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Perspectives on Conversion to Judaism
Hazzan Rob Menes

Jewish Views on Conversion
Issues:

Who is a Jew?

How do Jews view non-Jews?

Do Jews proselytize?

What are the requirements for conversion?

How is conversion perceived within Judaism (by other Jews)?

How is conversion to Judaism perceived by those outside of Judaism?

	"When a proselyte comes to be converted, one receives him with an open hand so as to bring him under the wings of the Divine Presence." 

	(Leviticus Rabbah 2:9

	"Dearer to God than all of the Israelites who stood at Mount Sinai is the convert. Had the Israelites not witnessed the lightning, thunder, and quaking mountain, and had they not heard the sounds of the shofar, they would not have accepted the Torah. But the convert, who did not see or hear any of these things, surrendered to God and accepted the yoke of heaven. Can anyone be dearer to God than such a person?" 

	Tanhuma (ed. Buber),
Lekh Lekha 6:32

	"Beloved are proselytes by God, for the Bible everywhere uses the same epithet of them as of Israel" 

	(Talmud, Gerim 4:3)

	"Wherever you go, I will go. Wherever you lodge, I will lodge. Your people shall be my people, and your God my God. Where you die, I will die, and there I will be buried" 

	Ruth, a Moabite and the
great-grandmother of King David,
(Ruth 1:16-17)


	"You shall love the convert" 

	(Deuteronomy 10:19) 

	

	


Is the convert treated differently than one who was born of a Jewish mother? Should a person born of a Jewish father be considered Jewish?

Who is Considered Jewish?

Jewish Conversion and the Jew's Identity in the Modern Context 

Jun 4, 2009 Johanus Haidner 

There is sometimes some confusion as to who is considered to be Jewish, as there is some debate amongst the different sects. 
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Surprisingly, not all Jewish leaders agree as to who is considered Jewish. There are some historical and biblical reasons for this disparity of views, and they might surprise many.

The Orthodox View of Who is Jewish

In Jewish orthodoxy there are very strict criteria of who is considered Jewish. Surprisingly, these are not what is written in the bible. But there are good historical reasons for this. Anyone who is born to a woman who is recognized by the Orthodox criteria as being Jewish is Jewish. That is simple.

Those who convert to Judaism must have a full, proper conversion done. This means that there must be a bet din who approves the conversion, and the proper studies must have been completed prior to the meeting with the bet din (a panel of three orthodox rabbis), and that the proper conversion ceremonies must be observed.

The studies include Jewish history and culture, a basic understanding of Judaism as a religion, including some Torah study, and some basic Hebrew. These all, of course, help to understand the religion and that way the person who is considering conversion fully understand the requisite commitment.

If all of these studies are done, the bet din accepts the convert, and the proper ceremonies, including the immersion in the mikvah, are followed and performed, then the convert is considered to be Jewish. Orthodox rabbis often do not recognize conversions performed by the other two movements.
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The Conservative View of Who is Jewish

In the Conservative movement the criteria are pretty much the same as for the Orthodox. The largest difference is that the conservative movement will now recognize female rabbis and allow them to perform conversions, whereas the Orthodox will not.

There are some Orthodox rabbis who are recognizing Conservative conversions, as long as the proper rules are followed. But this is not yet universal. They do not seem to recognize Reform conversion, even if the rules are followed. Why this is has not been fully explained.

Anyone who is born to a Jewish woman is recognized as being Jewish by the Conservative movement.

The Reform View of Who is Jewish

In the Reform movement, some rabbis will recognize anyone who is raised with the Jewish religion and values as being Jewish, regardless of whether it is the mother or father (or both) who is Jewish. This is the largest difference between the groups. In the Reform movement, the same protocols are to be followed in conversion (bet din, studies, ceremony, mikvah, and so on) as with the other movements.

However, the Reform movement also recognizes female rabbis and allows them to perform conversions. These conversions are not always recognized by the other two movements. Reform Jews consider anyone converted by any of the three movements to be Jewish.

The Reasons Behind the Differences

Historically, before the Roman conquest of Israel, all Jews were recognised as Jewish if the father was Jewish. This was because the father in a household was responsible for the religious upbringing of the children, therefore they would be following his religion.

In the Roman era there were many rapes of Jewish women and children were often born out of wedlock and without a father. Therefore the religious leaders at the time decided that since it's always known who the mother is, that Judaism would pass down through the mother from then on. The Reform movement recognizes the religious responsibilities of the father and the household and therefore also recognises the intent in the ancient ways and allows those to be followed, rather than having to convert a baby or infant.

In the early days of the Reform movement there were instances when the full conversion requirements were not always followed. Sometimes it was difficult to find a bet din, for example. And they were the first to allow female rabbis. This is why the other two movements don’t always recognise a Reform conversion. There are similar reasons behind why an Orthodox rabbi may not recognise a Conservative conversion. Simple, straight-forward, yet fraught with controversy.

If one is really confused when it comes to who is considered Jewish, the best thing to do is to talk to a rabbi. Know one’s family history. And if interested in converting carefully consider your choice and the consequences of becoming Reform, Conservative or Orthodox.

	 (from Judaism 101)
Jewish Attitudes Toward Non-Jews 

Level: Basic 
	


Judaism maintains that the righteous of all nations have a place in the world to come. This has been the majority rule since the days of the Talmud. Judaism generally recognizes that Christians and Moslems worship the same G-d that we do and those who follow the tenets of their religions can be considered righteous in the eyes of G-d. 

Contrary to popular belief, Judaism does not maintain that Jews are better than other people. Although we refer to ourselves as G-d's chosen people, we do not believe that G-d chose the Jews because of any inherent superiority. According to the Talmud (Avodah Zarah 2b), G-d offered the Torah to all the nations of the earth, and the Jews were the only ones who accepted it. The story goes on to say that the Jews were offered the Torah last, and accepted it only because G-d held a mountain over their heads! (In Ex. 19:17, the words generally translated as "at the foot of the mountain" literally mean "underneath the mountain"!) Another traditional story suggests that G-d chose the Jewish nation because they were the lowliest of nations, and their success would be attributed to G-d's might rather than their own ability. Clearly, these are not the ideas of a people who think they are better than other nations. 

Because of our acceptance of Torah, Jews have a special status in the eyes of G-d, but we lose that special status when we abandon Torah. Furthermore, the blessings that we received from G-d by accepting the Torah come with a high price: Jews have a greater responsibility than non-Jews. While non-Jews are only obligated to obey the seven commandments given to Noah, Jews are responsible for fulfilling the 613 mitzvot in the Torah, thus G-d will punish Jews for doing things that would not be a sin for non-Jews. 

The Seven Laws of Noah

According to traditional Judaism, G-d gave Noah and his family seven commandments to observe when he saved them from the flood. These commandments, referred to as the Noahic or Noahide commandments, are inferred from Genesis Ch. 9, and are as follows: 1) to establish courts of justice; 2) not to commit blasphemy; 3) not to commit idolatry; 4) not to commit incest and adultery; 5) not to commit bloodshed; 6) not to commit robbery; and 7) not to eat flesh cut from a living animal. These commandments are fairly simple and straightforward, and most of them are recognized by most of the world as sound moral principles. Any non-Jew who follows these laws has a place in the world to come. 

The Noahic commandments are binding on all people, because all people are descended from Noah and his family. The 613 mitzvot of the Torah, on the other hand, are only binding on the descendants of those who accepted the commandments at Sinai and upon those who take on the yoke of the commandments voluntarily (by conversion). In addition, the Noahic commandments are applied more leniently to non-Jews than the corresponding commandments are to Jews, because non-Jews do not have the benefit of Oral Torah to guide them in interpreting the laws. For example, worshipping G-d in the form of a man would constitute idolatry for a Jew; however, according to some sources, the Christian worship of Jesus does not constitute idolatry for non-Jews. 

There is a growing movement of non-Jews who have consciously accepted these seven laws of Noah and chosen to live their lives in accordance with these laws. This movement is referred to as B'nei Noach (Children of Noah). For more information about the B'nei Noach movement and the Noahic commandments, see Chavurath B'nei Noach of Fort Worth, Texas. 

Goyim, Shiksas and Shkutzim

The most commonly used word for a non-Jew is goy. The word "goy" means "nation," and refers to the fact that goyim are members of other nations, that is, nations other than the Children of Israel. 

There is nothing inherently insulting about the word "goy." In fact, the Torah occasionally refers to the Jewish people using the term "goy." Most notably, in Exodus 19:6, G-d says that the Children of Israel will be "a kingdom of priests and a holy nation," that is, a goy kadosh. Because Jews have had so many bad experiences with anti-Semitic non-Jews over the centuries, the term "goy" has taken on some negative connotations, but in general the term is no more insulting than the word "gentile." 

The more insulting terms for non-Jews are shiksa (feminine) and shkutz (masculine). I gather that these words are derived from the Hebrew root Shin-Qof-Tzadei, meaning loathsome or abomination. The word shiksa is most commonly used to refer to a non-Jewish woman who is dating or married to a Jewish man, which should give some indication of how strongly Jews are opposed to the idea of intermarriage. The term shkutz is most commonly used to refer to an anti-Semitic man. Both terms can be used in a less serious, more joking way, but in general they should be used with caution. 

If you are offended to hear that Jewish culture has a negative term for non-Jews, I would recommend that you stop and think about the many negative terms and stereotypes that your culture has for Jews. 

Conversion

In general, Jews do not try to convert non-Jews to Judaism. In fact, according to halakhah (Jewish Law), rabbis are supposed to make three vigorous attempts to dissuade a person who wants to convert to Judaism. 

As the discussion above explained, Jews have a lot of responsibilities that non-Jews do not have. To be considered a good and righteous person in the eyes of G-d, a non-Jew need only follow the seven Noahic commandments, whereas a Jew has to follow all 613 commandments given in the Torah. If the potential convert is not going to follow those extra rules, it's better for him or her to stay a gentile, and since we as Jews are all responsible for each other, it's better for us too if that person stayed a gentile. The rabbinically mandated attempt to dissuade a convert is intended to make sure that the prospective convert is serious and willing to take on all this extra responsibility. 

Once a person has decided to convert, the proselyte must begin to learn Jewish religion, law and customs and begin to observe them. This teaching process generally takes at least one year, because the prospective convert must experience each of the Jewish holidays; however, the actual amount of study required will vary from person to person (a convert who was raised as a Jew might not need any further education, for example, while another person might need several years). 

After the teaching is complete, the proselyte is brought before a Beit Din (rabbinical court) which examines the proselyte and determines whether he or she is ready to become a Jew. If the proselyte passes this oral examination, the rituals of conversion are performed. If the convert is male, he is circumcised (or, if he was already circumcised, a pinprick of blood is drawn for a symbolic circumcision). Both male and female converts are immersed in the mikvah (a ritual bath used for spiritual purification). The convert is given a Jewish name and is then introduced into the Jewish community. 

In theory, once the conversion procedure is complete, the convert is as much a Jew as anyone who is born to the religion. In practice, the convert is sometimes treated with caution, because we have had some of bad experiences with converts who later return to their former faith in whole or in part. However, it is important to remember that Abraham himself was a convert, as were all of the matriarchs of Judaism, as was Ruth, an ancestor of King David. 

