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Adapting to Protestant Norms
and American Republicanism:
Jewish Integration in the Late Colonial and
Early United States Periods on the Example
of New York Congregation Shearith Israel
Armin Langer
Department of Social Sciences, Humboldt University of Berlin
Reconstructionist Rabbinical College

ABSTRACT

The history of New York City’s Sephardic Jewish community Shearith Israel dates back to the
year of 1654. For decades, the community lived in legal separation within a framework of the
traditional Jewish kahal structure. This changed after the 1777 disestablishment of the Church of
England as New York’s state church. In the revolutionary era, American lawmakers introduced a
series of acts and constitutions which regulated the structures of religious communities. This paper
will present the development of Shearith Israel before its 1784 incorporation and in its aftermath,
the conflicts that arose from the community’s incorporation and the benefits as well. The article
will also look into the biography and sermons of the community’s spiritual leader, Gershom
Mendes Seixas whose life changed dramatically after the 1784 incorporation. All of these events
will be evaluated from a perspective of integration research. The article will show how Shearith
Israel and Gershom Mendes Seixas acculturated to post-disestablishment Protestant norms and
American Republicanism.

KEYWORDS: New York; Sephardic Jews; acculturation; Protestantism; secularization.
RESUMO

A história da comunidade sefardita de Nova Iorque recua até ao ano de 1654. Durante décadas, a
comunidade viveu em separação legal dentro do contexto da estrutura judaica tradicional, a kahal.
Tal mudou depois do disestablishment em 1777, quando a Igreja de Inglaterra perdeu o estatuto de
igreja oficial em Nova Iorque. Durante a Revolução, os legisladores norte-americanos definiram
uma série de leis e constituições que regularam as estruturas das comunidades religiosas. Este artigo
irá debruçar-se sobre o desenvolvimento da Shearith Israel antes e depois da sua incorporação
* Texto submetido a 16 de Maio de 2020. Aceite para publicação a 22 de Outubro de 2020.
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em 1784, os conflitos que emergiram na sequência da incorporação, bem como os benefícios
gozados. O artigo irá também analisar a biografia e sermões do líder espiritual da comunidade,
Gershom Mendes Seixas, cuja vida mudou drasticamente depois da incorporação em 1784. Todos
estes acontecimentos serão avaliados sob uma perspectiva de investigação integrada. Este texto
demonstrará como a Shearith Israel e Gershom Mendes Seixas sofreram uma aculturação às
normas protestantes pós-disestablishment e ao Republicanismo Americano.

PALAVRAS-CHAVE: Nova Iorque; judeus sefarditas; aculturação; Protestantismo; secularização.

The United States is often perceived as the land of religious liberty. The
White House proclaimed on the 2020 Religious Freedom Day that
[f]rom its opening pages, the story of America has been rooted in the truth that all
men and women are endowed with the right to follow their conscience, worship
freely, and live in accordance with their convictions. […] Religious freedom in
America, often referred to as our ‘first freedom,’ was a driving force behind some of
the earliest defining moments of our American identity.1

Many American colonies indeed disestablished the Church of England as
state church as early as the late eighteenth century. This definitely benefited nonAnglican religious communities. Still, the so-called separation of church and
state did not immediately lead to religious equality.2
The myth of the United States being a home of religious equality from its
“opening pages” has been already debunked by scholars like David Sehat or
Winnifred Fallers Sullivan.3 My article wishes to contribute to this debunking
with a focus on the Sephardic Jewish community and how they contested and
adapted to the unequal religious incorporation regime. As my paper will present,
post-disestablishment laws often reproduced Protestant norms, which led to
interference with existing structures of the religious communities. I will discuss
these norms and their influence on the example of New York City’s first synagogue,
White House, “Proclamation on Religious Freedom Day, 2020,” published January 15, 2020, available
at https://www.whitehouse.gov/presidential-actions/proclamation-religious-freedom-day-2020 (Last
accessed on May 13, 2020).
2
Mark D. McGravie, “Disestablishing Religion and Protecting Religious Liberty in State Laws and
Constitutions (1776–1833),” in No Establishment of Religion: America’s Original Contribution to Religious Liberty, ed.
T. Jeremy Gunn, John Witte, Jr. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), 92; Rowan Strong, “Anglicanism
and the State in the Nineteenth Century,” in The Oxford History of Anglicanism, Volume III: Partisan Anglicanism
and its Global Expansion, ed. Rowan Strong (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017), 103–105.
3
David Sehat, The Myth of American Religious Freedom (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011); Winnifred
Fallers Sullivan, The Impossibility of Religious Freedom (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2018).
1
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Shearith Israel, which was established by Sephardic Jews, and the community’s
hazzan (cantor) Gershom Mendes Seixas. Using a social science lens, I will make
use of social psychologist John Berry’s acculturation theory to analyze Gershom
Mendes Seixas’s and Shearith Israel’s handling of the Protestant norms and
American Republicanism in the late colonial and early United States periods.
I believe that by conducting this research we can get a better understanding
of the process of acculturation. But first, I will offer a brief overview of the
beginnings of Sephardic Jewish migration to the North American colonies and
the first chapter of Shearith Israel’s history.

