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general good conduct."3® "Jews," he wrote subsegquently, "have
hitherto been neglectful in the greatest duty they owe
themselves, to rear up from among themselves persons to f£ill the
important office of minister of religion."37

Unfortunately, few members of Mickveh Israel liked Leeser
as a paerson or fully understood his efforts on behalf of
Judaism. They simply expected him to behave as a paid
functionary and be cbedient to the officers of the congregation.
After twenty-one stormy years as hazzan at Mickveh Israel,
Leeser left his post in anger and disappointment.3® However, in
numerous editorials in the Occident, Leseser continued to make
the question of the role of the Jewish ministry in the United
States an important issue of the day.?g Equally important is
that, through his vast personal contacts as well as in the

Advertising Supplement to the Occident, Leeser played a crucial

role in the placement of scores of hazzanim in the country for

more than a quarter of a century.40

For more than 25 years, Leeser alsc urged the establishment
of a "College for the Education of Youth for the Ministry" to
create an American Jewish ministry.4l Again, he used Christian

theclogical schocls as his model and appealed to affluent Jews

for material support.
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We ask those whom God has blessed with plenty,
with superabundance, with more than they or
their families can conveniently consume, whether

they will not do that for Judaism which so many

1H} Christians do for Christianity? In every
1} kfa direction colleges and schools are rising
W 3
et 2 up, even in far off Wisconsin ... supported

by the munificence of churches or individual

endowments. Jews alone stand aloof. ... They
seem to feel no shame at the humiliating
spectacle of their spiritual dependence.42
\5 Unfnrtunhﬁ-lf, ilﬁni:ll:# College (1867-73), the fruit of his
\w}l\ labors, nniy gradu:ﬁ;‘d :am l.:-rnrl closing. However,
as the first American Jewish theclogical seminary, Maimonides
College helped establish Leeser's vision of a Jewish ministry as
the norm for Jewish religious leadership in the United States.
Leeser was fully aware that what he termed a "Jewish
minister" was not a rabbi in the traditional sense of the word.
In an editorial entitled "The Ministry," in August 1866, he

cpenly acknowledged the novelty of his views. C; r;L'

u. u Perhaps it will be urged as making against us \1
M"} that by our present plans we shall be able
to raise Rabbins in this country for ...
there will be no time for extensive Talmudical
study. We confess that it is so. But for the

present and years to come, we need ministers

and teachers more than those thoroughly versed
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in all the casuistry of Judaism, and for this
purpose we are perfectly willing to depend on
Eurcpe, or Asia, or Africa for some considerable
time, till the period when Jewish literature and

learning shall have pitched their tent on the

western Hemisphere.43 / % ot l‘-i|i ﬁj;iif{

Not only did Leeser sesk to Protestantize Jewish religious °
leadership in America, he also hoped to create a new type of
4’"'( Jewish congregant whose plety and religious education was
imocdelled after those of his Christian neighbors. "We want

enlightened community,né4

/

i,
\
t.fv>
‘: f;l Jewlsh education, Leeser believed, was the way to attain

» !
J :_\l‘{;. this goal. After several unsuccessful attempts at creating a
P 5 -f.ll J-”m'l e la

Jewish day school, Leeser, m Rebecca Gnt:j opened ais 1o+

{ Hetew] Jewish Sunday School in Philadelphia in 1838. Two years after

{S‘
o

B ministers," Leeser wrote in the Occident, "so alsoc do we want
{

its opening, Leeser wrote the following:
Sunday schools are nothing new among our
Christian neighbours, as many sects of them have
had such establishments for shorter or longer
periods,Among our people, however, the case is
very different, as far as the knowledge of the
writer extends. ... As may easily be imagined,
some prejudice was at first manifested by

various persons, who fancied that they
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discovered an cbjectienable imitation of
gentile practices in this undertaking,

forgetting that it is the first duty of Israel
to instil knowledge of divine thingllin the
% ‘\L\.a.ﬂ} hearts of the young, and this institution was
eminently calculated to bestow this necessary
blessing alike upon rich and poor without fee
or price./ It is but seldom that sc noble an aim
has beefi sought after, begun solely for the
glorification of our Maker and the
well-being of his people; it is therefore
gratifying to record, that this unfounded
prejudice has nearly died away, and one cannot
give a better evidence of the fact, than that
ﬁg now fully one hundred children are enrolled,
'ﬂ‘ 55 and what is more, that nearly all attend
}f',ﬁx whenever the weather is at all favorable, and
) this despite the great distance which many of
the schoclars and teachers have to walk, living

¥

4

l;; Q;i as they do in almost every part of the city
P and suburbs,45

\

i

While still in Richmond, Leeser had already helped Isaac B.

Seixas, a nephew of ﬂlrlhﬂ%.%?ixll and @ hazzan of Beth

e ihe lhm Swn ole
Shalome, y run a Sabbath and M:lr school. However,
this early experiment proved to be ephemeral. The Fhiladelphia

Sunday School, on the other hand, succeeded for several reasons.

First, the Protestant Sunday School by 1830 had ceased to
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function as a general school for poor and frontier children and
had fully embraced a religion-oriented curriculum.4® gecond,
the public school movement was beginning to strike deep roots in
the general community and often left Jewish parents with few
options as to when they could arrange lessons for their

el 5;-‘--.1'—"{
children's Jewish education. Third, the E?Jf:;-urthi—-ahﬂui was ,

supported by the women of the Female Hebrew Benevcoclent Society, .

many of whom served as teachers.47 Lastly, Leeser, now a mature
individual and an established author, was in a position to help
supply the school with appropriate children's religiocus

literature.

Leeser's Catechism, an expansion of Eduard Kley's

Catechismus Der Mosaischen Religion (Berlin, 1814), as well as
i
several works written by some of the Sunday-School teachers

under Leeser's supervision, quickly became the standard text of
Jewish Sunday Schools in the United States.4® 1Initially the

Sunday School had to rely on Christian educational materials in
which religiocusly objectionable passages were either pasted over
or torn out by Gratz's staff.4® Although Leeser preferred
Jewish parochial schoels and advocated their establishment
throughout his career, his efforts to develop Jewish Sunday

Schools proved meore enduring.

Leeser's literary magnum opus and most lasting contribution

to the Protestantization of Judaism in America was his English
translation of the Bible (1853-54).5Y He drew on a wide variety

¢f Jewish scurces, especially the German-language Bible edited

by Leopold Zunz (1£38) and the one annotated by Ludwig Philipson
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{1557_% + Leseser's Bible was neither a translation of a
translation nor an entirely original work. Rather, using his
own religious views as criteria, he pileced together an English-
language Bible based on Jewish exegetical traditions. With
regard to style, however, Leeser endeavored "to adhere closely
to the ordinary English version,™ which, he maintained, "for
simplicity cannot be surpassed."5l In fact, Leeser viewed his

Bible as the Jewish successor to the XKing James version. "It
would be a species of mental slavery," he wrote hies readers, "to
rely for ever upon the arbitrary decree of a deceased King of

England, who certainly was no prophet, for the correct

understanding of Scripture.”52 ®Though the slight verbal
changes grated upon the ears of us the older generation,"” a
sympathetic Rosa Mordecal rlnnlllctld.in 1901, "the constant
reading and reciting from it in Sunday School made it familiar
to the young,"53

The "Leeser Bible" originally was complemented by a very
modest commentary that mainly reported variant translations from
German-Jewish Bibles. Subsequently, with the second edition,
the commentary was reduced to a few notes placed at the end. :
Thus, like other "Protestant"™ Bibles, the Leeser version
emphasized the "Word" itself and not the commentaries. 1In its
appearance, the "Leeser Bible"™ also functioned as a
Protestantizing instrument. 1Initially, it appeared in a quarto
eize, appropriate for use on a pulpit. Later, it was also bound

in white leather and used for sacramental-like purposes at

weddings and confirmation services.54 Thus, Leeser's rendition
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of the Holy Scriptures clearly identified American Jewry with
its biblical past and even drew high praise from many
Christians, including Charles Hodge, the leading "0ld-School
Presbyterian® theologian who called for a similar work by a
Protestant scholar.55

The legacy of Leeser's Protestantizing activities was both
rich and enduring. His Bible won wide acceptance among both the
Sephardim and the German Jews., Later, in the early part of the
twentieth century, it was widely distributed among East Eurcpean
Jews by the Hebrew Publishing Company. Similarly, the Leeser-
inspired Sunday School movement was first accepted among the
Sephardim. With the decline of Jewish parochial schools after
1855, Sunday Schools also found acceptance in German
congregations and thus became the ﬁnl;nnnt form of Jewish
education in the United States. During the 1850s , vernacular
preaching in the American synagogue alsc won broad acceptance.
Besides Leeser, Samuel M. Isaacs, Max Lilienthal, and, most
importantly, Morris J. Raphall, all contributed to the
popularization of the Jewish sermon in America.

