship
rites) until the early nineteenth century.? Asa religious minority ina
new land, the Jews also had to live by the old adage, “The law of the
land is the law to be observed.” Thus, their religious life was affected
by colonial and (later) state laws on marriage, burial, incorporation
of religious societies, separation of church and state, poor relief, and
even occupational restrictions. At first, the Dutch authorities in
New Netherland did not permit Jews to establish a synagogue; as a
result, they worshiped in private homes until about 1692 when they
rented quarters for a synagogue. It was 1729 before they couid afford
their own synagogue, Shearith Israel. The first Jews also had to care
for their own poor and promise not to proselytize. The most impor-
tant impact in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries was the intru-
sion of democracy and freedom of religion into traditional Jewish
practice. Although Shearith Israel held the line against lawbreakers,
individual Jews could live outside the covenant community and ig-
nore ritual requirements and dietary laws; they could even with im-
punity marry Christians.’

For more than 150 years New York Jews maintained relative uni-
ty within the pioneer synagogue of Shearith Israel. But in 1825 it
suffered the first of many schisms when recent immigrants, who
could not “accustom” themselves to the predominantly “Portu-
guese” liturgy, broke away and formed a second synagogue, Bnai
Jeshurun, based on the Ashkenazic rite. Mainly English in back-
ground, the seceders also included German, Dutch, and Polish
Jews.'® Soon each nationality group wanted its own Synagogue and
secession followed secession. The result was a state of near anarchy
in the Jewish community. The traditional weapon of excommunica-
tion had lost its sting by the early nineteenth century. In 1828 a
number of Dutch, Germans, and Poles left Bnai Jeshurun 10 form
Congregation Anshe Chesed (People of Loving Kindness), which
adopted Minhag Amsterdam. In 1845 Bnai Jeshurun suifered yet
another schism when its charter members left and formed the Shaar-
ay Tefila congregation. The mother synagogue, Shearith Israel, still
retained its mixed character. More than half the membership at mid
century was German, Dutch, and Polish. By 1847 there were ten
synagogues, including one Portuguese, four “Polish” (eastern Euro-
pean), four German, and one “Nederdutch.” These ten by 1860 had
grown to 27 synagogues, one for every nationality group and reli-
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gious taste.'! Not every new congregation was born in schism. Popu-
lation growth required more synagogues, even without strife.
Nationalism qnly made the growth process more painful and dis-
jointed.

The pace of assimilation was retarded only by the steady arrival
of immigrants from Europe who brought a commitment to Judaism
and included ministers and teachers to serve the American commu-
nity, which as yet had not generated an indigenous leadership.
These steady contacts with European Jewry were strengthened by
appeals for aid from Jews in Palestine and elsewhere in Europe to
which New York Jews responded generously. 2

Reverend Samuel Myer Isaacs

Dutch Jews served leadership roles in the New York
synagogues and none carried greater weight than the Reverend Sam-
ugl Myer Isaacs (1804-1878), “rabbi” of Shaaray Tefila for thirty-
three years (see Fig. 3.2). Isaacs was born on January 4, 1804, in
Leeuwarden—the capital city of the province of Friesland in the far
northern Netherlands—the son of a prominent merchant-banker,
Meyer Samuel Isaacs {Isaks) and Rebecca Samuels, his wife. This
devout family had five sons and four became ministers. The Leeu-
warden synagogue seated six hundred and was one of the largest
congregations outside the main Jewish centers in Amsterdam, Rot-
terdam, and The Hague.">

The Napoleonic wars, which pitted England against French ex-
pansionism, and especially the British Orders-in-Council of 1805
that effectively blockaded the European continent, severely hurt in-
ternational merchants such as the Dutch Jews who traded largely
with London. Meyer Isaacs fell into debt after 1805 and by 1810 he
had borrowed 6,300 florins from family and friends." After Napo-
leon formally annexed the Netherlands in 1810 and sent in French
occupation forces, Meyer Isaacs and other merchants, already
financiaiiy sirapped and increasingly fearful of the loss of their his-
toric liberties and property, fled in 1814 to England, leaving behind
their property and debts.

