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SUMMARY

Using the concepts and vocabulary of modern psychology, contemporary scholars
have come to understand that a significant identity change takes place during the
conversion from one religion to another. However, much of the existing textual
interpretations have not yet searched for evidence of an implicit psychological awareness
within classical texts. This thesis therefore explores the psychosocial aspects of the
conversion process, searching for evidence of an awareness of this major identity change
in both classical texts as well as current conversion processes.

Chapter One looks at classical halachic texts: the Babylonian Talmud, Halachot
Gedolot, Mishneh Torah, and Shulkhan Aruch. These texts are analyzed both for content
as well as for evidence of a consideration of the internal, psychological processes
concurrent with the prescribed conversion rituals. These texts are primarily found to be
concerned with rules and order, and thus give little attention to the convert’s inner world.

Chapter Two takes a similar view of classical aggadic texts: Torah, Prophets, and
Writings, Babylonian Talmud and Midrashim. The aggadot offer a more personal, human
look at converts and conversion, which naturally allows a deeper perspective into the life
of the convert. They demonstrate an awareness of many of the challenges faced by
converts, as well as the reality of allowing conversion in various political situtations.

Chapter Three outlines three contemporary models of the psychosocial aspects of
the conversion process, then examines what each major Jewish movement (Orthodox,
Conservative, and Reform) is currently providing and requiring of its prospective
converts throughout the conversion process. Chapter Four culminates with an assortment

of autobiographical writings from contemporary Jews-by-Choice.
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INTRODUCTION

“Entrances to holiness are everywhere. Ascent is possible at any time.”

Rabbi Lawrence Kushner, Honey from the Rock

I have learned to be open to opportunities for growth and knowledge whenever
possible. For me, my entrance to holiness was found in Brandon, Florida, in a small
congregation of which I was the student rabbi. Congregation Beth Shalom had
approximately one hundred families, many of whom had left the major synagogue in
Tampa for more of a “homey” feeling in a smaller community. Most of the families were
young, with young children (there were over ninety children enrolled in the religious
school). In existence for ten years, they had finally built their own building, and were
proud to be a growing community.

My two-year experience as their spiritual leader brought with it many challenges,
insights, and memorable encounters. The part I will remember forever, however, is my
work with a prospective convert, Tammy. In the middle of my first year, she approached
me and wanted to discuss the possibility of conversion. She had read quite a bit about
Judaism already, on her own, and really felt that Judaism was her true home.

I gave her a few more recommended resources, and we began to meet regularly
(based on my visits, it was usually once a month) to discuss holidays, lifecycle,
observance, and all the other personal issues that arise during this process. It was quite

exciting for me to learn something new at school, and then be able to share this newfound

knowledge with Tammy that weekend.
While chronic health issues prevented her from traveling to an Introduction to

Judaism class, her commitment never faltered. Her enthusiasm about Judaism was quite




apparent. Tammy quickly became an expected attendee at Shabbat services, and also
attended all the adult education classes that I offered. She made many friends throughout
the synagogue, and came to be a well-respected member of the community.

An exciting part of the experience was my participation in the Gerecht Family
Outreach Institute, offered to third-year rabbinical students on the New York HUC-JIR

campus, as well as in the Denver Outreach Internship, offered to Hebrew Union College

students of all three U.S. campuses. The information gathered at these two intensive
conferences shaped my months working with Tammy in a more serious way. | was able
to hear from a number of Jews-by-choice, their family and friends, and other Jewish
clergy regarding the conversion process as a whole. I brought home invaluable resources,
including myriad texts and resources, as well a copy of Divrei Giyur, the new guidelines
for conversion published by the CCAR.

Unfortunately, due to time constraints, I was not able to see Tammy’s conversion
through to fruition. Through correspondence, I have learned that she moved to a new
community, and has been working with a rabbi there. I hope that, when the time is right,
she will feel ready to complete the next stage of her Jewish journey, and go through the
conversion ritual.

Besides my general work with her, it was one comment that she made that got the
gears turning for this thesis. During a discussion of images of Jews in popular culture, she
expressed to me that she did not understand what was so funny about Seinfeld She knew
that it was a hit television show that many people found funny, but she just didn’t get it.
She attributed her reaction to her southern upbringing, but I began pondering a larger

question: If Judaism is a religion and a culture, how does one truly take on all aspects of




living Jewishly? And, per our conversation, how would one develop what might be called
a “Jewish” sense of humor?

It was at this point that I realized that there is so much more to conversion than
just learning rituals and rules — a total change in identity was required. An exposure to,
and comfort with, all things Jewish (holidays, food, humor, literature, sacred texts,
stories, and much more) was necessary for one to feel truly at home in Judaism. I began
to wonder what the different modern Jewish movements did with regard to these
psychosocial changes inherent in the conversion process. Moreover, had the tradition
recognized that conversion was more than just a status change or change in group
membership? And thus, this thesis was born.

As many learned topics move from theory to practice, and from impersonal to
personal, so, too, this study. The examination of conversion in classical texts begins with
the laws and rules of halachah, then continues with various aggadot that tell the stories of
individual converts. An exploration of the manner in which modern Judaism incorporates
these texts and rules takes place in the third chapter with a look at contemporary
conversion processes across the denominations. Finally, first-person accounts of actual

converts will be found in the fourth chapter.