The creation of a Jewish ministry in the United States,
however, proved to be a highly problematic undertaking. "In the
emerging American-Jewish pattern," writes Leon Jick,
"congregational life continued to be dominated by laymen, and
rabbis were freguently reminded of the precariocusness of their
position."56 Thus, at the beginning of the 1850s virtually
every religious leader of standing was repudiated by his

congregation. Lilienthal, Wise, and Leeser lost their




_ positions, Leo Merzbacher's post at Emanu-El was in seriocus
jecpardy, and Abraham Rice resigned and went into the dry goods
business. By the end of the nineteenth century, howevar,
Leeser's vision of a professicnalized Jewish ministry became the
norm for Jewish religious leaders in the United States and still
broadly serves as the basis for the American rabbinate, except
in the most sectarian areas of Orthodox Jewish life.

Remarkably, as the spectrum of Jewish religious life in
America broadened during the 1840s and 1850s with the rise of
Reform Judaism and the arrival of ordained Orthodox rabbis in
the United States, Leeser did not abandon his efforts to
adapt traditional Judaism to American culture. Until the end of
his life, he remained convinced that he could create a context
wherein a Protestantized Orthodoxy au&ld serve as a unifying
force ameong American Jews and even attempted on several
occasions to organize natiocnal ecclesiastical bodies to regulate
Jewish religious life in the United States.®’7 His contributions
to the Protestantization of mid-nineteenth-century American
Judaism had an affect on the development of modern Orthodoxy as
wall as Reform and, ultimately, Conservative Judaism in America.
Thus, in effect, he played an important role in the

transformation and perpetuation of the Jewish heritage in

America.
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ANOTHER LOOK AT ISAAC LESSER AND ¥

THE FIRST JEWISH TRANSLATION
OF THE BIBLE IN THE UNITED STATES

Isauc Leeser (1806-68) was the mosi important Jewish religious leader in
the United States during the Ante-bellum Period,! 1eeser's lengthy list ol
accomplishments incluge the estublishing of the viernacular sermon us a
permanent feature in the American synagogue, the editing and publish-
g of the lirst successful Jewish “newspaper” in the United States {The
Occident and Americun Jewish Advocale, 1843-04), anul the lounding of the
first American rabbinical school {Maimonides College, 1867). "'I"'r.lnk'ullr
every form of Jewish uctivity which supports American Jewish life today,”
observed Bertram W. Korn, “was cither established or envisaged by this
one man,” and “ulmost every kind of publication which is essential 10
Jewish survival was wrillen, translated or fostered by him."? Indeed,
Maxwell Whiteman and Edwin Woll did no exagperaie when they con-
cluded that “the years of American Jewish history from 1830 until the
close of the Civil War are, in fact, the *Age of Leeser,'™

Leeser's literary magnum opus and most lasting contribution to Judaism
in America was un English translation of the Hebrew Bible (1853-54),
complete with “short explanatory notes.” According 1o Harry Orlinsky,
Leeser’s Bible, as it has come to be known, quickly became “the stundard
Bible for English-speaking Jews, especially in America . . . [and] were it
not for the appearance of the Jewish Publication Society's translation in
1917, would have rewined much of its popularity to this day.”* Unfor-
tunstely, contemporary scholarly attention has focused rather narrowly
on Leeser’s skill as a wranslator and, more subjectively, on the literary
quality of his work.* Other aspects of the Loeser Bible have virtually
been ignored, A close reading of the Leeser Bible and exegetical notes
reveals that both are representative of his modern Orthodox understand-
ing of Judaism. Moreover, as an apologia for modern Orthodoxy, the
Leeser Bible ulso typifies the religious viewpoint of traditional Judaism
in America from the time of the Revolution until the Civil War.

n

LEESERS FODUCATIOMN

Borm in the little village of Neuenkirchen in Prussian Westphalia on
December 12, 1806, Leeser moved to nearby Dulmen at the age of eight
after the death of his mother, In Dulmen, Leeser received a traditional
but limited formal Jewish education. He studied with several melamdim
(traditional Hebrew instructors) including Rabbi Benjamin Cohen, a
studen| of Ezekiel Landau. Even the provincial chadanim (raditional
Jewish elementary schools) where Leeser siudied were affected by the
sweeping reforms in Jewish education promoted by Israel Jacobsohn in
the Consistory of Westphalia. Thus, at an early age, Leeser had probably
already become familiar with the new catechetical literature used in the
modern Jewish schools of the period, examples of which he would later
trunslate into English

In 1820, shortly after his father's death, Leeser moved 1o the pro-
vincial capital, Muenster, und enrolled at a local Academy to begin his
sweular education. The Muenster Academy, a Catholic institution, had
attained full university status in 1771. But in 1813, following Prussia .
reabsorption of the Kingdom of Westphalia, the school's status was re-
duced 1o that of the gymnasium. Nevertheless, Leeser was able 1o pursue
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d browd course of stodies inoloding nuthematios ooud Latin, Some ol the
Classes were wught by Jesuit priesis. Their warm scoeptance of o young
Jewish studemt helped 10 create in Leeser o broader hope for mutual
understanding between Chrstians and Jows.?

While studying at the Academy, Leeser also attended the Jewish
Institwie of Muenster where he come under the inlluence of the Land.
rabbiner, Abraham Sutro (1784 1H6). Leeser greatly admired the man
und remained in contect with Sutre until his own deuth in 1868, Sulro,
writes lawrence Grossman, “was part of the lirst gencration of German
rubbis who combined strict traditionalism with ceviain innovations. . . .
He wore an old-fushioned beard amnd wus one of the carliest rubbis 10
deliver German sermons.” Suiro published numerous responsa in Jacob
Ettlinger's Shomer Zion Hane'eman and wrote an important polemic
against Reform Judaism, Milhamot Adenai { 1B36). Llis sccommodation o
the multifaceted changes in German-Jewish society, can be seen in his
counter-polemic and defense of Judaism, fes Lavd-Rabbiners Sutro der
Schrift des Herrmm H B H. Cleve (1824), in which, among other things, he
endorses the moderniztion of Jewish religious pedagogy. In 1826, Pro-
fessor Alexander Haindorl, with Sutro's upproval, founded a Jewish
normal and vocational school in Muenster. As Disirict Rabbi, Sutro also
acted in behall of Jewish Civil Righis, inspiring his young disciple o do
likewise ®

Leeser’s education in Germany did not ivchide advanced halachic
{Jewish legal) training. He probably lelt the Muenster academy when he
was seventeen years old. Later in lile, he forthrightly pointed out 10
Iriends amd foes alike that he never prepared lor rabbinic ordination and
always deferred in matters ol Jewish law 10 those ol greater learning.
However, what Leeser did acquire in Germany was the ability 1o be
“progressive in everything that did not wouch the ritval or waditional
doctrines of Judaism,™

Early in 1824, having lelt school and with few prospects for making a
living, Leeser sccepted (with Sutro’s approval) the invitation of his pros-
perous maternal uncle, Zalma Behine, 10 resettle in Richmond, Virginia.
Hoping 10 continue his nephew's general education, Rehine arranged
for Leeser 1w study with a privawe mtor. However, the instructor lelt
Richmomd alier a briel ten-week engagement. Undaunied, Leeser con-
tinued 10 read broadly on his own, (requently secking intellectual stimu-
lution [rom Richmond's more learned Jews.™

Une of the most important influences on Leeser during this period
wis u scholarly, semi-retired schoolmaster, Jucob Mordecai (1762- 1838)
who rescttled in Richmond in 1818 after selling his well-known private
scademy lor girls, which he had owned and operated in Warrenton,
North Carclina, since 1809." Mordecai 100k Leeser under his wing, intro-
duced the young, cager student 10 contemporary, English-language
Clhristian theological literature, and discussed grammatical problems in
biblical Hebrew with him. In 1825, shortly sfter Leeser’s arrival in
Americy, Mordecai prepared a reply 10 an address delivered by Isaac
Hurby at the first annual meeting of the Reformed Society of Israelites.
“We thought then, inexperienced though we were,” Leeser wrote in the
{dcadent in 1851, “that Mr. M had the best of the argument.”"

Association with learned Jews in Richmond and the cultural environ-
ment of tidewnter Virginia had a decisive impact on Isasc Leeser. Between
1824 unel 1829, when he left Richmond, Leeser, tutored by Mordecsi and
others in the ficld of polemics, clearly recognized the role of religion and
the Bible in America. The beginning of the ninetecnth century saw the
start of a period of mass evangelization that not only revitalized religion
at the grass rools level, but also transformed America in its wake, The
“Soecond Greal Awakening ( 1800-1830),” sccording to William G, McLough-
lin, ervated a culiural consensus and “out of it came the new democratic
fwith in the common man that made Jacksonian democracy possible.”?
Alexis de Tocgueville observed upon his arrival in the United States
{18:31) that “there is no country in the world in which the Christian re-
ligion retains a greater influence over the souls of men than in America.™"

The core of religion in Protestant America was the Bible. In less than
four yeurs, the American Bible Society (est. 1816), itsell a product of the
“Second Gireat Awakening.” distributed nearly one hundred thousand
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Bilsles i the United Stmies, Since the tome of Luther and the Reformation,
reading the Bible had been central 1o the religious lile of Protestants. In
America, this tradition was firmly estublished by the Puritans; Jewish
religious life, on the other hand, was basicully shaped by the Talmud und
medieval rabbinic codes. As carly as 179, Abigail Frunks wrote, 1 cam
help Condemning the Many Superstiftijons wee are {'-Iq.:;(wiih &k heartly
wish a Calvin or Luther would rise amoungst Us.™"™

While still living in Virginia and studying under the tulelage of
Mordecai, Leeser came to believe that Judaism had o be adapted 1o the
Bibliocentrism of religious life in America. It would be essential, there-
fore, for American Jews 1o have an English trunslation of Hebrew
Scripure, based on Jewish tradition. Even though Leeser's education
had hardly prepared him for the ministry, let alone [or the translating of
the Bible and reinterpreting its role in Jewish tradition, he considered
these tasks 1o be paramount for Judaism in America, and completely
dedicated himsell 1o accomplishing them.