The Isaacs family settled in the Spitalfields section of East Lon-
don, which became a Dutch Jewish center. Here Meyer Isaacs en-
tered the rabbinate and gave early training to his sons, including
Samuel, who was 10 years old when the family moved to London.
This age was young enough for Samuel to learn to speak English
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NEW YORK CITY

Fig. 3.2. Reverend Samuel M. Isazcs (1804-1878) of Congregation
Shaaray Tefila, New York, NY. Reprinted from Simon Cohen, Shaaray
Tefila: A History of Its Hundred Years: 1845-1945 (New York, 1945).

without a Dutch accent. This ability later earned him many speak-
ing engagements in America, where sermons and public addresses in
English were much preferred to the customary Yiddish or German
tongue,

Samuel attended public school, but as an orthodox Jewish teenag-
er he also studied Hebrew, the Talmud, and Jewish history in the
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synagogue school and under the tutelage of his father. After com-
pleting his education Samuel taught Hebrew for a time at the I ewish
Orphanage of London and then in the 1830s he became principal of
a Jewish day school. This position enabled the young man to be-
come well connected in the wider Jewish community. He developed
a lifelong friendship with the famed Anglo-Jewish banker Sir Moses
Montefiore, who shared his devotion to Palestine. He also became
acquainted with Solomon Hirschel {Herschel, Herschell), the chief
rabbi of the Great Synagogue of London and the leading rabbi in the
entire British Empire.

The year 1839 marked the major turning point for the 35-year-
old Hebrew educator. He was married in the Great Synagogue by
Rabbi Hirschel himself; but shortly before this he had decided to
emigrate to America with his bride in response to 2 call from the
newly founded Ashkenazi congregation Bnai Jeshurun (Sons of Is-
rael) of New York to be its first preacher and cantor. The congrega-
tion, an offshoot of Shearith Israel, was located in the midtown area
on Elm Street at this time. The synagogue trustees had offered Isaacs
the position without an interview but only after a “scrutinizing
vigilance” of his credentials and on the recommendation of Solo-
mon Cohen, a trusted intermediary in London. Undoubtedly,
Isaacs’s unique ability to preach in perfect English was a major fac-
tor in his appointment. A few days after his wedding, Isaacs and his
new wife, Jane Symmons (1824-1884) of London, took their
“honeymoon” trip to New York aboard the Brig Emery, arriving on
September 10, 1839, after a lengthy two-month voyage on stormy
seas."

At his installation at Bnai Jeshurun on the last Saturday in Sep-
tember, Isaacs preached the first English sermon by a regular minis-
ter in any New York synagogue. His title was hazan, which signified
the chief religious leader who acted as reader (cantor) at the services
and conducted weddings and funerals. The hazan was recognized by
the Gentile community as the “minister” of the congregation. [saacs
also preached on special holidays and every Sabbath service before
the new moon. Regular preaching in the vernacular, following the
model of Protestant ministers, was just entering thic synagogue at
this time. Isaacs had likely learned the innovative practice of weekly
vernacular preaching (as compared with the traditional formal
preaching on only two Sabbaths per year) from the London syn-
agogue,which began English-language preachingin 18 17.18

Bnai Jeshurun grew rapidly under Isaacs’s leadership despite sev-
eral secessions rooted in nationality sentiments. New immigrants
more than made up for the defections. By 1839 Polish and German
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Jews had withdrawn to form a new congregation, and in 1843 anoth-
er German group seceded. But the major schism occurred in 1844
when a dissenting faction of young, antiestablishment German
members, who disputed the outcome of elections for synagogue
trustees controlled by the reigning leadership oligarchy, seized con-
trol of the Elm Street synagogue by force. Rather than fight, the lead-
ers chose to withdraw quietly, along with Hazan Isaacs, the sexton
(shammas) Benjamin M. Davis, also a Hollander, and at least ten
other Holland families.!’