America, the New Zion?
In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the British colonies of North
America offered European Jews a more welcoming environment than what they
experienced in the “Old World.” While in most European states religious freedom
constituted merely an idea and certainly not a practice, religious tolerance was wellestablished in the British overseas colonies.4 Jews were even promised citizenship:
in 1740, the British Parliament passed a statute to encourage settlement in the
American colonies, which became known as the Plantation Act. The act permitted
foreigners who had resided in any of the British colonies in America for seven
years or more to be naturalized upon taking the oath of allegiance and receiving
the sacrament. Quakers and Jews were not required to fulfill the latter criterion
and Jews were not required to say the words “on the true faith of a Christian”
which formed the conclusion of the oath of abjuration. This prompted Jewish
immigration to the colonies.5
Religious tolerance was reflected in the colonies’ charters as well. The colony
of South Carolina, for example, was originally governed under a 1669 charter,
also known as the Constitution, attributed to the philosopher John Locke who
promoted religious tolerance and the separation of church and state. This charter
granted liberty of conscience to all settlers, explicitly mentioning “Jews, heathens,
and dissenters from the purity of Christian religion.”6 As a result, South Carolina
Sheldon J. Godfrey, Judith C. Godfrey, Search Out the Land: The Jews and the Growth of Equality in British
Colonial America, 1740–1867 (Montreal & Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1995), 18.
5
H. S. Q. Henriques, The Jews and the English Law (Clark: The Lawbook Exchange, 2006), 240.
6
Oscar Reiss, The Jews in Colonial America (Jefferson & London: McFarland & Company, 2004), 71.
4
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has a particularly long history of Jewish settlement. By the turn of the nineteenth
century, the Jewish community of Charleston, South Carolina, numbered about
500 members, which was the largest in North America at the time.7
From the second half of the seventeenth century until the middle of the
eighteenth century, the Jewish community of North America was dominated
by Sephardic merchants and their families. The first group of Jews in the
northern colonies disembarked in 1654. This group was made up of twentythree Portuguese Jews from the Netherlands who emigrated from Recife in
Dutch Brazil after the settlement was conquered by the Portuguese. While these
Portuguese Jews were allowed to practice Judaism under Dutch rule, they feared
the Portuguese Inquisition and left Recife.8 They originally docked in Spanish
Jamaica and Spanish Cuba, but the Spanish did not allow them to remain there.
Their ship, St. Catherine—according to other sources, St. Charles9—, sailed
instead to New Amsterdam, a Dutch settlement established at the southern tip of
Manhattan Island that served as the seat of the government in the colony of New
Netherland. Upon complaint from local merchants and the Dutch Reformed
Church, New Netherland’s director-general Peter Stuyvesant attempted to have
the Jews expelled. He appealed in a letter to the directors of the Dutch West India
Company, however, they rebuffed Stuyvesant and ordered him to let the Jewish
refugees remain in New Amsterdam, “provided the poor among them shall not
become a burden to the company or to the community but be supported by their
own nation.”10
The year of the arrival of these twenty-three Portuguese Jews in New
Amsterdam, 1654, marks the beginning of Jewish presence in North America.
Although they were allowed to stay in New Amsterdam, they were not permitted
to build a synagogue throughout the Dutch period (to 1664). The community
Marcie Cohen Ferris, Mark I. Greenberg, Jewish Roots in Southern Soil: A New History (Waltham: Brandeis
University Press, 2006), 18; Jacob Neusner, “The Role of English Jews in the Development of American
Jewish Life, 1775–1850,” in The Colonial and Early National Period 1654–1840: American Jewish History, ed.
Jeffrey S. Gurock (New York: Routledge, 1998), 426.
8
Abraham J. Edelheit, Hershel Edelheit, The Jewish World in Modern Times: A Selected, Annotated Bibliography
(New York: Routledge, 2019), 326.
9
Leo Hershkowitz, “Asser Levy of the New York Jewish Merchant and Community,” in The Colonial
and Early National Period 1654–1840: American Jewish History, ed. Jeffrey S. Gurock (New York: Routledge,
1998), 237.
10
Alan M. Kraut, “No Matter How Poor and Small the Building’: Health Care Institutions and the
Jewish Immigrant Community,” in Religion and Immigration: Christian, Jewish, and Muslim Experiences in the
United States, ed. Yvonne Yazbeck Haddad, Jane I. Smith, John L. Esposito (Walnut Creek: Altamira
Press, 2003), 129.
7

ADAPTING TO PROTESTANT NORMS AND AMERICAN REPUBLICANISM

51

met in individual homes for decades. One of these homes was marked on a 1695
map of New York as “Jewes Synagogue” on Beaver Street. The British opened
public worship to the Jews already in 1691, but it was not only until 1728 when
the community was able to get hold of the land and then build a house of prayer
of its own. According to recent scholarship, this year marks the official formation
of the congregation Shearith Israel, even though some date back the synagogue’s
establishment to 1654.11 The congregation, which exists until today, claims to
have been founded in 1654.12 The name Shearith Israel means “the remnant
of Israel” and expressed the congregants’ optimism that they will preserve their
Jewishness against all odds.13 The building was raised on Mill Street that was
probably at the current side of 26 South William Street in Lower Manhattan.
The Mill Street synagogue, North America’s first synagogue, was completed in
1730. It was said to have had access to a nearby spring, which they used as a
mikveh, a bath for ritual immersion.14
The building’s architecture followed the Sephardic synagogues in London and
Amsterdam. Even though since 1728 Sephardic Jews did not form the majority
in Shearith Israel, Sephardic congregants were generally wealthier and more
influential than their Ashkenazi coreligionists.15 For many of the Ashkenazi Jews,
Shearith Israel represented with its worldly-wise and sophisticated style an ideal
to emulate.16 Due to the small size of the Jewish community in Colonial America
at the time, the divide was not as pronounced as in Europe. Yet, Sephardic elites
still feared that they would lose their dominant position in the community. In
1729, Curaçao’s Sephardic community sent financial aid to Shearith Israel for
the synagogue construction with the warning that “Germans [Ashkenazi Jews]
are more in Number than Wee there.” The donation was on the condition that
Jay M. Eidelman, “Kissing Cousins: The Early History of Congregations Shearith Israel of New York
City and Montreal,” in Not Written in Stone: Jews, Constitutions, and Constitutionalism in Canada, ed. Daniel
J. Elazar, Michael Brown and Ira Robinson (Ottawa: University of Ottawa Press, 2003), 71; Howard
B. Rock, Haven of Liberty: New York Jews in the New World, 1654–1865 (New York: New York University
Press, 2013), 43–44.
12
“Our History, 1654 – Today,” Congregation Shearith Israel, available at https://shearithisrael.org/history
(Last accessed: November 26, 2020).
13
Godfrey, Godfrey, Search Out the Land, 116.
14
David W. Dunlap, From Abyssinian to Zion: A Guide to Manhattan’s Houses of Worship (New York: Columbia
University Press, 2004), 261; Norman H. Finkelstein, American Jewish History: A JPS Guide (Philadelphia:
The Jewish Publication Society, 2007), 33; Helene Schwartz Kenvin, This Land of Liberty: A History of
America’s Jews (Springfield: Behrman House Publishers, 1986), 10.
15
Rock, Haven of Liberty, 14, 46.
16
Finkelstein, American Jewish History, 34.
11
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Shearith Israel would not “let them have any More Votes nor Authority then they
have had hithertho.”17
Sephardic Jewish merchants coined the birth of other North American Jewish
communities as well, such as the ones in Savannah, Philadelphia and Baltimore.
They established a community in Newport, Rhode Island, where the Touro
Synagogue, the United States’ oldest surviving synagogue building, is standing till
today.18 Some of them followed the British troops to the North: after the British
takeover of French Canada, Montreal’s first community was established in 1768
under the name of Shearith Israel, on the example of the New York congregation
from which many of its founders came.19 In 1700, the Jewish population in the
colonies numbered between 200 and 300 people. By the time of the American
Revolution, the Jewish population in North America grew to between 1,000 and
2,500, in a colonial population of about 2.5 million.20

