
 

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND TO SUPPORT ​
Jewish Voices in Early America: ​
Religious Liberty and Civic Participation 

To prepare for this lesson, ICS recommends reviewing the following historical summary, which 
complements the Lesson Plan and Slide Deck. These details are designed to: 

●​ Deepen teachers' subject matter expertise to support them as they provide students with essential 
historical context. Teachers can share additional historical details provided in this summary with 
students if needed or appropriate. 

●​ Support guided discussions and student activities. 

 

THE MIGRATION – HOW DID JEWS FIRST ARRIVE IN THE LAND THAT WOULD BECOME THE UNITED 
STATES? 

In 1654, a group of 23 Jews arrived in New Amsterdam (later the British colony of New York), which marked 
the beginning of Jewish communal settlement in North America. These Portuguese Sephardi Jews came 
from Brazil, where they were pushed out as a result of the persecution of the Portuguese Inquisition. This 
community established the first synagogue in the American Colonies, and they were soon joined by 
Ashkenazi Jews from Central Europe. Since then, New York has had the largest Jewish community in the 
Americas.  

A few years later, in 1658, another small group of Sephardi Jews also fleeing the Inquisition arrived in 
Newport, Rhode Island. By the time of the American Revolution, the Newport Jewish community was one of 
the most well-established in the colonies, building a synagogue in 1763 – the oldest still surviving in North 
America. It was this congregation that would later exchange famous letters with George Washington 
regarding the protection of religious liberty (featured as Source B in this lesson plan). 
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Jews continued to arrive in small numbers, primarily settling in port cities, where they generally sought 
economic opportunity and religious toleration. Starting in 1730, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, became a 
destination for Jews, followed by Savannah, Georgia in 1733 and Charleston, South Carolina in the 1740s. By 
the time of the American Revolution in 1776, the Jewish population in the newly declared United States was 
somewhere between 1,000 and 2,500 people.1 The total number of colonists at the time is estimated around 
2.5 million2, meaning the percentage of Jewish colonists was no more than 0.1% of the total population.  

 

Jews and Judaism – Additional Background 

Jews originated about 3,000 years ago in the Land of Israel in Southwest Asia. Following historical 
expulsions and catastrophes, Jews migrated and established communities all over the world. Jews identify 
as both an ethnic group and a religious group, though it is important to note that not all Jews follow 
Judaism (the religion of the Jewish people) and not all Jews have Jewish ethnic ancestry (Judaism 
welcomes converts). 

Religious Jews believe in one God and the sanctity of the Hebrew Bible. The Hebrew Bible contains the 
Torah, which is the basis for a set of religious commandments. Christians also hold the books of the 
Hebrew Bible sacred, and they form the first part of the Christian Bible, which Christians call the Old 
Testament. The second part of the Christian Bible is called the New Testament. Judaism does not accept 
the New Testament as sacred. 

Sephardi (n.)/Sephardic (adj.) – referring to Jews 
whose ancestors lived for centuries in Spain and 
Portugal, often spoke Judeo-Spanish, and 
followed an inherited set of cultural and religious 
customs. 

Ashkenazi (n.)/Ashkenazic (adj.) – referring to 
Jews whose ancestors lived for centuries in 
Central Europe, often spoke Yiddish, and 
followed a subtly different set of cultural and 
religious customs from those of the Sephardim. 

 

 

2  U.S. Census Bureau, “U.S. Census Bureau Releases Key Statistics for the Fourth of July, 2017,” U.S. Department of Commerce,  June 
30, 2017. 

1  Jonathan D. Sarna, American Judaism: A History (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2019), 375. 
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WHAT DID JEWS EXPERIENCE ONCE THEY ARRIVED? 

Generally speaking, Jews experienced religious tolerance in colonial America, meaning that they were 
allowed to practice their religion but sometimes faced discrimination.3 For example, the governor of New 
Amsterdam, Peter Stuyvesant, unsuccessfully attempted to expel the Jews who arrived in 1654. In 1685, 
Jews in the British colony of New York were denied the right to public worship.4 Until 1727, New York also 
required that people follow “the true faith of a Christian” for citizenship.5 

Jews were also prevented from full participation in civic life in other colonies. For example, while Rhode 
Island was founded as a tolerant colony, it changed its laws in the early 18th century to exclude Jews and 
Catholics from the rights of citizenship, which meant they could not vote or hold office.6 In Pennsylvania, 
Jews also could not vote or hold office.7 The worst colony for Jews was Maryland, where they were not 
granted any political rights.8 Jews were not the only religious minority who faced discrimination of this 
nature: Catholics, Quakers, and other denominations shared similar experiences. 

Prior to the American Revolution, Jews, like their neighbors, were split between supporting American 
independence and the British crown.9 The British had granted Jews toleration that was hard to find in other 
places in the world at the time, and the idea of American independence represented an unknown future. 
When finally forced to choose, however, most of America’s Jews cast their lot for independence, and many 
served, financed, or assisted the Continental Army in any way they could.10 

FROM COLONIES TO REVOLUTION - WHAT WAS SO REVOLUTIONARY? 