THE STORY OF TIHE LEESER RIRLL

Leeser's career as a religious leader and writer began in 1828, when an
unknown party in Richmond called his atiention to an article in the
London Quarterly Review *in which our nation [the Jews] were very much
abused, and their moral and religious character shamelully viliflied.”
Believing discretion 1o be the better part ol vulor, Leeser delerred
noticing it publicly, until the anicle in question was republished in a
New York newspaper. At this point he was no longer able w hold his
prace und “without being soliciied by any one [undertook] the wsk of
refluting accusations.” Leeser wrole two letiers that were printed in the
Richmond Whig before the local publishers “closed their columns agains
further continuation of the controversy.” '

However, the mater did not end there, Baruch Hillel Judah, librarian
ol the Richmond Library Company, strongly urged Leeser 1o continue
his rescarch and controversial writing, Something deep inside Lecser's
being responded 10 Judah's encouragement, and with a lervor he had
never experienosd previously, he began o prepare a broad defense of
the Jewish idea of revelation. Before he lefi Richmond 10 become the
chazan (cuntor) al Plfludu]phiu': Mickveh lsrael —an appoiniment based
in part on the merit of his literary debul— Leeser had completed an
impassioned book-length manuscript in which he stated his now fully
developed theological position, '

Leeser's book contained selections from the Old Testament. "In some
places 1 have followed the English version of the Bible [ie., King James],”
Leeser wrote early in 1829, “in others again | have attem pted 1o translate
the original mysell, either because 1 did not consult the English at all, or
because the common translation seemed o me incorrect.™® Later in life,
Leeser recalled 1hat his interest in translating the eatire Hebrew Bible
was “a desire emtertained for more than u quarter ol a century, since the
day he quitted school in his native land to come 10 this country, 10
present (o his fellow Israelites an English version, made by one of them-
selves, of the Holy Word of God." '™

Leeser's translation of the Bible sctually developed in stages. Al-
Ahough nearly all of his literary sctivity involved translating passages
from the Bible, his translations of the Pentateuch did not appear until
1845, This was lollowed by a Bible Hebrawca (1848), the first vocalized
Bible printed in America, and, finally, his complete Twenty-Four Books of
the Holy Scriptures (1853-54).

He accomplished all this with virtually no assistance, " Properly
speaking,” Leeser wrote in the preface to his Pentateuch, "the labour of
reading, which a correct Hebrew text requires, oughi 1o be performed by
at least iwo competent persons; but in the absence ol an associaie of this
kind, I hud 1o do all this mysell.”® Several yeurs earlier, while working
onn & translation of the Sephardic liturgy, he imported Hebrew types and
“wus obliged 1w weach the Sacred language to the printers in order that
they might set up the pages with tolerable correciness."® Lastly, with
vegard o editing his English text, Leeser noted, “We did not obtain the
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ussistance of the various liverary p,{-nlh-mryﬁn thi: country . . . we thought
it best 10 assume the whole responsibility, grave us this conlessedly .9

The members of Mickveh Israel, o prestigious Sephardic congre-
gulion in Philadelphia founded in 17480, clecied Loeeser, then iwenly-
iwo years old, as their chusmn on Sepitember b, 1829, by a narrow mar-
gin. Unfortunuiely, the opposition did not relenmt alier the clecions
and mude the inexperienced Leeser uncomforable in his new role.™ Not
surprisingly, be all but forgot uboun his grand idea o translate the Bible.
More immedinie concerns held his anention. First, he auempeed 1o lind a
way t0 upgrade Jewish education, He experimented with a varicty of
small day schools; some of the clusses even met where he boarded. But all
these efforts quickly ended in failure. Furthermore, his first published
book, a translation of Joseph Johlson's, Lhe Lehren der Mosawchen Relgvon
(1819}, proved unappealing to students and dil little 10 alleviate the
pressing need for Jewish school books

He also invested considerable time and energy in the prepuration of
his “discourses.” Of all his accomplishments, his role as the pioneer
Jewish preacher in the United States was closest 1o his heart, Leeser was
totally enamored with the idea of Jewish preaching. Remarkably, until
1830, when he gave his lirst sermon, "Conlidence in God,” he “had heard
but aboul a dozen addresses, either from the pulpit or elsewhere.™ By
1867, however, Leeser had published u broad and representative sample
of his sermons and public addresses, which filled ten volumes of Dis-
courses on the Jewish Religion™

Preaching made Leeser a devoted student of the Bible. According to
the fashion of the day, his discourses were always delivered without notes
anil lasted nearly an hour. He rarely told stories or appealed to his con-
gregants’ emotions. Instead, he lavished an elaborate, doctrinal eiscgesis
on & chosen biblical text, usually from the weckly portion or haflar
(prophetic reading). Most often, his only illustrations were additional
biblical wxis. Thus, Leeser's interest in and pursuit of homiletics made
him thoroughly familiar with the Bible.®

His carly years at Mickveh lsrael were also marred by personal
hardships. Late in 1833, he was stricken with smallpox. A sympathetic
obscrver noted that although "his life and eye sight have been spared, |
am tokl his countenance will bear many marks of its ruvages . . . and
unless some Desdemona shall arise 1o see his visage in her mind —all
future expectations must be confined to solitary studies.™™ Leeser's
brother Jucob, recently arrived from Europe, immediately went o Phila-
delphia 0 help, caught the disease, and died within o few weeks.™

Nor was this the least of Leeser's diffliculties. After a slow recovery,
Leeser was forced 10 muster all his strength o fight for his job at Mickveh
Isrucl. Jucques Judah Lyons (1813-77), a native of Surinam, arrived in
Philaclelphia in 1836 and was invited 1o run in July against Leeser in the
elections for the position of chasmn. Leeser won, bul was only given a one-
yeur contract wl a greatly reduced income. Lyons made a second unsuc-
cessful bid lor Leeser's job in Sepiember 1837, belore leaving for a position
ut Beth Shalome in Richmond, Virginia. A greatly relieved Leeser is
reported to have written to his Uncle Zalma that “the Lyon is subdued.”®

Loeser maintained that he actually began working on his translation
of the Pentewch, The Law of God, in 1838.Y Three [actors were involved
in his decision 10 begin systematically working on a translation at thas
time. First, Leeser had recently completed his six-volume rendition of
The Form of Prayers According o the Cusiom of the Spanish and Portuguese
Jews (18W) and lelt encouraged by his English version of the Psalms in
the Sephardic liturgy.® Second, Rebecca Grawz's Sunday School met for
the first time in March 1838, in Philadelphia, and was desperately in
need of appropriate study material. The American Sunday School Union,
u Protestant organization, provided copies ol Child’s Bible Questions Re-
ligivusly objectionuble passuges were either pasted over or torn out by
Cirate's stall, and students were compelled 10 use the King James Bible
and Protestant Hymnals for want of alternatives. Leeser, who supporied
the Sundday School und was its chiel academic resource person, felt com-
pelicd w lind more suitable wxis for the students.® Third, the Zuns
Bible, the most popular German-Jewish translation of the Old Testament
during the nineteenth century, was published in 1837-38, Leeser was par-
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ticularly satislicd with Zung's chnice ol Heymann Arnheim's | 1790 1869)
translation of the Five Books of Moses, and adopied it as the prototype
for his own work.™ The achievements ol the broader world ol Jewish
scholarship and his own personal agends for American Jewry scemed
perfectly synchronized.

The Fane of Ciosed is beest understood as part of Leeser's plan o provide
American Jewry, in Korn's words, "with every kind of publication es-
sential 1o Jewish survival."™ “ My intention,” Leeser wrote in the preface,
“was 10 lurnish a book lor the service of the Synagogue, both German
and Portuguese.” Therefore, the [ingl work included a vocalized Hebrew
text, notes, and the hgfierot | prophetic readings) “given sccording 10 the
virious customs, with the necessary directions.”™ Each of the Five Books
of Moses was published in u separate volume. Perhaps, when Leeser
explained to his readers that "however much a revised translation may
be desired by all believers in the Word of God, there is no probability
thai the gentiles will encourage any publication ol this nature, emanating
from a Jewish writer,” he was referring as much 1o the work's essentially
liturgical arrangement as he was to the state of Jowish-Christian relations
in the America of 18459 :

The publication of The Law of God in 1845 wus u clear indication of
the growing role Leeser was playing in the American Jewish community. ®
By 184, he had already gained national prominence for his role in or-
ganizing American Jewish opinion during the Damascus Affair. However,
an attempt 10 found a national Jewish ecclesiastical body with Louis
Salomon the lollowing year went unheeded. Since 1843, his monthly
journal, the Ocadent, had carried his name and opinions 10 every Jewish
communily in North America, the Caribbean, and, 1o a lesser extent,
England and Europe. It remained the only Anglo-Jewish paper in the
United States uniil 1849, By contrast, lew of the other American charanim
wire known beyomd their local communities, and Isaac M. Wise, Leeser's
principal rival during the 1850s, was still 2 "schoolmaster” in Europe.

