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ABSTRACT 

The resurgence of proselytization in the last half of 

t he twentieth century has prompted intense deba t e wi t hin and 

among t he maj or movements o f modern J udai s m. I n s ome cases 

the pos itions taken by t he various parties t o the debate, 

a l though based on t he same l egal and homileti cal li terature, 

are diametri cally opposed. The class ica l literature o f the 

J ew i sh tradition doe s contain both pos i tive and negative 

s tatement s about gerim . 

This thesis explores the nature of this ambiguity as it 

has unfo lded in the ha lakhic literature in the form of both 

homiletic statements and practical legal decisions, and 

examines the extent to which modern attitudes and practices 

in the major movements within modern Juda ism in regard to / 

proselytes are informed or dete rmined by the seem ing 

ambiva lence of the trad itional literature. 

The concl usions of this thesis are that the efforts of 

scholars over the cent uries to reconcile the apparent self 

contrad ictions in the Talmud i n regard to proselytes have 

not yielded a resolution of the conflict, but rather a range 

of recorded opinions . These have been available to later 
r 

decisors vho have drawn upon them as legal sources to 

~upport their decisions. Choice of support texts seems to 
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have been shaped primarily by environmental forces. When 

the Jews have felt secure and certain o f their identity , 

there has been a tendency to openness. When the commun ity 

felt threate ned, physically or spiritually, the converse has 

been true. Thus, the variati ons that seem to indicate 

ambivalence when th i s literature is viewed as legal source 

mater ial, divo~ced from the time and circumstances of its 

composition, actually reflect response to the varied 

environments in which the Jews have lived. 

The same forces continue to operate in the Modern 

Period. The c o ntemporary debate about proselytes is shaped 

by the community's definition of itself, and by its 

perception of safety or challenge in its environment . 

.. 
V 
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INTRODtJCTION 

Dur ing the second half of the t wentieth century the 

Jewish community has witnessed a Yesurgence of c o nversion to 

Judaism . In 1983, the s oci o l ogist Egon Mayer estimated that 

at that time at least ten thousand converts we re entering 

the Ame rican Jewish community each year.1 There is evidence 

that the number o f converts has c o ntinued to gr o w. 2 All 

studies c o nfirm that thi s inc rease in the rate o f conve rs ion 

is directly related t o the surging intermarriage rate. Both 

have become the focus of widespread debate in the community. 

Th is discussion has generated tensions both oetween and 

within the liberal and traditional movements of Judaism. 

Concern has focused on two questions: what constitutes a 

valid conversion, and whether it is beneficial for the 

community to a dmit converts for the sake of marriage. The 

official statements of all parties to the debate have drawn 

on the traditional literature to buttress a var iety of 

1 Egon Hayer,"Jews By Choice: Their Impact on the 
Contemporary Jewish Community," Proceedings of the 
Rabb i n ical Assembly of America, vo l . 45, 1983, 57-70. 

2 F o r a more up t o date survey o f statistical studies 
of intermarriage and conversion see the d iscussion in 
chapter one in Jqs,.By Choice: A Study of Converts to Reform 
and Conservative Juda~ sm (Hoboken: Ktav Publishing House, 
1991). ? C:; 
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response s to these quest ions. These positions are 

frequently mutually exclusive. Indeed the tradition does 

offer evidence of bolh posit i ve and negative attitudes 

towards the acc eptance of outsiders into the community. 

In the Bible we f ind imperatives to the effect that we 

are to l ove those who come t o d well among us3 and t ha t we 

may not oppress them.4 On the other hand, in the Talmud 

there are statements tha t directly contradict the sentiments 

expressed in the Biblical text.5 This paradoxical attitude 

is epitomized in the tradition t hat prospective convert s ar e 

to be pushed away with one hand and drawn near with the 

other.6 

It is the goal of this thesis to exp l o r e the na ture ot 

this ambiguity as it has unfolded i n the halakhic (legal) 

literature in the form of both homiletic statements and 

practical legal decisions, a nd to exam ine t he extent to 

which modern attitudes and practices in the ma j or movements 

within modern Judaism in regard t o proselytes are informed 

or determined by the seeming ambivalence of the traditional 

literature. 