For more information about conversion to Judaism, see The Conversion to Judaism Home Page. The information provided by Professor Epstein at that site is written from a Conservative perspective, but is valuable to anyone considering conversion to any movement of Judaism. 

Return Conversion to the Rabbis

Opinion

By Marc D. Angel

Published January 06, 2010, issue of January 15, 2010. (Forward)
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For centuries, rabbis steeped in Torah and Halacha have served as the gatekeepers of the Jewish people. They have determined which non-Jews may join the Jewish people as converts.

Halachic literature provides a wide array of opinions and attitudes relating to conversion. In recent years, however, the more extreme views espoused by the Haredi rabbinic establishment have gained predominance — and those Orthodox rabbis who do not share these views have been increasingly marginalized.

Related Articles 

· Advocate of Strict Conversions in Sexual Scandal 

· Spinoza vs. Maimonides, For the Future of Judaism 

· Slamming the Door on Converts 

In 2006, Israel’s chief rabbinate announced that it would no longer accept conversions performed by Orthodox rabbis in the Diaspora, unless these rabbis were on a pre-approved list (i.e., they were deemed sufficiently Haredi in their approach). The mainstream Orthodox rabbinic group in the United States, the Rabbinical Council of America, essentially went along with the dictates of the chief rabbinate. The RCA set up regional rabbinic courts to oversee conversions. The individual Orthodox rabbi — even if a member in good standing of the RCA — generally will not have his conversions accepted by the rabbinate in Israel, unless the convert has gone through the RCA’s conversion bureaucracy.

The result of this shift in authority has been profound. Good, talented and well-intentioned Orthodox rabbis in the Diaspora have been eliminated as recognized gatekeepers to the Jewish people. Power has been concentrated in fewer hands. The more restrictive views on conversion have become universalized, leaving rabbis with little leeway in dealing with candidates for conversion who are not ready to become fully Orthodox Jews. Rabbi Ben-Zion Uziel, who was the first chief Sephardic rabbi of the State of Israel, sought halachically valid ways to bring such individuals into Judaism and the Jewish people. The current rabbinic hierarchy shuts the door on them.

At a time when many thousands of people in Israel and the Diaspora want to become Jewish, the Orthodox rabbinic gatekeepers are becoming ever more restrictive. They adopt new stringencies not required by the Talmud, the Rambam or the Shulchan Aruch. There are women whose conversions have been denied because they wear pants — loose-fitting, modest pants. I know a woman whose conversion was rejected because the rabbinic court did not think her boyfriend was sufficiently Orthodox. A number of would-be converts have been told that they will not be accepted for conversion unless they first move to more religious neighborhoods — even though they currently attend an Orthodox synagogue in the neighborhood where they presently reside. Meanwhile, rabbinic courts in Israel have annulled conversions when converts lapse from a stringent observance of mitzvot.

These restrictive policies are not mandated by Halacha. They reflect a deep xenophobia and a narrow view of Jewish peoplehood. These policies prevent and deter many people from converting to Judaism according to Halacha. They cause unspeakable pain and frustration to numerous individuals who want to cast their destiny with the Jewish people — but who are rejected, humiliated or threatened by the rabbinic bureaucracy.

In recent months, we have witnessed scandal after scandal involving Haredi rabbis. In a particularly notorious case, Rabbi Leib Tropper — who set himself up as the head of an influential Haredi conversion authority, the Eternal Jewish Family — has resigned his position due to allegations of particularly heinous and repulsive behavior, reportedly involving sexual coercion of a prospective convert.

These high-profile scandals should be cause for alarm. But we should also be concerned about the scandal of what is being foisted upon the public as “true Judaism.” At an Eternal Jewish Family conference, Rabbi Nachum Eisenstein stated that Rabbi Yosef Sholom Elyashiv, one of the Haredi world’s leading authorities, holds that any rabbi who believes the world is more than approximately 6,000 years old should not serve on the rabbinic courts that perform conversions. (Elyashiv is not known to have disputed this characterization of his views.) Indeed, the Eternal Jewish Family includes a question on “the Torah view of the age of the universe” in its testing of would-be converts. Knowing that we have perfectly legitimate traditions in Torah Judaism that allow for belief in a universe billions of years old, should we allow the obscurantists to disqualify all rabbis who dare to accept the clear findings of science? Do we want such people as the gatekeepers of Jewish identity?

The Orthodox rabbinate has become narrower and more extreme, exactly at a time when world Jewry is very much in need of responsible, creative, sensitive and inclusive religious leadership. Can the State of Israel afford to have a bureaucracy of rabbinic gatekeepers who seem more interested in keeping people out than in letting them in? Can world Jewry afford to leave halachic conversion in the hands of a rabbinic hierarchy that refuses to draw on the inclusive opinions within Halacha, that insists on creating higher and higher barriers, that values restrictiveness as a sign of religiosity? Can we really trust a Haredi-dominated rabbinic establishment that does not inspire our respect as a model of morality, idealism and intellectual vitality?

The Jewish people needs and deserves an effective and inclusive halachic framework for accepting converts. The current gatekeepers have not served us well, and there is no sign that they will change their ways if left to their own devices. We would do much better by dismantling the current rabbinic bureaucracy and leaving conversion in the hands of local Orthodox rabbis — as had been the practice for centuries. Let each rabbi draw on the halachic sources that best apply to each situation and not have his hands tied by an inflexible and restrictive hierarchy. Let each halachic convert be fully accepted as a Jew in the State of Israel and throughout the Diaspora.

If some in the Haredi world will not accept the Jewishness of such converts, then that is a problem for the Haredim. The Jewish people as a whole should not be held hostage to the extreme views of the rejectionists.

Halachic conversions performed by local Orthodox rabbis will draw many more converts into the Jewish people more efficiently, more compassionately and with more halachic integrity. Every bona fide member of a reputable national or international Orthodox rabbinic body should be empowered to perform conversions. Each rabbinic organization must ensure that its members conduct conversions according to Halacha, with the highest ethical standards, and without financial remuneration.

The Torah describes the people of Israel as a wise people; let us, then, act wisely.

Rabbi Marc D. Angel is founder and director of the Institute for Jewish Ideas and Ideals and rabbi emeritus of Congregation Shearith Israel in New York. He is a past president of the Rabbinical Council of America and the author of “Choosing to Be Jewish: The Orthodox Road to Conversion” (Ktav, 2005). 

We should congratulate Rabbi Angel for his heroic stand. These Charedi Rabbis have their heads in the sand. Assimilation and intermarriage is rampant. Instead of reaching out these religious zealots have made conversion into a political football match.
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We should congratulate Rabbi Angel for his heroic stand. These Charedi Rabbis have their heads in the sand. Assimilation and intermarriage is rampant. Instead of reaching out these religious zealots have made conversion into a political football match.

· Rabbi Dr. Bernhard Rosenberg <em>Wed. Jan 6, 2010</em></dt>
We should congratulate Rabbi Angel for his heroic stand. These Charedi Rabbis have their heads in the sand. Assimilation and  intermarriage  is rampant. Instead of reaching out these religious zealots have made conversion into a political football match.
· Charles P. Cohen <em>Thu. Jan 7, 2010</em></dt>
Why should Orthodox rabbis be the only gatekeepers?

Rabbi Angel seems to think that "the Jewish people as a whole" doesn't include its Reform, Reconstructionist, Renewal, and Conservative branches.  Or that conversions performed by their rabbis should be considered valid by the "Jewish people as a whole".I don't see much difference between his position, and that of the haredim running the Israeli rabbinate.
· Leonard Martin <em>Thu. Jan 7, 2010</em></dt>
As a converted Jew,Reform, of 40 years, I can spot an
Orthodox Thug in a NY Minute. Ideas count more than some Ancient Benchmarks. My Conversion to Reform has allow me to live a life without centuries old meaningless restrictions. 

· Rabbi Dr. Bernhard Rosenberg <em>Thu. Jan 7, 2010</em></dt>
Having been a Rabbi in conservative synagogues for 35 years I hear and am sensitive to the remarks of Charles and Leonard. It is interesting that in small towns Rabbis, orthodox, conservative and reform work closely together to achieve acceptable conversions. I do not have a solution. However no one should feel like a second class citizen and no one should have there conversion stolen from them. It is unfortunate that religion is a game of whose authority is better than someone elses.There is no glatt Kosher pickle and there are not enough Glatt animals roaming planet earth to feed those who only eat Glatt meat.Can't we just learn to live together and love each other. The anti-semites want to destroy us and assimilation and intermarriage is rampant. We should do everything possible to bring our young into our fold.Let us stop judging and start loving.
· Israel Drazin <em>Thu. Jan 7, 2010</em></dt>
It is interesting that the discussion about conversion ignores the fact that Judaism did not have the concept of conversion until around 150 BCE at the earliest. There is no mention of conversion in the Torah. When the biblical Ezra and Nehemiah faced the problem of intermarriage around the fourth century BCE, they could not solve it by trying to convert the non-Jewish spouces; instead they felt they had to insist that the Jewish spouse banish the non-Jew. The ancients did not "convert" to Judaism, they joined the Jewish nation. Contrary to the way many read the story of Ruth, she did not convert, she joined the Israelites. There is no mention in the biblical book of Ruth that she converted. If conversion existed, one would suppose that it would have been mentioned. It is probable that the first conversions requiring certain religious rituals occured during the reign of John Hyrcanus. While reviewing this history, I do not in any way mean to demean the conversion concept.
· Yeshaya <em>Thu. Jan 7, 2010</em></dt>
It's important to point out that although Haredim are the ones behind these regrettable developments, not all Haredim are involved. All the rabbis signing on to the Slifkin ban, and all the main rabbis involved in the EJF, are Yeshivish/Lithuanian in background. I have not seen the same restrictiveness in Hassidic circles. Some Hassidic rabbis, like R' Lazer Brody, have spoken out against anti-halachic conversion stringencies.
· Yeshaya <em>Thu. Jan 7, 2010</em></dt>
We should congratulate Rabbi Angel for his heroic stand. These Charedi Rabbis have their heads in the sand. Assimilation and intermarriage is rampant. Instead of reaching out these religious zealots have made conversion into a political football match.
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Comments

Rabbi Dr. Bernhard Rosenberg Wed. Jan 6, 2010
We should congratulate Rabbi Angel for his heroic stand. These Charedi Rabbis have their heads in the sand. Assimilation and intermarriage is rampant. Instead of reaching out these religious zealots have made conversion into a political football match.

Charles P. Cohen Thu. Jan 7, 2010
Why should Orthodox rabbis be the only gatekeepers? 

Rabbi Angel seems to think that "the Jewish people as a whole" doesn't include its Reform, Reconstructionist, Renewal, and Conservative branches. Or that conversions performed by their rabbis should be considered valid by the "Jewish people as a whole".

I don't see much difference between his position, and that of the haredim running the Israeli rabbinate.

Leonard Martin Thu. Jan 7, 2010
As a converted Jew,Reform, of 40 years, I can spot an Orthodox Thug in a NY Minute. Ideas count more than some Anicent Benchmarks. My Conversion to Reform has allow me to live a life without centuries old meaningless restrictions.