Chapter One:
CONVERSION IN HALACHIC TEXTS

The Babylonian Talmud

Conversion is mentioned throughout the Talmud primarily in one-sentence
comments or short stories. The debates reflect the common style of the Talmudic period
(3™-7® century CE), which took place post-Mishnah in the Diaspora. However, in
Yevamot, many rulings and discussions take place regarding the status of converts in the
community and what constitutes a proper conversion. The first major discussion is found
in Yevamot 45b. Rava declared R. Mari b. Rachel was a legitimate Israelite and thus he
was eligible for appointment among the pursers of the Babylonian community. This is
significant because his mother, Rachel, had been held captive earlier in life and, during
her captivity, married an idolater. This marriage led to the birth of Mari. Interestingly,
Issur, Mari’s father, embraced Judaism during Rachel’s pregnancy, and is referred to
throughout the Talmud as Issur the Proselyte. Therefore, Rava felt that the child of a
Jewish woman and a converted man was not only a full Jew, but also worthy of a position
of power over the Jewish community. '

This ruling about Mari then leads to a discussion of other gentiles and their status.
The servant of R. Hiyya b. Ammi made a certain non-Israelite woman bathe for
matrimonial purposes. R. Joseph declares that this woman could therefore be called a
legitimate Jew, and her daughter could also be called legitimate. Thus, the mere act of

immersing oneself, presumably in mayim chayim, could be enough to constitute a

conversion to Judaism,




This is directly followed by two other examples that confirm R. Joseph’s

viewpoint:

“A certain person was once named ‘son of a female heathen.” Said R. Assi, ‘Did
she not bathe for the purpose of her menstruation?® A certain person was named
‘son of a male heathen.” Said R. Joshua b, Levi, ‘Did he not bathe in connection
with any emission of his?*”

It is apparent, therefore, that these sages did not feel that any other process was necessary
in order to become a full member of the Jewish community.

However, a few pages later, Yevamot 46a-b contains a large debate over further
ritualistic requirements. Specifically, they disagreed over whether or not both
circumcision and ritual immersion were necessary components of conversion. The first
case: circumcision without immersion. The Tannaim believed that this was valid, citing
Abraham’s conversion to Judaism (circumcision without immersion) as proof, In the case
of immersion without circumcision, the Tannaim found this to be valid as well because
the women in the bible were able to convert without any type of circumcision. The Sages
disagree with these prior rulings, and say clearly that both immersion and circumcision
are required for the conversion to be valid. However, a bit of doubt is added into the
discussion from some individual rabbis, leaving the Talmud to conclude, “all agree that
ritual immersion without circumcision is effective, and they differ only on circumcision
without immersion.”

Yevamot 47a begins an interesting section regarding perceived motives for
conversion. The Tannaim had taught that, in the land of Israel, proof of proper conversion

must be provided when a convert joins the Jewish community. From this R. Judah

! This discussion of Mari is interesting particularly when taken in opposition to Avodah Zarah 594, where it
is decided that the child of an idolater and a Jewish woman is a mamzer. The text above is noteworthy
because it demonstrates the import of the father having converted prior to the birth of the child.




deduces that, outside of Israel, the conversion need not be proven in order to accept the

convert. However, the Sages disagreed, stating that proof needed to be provided both in
and out of the land of Israel. R. Judah’s remark seems to stem from an assumption that
converts in Israel may not be trusted with regard to motive. In Israel, a material
advantage was to theoretically be gained by joining the Jewish community. Yet, outside,
motives could be assumed to be pure, since there was no obvious advantage to being a
Jew.

This thread about proof then adds a third component to the conversion process:
the presiding presence of the Beit-Din. A quote from Deuteronomy 1:16 (“...judge
righteously between one person and his brother, whether Israelite or ger [translated either
as stranger or as convert]”) leads the Sages to associate judging with converts. R. Judah
ruled that a person who becomes a convert in the presence of a Beit-Din is a valid convert,
but a person who does so privately is not valid.

Next, a fourth requirement is added onto immersion, circumcision, and the
presence of a Beit-Din. This section of Yevamot 47a-b delves deeper into the study
process that takes place before the actual conversion by including a baraira that
originates in the 1%-3" century CE. It is to become the highly copied prescribed
curriculum throughout the rest of the halachic codes:

Our Rabbis taught: If at the present time a man desires to become a proselyte, he
is to be addressed as follows: “What reason have you for desiring to become a
proselyte; do you not know that Israel at the present time are persecuted and
oppressed, despised, harassed and overcome by afflictions?” If he replies, “I
know, and am yet unworthy,” he is quickly accepted and is given instruction in
some of the minor and some of the major commandments. He is informed of the
sin of the neglect of the commandments of Gleanings, the Forgotten Sheaf, the
Comner, and the Poor Man’s Tithe. He is also told of the punishment for the
transgression of the commandments....so is he informed of the reward granted
for their fulfiliment. He is told, “Know that the world to come was made only for
the righteous, and that Israel at present time are unable to bear either too much
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prosperity or too much suffering.” He is, however, not to be either persuaded or
dissuaded too much.

If he accepted, then he is circumcised immediately...As soon as he is healed
arrangements are to be made for his immediate immersion, when two learned
mean stand by his side and acquaint him with some of the minor and some of the
major commandments. When he comes up from his immersion, then he is
deemed to be an Israelite in all respects.

In the case of a woman proselyte, women make her sit in water up to her neck,
while two learned men stand outside and give her instruction in some of the
minor and some of the major commandments.

This relatively detailed description of the prescribed conversion ritual reflects many
different aspects of the world of the Sages. It can be inferred that they were skeptical of
anyone who desired to become a part of the Jewish community at a time when Jews were
so disliked and threatened. Therefore, asking about the person’s reasons for conversion
was necessary. If the person seemed to truly admire Judaism, and wish to become part of
the Jewish community despite all the apparent hardship, then the convert was acceptable.
The Sages also seemed quite hesitant to overwhelm, or even frighten away, the potential
convert by telling him or her too much about the required mitzvot. While the punishments
for transgression are clearly taught, the Sages are quick to mention that the rewards must
be stressed as well, thus making Judaism seem all the more appealing. Once the convert
has completed the requirements, he or she is quickly circumcised and/or immersed, and
made a Jew without delay (due to the idea that the performance of a mitzvah is never to
be delayed). Interestingly, no timeline is provided for this complete process, which could
theoretically take place in a single afternoon.