3 Deuteronomy 10.19. 

4 Leviticus 19.33-34 . 

I 

5 See for example Yevamot 47b, 109b, Klddushin ?Ob, 
• and Niddah 13b. , : 

·, ,. - . 
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CHAPTER ONE 

THE BIBLICAL PERIODl 

Since all later ha lakhic a nd aggadic statements about 

converts are explicitly or implicitly grounded in the 

Bi blical text we will begin our examination of the unfolding 

of the Jewish attitude towards gerim with a brief ove~view 

of t he evidence of the Bible. We will examine the 

contributions of philology and historiography, as well as 

the contents of the text. 

The Me a ning of the Word Ger 

Ger, in contempor ary Jewish usage, is most often 

translated by t he English word convert. This is n ot really 

an accura te rendering of the Hebrew term, however. The wo r d 

c onvert is d e r i v ed f rom a Latin ver b hav ing t he meani ng t o 

t u r n ar o u nd o r to transform.2 Thus, the Engl ish t erm 

c onvert is c l ose s t i n meaning to t he Hebrew r oot s h uv which 

means turn i ng . In Hebrew this root is us ed ln r ela t i o n t o 

1 Si nce this s tudy will survey t he unfolding of 
attitudes t owards proselytes in Jewi s h legal literature, it 
wlll proceed chronologically according to the tradltlonal 
per1od1zati on of that literature . 

2 The American Heritage Oictionarv of the 
Language notes that -the noun convert is derived 
L9tln com ( i ntensive) t ,'(~tere, to turn . 

3 r 

English 
from the 
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repentance, that is to say, t'shuva. 

This is an accurate usage in reference to the process 

of becoming a Christian, the first step of which is 

repentance3. It is n ot a correct description of what 

happens when someone becomes a Jew. In order to understand 

the meaning of the word ger we must examine the context of 

its earliest use in the Biblical text. 

The word ger is based on a very ancient root that ls 

attested in cognate la nguages . It is derived from the root 

gur, to sojour n, to d well for a time, to d well as a 

nevcomer.4 The re is a similar Arab ic root which r e fe r s to 

" one who has come to live with an alien people where he 

lacks the protection of his own kin and so puts himself 

under the protection of a pa rticular clan or chieftain of 

that people. 11 5 In P hoenician the word meant "client" in the 

sense t hat one might become the client of a god and so put 

h i mself under divine p r otect lon.6 These t wo mea nings are 

3 Se e Ar thur Gordo n , The Na t ure of Conver s i o n ( Boston : 
Beacon Press , 1967) 9 . Gordo n state s that "Chr i s tian ity 
s eeks t o bri ng t he " g o od news•• (that i s to say the g ospe l) 
t o all the world . " Bef ore a c onvert c an affirm the g o od 
news, he o r she must repent. see Mark 1 . 1 5 and Ac ts 2 .38 . 

4 A Hebrew a nd Eng l i s h Le xicon o f the Old Testament, 
Br own, Driver and Briggs (1951), s . v. "gur . " 

5 Theop h ile James Meek, "The Tr anslation of Ger i n 
the Hexate uch and i ts Bearing on the Documentary 
Hypothesis, " J ournal of Biblical Literature, 49 (1930 ) : 172. 

6 . Wllli~m E. Mdls in- ,Arthur s. Peake, A Coueptary 
on the Bible (London : T.C . and E . C . Jack Ltd., 1920) quoted 
in Alb~rt S.. Goldstein, "Conve"\s;ion to J1U1.;sa '\in Biblical . 
Tlaes," in Da.vict~!i-£.hhom, ed . , Convers1on ,to r.ludaisa! A 
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not incompatible since in the ancient world gods were 

territorial?. Thus, in its earliest uses in the Bible we 

may understand the word ger to mean one who has come to 

dwell among an alien people. 