Rabbi Dr. Bernhard Rosenberg Thu. Jan 7, 2010
Having been a Rabbi in conservative synagogues for 35 years I hear and am sensitive to the remarks of Charles and Leonard. It is interesting that in small towns Rabbis, orthodox, conservative and reform work closely together to achieve acceptable conversions. I do not have a solution . However no one should feel like a second class citizen and no one should have there conversion stolen from them. It is unfortunate that religion is a game of whose authority is better than someone elses.There is no glatt Kosher pickle and there are not enough Glatt animals roaming planet earth to feed those who only eat Glatt meat.Can't we just learn to live together and love each other. The anti-semites want to destroy us and assimilation and intermarriage is rampant. We should do everything possible to bring our young into our fold.Let us stop judging and start loving.

Israel Drazin Thu. Jan 7, 2010
It is interesting that the discussion about conversion ignores the fact that Judaism did not have the concept of conversion until around 150 BCE at the earliest. There is no mention of conversion in the Torah. When the biblical Ezra and Nehemiah faced the problem of intermarriage around the fourth century BCE, they could not solve it by trying to convert the non-Jewish spouces; instead they felt they had to insist that the Jewish spouse banish the non-Jew. The ancients did not "convert" to Judaism, they joined the Jewish nation. Contrary to the way many read the story of Ruth, she did not convert, she joined the Israelites. There is no mention in the biblical book of Ruth that she converted. If conversion existed, one would suppose that it would have been mentioned. It is probable that the first conversions requiring certain religious rituals occured during the reign of John Hyrcanus. While reviewing this history, I do not in any way mean to demean the conversion concept.

Yeshaya Thu. Jan 7, 2010
It's important to point out that although Haredim are the ones behind these regrettable developments, not all Haredim are involved. All the rabbis signing on to the Slifkin ban, and all the main rabbis involved in the EJF, are Yeshivish/Lithuanian in background. I have not seen the same restrictiveness in Hassidic circles. Some Hassidic rabbis, like R' Lazer Brody, have spoken out against anti-halachic conversion stringencies.

Yeshaya Thu. Jan 7, 2010
This anti-halachic restrictiveness is creating a much bigger chillul Hashem than Tropper's sexual scandal. Many people who would be sincere Orthodox converts will be turned away from Orthodoxy by these developments, since it seems very daunting to have to fulfill such standards, and then risk having your conversion revoked if you at some point commit some ritual sin. It makes Orthodoxy look like a collection of recent and arbitrary stringencies, instead of what it is -- the only Jewish stream not to have made radical breaches with halachic and hashkafic traditions.

The whole concept of revoking conversions needs to be re-examined. When did this practice begin? Is there any example of it happening before 1948? Revoking a conversion is dangerous: it is like playing G-d. If according to Hashem someone is Jewish, but a rabbi incorrectly revokes the conversion, the rabbi could cause numerous sins to occur, and alienate a Jew from his people, Heaven forbid. The Shulchan Aruch says after immersion the convert is Jewish in all respects -- and that must mean that the Jewishness cannot be revoked. 

People need to keep in mind that conversion has always occurred, in every generation and in nearly every country. That means nearly all present day Jews are descended from converts, and their halachic identity as Jews depends on the legitimacy of those conversions. And it is certain that the conversions of the past would not pass muster under these newly strict standards. For one thing, numerous historical accounts show entire gentile villages in Eastern Europe converting. 

Sephardiman Thu. Jan 7, 2010
Chazak U'Barukh Rabbi Angel! As always you are a voice of reason!

stanleigh cohen Thu. Jan 7, 2010
KOl Ha-Kavod, Rabbi Angel!

(what follows below is derved from a December 2009 letter on this subject submitted to, but rejected by, the Washington Jewish Week)

Since when is stringency the hallmark of piety? Since when is stricter better, thereby causing Jews to sin by making Torah imperatives harder for people to access and observe? 

Authentic authority in Judaism derives from interpretation - based on logic, reason and common sense - of shared, public, canonical books (Tanakh/Talmud as codified by Rambam and/or summarized in the Shulchan Aruch), NOT/NOT from charismatic individuals, dynastic cults of personalities, inspired intuition, nor the personal taste of individuals who say “I am a gadol, a holy person (which is why I dress funny, like a mortician, as a badge of entitlement), so do what I say for the simple reason that it is I who say so.” 

To the contrary, "Rabbinic authority" refers to the authority of the TEXT, not the person interpreting it. "Rebbe"-style Judaism - as practiced by Chabad and the other haredim - mimics the magisterium of the Catholic Church, where an elite (such as Cardinals and a Pope) through privileged intuition claims to be able to read the mind of God, giving it the right to impose its authoritarian cultural ideology as binding. 

The Judaism of the black-hats may best be characterized as ‘AVODAH TZARA’, as a narrow, insular, parochial regimen that is both troubling and troublesome in its retrograde anti-gentile, non- or anti-Zionist, sexist and, alas, often even racist, ethos. Not to mention, in numerous cases, unseemly ties to Israeli militant settler extremists, a.k.a. JEW-HADIs (sic). 

...Asher natan LANU Torat emet {(God) gave US the Torah}. The Torah was given to US, the Jewish people as a whole, not to self-selecting hierarchical bearded wonders. This, in my view, is the hope and promise of what the International Rabbinic Fellowship counteroffensive against the “Talibanization” of Judaism is all about!

Gerald Rothberg Thu. Jan 7, 2010
There is an easy solution to the problem. Ignore Orthodox Judaism's rules and regulations. This group is an anachronism and a disgrace to all Jews. But who is to blame for the Orthodox rise to prominence in Israel? Alas it is the Israeli government. And by sanctioning Orthodoxy, the Israeli government does a disservice to Judaism.

My question now is how many degrees of separation in theology are there between the Orthodox monopoly and radical Islam? I would say few.

rchasman Thu. Jan 7, 2010
I feel that Rabbi Angel's point of view, while admirable, is naive. The big advantage of centralizing the conversion process is that it insulates the local Rabbi from untoward pressures by influential members of his congregation. It can be hard to say no, when the largest donor in a congregation asks the Rabbi to convert a son-in-law to be. 

These pressures to convert are, of course, even greater in the reform and conservative movements where the reqirements for conversion are minimal by the standards of observant Jews. 

Bill Thu. Jan 7, 2010
The "big advantage ... is that it insulates the local Rabbi ...". And the big disadvantage is that it centralizes doctrine, creates power centers subject to corruption on a scale that I am shocked at. Such centralization has already led to a dumbing-down of Orthodoxy, which seems to be accelerating. The end point of this will be the creation of a separate version of Judaism, with inquiry and doubt and diversity of opinion removed. It will be (or already is) a "faith based" version of Judaism. To my mind it will be a Judaism with the Jewishness removed. 

I'm stickin' with the non-Orthodox, thank you. 

Mike Thu. Jan 7, 2010
RChasman and Bill are both, of course, right. On the one hand, centralization in principle is not a bad thing, because it ensures that community A's conversion will be acknowledged by community B. On the other, if we let the most extremist elements set the rules, we have a big problem on our hands. 

Bill Thu. Jan 7, 2010
Mike is right, though he's looking at it from an angle that, uh, I haven't actually seen. "... [I]t ensures that community A's conversion will be acknowledged by community B." Assuming that community A and community B are both Orthodox, it could, in theory, work. As it happens, though, it appears that the effect right at this time is that all Orthodox conversions outside of Israel have been frozen, and those within Israel have become severely constrained. Community B, as it were, has told community A to stop--they have no intention of acknowledging community A's conversions. They aren't good enough.

Even without centralization, my community's conversions have been thoroughly unacknowledged by the Orthodox community. Centralization merely ensures that more would-be Orthodox converts will either give up, or come to us and become non-Orthodox Jews. 

David Rosenberg Fri. Jan 8, 2010
Typical responses from the Reform and Conservative posters. It is sad to see so little movement in their thought process over forty years. Vibrancy and the expansion of Judiasm over the past thirty years has been from the Orthodox camp. The movement of Reform and Conservative to more "observance" versus guitar playing on Friday night is due to their realization that Judiasm means something, ergo, the incredible Baal Teshuva movement. These factions had come to the point of realizing they weren't relevant and are desperately trying to turn the tide.

The real question is who will guide the ship of the new power, Orthodoxy? Will it be the narrow minded Haredi or the more moderate elements? There has to be a balance in the movement. I believe it will simply happen as more and more of Orthodoxy leaves the nest and gets into the workplace. Once they have left the ivory tower of the yeshiva system and deal with real world situations their views are moderated. It is similar to the idealistic student coming out of the liberal college and twenty years later voting Republican. The past ten years has seen a slight shift away from the kollel attitude and more acceptance of the working world. These people who will also be the supporters of the yeshiva system will be able to allow in different opinions in a place where no dissent has been allowed. This needs to continue so that behavior like that mentioned above, do not prevent sincere converts from joining the Jewish faith.

george Fri. Jan 8, 2010
Israel Drazin makes an excellent point. Ruth's conversion consisted of a statement "where you go, i will go." This is the mark of a ger tzedek, not long-study, acceptance by any group. if i go to davven (pray) in a minyan (prayer quorum) anywhere, will they ask me how i became jewish (birth or conversion and by whom) or will they count me for the minyan? A person's status is determined by his/her actions. Do they act jewish and are they part of the jewish community. In talmudic times, a slave jumped into a river (mikve) to become jewish and free. Rabbi Angel is on the right track, but does not go far enough. It is time to renew our days as of old (hadesh yameinu kekedem) and recognize what conversion is, the joining of the jewish people. And the reason why does not matter. 

Joe Fri. Jan 8, 2010
Reply to Gerald Rothberg. Israel's constitution is based on Britain, who held the League of Nations Mandate for Palestine. In Britain the Orthodox Chief Rabbis, most recently Lord Dr. Immanuel Jakobovits and Lord Prof. Jonathan Sacks, have done their best to provide a broadbased Orthodoxy, building schools that accepted any child with a Jewish mother, regardless of afilliation or observance. Unfortunately in Israel the Chief Rabbinate has been hijacked by extreme rightwingers, who in turn have alienated the Modern Orthodox as well as the secularists. Reform, Conservative and Reconstructionists are free to build synagogues in Israel and to carry on their congregational life, although weddings, divorces and conversions must involve the official Orthodox Chief Rabbinate. Israeli secularists have not rushed to fill the existing non-Orthodox synagogues, which tend to be seen as an American intrusion.

Danny Fri. Jan 8, 2010
Reply to George. The key point of Ruth's conversion was , 'Your G-d is my G-d.' Conversion is primarily a religious act and only secondarily an ethnic act. Accepting G-d means she accepted the Mitzvot. This is how this verse has always been understood.

