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For my father,

Maurice Diamant, an eternal optimist whose memory is a blessing, and for my teacher, Rabbi Lawrence Kushner



A young man studying for conversion turned to his teacher and said, “But, Rabbi Kushner, Fitzpatrick isn’t a Jewish name.”

To which Kushner replied, “It will be.”



Preface to the Revised Edition

A LOT HAS CHANGED SINCE Choosing a Jewish Life was first published in 1997. Some of the organizations listed in the first edition have ceased to exist, the Union of American Hebrew Congregations is now the Union for Reform Judaism, and the Jewish Reconstructionist Federation has become the Jewish Reconstructionist Community. Perhaps the most sweeping change is the way the Internet has made it so much easier to explore Judaism and the process of converting to Judaism, which has been a great boon for people who don’t have access to a Jewish community, who lack the confidence to approach a rabbi, or who are just starting to think about what it means to choose Judaism. 

The Jewish community has changed, too. There is far less reticence about conversion and converts. Jews-by-choice are given a public welcome and invited to talk about their journeys. 

“Their” stories are “our” stories. 

The nature of the choice has changed, too. The hospitality shown to the many people who are not Jewish but who have become integral parts of the Jewish community means that one does not have to become Jewish to be a member of a congregation or to be the parent of a child attending a Jewish school. Non-Jews are active in Jewish organizations as volunteers, and sometimes even as board members. It’s easier nowadays to find rabbis willing to perform weddings when one member of the couple is not Jewish—especially if a commitment is made to create a Jewish home.

With less pressure to convert in order to feel comfortable or welcome in the Jewish world, choosing Judaism is an act of the heart. 

Ask any rabbi who works with students for conversion and watch his or her eyes light up, because spending time with someone who has fallen in love gives you a contact high. People become Jewish because they love the heat and light of text study, because they want to be part of a people and history that loves justice, because they love the idea of belonging to a worldwide family, because they love Torah. 

Judaism has always made a place for seekers, and Jews-by-choice have always been a source of energy, vitality, and holiness. Today, however, conversion is more visible and has become a source of pride and a normative, joyful life-cycle event.

This change brings with it new songs, ceremonies, prayers, and poems to enhance and beautify the traditions of choosing Judaism. The rituals are essentially the same—powerful and profound in their own right. But their practice is even more thoughtful and deliberate—and more widely embraced. Nowhere is this more obvious than in use of the mikveh, or ritual bath, the final ritual on the journey to becoming Jewish and the only one required of converts of all ages, genders, and backgrounds. Liberal Jews, who once rejected the ritual, now see it as a meaningful way to enact the momentous change from not-Jewish to Jewish. 

The change from fear to rejoicing, from secrecy to open welcoming, is a profound and historic transformation, but we are far from completing the task. There are too many cities and towns where there is no welcoming or accessible mikveh. We have no data on exactly how many people convert to Judaism, nor is there any research about the qualitative impact of converts on Jewish families and community life. 

The most important and most needed change is still under way and will take time. It may take another generation, but eventually all talk of Jewish noses or Jewish names will cease, and people won’t assume that Asian or African American Jews must be converts because they don’t “look Jewish.” 

My hope is that Choosing a Jewish Life will continue to help readers make informed and meaningful Jewish choices. And if you are taking that journey, I hope you find a warm welcome wherever the path leads you.


My Conversion Story—and Yours

IT WAS A BEAUTIFUL JUNE MORNING. I was sitting in my car, parked on a residential side street and staring at the doorway of a substantial brick building that housed the professional office of Dr. Schlossberg, a urologist and mohel—someone who performs circumcisions. Jim Ball, my fiancé, had gone through the door a few minutes earlier, accompanied by our rabbi, Lawrence Kushner, to undergo hatafat dam brit, the ritual taking of a drop of blood, required by Jewish law of already circumcised male converts.

Nearly three years earlier, when I first fell in love with Jim, I realized that I’d found a life partner, someone with whom I could imagine having a family. At the time, I didn’t give a thought to the fact that Jim wasn’t Jewish. The issue of “intermarriage” didn’t even occur to me, nor did the possibility of conversion. But recognizing the depth of my commitment to Jim made me acutely aware of my own powerful need to transmit a sense of Jewishness to any child we might have together.