Of course the meanings of words do not remain stati c 

over time, and this is also t r ue of t he word ger. Theophile 

Meek has traced the unfolding meanings o f the t erm th~ough 

the various historical strata of the Hexateuch as defined by 

the Documentary HypothesisB. In the earliest strata of the 

text, designated the J and E documents, Meek finds the word 

used in the sense we have already menti oned, "one who has 

come to live with an alien people. " He proposes that the 

best translation of this sense of the word is ''immigrant", 

----------- ...,--"-" 

History and Analysis (New York : Ktav Publishing House, 
1966), 19 . 

7 Yehezkel Kaufma nn, The Reli g ion o f Israel, 
transla t ed a nd abr idged by Moshe Greenberg (New York: 
Schocken Books, 1972), 8. Kaufmann notes that " . . . t he 
votar ies of YHWH a t first recognized the existence of other 
gods. It ls c ommonly assumed that t he religion of YHWH 
began as henotheism or monolatry, recognizing him as sole 
l egit imate god in Israel, but acknowledging the existence of 
other national gods." 

8 The Documentary Hypothesis theorizes that the Bible 
is composed o f a number of documents, composed at various 
times during a period of hundreds of years by various 
1ndlvlduals or groups of individuals . Scholars differ as to 
the number and dating of these documents. Many have 
supported the theory that the Bible is compos ed o f four 
layers, designated J~ . E, D, and P in chronological order. 

·For more i nformation see John H. Hayes, "The Hlstorlcal-
~it~cal _Approach to t11e '• .. Old Teatgept~, pp . 1\5-!!o. in An 

· Introduction to Old Testaaent •Study--~ (Na•hvllle: Abington 
Press, i§M•Jrih1 - -- .,.. 
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although this does not express the full significance of the 

or1ginal. The 9er 1s the opposite of the native born; he ls 

an alien and so does not enjoy the pr ivileges o f full 

membership 1n the tribe; but he does have certain 

privileges, and his status l s accordingly one o f dependance 

but not of absolute servituae."9 In the three passages 

where the word occurs in the earliest layers of th~ text it 

ls used only to refer to the Hebrews when they were 

immigrants in Palestine or in Egypt.10 

The next level of meaning that Meek discerns is i n the 

context of the slightly later D (Deuteronomic ) document. 

The relationship of the ger and the host population is still 

one of subordination, but here the gerimll referred to are 

not the Hebrews, but rather the indigenous population of 

Palestine conquered by the Hebrews. The term indicates a 

position of inferiority and dependence and those occupying 

this category are often classed wlth others occupying a 

similar position of dependence, like sons, daughters, 

widows, orphans, and slaves . Meek suggests that the best 

translation for thls sense of ger ls "resident allen".12 

In what ls considered the latest strata of the text, 

9 Meek, 172. 

10 Ibid., 173. The term is found in Genesis 15.13, 
Exodus 2 .22 , and Exo dus 18.3 . 

I ' • 

11 Thi,s is the plura l form of. ger \ 
-, ~r- -

12 H·eek~ 173. 
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designated as the P d ocument, which is associated with the 

priests and their concerns, Meek discovers a third and final 

connotation forger. During the final years of a ccretio n of 

the Biblical text the word acquired the meaning o f 

"proselyte", a ne 1,1 convert t o a .religion or doctrine.1 3 

This l evel of meaning seems t o imply a more equal status 

1,1ith the homeborn. 

During the ~iblical period then, 1,1e can trace the 

development of fhe meaning of the term ger through three 

levels o f meaning. It seems that at different times in t he 

hist ory of the Hebrews the word was used to designate 

different groups of "outsiders" who had crossed some sort of 

boundary, and that the power and status of these individuals 

varied with time and circumstance. In order to understand 

how time and circumstance might have effected these changes, 

we need to examine the history of the Biblical Period. 

Historical Factors in the Early Development of Ger ut 

There is very little evidence a va ilable outside of the 

Biblical text for the reconstruction of the history of the 

Biblica l Period. It is therefore unlikely that a definitive 

history of Israel will ever be written since "sources are 

inadequate and of uncertain authorship and date ... and i t is 

13 ~e American Heritage D,1cttonary, ·s. v ;- "proselyte" . 
This -Mo,;1Jr_:_"1s derived fr01D the Greet·, pr.oaelatos, "one vh6 •· 
comes · to a place", stranger ,. .religi.ous convert. -~- ~ 
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hard to determine the fundamental economic , social and 

political f orces from documents couched almost exclusively 

in religious terminology and given to inte~preting all human 

experience as manifestations of divine lntervention."14 

This has not prevented scholarly s peculati on on the history 

of the perlod, however. For the purposes of this study we 

will focus on some of the theories about the transition 

points in the history of the Hebrews that might be related 

to the shifting status of the ger posited by Theophile Meek . 

