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The Iewes are said to have a Marke vpon them of infamie; the Men et 
Women are both said to looke paler et more-dead like then other 
people et it is certain that all their Women have a vile smel which is like 
carrion which cometh from their head et nose. Sir Thomas Roe at 
Constantinopel heard this of the chiefe of them who confessed it to 
him.1

This remark, apparently dating from early 1634, is one of the few com-
ments about Jewish matters written by Samuel Hartlib in his Ephemerides 
during the 1630s. It is doubtful whether Hartlib had encountered real 
Jews by that time either in East Prussia, where the presence of Jews was 
negligible until the mid-seventeenth century, or in England, where Jews 
had been forbidden to live since they were driven out in 1290. However, he 
had no diffi culty in accepting statements of the kind made by Sir Thomas 
Roe. The repertory of images belonging to Hartlib and his circle regard-
ing the Jews was nourished by stereotypes that had been deeply rooted in 
European consciousness since the Middle Ages and had become com-
monly accepted.2 Rumours about the bad odour of the Jews found their 
way into Christian European culture from the epigrams of Martial and 
the writings of Marcellinus, and as early as the sixth century Venantius 
Honorius Clementianus Fortunatus was able to tell about fi ve hundred 
Jews whose foul odour was removed by baptism: ‘Ablitur judaeus odor 
baptismate divo, Aspersusque sacro fi t gregis alter odor.’3

The information received by Hartlib in a letter sent to him from Rot-
terdam on 4 May 1645 regarding the ‘Experiment of making stinking wa-
ter sweete,’ most likely referred in some way, perhaps indirectly, to this 
matter:

for hee that hath the Secrett [of making stinking water sweete] is wholy 
bent to advance Religious Aimes and would spend what he getteth 
upon that Object of Gods Glory, which is most eminent viz: to further 
the conversion of the Iewes and the Gentiles Instruction.4
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The matter of the bad odour exuded by Jews was combined with another 
stubborn and no less surprising rumour which spread widely in fi fteenth 
century Spain: that every month the Jews excrete blood like menstruating 
women, and therefore most of them are pale. During the 1630s, close to 
the time when Hartlib recorded the remark he had heard from Sir Tho-
mas Roe, that their men and women, ‘are both said to looke paler’, the 
Spanish scholar Don Juan de Quiñones wrote a work, which is preserved 
in manuscript in Lisbon, about the menstruation of Jewish men and their 
pallor.5 Of course Roe’s statement that he had heard these things from 
‘the head of the Jews’ in Constantinople is dubious, but the claim was ap-
parently familiar in the Ottoman Empire among the Sephardic Jews, who 
had perhaps heard echoes of what had been written on this subject in ear-
ly modern Spain.6

Most of the other remarks that Hartlib wrote in his journal regarding 
the Jews referred to converts or the conversion of the Jews. Thus, for ex-
ample, on 1 July 1635 he wrote: ‘A Jew now at Leiden was converted by 
reading of Practice of Piety [Factoria Practicae Theologiae, Angliae].’7 
Sir Thomas Roe, who knew of Hartlib’s interest in the conversion of the 
Jews, wrote to him on 22 October 1639: ‘[...] to recommend vnto you this 
bearer Mr. Brandon, borne a Iew & of rich parents; but being converted, 
& I beleieue truly to our reformed religion, they [the Jews] have in effect 
cast him off’. Brandon, who wandered back and forth between London 
and Hamburg, returned to England and even gained assistance from ‘Mr. 
Durye [...] his great friend’, who ‘hath much compassion of him’.8

In July 1647 Hartlib received a letter in similar spirit, this time from 
William Adderley, who introduced a man named Mr Mello to him. Mello, 
too, was ‘a converted Christian Jew who can speake severall tongues & 
write faire, & may be very vsefull if he be imployed according to those 
talents which the Lord hath sanctifyed to him [...] he may be vsefull in his 
generation to glorifye Jesus Christ who hath brought him out of darkness 
into light’.9

Until the end of 1655, when Menasseh ben Israel arrived on his mis-
sion to Oliver Cromwell for the purpose of permitting the Jews to return 
to England, it is doubtful whether Hartlib had met any Jews other than 
these converts. As noted, Jews did not live openly in London until then, 
and only a small colony of crypto-Jews of Spanish and Portuguese origin 
had gathered there. These marranos, who had arrived in England from 
Iberia, continued to present themselves as Roman Catholics and took 
part in masses in the Spanish embassy. They used to gather in the home of 
the central fi gure in this group, Antonio Fernández Carvajal, a wealthy 
merchant who acted as the agent of Cromwell. There they secretly held 
Jewish services. Most of these New Christians had never tasted open Jew-
ish life, and all of them took care to hide behind the mask of Catholicism, 
at least until the affair of the marrano merchant Robles blew up in 1656. 
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This forced them to identify as Jews and in its aftermath Cromwell grant-
ed them, although only orally, the right to worship in a private synagogue 
and to bury their dead in a separate cemetery. However, even after they 
were permitted to express their hidden Jewish identity, not all of them 
were in a hurry to do so. Some of them were buried as Christians even 
after the establishment of the congregation’s cemetery in Mile End. Not 
only did this pattern of living a double life not disappear at the beginning 
of the Restoration, when the Jews received offi cial and explicit recogni-
tion from Charles II, it actually became more common and acute.10 There 
is no proof that Hartlib had connections with members of this group at 
any stage. However, it is possible that the ‘Portugal Iew’ who possessed a 
‘medicinal stone’, about whom Hartlib wrote in his journal in mid-1655, 
saying that he cured a man ‘in agone mortis et that was given over for dead 
by Dr. Goddard’, was close to the crypto-Jews in London.11 However, it is 
doubtful whether Hartlib knew him personally, or that the man was actu-
ally Jewish. One gains the impression that he was none other that a Portu-
guese New Christian, and the matters mentioned in the Ephemerides, 
which Hartlib heard from ‘minister Cooper’ on 4 August 1655 strengthen 
this impression: ‘[...] the Iew who had the famed stone (for which the King 
of Portugal offered him 50. thousand lb. to bee given to my Lord Protec-
tor) how by reason of certain debts hee was gone out of England promis-
ing to returne’.12

In contrast to Hartlib, John Dury had direct contacts with Jews at var-
ious stages of his life. Even as a young man, when he lived in Leiden and 
studied at the Walloon seminary, he could have formed early relations 
with individual Jews whom he met at the Calvinist university at that time. 
His trips to the continent between 1631 and 1641 also afforded him the 
possibility of closely observing real Jewish communities in Germany and 
the Netherlands. When he settled in the Hague in 1642 as chaplain to 
Charles I’s daughter Princess Mary, and later when he moved to Rotter-
dam in 1644 as chaplain to the Merchant Adventurers, new channels of 
contact with Jews in Holland were probably opened for him.13 At the same 
time, one gains the impression that until the end of the 1640s, when he 
began to form a close relationship with Rabbi Menasseh ben Israel, one of 
the rabbis of the Sephardic community in Amsterdam (whom he had ap-
parently met as early as around 1644), Dury drew his knowledge of the 
Jews solely through the mediation of Christian Hebraists. In this he was 
not different from Hartlib, whose access to sources of information about 
the Jews was even more restricted.