Jim, a lapsed Presbyterian, had no objection to the idea of raising Jewish children, and he was perfectly willing to help me build a Jewish home. The problem was mine. Not only was I nonobservant and unaffiliated, I had almost no knowledge of the traditions, history, or rituals of my heritage. Exactly what was it that I wanted to pass on to my theoretical children?

On the one hand, I knew myself to be utterly and unconditionally Jewish. My parents were Holocaust survivors, and although there was little ritual or observance in my childhood and my formal Jewish education was virtually nonexistent, I was raised to be proud of my heritage. However, unlike my parents and grandparents, I could not impart a purely ethnic or historical kind of Jewishness to my child. I would have to teach her how to be a Jew on my own terms. But what were my terms? What kind of Jewishness could I pass on?

In search of answers, I began to study and make a few tentative forays into Jewish practice. Jim not only supported me, he joined me. Together, we learned the blessings for lighting candles on Friday night, and after our Shabbat meal, we took turns reading aloud from Abraham Joshua Heschel’s poetic masterpiece, The Sabbath. It was Jim who found an advertisement seeking members for a Jewish study group, “no prior knowledge necessary.” With that small group of strangers who quickly became friends, we discussed Jewish history, fiction, and theology, and began to celebrate Hanukkah and Passover.

When I called Rabbi Kushner to ask him about performing our wedding, he answered by explaining the reasons why he did not officiate at interfaith marriages. And then he said, “But if your fiancé has any interest in talking about the possibility of converting, have him give me a call.”

When I repeated Rabbi Kushner’s words to Jim, he said, “Give me the phone number.”

That was our first “conversation” about conversion. In the process of accompanying me on my search for an authentic Jewish identity, Jim had found a spiritual and communal home for himself as well. And he decided to make it official.

Jim and I met with the rabbi regularly for a year after that, reading the books he assigned and attending an “Introduction to Judaism” course with about a hundred other people. In the small discussion group to which we were assigned, we heard stories about how difficult and even painful conversion to Judaism can be. One ambivalent young woman seemed to be attending simply to please her fiancé, while another woman, who was enthusiastic about becoming Jewish, had to confront rejection by her devout Christian parents. For one married couple, the husband’s desire to convert met with strong resistance from his born-Jewish wife.

After a year of reading, of attending meetings, and of “practicing” Judaism, the big day arrived; it began with my accompanying Jim to his appointment with Dr. Schlossberg. I waited in the car, and Jim eventually emerged from the building. “It’s nothing I’d ever want to do again,” he said with a wince and a grin, as he slid in beside me. Then we drove to the mikveh, where we met Rabbi Kushner and two other rabbis. The three of them made up the beit din, a court of Jewish law convened to evaluate Jim’s sincerity and readiness.

The rabbis asked him to talk about his decision to become a Jew and to explain his understanding of Shabbat, the Exodus from Egypt, how he planned to establish a Jewish home. After a spirited fifteen-minute conversation, the rabbis nodded at one another and sent Jim to prepare for his immersion.

I stood in the hallway and listened as Rabbi Kushner asked Jim if he was ready to enter into the covenant between God and the Jewish people—freely, without reservation, forever, and to the exclusion of all other faiths. The rabbi’s voice caromed around the little tiled room. Jim answered yes to every question and recited the blessings for conversion.

A few minutes later, we all walked out into the sunlight and the rabbis embraced Jim warmly. Rabbi Kushner said, “Welcome, brother.” Jim’s hair was still wet. Neither of us could stop smiling.

The following Shabbat morning, during services at what was now “our” temple, Jim spoke about the journey that brought him to Judaism and about his Hebrew name, which is Jacob. One week later, we were married under a huppah—a wedding canopy—made out of a prayer shawl that was my wedding gift to him.

There were really two newly minted Jews under that canopy. Were it not for Jim’s conversion, I wonder if I would have begun the exploration of Judaism that led me to write books about Jewish weddings, or Jewish baby rituals, or Jewish family life. His decision to become a Jew certainly inspired this book.

—

Every conversion story is fascinating, unique, precious. Every conversion story is the story of a journey, of a family, of a spiritual quest, of accidents that, in retrospect, don’t seem like accidents at all. Because every conversion story is touched by holiness.