This is followed by a very problematic sentence from R. Helbo. He is quoted as
saying, “Proselytes are as hard for Israel to endure as a sore.” He comes to this
conclusion based a verse from the Bible as well as word play. He uses Isaiah 14:1, “And

the ger shall join himself with them, and they shall cleave [v 'nis 'p ’chu] to the house of




Jacob.” The root of the word for cleave, S-P-Ch, is also found in the word for sore,

sapachat. Thus, a convert is seen to cleave onto the Israelite community just like,
according to R. Helbo, a detestable, leprous sore upon your skin.

Yet, R. Helbo is in the minority when it comes to condemning conversion with
such strong language. Rabbi Ammi makes it clear that, in messianic times, converts will
be gladly received. R. Yose b, Chalafta and R. Simeon b. Elazar both agree that, in the
messianic era, converts will come to fully acknowledge God.> The minor tractate entitled
Gerim, in addition to detailing procedures for circumcision, ritual immersions, and
definitions of other terms, goes so far as to remind the Jews that they were to have a
welcoming attitude toward conversion.

The final part of Yevamot's halachic discourse is found on 47b, when they bring
in the popular verses from Ruth (1:16-18) and use them to interpretively glean further
rules, of a qualitatively different nature, to impart to the prospective convert. The Sages
teach through an imagined conversation between Naomi and Ruth.

“We are forbidden,” Naomi told her, “to move beyond the Shabbat boundaries.”

“Where you go, I will go,” the other replied.
“We are forbidden private mecting between a2 man and a woman,”
“Where you lodge, I will lodge.”
“We have been commanded 613 commandments.,”
“Your people will be my people.”
*“We are forbidden idolatry.”
“And your God, my God.”

“Four modes of death [stoning, burning, strangulation, sword] were entrusted to
the Beit-Din.”

“Where you die, there I will die.”
“Two graveyards were placed at the disposal of the Beir-Din.”

“And there will I be buried.”

Hence, more specific mifzvot are conveyed, as well as moral statements. Also, the Sages

anachronistically infuse the text with a great deal of support for their role in the Beit-Din.

% Avodah Zarah 24a
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What began in the Talmud with a discussion of the fundamental requirements for
both study and ultimately conversion grew in the resulting literature of the law codes.
The Talmud functioned primarily on a theoretical or rhetorical level, interested in
intellectual discourse and logical argument. While there is some doubt expressed over the
motives for conversion, they principally focus on status issues and process. They seem to
be more concerned with the effects of conversion on the extant Jewish community, not on
the convert him/herself. The subsequent halachic literature sought to take these
sometimes vague rulings or inconsistencies and codify them into law that could be
followed and enforced in various Jewish communities, while also expanding the entire

discussion in many directions.

Haiachot Gedolot

The Geonic period (7%-11™ century CE) brought with it a desire to take the
disparate source materials of the Taimud and begin a codification process. Thus,
Halachot Gedolot was created in the 9® century by Shimon Kayara, based on the
Babylonian Talmud. It comes out of the Jewish community based within the Muslim
world, meaning it sterns from a minority population that struggled with issues of
assimilation, acculturation, and also a fear of those wanting to join into their community.

With this in mind, it is apparent that much stricter rules were necessary than those
set forth in the Talmud. Boundaries and standards, applicable in the “here and now,”
must be set into place so as to maintain the integrity of the Jewish community. In Hilchot
Milat Gerim, much is added to the basics. The earliest noteworthy addition is that of a
blessing to the immersion ritual, making it appear to be a much more official and critical

3 Avodah Zarah 3b and Berachot 57b, respectively
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part of conversion. The text then recounts the discussion from the Talmud regarding
whether or not both immersion and circumcision were needed to be a valid conversion,
Halachot Gedolot decides that these vague rules are no longer sufficient, and says clearly
that both immersion and circumcision are required, as well as the presence of 3 witnesses,
a Beit-Din. The text even goes so far as to say that a person who has done one component
but not the other is “like a goy in every way.” The text then asserts that 8 convert that is
located either in the land of Israel or outside is required to bring proof that an immersion
took place before three witnesses.

Interestingly, while Halachot Gedolot aims to be a strict code of law, it does not
believe that motives are relevant to the conversion process. Four cases are listed: a man
or woman who converts for a spouse, one who converts to sit at the table of kings, one
who converts because of a dream, and one who converts out of fear. Despite these varied
motives, all are deemed valid conversions,

Halachot Gedolot makes an addition at this point in the discussion to mention
who constitutes an unacceptable convert. Specifically, a deaf mute, a mentally
incompetent person, and a child are not acceptable because they are deemed unfit to
affirm their beliefs on their own behalf. Thus, it is stated that anyone determined to be
unfit will not be accepted for conversion.

The text then returns to the Talmud’s section about the prescribed course of study.
It copies it nearly verbatim, but then adds in a section about “bad” converts. For instance,
if, after you tell a potential convert about how Israel is despised, etc., he wants to leave,

then you are to let him leave. It also states that it is important to differentiate the demands
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of Jewish law from those of Noahite law. Then it mentions R. Helbo’s notorious quote
about converts being reminiscent of “sores.”

Halachot Gedolot next repeats of the Talmud’s inclusion of the conversation
between Ruth and Naomi, which teaches how to go about teaching a potential convert.
Naomi demonstrates how exactly to go about teaching “not too much and not too little.”
Ruth’s answers show her willingness to join the Jewish community, and thus she was
immediately accepted. It concludes with a reiteration of the importance of a Beit-Din to
the conversion proceedings.