No sooner had Leeser announced his intention to complete u transla-
tion of the entire Bible in the linal volume of The Law of God than he
decuded 1o suspend the project temporarily. Six years carlier, he had
wriltlen o Rev. Nathaniel Hewil in Bridgeport, Connecticut, 1o explore
the possibility ol printing a vocalized Hebrew Bible. Leeser had obmined
@ Vaun der Hooght Bible and came 1o the conclusion that “if there is a
demand for 1,000 copies I see no reason why Americans should depend
upon Europe lor & supply of the holy word, which they can and ought 10
have in their own hands.” Apparently, Hewit declined. Leeser then
turned to Dr. Joseph Jaquett, a scholarly Episcopalian minister in Phila-
delphia, and began 10 work on a Biblia Hebroics, according 1o the
Musorah.®

Juguett's role was limited 1o comparing several polyglot Bibles 1o
help Leeser determine the best Hebrew texi. However, their parinership
was nol withoul significance. Whereas no translation of the Bible could
“ever succeed in meeting the needs of all biblically-based faiths,” Leeser
und his associate, in fact, did issue an interfaith Old Testament by leaving
the text in the original Hebrew.® The Leeser- |aquett Biblia Hebraica was
first published in September 1848, and, as one scholur observed, “is a line
piece of printing as well us a careful edition of the text."4 It quickly
superseded an unvocalized Hebrew Bible published by Thomas Dobson
in Philadelphia in 1814.9

However, for all of its merits, the Leeser-Jaguett Biblia Hebruica was
overshadowed by another, more controversial collaboration. In 1852,
just [our years luter, the British and Foreign Bible Society (BFBS) issued
a wiscalized Hebrew Old Testament under the editorship of Hebrew poet
und Maskil (follower of the Jewish Enlightenment), Meier Letteris | 1800-
71). Boih Leeser and Letieris based their works on the masoretic studies
of Duich Protestanm scholar, Everardus van der Hooghat {{l. 1686). The
Letieris Rible | 1852), with the tremendous resources of the BFBS behind
i, tnstantly bevame the standard Hebrew texi ol the Old Testament
throughow much of the world. Thwe BFBS continued 10 use it until 1922,
However, Letieris' reputation among Jews suffered because of his associa-
tion with a missionary group. Ironically, early in the wentieth century,
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the Hebrew Publishing Company ol New York produced a Hebrew-
English Bible uscing Letieris’ Hlebrew text and Leeser's trunslation.

Considering Leeser’'s muny other activities while he worked on the
Biblia Hebrutou, his wchievement seems even more remarkable. He preached
Irequently during this period and devoted o signilicant amount of time
to cditing and publishing the Ocordent Fle was also involved ina variety
of additional literary pursuits, including the founding of the lirst Ameri-
can Jewish Publication Society in 1845, In 1848, 1the same year he pub-
lished the Bibha Hebraica, he also translated The Book of Daly Prayers for
Everv Day in the Year according io the Custom of the (German and Polish feun

Jewish immigration from Ceniral Europe wus also on the rise. Leeser
worked diligently 1o assist the newcomers and ook an active role in
nearly ull aspects of Jewish philumbiropy, particularly in Philadelphia.
His [riends, however, reminded him of the task at hand. As laie as May
1840, Abraham Rice, the first ordained rabbi to scttle in America, wrote
o Leeser: "I you, my dear friend, could make up your mind definiely
that an English Bible be printed for us Jews, you should do everything
possible, even though you desire no benefit from it. For in this way, you
will be able 1o gain eternal life for your soul ™4+

The biggest obstacle preventing Leeser from working on a trunslation
of the Bible was close 1o home: he never developed o hurmonious relation-
ship with his congregation. Few members of Mickveh Israel liked Lecser
as @ person or lully understood his monumentil efforts on behall of
Judaism in America. Above all, they expected him 10 behave as o paid
functionary and, at all times, be obedient 1o Board andd Officers of the
congregution.® 1 fear they (or some of 1 Gershom Kursheedt wrote
o Leeser, “will not appreciawe you until they lose you.™®

Leeser, on the other hand, had fought long and hard 1o upgrade the
“Jewish Ministry” in the United Swuites. He belicved that the office of
chazan was u profession and merited respectable renumeration.” Nor did
he refrain from expressing his opinions 1o his congregation. The situation
conlinued to deteriorate until on March 24, 1850, the members of Mickveh
Isruel censured Leeser for having printed a public notice in the Ocoudes
which was highly critical of their refusal 10 pass *some wholesome legisla-
tion with respect 1o the office of Hazzan."* He immediately submitied o
letier ol resignation, elfective September 1850, the end of his contractual
period. Therealter, he severed all ties to the congregation after iwenty-
one years of service,

The break with Mickveh larael was a shattering cxperience for Leeser.
lis opponcents had openly engaged in ad hominem attacks. They publicly
questioned his character and suitability as a religious leader.® He was
alst deprived of both the emotional and financial security of permanent
employ ment. However, in retrospect, it seems clear that Leeser eventually
coped with this grest moment of personal crisis by immersing himsell in
work on an English language Bible. The results were outstanding. In leas
than threv years, he published a wide variety of items, including his
trunslution of the Bible,™

First, during the summer of 1850, while in the yncomlortable position
of heing u lame-duck chazen, Leeser completed and published a ranslation
of Rubbi Joseph Schware's A Descriptive Geography and Bref Historical
Sketch of Palestine, based on *a printed Hebrew copy and a German trans-
lation in manuscript."¥ He agreed with Schwarz that the Ceography was
10 be “viewed us @ commentary on the geographical passages of the Bible,
and by no means as a description of a journey of three of four months'
duration.”* Whiteman culled Leeser's elegant version of Schwarz's Ge-
ograph v “the most important Jewish book that appeared in America up to
that time,” with respect o the high quality ol the publication and, es-
peciully, becanse everything in il, maps and all, had been prepared by
Amoerican fowss

Huving thoroughly reviewed biblical history, geography, and the
Ilebrew 1exi of the Old Testament, Leeser wus now ready 1o begin his
mggnun opus in carnest. He no longer had 1o contend with the exigencies
ol congregational lile nor did he have any desire for a quick retumn 1o the
pulpit. *1 have refused advantageous positions besides Charleston [ie.,
Shearith lsvacl], which could have been mine by the mere asking lor
them.” Leeser wrole in the (coident, and “it is true, that the Rev. Dr.
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N AL Adller, of London, the Grand Rabbi of England, wished me, in
April. 18 1o scoep the situation of Assistant Rabbi of Australia, which
I iwiee dheclined, ™

Lowsor, however, was ulso aware that he was in no position 1o lina e
the Bible wanslation project alone. He decided 1o appeal directly 1o his
large bedly ol supporters scattered throughout the United States by
taking a railroad tour of the castern hall of the nation. Travel would also
allow the wounds from his fight with Mickveh Lsruel 1w heal and enable
him o prromole the Ocodend, now his chicl source of income. “*We sl oul
on the S9th of November [1851], and returned on the 27th of February
| 1852], aliwer an shsence of nearly sixteen weeks during which we travelled
npwards ol five thousand rwo hundred miles, and visited at least twenty-
five settlements or congregations of Isruclites, from the shores of Lake
Frie 1 the Gull of Mexico, and were about forty-one entire or paris of
days actually in motion.™* In April, 1852, he announced that “we have
received o fair portion of public support, so that we hope soon o com-
mence the proposed NEW TRANSLATION of the Scripiures.”

During the next nineteen months, Leeser worked diligently on the
translation. He curelully edited his carlier work on the Pentateuch, huf
larvd, wndd Psalms. Obtruse passages were subjected to substantial revisions
and the “explanatory noles” were greatly expanded.® In September 1853,
Leeser wrote with satisfaction that “the wranslator surrenders a labour in
which he has been enguged, occasionally, for more than fifteen years”
and sent his finished manuscript 1o the printer.™® The Janusry issuc of
the Ocaident included o “Literury Notice® that The Twenty-Four Books of
Holy Scaptures “which has been so long announced, is at length compleed
-« « [und] we may be permitled to state, that as far as a mechanical execu-
tiom is concerned, it may freely challenge comparison with any work of
the kind ever issued in America, "™

The original quarto edition of the Leeser Bible, although it probably
made a handsome pulpit Bible, was basically “intended 10 supply families
with a plain version of the Word of God™ for home study. Italso included
“four pages of FAMILY RECORD, printed in a ncal manner on very
strong paper . . at the end of the canon, in which marriages, births, and
deaths can be recorded.™™ American Jews finally had a Bible they could
call their own.