Your conversion story is fascinating, unique, precious, and holy. When you become a member of the Jewish people, your story enriches the heritage of the Jewish people. It is a story that will belong to your children if you have children. But your story will also belong to the extended family that is the Jewish people, which will be forever changed by your presence.


INTRODUCTION 

The Journey to Judaism


May it be Your will, Adonai, God of our ancestors, to lead us in peace and guide our steps in safety so that we may arrive at our destination, alive, happy, and in peace.

FROM THE BLESSING RECITED BY TRAVELERS BEFORE EMBARKING ON A JOURNEY


CONVERTING TO JUDAISM is an extraordinary journey—a pro-cess of study, experimentation, growth, and self-discovery unlike virtually any other experience. Choosing Judaism means taking yourself outside the mainstream of American culture and into a parallel universe, where time moves according to an ancient cyclical rhythm, where familiar words have different meanings, where spirituality infuses daily life through blessings for every occasion.

Few people in your life may truly understand how profound, confusing, and beautiful it is to become a Jew. Non-Jews tend to see conversion as an expression of religious faith. Born-Jews, on the other hand, tend to think of conversion primarily in terms of family and children, and gloss over the spiritual and personal transformation involved.

But the Jewish world is full of people who understand completely. Accurate statistics are lacking, but as many as four thousand North Americans convert to Judaism annually—more than at any time in the past two thousand years.1

Most converts discover Judaism as a result of falling in love with a Jew. Others find their way through friendships, college courses, and coincidences that, at some point, begin to seem more like signposts than accidents. Regardless of why you started or how far you’ve traveled, by the time you’re reading a book called Choosing a Jewish Life, you already know that Judaism is a rich, appealing, and all-embracing way of life. By now you are probably also aware that becoming a Jew isn’t simple or easy because Judaism is so complicated and sometimes even contradictory.

Conversion is an exquisitely personal choice, and while it is not the goal of Choosing a Jewish Life to persuade anyone to become Jewish, the underlying assumption in these pages is that you are at least seriously considering the possibility. The “you” in these pages refers to the seeker, the student of Judaism, the Jew-in-process.

However, Choosing a Jewish Life does have an agenda. By encouraging you to shape the process of your own conversion, this book hopes to launch you into a lifetime of Jewish decision making. Because a “Jew-by-choice” is not someone who makes a single major decision called conversion; a Jew-by-choice is someone who makes a home inside the act of Jewish choosing.

There has always been more than one way to live a Jewish life. For centuries, Jewish communities of Northern Europe and those of the Middle East and Mediterranean had substantially different customs, melodies, food, and practices. Nevertheless, their commonalities outweighed the differences. They were all Jews. 

In the global village that is the twenty-first century, there are many more “Judaisms” from which to choose, many more labels and distinctions. It’s important to remember that the modern Jewish “movements” started in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, beginning with Reform and continuing with the Conservative, Orthodox, and Reconstructionist denominations. Beginning in the 1970s, Renewal Judaism challenged these formal divisions, and today there are Jews and congregations that call themselves non-denominational, post-denominational, or trans-denominational. To make matters even muddier, there are communities that claim the banner of secular Judaism or Jewish humanism.

There are all kinds of subtle differences between and among these groups, but there is a brighter line between liberal and orthodox*1 Judaism; Choosing a Jewish Life lays out the choices available within the liberal community.

For liberal Jews, halachah (Jewish law) is understood as a historical collection of human responses to the Torah, an ongoing process of interpretation, change, and revelation. 

For orthodox Jews, the Torah and the commentaries contained in the Talmud are God’s word and thus immutable. Their approach to conversion is rooted in Talmudic law and reflects historical precedents, including eras when converts and conversion were viewed with fear and suspicion. (See the appendix, “Your Story: A Short History of Conversion to Judaism.”) Although there are notable exceptions, most orthodox rabbis will not take on students for conversion but will recommend others who do so.2

—

Part One of Choosing a Jewish Life, “Making Your Way,” describes conversion as an act of redefinition. When you choose Judaism, familiar words and ideas may assume new and hitherto foreign meanings; the Holocaust, for example, becomes your nightmare. Christmas becomes somebody else’s holiday. Your decision also redefines your family of origin and your new Jewish family, and it changes things between you and your Jewish partner, too.