Like Talmud, Halachot Gedolot does not seem interested in the internal world of
the convert. As a code, it seeks to set forth law and procedure. However, the inclusion of
possible motives shows a leaning toward a consideration for what exactly brings someone
to want to convert to Judaism. While the text believes that motives are irrelevant in terms
of validity, that they are mentioned at all demonstrates an awareness of different reasons

one may seek out inclusion in the Jewish people.

Mishneh Torah
Rabbi Moshe ben Maimon, also known as Rambam or Maimonides, wrote his
Mishneh Torah in 12" century Cairo. As the idea of codification of law had already taken
hold by his lifetime, he sought to enhance the laws even further by inciuding his
philosophical and medical background. He also ties the laws back to the Torah, rather
than the Talmud, using biblical quotations as proof texts.

Rambam deals with the laws surrounding conversion to Judaism in chapter 13 of

the Mishneh Torah. The very first thing he does is include what appears to be a
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procedural change — he states that three rituals must be completed for a valid conversion:
circumcision, immersion, and sacrifice. Though it is his not his innovation to include
sacrifice in general,‘ Rambam is the first to state it clearly as a requirement. Two verses
from Exodus, 19:10° and 24:5°, serve as his proof that immersion and sacrifice were
taking place in conversion situations in biblical times. Moreover, Rambam is the first
codifier to see the Revelation at Sinai as a major, communal conversion to Judaism, in
that it was completed through circumcision, immersion, and sacrifice. Citing Numbers
15:157, he claims that converts in his time must complete the three acts as well. He even
specifies that the sacrifice must consist of a burnt offering, or two turtledoves, or two
doves.

Yet, in Rambam’s time, there were certainly no sacrifices, since the Temple had
not stood in over a millennium. He recognizes this, stating that the sacrifice requirement
will have to be delayed until the days when the Temple is rebuilt. In the meantime,
converts must complete both immersion and circumcision. He reiterates Halachot
Gedolot’s statement that one ritual without the other does not constitute a valid
conversion. He agrees that the conversion must take place in front of three witnesses.

Rambam seemingly goes against the rules about proof inside and outside of Israel,
stating that proof is necessary only outside of Israel, for every person living in the land is
assumed to be an Israelite. However, this is only true during times when the majority of

people living in Israel are Jewish, and Israel is prosperous. In those times, requiring proof

* Precedent for the inclusion of sacrifice is found in the Talmud in Massechet Kritut 9a.

* “The Eternal said to Moses: ‘Go to the people and consecrate them todsy and tomorrow. Have them wash
their clothes.”

$ “[Moses] sent young men of the people of Israel, who offered burnt offerings and sacrificed oxen as
offerings of well-being to the Eternal.”

7«As for the assembly, there shall be for both you and the ger a single statute, a perpetual statute
throughout your generations; you and the ger shall be alike before the Eternal.”




16

outside of Israel ensures the purity for Israelite descent. In current times, proof is required
of all converts due to the level of uncertainty involved with Diaspora life.

In Hilkhot 14-17, Rambam engages in a discussion of Biblical figures with
questionable behaviors, This leads to his opinions about motivations, through which he
disagrees strongly with Halachot Gedolot's feelings toward motivation. Rambam states
that converts must be “checked” in terms of what exactly led them to pursue conversion.
He calls three motives “false”; money, fear, or desired status. If one of these false
motives is not found, then you are to stress how heavy the yoke of mitzvot is, and how
difficult it is for gentiles to follow, and thus the potential convert in encouraged in a
number of ways to change his/her mind and walk away. If she accepts what she is told,
and if it is clear that she have given up her idolatrous past, then you may accept her.
Despite this discussion of motive, Rambam states, in 13:6, harei zeh ger, the imperfect
convert is still a convert.

Rambam is also not as strict when it comes to being converted before a Beit-Din.
He states that it is indeed ideal, but a convert who completed the process in front of three
ordinary witnesses has still converted. The convert’s status is questioned for a short time,
until his righteousness can be proven.

Continuing his discussion of false converts, he states that they are like zora’at to
Israel, since they converted for false reasons and then led Israel astray. This differs from
Halachot Gedolot in that Rambam differentiates between righteous converts, whom he
welcomes warmly, and false converts, whom he condemns in strong terms. He even goes
so far as to say that the mixed multitude in the wilderness were responsible most of the
trials of the Children of Israel before God, including the golden calf incident.
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When no false motive is found, the potential convert is asked, “What inspired you
to become a convert” before the convert is told that Israel is oppressed, despised, etc.
This question demonstrates Rambam’s consideration for the internal world — the
inspiration for the act is important to him. Once the potential convert says that he is “not
worthy” of Judaism, and he is accepted for the conversion process, Rambam states that
the convert is to be informed of the essences of the religion, which are the oneness of
God, and the prohibition against idolatry. Rambam not only specifies these two topics,
but also implores the teacher to expound upon them greatly. Some minor and major
mifzvot are then taught as well. But, Rambam writes, the convert should be drawn closer
only with pleasing and soft words so as to not frighten him away. He is the first to show a
consideration for how the convert will feel throughout the process, and encourages the
teacher to be kind and gentle throughout the course of study. The teacher is even to teach
relevant verses to show affection for the convert.

Rambam seems to view the conversion process through a completely different
lens than the codifiers that came before him. His personality‘ and background, especially
his interest in the mind, the intellect, and the internal workings of human beings, lend
thernselves to the perspective on the convert’s inner process throughout the conversion.
He truly seems to be concerned with how the convert views the conversion procedures

and rituals - in fact, he wants the process to be enjoyable and careful.