Akiva Fri. Jan 8, 2010
Stanleigh Cohen. You have a rather simplistic view of the black hat brigade. When I was younger, observant Ashkenazic American Orthodoxy was divided between those who followed Rav Dr Joseph Soloveitchik, Rav Dr Joseph Breuer, Rav Moshe Feinstein, Rav Yoel Teitelbaum, Rav Menachem Mendel Schneersohn and many other world class Gedolim. None of these leaders was self-appointed. They grew in stature because others came to acknowledge their wisdom, just as many Conservatives came to accept Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel, or Reform came to accept Rabbi Solomon Freehof. Orthodoxy has been less centralized than other streams and Rabbis have expressed alternative view on many issues of the day.

chloe baumstein Fri. Jan 8, 2010
if it were not for the inclusion of R. Freundel on an 'acceptable' Beit Din , this would seem 120% political. as is, reading the Montreal site: REQUIRED to have ARTSCROLL SIDDUR !!! Is R. Sacks part of an 'acceptanble'beit din? In J-M a male-person-of-semicha (IE Rabbi?) said that the very fact that he was sitting down at a table with us to discuss the issue made him irrelevant to the conversion process. A local rabbi we highly respect previously warned us that his teshuvot would probably be unacceptable to our hashkafa (sorry for the runon)- is probably going to have to reexamine our conversion documents should our children wish to have a halchic wedding (and we PURPOSELY had a HALACHIC ORTHODOX CONVERSION (purposely redundant)

SHABBAT SHALOM uMEVORAH 

David Fri. Jan 8, 2010
Good article, and the Hareidi crew really does need to be stopped and marginalized before it has the chance to ruin Judaism and turning it into something that, were I not born a Jew, I could not (and would not wish to) join.

stanleigh cohen Fri. Jan 8, 2010
Akiva: how long ago were you "younger"? The individuals whose names you mention are now all deceased! TIMES HAVE CHANGED, and the scenario I laid out is the current one.

Kul tov.

blatstein Fri. Jan 8, 2010
One individual whose "Orthodox" conversion definitely needs to be revisted is that of David Klinghoffer, who currently draws his paycheck from the Discovery Institute, a creationist think-tank funded by Protestant Evangelicals. 

Abortion is permitted by Jewish law (under the right conditions) and is not considered murder. Yet, in his online blog, while claiming to speak as a "representative of Orthodox Judaism," Mr. Klinghoffer hawks the hardline Christian Right position on this subject, which categorically defines abortion as murder. On that same blog, he has expressed admiration for Hebrew-Christians: i.e., the Protestant Evangelicals otherwise known as Jews for Jesus. Further, contrary to Rav Soloveitchik's prohibition on theological inter-faith dialogue, Mr. Klinghoffer is gleefully involved in such activity- indeed, despite the halachic ban on Jews' presence in church sanctuaries, this convert to "Orthodox Judaism" boasts online of his attendance at church services!

NOT philologos Fri. Jan 8, 2010
yasher koach to Stanleigh Cohen for his phenomenal, spot-on play on words with "AVODA TZARA" :

1.The term echoes the Talmud term (avodah zara) for 'false worship';

2. The Hebrew word "zara" means 'narrow' and is related to the Yiddish word TZORUS - which is what black-hat partisanship causes other Jews; 

3. and 'Tzara' also suggests the Russian title TZAR (English: Czar), as in: imperious rule, rule by dictat. 

NOT philologos Fri. Jan 8, 2010
in item #2 of my previous posting, it should, of course, read 'tzara' vice 'zara'. Sorry about that!

Ben Fri. Jan 8, 2010
How sad. The non-jews are telling us what is right. If you want to see if orthodox are devided or not, just go to an airport, where flights leave to Israel. You will see all kind of jews gather to pray. The ones who do not, are not really jewish, or just ignorant. Ignorant should not have an opinion.

Dena Fri. Jan 8, 2010
This whole thing is racist at core. Because my mother was Jewish, I am considered a Jew despite wearing pants, eating pork, living in a nonreligious neighborhood and never attending shul. But someone whose mother was not Jewish has to become super-frum to be converted, and then stay that way or risk being kicked out. 

music in europe Fri. Jan 8, 2010
the following is from the latest syndicated column of Likudnik Charles "Chuck" Krauthammer:

"THIS is a fanatical religious sect dedicated to establishing the most oppressive medieval theocracy and therefore committed to unending war with America not just because it is infidel but because it represents modernity with its individual liberty, social equality (especially for women) and profound tolerance (religious, sexual, philosophical). "

In context, Krauthammer is referring to al-Qaida. However, horrible dictu, with a few tweaks, it also describes the haredi/black-hat hashkafa!

Way to go, Chuck!

Miriam Chartier Fri. Jan 8, 2010
FORWARD.....IT IS WRITTEN...Isaiah 41...." PRESENT YOUR CASE, " SAYS THE LORD. "SET FORTH YOUR ARGUMENTS,"SAYS JACOB'S KING.

THANK YOU FORWARD,,,FOR LETTING THE ARGUMENTS GO OUT. 

If the truth can not be spoken, the lie and deceit will never be uncovered and the skin will remain over us....and we will not rise. 

Nothing will change....and we will still walk in error. 

It is written...Glory in His holy name; let the hearts of those who seek the LORD rejoice. I Chronicles 16. 

Uri Fri. Jan 8, 2010
Kol hakavod Rabbi Marc Angel. Your article goes right to the point. I also agree with some of other people who wrote here that we need to take in account the non-orthodox conversions. We need to learn to live with our differences together, as one Jewish People, and not as lots of Judaisms. There are serious and not so serious Rabbis in all the movements. In Brazil on the last July, for example, yesh omrim that a sefardi orthodox Rabbi made 40 conversions or more in a remote place in Bahia. It was called "return" of anussim. But the Rabbi didn´t know a significant part of them. I know about some of them that knew that the Rabbi was coming to Bahia (where there is only one conservative Rabbi and that´s all) 2 days earlier and traveled from other state to there in order to enter the mikve. Anybody from the Brazilian Jewish community, no institution, no synagogue, knew about it. People were "converted" I don´t know how, from a Rabbi that came from the USA. So some of them want to make allyah, but the Jewish Agency don´t know nothing about this Rabbi and nothing about this people. It´s one example of curious conversion process. So I suggest that on our times we need to become more inclusive to all Jewish movements - orthodox, conservative, reform, reconstructionist - and change the cryteria: serious and honest people, serious and honest Rabbis above all - and we will see serious and honest conversions from all Jewish movements. Shabat shalom and again, Kol Hakavod, Rabbi Marc Angel, for your position. Enough is enough, "dai kvar".

Uri Fri. Jan 8, 2010
Only one more thing: when I said "mikve", people who were there said that it was a small river far from anywhere. If it had to be a serious process, why do it hidden? shabat shalom

Hymie Zoltsveis Fri. Jan 8, 2010
The Deformed Jews correctly are given little say in our Holy Land, except in how to cook pork roasts and lobster. Believe it or not, homosexual behavior is an ABOMINATION.

Thank G-d for the REAL JEWS---the Orthodox. Although I am not yet at that level, it is ONLY due to the Orthodox that Judaism will survive.

As for the Deform and Deconstructed Jews, be sure to flush the toilet, as your Judaism goes down the drain.

Your grandchildren will NOT be Jewish.

stanleigh cohen Sat. Jan 9, 2010
Nicely done, "NOT PHILOLOGOS" !

Here is another one: as a result of haredi political pressure, on the MEHADRIN bus lines in Israel, women must sit in the back while men sit in the front. (Think the American South before the Civil Rights Movement).

MEHADRIN is usually taken to mean 'zealous', and refers to supererogatory religious observance. Instead of 'meHadrin', read 'meCHadrin.' 'CHDR' means 'chamber, 'enclosure'; so 'mechadrin' can be seen to mean 'segregationist' or'(self-)segregating,' as that latter term was employed by Jacob Neusner in a recent article in the FORWARD. 

Also, CHD"R is the acronym for cherem d'rabbunim "rabbinic ban." So 'mechadrin' can also mean 'ban freaks', or even "boys of the ban"! (cf. the play "Boys in the Band.")

Dr. Angelito Sun. Jan 10, 2010
Interesting, how do we even know if some of the rejectionist rabbis were not themselves descendants of converts at some point in the past who today they would reject for this that or the other arbitrary rationale, oh the irony is too interesting to dismiss is it not ?

How about that ?

Why do we not focus on real problems, like the seamless progression of the true manipulators who funded the NAZI regime who are still in power, the true Eugenicists who burned their patsy pawns to make us believe "we got the big fish", and who continue to this day implementing eugenics on the population via their top secret weapon, MERCURY ?

http://MercuryJustice.org 

Miriam Chartier Mon. Jan 11, 2010
Sorry about Ps. 118...I think faster than I type, The stone the builders has REJECTED has become the Capstone; the LORD has done this, and it is marvelous in our eyes. 

The remnant of every generation that returned and repented, whose heart stirred him up to come unto the work to do it! the end part is written in Ex. 

One House, One people, what is needed is a place like Davaid made to worship in song and praise.....the lifting up our hearts to G-D, in thanks of all He has done....the world can fall, around us, but it is only a season in our eternal lives with Him. 

It is written...Isaiah 5 Now let me sing to my well-beloved a song of My Beloved touching his vineyard. My wellbeloved hath a vineyard in a very fruitful hill:(hidden part) And he fenced it, and gathered out the stones there of , and planted it with choicest vine, and built a tower in the midst of it, and also made a winepress therein: and he looked that it should bring forth grapes, and it brought forth wild grapes. 

PLEASE READ THIS CHAPTER...the many woes of G-D this should tell you Enough is a Enough...stop thinking Past look now and do the work...put sin out....G-D does the rest..

joe karnofsky Mon. Jan 11, 2010
Blatstein is absolutely correct about "Convert" Klinghoffer.

On his blog, not only does he revile Reform Jews as Nazis (!)- so much for Jewish unity - but he refuses to utter a single word of critioism concerning the corruption, tax cheating and sexual abuse scandals which, tragically, have afflicted Orthodoxy this past year.

Moreover, along with Michael Medved and Rabbi Daniel Lapin - better known as Jack Abramoff's spiritual advisor - Mr. Klinghoffer forms Mel Gibson's "kosher Trinity" : the Seattle-based trio of Jewish supporters/defenders of Gibson, not just before, but even AFTER his Malibu DUI anti-Semitic meltdown!

Akiva Mon. Jan 11, 2010
Stanleigh Cohen. You are right -- I was young in the 1970's and 1980's. However, all the groups I mentioned still exist, as do their institutions -- Y U , KAJ, Agudath Israel, Chabad, Satmar-- but without the benefit of their world renowned European founders. Their leaders are not self-appointed. 

Miriam Chartier Mon. Jan 11, 2010
Akiva, is that you? 

Danny Chameides Mon. Jan 11, 2010
While Rabbi Angel has some good points, he doesn't go far enough. For years the Talibanut in Israel has denied Conservative rabbis and others the right to perform weddings, etc. It's laughable to me how now the Open Orthodox rabbis like Rabbis Angel and Weiss are all upset about the Haredization of the conversion process i.e. that their conversions might not be recognized by the RCA and the Talibanut in Israel. For years Conservative rabbis haven't been able to be rabbis in Israel because they aren't following halacha properly but these very same Open orthodox Rabbis never uttered a word in protest. Now that they are regarded as unhalachic by furthur right elements they are up in arms-too bad guys.