The new congregation, organized formally in 1845, primarily by
English and Dutch Jews, chose the name Shaaray Tefila (Gates of
Prayer). Immediately before the split, Isaacs had declined a
“flattering call” with a liberal salary from the growing Baltimore
Hebrew Congregation.'® His decision to remain perhaps led the un-
happy faction to take direct action. Old World differences were too
strong for harmony. Each nationality group and even people from
particular localities demanded their own forms of worship among
their own brethren, By 1860 the Portuguese, English, German, Pol-
ish, Dutch, and even regional subgroups worshiped separately, and
the city counted twenty-seven synagogues.'

Isaacs’s long tenure at Shaaray Tefila marked the high point of
Orthodoxy in New York Judaism. In 1847 when the congregation
dedicated its new Wooster Street synagogue (at 110-112 Wooster
Street, between Spring and Prince streets), Isaacs’s friend Rabbi
Isaac Leeser of Philadelphia gave the major address. Leeser was the
acknowledged leader of American Orthodox Judaism, and Isaacs
was his associate and collaborator.?® Isaacs devoted his pulpit to the
defense of pure religion undefiled, calling the faithful to observe the
full Mosaic law, the Levitical dietary rules and purification rites,
and especially to keep the Sabbath. Honoring the Sabbath was
difficult for Jewish retail merchants and clerks because Saturday was
the major American shopping day, and state and local Sunday-
closing laws often kept Jewish businesses closed on that day as well
—unti] they won legal exemptions.?!

Reverend Isaacs’s second theme was to uphold Orthodoxy
against the new Reform Judaism that German Jews were bringing to
America in the 1840s. Among other worship practices, Reform in-
troduced mixed choirs and instrumental music, integrated seating,
prayers in English, abolition of head coverings and calling men up
to the Torah, and confirmation for young women as well as young
men. Reform congregations also were lax in enforcing religious dis-
cipline and Sabbath-keeping.

Isaacs challenged these new ideas “from the fertile fields of
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Germany, where everything grows fast, although not always whole-
some.” What is at issue, he warned, is that Jews are “assimilating
our system to that of Chyristianity. . . . Shame on those Rabbis who
have aD. in their thoughts.” In 1840, within a year of his arival,
Isaacs led a movement to exclude nonobserving Jews from member-
ship in Bnai Jeshurun. But the majority favored benign tolerance
and Isaacs could only wield his pen. He lamented, “In the days of
yore, violators were . .. publicly stoned to death, ... butnow...we
court their society, give them the first honors in the Synagogue,
[and] call them up to hear that law recited which anathematizes the
Sabbath-violator. We béhold the hands of sacrilege destroying the
ten commandments.” There is no place for a doctrine of “the mini-
mum God, the maximum man,” he thundered. Such strong senti-
ments led historian Hyman Grinstein to declare that Isaacs was
“without doubt the most ardent exponent of Sabbath observance in
New York City prior to the Civil War.™

Isaacs also admonished the women of his congregation for not
washing in the ritual pool (mikveh), which he had carefully con-
structed according to the guidelines of Rabbi Abraham Rice of Bal-
timore. He even attributed the recent deaths of several young
married women in the congregation to God’s anger at their direct
disregard of the law of purity.?

Isaacs’s goal was to safeguard the rank and file of American Jewry
from Reform: “My object is . . . to prove, from facts, that our system
of worship, apart from its temporalities, is the best of all systems;
and to adduce evidence that adding or diminishing, abrogating, or
altering our form of prayers, handed down to us from the Men of the
Great Synod, . . . at the will or caprice of men, who, however well-
intentioned, are yet tinctured with the spirit of the age and are not
capable of judging correctly or dispassionately—that reforms so in-
stituted—will lead to inevitable ruin in our polity, and tend to un-
fetter the chain by which we have ever been riveted in union and in
love.™ Clarion calls such as this put Isaacs at the forefront of the
defense of Orthodoxy in New York and throughout the country.