In 1641 Hartlib and Dury made contact with the German Orientalist 
Johan Stephan Rittangel in the course of his short and unplanned visit to 
England. Rittangel, who had been appointed professor extraordinarius 
at Koenigsberg, was viewed by them, correctly, as a most important au-
thority in Jewish matters. In 1642 Hartlib wrote of him that his ‘studies 
and conversation hath beene these twenty yeares wholly spent amongst 
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the Jewes of the East, and some of the West, to know all the mysteries of 
their learning, and what course may be taken for their conversion, who 
speaketh their language more readily then his mothers tongue, and who 
is perfectly versed in their Authors’. Hartlib viewed him, along with Dury 
and Comenius, as one of the ‘Three special Instruments of the publique 
good in the ways of Religion, Learning and the Preparatives for the Con-
version of the Jewes’.14 However, his contacts with Rittangel were short-
lived, and the hopes that he had pinned upon gaining assistance from his 
ample knowledge of the Jews were quickly dashed. In 1642 Rittangel pub-
lished an edition of Sefer Yetzira (The Book of Creation) in Amsterdam, 
with Latin translation and notes. This short mystical composition was 
written between the fi rst and sixth centuries and became one of the clas-
sics of Jewish mystical literature. Two years later, in Koenigsberg, he pub-
lished a Passover Haggadah with a German translation and notes in Latin. 
With respect to the extent of his knowledge of post-biblical Jewish litera-
ture, both Rabbinic and Kabbalistic, and with respect to his mastery of 
the Hebrew language, Rittangel was without doubt head and shoulders 
above the other European Hebraists at that time. However, the dispute 
that he held with a Jew in Amsterdam in 1642 shows that his arguments 
against Judaism were rather conservative and lacked the eschatological 
expectation of the conversion of the Jews in the millenarian age which 
characterised the thought of Hartlib and his circle.15 Nevertheless, at that 
time, he made contact with several members of the Dutch group that was 
connected with Hartlib, the most important among them being, without 
doubt, Johannes Moriaen of Nuremberg, who had settled in Amsterdam 
in 1637. From there Moriaen kept up a wide-ranging correspondence 
with Hartlib, made the acquaintance of Menasseh ben Israel, and served 
as an intermediary between them. Moriaen reported to Hartlib in March 
1642 that Rittangel’s translation of Sefer Yetzira, by presenting the hidden 
secrets of the rabbis with respect to the Trinity, would help Christians in 
their polemics against anti-Trinitarians and Jews. However, before long 
the connections with Rittangel ceased entirely (apparently around 1646), 
because of the man’s diffi cult character.16

The name of Christian Ravius, the well-known Hebraist from Berlin, 
also occupied a prominent place for some time in the Hartlib circle’s edu-
cational plans regarding Judaism. However, because these plans were 
never carried out, contacts with him lasted only a short while.17 In con-
trast, ties with Adam Boreel, the Dutch Hebraist and Collegiant, contin-
ued at least from 1646 to 1661.18 His activities to promote the publication 
of a vocalised Hebrew edition of the Mishnah and for the publication of a 
translation of the Mishnah into Latin and Spanish received constant en-
couragement from Hartlib and Dury. The latter wrote about him in late 
August 1646 with great enthusiasm regarding his devotion ‘to spend him-
self wholly upon the thinges yt are most eminently usefull to the King-
dome of Christ in the Gospell’. From this letter one learns that ‘to satisfi e 
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himself in dealing with the Jewes, & to inable others heerafter to deale 
with them’, Boreel spent seven to eight years with a Jew, Jacob Judah Leon, 
whom he hired to study the Mishnah and its main commentaries with 
him.19 We shall return to this matter below.

The Dutch millenarist, Petrus Serrarius, a friend of Dury’s from their 
studies at the Walloon seminary in Leiden during the 1620s, also played a 
key role in the connections that Hartlib and his partners formed with 
Jews from Holland and other places, from at least 1650 until his death in 
1669. Serrarius transmitted important information to Hartlib and Dury 
about the disposition of the Jews of Amsterdam, especially at the time of 
the Sabbatean messianic fervour that set the entire Jewish world in an up-
roar in 1665-1667, and also gleaned information from the Levant about 
the ‘messiah’ Shabetai Zevi and the echoes aroused among both Jews and 
Christians by his actions, including his conversion to Islam.20 In sum: 
Hartlib and Dury, and of course Comenius, drew their information about 
the Jews and Judaism from secondary sources - and in fact until 1648, 
when Menasseh ben Israel entered the picture, virtually their sole source 
of information was a group of Protestant Hebraists who were active 
mainly in the Dutch Republic. They, in turn, were in contact with a small 
number of Sephardic Jews resident in Amsterdam. Aside from Rittangel 
and Ravius, all the other Hebraists in this group had rather mediocre 
knowledge of Judaism, and in any event they were not known as the au-
thors of original scholarly work on the subject. Hartlib and his associates 
were not acquainted with seventeenth century English Hebraism, which 
at that time, with the exception of the work of scholars like John Selden, 
John Lightfoot and Edward Pococke, had not attained serious achieve-
ments. As David Katz put it: ‘It was recognised fairly early on that much 
of the work was inferior and that many of the purported Hebraists knew 
little more than the Hebrew alphabet’.21 However, particularly in the light 
of all this, and taking note of the rather marginal concern with Jewish 
matters on the part of Hartlib and his associates until the early 1640s, the 
great importance that they bestowed upon the subject of the Jews in their 
educational plans, at least from 1642 on, is striking. In that year, at the 
time of the fateful events connected with the beginning of the civil war, 
the start of the crusade of the godly against Antichrist, Hartlib published 
his Englands Thankfulnesse. This work, which is permeated with the Puri-
tan enthusiasm characteristic of that period, called for the unifi cation of 
the Protestant camp in order ‘to draw one line in the wayes of propagating 
Humane and Divine knowledge, that then they could easily ferment 
throughly the rest of the world with Learning and Reformation’.22 In this 
work, the endeavour which must be invested in order to bring the Jews to 
‘true conversion’ to Christianity was presented as one of the most impor-
tant aims of the Protestant camp and of the English people, along with the 
efforts to reform education and advance science, and to promote Protes-
tant unity and the reform of churches and churchmen. The footsteps of 
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redemption, heralding the realisation of God’s kingdom, require Protes-
tants to bring the Jews into the bosom of Christ, ‘because none are fi t to 
deale with them to bring them to Christ, but Protestants’. The effort is 
important, in his opinion, ‘in the care of building up Protestants within 
themselves’.23 However, in order to pave the way for the conversion of the 
Jews, which was prophesied in the Book of Daniel and in Revelations, it 
was necessary ‘to make Christianity lesse offensive, and more knowne 
unto the Jewes, then now it is, and the Jewish State and Religion as now it 
standeth more knowne unto Christians’. Thus the Protestants had ‘to 
perfect within themselves that part of knowledge and learning, which is 
necessary to prepare a way for their conversion’.24

Hartlib and Dury based their view of the place of the Jews in the mil-
lenary age on the English Protestant apocalyptic tradition which, from 
the time of John Bale on, made the Jew into a ‘glorious apocalyptic agent’, 
in absolute contrast to the eschatology of Martin Luther, according to 
which the Jews were destined, along with the Antichrist, Satan, and Gog 
and Magog, to be objects of the wrath of God.25

When he commented on the vision of the seven vials or Judgments in 
the Book of Revelations, Thomas Brightman maintained that the fi fth 
vial was connected with the destruction of Rome, which was supposed to 
take place in 1650, whereas the sixth vial, which would come afterward, 
referred to the conversion of the Jews.26 Hartlib and Dury drew freely 
upon Brightman’s apocalyptic teachings, which led to a radical rehabili-
tation of the Jews, as having to fulfi ll an actual historical function in salva-
tion history. However, they were infl uenced above all by Joseph Mede, 
whom Hartlib met in Cambridge during his fi rst visit to England from 
1625 to 1626, when Mede was fi nishing his highly infl uential work, Clavis 
apocalyptica, in which he argued that after the sixth vial, which signifi es 
the expected conversion of the Jews, will come the seventh and last vial, 
which signifi es Christ’s second coming and the start of the millennium. 
Mede expected ‘a parallel development of the Jewish Church and the 
Christian, which with the conversion of the Jews would unite them in 
New Jerusalem’.27