The Leeser Bible marked the ascension of American Jewry to a new
level of cultural activity. By IB54, America's Jewish population was larger
than that ol England, and there were more than one hundred synagogues
scatiered throughout the land. Well-known rabbis such as David Einhorn
and Samucl Hirsch now chose 1o settle in what had heretofore been con-
sidered o Jewish wilderness. In 1855, the first national conference of
rabbis and religious leaders was held in Cleveland. Four years later, the
Board ol Delegates of American Israelites was organized to work for
Jewish civil and religious rights in the United Swutes and abroad. The
Jewish press, previously the exclusive domain of Isuac Leeser, had become
liercely competitive with numerous papers, English and German, sirug-
gling for a shure of the readers’ market®

However, the ultimate success of the Leeser Bible was not just a
matier of good sdvance work, “ Throughout the millennia,” writes Matit-
whu Tseval, “prominent versions ol the Bible have often been dis
tinguished or properly appraised not by the linguistic accuracy with
which they rendered difficull passages, but by their achievement of a
specilic synthesis between the ancient book and the genius of their
times."™ In many ways, Lecser, and, by extension, his Bible, represented
the “specilic synthesis™ of the American Jewish experience during the
middle decades of the nincteenth century. He was at once an American,
sephardic, amnd German Jew. The Bible was the centerpiece of his re-
ligion, an orientation lew people of his ime or place would have con-
tested. His Orthodoxy wus also an asser. Reform was stll in its infancy
and, in uny event, it might be assumed that most American Jews would
have wunted the ranslation of the Bible 10 be entrusted 1o & staunch
gruandian of radiion.

LEESER™ THEMDLOMICAL VIEWS

In atempting 1o understand the Leeser Bible, it is also necessary 1o
cxplore 1w _r.'r_-l_-_i'tunthnung which, a prior, determined the nature ‘of
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the: translation. Leeser is best identified as 8 modern Orthodox Jew. His
misdern Orthodoxy is distinct from Neo-Orthodoxy in that Leeser em-
phasized the credal aspects of Judaism to a much greater extent than he
stressas] the observance of the mitsver (command menis). In this sense,
loeser advocated 8 true orthodoxy s opposed to an orthopraxy. How-
ever, be did not question the suthority of the Halscha as stated in the
Shilchon Aruch. Both Leeser's brand of modern Orthodoxy and Neo-
Urthadoxy promoted the idea of combining Jewish religious education
with seculur studies with the hope of creating a dynamic symbiosis of
comtemporary culture and Jewish tradition.

Muny assessments of Leeser maintain that he was guided by a iwolold
eredo: iraditionalism and rationalism.® Without question, he was o tra-
ditionulist who believed in both a supernaturalistic monotheism and the
rabbinical view of the "chain of tradition.” In the mind of Isaac Leoser,
not only was the Bible true but no luter Jewish religious teaching could
possibly eontradict it. To Leeser, Judaism, from the time of Moses 1o his
own day, was absolutely monolithic

Rationalism, on the other hand, is a protean term and is applicable
to Leeser only in a highly qualified sense. In light of his view of Jewish
intelleciual history, it would be more accurate 10 cull Leeser u rationalizer
than u rationalist in any philosophical sense of the word. In his mind,
neither humun reason nor intuition could ever independently discover
clernal truth without the benelit of historical revelation. Thus, he had
linle connection to the Rationalism of Descartes, Spinom, or Leibnit.
He also took great exception 1o both Deism and the Phifosophe tradition
of the Enlightenment. To Leeser, the only source of religious truth was
the Bible™ Its proper explicution was a function of faith and not philo-
sophical raining. The radical reformer, Samuel Hirsch, contemptuously,
but in part correctly, culled Leeser’s Bibliocentric theology an “ Abklaisch”
(poor imitation) of English-Christian Methodism &

To Lecser, the Bible was a correct account, written in plain lunguage,
of extruordinary events thut actually happened and were witnessed by
the ancient lsraclites. Behind these “extraordinary evenls,” especially
the Sinaitic revelation, was a merciful Deity Who sought 10 teach man
the path to eternal happiness. In order that everyone should clearly un-
derstand the biblical message, Leeser deemed it necessary 1o stute ex-
plicily and tersely the Bible's weaching in the form of dogma. As a
prescher in a Sephardic congregation, he natrally turned 1o Maimonides
and Albo w lind both a model and an authoritative basis for his crecd.

On many octasions, Leeser attempted o articulate the credal elements
of his modern Orthodoxy. In his final sermon of 1847, “Judaism and Its
Doctrines,” he listed five basic dogmas.

The main principles of our beliel, then, are firs, the existeno of G,

including his unity. clernity ! unchangeability, incorporeality, and sole

cluim 1o worship; secondly, the caistence of revelation from the Gosd of

all vature, including the confidence in the truth of the prophets, o

pecially the great teacher of Isracl, Moses, the son of Amram, and the

certainty that this revelation is yel in our possession, and that it will not

b vxchanged lor sny other by the Power who bessowed it on us; thirdly,

the existenge of rewanls wind punishments, including the inherent power

ol Lol tis komveve all thot bs done: in any part of his workd by beings whom

e has cvvated; kurthly, th coming of @ messenger 1o be spocilically

thepaited by God b lullill all the promises which have ever been made,

respogting the regenceration of mankind, and their being ultimaicly
brought 1o u true knowledge of the God-head, by which means much

Papgriniess is lo acorue o the people of Lsracl; and fifthly, the resurrection

ol the dead, embracing the spicitual perfection of all the inelligem

beinggs that ever ecmanated Irom the crestive hand of God, and the per-

petual abedition of all imperleciions, sullerings, sinful inclinations, and
theewthy, fronn the lece of the carh, 8 state in which righteousness shall be

sprcmcly rewsrded, and guil be exhibited in s fullest and mos
Bt b esuis commjalom s, ™

Locser's emphasis on, and understanding of, eschatological muners,
madle him view Jewish unity as a historical necesaily. Ultimaiely, the
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Jewish nation woukl be restored 10 the land of Israel, and Uity wis
exseilial o ity proservation until that tlime, Even his ranslation was
meant, in part, w0 help promote Jewish unity for restorationist purposes,
However, Leeser's devotion 1o Kelal Visrae! (pan-Jewish unity) should not
be: mistaken as o form of Zecharias Frankel's positive-historical Judaism,
Withenot question. Leeser believed the true Jewish religion 10 be i
mutuble both in practice and doctrine =

Leeser's belicl in Restorationism constitutes a mai ornganizing prin-
ciple in his jrersenial religion. Hu.ﬂrly us 1829, he wrote, "1 would only
vemind my brethren, that their abode in any country, other than Judca,
is against their will*® His close friend and disciple, Judge Mayer Suls
berger, even maintained: :

For him. Palestine was still the country to which the Jews had a divine
right, which Gul, in his own good time, would assert — it might be in s
tlay or in & millenivm,. He belicved it necessary 1o hold one's sl in
remdiness for the call, and this beliel doubtless influcnced the determina.-
tion, lw which he inflexibly adhered, never 1o beoom:: a citizen of the
Uniteel Stagiss. "

In the meantime, Lecser was equally convinced that America waa the
best possible place of domicile for Jews, Om u special “Thanksgiving
Day,” December 21, 1843, Loeser spoke at Mickveh lsrael and extolled
America’s virtues. “If ever o country,” he told his congregants, “other
than the blessed commonwealth of Isruel, had especial cause for glorify-
ing the most holy Name, it is surely the republic of the United States. "™
America's greatness, according 1o Leeser, lay in the fact that it Rpproxi-
mated the anciemt biblical polity more than any other government in
modern history. “It has been intimated,” he wrote in Jews and the Mogsay;
Law, “that the institutions of the republic of the North American con-
federacy arc of modern invention: but this cannot be admitted as alio-
Rether founded on fact, for the Mosaic code was evidenily intended 10
form a republic of freemen, who were all equally entitled 10 protection
[rom the government,™n

Leeser's beliel in “the existence of revelation from the God of all
nature” is particularly relevant 10 an sccurste understa nding of his Bible
trunslation. Without revelation, Leeser argued, man would be eternally
confined to the chaos resultant from moral relativism. “Our own reason
is not sufficient 1o show us the path,” he maintained, "for what is called
conscience does not, cunnol, influence all alike, and consequently cannot
be the universal standurd of right, since it leads different persons wo dif-
ferent conclusions.” Therefore, “unless there be a revelation, that is 1o
say, » declared und known law proceeding from God, the world is left
withoul knowledge of right and wrong.” God, according to Leeser, would
not abandon man 1o the fatc of “a ship, iossed upon the billows of the
tempestuous ocean, without rudder or compass,”™

The record of revelation was fithfully recorded by Moses in the
Pentateuch. “The Holy Spirit,” Leeser maintained, “was Moses' instrucior,
which would have prevemted him from commitling any error."”™ He
defined “holy spirit" or “inspiration” as “the endowment ol superior
knowledge proceeding from God as a special gif."™ Likewise, he belicved
that his own work ax a Bible translator was carelully guarded over by
Heaven. In the prelace to the Pentateuch, he wrote thai “togriher with the
little knowledge 1 have mysell of the Sscred Tongue, 1 though, in all
due humility, that T might safely do the 1ask, conlidently relying upon
that superior aid which is never withheld from the inquirer afier truth."”

