HAHAM JACOB SASPORTAS

1610-1698

The existence of a Jewish community in London was openly admitted and accepted
only at the beginning of 1656. Till then those who were in the country lived as Marranos
and were accustomed to attend for worship in accordance with the forms of the Catholic
Church in the Chapel at the Portuguese Embassy. But Carvajal, a zealous Jew, had a private
synagogue in his own home.

The events which led to this recognition are another story. Here we are concerned

~ only with how Jacob Sasportas came to be invited to become the Haham of the London
community. He was born and educated in North Africa, but his reputation as a Talmudic
scholar spread from the town of Tlemcen where he held his first appointment as rabbi.
At the age of 37 he fell out with the government and was dismissed. He then wandered

throughout Europe, principally in Germany, Italy and England—as well as Amsterdam
where his ambitions lay.

In Amsterdam, Jacob Sasportas met Manasseh ben Israel before the latter went on his
mission to England. Soon after, Sasportas made his peace with the Sultan of Morocco
who sent him on a mission to the King of Spain. He then returned to Amsterdam.

In the meantime, the London Community’s developments had aroused the desire for a
spiritual head of higher learning and standing than was possessed by Moses Israel Athias,

a relative of Carvajal, who had come to London from Hamburg to take charge of the
services in his synagogue.

The choice fell on Jacob Sasportas, known for his scholarship and no doubt helped
by the successful diplomatic mission he had ‘accomplished for the Sultan of Morocco, and
“so in 1663 he was invited to come to London as Haham and Hazan. He came early in 1664—

and left the following year, terrified by the Great Plague from which Athias (among many
others, of course) died.

He returned to Amsterdam and became one of the principal rabbis there. He served
for 17 years and died in 1698. He was widely respected for his scholarship and for his
— courage and outspokeness, especially against the Shabbatican movement. He published
his responsa in 1737 under the title Qhel Ya'akov, but his most well-known work is Zizat
Novel Zevi, a collection of letters in which he answered and attacked Shabbatai Zevi.
This work is one of the main sources for the study of the Shabbatean movement which he
saw as being opposed to the traditional concept of the Messianic era, and also as a revolu-
tion against established institutions and rabbinic norms.

He never returned to London after his flight from the plague, but he remained in
correspondence with many of his acquaintances and in particular with his successors in
the office of Haham. It says much for his personality that when he died he was mourned
as much in London as in Amsterdam.