Institutionalization as a Requirement for Participation
While the Jewish settlers benefited from religious tolerance and political rights
in the British colonies, they did not enjoy religious equality. That was also true
in New York, where—after Charleston—the colonies’ second-biggest Jewish
community resided. Until the end of the American colonial revolt, New York
was nominally Anglican and did not recognize the equality of all congregations.21
From the beginning of the British rule in 1664 on, the Church of England was the
state church and enjoyed corporate status.22 Under common law, the corporate
status allowed the Church of England to hold property and receive bequests and
Daniel Kurt Ackermann, “The 1794 Synagogue of Kahal Kadosh Beth Elohim of Charleston:
Reconstructed and Reconsidered,” American Jewish History 93, 2 (2007): 170.
18
Jonathan D. Sarna, American Judaism: A History (New Haven & London: Yale University Press, 2013), 20.
19
Eidelman, “Kissing Cousins,” 71.
20
Eli Faber, A Time for Planting: The First Migration, 1654–1820 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University
Press, 1992), 107; Finkelstein, American Jewish History, 34.
21
Paul Finkelman, “Toleration and Diversity in New Netherland and the Duke’s Colony: The Roots of
America’s First Disestablishment,” in No Establishment of Religion: America’s Original Contribution to Religious
Liberty, ed. T. Jeremy Gunn, John Witte, Jr. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), 125.
22
Antonio Sánchez-Bayón, “Freedom of Religion at Large in American Common Law: A Critical
Review and New Topics,” Journal for the Study of Religions and Ideologies 13, 37 (Spring 2014): 42;
Fred van Lieburg, “The Dutch and Their Religion,” in Four Centuries of Dutch-American Relations:
1609–2009, ed. Hans Krabbendam, Cornelis A. van Minnen, Giles Scott-Smith (Albany: State
University of New York Press), 159.
17
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legacies. Besides the Church of England, certain Dutch Reform congregations
were incorporated as well as a result of the 1667 Treaty of Breda. But any
other unincorporated religious society could not legally possess property. This
discriminatory approach affected other Protestant communities, most notably,
Presbyterians, Huguenots and Lutherans.23 Due to the British Penal Laws, there
was no organized Catholic presence in New York until the late eighteenth century.24
Without corporate status, the Jewish community could not officially acquire
real estate either. To sidestep the limitations, Shearith Israel’s members purchased
land in trust for wider communal use. For instance, when in 1728 the community
needed to expand its graveyard, Shearith Israel’s president Moses Gomez himself
bought the lot to be used by the Jewish public.25 Although the prohibition of Jewish
communal ownership was not challenged for decades, there were new legislations
introduced that paved the way towards the Jews’ legal equality, such as an act
passed by the General Assembly of New York on November 15, 1727. This act
provided that when the oath of abjuration was to be taken by any British subject
of Jewish faith, the words “upon the true faith of a Christian” might be omitted.
Three days later, an act was passed naturalizing one Jew by the name Daniel
Nunes da Costa.26 Another major step was the New York State Constitution of
1777, the state’s first constitution which replaced the Colonial Charter with its
royal authority for the newly independent “State of New York.”27
The 1777 Constitution caused the disestablishment of the Church of England
as the state church. New York became the first state to disestablish, and soon
other colonies followed suit.28 The new constitution provided for “the free exercise
and enjoyment of religious profession and worship, without discrimination
or preference” to “guard against that spiritual oppression and intolerance
wherewith the bigotry and ambition of weak and wicked priests and princes
have scourged mankind.”29 As legal historian Paul Finkelman emphasized, the
John Joseph Wallis, “The Public Promotion of Private Interest (Groups),” in Collective Choice: Essays
in Honor of Mancur Olson, ed. Jan C. Heckelman, Dennis Coates (Berlin: Springer Verlag, 2003), 237.
24
Burton, E., D’Alton, E., Kelley, J., “Penal Laws,” Catholic Encyclopedia (1911). Retrieved November
2020, from New Advent: http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/11611c.htm
25
Allan Amanik, Dust to Dust: A History of Jewish Death and Burial in New York (New York: New York University
Press, 2019), 23–4; Bruce B. Jackson, “Secularization by Incorporation: Religious Organizations and
Corporate Identity,” First Amendment Law Review 11 (2012): 103.
26
Charles Z. Lincoln, William H. Johnson, A. Judd Northrup, ed., Laws of the Colony of New York, Vol. 1.
(Clark: The Lawbook Exchange, 2006), 418.
27
Sánchez-Bayón, “Freedom of Religion at Large in American Common Law,” 42.
28
Sarna, American Judaism, 36.
29
Finkelman, “Toleration and Diversity,” 126.
23
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reference to “priests” may have either reflected prevailing fears of Catholicism,
or the phrase might have been a direct reference to the Anglican priests who
aligned with the Royal Court in opposition to the American Revolution.30 I find
the second explanation more likely since the constitution was accepted before
there was a major Catholic migration into the United States.31 This explanation
is also supported by sociologist William Silverman.32 The second interpretation
is especially plausible if we consider that while the convention was working on
the constitution, the city was threatened by an invading British Army landing on
Staten Island.33
Although the Church of England lost its unique standing, it retained its
corporate charter and its land holdings acquired earlier. The Dutch Reformed
churches likewise held onto their charters of incorporation. In both cases, the
New York revolutionary legislature passed legislation reaffirming the corporate
charters of those assemblies that had been incorporated under English rule.
It was on this occasion of re-chartering that the New York Assembly decided
to make incorporation available for all religious societies.34 The result of the
legislature’s reform was a 1784 act that provided incorporation for religious
societies permitting all Christian and Jewish denominations benefits bestowed
by charters of incorporations. The Act to enable all the religious Denominations in this
State to appoint Trustees, who shall be a Body Corporate for the Purpose of taking Care of the
Temporalities of their respective Congregations hearkened back to the 1777 constitution’s
guarantee of religious freedom “without preference” and commented at length
on the inequalities of New York’s unincorporated religious communities, which
faced the uncertainty about who ultimately owned church properties and whether
eventual heirs might someday dispossess the churches.35
The act made it possible for any “church, congregation, or religious society”
to gain incorporation. No longer would a congregation have to seek a special
Ibid., 126–7.
James Ciment, John Radzilowski, American Immigration: An Encyclopedia of Political, Social, and Cultural
Change, vol. 2. (New York: Routledge, 2014), 599.
32
William Silverman, “The Exclusion of Clergy from Political Office in American States: An Oddity in
Church-State Relations,” Sociology of Religion 61, 2 (2000): 226.
33
William A. Polf, 1777, the Political Revolution and New York’s First Constitution (Albany: New York State