The first decisive event in the histor~ of the Hebrews 

vas, of course , their entry into the land of Canaan . There 

is disagreement among scholars about how this entry took 

place. Some theorize that the Hebrevs settled the land 

gradually, incorporating t he indigenous conquered peoples. 

Others posit a preconceived national plan of conquest such 

that the local people were absorbed, but they became 

inferior castes.15 

Both views seem consistent with Meek ' s first definition 

of ger, as someone dvelling among an a l ien people, a 

newcomer. During the per iod of conquest a nd settlement ma ny 

were displaced . "The sources speak cont inual ly of mixture 

14 Ha rry Orli nsky, "Old Te s t a ment studies," i n Paul 
Ra msey, ed ., Rel igio n ( E~glewood Cliffs, N. J. , 1 965), 82f . 

. 
A1s · See Joseph R. R~ nbloom, Conversion to Judaism: 

, ~em·the B1bl1cu Pex iod to the ~erestnt (,C~ncinn.~i ;~h i o: 
Hebrew Un1on --C~• Pr~aa, 19781 , 3-31 foz,ra brief -survey ~ 
of the views of var ious scholars abollt -thls per iod . - ·-· 
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between Israel and the nations . . . Foreigners became 

Israelites by settling in the land and becoming assimilated 

in the course of time .. . For generations · conversion' was 

conditioned on ter ritorial and cultural assimilation .. . 

{Eventually) the rule was that t~e third generation of those 

who settled in Israel wa s permitted to join 'the community 

of YHWH' and was considered Israelite (Deuteronc my 23.8)."16 
• 

At that point in Israelite history then, geographic 

locat ion , acculturat ion, and the passage of tlme were the 

requirements for entry into the community. AbsorptioR took 

generations. "The early religi on of Israel does not knov of 

religi ous conversion in the later sense of a deliberate, 

formal act immediately conferring equality with the native 

born."17 The i dentity of early Israel was clear, bound as 

it was to their land and their God. Likewise the boundary 

between Israel and other people,s was clear. There was at 

that time no perceived or actual threat to Israel's long 

term continuity, survival or self-determination.Accordingly, 

the community enjoyed sufficient leisure and security to 

absorb newcomers slowly. 

These conditions probably continued throughout the 

period of consolidation and the later expansionism of the 

monarchy. But with the advent of large empires that 

,, 
I ... ,. 

16 Kaufman, 300£ • ... - _;. .. 
; J .... -

1? Ibid . 
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threatened the security of Is rae l and Judah, a process of 

change began that had profound effects on the definition and 

status of gerim. 

The first historical marker fn this process was the 

~ 

Deuteronomic Reform that took place during the seventh 

century B.C. E., after the Assyrian conquest and dispersi on 

of the Nor t hern Kingdom of Is rae l had left the Sout hern 
. 

Ki ngdom, Judah , on its own. The hi s torian Robert Seltzer 

describes the birth of that movement as f ollows: 

Judah had survived because Ahaz refrained from defying 

the Assyrians in the 720's, but his son, Hezekiah 
( probably re i gned 715-687 B.C.E . ) , participated in a 

new ant i-Assyria n coalition during the early decades of 

his reign. As part of this attempted assertion of 

i ndependence, he purged Jerusalem o f non-Yahvistic 

symbols . . . The religious consolidation of Hezekiah's 
early re i gn proved to be t he beginning of an effective 

long - r ,@_nge reform; the "Deuteronomic " movement . . . that 

was to oecome a potent for ce in the shaping o f the 

Bible and of Judaism. Hezeki a h ' s defiance o f Assyr ia, 

however, provoked a massive invasi on . . . 18 

During the next fe~ene r ati ons, the kings o f Judah 

were docile vassals of the Assyr i an empire. 