Hartlib and his circle indeed pinned great hopes upon the period 1650-
1656, and at a certain stage they viewed the years 1655-1656 as the time 
when the conversion of the Jews would be accomplished. They found sup-
port for this not only in their interpretation of the Book of Daniel and of 
Revelations but also in traditions and in persistent anecdotes that all 
joined together to reinforce their apocalyptic vision. Thus, for example, 
Hartlib noted in his Ephemerides, in 1650, what he had been told by Tho-
mas Goodwin

 
of a Portugal Iew once arrived at Amsterdam where H. Broughton and 
old Mr. Forbes were disputing and Broughton being too cholerick and 
not able to beare the blasphemies and hard speeches of the Iew, after 
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the conference was broke of the Iew came to Mr. Forbes approving his 
meeknes and to requite that kind disposition would entrust him with a 
great secret, which was nothing else but a Tradition common amongst 
the Iews viz. that if their Messias did not come in the year 1650 it should 
bee taken for granted that the Messias of the Christians was the 
Messias, which will make all overtures from the Iews about this time 
the more observable.28

As early as 1631 Dury had offered his opinion regarding the need to create 
a ‘meanes to perfect the knowledge of the Orientall tongues and to gaine 
abillities fi tt to deale with the Iewes, whose callinge is supposed to be 
neere at hand’.29 But these general ideas, which were meant to prepare the 
ground for the conversion of the Jews, became a full-fl edged programme 
only in the late 1640s as a result of the Puritan revolution. At that time the 
conversion of the Jews became one of the central goals that preoccupied 
Hartlib and his circle, both in their writing and their action: ‘a worke as 
most Divines conceave shortly to bee expected and without doubt at 
hand, but such as would not only bee a temporall but a true & eternall 
Honour to them that sought or furthered it’.30

In their view, the conversion was to take place by means of divine 
providence, and they did not regard human intervention of one kind or 
another for the purpose of its realisation as necessary or desirable. How-
ever, although Jewish studies were not conceived as a factor that would 
hasten the messianic process, they did regard the very awakening of inter-
est in the study of Hebrew in their time as an indubitable sign that the days 
of the millennium were imminent. Dury wrote on this matter quite ex-
plicitly in his letter to Hartlib, on 31 August, 1646:

 
for no doubt the tyme doth draw neer of their calling; & these 
preparatifs [Boreel’s efforts to publish a Latin translation of the 
Mishnah and other similar projects] are cleer presages of the purpose 
of God in his worke [...] & the many wayes wch are now intended for 
the facilitating of the studie of the Orientall languages amongst 
Christians is another token of the same purpose of divine 
Providence.31

In a similar spirit, but with a slightly different emphasis, Dury wrote in a 
letter to Hartlib toward the end of 1647: ‘I am still in the same mind I was 
in long ago concerning the Conuersion of the Iewes; that God will cer-
tainly bring it to passe’.32

In this letter Dury mentioned the means by which ‘the Iewes shall ob-
taine the mercy of beeing restored again unto God’. According to Dury, 
the grace that the Gentiles had received would play a decisive role in con-
verting the Jews, for: ‘the Riches of God’s graces upon the Gentiles shall 
not only provoke the Iews to Ieaousie & emulation [...] but it shall bee a 
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Meanes through which Grace will bee conveighed unto them’. This grace 
would attain ‘fulness’, the likes of which have never been seen, when the 
Protestants achieved unity, and purifi ed Christianity was disseminated 
among those who had not yet received it. All of this was to take place at a 
stage preceding the conversion of the Jews.33

Indeed, among the many educational programmes which Hartlib and 
Dury developed during the 1640s, in a desire to achieve an extensive re-
form in education in preparation for the millennial age, the subject of the 
Jews played a rather considerable part. One of their explicit goals was to 
prepare the means to create proper conditions for the conversion of the 
Jews, which was inevitable in any event. According to their approach, for 
Christians to assume such a weighty task, they would have to know the 
languages of the Jews and early rabbinical sources. This knowledge would 
make it easier for them to induce the Jews to acknowledge that the tidings 
of Christianity were marvelously consistent with the teachings of their 
major sages and even derived from them. Dury gave explicit expression to 
this in his A Seasonable discourse, which Hartlib published in 1649. As he 
wrote: ‘that the Christian religion doth teach nothing, but that Truth na-
kedly, which of old was darkly spoken of, and believed by the chief Doc-
tors of the Jewes Themselves, and from the beginning by Moses and the 
Prophets’.34

In 1646 Dury still believed that the most appropriate place to establish 
a centre to disseminate Jewish sources in translation was the city of Am-
sterdam, ‘where there is a Synagogue of the Iewes, & a constant waye of 
correspondencie towards the orientall parts of the world; & where there 
are some alreddie in a public waye intending the promotion of those stud-
ies’.35 Indeed, quite a few of Hartlib’s correspondents in Holland, who in-
cluded, among others, Johannes Moriaen, Justianus van Assche, Godo-
froid Horton and Petrus Serrarius, were especially interested in Jewish 
studies. Dury assumed that Ravius, who was held to be well versed in He-
brew sources, could play a major role in his plans, and that the Dutch cen-
tre ‘will be a place more fi t for his abode then any in england’.36 At the 
same time, from a series of letters and drafts that have come down to us, 
we fi nd that even then, along with these plans, Hartlib and Dury began to 
sketch proposals for the establishment of a Federative University in Lon-
don, one of whose colleges was to concentrate on Jewish studies. A print-
ed plan from 1647 speaks of three colleges: one Latin, one Greek and one 
Hebrew (a Utopian dream that was consistent with the other projects 
which Hartlib was a partner in advancing).37 In each of the colleges the 
students would specialise in one of the three languages. In Hartlib’s vi-
sion, after the establishment of such an institution

 
all forraigne Protestants of worth in this westerne world could send 
their sonnes to the University of London and our elder Brethren the 
Iews, now, their conversion to the Christian Faith is at hand, some of 
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you perhaps shall liue to see many of them come out of the East, and 
also heare them sing David’s Psalmes, and Hebrew songs joyfully with 
us, their westerne English Brethren here in London, when they are all 
come out of their Captivity, as blessed by the Lord we already are.38

In a short anonymous work, which has been preserved among the Hartlib 
papers, an even more ambitious plan is found. It speaks of the establish-
ment of colonies where Latin, Greek and Hebrew would be spoken, and 
young people would be sent there to settle and adapt to speaking and writ-
ing in those languages. With respect to the Hebrew colony, it would be 
composed ‘of such Iewes as are best learned & to whom the Hebrewe 
Tongue is most knowne & familiar’. The author of this plan had learned 
that the Jews of Thessalonika in Greece spoke among themselves no lan-
guage other than ‘the pur Hebrewe Tongue’. ‘If therefore some families of 
Iewes which use the Hebrewe Tongue & noe other amongst themselves 
were brought together into one village or Towne or Colledge, there would 
be a lively & perpetuall exercize of the Hebrewe Language’. However, the 
author of this proposal refrained from treating the cardinal question that 
this type of project ought to have awakened, which is ‘whether or noe and 
how [far] Iewes may be tolerated amongst christians [for] all the well 
thereof might be prevented by good Lawes’.39