Shaaray Tefila prospered under Reverend Isaacs. The liturgy, rit-
ual, and physicai arrangement of seailng all conformed 1o the re-
quirements of Orthodoxy. But the worship services were tempered
by such “Protestantizing” practices as regular vernacular preaching
from English-language Jewish Bibles. Also, Isaacs’s expanded role as
minister of the congregation was more akin to an Episcopal priest
than a traditional cantor. The appreciative congregation increased
their rabbi’s salary regularly from $1,200 in 1845 to $3,500 by the
end of his tenure in the 1870s. The congregation also showed their
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high regard for his services by buying a $5,000 insurance policy on
the life of their leader. In 1851 when Shaaray Tefila gave their
“worthy minister” permission to return 10 England for a three-
month visit, his student, Aaron S. Solomon, also a Hollander,
served as Reader for the congregation. On the Isaacs’s silver wed-
ding anniversary in 1864 the grateful congregation celebrated at a
Sabbath service and presented them with a cash gift of $2,900! Nine
years later, in 1873, at the gala celebration of Isaacs’s seventieth
birthday, the congregation’s gift was an amazing $4,250.%

In the 1860s, the Uptown movement of Jews directly affected the
synagogue. Orthodox Jews who lived Uptown would not ride on the
Sabbath, so they transferred to nearby synagogues. In the face of de-
clining membership and a growing indebtedness, Shaaray Tefila was
forced o relocate Uptown. More than two-thirds of its contributing
members lived above Fourteenth Street in 1863, In 1863 and 1864
the congregation discussed a proposed merger with the mother syn-
agogue, Bnai Jeshurun, that also planned to move Uptown, but in
the end Shaaray Tefila decided to build on their own. The spirit of
rivairy was too great to overcome.? Shaaray Tefila sold its Wooster
Street synagogue in 1864, and after worshiping for five years in a
rented building on Broadway at Thirty-sixth Street, in 1869 they
dedicated a newly built $150,000 synagogue on Forty-fourth Street
at Sixth Avenue, about two miles to the north, where they wor-
shiped until 1894.% Barneit L. Solomon, another Hollander, was
president of Shaaray Tefila during this relocation, and the longtime
sextons, also Dutch, were Benjamin M. Davis, Isaac Bildersee, and
[saac’s son Barnett. Davis held the post from 1847 until his death in
1858; Isaac Bildersee then served until his death in 1872. Both fu-
nerals were “largely attended.” Isaacs’s sons Myer and then Isaac
served as clerk of the congregation for many years. Because of the
“flourishing condition™ of the congregation, their minister’s work-
load was so heavy that the trustees in 1865 hired an assistant “to
conduct the service according to the ancient liturgy with the accept-
ed tunes, leaving the duties of Preacher more especially to the veter-
an of the New York pulpit.”?

In 1857 Samuel Isaacs carried the fight against Reform to the
wider Jewish community by launching a periodical, the Jewish Mes-
senger, which he made an effective organ for Orthodoxy (see Fig.
3.3). He set the tone and established his themes in the initial ringing
editorials, “Mammon Worship,” which condemned materialism;
“Our Divine Law,” which commended true religion as the “boon
and boast of Israel throughout the dispersion”; and “The Want of
Union,” which advocated a super board to safeguard Judaism in
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Fig. 3.3 The Jewisk Messenger (New York), first edition masthead, January

2, 1857.

democratic America. The Jewish Messenger also promoted unified
Jewish charities, day schools and seminaries, and orphan asylums.
The rabbi turned journalist enlisted in the struggle his sons Myer,
Abram, and Isaac as writers and assistant editors.”

A few years before his death, Isaacs took yet another bold step to
save historic Judaism. To stem the growing secularization among
the young, he agreed somewhat reluctantly to support a radical plan

proposed by Reverend

Sabato Morais of Philadelphia’s Mikveh Is-

rael Congregation to prepare a liberalized and simpiified Ashkenazic

worship rite acceptable to all American synagogues.