Danny Chameides Mon. Jan 11, 2010
While Rabbi Angel has some good points, he doesn't go far enough. For years the Talibanut in Israel has denied Conservative rabbis and others the right to perform weddings, etc. It's laughable to me how now the Open Orthodox rabbis like Rabbis Angel and Weiss are all upset about the Haredization of the conversion process i.e. that their conversions might not be recognized by the RCA and the Talibanut in Israel. For years Conservative rabbis haven't been able to be rabbis in Israel because they aren't following halacha properly but these very same Open orthodox Rabbis never uttered a word in protest. Now that they are regarded as unhalachic by furthur right elements they are up in arms-too bad guys.

Len Katzman Mon. Jan 11, 2010
I never worry that my homeland, the United States of America, will tell me whether I am Jewish or not. But, I do not trust that haredi zealot fundamentalists wouldn't disqualify me if they could because I belong to a Reform congregation, no matter that I am Jewish by birth, a kohen, from an unbroken ancestry of Jews on both my father's and mother's side for as far back as anyone can know. 

A pox on all fundamentalists!

CONVERSION TO JUDAISM:
SOME REAL STORIES

Some very Personal Conversion Experiences of
Those Who Have Chosen Judaism are available here
http://www.convertingtojudaism.com/Personal-Conversion-Experiences.htm

There are about 200,000 people in the United States who have chosen to become Jewish. They join untold numbers of people in Jewish history who have joined the Jewish people, including the most famous one, Ruth. I researched conversion and interviewed hundreds of converts for my book Conversion to Judaism: A Guidebook (Jason Aronson Inc., 1994). In their own way, all these people have fascinating stories to tell. Some of those who became Jewish are well-known, such as movie stars like Marilyn Monroe, Elizabeth Taylor, and Sammy Davis, Jr. One famous story about Sammy Davis involved his filming Porgy and Bess. It was not long after his conversion, and he refused to work on Yom Kippur. The director of the movie got angry and called the legendary producer Samuel Goldwyn. Goldwyn immediately called Sammy and wanted to know if it was true about his refusing to work. Sammy said that, as a Jew he could not work on the Day of Atonement. There was silence for a moment, with Goldwyn no doubt noting that stopping production would cost $30,000, a large sum then. Finally, Goldwyn said, "Bless you." Production on the film was stopped for Yom Kippur.

Some people who chose Judaism have written about their experience or about conversion. Lena Romanoff, for example, is the author of Your People, My People: Finding Acceptance and Fulfillment as a Jew by Choice. Ms. Romanoff is also a widely-known lecturer and counselor who has started several support groups, including her newest one for children of interfaith and conversionary couples. John David Scalamonti was a former priest who, after questioning his faith, eventually fell in love with a Jewish woman. She and her patient family explained Jewish customs to him, and he eventually embraced Judaism. Scalamonti frequently lectures on the great changes in his life and has written about it in his book Ordained to Be a Jew. Catherine Hall Myrowitz has written Finding a Home for the Soul: Interviews with Converts to Judaism in which she presents a wide variety of fascinating stories about people who embraced Judaism. The well-known black writer Julius Lester wrote of his conversionary experiences in his book Lovesong. Lydia Kukoff has written a guidebook for converts, Choosing Judaism.

Other converts have made important contributions to their congregations or Jewish life. Ben Asher, for instance, helped organize and now runs the Rabbinical Assembly's 800 number (1-800-- ASK-N-LEARN) for those interested in learning about the Conservative movement's conversionary and outreach programs. Dru Greenwood heads the UAHC-CCAR Commission on Reform Jewish Outreach which provides information about the movement's conversion and outreach programming.

The Holocaust had a profound effect on many converts. Dr. Gilya Gerda Schmidt became Jewish as a response to what she saw as the "crimes committed by my parents' and grandparents' generations." She wanted to replace some of the Jews who had been killed. Then there is the strange case of Reuel Abraham. Abraham was born a German citizen with the name Karl Heinz Schneider. At 18, he joined the Nazi air force. One day he saw Nazi storm troopers killing a group of Jews, and he was especially impressed as he saw a rabbi clutching a Torah tightly as he died. Schneider, thoroughly shocked, suddenly realized the horrors of Nazism. He began to disobey orders, dropping bombs into lakes, or fixing them so they wouldn't explode. After the war, he worked for 20 years as a penance, giving two-thirds of his salary to groups that helped Jewish orphans who had survived the concentration camps. He also began to attend Jewish services. After the 20 years, he sold all he owned and bought a farm in Israel. He then went to the rabbinical authorities in Haifa and asked to be converted. Astonished at his story, the rabbis investigated. When they learned that what he had told them was true, he was allowed to study and ultimately became Jewish and a citizen of Israel.

Not all those who wished to convert had it easy. In the 19th century, a man named Warder Cresson was put on trial by his family for insanity after he announced he wished to convert. Cresson has received an appointment as the first American consul to Jerusalem, and indeed had come to the land of Israel to help missionaries. Once he got there, however, he was overwhelmed at seeing Jews back in their ancient homeland. He converted and returned to his family in Philadelphia. Shocked at his religious journey, they had him declared insane. In a nationally-covered trial held in May, 1851, Cresson was declared legally sane. After the trial, Cresson and his wife divorced. He returned to the land of Israel and married a Sephardic Jewish woman. He worked tirelessly to help the Jews there. All Jewish-owned businesses in Jerusalem were closed on the day he died.

Once in a while the appearance of difficulty in converting can be deceiving. A rabbi told me this story about one of the members of his congregation. This young woman went to her parents telling them of her desire to become Jewish and marry a Jewish man. The parents were mildly upset, but agreed. They warned her, however, not to tell her grandmother who was very religious and would not accept her conversion. The young woman loved her grandmother and wanted to be honest with her. She told her grandmother the truth. After hearing the news, the grandmother leaped out of her chair and went into the bedroom. Loud crying could be heard through the door. Upset, the young woman gently knocked at the door, went inside, and told her grandmother of her love. The grandmother drew her close. "You don't understand," she sobbed. "I was born a Jew. I have hidden this fact almost my whole life, ever since I married your grandfather. I never told your parents. Nothing could make me happier than you becoming Jewish." Despite hardships, small and large, thousands of people are being drawn to Judaism. Their stories are being woven into the fabric of Judaism's majestic history. 
	A Judaism Conversion Victims Anonymous

	Support Group and Information Resource for Victims of Unethical/Abusive Jewish Conversion Practises Outside of North America. Particular Emphasis on the Nordic Countries and Northern Europe. This Resource is Non-secterian and Helps Victims Choose Their Own Way Forward, Which May Include Disengagement from Judaism and the Jewish Community.

	http://groups.yahoo.com/group/ConversionExodus/links/
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One cannot speak of one Jewish attitude toward conversion, as there have been different views at different times. There were even times when the non-Jewish inhabitants of the Israelite country were forcibly converted. And history showed that the Jews had nothing but trouble from these forced converts. Jewish practice for the past thousand years or more has been to discourage people from converting. In fact, by Jewish law a person desiring to be converted to Judaism must be actively discouraged. This includes making him aware of the many obligations that Jews must fulfill and informing him of the low status of Jews throughout the world. (The latter was certainly true throughout the world until almost modern times. And in our generation we have the example of Hitler, who killed anyone who was even but a quarter Jewish - including Jews who had converted to Christianity.) 
Jewish Attitudes Toward Proselytes

At times, Jews have embraced large numbers of converts, but hostile relations with Gentile neighbors often led to suspicion of proselytes as well.?

By Valerie S. Thaler
In the United States, there are about 185-200,000 individuals who have converted to Judaism, with approximately 3,600 people converting each year. "Introduction to Judaism" classes flourish around the United States in Reform and Conservative synagogues, and some congregations count large numbers of proselytes among their members. All of this data suggests that, today, much of the American Jewish community is particularly welcoming to Jews-by-choice.

This survey of the contemporary scene begs the question: How did Jews of other eras treat the new Jews within their midst? This article attempts to outline the conclusions scholars have reached on this sensitive subject.

Biblical Times

In the biblical era, the notion of a full religious conversion as we know it today did not yet exist. Joining the Israelite population meant following a specific set of communal practices without necessarily adopting Israelite ritual laws. Central to this process was a commitment to monotheism, the factor which most set pagans apart from Hebrews. Those Gentiles who were members of Israelite society were known as gerim (strangers or foreigners), and the Bible repeatedly emphasizes the obligation to welcome such people.

In addition, after the Sinaitic revelation, the prophets enjoined the Israelites to uphold Jewish ritual and moral teachings, and to expose the problems inherent in paganism. However, this message is not to be confused with actively seeking converts.

Jews have never believed that one had to be Jewish to achieve salvation. Jewish tradition holds that a special covenant between God and Noah established moral precepts for non-Jews (the Noahide Laws). If Gentiles observed these commandments (refraining from murder, theft, and idolatry, among others things), they would receive a portion in the World to Come. Jews in biblical times were open to prospective proselytes, but they did not see it as their mission to convert Gentiles.

The Second Temple Period

Between 323 B.C.E. and 70 C.E. (the year the Second Temple was destroyed), many individuals converted to Judaism. The vast majority of these proselytes made the decision to become Jewish on their own. Judaism's belief in one God was particularly appealing, as was the tenor of the Hebrew liturgy. Still other proselytes fell in love with Jewish partners and wished to be of the same faith.

We lack direct evidence of how Jews of the Second Temple era received their new co-religionists, but the high number of proselytes in this period suggests a welcoming attitude. The opposite was the case for the small number of Gentiles who were forcibly converted to Judaism (a measure that has traditionally been rejected in Judaism). The first example of forced conversion known to us was the High Priest John Hyrcanus's conversion of the Edomites in 125 B.C.E. During his reign, Hyrcanus conquered the Samaritans and the Edomites, and gave them the option of converting to Judaism or being exiled from Judea.

Rabbinic Times

In the Talmudic era (about 200-800 C.E.), formal rituals were established to welcome proselytes into the Jewish religion, suggesting that conversion to Judaism was still a relatively widespread phenomenon. The Hebrew word ger was now understood to refer to "one who had converted to Judaism" instead of a "stranger" or "foreigner."

Rabbis' attitudes toward proselytes were mixed, although on the whole, positive. The most famous negative statement in the Talmud about converts was made by Rabbi Helbo, who believed proselytes were "as troublesome as a sore." Most sages appear to have disagreed with Helbo, however, and tried to list specific historical circumstances which led him to this conclusion. Most prominent among these was the fact that the proselyte and his new Jewish community often suffered punishment from Christian leaders following a conversion.

Toward the close of the Talmudic period, Jews began to feel increasingly ambivalent about the proselytes. In addition, anti-Semitic authorities prohibited Jews from accepting any new converts and punished them if they attempted to do so. 

The Middle Ages

Jewish ambivalence toward converts also appears in the literature of the medieval period. On the one hand, the Tosafists (talmudic scholars who lived in France during the 12th to 14th centuries) declared that Jewish law requires full acceptance of proselytes. They felt distinctly uncomfortable with Rabbi Helbo's understanding of converts, and offered a number of interpretations of his statement to lessen the severity of its impact.

On the other hand, the Zohar (the classic work of kabbalah, medieval Jewish mysticism) strikes a different chord. The Zohar emphasizes the superior position of the born Jew in relation to the proselyte. This theme probably reflects the extent to which Jews felt persecuted and, consequently, entirely separate from the Gentile majority.