In contrast, however, only Christians, not Jews, were supposed to 
study in the special college ‘for Conversions or correspondency of Jews 
and advancement of Oriental Language and Learning’ at the University of 
London with the eleven colleges as planned by Hartlib.40 This college was 
intended to foster the study of those Eastern languages which were need-
ed to read ancient Jewish and Christian sources, and for translations which 
would make it possible to circulate them among Christians. An additional 
task that they sought to accomplish was the translation of the New Testa-
ment into Hebrew so that Jews could identify their own pure faith in it, the 
faith that their leaders denied when they rejected the message of Jesus. 
The names of Boreel, Ravius and even of Rabbi Menasseh ben Israel were 
mentioned as possible candidates for teaching posts in that proposed in-
stitution, but I doubt whether the Sephardic rabbi of Amsterdam was in-
volved in any way in this plan or that he knew about it at that stage. Con-
trary to the opinion expressed by Richard H. Popkin, I doubt whether he 
indeed was prepared to come and play the role in which he was cast by 
Hartlib and Dury.41

In A Seasonable Discourse Dury wrote in detail about the goals of the 
college ‘for the propagating of Orientall Languages’, which he saw as a 
central element in the great education reform that he was planning. This 
was to be in the spirit of the educational views that he had developed in 
cooperation with Comenius and Hartlib, according to which ‘the whole 
way of teaching must be made free, ingenuous and delightful’.42
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Just as the college ‘towards the advancement of Universal learning’ was 
intended to help people become more rational, so, too, the college for the 
study of ‘Oriental tongues and Jewish Mysteries’ was intended to make 
people more ‘pious’, since the ‘fi rst oracles of God’ were delivered in those 
languages, and the revelation of the true worship and religion was trans-
mitted to humanity by means of Judaism. Therefore a great blessing 
would accrue to Christianity if believers were given access to the hidden 
treasures that were preserved in the Oriental languages. This knowledge 
would assist Christians in better understanding their own faith. For al-
though they were aware of what they needed for salvation, and they were 
well acquainted with the new divine message, ‘yet we are then but half in-
structed for the advancement of the kingdom to the world, if we have not 
the old also’.43

Furthermore, knowledge of Oriental languages would help the Chris-
tians make contact with their Jewish contemporaries so as to bring them 
to acknowledge the truth of Christianity, which is consistent with the Old 
Testament. Dury also had concrete proposals for accomplishing his plan: 
he sought to obtain from the state the sum of £1,000 annually. He also 
hoped that the state would appoint overseers for the institute and that it 
would solicit private contributions to purchase manuscripts and to send 
emissaries abroad. These emissaries would contact Jews and negotiate 
with them so as to win them over to Christianity. Dury maintained that if 
this entire project were implemented, ‘it is very evident that the Glory of 
God [would] thereby be very much advanced, the honour of this Nation 
greatly upheld, and the reall intentions of Parliament, to propagate Reli-
gion and Learning manifested to their praise in this and after Ages’.44

This ambitious project was not implemented, and the hopes of Hartlib 
and Dury were never realised. They themselves never published any He-
brew or Jewish work, nor did they manage to raise the funds needed for 
the translation project that they envisaged. At the same time, they did not 
miss any opportunity that came their way to encourage cooperation with 
others, both Jewish and Christian, in publishing the basic texts of Juda-
ism. The point of departure for their approach was recognition that a 
considerable portion of the Jews of Western Europe, and especially of the 
Dutch Republic, with whom they had direct or indirect contact, them-
selves lacked suffi cient knowledge of their Jewish heritage. Hartlib and 
Dury believed that the correct socialisation of ‘the common sort of Iewes’ 
will make them know ‘wt the Constitution of their Religion is’, and by that 
way would make them susceptible of understanding the truth of Christi-
anity.45

It is only fair to note that this assumption, that a large number of the 
Jews of Western Europe, especially the simple folk among them, lacked 
suffi cient Jewish education, was not a fabrication. Until the mid-seven-
teenth century, most of the Jews of Amsterdam were former marranos 
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who had emigrated from Spain and Portugal, where they had received a 
Roman Catholic education. Their knowledge of Judaism, from which 
they had been forcibly separated, was vague and partial. In the new Jewish 
centre that they founded on their own in Amsterdam, Jewish educational 
institutions were indeed established. These were intended to facilitate 
the return of the New Christians to the Jewish religion. But the average 
level of knowledge of the Hebrew language and of Jewish subjects among 
the fi rst generation of immigrant marranos was rather thin and superfi -
cial.46 The German Jews, too, who emigrated to Amsterdam during the 
Thirty Years’ War were mainly people of limited Jewish education. Most 
of them were peddlers, livestock merchants and butchers. The tribula-
tions of the war and the disruption of emigration did not of course foster 
their erudition. Astonishingly, those Ashkenazi Jews, who came from 
centres where organised Jewish communities and institutions existed, 
came to depend socially and organisationally upon the new congregation 
of former marranos, who invested signifi cant resources in the education 
of the refugees from Germany in bom judesmo (proper judaism). Not un-
til the mid-1650s, with the arrival of waves of immigration from Poland-
Lithuania, in the aftermath of the Swedish invasion and the wars between 
Poland and the Muscovites, did Jews begin to settle in Amsterdam and 
Hamburg who possessed a rich and deeply rooted Jewish heritage.47

Certainly the Sephardic community in Amsterdam succeeded in es-
tablishing a splendid educational institution, in which innovative educa-
tional methods were employed. Studies there were graded and rational 
(showing no small infl uence from Jesuit pedagogy), and strong emphasis 
was placed on the systematic teaching of the Hebrew language. Neverthe-
less, the activity of this institution, and even its success, could not improve 
signifi cantly the pale Jewish character of the adult marrano immigrants. 
With respect to the younger generation of pupils, the curriculum and the 
methods of study in the Amsterdam educational institution could not 
bring them to impressive achievements in knowledge of Jewish legal lit-
erature. In this fi eld they could not compete with the products of the tra-
ditional yeshivas in the Ottoman Empire and Poland-Lithuania. Me-
nasseh ben Israel and Jacob Judah Leon, the two most prominent Jews 
who maintained close and long-standing ties with the Hartlib circle, were 
indeed the products of Sephardic Jewish education in Amsterdam. Both 
of them had decent command of the Hebrew language, even receiving ap-
pointments as teachers and rabbis. Their command of several European 
languages (especially in the case of Menasseh ben Israel) and their rather 
broad theological training permitted them to make connections with rep-
resentatives of the République des lettres of their generation. However, 
they belonged to a thin stratum of ‘clerics’ who were active in the Western 
Sephardic Jewish communities.48 These were few in number in compari-
son to ‘the common sort of Iewes’, who constituted the majority of the 
communities of Amsterdam, Middelburg and Hamburg.
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Therefore we need not be surprised by the importance that Hartlib and 
some of his correspondents attributed to the publication of a vocalised 
Hebrew edition of the Mishnah in 1646. Without doubt, the intended 
readership addressed by this edition was principally Jewish, and there-
fore it was decided to conceal the role played by Boreel in its preparation: 

Fig. 1
Title page of Mishnayot 
with annotations by 
Yomtov Lipman and 
Solomon Adeni. 
(Amsterdam 1646), 
Bibliotheca Rosenthaliana, 

Ros. 1899 G 28 (Rok A-1230)
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‘because if it should bee put forth under the name, or by the Industrie of 
any Christian, it would not bee of Credit amongst them’.49