The time for

nationality synagogues with distinctive rites had passed, Isaacs

believed,

Portuguese and German,
the manner of worshipping Israe

Polish and Hollander, in connection with
I's God, are names that should, long

ere this, have been erased from our nomenclature. . . . The badge we
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all should have proudly worn is that of “American Jews;” .. . signify-
ing that the circumstances which had given origin 10 marked
differences in ritual had ceased to exist, and that the necessity for re-
constructing another, perfectly uniform, and more conformable to
our changed condition, had arrived.*

Isaacs in 1875 published the revolutionary proposal and warmly
endorsed it in his Jewish Messenger, but the plan was stillborn, even
though it stimulated widespread debate. It pleased neither the ar-
dent Orthodox nor the Reform wings who were rallying behind
Isaac M. Wise’s successful prayer book Minhag America. And
Isaacs’s declining health and approaching retirement made it impos-
sible for him 1o carry the crusade. Apart from a universal worship
rite, he opposed any change in law or custom that deviated from the
traditional ritual of worship, and he especially opposed any plans to
remove Hebrew from the prayer book. Judaism, he insisted, was a
religion based on traditional law that could only change slowly with
the authority of generations and it must keep its link to the ancient
land of Israel.*! :

In addition to his ministerial and journalistic work, Isaacs pro-
moted the customary Jewish tenets of charity, Palestinian relief, and
religious education. His motto was, “Not to touch the worship, but
to improve the worshippers.” Morais aptly characterized him as a
“humble Jew to whom the needy turned with confiding looks; with
affection.” His early editorials in the Jewish Messenger advocated
the founding of an orphanage in New York by harping on the dis-
graceful case of a Jewish orphan placed in a Christian institution
and converted there, all because no Jewish asylum existed. With the
famous Mortara affair (the supposed child stealing and baptism of a
Jewish child by Italian Catholics) fresh in the minds of world Jewry
in 1858-1859, this appeal brought immediate action. The Hebrew
Benevolent Society established the Hebrew Orphan Asylum of New
York in 1859. Subsequently, Isaacs worked assiduously to combine
all Jewish charities in the city by organizing the United Hebrew .
Charities in 1873. He also helped establish Mount Sinai Hospital
(1852) and served as its first vice president.*

Internationally, Isaacs crusaded for Palestinian relief and as early
as 1849 began long-term fund-raising efforts. In 1853 he became
treasurer of the North American Relief Society for Indigent Jews in
Palestine, a position he held for many years. When news came of a_
massive famine in Palestine in 1853-1854, Isaacs was the “first to
take action; the other ministers followed his lead.” He mounted the
first national campaign in the United States for the relief of Jews

81



THE FORERUNNERS

overseas. Reverend Isaacs’s exceptional efforts earned him the acco-
lade “champion of charitable institutions.™

In Palestinian relief, the Dutch Jews in New York also responded
to appeals from the Amsterdam Relief Committee, Pekidim and
Amarkalim, headed by the Dutch merchant banker and religious
leader Zevi Hirsh Lehren (1784-1853), to help Holy Land famine
victims. Funds raised among the more prosperous New Yorkers
were channeled through a newly formed New York -branch Hebrah
(1832) to the committee in Amsterdam. This cooperative effort
shows the continuing links between Dutch American Jews and their
homeland.*

These ties were of long standing. Already in the seventeenth cen-
tury, the Amsterdam Synagogue mothered North American Jews by
sending prayer books, bibles, and sacred scrolls. The worship ser-
vices of Shearith Israel from the earliest days followed the Sephardic
ritual of Amsterdam; but later in the eighteenth century London
rites were introduced and blended with those of Amsterdam. By the
nineteenth century Bnai Jeshurun and other Ashkenazic synagogues
in New York recognized the primary authority of the Great Syn-
agogue in London and its chief rabbi, but they also maintained close
relations with Amsterdam. Thus, London gained the ascendancy
and Amsterdam had a secondary role.”