Modern America

Even among Jews in early America, attitudes toward converts were not always welcoming. The Sephardic community (Jews of Spanish descent) that immigrated in the 18thcentury clung to a perspective on proselytes established in late seventeenth-century England. It was considered a crime in England to deny Christianity's role as the true religion. To embrace converts to Judaism was virtually against the law. Those Jews who established the first American congregations treated outsiders with suspicion. Many new synagogues explicitly forbade assisting someone in conversion to Judaism.

The pendulum began to shift in the 19th century with the rise of Reform Judaism. Classical Reform rabbis in the U.S. viewed modern Jews as a "light unto the nations," restoring the universalistic vision of the Jewish religion. Following the legal emancipation of European Jews and their higher level of integration into Gentile society, Reformers considered it part of their mission to educate others on the precepts of ethical monotheism (for them, the essence of Judaism).

Leaders such as Rabbi Emil Hirsch tried to shed Judaism of its negative attitude toward outsiders. It was possible, Hirsch believed, to open the doors to proselytes without sacrificing Judaism's distinctiveness from other religions. Nonetheless, practice seldom followed theory, and few Reform congregations in late 19th-century America proved to be especially welcoming to proselytes.

The Contemporary Scene

In the 1960s, conversion became a prominent feature in American Jewish life. At least part of the impetus for this trend was the decade's embrace of ethnic distinctiveness. Another factor encouraging conversion to Judaism may have been American Jews' high degree of comfort in American society following World War II.

Today's "Jews by choice" are in large part accepted by American Jewry. Most Jews consider them a welcome addition to a community struggling to ensure its own survival in future generations. Yet even as they might fully accept proselytes as co-religionists, American Jews often feel that Jews-by-choice cannot fully share the bond of Jewish ethnicity, peoplehood, or history--at least not immediately. The contemporary situation is especially complex in Israel, where only conversions performed by Orthodox rabbis are regarded as legitimate.

Attitudes toward converts in Jewish history have been anything but consistent or unidimensional. Throughout the centuries, Jewish professionals and laypeople have heatedly debated the "right approach" to proselytes.

The following works were consulted for this article: Lawrence Epstein, Conversion to Judaism: A Guidebook (Jason Aronson, Inc., 1994), The Theory and Practice of Welcoming Converts to Judaism (Edwin Mellen Press, 1992), andReadings on Conversion to Judaism(Jason Aronson, Inc., 1995); Dana Evan Kaplan, "Conversion to Judaism: A Historical Perspective,"Judaism 48.3 (1999): 259-74; National Jewish Population Survey, 1990.
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WHY THE JEWISH PEOPLE SHOULD WELCOME CONVERTS

The subject of conversion to Judaism has recently become prominent primarily because conversion has been offered as a perceived antidote to intermarriage. Whatever efficacy conversion may or may not have in reducing the number of intermarriages, the linking of the two subjects distorts conversion's crucial role in Jewish theology, its centrality at important eras in Jewish history, and its promise as a component of Jewish renewal.
Conversion's importance to Judaism will come as a surprise to many Jews; their reluctance to welcome others to their faith is so embedded in their conception of Judaism that it has become part of the faith itself.
Part of the problem is definitional. "Welcoming" is used here to mean openly proclaiming the willingness of the Jewish people to accept sincere converts, accepting them as genuine and authentic Jews when they do convert, and integrating them fully into the community after the conversion. "Welcoming" excludes using any physical or emotional pressure, deceit, bribery, or intrusive behavior to gain converts. It excludes belittling the faith of others or promising eternal reward for converting or eternal damnation for not converting. "Welcoming," that is, specifically excludes the tactics used by some non-Jewish missionaries. It also excludes an understanding of Judaism which refuses to offer Judaism to interested gentiles, which creates so many obstacles to conversion that the obstacles become tantamount to a refusal to accept converts, or which does not accept converts as fully Jewish.
The question of why so central a Jewish enterprise as welcoming converts became peripheral and then antithetical to what was defined as mainstream Judaism requires a recapitulation of conversion's fate within Jewish thought and history. Such a recapitulation provides the background for an explanation of the Jewish reluctance to welcome converts, a reluctance which has had and continues to have a profoundly negative effect on the fate of Judaism and the Jewish people.

It is notoriously awkward to talk of Judaism as a specific religious world view. Especially before Rabbinic Judaism and after the Enlightenment, Judaism contained multiple, sometimes contradictory, intellectual strands which, even when intertwined, retained some of their distinctiveness. Additionally, ideas in Judaism proceed text by text, whereas in reconstructing those ideas to make a unified thesis the ideas are ripped from different texts at different times. Such a process can easily result in doing violence to the idea and the texts.
Despite these and other difficulties in interpreting Jewish thought, it is still possible to discern, broadly, Judaism's central views about conversion to Judaism.
It is first important to chart the location of conversionary activity in the logical geography of Jewish thought.
The foundational ideas of Judaism are a belief in one God, the idea that God made an incursion into human history to make a revelation, the Torah, and that the ethical and ritual instructions in that revelation, the mitzvot, are the divine commandments which define a good life. The theological structure built on such a foundation rests on these beliefs. The revolutionary notion of monotheism, for example, led to the view that God was not just a God of the Israelites, but of all the cosmos, and therefore of all people. After all, the Torah begins with creation, not revelation. The first human created was not Jewish. Such a God was concerned with the morality of all people. Any Godly plans for humanity rested on the notion that humans were part of a unified family, and the spiritual message that God wanted to give was not to be limited to just some people but was available and meant for all.

The Jews were elected by God, who revealed to the Jewish people a universal moral instruction that was meant for all humanity, not just the Jews. Jews were to be the messengers, bringing such instructions to all. At first, it seems strange that a universal revelation should be given to a small, powerless people in the middle of a desert after an escape from slavery. Of course, it is this very strangeness that helps identify the reasons for such a Godly choice. Human freedom requires the ability to choose disbelief. Had God chosen to give a revelation obvious and available to all people, the human choice would have been restricted; humans would have had to accept God's moral precepts. Had the message been given to a powerful people, the freedom to accept or reject such a message would also have been restricted because it would have been difficult to separate the message from the power of the messengers. However, when the message was given to a landless group of ex-slaves to transmit, the message would have to be considered entirely on its own, and humans would be free to accept or reject it only on its merits. A desert is the perfect spot for a universal divine revelation because the desert belongs to no nation (as the Mekhilta on Exodus 19:2 makes clear), and so none can claim exclusivity over the revelation. The notion of giving the message to the newly-liberated constructed a powerful psychological and social tie between attachment to God's message and the significance of freedom--both in the notions of free choice and political and economic freedom.

It was at Mount Sinai that God made a covenant with the Jewish people. The Jews accepted the revelation from God, with its divine commission to present that revelation to the world. God, in turn, would make the Jews "a kingdom of priests and a holy nation." The idea of a "kingdom of priests" has been interpreted in many ways. Obadiah ben Jacob Sforno argued that the passage meant the Jews had a religious vocation to bring the revelation to all humanity. This interpretation was adopted by 19th and 20th century Reform thinkers, from Abraham Geiger onward. Geiger, for example in his book Judische Zeitschrift fur Wissenshaft und Leben 2, read the passage to see the Jews as universal priests. Most Talmudic Rabbis, however, did not see the phrase as having universal implications.

The phrase, then, resonates with particularlistic and universalistic strains, as does Judaism as a whole. The covenant given by God was a mixture of the two. The universalistic elements provided the core religious content of the message the Jewish people was to convey to humanity. The danger of focusing solely on the universalistic strains lay in ignoring the specific contributions the particularistic played in performing the universal mission, such as by separating Jewish beliefs, morality, and way of life from a more generalized universal set of such beliefs, morality, and way of life.
The particularistic elements also played a vital role. They existed to prevent Jews from sacrificing their religion in the name of any other religion or some supra-religion and as a fence around the sacred teachings which were to be transmitted; the particularities were to force Jews to be a separate people so as not to let their Godly message be overwhelmed by the stronger cultures which surrounded them. The danger of focusing solely on the particularistic strains lay in interpreting Jewish chosenness to imply some sense of superiority rather than what it did imply: chosenness to perform a mission to all. Additionally, the particularities were healthy in preventing the Jewish people from developing a sense of religious superiority because they had been the people to receive the divine message. Such a separation also limits the nature of delivering the message. A people apart could not force their religion upon others. A people apart cannot be religious imperialists. The ethical implication here is clear: while the Jewish mission was to bring God's universal message to all humanity, Jews could only offer the message; they could not mandate its acceptance. The Jews were to be a "light unto the nations." They could offer Judaism and welcome those who accepted the message, people who chose to become chosen, people who became Jewish. Such people, coming to Judaism freely, without fear for their salvation, were to be embraced. The separation has another important implication, one explicitly noted in Jewish literature: salvation is universal; it is dependent on moral behavior not on accepting Judaism. The righteous of all faiths have an equal chance to be saved. Judaism was not triumphalist; it called for worship of God, not for the disappearance of gentiles or non-Jewish religions. Judaism's vision is not that of every person becoming Jewish. Conversion is to be available but not mandated. It is to be offered but not forced. Of course, such a view, while undermining the potential for conversionary activism, was valuable in defining the boundaries of the Jewish mission.

Such a mission involved both the Jewish people obeying the covenant themselves scrupulously so as to be a moral model, again emphasizing the particular, and conveying the revelation to all humanity, emphasizing the universal.
Jews were to be active witnesses on behalf of their faith. The basis for such activity was derived from a variety of sources. God's divine revelation itself, of course, was an active act of offering Judaism, of God sharing a faith.
Jews also saw missionary impulses in the actions of their founders. Abraham's journey from Haran to Canaan with "souls" whom he had gotten was understood by the Rabbis to mean Abraham had made converts. In Sifre Deuteronomy, 313, on Deuteronomy 32:10), Abraham is described as so successful a missionary that God became known as King of the earth as well as King of heaven. In Genesis Rabbah 39:21 Abraham is considered a missionary. In Avot de-Rabbi Nathan, 23a, Jews are urged to bring people "beneath the wings of the Divine Presence" exactly as Abraham had done. The word "convert" is used loosely when referring to Abraham's efforts. Abraham invited non-Israelites to join the Israelites; the formal notion of religious conversion did not emerge for some time. Many other examples of missionary efforts by the founders of Judaism can be found in aggadic literature, such as in Midrash Hagadol, 397. For example, Rabbi Hoshaya believed that Isaac sought converts. Jacob is considered to have done the same (see Genesis Rabbah 84:4). Rabbi Samuel ben Nahman believed that Joseph would not distribute food to the Egyptians unless they became circumcised (see Genesis Rabbah 90:6 and 91:5). Moses expounded the Torah in seventy languages, according to one midrash, because the Torah was meant to be heard and embraced by all humans. Several sources, such as Exodus Rabbah 1:29, note that prior to slaying the Egyptian taskmaster, Moses foresaw that there would not be a single convert from the among the taskmaster's posterity; it was this perception that justified the death.