Shulkhan Aruch
Rambam, along with the Rif and the Rosh, forms the basis for the next major code

of law ~ the Shulkhan Aruch. Joseph Caro wrote this code to satisfy the needs of the
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entire Jewish community, though in actuality his halachot were primarily applicable to
the Sephardic community alone. Because of this limited audience, Rabbi Moses Isserles
(Rama) writes a gloss to the Shulkhan Aruch which provides the Ashkenazic customs as
well. This text goes on to become what is today called “Halachah,” and no other law code
has surpassed its import among the traditional Jewish community.

Caro’s emendation of the previous codes does not look very different from those
that came before him. His discussion of conversion is found in Yoreh Deah 268. He
includes Rambam’s idea of teaching the “essences of the religion” to the potential
convert. He stresses that the process should be undertaken by the convert out of love. The
three witnesses must be “kosher,” which builds on Rambam’s idea that a Beit-Din would
be ideal,

Caro’s primary concerns seem to revolve around how this person’s status will
affect others. He discusses the children of the convert, as well as what is specifically
required in order to marry a daughter of Israel (the rules are strict in that all components
must be in place in proper fashion). He focuses on various cases and what to do in each
case.

In the Shulkhan Aruch, Caro eliminates one of the Mishneh Torah's best assets,
the biblical proof texts. What results is a cold, methodical listing of rules and procedures.
Little, if any, consideration of the psychological state of the convert is therefore
encouraged by Caro.

Conclusion

This examination of the principal classic halachic texts regarding conversion

points to a trend that is not at all surprising ~ the authors focused on laws, status, and how
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their rulings would affect that which came after them. Each author, or group of authors,
wrote within his contemporaneous environment and from his own individual viewpoint.
Talmud began to gather various viewpoints on the topic, but its goal was not to codify
their opinions. Halachot Gedolot bravely started the field of Jewish law codes, but left
many components out. Maimonides brought together his fields of expertise to provide the
most human code, and Caro simplified that which came before him into something
simple and usable.

In terms of an awareness of psychology, Rambam stood out with regard to a
consideration of what was going on inside the potential convert. Others saw the
conversion process as a change in status and nothing more. The laws were merely that —
rules that govern. Rambam infused his rules with a sense that he was creating them for
individual human beings, not just a community that needs to be controlled judiciaily.

It is perhaps a limitation of the literature genre which causes the texts to appear
disinterested in the psychological underpinnings for the soon-to-be Jew. Aggadic texts
will indeed provide more insight into the various eras. Case studies and midrashim will,
by nature, place a human face onto the rules, and allow the rabbis to show their creativity

in a different manner,
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Chapter Two:
CONVERSION IN AGGADIC TEXTS

Classic halakhic texts offer insight into the common practices and beliefs
surrounding the conversion of non-Jews into the Jewish community throughout the past
two millennia. The central laws and considerations become apparent by studying the
processes delineated in the texts. However, the codes material, by its nature, denies the
reader access to the human beings and actual stories behind the codified laws. Aggadah
allows a more personal view into the lives of the rabbis and students living during
Talmudic and Midrashic times. Beginning with the types of stories told in the Bible itself,
the subsequent tales become even richer.

Biblical Sources: Torah

The Bible text begins the process of teaching through stories. Throughout the
Bible, there are many cases of non-Israelites joining the Israelite community, There is no
actual ceremony or course of study preceding this event, other than circumcision for
males, and the focus is on joining the community. “The term ger in the OT [Old
Testament] designates an alien or immigrant in the process of being assimilated. In
primitive Semitic society all rights were based on blood relation, but a relationship like
consanguinity could be artificially contrived.™

The matriarchs of Genesis, such as Sarah, Rebekah, Leah, and Rachel, are
presumed to have become part of the Israelite society solely because of their marriage

into it. Gerim, once they have joined the group, are then responsible for following
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Israelite customs and performing the required mitzvot. “Since political and religious
rights were inseparable, the {ger] could not be admitted to full rights in the host’s tribe
apart from participation in the cult. Thus the immigrant would tend to become an
adherent of his patron’s cult.”

This is seen first in Genesis 12:5, when Abram and Sarai depart from Haran to go
to the land that God had shown them. The text reads, “Abram took Sarai his wife, Lot his
brother’s son, all their substance that they had gathered, and the souls who they had made
in Haran, and they went forth to go into the land of Caneun...” Rashi believed that the
souls they had procured in Haran were people who had converted and joined Abram’s
familial community. Abraham converted the men, and Sarah converted the women.
Naturally, Abraham himself was not born Jewish, but became Jewish in later adulthood
through his covenant with God.?

The Exodus from Egypt is the next significant occurrence of “conversion.”
Exodus 12:38 refers to a “mixed multitude” that left Egypt along with the fleeing
Israelites. Rashi interprets this muititude as a mixture of converts made up of various
peoples. The Revelation at Sinai is also viewed as a massive conversion of the wandering
Israelites into actual Jews. The exodus served forever as a reminder that Israelites should
love the strangers (gerim) in their midst, for they themselves had been strangers in the
land of Egypt.*

! “Proselyte The Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible. New York: Abingdon Press, 1962. p. 921
2 “Proselyte.” Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible. New York: Abingdon Press, 1962. p. 922.

3 Many commentators believe that Abraham was the first official “convert” to Judaism. While Abraham
could certainly be called a Jew-by-choice, Rabbi Daniel Gropper, in his HUC-JIR rabbinical thesis entitled,
Jethro: Rabbinic Paradrgm of a Male Proselyte (1998), contends that conversion only applies when one
enters into an already existing traditios.