Bicentennial Commission, 1977), 3.
34
Kellen Funk, “Church Corporations and the Conflict of Laws in Antebellum America,” Journal of
Law and Religion 32, 2 (2017): 266.
35
Ibid., 267; Paul G. Kauper, Stephen C. Ellis, “Religious Corporations and the Law,” Michigan Law
Review 71 (1973): 1510.
30
31
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charter from the legislature. Rather, the religious society’s members elected
trustees numbering between three and nine. The act specified members as
men of age who attended the congregation for at least a year and contributed
financially to the community’s existence “according to the usages and customs”
of the community. Upon registration with the courts, the trustees would become
a body corporate capable of holding property, existing perpetually, and suing in
court. By the Civil War, most of the religious communities in New York had been
incorporated under this act. Many, like the German Reformed Church, were
incorporated almost straight away in the spring of 1784.36
The act removed churches from their roles as public institutions and recreated
them as private corporations within civil society.37 But even though the 1784 act
indicated neutrality, the incorporation statute realized a genuinely Protestant
agenda, as legal scholar Philip A. Hamburger underlined. By laying the properties
in the hand of lay trustees, New York undermined the wealth, power and
authority of the clergy. Knowing that they controlled the property, the trustees
could oppose the clergy on any issue, including doctrine. This “Protestantizing
structure of church ownership” particularly threatened the Catholic Church
that did not elevate individualism like liberal Protestants did.38 Besides, as legal
historian Kellen R. Funk pointed out, the language of the act employed the jargon
of Protestant Christianity. The statute spoke of “denominations,” “ministers,”
“deacons,” “congregation,” etc.39
Recent scholarship on American disestablishment has stressed how
different the contemporary understanding of the separation of church and
state is compared to that of the early national period. Scholar of churchstate-relationships Steven Green, for instance, regarded the founding era as an
experiment in “political disestablishment” that rejected the British Protestant
establishment but left undisturbed the close connection between Protestant norms
and American legal regulation through most of the nineteenth century. Despite
the legal disestablishment of the Church of England, Anglican Protestantism
remained hegemonic. This hegemony, as Green wrote, “also included a host of
Funk, “Church Corporations,” 267–8.
McGravie, “Disestablishing Religion,” 92.
38
Sarah Barringer Gordon, “The First Disestablishment: Limits on Church Power and Property Before
the Civil War,” University of Pennsylvania Law Review 162 (2014): 338, 349; Philip A. Hamburger, “Illiberal
Liberalism: Liberal Theology, Anti-Catholicism, & Church Property,” Journal of Contemporary Legal Issues
12 (2002): 713–4.
39
Funk, “Church Corporations,” 267.
36
37
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preferences and laws that affected peoples’ legal rights and status and regulated
activities based on religious norms.”40 The reproduction of Protestant norms had
an immediate impact on Shearith Israel as well.
Shearith Israel incorporated a few months after the act was passed. The
community’s leadership, the parnas (president) and junta (council) declared that
“after having maturely consider’d the Advantages as Specified in the Preamble of
said Act that would arise to this Society by conforming thereto,” they unanimously
agreed and appointed six congregants “to be the Trustees of this K K [kehila
kadosha, that is, holy community] for the present Year.”41 The corporation form
enabled Shearith Israel to hold property. After the incorporation, the congregation
did not have to rely anymore on the members’ private acquisitions.42 However, as
historian Naomi Wiener Cohen emphasized, the 1784 statute weakened the kahal,
the traditional Jewish community structure. Since the statute claimed that anyone
who attended an incorporated congregation for a year was legally a member of
that group, this made the Jewish practice of cherem (excommunication) difficult,
because the excommunicated Jew could refer to his membership and appeal to
the secular authorities under the law for the reinstitution of his synagogal rights.43
Prior to the congregation’s incorporation, Shearith Israel’s traditional leaders,
the adjuntos (elders) had the option to threaten members who violated the Sabbath
with cherem. The adjuntos exercised this right and excommunicated Solomon Hays,
who engaged in a fight with a fellow Jew and filed assault charges against him in
a New York court. The 1756 cherem accused Hays of scandalizing Jews “amongst
the Christians.”44 A year later, the elders excommunicated those Jews who were
“Trading on the Sabbath, Eating of forbidden Meats & other Heinous Crimes.”45
The incorporation did not only affect the practice of cherem, it led to further
conflicts within the Jewish community. After the congregation established a
governing Board of Trustees, as it was required by the statute for incorporated
congregations, a dual system of government prevailed. This duality often ended
Steven Green, The Second Disestablishment: Church and State in Nineteenth-Century America (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2010), 27.
41
“Items Relating to Congregation Shearith Israel, New York,” Publications of the American Jewish Historical
Society 27, 2 (1920): 38.
42
Jackson, “Secularization by Incorporation,” 103.
43
Naomi Wiener Cohen, Jews in Christian America: The Pursuit of Religious Equality (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1992), 29.
44
Deborah Dash Moore, Jeffrey S. Gurock, Annie Polland, Howard B. Rock, Daniel Soyer, Jewish New
York: The Remarkable Story of a City and a People (New York: New York University Press, 2017), 22.
45
Sarna, American Judaism, 16.
40
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in disputes between the traditional leaders, the adjuntos and the newly appointed
trustees, as historian Howard B. Rock stated. First, the trustees only took care of
Shearith Israel’s finances and oversaw order in the synagogue, but they gained
increasingly more power. Soon, they assumed authority above the elders whose
only role now was restricted to the spiritual realm.46 As we can see, even a law like
the 1784 incorporation act, which was adopted for the purpose of encouraging
religious liberty, could interfere with the autonomy of religious groups.47 The act
might have broadened the religious freedom of the individual, but at the same time
it “weakened the liberty of the group seeking the free exercise of its traditional
religious customs.”48
The 1784 statute had another aspect that heavily influenced the life of Shearith
Israel and the further development of American Jewish history. The act decreed
that the meetings for the election of trustees must be announced by the minister
of the society. This was not a challenge for most Protestant congregations, which
were led by ministers anyway—but the same cannot be said about Shearith Israel.
To become a corporation, Jews had to appoint someone to be their minister.
The board chose the community’s hazzan. According to historian Eli Faber, this
historic accident is the reason why Shearith Israel’s hazzan became the main
representative of early American Jewry after 1784. This person was Gershom
Mendes Seixas (1745–1816).49