The positive attitude toward seeking converts by the Rabbinical sources provided another justification for offering Judaism. The favorable Rabbinic attitude toward welcoming converts was based on attitudes developed in the Torah and by the prophets. The Torah includes numerous injunctions to the Jewish people to welcome strangers. The prophetic vision of the universal rule of God and of instruction coming from Zion was stated most eloquently in Second Isaiah (e.g. 42:6-7).
The most famous Talmudic passage (Pesahim 87b) specifically praising conversionary work is by the prominent Rabbi Johanan, and agreed with by Rabbi Eleazar ben Pedat, in which it is asserted that God exiled Jews from their homeland for only one reason, to increase the number of converts. It is a particularly striking notion that so traumatic event as national exile should be seen as having a divine use. The use had to have been considered so valuable that it justified such an exile from the promised land.

The imperative for mission was also seen in the actual historical efforts to welcome converts. Such efforts included: (1) creating literature such as the Sibylline Oracles, Josephus' Contra Apionem, Philo's Apologia hyper Ioudaion, the Letter of Aristeas, Joseph and Aseneth, and much else that was sometimes used for missionary purposes; (2) opening synagogues for interested invited guests and visitors. There is a reference in Philo (De Septinario, 6) to "thousands of houses of instruction in all the towns," a reference probably to the many synagogues which served as learning centers for gentiles; (3) personally approaching potential converts, such as the traveler Eleazar, mentioned in Josephus, Antiquities 20. 43, who was active in Adiabene, a small kingdom on the Tigris River in which the Crown Prince, Izates, and the Queen Mother, and perhaps many others, were converted; (4) assimilating gentiles who lived among the Jewish people, including, according to Philo, many children abandoned by their gentile families; and (5) through marriage of a Jew to a gentile. Such efforts were deliberately not intrusive. They did not characteristically include belittling the beliefs of others, or the creation of a widespread exclusively missionary occupation.

The Jewish mission was also seen as justified by Jewish law. The very existence of laws concerning conversion was seen as a form of offering. Why codify laws at all if Judaism did not want converts? The existence of such Jewish law indicates that converts are allowed, that converts are welcomed, and that there are specific rites to undergo in order to convert. It is not clear when precisely these legal rules developed. They may have developed in the Second Temple period or after the destruction of the Temple. Certainly after the destruction of the Second Temple, there was an increasing need for clear religious rules to maintain a Jewish identity bereft of the unifying effects of common nationality so that they were in place no later than 400- 500 C.E.
Finally, Jews saw their mission as the dynamic for history's redemptive culmination, as part of the divine logic and love that would result in history reaching its aim. The logic of the Jewish world view required the mission. God is universal, humanity is meant to be united, the Torah revealed by God is meant for all humanity, the Jewish people were chosen to receive the revelation and charged in their covenant with following its teachings, among which was to make God's universal message available to all, so that, with its acceptance, humanity might be redeemed.
The universalist mission was challenged by particularists who saw a more distinctive role for Jews and a separate covenant for the rest of humanity. According to this view, gentiles are obliged to follow the moral code given to Noah and the Jewish mission is understood as teaching the Noahide laws to gentiles. The Noahide laws mandated that all people refrain from idolatry, incest, adultery, bloodshed, profaning God's name, injustice (by the positive act of establishing law courts), robbery, and such cruel acts as removing a limb from a living animal.

However, such a view does not fulfill the covenantal obligations made by the Jewish people. The fact that, in principle, any gentile could become Jewish means that simply obeying the Noahide laws is not the highest spiritual goal available for gentiles. At any rate, even if Jews did believe that their mission was limited to teaching the Noahide laws, such a mission was rarely undertaken.
For all these reasons, the Jewish mission of seeking converts was translated into concrete action during important periods of Jewish history. 
As Salo Baron has noted (see "Population," Encyclopaedia Judaica 13, 1971, col. 869), the Jews grew from 150,000 in 586 B.C.E. to more than eight million by the first century of the common era. Such an increase can be explained by the supposition that Jews actively welcomed large numbers of converts, mostly by the activities described above, but also by force in two unusual cases, the conversion of the Idumaeans (see Josephus, Antiquities 13. 257-258) and the Ituraeans (see Josephus, Antiquities 13.319).

The idea that Jews actively sought converts is buttressed not just by demography but by the hostile comments by Greek, Roman, and Christian authors about Jewish attempts to win converts. In Rome, for example, Tacitus, a rhetorical historian, Cicero, a lawyer, and Juvenal, a satirist, are bitter and serious about denouncing Jewish proselytizing activities. Horace (in Satires 1.4 142-143) makes fun of Jewish proselytizing efforts. Of course, the most famous Christian comment is Matthew 23:15 in which the seriousness of Jewish competition for converts can be seen: "Alas for you scribes and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You travel over sea and land to make a single proselyte and anyone who becomes one you make twice as fit for hell as you are."
They had every reason, from their point of view, to be concerned. By the onset of the Christian era, ten per cent of the Roman Empire was Jewish according to Salo Baron (in his Social and Religious History of the Jews, volume 1, pp. 370-372). Indeed, it is intriguing to consider how differently history could have turned out. Had the Romans and Jews not fought, had the Romans not destroyed the Temple in 70 C.E., crushed the Bar Kochba rebellion in 135 C.E., and ultimately expelled the Jews from Jerusalem, the efforts to win converts would have increased. It is not ridiculous to ponder the thought that, had Rome and Jerusalem not engaged in a bitter struggle to the end, the Romans would have chosen Judaism, not Christianity, and forever changed the course of history. As it was, however, Judaism was associated with the rebellious, hated, and ultimately defeated Judea, and Constantine converted to Christianity giving shape to a Christian not a Jewish west.
The exilic history of the Jews following the loss of the Second Temple illustrated the dangers of lost power. One part of that paradigmatically tragic history was the fate of the Jewish efforts to win converts. While Jewish efforts to win converts continued, the stateless and powerless Jews were restricted by Roman, and later Christian and Muslim laws regarding proselytism. For example, Domitian ordered that converts be sent into exile and put to death. In 131 C.E. Hadrian prohibited circumcision and public instruction in the Jewish religion. In 198/199 the Emperor Severus promulgated laws that forbade gentiles from embracing Judaism. In 335 Constantine re-enacted Hadrian's law, forbidding Jews to circumcise non-Jewish slaves. There were many other examples of such restrictions, indicating both the existence of active conversionary efforts and the concern those efforts engendered.

Over time, however, the Jewish attitude toward welcoming converts changed. (This is not to suggest that the attitude had ever been uniformly positive. There are many references, such as Rabbi Helbo's well-known comment (Yevamot 47b and elsewhere) that "proselytes are injurious to Israel as a scab." There were, throughout Jewish history particularists who opposed welcoming converts). Cumulatively, the changes reversed the general Jewish attitude toward welcoming converts so that what was once considered a covenantal obligation became a neglected activity, ironically considered un-Jewish. Jews became reluctant to seek converts. There were many reasons for this radical transformation.
The first reason for the change in attitude toward welcoming converts is, of course, the persecutions by non-Jewish authorities. Both converts and the Jewish community were punished for such activity. The powerless Jewish community made the prudential decision to curtail such activities. Of course, the very powerlessness and characteristic minority status of the Jews added more subtle reasons for change than the rational elements inherent in making a prudential communal decision. Minority status produced profound psychological changes, resulting in, among other negative effects, a loss of self-worth that undermined the impulse to offer Judaism to the world.

Eventually, the Jewish community sought a justification to explain away their failure to meet their covenantal obligation, to explain their dismal existence, and to offer hope of escape from that existence. Such a justification was found in the particularist interpretation of Jewish theology, with the Jewish mission limited to one of simply following religious laws and waiting for the messiah. The usefulness of such a view was obvious not only in simply surviving and justifying the change in mission, but in providing a hope for a better Jewish future in messianic times.
Christians took the Jewish mission to welcome converts and transformed its meaning. Seeking converts became a required activity because salvation was unavailable outside the Church. Intrusive activities, bribery, threats, and ultimately violence and murder were tolerated by an expanding Christianity. Additionally, Christians had relaxed the Jewish rules of conversion, such as the need for male circumcision, and the obligation to obey Jewish law, making it much easier for a pagan to convert to Christianity than to Judaism. Finally, an enmity developed between the triumphant Christians and the downtrodden Jews. For all these reasons, Jews came to distrust conversion activity. Its original meaning had been subverted, potential converts might defect seeing Christianity as an easier route, and Jews, with increasing justification, came to see gentiles as the enemy, not a group whose members would want to convert or who would be welcome even if they chose to do so. It became more unpalatable to offer Judaism to the very people who mocked and persecuted, forcibly converted, and killed Jews. The idea of welcoming converts under such circumstances became repugnant. Of course, from the gentile side, Jews were seen as guilty of Deicide, and a dispersed, weak people, available for pity, mockery, or persecution, not for joining.

Conversion's fate within Jewish law also reflected a significant shift in Jewish views. Commentators on Jewish law, who were centered in France and Germany, included such thinkers as Rashi and the Tosafists. The Tosafists argued that Jewish law requires the acceptance of converts. They saw seeking converts as a commandment for Jews. Besides commentators, the other group of Jewish teachers were the decision makers who focused on codifying the law. Maimonides was the most famous of the decision makers. In general, these decision makers were more restrictive in their attitude toward an active welcoming of converts. To end confusion on the alternate rulings of these two groups of teachers on a variety of subjects, there were efforts to produce a code of Jewish law that could reflect both legal systems. The code that ultimately prevailed, of course, was Joseph Caro's Shulhan Aruch, supplemented by notes from Moses Isserles. In part the Shulhan Aruch became authoritative because it was the first code produced after the printing press had been invented, and so it was rapidly and widely distributed throughout the Jewish world. At any rate, the Code took the more restrictive view in its very brief description of conversion in Yoreh De'ah, chapters 268-269. Although Caro seems opposed to proselytizing actively, he does present the laws more favorably than the Spanish school and included some Tosafist opinions. He does not quote Rabbi Helbo. At one point, Caro even notes that prospective converts should be informed that all the idolatrous nations will perish, but that Israel will survive and that Judaism will become the sole religion. (Caro cites Yevamot 47a). Although Caro is more solicitous than some of the decision makers, his seeming opposition to active welcoming contributed to the Jewish change in attitude toward such welcoming, which had begun long before, and to the demise of the Tosafist interpretation of such welcoming as a divine mandate. This change was more than cosmetic. A divine obligation had to be done independent of the consequences. Without such a commandment, Jews were free to ignore welcoming converts.

This development in Jewish law cemented the opposition to conversion that had been building because of the other aforementioned reasons. Persecution and fear had led, over time, to the transformation of the Jewish understanding of its mission as spreading God's word to a denunciation of such a mission as not conforming to Jewish law. Missionary quiescence became the norm as Jews suffered in the exile from their homeland and waited for the messiah. The Jewish people refused to deliver their message to houses other than their own.
Contemporary Jewry has inherited this transformed understanding of the Jewish mission. There are, however, a variety of historical reasons why the original idea of seeking converts can and should be accepted again.
The loss of national sovereignty, with its concomitant weakness, loss of self-assurance, and perception by others that the Jews had been passed by history, was a major reason for the transformation of the Jewish understanding of their covenantal obligation. Now, however, Israel has returned to history. National sovereignty is restored.
For many centuries, a Jewish mission could be legitimately considered as endangering Jewish lives; that is no longer the case.
Once, Jewish religious competitors clearly seemed invincible; today, the competition for the human soul is open, with non- religious views actively participating. Simultaneously, rarely has there been a moment when the Jewish world view was so widely needed. There is a genuine desire to learn about Judaism. There are currently about 200,000 converts to Judaism in the United States. Thousands of people become Jewish every year, mostly because their interest was piqued by a romantic relationship with a Jewish partner. Many more people, no doubt, would be attracted to Judaism if they knew of its beliefs and its availability. Whereas once many interpreters of Jewish law saw the law as only restricting mission, today there can be discussion about whether the law allows Jews to go back and re-introduce the original covenantal obligation.