Isaacs also promoted Jewish education, decrying the fact that
Jewish children sat under Gentile teachers in the public schools.
“We betray a culpable negligence in the proper religious training of
our children,” he charged. In 1842 Isaacs converted his congrega-
tion’s afternoon school into an all-day English and Hebrew school,
the New York Talmud Torah and Hebrew Institute, with the Dutch-
born Henry Goldsmith as teacher of Hebrew. Although the school
began strongly with 80 boys and was one of only three in the entire
country, it failed within five years because of financial difficulties.
Isaacs was not easily discouraged. In 1852 his congregation again
founded a day school, the Bnai Jeshurun Educational Institute,
which boasted an enroliment of 177 pupils within a year; but it
100 had to close after three years (1835) because of insufficient
studentis.*

The Hebrew free school movement struggled because the New
York State legislature had secularized all public schools by eliminat-
ing Protestant textbooks and by aliowing local school boards,
whether in Catholic or Jewish hands, to choose daily Scripture read-
ings. In Jewish neighborhoods only Old Testament passages were
read. Jewish children began flooding to the public schools thereafter
and all Jewish synagogue schools had closed by 1860. [saacs consid-
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ered this an unmitigated tragedy, since the 30,000 Jews in the city
surely provided the potential pupils for many religious schools. The
rabbi did succeed, however, in 1857 in establishing the Hebrew
High school, and he acted as principal and Hebrew teacher for many
years. The school thnved as a boarding institution and offered a col-
lege preparatory curriculum.” -

Isaacs finally in 1864 gained support 10 establish the ali-day He-
brew Free School No. 1, which was soon followed by three evening
schools that taught only Hebrew. Isaacs’s fellow Hollanders, Hazan
M. R. de Leeuw and associates of the Dutch congregation Bnai Is-
rael, spearheaded the effort. The schools enrolled five hundred stu-
dents by 1869 and provided a “sound religious education™ for many
decades. Nevertheless, Isaacs described the battle for religious edu-
cation as “uphill work”; advocates faced a constant battle against
the “hostility and indifference of the community.”*®

The Dutch rabbi particularly decried the lack of Hebrew seminar-
ies and colleges to provide educated leaders, “Synagogues are Crying
aloud for ministers,” he said, “and there are none 1o respond to the
call. Jewish children are hungering for religious food . .. and there s
none to supply the desideratum; and this in free and happy Ameri-
ca! Where are our collegiate establishments? Where our theologian
institutes?™ In 1867 Isaacs achieved his goal Dy helping establish
Maimonides College of Philadelphia, the first theological seminary
for Jews in the United States. Unfortunately, the college failed after
a few years through no fault of Isaacs. In 1872 the Jewish Messenger
sadly lamented the fact that “there is not a single Jewish pulpit in
America occupied by a minister instructed on our soil.”¥ This had
to await the founding of Hebrew Union College in Cincinnati in
1875.

Besides his religious activities, Isaacs also involved himself in po-
litical issues, especially in efforts to defend Jews worldwide against
antisemitic outbursts and to unify Judaism in America. Only a year
after his own immigration, the famous Damascus Affair of 1840
provided the first opportunity. This international crusade, which
aimed to rescue a number of Jews imprisoned in Syria, is sometimes
considered the beginning of modern Jewish history because 1t
aroused a latent national consciousness and identity. Isaacs and
Henry . Hart, another Hollander at Bnai Jeshurun, served on a sev-
en-member committee of correspondence to coordinate a petition
drive calling on the American government 10 intervene. Out of this
effort, Isaacs joined with Rabbi Isaac Leeser, the conservative leader
of Philadelphia, to help unify all American Jews. In 1849 and 1850
Isaacs sent out numerous appeals for an all-Jewish convention or
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synod to promote the “welfare of Israel” by developing a uniform
synagogue government and by establishing Hebrew seminaries and
colleges to provide educated leaders for the future. Reform leaders
refused to cooperate and the unity movement failed.