The Patriot Jewish Minister of the American Revolution
Gershom Mendes Seixas was one of the six children of Isaac Mendes Seixas
(1709–1780), who was born in Lisbon into a family of Portuguese conversos, that is,
descendants of Iberian Jews who converted to Christianity, usually under pressure.
Isaac’s family felt threatened by the increase of the inquisitorial activity in Lisbon
and the imprisonment of relatives and acquaintances. The family fled to London
in the 1720s.50 In 1730, the young merchant Isaac left London for New York, where
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he had prior trade contacts, which helped him to integrate quickly. In 1741,
he married Rachel Levy, who was the daughter of Shearith Israel’s parnas,
merchant Moses Levy. Isaac took an active part in congregational life and served
as one of the adjuntos.51 Isaac Mendes Seixas was also politically engaged and cosigned the Non-Importation Agreement, whereby the merchants of the Colonies took
the first concerted action to resist the British oppression.52 Gershom’s brothers too
were involved in the life of colonial America. His eldest brother, Moses Mendes
Seixas, was a merchant who helped to organize the Bank of Rhode Island in
1796 and became the president of the Touro Synagogue in Newport, Rhode
Island. He led the congregation’s welcome for President George Washington.53
His younger brother, Abraham Mendes Seixas (1751–1799), fought as an officer
in the Continental Army and another brother of his, Benjamin Mendes Seixas
(1748–1817), co-founded the New York Stock Exchange.54
In 1766, Gershom Mendes Seixas became the hazzan of Shearith Israel,
back then New York City’s only Jewish community, and remained its spiritual
leader for about half a century.55 According to other sources, this happened in
1768, but either way, he was in his early twenties.56 Seixas was the first hazzan
and among the first leaders of the American Jewish community who had been
born and educated in Colonial America. As hazzan, he was one of the three
employees of Shearith Israel, next to the shammash, the hazzan’s assistant, and the
shochet, the butcher. The parnas and the adjuntos were not employed. Since there
were no other employees in the community, such as a rabbi (teacher and spiritual
leader) or a mohel (circumciser), Shearith Israel’s hazzan fulfilled roles which were
atypical for cantors in Europe. Seixas circumcised male newborns, prepared male
youths for the coming-of-age ritual bar mitzvah, preached at services, conducted
weddings, funerals, comforted the sick. New York had no public education until
the 1820s, thus the cantor also ran the congregation’s school when a teacher was
not employed. As a contract between the congregation and the cantor reveals,
Rock, Haven of Liberty, 46; Vieira, “Abraham Before Abraham,” 159.
N. Taylor Phillipps, “Rev. Gershom Mendez Seixas,” American Jewish Yearbook 6 (1904–1905): 40–1.
53
Stephen J. Vicchio, George Washington’s Religion: The Faith of the First President (Eugene: Wipf & Stock,
2019), 68.
54
Finkelstein, American Jewish History, 51; Vieira, “Abraham Before Abraham,” 146.
55
Charles Daly, Max J. Kohler, The Settlement of the Jews in North America (New York: Philipp Cowen,
1893), 56.
56
Faber, A Time for Planting, 65; Kerry M. Olitzky, Marc Lee Raphael, The American Synagogue: A Historical
Dictionary and Sourcebook (Westport: Greenwood Press, 1996), 13.
51
52