At the time of the American Revolution, the colonists were rebelling against the oppressive control of a 
distant king. Revolutionary political ideas took hold as the colonists determined government structures that 
differentiated them from the British Kingdom, and aimed to create conditions that would best serve the 
unique population of the colonies: 

●​ Representative Democracy: Reacting against a king who did not serve their interests, and also 
determining the best system for governance over a large region, the Founding Fathers created a 
system where citizens would vote for other citizens to represent their needs and concerns in the 
government.11 

11  Colonial Williamsburg Foundation, “Was the United States Founded as a Republic or a Democracy?” November 6, 2024. 

10  Sarna, American Judaism, 31.  

9  Sarna, American Judaism, 31.  

8  Howard M. Sachar, A History of the Jews in America (New York: Knopf, 1992), 8. 

7  Colonial Williamsburg Foundation, “Jews in British America.”  

6  Stanley F. Chyet, “The Political Rights of the Jews in the United States: 1776–1840,” American Jewish Archives Journal 10, 1 (1958): 17.  
5  Leonard Dinnerstein. Antisemitism in America (New York: Oxford University Press, 1994), 6. 

4  Sarna, American Judaism, 11. 

3  Jeanette Patrick, “Religious Freedom,” George Washington’s Mount Vernon.   
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●​ Religious Liberty: In the wake of centuries of religious wars and persecution in Europe and beyond, 
and following the Great Awakening’s emphasis on tolerance in the mid-1700s, the Founding Fathers 
wanted to ensure people of all religious backgrounds could practice freely. While some initial state 
constitutions only ensured religious tolerance, later federal founding documents enshrined religious 
liberty through the protection of equal rights.12  

 

Key Idea for this Lesson 

While the concepts of representative democracy and religious liberty are different, they are also 
interconnected. A government that truly represents everyone includes people of different religious 
backgrounds, and it would take time for the newly established United States to enshrine the rights of 
religious minorities to run for and hold public office. 

 

While this lesson focuses on the path to civic rights for religious minorities and their initial exclusion from 
voting and representation in colonial and early America, generally, anyone in the colonies who was not a 
white, property-owning male was also excluded from civic participation.13 Other minority groups – including 
women, Native Americans, and African Americans – experienced their own long, unique journeys to 
representation in our democracy. 

FROM INDEPENDENCE TO THE CONSTITUTION — ​
WHAT CHANGED FOR JEWS AND OTHER RELIGIOUS MINORITIES? 

By the time the United States declared independence in 1776, the new states were religiously diverse, as 
represented by this map from Britannica, which depicts the religious makeup of the colonies in 1750. The 
trajectory of foundational documents at the outset of the United States demonstrates that while the promise 
of religious liberty was often present, there were roadblocks to achieving its reality: 

●​ State Constitutions – 1776: When the colonies declared independence, states created their own 
governing documents, some of which contained religious restrictions on who could hold public 
office. (The original constitutions of Pennsylvania, Maryland, and North Carolina are included as 
primary sources in section 4).  

13  Museum of the American Revolution, “Decision-Making and Civic Engagement in Revolutionary America.” 

12  Jeanette Patrick, ”Religious Freedom,” George Washington’s Mount Vernon. 
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●​ Articles of Confederation – 1777: In the midst of the Revolutionary War, in order to distance the 
United States from anything resembling the tyranny of a king, the new Americans instituted this 
system to unite the states while emphasizing their individual power, leaving a weak centralized 
government with little authority. During this time, state constitutions remained the primary governing 
documents. 

●​ The United States Constitution – ratified in 1788: Following the Revolutionary War, it was clear that 
the states needed a stronger unifying system than what the Articles of Confederation provided. In May 
of 1787, 55 delegates from across the states met at the Constitutional Convention and drafted the 
Constitution, which established a true national government and a balance of power. Only one article 
dealt with religious liberty: Article VI, Clause 3 states that no religious oath can be required for 
federal office. Because the Constitution did not expressly grant the federal government power over 
religion, that authority remained with the states. 

●​ The Bill of Rights – adopted in 1791: The Constitution did not include a list of individual rights, and 
this was essential to citizens who had once been denied individual freedoms. The Bill of Rights 
enshrined the first ten amendments. The First Amendment states that a government cannot endorse 
or promote a particular religion, and that everyone has the right to practice their religion or to not 
practice a religion at all, adding significant protections for religious liberty. 

 

As the primary sources in section 6 of the lesson plan will demonstrate, these supports for religious liberty 
at the federal level were in part inspired by the experiences of people who had been excluded from civic 
participation as a result of their religious identities.  

However, even after the Constitution and the Bill of Rights were adopted, some states (such as Maryland, 
demonstrated by Source C) continued legal practices that prevented religious minorities from holding office. 
Further civic action was necessary to enforce the federal precedent for religious liberty.14 

RELIGIOUS LIBERTY — HOW DID JEWISH AMERICANS MAKE AN IMPACT? 