! Leviticus 19:34, Deuteronomy 10:19




22

Immediately following the Exodus, Jethro, Moses’ father-in-law, heard of the
miraculous redemption that took place in Egypt. Jethro responded quite favorably to the
news, as Exodus 18:9-12 demonstrates:

“And Jethro rejoiced over all the kindness that YHWH had
shown Isracl when God delivered them from the Egyptians.
‘Blessed be YHWH,’ Jethro said, ‘who delivered you from the
Egyptians and from Pharaoh, and who delivered the people from
under the hand of the Egyptians. Now I know that YHWH is
greater than all gods, yes, by the result of their very schemes
against the people. And Jethro, Moses’ father-in-law, brought a
burnt offering and sacrifices for God, and Aaron came with all
the elders of Isracl to partake of the meal before God with
Moses’ father-in-law.”

Jethro is set forth as an example of a male proselyte to Judaism, who witnessed God’s
power and felt compelled to join the Israelite community. Rashi interprets this episode as
a conversion, as he writes in his commentary to Exodus 18:1, “He was called by seven
names: Reuel, Yeter, Yitro, Chovav, Chever, Keini, and Putiel. Yeter, because he added
one more parashah to the Torah. Yitro, because when he converted and fulfilled the
mitzvot, they added a letter [a vav] to his name.” Modern commentator Martin Noth
feels that Jethro’s words and actions in verses 9-12 refer to a conversion: “The
recognition of a ‘polytheistic-comparative’ exaltation of Yahweh over ‘all gods’ such as
still occurs occasionally in traditional language, especially in Psalms, is here put in the
mouth of a Midianite whom the divine acts have led to ‘enlightenment.”” Jethro’s
actions illustrate a passion for YHWH, as well as a renunciation of belief in other gods.
He then follows his speech with deed — he brings sacrifices to Israel’s God.

Throughout the Torah, it seems quite easy to become part of the burgeoning

Israelite community through assimilation. One must merely proclaim a belief in the God

* Noth, Martin. Exodus. The Old Testament Library. Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1962, p. 149
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of Israel, and perhaps perform a small ritual act of circumcision or sacrifice. Henceforth,
the new member of the community is a full-fledged part of the group.

Interestingly, psychological motivations do seem to be included in some of the
examples. While the matriarchs become Israelites by marriage alone, the “mixed
multitude” that joins following the Exodus could be joining for a variety of reasons.
With the best of intentions, it is possible that they are now cognizant of YHWH’s great
power, and would like to believe in Israel’s God. In terms of a possible ulterior motive,
they may also see an irresistible opportunity to “jump on the bandwagon” of the next big
thing. The Exodus provides this “multitude” with an excuse to leave slavery and Egypt
behind in search of something new.

Jethro’s motivations seem to be nothing but honorable. He describes his
impression of the divine redemption from slavery, and swears allegiance thereafter to the
God of Israel. He even goes so far as to offer sacrifices. One may wonder whether the
fact that this was the religion of his son-in-law and grandchildren had any impact on his
enthusiastic decision to “convert.” It is possible to doubt his full conversion to Judaism if
he instead just incorporated YHWH into his pantheon of gods, but precedent certainly

exists for reading the text as a conversion.

Biblical Sources: Prophets and Writings
Pre-exilic prophets, such as Amos and First Isaiah, focused much on God being
the God of the entire world, not just the God of Israel. This may have been due to the fact
that many cultures lived among the Israelites. According to II Chronicles 2:17, Solomon
took a census of all the gerim living in the land, and found the number to be 153,600,

quite a significant amount. This positive regard towards foreigners as well as
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universalistic message probably encouraged others to join the Israelite national
community.
However, the exile changed the Jewish connection to location and nationalism.

The exile had many significant effects. It destroyed the tribal

structure of the Israclites. The severing of national identity of the

people made the religious clements of the people paramount. The

rabbinate based on scholarship replaced the priesthood based on

lincage, synagogues and academics replaced the Temple, and

Torah study and prayer replaced sacrifices. The Israelites, a

national people, became Jews, the followers of a religion. ®

Post-exilic prophets like Jeremiah struggled to reframe Judaism without its
nationalistic components. Since Jeremiah encouraged the exiles to pray for their welfare
in the land of Babylon, this showed them that Judaism could survive outside of the land
of Israel, Thus, you did not have to live in Israel in order to be Jewish and this allows
more non-Jews to enter into the community. Instead, practice and ritual allow for entry
into the Jewish community, Jeremiah also expressed hope that the idolators of Babylon
would one day find their way to YHWH and become part of Israel (Jeremiah 3:17, 4:2,
and 12:16).
Other prophets confront conversion in their time. Some books call converts

nilvim, or those who “attach themselves” to God (Isaiah 14:1, 56:3,6; Esther 9:27,
Zechariah 2:15). Ezra chose the term nivdalim, or those who “separated themselves” from
the non-Jewish world in order to join the Jewish community. Zechariah (8:20-23), at the
dedication of the second Temple, announces a program to convert people to Judaism in a

concentrated manner,

¢ Epstein, Lawrence J. The Theory and Practice of Welcoming Converts to Judaism. Lewiston, New York:
The Edwin Mellen Press, 1992. p. 59.

;.:;
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However, Ezra (particularly chapters 9-10) and Nehemiah (chapter 13) promoted
a heavily particularistic approach to reconstituting the Jewish community after the return
from Babylon, so conversion essentially stopped during their time. The books of Ruth
and Jonah are commonly viewed as in opposition to the rhetoric of Ezra and Nehemiah,
for they speak highly of conversion and the converts themselves.

The Maccabean victory (164 BCE) brought with it a renewal in Jewish power and
sovereignty, thus once again sparking conversion, sometimes forced, efforts in the
commuanity.