ADAPTING TO PROTESTANT NORMS AND AMERICAN REPUBLICANISM

59

Seixas even had to provide “firewood for the winter.”57 In addition, he conducted
services twice a day on weekdays and three times on the Sabbath. Though not
ordained, Seixas was fluent in Hebrew and could respond to religious questions
not demanding intensive Talmudic inquiry.58
As the British fleet approached New York Bay in August 1776, Seixas
preached an emotional sermon in English, warning that that day’s services might
be the last held in the building. Most Shearith Israel members, including Seixas,
left New York rather than live under British rule. The British did not threaten
the Jews’ safety, this was a statement of political affiliation.59 Seixas took the
synagogue’s Torah scrolls and other ceremonial items as he fled to his father’s
home in Stratford, Connecticut.60 Most of his congregants moved to Philadelphia.
The small number who remained in New York occasionally held services in the
synagogue led by the Tory sympathizers like Barak Hays and later by Alexander
Zuntz, a Hessian Jewish army supplier who arrived with the Hessian mercenaries
fighting for the British and persuaded the military leaders to not use the sanctuary
as a hospital.61
From Stratford, Seixas moved to Philadelphia in 1780, where Shearith Israel
members contributed to the reorganization of the city’s first Jewish congregation,
which is known until today as Mikveh Israel.62 Even though Mikveh Israel had
existed since about 1745, the community’s structures were unstable before the
Patriots from New York arrived. The new and reorganized community selected
Seixas to officiate. Under his leadership, Mikveh Israel purchased an old
bakehouse on Third and Cherry Streets in 1782 and built a new facility with
seating around the periphery of the sanctuary in Sephardic style. Before Mikveh
Israel started to construct the new building, the community faced criticism from
the local German Reformed Church, which did not want a synagogue in their
neighborhood. According to some sources, this made Mikveh Israel relocate
to Third and Cherry.63 According to other sources, Mikveh Israel disregarded
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the criticism and stuck to their original location, which would have been Third
and Cherry anyway.64 Either way, this shows that while antisemitism was not as
widespread in the colonies as in Europe, it constituted a challenge in the “New
World” as well.
In September 1782, the congregation dedicated the new building on Third
and Cherry. The building seated 200 persons and had accommodations for
the clergy adjoining it. Many important politicians attended the synagogue’s
dedication, including the Governor of Pennsylvania. At the opening, Seixas
invoked “the blessings of Almighty God on the Members of these States in
Congress assembled and on his Excellency George Washington, CommanderGeneral of these Colonies.”65 During his stay in Philadelphia, Seixas continued
to defend religious liberty. He and several members of his congregation wrote to
the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania’s Council of Censors in December 1783,
opposing the Test Act, which required prospective office holders to declare their
faith both on the “Old and the New Testament,” thus preventing Jews from
serving in the legislature.66 Philadelphia journalist and historian Thompson
Westcott asserted that Mikveh Israel’s protest “had its influence in procuring the
subsequent modification of the test clause in the Constitution.” The Test Act was
eliminated from the Philadelphia Constitution in 1789-1790.67
After the British withdrew from New York in 1783, most Shearith Israel left
Philadelphia and moved back to their city. Seixas, too, returned in 1784. Mikveh
Israel’s junta invited Jacob Raphael Cohen to be the congregation’s new hazzan.
Prior to that, Cohen served as hazzan in Montreal’s Shearith Israel (1778 to 1782)
and in New York’s Shearith Israel from 1782 to Seixas’s return in 1784.68 Cohen
accepted the offer and remained at Mikveh Israel until his death in 1811.69 When
the New Yorkers left Philadelphia, Mikveh Israel had to deal with a big mortgage.
Statesman Benjamin Franklin, Pennsylvania Attorney General William Bradford,
Pennsylvania Chief Justice Thomas McKean and other prominent Christian
Philadelphians helped the community in need.70
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Shearith Israel, Inc.
Members of New York’s Jewish community were on the frontline in building
up the new republic. Even though Jews did not participate in the bodies that
drafted the constitutions, they were aware of the development and how these
were affecting their rights. After the members of Shearith Israel returned to New
York, they wrote a statement to New York Governor George Clinton emphasizing
Jewish support for the revolutionary case on “behalf of the Ancient Congregation
of Israelites, lately returned from the Exile”:
Though the Society we Belong to is but small when compared with other Religious
Societies, yet we flatter ourselves that none have Manifested a more zealous
attachment to the sacred cause of America in the late war with Great Britain. […]
We now look forward, with Pleasure to the happy days we expect to enjoy under
a Constitution, Wisely framed to preserve the inestimable Blessings of Civil, and
Religious Liberty.71