Popkin has maintained that ‘even if Boreel did all their work’, he need-
ed a rabbinical ‘cover’ so as to make the book acceptable to the Jews. How-
ever, it seems more likely that most of the work was actually done by Jacob 

Fig. 2
First page of Berakhot. 
Mishnayot with annotations 
by Yomtov Lipman and 
Solomon Adeni. (Amster-
dam 1646), Bibliotheca 

Rosenthaliana, Ros. 1899 

G 28 (Rok A-1230)
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Judah Leon, who not only vocalised the Hebrew text, but also arranged 
the inclusion of the traditional commentators as an accompaniment to 
the text. Leon is described in a letter of 1647 as ‘one of the most learned 
amongst their Rabbies’50, a statement that is not consistent with Popkin’s 
opinion that ‘Boreel [...] was apparently a better Hebraist than the Rab-
bi’.51 The part played by Boreel in this project was that of the initiator, in 
that he employed Rabbi Jacob Judah Leon in Middelburg for more than 
eight years and paid him for his work. The Jews sought to conceal Boreel’s 
role as the initiator and publisher, and for that reason the edition was pro-
duced in the printing house of Menasseh ben Israel, which was trans-
ferred to his son Joseph in that year. Menasseh ben Israel, who, without 
knowing about Boreel’s enterprise, had also begun a similar project of 
vocalising the Mishnah, wrote the foreword, which was placed before the 
introduction by Rabbi Jacob Judah Leon.52

It is particularly interesting that for Boreel, Dury and Hartlib, there 
was a special reason for preparing a vocalised Hebrew edition of the 
Mishnah. The Mishnah, which was edited and completed in the early 
third century, contains the elements of the Oral Law, and it is the halakhic 
code that constitutes the basis of the Talmud. It was consolidated at the 
time of the emergence of Christianity, when it parted ways with Judaism. 
It seems likely that Boreel and his correspondents in England assumed 
that in order for them to be able to convince the Jews of the truth of the 
Christian message, it was important for the Jews to know the ancient rab-
binical work which was composed by their spiritual leadership at the time 
of Jesus and his disciples. Knowledge of this Jewish heritage would, in the 
opinion of the Hartlib circle, make it easier for the general Jewish public, 
which lacked an adequate Jewish education, to understand the Jewish ele-
ments of Christianity. They could be brought to recognise the elements 
common both to their Sages and the teachings of Jesus, and it could be 
proven to them that it was not Christianity which had strayed from the 
prophetic tradition, but rather the Pharisees, the Sages of the Mishnah, 
who were active at the time of the appearance of the Christian messiah.

The Hebrew edition was also intended so ‘that the learned sort of 
Christians upon the same discoverie might bee able to know how to deale 
with them for their Conviction’.53 In other words, Christian scholars 
could, after studying the Mishnah, better respond to their Jewish adver-
saries. However, in a letter sent to Hartlib on 8 September 1646, Dury al-
ready acknowledged that the Hebrew edition of the Mishnah, unless ‘it 
bee translated into Latin that it will not bee much affected amongst our 
Hebricians’.54

From the correspondence of 1659-1661 between Hartlib and John 
Worthington, master of Jesus College in Cambridge, we learn that indeed 
the Hebrew edition of the Mishnah did not enjoy commercial success in 
the English Christian community. Hartlib did not manage to sell even a 
single copy of the consignment of three hundred which he had received 
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from Boreel.55 The correspondence of Mersenne reveals that the copies 
that had been sent to Paris and elsewhere met a similar fate.56 This sup-
ports our estimation of the dismal state of Hebrew studies at that time. 
The enthusiasm of Hartlib and his friends did not inspire a broad public 
of interested people, but this fact did not discourage their efforts to reach 
additional readers by means of the Latin edition upon which Boreel was 
working. In December 1660 Worthington announced in one of his letters 
to Hartlib: ‘I know no two designs so considerable for such like advan-
tages to Christianity, as the publishing this ancient body of the Jewish re-
ligion, the Mishneh and also the Alcoran, in a language generally known, 
as the Latin is’.57

Regarding the Koran, it is interesting to note that as early as 1649 
Dury referred seriously to the importance of studying this work for the 
purpose of refuting it. In a letter Dury asked Benjamin Worsley to ascer-
tain from Moriaen or from Boreel in Amsterdam whether Menasseh ben 
Israel or any of the other rabbis knew ‘whether the Iewes have never writ-
ten any thing against the Alcoran? or against Mahomet to refute his Reli-
gion? and if they have controverted with him in former times [...] whether 
among the Iewes there is no History exstant of the life of Mahomet?’.58 In 
this instance, the experience of the Jews in theological disputes with Mus-
lims was supposed to assist the Christians and provide them with addi-
tional arguments in their polemic against Islam.

Hartlib and the members of his circle continued to show interest in 
the Latin translation of the Mishnah, upon which Boreel had been work-
ing for years, though their hopes of seeing it completed were foiled. Bo-
reel maintained that there was no reason to publish the Latin translation 
without the traditional Jewish commentaries, for the Christian public 
could not understand the text without accompanying explanations. Simi-
larly the translation into Spanish, upon which Templo was working, with 
guidance from Boreel, could not achieve its goals among Sephardic Jew-
ish readers who did not know Hebrew, because of the diffi culty of the 
text: ‘for the words are so few & [...] of uncouth & unaccustomed mat-
ters’.59 It would be incomprehensible unless presented with the classical 
Jewish commentaries. Thus Boreel died in 1665 without seeing the com-
pletion of the project upon which he had worked for more than twenty 
years.

Rabbi Jacob Judah Leon had meanwhile earned considerable profi t 
from another project, also initiated by Boreel. At the time that both of 
them were promoting the Mishnah project in Middelburg, Boreel fi -
nanced the construction of a model of Solomon’s Temple, making use of 
the rabbi’s great expertise in this matter. As early as 1642 Jacob Judah 
Leon composed a work in Spanish on the fi rst Temple, which was pub-
lished in Holland, and afterward translations into other languages were 
printed.60 Worthington had seen the book in French translation in 1661 at 
the home of Dr Ralph Cudworth, but by mistake he attributed it to the 
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Venetian Rabbi Leone Modena.61 Jacob Judah Leon’s fascination with the 
Temple gained him the appellation, ‘Templo’. For millenarians the sub-
ject of the Temple was of double importance. At a time when the mes-
sianic age was at hand, it was important to inquire into the form and di-
mensions of the original Temple, which was to be rebuilt upon the arrival 
of the redeemer. At the same time, since the First Temple had been erect-
ed according to divine measurements, and was a kind of microcosm of all 
of creation, acquiring knowledge of its exact form became a challenge of 
major importance for those preparing themselves for the commence-
ment of the millennial age.62 Dury saw the model in 1646 and regarded it 
as an additional means both for learning more about the Jews and also to 
convert them to Christianity:

& yt one peece of discoverie of Jewish matters will be an inlett to the 
manifestation of all other things wch concerne the tenour of their 
Religion: & so a meanes to raise mens thoughts to mind them, & to 

Fig. 3 
Rabbi Jacob Judah Leon 
Templo’s broadsheet of the 
Tabernacle, accompanying 
his model of the Temple. 
Hand-coloured poster, 
Bibliotheca Rosenthaliana, 

Ros. A 7-1
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compare their former & latter wayes of worshipping God & to offer 
unto them yt truth of worship wch is most spirituall, wch the prophets 
have foretold should be exercised in the Kingdome of the Messias.63

