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From about the tenth until the eighteenth centuries the Ashkenazi Jews (of German origin) in the Holy Roman Empire and Poland-Lithuania had as their grassroots self-governing institution the kehilla or community. It performed many functions of a religious and secular nature similar to those of the European parish, but also to some degree those of merchant and craft gilds, religious brotherhoods, charitable institutions and, especially in Poland, municipal councils. The main differences between the two types of institution arose from the nature of religious doctrine and practice and the different roles of the rabbi and the priest. Prominent among the tasks of the kehilla's elected and appointed officials was collecting taxes for central and municipal governments. Led by the rabbis, they also passed legislation and exercised justice in matters solely concerning Jews. The local communities also provided the bedrock and the model for elected regional and national Jewish councils which negotiated with the rulers and their Estates in Brandenburg-Prussia and Poland-Lithuania about taxes, economic and religious privileges, and the security of the Jews. Once absolutist states took over the fiscal administration and more of the judicial authority over their Jewish subjects in the decades before the French Revolution, the regional and national councils were abolished and the local communities reverted to a more 'parochial' role. The wider significance of this pyramid of elected but oligarchic institutions and of the kehilla alone, where nothing above it existed, was twofold. It helped to integrate Jews to some extent into the political and economic life of Europe already in the centuries before the Enlightenment and French Revolution which have been traditionally held to mark the beginnings of modernity for Jews. It also was one of the factors which allowed the Jews to survive for two thousand years in Europe, and indeed in the communities of Sephardic Jews on the other side of the Atlantic, in an often hostile environment and without a state or a country of their own. 