After the 1784 incorporation of Shearith Israel, Seixas became officially the
community’s minister and was addressed as “reverend mister.” This was also
recorded in the congregational minutes.72 Historian Jacob Rader Marcus made
the anachronistic mistake to suggest that Seixas was regarded as a minister already
in his antebellum hiring as a cantor.73 Others got confused about Seixas’s position
as well: historian Leo Hershkowitz referred to Seixas with the title “rabbi,”74
and so did, for instance, social historian Stephen Birmingham,75 literary scholar
Susanne Klingenstein,76 historian Philip S. Foner,77 or Rabbi Howard A.
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Berman.78 Already some of Seixas’s contemporaries referred to him as rabbi.79
Nonetheless, Seixas was never ordained.80 The first rabbis did not arrive in the
United States before 1840. Seixas received his Jewish education primarily from
his father. He was not a college graduate, but he was self-educated in Talmud and
non-Jewish, including Christian, literature.
As Shearith Israel’s minister and public representative, Seixas became a wellknown figure in the broader New York society. He enjoyed the friendship of
many religious leaders, although, before the Revolutionary War, many of them
held Tory sympathies. In 1784, Seixas was appointed to the Board of Regents
of King’s College, which soon became known as Columbia College and is today
part of Columbia University. All other trustees were Episcopalians (during the
war, Anglicans began to identify as “Episcopal” and “Episcopalian”; the term
“Church of England” became politically difficult).81 Seixas was invited to the
body by the college’s alumni and George Washington’s aid Alexander Hamilton
who had come to know and admire the “local rabbi” during the War of
Independence. Seixas became the first Jew to serve on the governing board of an
American university. Hamilton hoped that this step would contribute to religious
liberty in the college. This was an important sign of recognition for Seixas and
the broader Jewish community alike. Historian Howard B. Rock called Seixas
“the chief representative of the Jewish people in the nation’s largest city.”82 He was
among the fourteen ministers honored to be chosen to participate in George
Washington’s 1789 inauguration ceremony in New York City as President of
the United States. Furthermore, Seixas served on the Board of Regents of
what became New York University and was trustee of the Humane Society
of New York.83
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Preaching Protestantism and Republicanism
Seixas was frequently associated with Protestant, particularly Episcopalian,
ministers of New York, he even befriended some of them. Protestant clergymen
frequently visited Shearith Israel, and the Jewish minister, in turn, was invited
to speak in Christian congregations, such as in St. Paul’s Episcopal Chapel.84
According to historian David G. Dalin, “[n]o other Jewish leader of this era
mingled so easily with the Protestant leaders of the American funding.”85 One
can assume that Seixas would have been familiar with their writings and books
they read. Howard B. Rock asserted that this likely accounts for the prominent
place of Protestant doctrines in his sermons, such as salvation and the world
to come, two dogmas not stressed in traditional Jewish thought.86 “What avails
our earthly possessions […] if we neglect laying up a treasure for everlasting
happiness […] in the world to come?,” Seixas asked. His sermons’ vocabulary
reminded of Protestant sermons too, for example, the expression “stewards in
the house of God.”87
After his 1784 appointment to minister, Seixas increasingly seemed to
internalize features of Protestant ministry. The fact that he was regularly preaching
might have been due to Protestant influence too since this activity was beyond
the scope of a hazzan’s traditional duties. Faber evaluated it as “the synagogue’s
adaptation to the general culture”, which was “related to Seixas’s own self-willed
acculturation.” His attire, a black gown, and the absence of the traditional Jewish
head covering, also resembled this tendency.88 However, Seixas also differed from
his Protestant “colleagues,” for example in his devotion to charity toward the
poor. Contrary to the prominent Calvinist doctrine, Seixas preached that riches
were no sign of grace, nor poverty a sign of disgrace. Seixas believed that the
purpose of a fortunate person’s life was to help others. In an 1805 sermon, Seixas
promoted “the usefulness of the Kalfe Sedaka,” a charity collection he established
when the yellow fever raged in New York in 1798.89 The hazzan noted that
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at that time our contributions were small, still they were found to be of great service
to our distressed friends—many have been benefited since, in proportion to the
insufficiency of the Fund, which could not extend in a more ample manner, to supply
all who stand in need of assistance.90

Seixas’s sermons provide great examples of the process of integration, which
is defined by social psychologist John Berry as the acculturation strategy, where
there is “some degree of cultural integrity maintained, while at the same time
seeking to participate as an integral part of the larger social network.”91 We can
find many examples for Seixas’s attempts to participate in the larger society from
the time of the Revolutionary War, when he prayed for the American leaders:
O Great, tremendous, mighty, high, & Exalted King of Israel, Lord of Hosts. He
who dispenseth Safety unto Kings, and Dominion unto princes, whose Kingdom
is an Everlasting Kingdom; […] May he bless, guard, preserve, assist, shield, Save,
supremely Exalt, and aggrandize to a high degree His Excellency the President, &
the Honble Delegates of the United States of America, in Congress Assembled; His
Excellency George Washington, Capt. Geni. & Commander in Chief of the Federal
Army of these States, His Excellency the President, the Honble the Executive
Council, & Members of the General Assembly of this Commonwealth, and all
Kings & Potentates, in alliance with North America.92