When Rabbi Templo moved to Amsterdam, he took the model with him 
and exhibited it for a fee in his house and elsewhere to large crowds of 
sightseers. In time his house became a well-known and popular tourist 
attraction. In the summer of 1661 the syndics of the Sephardic congrega-
tion of Amsterdam, in view of the ‘scandal that results from the fact that 
goyim enter the house of Jacob Judah Leon the teacher on sabbaths and 
holidays’, decided to forbid him to open his private museum on those 
days.64

However, although Hartlib and Dury showed great interest in hala-
khic and rabbinic literature, and viewed its dissemination and study, both 
among Jews lacking Jewish education and also among Christian scholars, 
as a central tool in the effort to bring about the conversion of the Jews, 
they were particularly fond of the Karaites. That sect, which had split off 
from Judaism during the early Middle Ages, had fl ourished greatly, both 
with respect to their numbers and also to their religious and intellectual 
productivity, in Islamic countries from the tenth century on. Karaism op-
posed the Oral Law and the authority of the Talmud, challenging the sac-
ral and central leadership of the Exilarch and the Geonim (the heads of 
the great rabbinic academies in Babylonia).65 This opposition continued 
for generations, and the Karaites persisted in denying rabbinical author-
ity and the source of that authority. Although Karaism was in retreat dur-
ing the seventeenth century, important Karaite centres still existed in the 
Ottoman Levant and in Lithuania.66 Moreover, particularly in that cen-
tury, Hebraists, especially Protestant scholars, began to display great in-
terest in the nature of the Karaites and their place in Judaism.67 Dury had 
learned about them from Rittangel, who had encountered them in Turkey 
and Eastern Europe and who was ‘above twenty years conversant with 
them’.68 In the mid-17th century many Karaite manuscripts were pur-
chased by diplomats and merchants for collections and libraries and be-
gan to fi nd their way from Turkey to Leiden, Paris and elsewhere in West-
ern Europe. In his introduction to the book by Thomas Thorowgood, 
Jews in America or the Probabilities that the Indians are Jews, written in 1649, 
Dury praised the advantage of the Karaites over Talmudic Jews. He de-
fi ned the main difference between them in outlines identical to that be-
tween Protestants and Catholics:

[...] for the Pharisees, as the Papist, attribute more to the Authoritie 
and traditions of their Rabbis and Fathers than to the word of God; but 
the Caraits will receive nothing for a rule of faith and obedience but 
what is delivered from the word of God immediately [...] These two 
sects are irreconcilably opposite to each other, and as the Papists deale 
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with Protestants, so do the Pharisees with the Caraits, they persecute 
and supress them and their profession by all the meanes they can 
possibly make use of [...] 

According to Dury, the Karaites are also preferable to the Pharisaic Jews 
because of their more spiritual view of the messiah and his kingdom, 
which is ‘little different from what the better sort of Christians truly be-
lieve, and professe of these misteries’. In view of all this, and considering 
that prophecies about the future of Israel in the messianic age were pro-
claimed before the split between Rabbinic and Karaite Judaism, Dury 
also brought the latter into the apocalyptic drama, giving them a central 
place alongside the Ten Lost Tribes, which had supposedly been discov-
ered in the New World. Together, they would lead Israel to the Holy Land 

- the Karaites from the East and the Tribes from the West. Along with the 
true Protestants, the Karaites would serve as the holy army to fi ght the 
war of God in the Battle of Armageddon: ‘the true Protestants with the 
one troope and the true Caraits with the other’.69

Thus, at the end of 1655, during the sessions of the Whitehall Com-
mission which was appointed by Cromwell to discuss the proposal of 
Menasseh ben Israel for the return of the Jews to England, Boreel, who 
had arrived in London a short time earlier, suggested, not surprisingly, 
that the Karaites should also be invited to come. Hartlib, in a letter to 
Worthington dated 12 December 1655, expressed agreement with the 
idea ‘that the Caraites might be invited hither and encouraged, being such 
as begin to look towards their engraffi ng again’.70 However, when Dury, 
who had gone even further a few years earlier in order to exalt and praise 
the Karaites, whom he viewed as proto-Protestant Jews, was asked by 
Hartlib for his opinion on this subject, he answered unequivocally that 
the proposal to invite the Karaites, too, could undermine the efforts to 
bring the Jews to England, for ‘to call in the Caraits would fright away 
these [=the Jews], for they are irreconcilable enemies’.71

In the second half of the seventeenth century, the Karaites became an 
important topic in Protestant discourse in Western Europe, but it was a 
Catholic, Richard Simon, who was particularly well disposed toward 
them, regarding them as ‘juifs épurés’. More than anyone else he contrib-
uted to the identifi cation of the Karaites with proto-Protestantism, and in 
various Protestant centres people began to view the Karaites as a possible 
bridge between Christianity and Judaism.72 However, despite manifest 
sympathy with the Karaites on the part of Hartlib and his circle, they nei-
ther succeded in making any actual contact with them, nor made any spe-
cial effort to do so. In fact, they sought to build the bridge between Chris-
tianity and Judaism uniquely upon the discourse with Rabbinic Judaism 
which they sought to develop. In the late 1650s they even entertained the 
idea that it would be possible to attract Rabbinic Jews to Christianity, 
who could continue to observe the Laws of Moses and at the same time be 
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willing to acknowledge that Jesus was the messiah. Dury suggested, in an 
undated memorandum, that it would be possible to continue observing 
the commandments of Judaism and yet become a Christian, if one simul-
taneously believed in the teachings of Jesus:

Wherefore I conclude upon what I have said that the Law of Moses is 
not yet abrogated or ceased, but that a Iew beleeving on Christ may 
remain a Iew and may also in Truth be called a Christian and if I 
conclude rightly I could wish that this might be publikly taught and 
maintayned as a meanes to draw the unconverted Iewes to Christ who 
remain to [zealous?] for the law of Moses for probabely this being thus 
taught it might moue them more seriously to consider of our savior 
who was so far from being an Enemy to their Law that hee was a 
zealous performer and maintainer thereof, and if this be a truth and so 
necessary a truth how blameworthy shall we be in supressing thereof 
and hereby so much as in us lyeth hinder their conversion.73

At that time Henry Jessey addressed Dury and Hartlib in this spirit re-
garding a Jew named Meyer Isaac, who had fl ed from Poland during the 
pogroms there and sought employment in England. On other occasions 
Jessey had made appeals for the poor Jews of Jerusalem and for the Jewish 
victims of the wars in Poland, in hopes that acts of charity by Christians 
would inspire them to adhere to the teachings of Jesus. He regarded the 
welcoming of Meyer Isaac and others like him as a chance to attract Jews 
who believed in Jesus to pure Christianity:

The bearer, a Iew-borne, being directed unto me by some; and I can 
understand but little of his language: [yet] Because he seems expert in 
the Hebrew; and to beleev the Messias is come, & that Iesus is He: and 
seemes plain in his profession, and [saith he] beleves not ther are 3 
Gods, as he thinks Christians do: he saith, he is not a Christian. But he 
seemes to be ingenuous & docible. I entreat you not to be offended 
with me, that thus I send him to you, to do for him, according to his 
Petition, what in you is. Compassion to the Banished Iews from Poland, 
will not be forgotten by the Lord at the day of Recompences.74

The late 1640s, when Hartlib and Dury were immersed in formulating 
their comprehensive educational plans, were also years of intense activity 
in laying the foundations that were to permit the conversion of the Jews. 
Both of them encouraged Menasseh ben Israel to engage in diplomatic 
and propaganda efforts to promote the return of the Jews to England. Ru-
mours about the discovery of the lost tribes in America fi red Dury’s im-
agination. He wanted to hear the opinion of the Sephardic Rabbi of Am-
sterdam regarding the report of the former marrano, Antonio de 
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Montezinos, who related that he had made an astounding discovery in 
the Andes mountains in 1644, purportedly locating remnants of the lost 
tribes.75