In section 6 of the lesson plan, students examine a primary source from one of the following case studies 
about Jewish Americans who helped ensure the promise of religious liberty. Each of these people took 
action to make religious liberty a reality, furthering the premise of representative democracy: that all people 
have the right to civic participation and representation. The following biographical background complements 
the information provided in the Slide Deck to introduce students to each of these figures.  

14  Bernadette Meyler, “Religious Liberty Under Eighteenth-Century State Constitutions,” in Encyclopedia of American Civil Liberties, ed. 
Paul Finkelman, 1st ed. (New York: Routledge, 2006), published online March 23, 2012. 
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Source A: Jonas Phillips 

●​ Biographical Background: A German Jewish immigrant who originally moved to Charleston, South 
Carolina in 1756 as an indentured servant, Phillips later relocated to New York and then Pennsylvania. 
Notably, Phillips fought in the Revolutionary War as a patriot.15 In 1793, Phillips was fined for not 
showing up to a mandated court appearance because it fell on Shabbat. His fine was waived, marking 
the first time in US legal history (Stansbury vs. Marks) that the courts ruled to accommodate a 
religious observance. 

●​ Civic Action: Phillips wrote a letter in 1787 asking the Framers to ensure religious equality in the U.S. 
Constitution. After living under the Pennsylvania Constitution, he wanted to make sure Jews could run 
for office at the federal level.16 While the language of Article VI had already been added to the U.S. 
Constitution during the Constitutional Convention, Phillips was unaware of this at the time.17 The letter 
demonstrates that Jews advocated for a voice in the U.S. Government.  

 

Source B: Moses Seixas and his exchange with George Washington 

●​ Biographical Background: Seixas’s family history traces back to Jews who escaped the Inquisition in 
Portugal.18 His family moved from Portugal to England, then to Barbados, and finally to New York, 
where Seixas was born in 1744. He would later move to Newport, Rhode Island. His family was very 
involved in Jewish life, with his brother also serving as the Synagogue leader in New York. They were 
also supporters of the Revolution. One of his descendants was the poet Emma Lazarus who wrote the 
poem featured on the base of the Statue of Liberty. 

●​ Civic Action: Seixas, as the leader of the Newport Jewish congregation, wrote to George Washington 
in 1790, asserting that the US was founded on religious liberty and that Jews should be entitled to the 
same privileges as other US citizens. Shortly after, George Washington replied to this letter and 
explicitly rejected toleration as policy, asserting full support for all citizens.19 

 

19  George Washington, “Letter to the Hebrew Congregation in Newport, Rhode Island (1790),” National Constitutional Center.  

18  Kathryn Harris, “Moses Seixas,” in The Digital Encyclopedia of George Washington, ed. Zoie Horecny and Alexandra Montgomery 
(Mount Vernon, VA: Mount Vernon Ladies’ Association, 2012). 

17  Monica Schreiber, “Constitution Day 2023: George Washington’s Correspondence with America’s Jews Illuminates a Country ​
 Founded on a Covenant,” Stanford Constitutional Law Center, September 25, 2023. 

16  Jonathon Derek Awtrey, “Jews and the Sources of Religious Freedom in Early Pennsylvania” (PhD diss., Louisiana State University, 
2018), 2–3. 

15  Cyrus Adler, L. Hühner, and David Sulzberger, “Phillips” in Jewish Encyclopedia, ed. Isidore Singer (Funk & Wagnalls, 1906). 
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Source C: Jacob Cohen and Maryland’s “Jew Bill” 

●​ Biographical Background: Cohen was born in 1789 in Richmond, Virginia, and moved to Baltimore, 
Maryland in 1803. He became a successful banker and businessman, and served as the director of the 
Baltimore & Ohio Railroad. Cohen served on several public committees, and following the passage of 
Maryland’s “Jew Bill”, he was finally elected to the City Council. Following his death in 1869, The 
Baltimore Sun eulogized him as “one of the best of citizens—a kind and benevolent gentleman.”20 

●​ Civic Action: Beginning with Solomon Etting in 1797, Maryland Jews petitioned for decades to allow 
Jews to be elected into public office in their state. Cohen became involved in 1818, writing a letter to a 
member of the committee in the Maryland House of Delegates regarding legislation that came to be 
known as the “Jew Bill.” Cohen also submitted a petition in 1824. With the eventual help of 
representative Thomas Kennedy (a non-Jew), the bill finally succeeded in 1826. While this law allowed 
Jews to take an altered religious oath so that they could hold public office, the remaining requirement 
continued to exclude other religious minorities until 1867.21 This is an important example of how, even 
though the Constitution created protections for religious liberty, it took states like Maryland time to 
remove religious barriers to civic participation.  

 

 

21  “Thomas Kennedy: Maryland Legislator Who Made A Difference,” Maryland State Archives.  

20  “Death of Jacob I. Cohen, Jr.” and “Funeral of the late Jacob I. Cohen, Jr.,”  Baltimore Sun April 9, 1869, 1, quoted in Emmanuel Mehr, 
“‘A Kind and Benevolent Gentleman’: Jacob I. Cohen Jr.’s Fight for Jewish Political Rights in Maryland," Baltimore Histories Weekly 
(Substack), December, 23, 2023.   
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