After his return from Philadelphia to New York, Seixas became one of the
first ministers of any religious community to preach a regular Thanksgiving
Day sermon.93 On May 9, 1789 Seixas gave a sermon on “the importance of
democracy.” President John Adams had set May 9 as a National Fast Day and
requested the religious communities to pray for the end of the war with France.
The war was perceived as self-defense of the young American democracy
against the French monarchy. In the sermon, Seixas praised the “liberty and
independence” in the United States of America and claimed that “it pleased God
to establish us in a state of freedom, independence, and peace, so that we became
respectable among the nations of the earth.” He also quoted from the Bible to
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support the president’s pursuit of peace: “The fear of the Lord is the beginning
of wisdom;’ and without we have this leading principle in our hearts, we never
shall attain wisdom, nor its natural consequence, peace.”94
Patriotic republicanism pervaded Seixas’s sermons. The hazzan regularly
expressed his devotion to the US and its alleged divine origins. He declared
in a 1798 sermon that God “established us in this country where we possess
every advantage that other citizens of these states enjoy” and encouraged the
congregants to offer gratitude to God for doing so.95 Seixas recited the prayer
for the government in English, which was read in Portuguese before. He insisted
that, as Americans, congregants should not tolerate the use of any language
but Hebrew, the sublime one of the people of Israel, and English, that of their
home country.96 In an oration written for the 1800 Columbia graduation address,
Seixas recalled the moment that the “inhabitants of North America” crushed
the “Yoke of subjection. […] Jews from throughout the Union, placed their
lives in their hands,” and, as “the Lord was with them,” achieved “freedom and
Independence.”97 When Alexander Hamilton was fatally wounded in 1804, the
statesman was mourned by Seixas and Shearith Israel.98
During the War of 1812 between the United States, Great Britain and their
respective allies, Seixas positioned himself on the side of the war:
For the citizens at large it is sufficient for us to know that our rulers are chosen to be
judges on all affairs concerning the welfare of their constituents. They have declared
war, and it is our bounden duty to act as true and faithful citizens, to support and
preserve the honor, dignity and the independence of the United States of America,
that they may bear equal rank among the nations of the earth.99

Under Seixas’s leadership, Shearith Israel held three services in support of
the war effort. Despite the community’s small size, it collected a ninth of the city’s
relief funds. For Seixas, the rescue of American republicanism was at stake.100
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We can see examples of adaptation to American norms not only in Seixas’s
sermons but also in the congregation’s minutes. While Portuguese was Shearith
Israel’s first language and the language of its minutes, it was not long before
English became standard.101 The community published translations of the Hebrew
prayers in English.102 As John Berry noted, cultural changes, such as language
shifts, are among the finest indicators of integration.103 Still, the community did
not lose its traditional Portuguese identity. At Shearith Israel, various prayers
continued to be recited in Portuguese, the language of the community’s founders
and Portuguese Jews scattered around the world.104 This tradition continued even
after the 1720s when the majority of attendees were Ashkenazi Jews.105
Despite Shearith Israel’s traditionalism, in the spirit of acculturation, the
community published its 1728 constitution, the oldest extant constitution of a
North American Jewish community, in English and Portuguese. In 1790, the
congregation published a new constitution reminiscent of the new American
Constitution: “We the members of the K. K. Shearith Israel,” etc. The document
even included a bill of rights. As historian Jonathan Sarna pointed out, the very
word “constitution” is significant, for traditionally Jews called their governing
documents askamot (agreements).106 The new constitution linked Shearith Israel
with the “state happily constituted upon the principles of equal liberty, civil and
religious.” The bill of rights explicitly ended many of the colonial-era distinctions
between members and non-members, declaring that “every free person professing
the Jewish religion, and who lives according to its holy precepts, is entitled to[…]
be treated in all respect as a brother, and as such a subject of every fraternal duty.”107

Discussion: The Americanization of the Synagogue
The 1784 New York statute that offered benefits for all religious communities
that integrated into the corporate structure also inspired other states. In 1789,
New Jersey passed a general incorporation statute for religious organizations,
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Pennsylvania followed in 1791.108 Some states, such as South Carolina, continued
to restrict incorporation only to Protestant societies, while other states allowed
property to vest in a board of trustees without technically calling the result a
“corporation.” In litigation, however, such distinctions did not make a difference.
Except for Virginia and some New England states, the major principles of the
system were eventually adopted in every American state during the antebellum
era.109 This institutionalization affected synagogue structures in the US too, and,
as my article showed, contributed to the emergence of Gershom Mendes Seixas
as one of most prominent leaders of early American Jewry.
Gershom Mendes Seixas died on July 2, 1816, and was buried in his
congregation’s first cemetery, then in the Bowery, now Chinatown. A memorial
sermon delivered by Emanuel Nunes Carvalho, Mikveh Israel’s hazzan, and printed
in Philadelphia was the first Jewish sermon published in the U.S.110 Congregation
Shearith Israel today prominently displays a tablet in Seixas’s honor, and many of
his descendants became leaders in the American Jewish community.111 Shearith
Israel’s and Seixas’s acts and statements during and after the revolution demonstrate
that Jews were able to embrace republican America and yet retain their Jewish
identity: they were able to integrate.112 As John Berry observed,
[i]ntegration can only be ‘freely’ chosen and successfully pursued by non-dominant
groups when the dominant society is open and inclusive in its orientation towards
cultural diversity. Thus, mutual accommodation is required for integration to be
attained. involving the acceptance by both groups of the right of all groups to live as
culturally different peoples.113

Unlike in Europe, where most states demanded Jews to assimilate, that is,
to give up their Jewish identities and adapt unconditionally to the European
mainstream, the early United States offered Jews the option of integration, that
is, the option of remaining Jewish and being/becoming American.114
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As New York grew, so did the city’s Jewish population and the number of
Jewish congregations. Between 1820 and 1840, America’s Jewish population
increased fivefold, from 3,000 to 15,000.115 In 1825, just a decade after Seixas’s
death, younger German and Polish Jews who felt uncomfortable in Shearith
Israel and felt dissonance with the Sephardic style of worship, seceded from the
congregation. They formed New York City’s second Jewish and first Ashkenazi
community, B’nai Jeshurun.116 After the 1830s, a growing number of middle-class,
German-speaking Jews arrived from various central European states, escaping
from discrimination. With the advance of German-dominated Reform Judaism,
Shearith Israel lost its formerly unique standing and the congregation’s new
ministers could hardly achieve Seixas’s social status as the foremost representative
of New York Jewry. Nonetheless, Shearith Israel and Gershom Mendes Seixas
represented the synthesis of American Republicanism and Judaism probably
better than anyone else in the first two hundred years of New York’s Jewish
landscape. They paved the way for New York’s rapidly growing Jewish landscape
and the community’s ongoing efforts to achieve this synthesis.
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