In Palestine itself the military and political successes of the Maccabees

revived Jewish nationalist pride and may have enhanced somewhat

Jewish prestige in the Diaspora. John Hyrcanus and his successors

attempted to create a new Jewish empire. John conquered the Edomites

and forced Judaism on them...Alexander Janneus massacred the

Moabites of Pella who refused to convert to Judaism...This policy of

forced conversion was motivated more by political considerations than

by religious or missionary zeal. The concern was for cultural uniformity

in the interest of political conformity...”

In these situations, the psychology of conversion was irrelevant — conversion to Judaism
was forced, and took place in at atmosphere of fear. There was no concern for proper
observance, it is not even clear what exactly took place in these conversions (in terms of
circumcision, immersion, etc.). What is clear is that conversion at this time was not a

religious event, but merely a political strategy.

Hence, it is difficult to say whether the Prophets and the Writings feel one way or

the other regarding conversion and assimilation. As time progressed, and societal

situations shifted, reality seemed to require a changed attitude toward the willingness to

welcome converts into the community. The enthusiasm we see in the Torah and books

like Ruth and Jonah are countered by the trepidation exhibited in Ezra and Nehemiah.




26

Later Jewish texts will attempt to confront and interpret the various opinions expressed in

the Tanach.

Conversion in the Talmud
Most of the mentions of conversion in the Talmud are Halakhic in nature.

However, there are scattered mentions with more of an aggadic approach to the topic. In

Pesachim 87b, Rabbi Yochanan states that God exiled the Jews from Israel for only one
reason: to increase the number of converts to Judaism.

Menakhot 44a contains a fascinating tale of a sinful act that leads to conversion.

A certain man, who scrupulously observed the law of #zitzir, heard of a
prostitute in a far-off land who demanded four hundred gold coins as her
price. He sent her four hundred gold coins, and set a date to meet her.
When the day arrived, he waited by the prostitute’s door. Her maid came
and told her, “The man who sent you four hundred gold coins is waiting
at the door.” The woman replied, “Let him come in.” When he entered,
...the prostitute went to her bed and lay down upon it naked. He too
started toward her bed when, all of a sudden, the four ritual fringes on his
garment flew up and struck him across the face; at that point, he moved
away from her and sat down on the ground.

The prostitute stepped down from her bed and sat down on the ground,
opposite him. “By the head of the Roman Emperor,” she swore, “I will
not leave you alone until you tell me what blemish you saw in me [that
caused you to leave my bed]. He replied, “Never have I seen a woman
as beautiful as you are, but there is a commandment which the Lord our
God has commanded us. It is called #zizzit.” [He goes on to explain the g
relevant laws.] “Now the four fringes of the #zitzir appeared to me as four :
witnesses [testifying before God about the sin I was about to commit
with you].

The prostitute said, “I will not let you leave here until you tell me your
name, the name of your town, the name of your teacher, and the name of
the school in which you study Torah.” He wrote all this down and put it
in her hand. Thereupon {the man departed for home] and the woman
divided her estate into three parts, one third to the Roman government,
one third to be distributed among the poor, and the final third she took
with her. The linens on her bed, however, she kept. She then traveled to

7 “Proselyte.” Interpreter's Dictionary of the Bible. New York: Abingdon Press, 1962, p. 924,




the yeshiva headed by Rabbi Hiyya, and said to him, “Master, instruct
the rabbis to convert me to Judaism.”

“My daughter,” he replied, “perhaps you have set your eyes on one of
my students?”

She took out the paper the young man had given her, and handed it to

Rabbi Hiyya. “Go,” said he, “and enjoy your acquisition.” [The woman

was quickly converted, and immediately married the young man, And

so, the Talmud concludes:] The very linens she had spread for him for an

illicit purpose, she now spread out for him lawfully.®
This lengthy story, while certainly an exceptional case, allows for much interpretation. It
presents what could be considered an ulterior motive: the prostitute “set her eyes” on a
Jewish male she wished to marry. The sages typically saw conversion for the sake of
marriage not to be a valid reason. One therefore wonders what made this case different.
Perhaps it was the conviction with which she pursued conversion. She disposed of two-
thirds of her belongings, thus giving up her home, career, and income. Something
significant had apparently compelled her to act in this manner, and then travel to become
converted.

Delving deeper into the story, the prostitute most likely led a life without either
stability or conviction. Her income was derived from submitting her body to abuse by
anonymous strangers. Yet, one day, a man walks into her bedroom with the intention of
being a customer of her “services,” yet he experiences, before her eyes, a spiritual
reawakening. Following the fringe incident, he is able to tell her about forces more
powerful than either of them. The incident proves that there is goodness and Divinity in
the world. One can believe in God, righteousness, and justice. Thoughts like this may

have influenced her, and literally changed the course of her life. Judaism, with its

* Translation courtesy of Rabbi Joseph Telushkin. Jewish Wisdom. New York: William Morrow and
Company, Inc., 1994. pp. 380-381,
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emphasis on choosing life and good, must have been incredibly appealing to her. The
rabbis saw rhis — not that she was converting for marriage, but that she was pulled
towards Judaism, the religion. Becoming Jewish would allow her to love, and thus she
could subsequently marry the man who changed her life.

There are two tales of righteous gentiles in the Talmud who arguably convert to
Judaism. Avodah Zarah 10b discusses the first story, that of Ketiah bar Shallum, a

What was the story of Ketiah bar Shallum? There was a certain Caesar who
hated the Jews. He asked the dignitaries in his kingdom: “If dead flesh

develops on someone’s foot, should he cut it off and be healed, or should he
leave it and suffer?” They responded to him: “He should cut it off and be healed.”
But Ketiah bar Shallum advised them against doing so, for two reasons: “First,
you will not be able to overcome them all, because they are scattered around the
world.”...The second reason given by Kectiah bar Shallum to the Caesar:
“Furthermore, if you eliminate the Jews that are under your authority, you will
be called the ruler of a severed kingdom, because part of its population has been
climinated.