At the end of the seventh century the empire went i nto 

decline and it was possible for Judah to assert its 

politica l and c ultural i ndependence. Seltzer descr i be~ 

t hose event s as follows: 

- 1~• Robert M -~ Eeltzer, Js~~l:,:B::;.:t).----:=-=..:.a::;:,;:;;.&......_,ii::.:.,-.:.:....:1!lr-ii ..... ll.--- __ Peoolei Jevi sh T 2P9 t : 

The Jevlsh Bxpert ence in Hi~tory (Nev Yorks Maal llanr 
Publishing Co . i Inc.,198~>. -~....----
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Josia h (ruled 640-609) annexed territories that had 
be longed to the forme r kingdom of Israel. He a lso 
sponsored the most extensive purge yet of Israe l ite 
vorship: All rites nov consider ed contrary to authentic 
Yahwist practice were suppressed, including local hill 
shr i ne s da t ing from the tr iba l pe riod ... The system of 
Israelite sacrifices was centralized at the Jerusalem 
Temple . Around 622 B.C.E. this • reform program was 
climaxed and justified by the publication of a lawbook, 
the " Torah of Mose!!ii!' (see 2 Kings 22.B, 23.25), which 
is considered by modern biblical scholars to be t he 
core of t he biblical book of Deuteronomy.19 

This reassertion and clarification of identity and 

ritual changed the nature of both the boundaries and the 

re quirements for entry into the community. The boundary was 

no longer primarily a geographic one. Cultural a nd . 

reli g ious assimilat ion became more important but more 

difficult after the centralization of worship in Jerusalem. 

It was no longer possibl e to part i ci pate i n sacrifices at a 

loca l shr ine, wh ile tra ve l to J erusalem i nvolved gr ea t 

t r ouble a nd e xpe nse. And at some po i nt circumcis i on became 

a requi r ement f or those who wanted to par tici pa t e ful l y 1n 

t he Pa s cal sac ri f ice. 

Under the t hreat of e xt e r nal d ominat i on and d i lut i on o f 

i ts i de ntity and r e ligion, Israel began t o tighte n its 

boundaries. Thi s created a c l ass of resident aliens whose 

stat us depended on their level of particlpatlon in the cult . 

Events of the next ce.ntury and a half continued the tendency 
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t owards clearer re ligious sel f -de finition and consequently 

towards more demanding requirements o f those who wanted to 

enter the community of Israel . 

Then, in 586 Judah was conquered by t he Babylonians. 

Within a year the c ity of Jerusalem and the Temple were 

destr oyed ana the maj ori ty of the population was exiled to 

Ba bylonia. In 539 Cyrus, the king of Persia, defeated the 

Babylonians and abolished their state. The following year 

he gave permission to the Judean exiles to return t o 

Jerusalem and to reconstruct their Temple. 

The next turning point in the evolution of the status 

of gerim occurred duri ng that period of restoration. It 

came about as a resu lt of the reforms initiated by Ezra (see 

Ezra 9 - 10 and Nehemiah 8-10 ). He t r ied to f orce the 

Judahites to divorce their foreign wives and fo r bade 

participation by near by peoples in the worship of Israel's 

God . Richard Seltzer assesses t he impact o f Ezr a ' s program 

on the process of conversion as fol l ows: 

The r e j ection of nea rby peoples who want e d to worship 
YHVH at the Temple a nd Ezr a' s e fforts t o f or ce t he 
Judahltes t o di vorce their f ore i gn wives were 
s ymptomatic of a c e r t ai n phase in the trans f ormation o f 
ancient Judaism. Earlier , in t he pre- exilic period, 
a ss imilation of gent i les 1nto I srael probably took 
pl a c e naturally and on an individual bas i s . The book 
of Ruth, set in the time of the judges, depic ts its 
hero ine as becoming an Israelite merely by declaring 
the.r intention] to her m?fthe z-in-lav Naomi ... 
Deut~r onomi c reform ••• mad~ .-d hoc conversi on 
d iff.S:cult , if not. ,lmpossible, eapeciallY- fcn""! arge 
numbers, -an-t~t .:-exllic pr 1esthood placed .... 
c ons ider able· eaphas1-s on 9enealoglcal. ~lty. Lat r 
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the Hellenistic era formal conversion - even forced 
conversion - brought many thousands of gentiles into 
the Jewish people. But the religious atmosphere of the 
period of restoration militated against both the 
earlier absorption o f non-Israelites and the later 
proselytism. 11 20 

This was a watershed perjod for both the people and the 

religion of Israel. 