Menasseh ben Israel’s response grew until it became a comprehen-
sive treatise on the subject, which was published fi rst in Spanish and Lat-
in. Within a short time it was translated into English, with Dury’s encour-
agement, by Moses Wall, another millenarian who was close to Hartlib 
and also a friend of Milton.76 Menasseh ben Israel’s treatise, though the 
messianic motif is central in it, was far more restrained with respect to the 
arrival of the messiah in the visible future. Menasseh was prepared to say 
on the subject no more than: ‘Though we cannot exactly shew the time of 
our redemption, yet we judge it to be near’.77

Menasseh ben Israel was indeed encouraged by the sympathy he 
found among the English and other millenarians and also by the fact that 
they allocated a prominent role to the Jews in the messianic drama, which, 
in their opinion, was to take place in the near future. But at the same time, 
it is doubtful that he went out of his way in his writing to express mes-
sianic hopes of his own. Menasseh ben Israel sought to gain the greatest 
possible advantage from his contacts with the millenarians, both from a 
personal point of view and also with respects to the interest of the Jews. 
Personally he hoped that his status would be enhanced, that he would suc-
ceed in distributing his books, and that he might even obtain an honour-
able post. His frustrations within his own community were well known, 
and he believed that delivery might come from the outside. The establish-
ment of a new community in London could have been useful to Sephardic 
merchants, especially in connection with their colonial trade, and it might 
have provided Menasseh ben Israel with a golden opportunity to serve as 
the chief rabbi (a post which he could not attain in Amsterdam) in a place 
where his reputation was already established among non-Jews.78

As late as 1655, in the well-known letter sent by Menasseh from Am-
sterdam to Paul Felgenhauer, there are no signs of active messianism:

Indeed is the advent of our Lord and Comforter at hand, for whom we 
have yearned for many generations, our Leader, the Messiah, indeed 
will He be sent so soon? Now you say that the time is approaching 
when God, who until now has been angry with us and turned His face 
away from us, will once again comfort and redeem His nation, not 
only from this captivity, which is worse than the captivity of Babylonia, 
from this servitude, which is worse than the servitude of Egypt, in 
which we long have been rotted away, but also from the injustice in 
which it is consumed. If only this were the truth, and to the degree that 
your tidings are good, to the same degree, could I only believe in it as I 
wish!’79
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Wall’s famous translation of Menasseh ben Israel’s book was published in 
1650 under the title The Hope of Israel, and in the following two years two 
more editions were printed. These included an essay by the translator 
himself: Considerations upon the Point of the Conversion of the Jews. Com-
pared to the relative caution of the rabbi from Amsterdam, Wall, who cor-
responded with Hartlib between 1652-1659, was penetrated with fervour 
regarding the messianic certainty: ‘this present age will see those things 
fulfi lled which we have waited and prayed for. [...] So I say, since Christ, 
no period of time so like to be that, in which the Jews shall be called, as this 
in which we live’. The conversion would take place ‘in an extraordinary 
way’.80

In a dispute held with Sir Edward Spencer in 1650, Wall again stated 
emphatically that, ‘the maine of their conversion will be from Heaven and 
extraordinary; though the Gentiles by provoking them to emulation, and 
also by their gifts and graces, may some way be auxiliary to them’.81 Wall’s 
essay was one of the most philo-Semitic documents composed by anyone 
in the circle associated with Hartlib. Wall did not spare words in bringing 
out the virtues of the Jews: ‘they have the same Humane nature with us’, 
‘their root is holy, though now the Branches be degenerate and wilde’, 
‘they were children and we were Doggs, and we Doggs have got the Chil-
drens meat before their bellies were full’. God had neither broken nor 
cancelled his covenant with them, but only ‘suspended’ it, and now, when 
their conversion would take place, and they once again became His peo-
ple, ‘He will manifest himselfe to them eminently, powerfully, and gra-
ciously, to forme them to be a people to himselfe’.82

A feeling of closeness to the millennium heightened the desire of 
Hartlib and Dury to work for the Jews’ return to England. Daniel 12:7 
states: ‘and when the dispersion of the Holy people shall be compleated in 
all places, then shall all these things be completed’. This prophecy prompt-
ed them to consider that England, too, must open its gates to the Jews, so 
as to guarantee their full dispersion. The help they extended to Menasseh 
ben Israel in his mission to Cromwell in 1655 is well known and described 
at length and in great detail in many studies.83 However, it must be said 
here that Dury’s relation to the Jews as a real ethnic and social entity was 
ambivalent and even reserved. His philo-Semitism and that of Hartlib 
was still dependent upon the fulfi llment of a mission, which became a 
necessary condition for their return to the bosom of divine favour: their 
conversion to Christianity. Dury usually described the actual Jews in pre-
millenarian times in less fl attering terms. In 1652 he still expressed reser-
vations regarding the acceptance of the Jews in England before their con-
version: ‘I doubt [...] wee should call them to our helpe in a Gospell 
Reformation before they have received Light to acknowledge Iesus Christ 
as their crucifi ed Messias’.84
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A more fully articulated opinion was printed in June 1656. This was based 
on the letters that Dury had written to Hartlib at the time of the fateful 
discussions on the return of the Jews, held at Cromwell’s instigation. 
There Dury expressed his caution and reservations regarding too a per-
missive policy that would allow the settlement of Jews in a sweeping, un-
supervised manner. Though he favoured legalisation of Jewish settlement 
and even found it desirable that the Jews should live in a ‘Reformed Chris-
tian Commonwealth’, he maintained that the subject should be ap-
proached with wisdom and proceed in a gradual manner. Menasseh ben 
Israel’s proposal regarding a large Jewish settlement, with extensive 
rights granted to the Jews, seemed undesirable to him:

his demands are great, & the use which they make of great priviledges 
is not much to their commendation here & elsewhere: they haue wayes 
beyond all other men, to undermine a state, & to insinuate into those 
that are in offi ces & preiudge the trade of others, & therefore if they 
bee not wisely restrained they will in short time bee oppressive, if they 
bee such as are here in Germany.85

For his part Hartlib had written a curious remark in his journal several 
months earlier. This concerned the reasons for the murder of Jews by 
Cossacks in the pogroms that had broken out in Poland in 1648-9. He 
blamed the Jews themselves for the murders committed by the Ukraini-
ans: ‘About 6 or 8 years agoe the Cossacks did kill of the Polish Iew’s, who 
formerly had vsed them very cruelly being either Innkeepers or Farmers 
of the Custom above 70. thousand’.86

Ultimately Dury did take a favourable view of granting the Jews per-
mission to settle in Protestant countries, including England, since the ac-
ceptance of foreigners is ‘a special dutie of Charitie unto all Christians’. 
Moreover, he assigned a special status to the Jews: ‘no nation of the world 
beeing a greater obiect of Charitie; & fi tter to bee pittied by Christians 
then Iewes’. Dury believed that the acceptance of the Jews in England had 
to be the result of considerations not of profi t but ‘out of Christian loue & 
compassion towards them’, and also of the hope that God’s goodness 
‘shall be fulfi lled both in them & us, when the Messiah shall returne in his 
glory’.87

At the same time, he did not always display consistency in his posi-
tions, and in his letter to Hartlib dated 18 December 1655 he explicitly 
mentioned the benefi t that would accrue to England in its war against 
Spain from the arrival of the Jews to settle there.88 However, so that the 
presence of the Jews would not harm the Christian foundations of society, 
he argued that the rulers of the state must set limits and boundaries to 
prevent them from endangering the state and society, and to encourage 
them to convert to Christianity: ‘Here at Cassell something hath beene 