Despite the fact that conditions favor the revival of the Jewish mission to offer Judaism, American Jews seem to be unlikely candidates to lead that revival. This is so for various reasons such as their differing notions of what Judaism is or a perception that offering Judaism is an invasion of others' privacy.
It is surely true that Judaism is, to put it mildly, subject to various interpretations. Yet, there are central and unique beliefs that most Jews can accept. These include: (1) stressing deeds rather than the acceptance of a particular ideology; (2) the view that sin is not inherent, but that humans have moral freedom to choose between right and wrong; (3) core values, such as the centrality of the family, the view that learning is a form of worship, and that the center of worship is performing good deeds; (4) identification with Jewish history and with the Jewish people historically; and, of course, (5) the unity of God as opposed, for example, to trinitarianism or other interpretations of monotheism.
The justifiable concern over not intruding on others will help mandate acceptable activities (such as offering classes, books and other materials, media presentations, the use of advertisements, reading rooms, and so on) and arguable or unacceptable activities (such as going door-to-door soliciting converts, stopping people at airports, on the street, and in other public places, and so on).
The choice of re-introducing pro-conversionary activities needs to be placed alongside all the choices American Jews have. American Jews can continue as they have been doing and transform the definition of being Jewish from a spiritual definition to one that focuses on communal participation, or emotional attachments to Jewish humor, food, successful Jews, or a more generalized feeling of simply being Jewish, but it is just such a transformation that has led to widespread assimilation. American Jews can passively or actively assimilate, as many are doing, but there remains a large residue determined to maintain their distinctive Jewish identity. They can move to Israel, but most do not wish to. They can self-segregate, but most American Jews enjoy and wish to continue participating in American life. They can attempt to practice traditional Judaism and write-off those Jews who do assimilate, but such efforts will inevitably shrink American Jewry until Jews become the Amish of the 21st century.
Another choice remains. American Jewry can maintain an attachment to traditions and simultaneously reach out to offer Judaism, both to marginal Jews and to gentiles. Such efforts to teach others, coherent with Jewish obligations made at Sinai, evident in Jewish history, poised for return and increasingly needed in our own age, can revitalize American Jewry.
American Jews are ambivalent about their spiritual selves. A practical group, sired by ancestors brimming with a socialist faith and a desire to relieve themselves of their inherited religion, American Jews are often uncomfortable with spiritual talk. However, the act of offering even ambivalently-held Judaism will force American Jews to the intellectually valuable acts of confronting and defining their religious identities. The teachers will learn as much as the students.

This is not to say there are no dangers in such a welcoming effort. There is the possibility, which must be faced, that welcoming converts could exacerbate divisions within Judaism between those who live by Halakhah and those who do not. The reality is that most converts are not converted according to the Halakhic standards necessary to be regarded as Jews by many within the Halakhic community. However, because all Jews recognize the possibility of legitimate conversion to Judaism, the issues involve who is doing the converting and the requirements for conversion rather than the existential act of converting itself. As such, and because the arguments are internal to the community and not dependent on the views of any external force, there remains hope that, on legitimate Halakhic grounds, some means can be found to overcome such divisions. Seeing welcoming as coherent with Jewish tradition is a useful start to an honest search for a solution to this problem. It is important to note, however, that if welcoming converts is seen as a Jewish obligation, the fact that it leads to difficulties is not a sufficient reason to cease welcoming efforts. Those obligatory efforts, embedded in Jewish thought and practiced in Jewish history, need to be revived not just because they are obligatory but also because they are practical. Instead of the embers of American Judaism dying out, it is possible to re-kindle them, to make them shine, so that the Jewish people can resume their rightful historic role as a light unto the nations.

Reprinted with permission from Judaism, vol. 43, no. 3 (Summer, 1994). Copyright 1994, American Jewish Congress. 
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Abstract: For more than a century, scholars of ancient Judaism and early Christianity have assumed that ancient Jews viewed Gentiles as ritually impure, and that this alleged principle of Gentile ritual impurity was the basis for a strict and burdensome policy of separation between Jews and non-Jews. The present volume corrects decades of erroneous scholarship on the question of Gentile ritual impurity and the history of Jewish perceptions of Gentiles in antiquity. Although purity and impurity were intimately connected with questions of identity and otherness in ancient Jewish culture, the terms “pure” and “impure” were employed in various ways by different groups of Jews to describe and inscribe sociocultural boundaries between Jews and Gentiles. Close analysis of biblical, Second Temple, New Testament, patristic, and rabbinic sources, shows that at least four distinct modes of impurity were associated with Gentiles by different groups – ritual impurity, moral impurity, genealogical impurity, and carnal impurity. This unexpected diversity of ancient Jewish views of Gentile impurity is tied to widely differing definitions of Jewish group identity and the access of Gentiles to that identity. Consequently, ancient Jews exhibited widely varying attitudes towards intermarriage and conversion – the two processes by which group boundaries might be penetrated. These diverse views of the permeability of the Jewish–Gentile boundary through intermarriage or conversion, deriving in turn from diverse conceptions of Gentile impurity and Jewish identity, contributed to the rise of sectarianism in Second Temple Judaism, and to the separation of the early church from what would later become rabbinic Judaism.
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Abstract: Rabbinic sources, tannaitic and amoraic, maintain that Gentiles are not subject to the laws of ritual impurity and do not convey ritual impurity to Jews according to Torah law. Passages adduced by scholars as evidence of a rabbinic principle of Gentile ritual impurity (especially m. Pesahim 8:8) have been badly misinterpreted. The rabbis do assert, however, on their own authority that Gentiles should be deemed to convey ritual impurity like a gonnorheic (zav). This declaration of a limited ritual impurity for Gentiles is a legal novum of the tannaitic period, explicitly going beyond the prescriptions of the biblical text. The motivation for this decree is considered and the notion that the ritual impurity of Gentiles is grounded in the impurity of idols (as argued by Gedaliah Alon) is discounted.
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Abstract: The rabbis break with Ezra, Jubilees, and sectarian sources that democratize the priestly requirement of genealogical purity. According to the rabbis, genealogical purity is not an end in itself for ordinary Jews, but an optional matter relevant only in determining fitness for marriage into the priesthood and appointment to certain positions of leadership. Over the course of centuries, the rabbis took steps to eliminate the disadvantages of genealogical blemish and narrow the gap between native-born and nonnative Jews. Two halakhic developments brought greater parity between native-born Jews and converts: the gradual prohibition of unions between converts and persons prohibited to native-born Jews (e.g., the mamzer) and the campaign to permit intermarriage between converts (or their descendants) and priests.



This email was sent to the Shefa list by Rabbi Menachem Creditor and it was sent out through the Rabbinical Assembly. It was written by Rabbi Rueven Hammer.

This message is important. Please read it and act on it.
Dear Friends,
We need your help on a matter of urgency concerning a bill that will come before the Knesset. We have received word from our colleagues in Israel that a bill may be put forward for passage as soon as tomorrow which affects conversion and we need as many of us and our congregants to forward the following letter to Prime Minister Netanyahu and to your Israeli Ambassador.
The bill sponsored by MK David Rotem of Yisrael Beitenu, deals with both the authority of the Chief Rabbinate and matters of Conversion. The Rotem Bill concerns three matters:
1. It grants legal authority to the Chief Rabbinate for Conversions (while until now there was de facto recognition this gives legal recognition to the role of the Chief Rabbinate in this area) and would make it much more difficult for conversions to be performed by our Movement, by more “open-minded” Orthodox rabbis, and by Reform rabbis.
2. It provides for the ability of local rabbis in Israel to establish conversion courts. This is a good part of the bill of which we are supportive because it will potentially permit the establishment of more forward looking conversion courts. However, the first part of the bill passes, the Chief Rabbinate may declare these courts null and void, which would obviate any cause for our support.
3. Section 3 of this bill is highly problematic. Here is the summary of Section 3 by our teacher, Rabbi Reuven Hammer:
“Section 3 of the proposed conversion bill that we strongly oppose states that anyone that who entered Israel as a non-Jew and then converted to Judaism-either in Israel or the Diaspora would not be eligible for citizenship under the Law of Return. First of all this is exactly the case that we now have before the Supreme Court, asking that our conversions in Israel be recognized and citizenship rights granted to our converts. This is an attempt to go around the Supreme Court. Secondly, the wording is so vague that it could mean that if such a person had visited Israel at any time, no matter when, their conversion would not be recognized for citizenship in the future. Thirdly this would be the first time that Israel is officially making a distinction between one who is born a Jew and a righteous convert, something that we find deplorable and unsupportable in Jewish Law. Since our movement is the movement that is most involved in conversion in America and elsewhere, we and our congregants are the primary target of the bill. We urge everyone to make their protest known immediately to the Israeli government.”
WE STRONGLY URGE THAT YOU CALL UPON YOUR COMMUNITIES TONIGHT TO FORWARD THE FOLLOWING LETTER OR ITS EQUIVALENT TO THE PRIME MINISTER AND YOUR AMBASSADOR.
The Honorable Benjamin Netanyahu
Prime Minister of Israel
Office of the Prime Minister
Jerusalem, Israel
Dear Prime Minister Netanyahu,
We write to request your immediate intervention to prevent passage of the legislation being brought forward by MK David Rotem (‫הצעת חוק הרבנות הראשית תיקון- סמכות בעניני גיור)
Passage of this bill in its present form especially section 3, will have the effect of providing for a path to alter the Law of Return or, at the least, cause undue hardship to anyone in Israel who has come from Diaspora communities and seeks conversion in Israel.
Sadly, this is reminiscent of those attempts in 1997 to enact similar legislation which ultimately led to the establishment of the Ne'eman Commission.
While we are supportive of your efforts to create greater accessibility to conversion courts in Israel and have done all we can to aid in this effort, the overall impact of the Rotem Bill will set back these efforts. Moreover this legislation will adversely impact the work of our Masorti movement and its members in Israel. This we cannot abide.
Even more regrettably, should this bill be enacted, it will exacerbate a widening gap between Diaspora and Israel communities, which we are all working very hard to avoid. 
Therefore, we believe it is imperative that you, Israel’s leader, who cares so deeply about the well-being of our people, intervene and urge withdrawal of this bill. 
The email for Prime Minister Netanyahu is:
Prime.Minister'sOffice@it.pmo.gov.il
For the office of the ambassador to the United States:
info@washington.mfa.gov.il
For the office of the ambassador to Canada:

http://ottawa.mfa.gov.il/mfm/web/main/missionhome.asp?MissionID=13&

For a list of other ambassadors click here

---
Rabbi Menachem Creditor
-- www.netivotshalom.org
-- www.shefanetwork.org
-- menachemcreditor.org 
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