The Cacsar said to Ketiah: “You have indeed spoken well. However, the law
dictates that whoever prevails against the king is cast into the round chamber

[a death sentence].” As the Caesar’s men were taking him and going to the
chamber, a certain matron called out to Ketiah: “Woe to the ship that goes
without having paid its taxes.” So Ketiah fell on the top of his foreskin and

cut it off. He said: “I have paid my tax. I shail leave this world and pass into

the World to Come.” As they were throwing him into the chamber, he said:

“All my possessions should go to Rabbi Akiva and his collcagues.”

Thus, it seems that Ketiah began with an intellectual reason for defending the
presence of Jews in the Roman Empire, but ended by desiring to become a member of the
Jewish community, even if only in his final moments of life. Ketiah was obviously a
highly placed member of the Caesar’s court, which makes his actions all the more
compelling, What could he have seen in Judaism that drove him to convert before death?
The matron is also a questionable character. It almost seems as if she is a messenger from

God, suggesting that Ketiah fulfill his dedication to the Jews by becoming one of them.
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Just as “paying taxes™ has rewards in this life, becoming Jewish before death would have
rewards in the world-to-come. !
It is possible that he began to react when seeing the callousness with which the g

Caesar was willing to eliminate the Jews of his kingdom. He may have known that

Judaism celebrated life and heartily followed the commandment, “Thou shalt not
murder.” Ketiah may have merely desired to protect a threatened people, but then why
convert? One must wonder what the “back-story” is here, in terms of his prior encounters
or studies with Jews. In the end, we cannot know exactly what led him to this decision,
but his actions reveal the depth of his feelings.

The second story about a righteous gentile is the story of Onkelos the Ger, found
in Avodah Zarah 11a.

Onkelos the son of Kelonimus converted to Judaism. The Caesar
sent a troop of Romans after him. But Onkelos enticed them by
citing verses of the Torah, and they too converted. The Caesar then
sent another troop of Romans after him. He told them: “Do not say
anything to him.” But as they were taking [Onkelos] along with
them, he said to them: “Let me tell you something trivial. The
nifyora holds the torch in front of the pifyora, the pifyora in front
of the duksa, the duksa in front of the hegmona, and the hegmona
in front of the king.” Now, would the king hold the torch before
ordinary people?’ They answered him, “No!” Onkelos told them:
“But the Holy One, Blessed be He, holds a torch before the Jews,
as it is written: God went up before them by day in a pillar of
cloud, and by night in a pillar of fire to give them light. [Exodus
13:21]” They all converted to Judaism.

The Caesar then sent another troop after him, and instructed them:
“Do not discuss anything with him.” As they were taking
[Onkelos] along with them, he saw a mezuzah that was fixed on a
doorway. He put his hand on it and asked them: “What is this?”
They answered him: “You tell us.” Onkelos explained to them:

® According to Rashi, these are titles of Roman dignitaries in ascending order of rank, Those of lower status
carry a torch for those above them.
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“The way of the world is that a king of flesh and blood sits inside
his palace and his servants guard him from the outside. But the
Holy One, Blessed be He, His servants are inside while He guards
them from the outside, as it is stated: God will guard your
departure and yowr arrival, from this time and forever. [Psalms
121:8]” They too converted to Judaism.

The Caesar did not send after him again.

As a well-known Roman who converted to Judaism, Onkelos'® posed a threat to Caesar
and the Roman government. It makes sense that Caesar would have sent a number of
troops to arrest, detain, or even kill this controversial member of the Empire. Again, in
this tale, we see a leaning toward the intellectual — Onkelos is able to convert Caesar’s
troops with his wit, charisma and intelligence.

Delving deeper into the story, his chosen verses are, in fact, quite an appeal
toward the emotions of the visiting troops. His verses demonstrate the power and
compassion of Israel’s God as opposed to the hierarchical imperial reign found in the
Roman Empire. God cares and protects the people, not the other way around. By
highlighting the unhappiness inherent in many aspects of the Roman culture, Onkelos’
verses show that a Jewish life is much more pleasant, warm and happy, and this
appealing fact is what ultimately converts the troops.

In contrast to these positive comments and stories about converts, the infamous
quote from Yevamot 109b stands out: “Rabbi Helbo says that converts are as
troublesome as a sore.” Later Talmudic commentators wrestle with this quite a bit, but it
is important to take it as a statement of political fact. It was dangerous at Helbo’s time to

accept converts into the community,




Opposition to proselytes and to prosclytizing, which finds expression
in the Talmud, is probably to be attributed to the intensified antiforeign
feelings generated during the rebellions against Rome, the destruction
of Jerusalem, and the rise of Christianity. The sayings of the Tannaim
and Amoraim date from the second-fourth centuries, but they reflect
conditions and attitudes that obtained already in the first century."
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Rambam, perhaps in an attempt to soften Rabbi Helbo’s statement, interprets the )
comment as a reference only to converts with ulterior motives, which are not the great

majority of what he calls righteous converts."?

From a psychological point of view, Shabbat 88a includes an intriguing aggadah
regarding the circumstances under which the Israelites accepted Torah. The Gemara
begins by quoting from the Torah: “They stood at the foot of the mountain.”'® Rav

Avdimi bar Chama bar Chasa said: This teaches that the Holy One, Blessed be He,
covered them with the mountain like a vat. And God said to them, “If you accept Torah,
fine. But if not, your burial will be there!” This story seems to retell the mass conversion
of the Israelites into Jews, for they were now taking on religious obligations that went
beyond cultural or societal norms. This aggadah implies that the Jews were coerced, even
threatened with death, before receiving Torah. It is easy to<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>