Jews and Judaism in the Hartlib Circle

9502-06_01-11-06_ROS_D2.indd   2079502-06_01-11-06_ROS_D2.indd   207 08-12-2006   13:17:1208-12-2006   13:17:12



208

intended this way, by obliging them to come once a Moneth to a Lecture 
wherin the grounds of Christianitie were opened unto them’. Rulers must 
prevent them from doing anything prejudicial to Christianity, and espe-
cially prevent them from winning people over to their faith, and encour-
age them to hear the tenets of Christianity.89

Yet, Dury was willing to stipulate that in any agreement that England 
might sign in the future with another state, the interests of the Jews would 
also be guaranteed, including their protection from any persecution or 
oppression, ‘as with Spaine & Portugal & the grand Signor; & others, if 
any bee who seeke to destroy them’. The Law had to ensure that, to the 
same degree, no ‘offences between them & us’ should occur. The best 
way to do so was to require them to live separately and worship in their 
own language. The Jews were naturally more ‘high minded (meaning ‘ar-
rogant’) then other nations’. They would not refrain from oppressing the 
Gentiles, because they felt themselves oppressed by them ‘& imagine 
themselues the only noble people in the world; & therefore aspire to have 
not only libertie to live by themselves, but riches & power ouer others 
where euer they can get it’. Therefore the state must seek ways to prevent 
the ‘temporall inconveniences’ that were liable to emerge from ‘their cou-
etous practices & biting usury’.90

In due course, the year 1655 passed, and the conversion of the Jews 
dragged its heels. In letters sent to Hartlib from Lissa, Comenius had 
claimed that ‘the destruction of Babylon and the reconstruction of Sion is 
near, is coming, indeed has already come’.91 However, these expectations, 
too, came to naught. Instead, Lissa itself was destroyed on 27 April 1656 
by Catholic Polish soldiers, and the Unity of Brethren was forced to go 
into exile once again. Disappointment cooled the enthusiasm of some of 
the millenarians, and, in May 1655, Wall, in a despondent mood, asked 
Hartlib, ‘1655 year is passant & yet what hath God wrough[t]?’92

Some millenarians drew a certain encouragement from the good tid-
ings they received from Serrarius regarding the visit to Amsterdam in 
1657 of Rabbi Nathan Shapira from Jerusalem. They viewed this rabbi as 
a proto-Christian, believing he had expressed a positive opinion of Jesus, 
expressed regret that the Jews had executed him, and praised the Sermon 
on the Mount as the source of all wisdom.93 The report of Serrarius was 
in many respects an expression of wishful thinking, but the sentiments 
that it aroused in Dury and among the English and Dutch millenarians 
led them to organise a collection for the poor Jews of Jerusalem, and they 
gave Shapira a copy of the New Testament so that he could take it with 
him to the Land of Israel and have it translated to Hebrew. A year later 
they organised another collection and continued to monitor the condi-
tion of the Jews. Hartlib and his circle viewed the misery of the Jews, their 
willingness to accept assistance from Christians, and their efforts to has-
ten redemption by means of fasting and prayer as unmistakable signs of 
their imminent conversion.94
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Serrarius became the main conduit for millenarian ardour among Hartlib 
and Dury’s correspondents. In Restoration England he sought to see 
‘some shadow and Type of that great Restitution of the Kingdom in Israel’, 
following the statement of Arise Evans, the Royalist millenarian who told 
in 1652 that Prince Charles was ‘the means appointed by God’ for the con-
version of the Jews.95 In a letter to Dury Serrarius told of Nicolaes van 
Rensselaer, a young student of divinity and the son of a wealthy merchant 
in Amsterdam who had received a personal revelation in 1657, informing 
him that, in 1660, Charles II would be restored to the throne of his fathers, 
and that, during his reign, important events would take place, including 
the conversion of the Jews.96

Hartlib displayed less enthusiasm, and late in 1660 he wrote to Wor-
thington that ‘the world may not expect any great happiness before the 
conversion of the Jews be fi rst accomplished’.97 This remark may be inter-
preted in various ways. Certainly, in his last years Hartlib still displayed 
considerable interest in advancing the project of translating the Mishnah 
into Latin, and he attributed great signifi cance to the need for contact be-
tween Christians and Jews. Dury, and especially Serrarius, showed great 
interest in the messianic upheaval that broke out among the Jews between 
1664 and 1667 in the Ottoman Empire, drawing most of the Jewish com-
munities in the world in its wake. Dury regarded Shabtai Tsvi as a Jewish 
messiah who had come in order to show Christians that the Jews were still 
not worthy of a messiah of their own. Serrarius, by contrast, regarded 
Sabbateanism as an unmistakable sign of the fulfi llment of some of the 
millenarian prophecies. Even after Shabtai Tsvi converted to Islam, Ser-
rarius’ faith was not weakened, and in 1669 he set out for Turkey in order 
to meet him. However, death cut his journey short before he reached his 
destination.98

Millenarian philo-Semitism, which found one of its most fascinating 
expressions within the Hartlib Circle during the seventeenth century, 
contributed signifi cantly to a change in attitudes toward the Jews in early 
modern Europe. In contrast to traditional Christian hostility, which left 
no chance for the future rise of a Jewish collectivity as such, some of the 
most prominent millenarians in England and the Dutch Republic fore-
saw a brilliant future for the Jewish nation in the coming age, when all the 
prophecies that remained to be fulfi lled would be accomplished. The real 
and concrete Jews of that time became fi tting interlocutors for millenari-
ans like Hartlib and Dury, and they were to take an active and positive part 
in the restoration of mankind in the days of the messiah. Unlike those in 
the millenarian camp with similar attitudes who did not include the Jews 
in any of their practical plans, Hartlib and Dury sought to collaborate ac-
tively with Jews in a series of educational projects that were meant to pave 
the way for the great transformation in the age of the millenium. Also un-
like the Deists, Spinoza, Pierre Bayle and others who aspired for rational-
ist universalism, and who attributed the origins of religious intolerance to 
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the Jews, the Protestant millenarians in the Hartlib circle were respectful 
and sympathetic to the idea that the Jews had been God’s chosen people, 
and they even foresaw a great future for their ‘elder brethren’.

Their sympathy for the Jews appeared to depend upon imminent con-
version, but even when their hopes for this vanished, they did not give up 
their main vision and the place of the Jews within it. In 1674 Dury wrote 
Touchant l’intelligence de l’Apocalypse par l’Apocalypse même: Comme toute 
l’Escriture doit estre entendue raisonablement, in which he argued that most 
of the prophecies had indeed been fulfi lled, but that God had not en-
dowed the believers with the means to ascertain when those that remained 
to be fulfi lled would be completed.99 Hence true believers should absorb 
millenarian hope and give it a spiritual interpretation.100 If this was the 
case, it was possible to maintain the same degree of sympathy and respect 
for the Jews, regardless of whether their conversion had been accom-
plished.101 Thus, to paraphrase the thesis of Charles Webster regarding 
the impact of the Puritan worldview on the rise of modern science, ‘the 
Puritans evolved a system of values incorporating an extremely intense 
belief’ in the place and role of the Jews in the history of mankind. This 
belief, ‘while initially dependent on millenarian eschatology could persist 
as millenarianism gradually waned in signifi cance during the later part of 
the century, and became transmuted into a general secular belief’ in reli-
gious tolerance and acceptance of the otherness of the Jews.102
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