Part Two, “Preparation,” and Part Three, “Rituals,” explain the conversion process itself: from selecting a rabbi, to choosing a Hebrew name, to outlining the physical/spiritual gestures of transformation such as mikveh. Here you will discover the wealth of Jewish choices open to you from the very beginning of your Jewish life—choices that will enable you to make this life passage meaningful and memorable.

Part Four, “Celebrating Conversion,” describes ways to add simcha—joy—to the process of becoming a Jew.

Part Five, “Becoming Jewish,” contains suggestions for ways to find your footing and a spiritual home. Here you will find practical advice about choosing a synagogue, an introduction to performing mitzvot, and an invitation to Torah study—one of the great challenges and pleasures of Judaism.

In the appendix, “Your Story: A Short History of Conversion to Judaism,” you’ll find your decision reflected throughout the four-thousand-year saga of the Jewish people.


WHAT’S IN A NAME?

THROUGHOUT Choosing a Jewish Life, the terms “convert” and “Jew-by-choice” are used interchangeably. Nobody likes either term very much. As one Jew-by-choice put it, “The word ‘convert’ always makes me think of a currency exchange.” And while “Jew-by-choice” implies a more active stance, it’s clumsy.

In the Bible and in classical Jewish writings, the word for “convert” is ger (giyoret is the feminine form), a word that can also mean “stranger” or “sojourner.” “Proselyte” comes from the Greek translation of ger, and while its derivation is actually quite nice (from the word prosēlytos, “one who has arrived”), it sounds hopelessly quaint.

Some people object to any term that singles out converts as a separate category of Jews. Certainly, anyone who chooses Judaism is fully a Jew. Rabbinic tradition forbade making an issue or even mention of any convert’s origin for fear that born-Jews would lord it over those who began life as pagans. Today, however, “convert,” “Jew-by-choice,” ger, and “proselyte” are anything but insults. Within the pages of this book, they are honorific titles, a way to show respect.

As a Jew-by-choice, you inherit four thousand years of Jewish history, which is not just an academic or esoteric pursuit but a living presence. Self-conscious echoes of the Jewish past—from ancient Palestine, medieval Spain, and nineteenth-century Poland—suffuse contemporary Jewish prayer, study, and even the rhythm of the year. The Jewish calendar is studded with holidays that recall and, at Passover especially, reenact the past. The sanctification of history is an ongoing process for Jews, which is why, in 1951, the observance of Yom HaShoah (Holocaust Remembrance Day) became a permanent memorial to the six million Jews murdered by the Nazis.

“A people’s memory is its history,” wrote the Yiddish author Isaac Leib Peretz, “and like a person without a memory, so a people without a history cannot grow wiser or better.” Finding your place within Jewish history is a way to find roots as a Jew and to imagine yourself into the future of the Jewish people.

All of Jewish history is the heritage of every Jew, but just as Jews from Brooklyn seek out and swap stories from the old neighborhood, just as Jewish physicians are intrigued by the medical career of the twelfth-century physician-philosopher Moses Maimonides, the history of conversion to Judaism is uniquely yours. Everyone who converted before you is, in a sense, your spiritual ancestor.

The continuous presence of converts through Jewish history is not widely known; it is a “counter-history,” a largely undocumented but essential strand of life, like Jewish women’s history. The history of conversion is, however, present in every retelling of the Jewish past. It can be traced through rabbinical writings on how and why proselytes are to be accepted; it is documented in the names of those who are remembered as converts; and it is evident in the physical and racial diversity of the Jewish people.

Actually, Jews-by-choice bear an obvious and intimate connection to the very beginning of Jewish history in their names. When you become a Jew, you will be asked to choose a Hebrew name, but you will also automatically “inherit” the names of the father and mother of the entire Jewish people, Abraham and Sarah—neither of whom was born to Jewish parents, either.*2

Like virtually all other aspects of Judaism, conversion has changed over the past four thousand years: from simple assimilation into Israelite culture, to a short-lived period of active and successful proselytizing, to centuries when converts posed a mortal danger to Jewish communities and were suspected and feared. The contemporary welcome for converts represents both a new chapter in Jewish history and a return to the very beginning of Jewishness, to Abraham and Sarah and the souls who accompanied them, leaving the world of their parents to begin a new chapter in world history.