At the outset of the Civil War Isaacs made yet another attempt to
restore law and order to the disjointed and religiously confused Jew-
ish community. He proposed through the pages of the Jewish Mes-
senger that the learned and esteemed Orthodox Rabbi Abraham
Rice of Baltimore be elected chief rabbi of the United States since
American Judaism was a body without a head to guide it. The pro-
posal met with a storm of criticism from independent-minded Jew-
ish leaders and Isaacs was forced to abandon his plan.®

Isaacs also joined the Jewish protest chorus in the Mortara affair
through the columns of the Jewish Messenger and by chairing a
combined committee of all twelve synagogues in New York City.*
The committee sponsored a mass meeting of two thousand persons,
both Jews and Protestants, to petition the American president to in-
tervene with the Vatican. When this effort proved unsuccessful, be-
cause American Jewry was too disorganized, Isaacs in 1859 led in
the founding of the Board of Delegates of American Israglites in
New York. Again he used his paper to generate enthusiasm and
overcome resistance from independent-minded rabbis. This board,
under the leadership of Isaac Leeser of Philadelphia, expanded into
a national organization of all Orthodox congregations with the goal
of becoming a type of national synod or general governing board.
But the Reform Jews, taking their cue from Rabbis David Einhorn
and [saac M. Wise, refused to affiliate, The board worked to secure
and maintain Jewish civil and religious rights at home and abroad.
Samuel Isaacs’s son, Myer Samuel Isaacs, served as secretary of the
board until 1876 when he became president. He was one of the key
men on the board during its history. A fellow Hollander Henry
Hart, also of Shaaray Tefila, served as the first president until his
death in 1863.4

Reverend Isaacs’s public activities and unusual facility in the
English language gave him a high visibility. Jews and nonJews alike

larire martis,
greatly esteemed him, and Protestant intellectuals and clerics partic-

ularly respected him. In 1845 several professors at Yale College and
the mayor of New Haven, CT, invited him to lecture on the topic,
“On the Present Condition and Future Spiritual and Temporal
Hopes of Jews.” When Shaaray Tefila dedicated their new Wooster
Street synagogue in 1847 many Protestant clergymen attended and
several spoke to the congregation. When a steam engine exploded at
a large factory in New York City in 1849, killing several Gentile hus-

84



NEW YORK CITY

bands and fathers, Isaacs’s congregation raised $230 for the families.
Although many Christian churches joined in the collection, Wooster
Street was the only Jewish synagogue to participate and the act of
charity did not go unnoticed.” In 1850 Isaacs raised $150 for Saint
Vincent’s Hospital of Detroit in response to a personal appeal from
the Sisters of Charity who had provided care to several indigent
Jews because there was as yet no Jewish congregation in the city.
This may be the first public Jewish contribution to a Christian chari-
ty. Three years earlier Isaacs had convened a special meeting that
raised $80 for Irish famine relief.*

Isaacs believed that Jews as Jews “have no politics” and he stead-
fastly refused to comment on political questions, even when readers
during the developing crisis demanded to know his views. “We have
no wish or inclination to meddle in politics,” he declared in October
of 1860. “Religion and politics have little in common, American Is-
raelites, most decidedly, object to hold identical political opinions,
as they do doctrinal matters.” For Isaacs, theological unity was as
right as political unity was wrong. But when his beloved Union be-
gan to break apart after Abraham Lincoln’s election, he could hold
back no longer. “Stand by the Flag!” he cried after the shelling of
Fort Sumter brought on the Civil War. Thereafier, Isaacs endeared
himself to the northern public by using the pages of the Jewish Mes-
senger ardently to defend the Union and the war effort, even at the
expense of losing his Southern readership. “We want subscribers,”
he editorialized, “for without them we cannot publish a paper, and
Judaism needs an organ; but we want much more truth and loyalty.”
By June 1861 the Jewish Messenger had lost so many Southern sub-
seribers that Isaacs had to revert to a bi-weekly publication schedule
to stem the red ink.**

Isaacs ranked the survival of the Union far above the abolition of
slavery. He was well acquainted with prominent antislavery leaders
such as Professor Calvin E. Stowe, husband of Harriet Beecher
Stowe and a prominent philosemite, and in 1856 Isaacs campaigned
for the antislavery candidate, John Charles Frémont. But Isaacs re-
frained from preaching antislavery sermons by claiming that he did
not want to “broach Biblical arguments for or against slavery [that
are] calculated to enflame the violence of either section.” Like Lin-
coln at first, he strongly defended the Union cause “with or without
slavery.” But as the president and Congress moved toward emanci-
pation, Isaacs began bitterly to denounce slavery. Afier President
Lincoln’s assassination he was one of two ministers selected to give
prayers at the public memorial services in Union Square.*