He also minimally endorsed the ides thar the Pentaleuch was of
multiple authorship. "Moses,” he wrote, “was the bona Side author of the
last four books of the Pentuteuch, comprising the history of the Israclites
during his lifetime.” However, “it is nevertheless more than probable
that the Book of Genesis was in existence before Moses, and if not in ils
present lovm, at east it may be presumed that he had ample materials in
his posscasion, from which he compled i” On the other hund, Leeser
vigorously argued ugainst the existence ol anachronisms in the bibli-
cul texi.™

ANALYRIS OF THE LEFSER RIBLE

To Leeser, the only correct understanding of Scripture was u Jewish one.
He openly declared (in the preface 1o his Bible) that “he always studied
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the Seripture 10 lind a confirmation for his fuith und hope . . . jund | no

perversion or Torced rendering of any text was needed 10 bear out his

opinigy or I'I!-IJI_.' ol other Israclites.™™ Like other literulists, Leeser wus

basically concerned with theological correctness. "Most often,” writex

ane historian, *culls for ‘literulism,” or movements ‘back 1o the Bible,

really sevk 1o elouk with legitimacy efforts simed at replacing one mode

of interpretation with another."® So Isauc Leeser in his translation of the

Bible soughi 1 provide American Jews with an authentic Jewish version

of Seripture and free them from their reliance on the Authorized Version.

Under the guise of literalism, Leeser used different methods 1o in-

troduce vabbinke exegesis into his translation. For example, he used

parentheses to indicate words he added to eliptical verses “10 make the

semse clear,”™ Instead of having Samuel “lying down in the wemple of the

Lord,” he had him “sleep in [the hall o] the emple” (I Samuel 3:3), a

. correction that brought the translation into agreement with a rabbinic

understanding of priestly protocol but, nevertheless, was a non-literal
addendum,

In some instances, Leeser went significantly beyond literalism and
actually sought to harmonize conflicting passages. Such bold emendations
_Athe text are not without precedent in the history of Bible translations.
Fven in a recent Orthodox English-language version of the Pentateuch,
the translator forthrightly states that “we have consistently translated
passages 50 that they reflect the final decision in Jewish law. " Leeser

. translated the end of Exodus 21:6 as “he [i.e., the servant] shall serve him
till the Jubilee,” although the Hebrew reads “forever,” in order 10 have
the verse agree with Leviticus 25:10. In modilying Exodus 21:6 in his
Bible, however, Leoser was also influenced by the Ante-bellum debate
over slavery. Although discretely pro-South, he believed that anciem
Hebrew slavery differed from its practice in the United States. Like other
like-minded chazanim of the period, Leeser believed that biblical legisla-
tion mandated the humane treatment of slaves and provided liberal
terms for manumission, whereas the American system of slavery was
harsh by comparison.™

With regard to style, Leeser endeavoured “to adhere closely o the
ordinary English version, which for simplicity cannot be surpassed.™
“Though the slight verbal changes grated upon the ears of us the older
generation,” a sympathetic Rosa Mordecai recollected in 1901, “the
constant reading pfreciting from it in Sunday Schools made it familiar 1o
the young.™™ Some changes were easily accepled, such as his version of
Psalm 90:3, “Thou turnest man 1o contrition” instead of the Authorized
Version's “ Thou turnest man 1o destruction.” However, his modification
of other familiar passages (for example, Psalm 23:2, “In pastures of tender
grass he causcth me to lie down: beside still waters he leadeth me”)
proved less than successful *

In preparing the translation of the Bible, Lecser made extenzive +.
comparative studies of  wide variety of other Jewish versions of the . .
Bible and, where available, traditiopal commentaries as well. While .
working on the Pentateuch, he also maintained that he had "not looked
at n single work issued by the English Jews,” and hence had “notborrowed (A2

a single idea or suggestion from any of them, living or dead.™™ hnuull].r.[l /e *f/‘/'ﬂu y

theme was little material 1o consult. David Levi's Pentateuch with Aaflarol
puﬁl"l.ah:«ll in London in 1787, was the best known Anglo-Jewish transla-
tion, but it closely followed the King James version. In 1844, David de
Sola and Morris |, Ruphael, then headmaster of the Hebrew National -
school at Birmingham, England, published a new translation of Genesis e
with extensive unnotations. Finally, Leeser probably did not have im- v
mediate gocess 10 the Jeudth School wnd Family Bible (1851-61) prepared by b
13r, Abraham Benisch und offgcially approved of by the chief rabbi of the ly 8 -_'}
|

United Congregations of the British Empire. In any event, Leeser had u Ly o :
fimished a significant amount of his own work before the Benisch Bble :,ﬂ/ . ' ST
appeared.* ' ar b e

| -
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I geneval, i appears thal Leeser was better versed in Christian
Bilslioal ramslutions sl exegetical lwrmture than he cared 10 scknowl
edge e public. e was lamiliar with the Vulgate and Luther's Bible ™
U ovaston, he also referred 1o the biblical commentaries of the English
Now- Counlormisi, Maithew Henry.® From the British firm of Samucl
Bugster and Sons, he obiwined Hebrew Bibles, Polyglots, and varnous
reprinis of the Authorized Version, In one instance, e even incorporuted
“u lew notes™ from un uncited Bagster Bible into his own commentary

The Jewish prototype for the Leeser Bible was Zunz's e vier und
swwnziy Nacher der Heiligen Schrifi (1838). Leeser even used the Eaglish
eguivalent, The, Twenly-Four Books of the Holy Scripiures, lor his Bible.™
“As respects the translation,” Leeser wrote in the posiscript to his Penta-
tewch, “he feels it his duty 1o acknowledge that he has received the
grealest aul lrom the Pentaleuch ol Arnheim, and the Bible of Zune,
even 1o a grealer degree than from the works of Mendelssohn, Hoch-
statler, Johlson, Heineman, and several anonymous contributors 1o our
biblical literature,™ Where Leeser did not follow the Zunz Bible, he [re-
guently cited (e “Zunz” rendilion in his notes.

Lecser's use of the Mendelssohn Bible (178391) and its commentaries
( Be-ur) was much more complex. He primarily viewed Mendelssohn as a
symbol and the leading proponent of Jewish emancipation. “Moses
Mendelssohn,” Leeser wrote in 1829, “has done more than any other
individual who has lived since the days ol Maimonides and Yarchi (i.e.,
Rashi), lor the improvement of his fellow believers.”™ Nine years laler,
in 1838, Leeser made an independent translation of Mendelssohn's ferus-
lem merely “1o give a [riend some idea of what M. thought on certain
points.™® However, when Leeserlater published his version of ferusalem
as a supplement to the Oocidend in 1852, he did so 1o refule claims by
Kelorm Jews that Mendelssohn was one of their own, "Our philosopher
is often invoked in delence of reform, so-called, and, at umes, of absoluic
infidelity,” Leeser contended, “when, in point of lact, nothing can be
[arther from the wuth, than that he coincided with the wild schemes of

our maderns, who reject rubbinical authority and tmdiion, nol 10 menlion
that he had the Tullest [aith in the absolute inspiration of the Scriplures.”
However, in his zeal 1o defendd Mendelssohn, Leeser also failed 1o under-
stand him. "He only wanied 10 advance the iden,” Leeser concluded,
“which, for one at leust, 1 also shure, that the whole Bible is flundamental ™=

Although he admired Mendelssobn as the champion pur excellence ol
Jewish civil rights and diligently defended his “Orthodoxy,” Leeser was
unsatishied with Mendelssohn's Bible ranslation because it sought "o
avoid dilficulties and w0 improve the siyle” at the expense of “a close,
literal rendering.”¥ Of course, Leeser undersiood the magnitude ol
Mendelssohn's contribution. *Mendelssohn, though he has since been
excelled by others, who have built on his loundation,” Leeser wrote in
the Ocoident, *paved the way which has been made comparatively easy by
his picus lubours. So, no one will be apt 10 pay more homage 10 his
genius than mysell; but, as u rule of fwith, he cannot be regarded.”
Occasionally, however, Mendelssohnian influences are apparent, es
pocially where the tetragrammaton is translated as “the Eternal.”®

Even more surprising is the fact thal Leeser made liberul use of the
rranslation und commentury of the moderate German reformer, Ludwig
Philipson {1811-89). lsaac M, Wise claimed credit for persuading Leeser
1o look at the PhiJipson Bible. “The year belore he published his transla-
tion of the Bible,” Wise reculled at the tume of Leeser's death, "we saw
him in his house. He informed us of his enterprise and of the German
translations which he consulied. . . . Why do you not use Philipson's? we
asked; becunse he is & reformer, was his reply. We convinced him,
however, 10 the contrary in regard to that Bible and he bought a copy.
With admirable skill, he used Philipson without betraying with one word
that this was his muin authority, in the notes especially.” "