No one knows how many people are converting to Judaism today—there is no central registry, not have there been credible surveys. But everyone agrees that the numbers are more significant than they have been for nearly two thousand years. Jews-by-choice are literally changing the face of American Jewry.

Choosing a Jewish Life was written to make your experience of conversion as meaningful and joyful as possible by providing information, resources, suggestions, and, above all, welcome.

In the daily worship liturgy, the series of ancient Hebrew prayers called the Amidah asks God to bestow “tender mercies” on the people of Israel. The Amidah singles out certain groups for God’s special attention: these include the pious, the elders, and righteous proselytes.

Like you.





*1  I use the lowercase for “orthodox” as a modifier that embraces a broad range of practice to reflect the fact that, just as there are many “liberal” Judaisms, so are there many “orthodox” Judaisms, and never more so than today: from mainstream congregations that affiliate with the Orthodox Union to insular Hasidic sects to “Open Orthodox” schools and congregations that combine liberal values such as feminism and pluralism with traditional/orthodox practice. 

*2  For example, if you take the Hebrew name Rachel, you become Rachel bat Avraham Aveinu v’Sarah Imeynu—Rachel the daughter of Abraham our Father and Sarah our Mother. See “Choosing a Hebrew Name.”



Part One

MAKING YOUR WAY
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Why is it so important to my partner that I convert since he never sets foot in a synagogue?

If I convert with a Reform rabbi, why won’t all Jews recognize my children as Jews?

Is it fair for me to put my children at risk of anti-Semitism?

Why does the idea of having a Christmas tree make my wife so crazy?

How do I tell my parents I’m not going to take communion anymore?

How do I make a connection to the state of Israel?

Why don’t we talk about God more in my conversion class?

Can I go through with this even if I have doubts?

Should I ask my children to convert, too?
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THERE ARE MANY GATES into “the house of Israel.” The tradition suggests 613 entrances—one for each of the commandments contained in the Torah. But there are probably as many reasons for choosing Judaism as there are people who have chosen.

The expected answers—“I’m marrying a Jew” or “We want to give our children a single, clear religious identity”—only begin to tell the whole story of why anyone converts to Judaism.


I can’t say that I would be converting if I hadn’t met my fiancée. She’s certainly the reason I got into studying and taking the “Introduction to Judaism” course. But I am not converting for her. That would be hypocritical and hollow. She introduced me to Judaism, but I’m converting for me.

I’m a Jew because of my children who are Jews. I wanted to stand on the bimah during my older daughter’s bat mitzvah and hand her the Torah. It meant a lot to her, and it meant a lot to me, too. It was a great moment for all of us.


You may not be able to articulate all of the reasons you’re thinking about converting. You may even be embarrassed by some of them. Perhaps part of your decision has to do with the way that the melodies of Hebrew prayers move you to tears. Maybe it’s the way your Jewish in-laws have made you a part of their family. Or perhaps it was how the moon shone on your face in the temple sukkah last autumn.


Shabbat converted me. When my wife and I decided to marry, I thought that we’d just join a Unitarian church, where we could celebrate all kinds of holidays. But the rituals and rest and beauty of Shabbat—the wisdom of Shabbat—made me want to be a Jew.

I converted really because of a class I took in college. A Jewish professor of religion at my Catholic women’s college opened the Bible and started talking about it in a way that blew me away. Suddenly, there was room for me in the Bible. I couldn’t get enough of the Torah.

I’m converting because Judaism is a way of life. It’s not a once-a-week visit to a building or service but an everyday thing. I want to be a Jew so that my dining room table will be an altar. Because as Jews, it’s what I do—everything I do—that matters.


Nobody makes a choice as important as this without trepidation or ambivalence. Choosing Judaism means rejecting other paths and putting some distance between you and your family of origin. But doubt is a normal part of change. Brides and grooms have passing bouts of cold feet. Pregnant women who always longed to be mothers sometimes wonder if they’ve made a terrible mistake. Having moments of worry (or even panic) about what you’re doing doesn’t mean you’re unworthy
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