The Jewish Messenger was the only Jewish periodical that whole-
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heartedly supported the Union and thereby gained the approbation
of the abolitionist weekly the Independent, which noted that Isaacs’s
stance “might well be imitated by certain professedly Christian Edi-
tors, who . . . by continually discoursing the evils of war, passively
sympathize with those who would overthrow the Union.” The He-
brew congregation of Shreveport, Louisiana, adopted a stinging res-
olution denouncing the Jewish Messenger as “a black Republican
paper” that had abandoned religion for potitics. Isaacs replied that it
was not a political issue to be “loyal citizens of that great republic,
which has even extended a welcome to the oppressed, and has ever
protected Israel,”

Although never formally ordained, Isaacs was one of the leading
Jewish ministers in the United States in the mid-nineteenth century.
One of his colleagues called him the “father of the American Jewish
clergy.” His funeral service at Temple Shaaray Tefila in 1878 was
the largest Jewish funeral of the century. Every synagogue and Jew-
ish organization in the couniry sent representatives. Isaacs was a re-
ligious leader of major influence, a renowned journalist, and a
mover and shaker in Jewish affairs. He was the first Jewish cleric to
preach regularly in English in Ashkenazic synagogues, and he was
much in demand as a guest speaker because of this ability.*
Throughout his long career he was the featured speaker at some 47
synagogue dedication ceremonies across the country. He officiated
at 812 weddings and not one was a mixed marriage, or “as far as my
knowledge extends,” ended in divorce. Isaacs was also the first 10
reach his seventieth year while in office.’

But he was most honored for his defense of Orthodoxy. Col-
leagues eulogized him as “a faithful proponent” of Judaism who
“jJamented the increasing defection amidst our ranks; the prevailing
disloyalty to the sinaitic covenant.” An eminent Christian clergy-
man in a glowing tribute sent to Isaacs’s sons described their father
as “a bulwark of strength against the infidelity and godlessness that
are growing upon us in this great city. His firm devotion to God’s
holy word brought him into direct and cordial sympathy with us
Christians. . . . May his mantle rest on his children. Your father's
death is a public calamity. Who shall fill his place? Qur city could
better spare millions of its money than one such resolute watchman
and soldier in its moral defense.”*

Ironically, within two years of Isaacs’s death, Congregation
Shaaray Tefila began going over to Reform led by the new minister,
Rabbi Dr. Frederic de Sola Mendes, Isaacs’s assistant since 1874,
who ungraciously described his predecessor as “rigidly, obstinantly
orthodox.” The conservative Dutch contingent along with their
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English and Polish compatriots resigned in the face of this revolu-
tion. Most of the German Jews, who tended toward Reform, re-
mained. Thus the end of Dutch leadership marked a crucial turning
point in the history of the Shaaray Tefila Congregation.’! More
broadly 1t signaled the waning influence in American Jewish life of
the traditional British-Dutch-Polish amalgam, which had suc-
cumbed to the overwhelming numbers of German immigrants,

Reverend Isaacs, like his Dutch Calvinist counterparts in the
Midwest, was a fiery champion of the old ways in religion. He was
largely responsible for shaping unorganized New York Jewry into a
coherent, articulate and respectable community. As the first English
preacher in Ashkenazic congregations, Isaacs used the pulpit to pre-
serve historic Judaism through stnict religious observance, Hebrew
education, and community self-help organizations. In the early
years he was second only 1o Isaac Leeser of Philadelphia as the most
influential Orthodox rabbi in America. This son of Friesland, whose
family fled the oppression of Napoleon, cut a wide swath within
American Judaism. He placed pulpit, pen, and podium in the ser-
vice of Orthodoxy and valiantly fought against the forces of secular-
ism and liberalism that were rotting the roots of the Jewish faith in
the rising age of unbelief.
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