Wise, however, greatly overstated his case. Leeser openly acknowl-
edied his use of Philipson both in the preface to his Bible and throughout
his notes. 1o the Ocerdent, Leeser also mentioned his indebledness 1o “the
Rubbi of Mugdeburg, in Prussia, whose work 1 only for the lirst lime
reud last summer (1852), and it is up 1o this date, not guite finished.” "™
Moreover, Leeser and Philipson corresponded. Philipson wrote a favor-
able review of Leeser’s Meourses and fews and the Mosae Law in his news-
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paper, the Algewmeine Zeitung des Judenthums, in 188, Leeser, in lurn,
wnnowined his plans w0 publish the Ocodent in Philipson's journal i
Oviober IREL™ As laie as 186b, Leeser arrunged lor the private publica
tion of M. Meyer's English trunslation ol Philipson's The Crucifixion and
the fows

Levser studied “the ancient versions, also, of Onkcelos, Jonathan, sl
e Jevusabem Targumist . . . and wherever accessible, the comments ol
the great expownders Rashi | Rabbi Shelomoh Yitzechaki), Redak { Rably
Dauvid Kinchi), Aben Ezra { Rabbi Abraham ben Meir ben Ezra), Rashbam
{ Rubbi Shelomoh ben Meir, the grandson of Rashi), Rulbag (Rabbi Levi
ben CGiershom) and Rabbenu Sa'adyah (Saadias) Gaon.""™ A lengihy aml
somewhat healed discussion on the value of a literal translation of Exodus
3:14 in the Oeccidens suggess that Leeser did, in fact, consult a wide
spectrum of rubbinic literature in connection with his Bible translation.™
“The commentury of Rashi has been of the uimost service in this work, as
it has been to all previous ones,” Leeser wrote of his Lew of God, "and the
authority of the Neginoth (the musical accents) were also adhered 10
wherever practicable, it being the oldest and best among us.”""™ However,
with the exception of Rashi, Leeser’s knowledge of medieval commen-
taries wax largely based on secondary sources.

While the Authorized Version and the Zunz Bible provided Leeser
with literary models, Rashi, in the words of Jakob Petuchowski, was his
“link 1o the event at Sinui.”"™ Not only did Leeser translate many ol
Rashi’s comments and include them, or paris of them, in his own “short
explanatory notes,” he would [requently use Rashi's perspective as a
guide 10 a revisgf rendering of a given text. Thus, Leeser interprets
Faekiel 20:2% as “And also 1 ler them follow statutes thai were not good
- instead of the Authorized Version's more literal *Wherelore [ gave
them ulso statules that were not good. . . ." In this manner he solved
theological problems in a traditional Jewish fashion but a1 the expense of
an accurate translation. In other cases, the Rashi-based Leeser veniu:
corrects non-literal inerpolations of the Authorized Version. For ex -
ample, Leeser renders Exodus 25:17 as “And thou shalt make a cover

.. o whereas the King James reads "And thou shalt make a mercy seat.
. ..X" Maost often, however, he would simply use Rashi to give a traditional
Jewish perspective on a selected verse, The Authorized Version renders
the end of Jeremiah 52:13 as “and all the houses of the greal men, burned
he with fire.” Leeser retains the translation, drops the emphasis on “men,”
and adds a comment afier the word “great.” “The Rabbins [i.e.. Rashi]."
he reports, “1ake this 1o meun either the synagogues where the prayers
were olfered, or the schools where the law was mught.”

Most of Leeser's notes, however, simply reporied variant translanons
that he did not use in his version but, nonetheless, considered signifi-
cunt.' These selections from {‘rﬂnun-ﬁjrwilh sources were familiar 1o
many readers of the Leeser Bible who had recently emigrated from
Central Europe and, therefore, those passages were welcome additions. ™
Like Mendelssohn, Leeser believed in linguistic assimilation and, thus,
viewed his Bible us an instrument in teaching recent immigrants English.
Later editions of the Leeser Bible, however, were greatly reduced in the
number of “notes” conmining trunslations from Zunz, Philipson, and
others, and retmined mainly the substantative comments.

A close reading of Leeser’s notes confirms that his Bible was meant 1o
be, above ull, an Apolige Judeica Leeser frequently explained biblical
passages that might have appeared objectionuble 1o @ modern person in a
way that made them more scceplable. Likewise, he defended the actions
of ancient Israelites whenever their honor was at stake. “The Law knows
of no distinction between the Israelite and the foreigner,” Leeser says of
Deuteronomy 1:16, “all are alike before the Supreme Judge of the world.”
Concerning Deutcronomy 11:21, " Ye shall not eat anything that dieth of
itsell: unto the stranger that is in thy gates canst thou give it, that he may
cal i, . . ." Leeser mainluined that “these things [were| not being inter-
dicted for their unhealthiness, but because God chose to forbid them 1o
Israel, they may be eaten by others, if they will.” Likewise, he explains
that Jeremiah 37:16 ("when Jeremiah had been placed in the dungeon,
within the truders’ shops . . .7) shows that ancient lsruel was virtually a
crime-free sockety because “there were probably no regular prison-build-
ings in Palestine.” A note w Esther 95 (*And the Jews smote all their
enemices ., ") asserts that “it must not be supposed that this was indiscrimi-
nate slaughier of all against whom the Jews had conceived hatred, but it
un-ir LT thai thase |rriul:|1.-|:| whi had l.l'hlll.l:!.r been prl'.!pll."l'd 10 exlermi-
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manke the Jews, "™ He also listed the mlmudic explanation of an “vye fo
it eye” (hxodas 21:24), and even claimed that lsac blessed Jacob because
he revognized the superior merit ol his younger son (Genesis 28:1). Like-
wise, e olen soliened the tone of a biblical text. For enample, he ren-
dered Loviticus 25:14 us "ye shall not overreach one another™ (aler
{hikelos). whereas the Authorired Version reads “ye shall not oppress
e anvother ™

Apologetics and polemics are, of course, different sides of the xame
carn. Just as the Leeser Bible sought to give an authentic Jewish rendition
ol Seriplure, so it actively refuted Christian exegetical taditions.""” The
first ulleged christological reflerence in Scripture, “until Shiloh come™
{Cienesis 49:10), received, perhaps, the longesi commem in Leeser's
notes.'! “Since Judah had no rule during the second temple, and with
the blinding of Zedekinh, in the year of the world 3402, prior 10 the
commaon cra 586 years, the kingdom or sceptre of David became extinet,”
he argued, “the alleged [ullillment came five hundred and eighty-six
years oo late.” The true fullillment, however, was still 10 come. "But
believing lsruelites, who conlide in prophecy,” Leeser added, “do nor
think the sceptre otally deparied [rom Judah, . . . the scepire will return
when the Shiloh, the King Messiah, shall come.” Likewise, Leeser trans-
lates Isaiah 7:14 as “this young woman shall conceive” and explains that
“Ilmmanu-el” (Isaiah 8:8) is a symbolic name “for the land of Judah,
- which notwithstending the danger predicied, should still be delivered. ™'
In some cases, he even admits to giving a nonliteral vanslation of a verse
1o distance the text from Christian interpretation. Thus, he renders
Deuteronomy 10:16 as " Remove therefore the obdurancy ol your heart,”
instead of the Authonzed Version's more literal, "Circumcise therelore
the foreskin of your heart” und appends the note that “whatever is odious
emong the Israelites is called "uncircumcised """

Leeser also sought to distinguish between what he considered a legin-
male explanation of biblical miracles and Christianity’s misunderstanding
of the mme, In a comment on false prophets (Deuteronomy 13:2-4), he
wrote, “the Divine legislation is the standard of truth; consequently no
miracle, should such be wrought, can be considered as an eévidence ol
Divine mission il it contradict the law. The will of God is expressed in
his revelation, and he is o man, that he should change."'"! In other
places, however, Leeser was conlent o give a naturalistic explanation of
miracles!® Similarly, he [requently referred to reports of uncient and
comtemporary travelers in the Middle East to confirm the accuracy of
Scriptures. '

In conformity with his brand of modern Orthodoxy, Leeser offered
only a lew "notes” on Jewish practice. About Joshua 24:19, *Ye will not be
able 10 serve the Lord,” he explained that “it is not an easy thing o
comply with the demands of religion,” an idea frequently taken up in his
Mscourses ' He linked Leviticus 25:27 with the practice of lasting on the
Day of Alonement In a note 1o Esther 9:22, he pointed out that "the poor
should of right therefore be remembered on this day [i.e., Purim| es
pecially by their more wealtliy neighbors, so that they oo may bless the
Lord in joy und plenty,” perhaps as a criticism of the extruvagant Purim
Balls popular in his own duy. However, the most poignant remark was
direcicd ot Relorm Judaism. In an otherwise obscure discussion of a
special dispensation given to the princes so that they could individually
offer incense at the consccration of the Tabernacle | Numbers 7:86), Leeser
concluded that "it will always be seen that there were weighty reasons for
the suspensions,—that they were sanctioned or ordained by the Holy
Spirit; and that consequently we are from such premises not authorized
1o suspend any precept by our own lumnrirr,f':u!pt there be an abso-
lute necessity which compels us 1o disobey.”

FOST-PUBLICATION HISTORY OF LEESER BIBLE

Both Leeser and his opponents konew that the success of his Bible pri-
marily depended on s accoptance among Jews, although he warmly
welcomed praise from Christinn scholars. An atiempt was made 10 dis
credit the Leeser Bible by severul Reform rabbis. Writing in Wise's
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newly lownded Bl in 1854, Isidor Kalisch concluded that he would
have 1o “write as thick a book as Mr. Leeser's biblical translation is, il |
should point oul wll the gross errors and mistakes.”'" Leeser, however,
wis 1ol cusily intimidated. “The best of this rransaction,” he replied in
the Chocedens, “is that Mr, Kalisch pretends to judge the English style of
the work, when be is confessedly unable 1o write his own thoughis in this
language.”'™ Furthermore, Leeser invited Rev. Dr. | Mayer of Cincinnati
1o relute Kalisch's "groundless and illogical censures™ point by poim, '®

Fortunutely, Wise decided not 1o sustain the controversy, although
he might have wanted 1o do so. Leeser's Bible and Wise's History of the
fsraclitich Naiion (18M) were published simultaneously. Aler promoting
Wise's book in the Qecident, Leeser lound the finished work unacceplable.
Shocked at the non-Orthodox characier of Wise's Huadory, Leeser immedi-
ately warned the readers of his newspaper of its heterodoxy. “Dr. W. has
spoken oul so plainly against the inspiration of the Bible and the wruth of
the miracles, or even the lacts as there plainly recorded,” Leeser asserted
in the Ocadent, “that no one who believes in the ancient method can be
deceived.”'

This and other disputes between Wise and Loeser carly in the 1850
permunently dumaged their personal relationship. When Wise first ar-
rived in America, he quickly befriended Leeser and became a contributor
to the Occident, whose editorial policy allowed for divergent theological
views. Both men were deeply committed to promoting unity in American
Jewish life und even worked on several projects together toward that
end. Catholicity of intent, however, was not enough to hold the two 10-
gether. Ambition, distance, and, linally, theology, drove them apari. Bul
Wise was also pragmatic. He knew he had no choice but to accept the
Leeser Bible as the standurd version among American Jews. Later, us we
have already seen, he even iried to claim partial credit for its success.

The Leeser Bible drew high praise from important peopic in the
browder Americun community. Reverend Charles Hodge, a leading “Oild
School Presbyterian”™ theologian at Princeion Theological Seminary, ap-
plavded Leeser in his Biblwal Reperiory and Princeton Revew (July 1854)
and culled for “a work on a similar plan, from a competent Christian
scholar.”™ Similarly, Dr. Silgl Wejr Mitchell (1829-1914), a physician
and swuthor of FHugh Wynne, Free Qulfber (1898), is reported to have stuted

publicly that “when 1 want 1w get at the true meaning ol the Psalms and
Prophets—1 go 1o my [riend Kev'd Issac Leeser's translation as the most
satislying."'®

Two years after the Bible first appeared, Leeser admitted thut “the
translator cannot Nanter himsell that it has met with such a reception as
would have gratified his ambition."'™ He decided 1o work on a revised
edition, which he completed early in 1856. Several changes were made.
First, he decided to use a smaller format because the quarto proved too
expensive for mass distribution. Scecond, the new siee demanded an ab-
ridgement of his notes and their reproduction at the end of the book
instead of st the bottom of each page.'*® Last and most importantly, the
Leeser Bible would not be explicitly promoted as the Jewish successor 1o
the King James version,

The new preface sounded the battlecry. “It would be”, Leeser told his
readers, “a species of mental slavery to rely for ever upon the arbitrary
decree of a deceased King of England, who certinly was no prophet for
the correct understanding of the Scriptures.” He also noted that "although
those who assisted in furnishing the common version may have been as
honest as men writing for their sect are ever likely w be,” they sull
colored the work 1o “confirm their peculiar views." Worse, “most of the
editions in use are disligured by chapter and page headings . . . and the
merest inspection will at once show that these expositions are perfecily
arbitrary. Finally, Leeser observed that “since the time of King James the
world has likewise progressed in biblical knowledge no less than in all
other branches of science.”'™ In an “Advertisement to the London Edi-
tion ol his Bible, Leeser even maintains that the need for a new English
trunslution “has long been recognized by the highest dignitaries and

most wccomplished scholars in the Anglican Church itsell.”'®
By the time Leeser died, on February 1, 1868, his Bible had won wide

acceplance among American Jews. Subsequently, much of the promo-
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tional work was done by the Reform movement. In fact, “the only lierury
work which the Union of American Hebrew Congregations published
belween the years [873- 1903 was the ‘Leeser’ Bible.” On February 10,
IH7 1, & UAHC committee was appointed "o determine how cheaply the
Union could obtain an English Bible for Jewish homes and Sabbath-
Schools.” Aler looking into the matter, the commitiee decided that the
Levser Bible could be sold lor 5100 per copy. Arrangements were made
with Dr. Abraham de Sola, s close friend of the late Isaac Leeser and
owner of the copyright to the Leeser Bible, and by 1880, and UAHC had
suld 2,000-Leeser Bibles."™ “This is the right step in the right direction,”
Wise wrote in the fsraelite, “and thousands of these Bibles oughi 1o be
sold, in fucy, they should be in every Jewish home."'®

By 1888, the Bloch Publishing and Printing Company had secured
the copyright to the Leeser Bible from de Sola. The Bloch Company
redssued it with greal lrequency. Until 1914, sscramental editions bound
in white leather for weddings and conlirmations were also very popular.'®
However, the literary and theological shoricomings of the Loeser Bible
became increasingly manilest toward the end of the ninewenth cenmury,
cspecially alier the publication of the Revised Standard Version in 1885,

Al [irsi, interest was only expressed in revising Leeser's work, " 'The
project was conceived,” Max Margolis reported, "at the second biennial
convention (1892) ol the Jewish Publication Society ol America |reor-
gunized in 1H88)." However, “as the work progressed, it became evident
that the undertaking was more in the nature of a fresh sttempt at rransla-
tion than of revision of a previous efforl."'"™ Comminee work proceeded
very slowly, Twenty-five years passed before the Jewish Publication So-
ciely Bible appeared in 1917.

The new translation was vastly superior. “Leeser's Bible,” Lsrael Ab-

rahams predicied in 1920, “is more or less doomed. [t cannot but passout -

of general use."'® Yeu, it did not immediately disappear from the scene.
Aler Bloch disconmtinued publishing the Leeser Bible, the Hebrew Pub-
lishing Company began priuting and distributing it, particularly among
the Eamt European Jews who began immigrating 10 America in large
numbers aflter 188]1. However, Abrmmhams was correct, and the leeser
Bible gradually fell into disug.

Furthermore, in the past fifty years, lew Orthodox authorities have
acknowledged Leeser's contribution. Dr. J. H. Hertz paid tribute 1o Leeser
us an important translator and commentator, but actually only referred
to Leeser four times in the commentary to his popular The Pentateuch and
Hafterahs | 1929-36), usually referred io as the “"Hertz Chumash."'™ Like-
wise, Harold Fisch, editor of the English-language Koren Bible, spon-
sored by the Chicl Rabbinate of Israel, consulted “the interesting nine-
teenth century Jewish Bible of Isaac Leeser.”'™ However, he primarily
based his work on M. Friedlander’s Jewish Family Bible (1881),

More than the [aie ol the Leeser Bible was ar stake. “We shall soon be
thinking of putting lsasc Leeser's memory in a museum of Jewish antiqui-
tics as a specimen of a lost type,” Abrahams concluded sardonically.' In
1918, on the lifticth anniversary of Leeser's death and in wake of the new
Jewish Publication Society’s Bible, several articles on Leeser's life and

cureer were published, the most important by a Reform Rabbi, Henry

Englander, in the Yearbook ol the Central Conference of American
Rabbis.'® Therealier, viriually no new hisiorical research on Leeser was
conducted for thirty years, Beginning in the 1980s, Emily Solis-Cohen,
Jr., u scion ol a leading Jewish lamily in Philadelphia who still had access
to an oral tradition about Leeser, attempted to write a popular biography
of Leeser. However, she iotally abandoned the project afier two decades
ol research and never published her work on Leeser. '™

Even though Leeser fuded from public view, he has 4 lasting place in
the history of Judsism. Among his many sccomplishments, his Bible
served as an importamt vehicle for the scculturation of American Jews.
Moreover, by prfviding an suthentic Jewish version of the Bible and
retaining the Kfng James style in his English iranslation, Leeser also
helped bring the Protestantization of American Judaism to completion,
Thus, in cffect, he was greatly responsible for the transformation and
perpetuation of the Jewish heritage in America.
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