The most decisive act undertaken by Ezra was an 
assembl y in Jerusalem where the "Book of the Lav of 
Moses which YHVH had given to Israel" was read and 
explained to the people ... Many modern historians fee l 
that it was at this moment that the Torah book ... became 
the unchallenged norm of Israel ' s rel igion ... 11 21 

After Ezra's reforms the people of Israel were no 

longer defined primarily by t heir ties to the land. The 

various occupations and the exile had exposed the 

limitations of that self-definition. Instead, Israel had 

become a ritually segregated group .22 Outsiders could no 

longer join informally. The term ger had new content. The 

ties of the ger were no longer to the cult and the state. 

Israelite identity had become dependant on religion.23 The 

ger had become the proselyte. Allegiance to the God of 

20 Seltzer, 129£. 

21 Ibid., 130~ 

2?. Max Weber, 'Anetent Judaism ( _G~encoe~ 11!_., 1952), 
336, 363. . ,. 

- -... --~~<;._ - • • --· .... 
23 RosenbloOJt, 20. 
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Israel, rather than place of residence, was the crux of 

Israelite identity. "The distinguishing mark of a Jew would 

not be po li tica l nat ionality, nor primari l y ethnic 

backgro und, nor ~ven regular practice o f t he Temple cult 

(impossible for J ews in the Diaspora), but adherence to ~he 

l aw of Moses .. . "24 Along with the freeing of Israelite 

identity fr om t he land came the da wn of the concept o f the 

God of Israel a s a universal God, tied to no one land or 

people . The vision of a time when all peoples will worship 

the God of Israel first finds expression in the writings of 

the prophets o f this period. 

At this point in Israel's history, with the 

establishment o f Torah a s fundamental, the foundati on was 

l aid f or all later rabbinic elaboration of the details of 

the nature o f gerut, and for t he expression o f all official 

attitudes towards gerim since all rabbinic statements must 

find their ultimate warrant in Scripture . 

In the last few centuries of the period there was one 

further landmark event with implications for the attitude of 

the Jews towards proselytes . In 330 B.C . E. Alexander's 

forces became dom inant in the area. Under his influence, 

that o f hls successors, and that of the Romans who 

eventually followed him, ancient Palestine became 

cosmopoli tan. The Jevs found..themselves 1n a world 1n which 

.. t .... ; 

24 John~ A.~.ii~~- A History of Jllfl!•l (Philade~phla: 
Westminster ex u, 1981), 390. 
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relig i on could be determined by an act of will , rather than 

solely by a fact of geography or birth. In that atmosphere , 

the r a bbis were challenged to clarify the boundaries of 

Juda ism on the basis o f wha t they found in the Biblica l 

text. 

The Testimony o f the Bi blical Te xt 

Ther e is nothing in the Bibl e tha t tells us how gerim 

a r e to be received into the commun ity. The text a ls o makes 

no explicit stateme nt about the desirability of proselytes 

a nd their impact on the community. Based on what is 

imp licit in the text howeve r , there is much t ha t we can 

infer . 

F irst we must note that the text does not beg i n with 

the story of the firs t He brew , but with an a ccount o f the 

c rea t i on of al l o f humankind . What follows must in some wa y 

concer n itse lf wi t h all o f humani t y, not just with one 

group. We mus t als o consider t he implications o f the 

or i gins o f t he Hebrews . The fir s t Hebrew was ager i n e very 

s ense of the word. Abraham left his native country to 

settle among s trangers. Since he embraced a new religion he 

was also a proselyte . Thus Israel is a group made up, from 

its very origin, of proselytes . At least one scholar has 

found support for this idea in the etymology of the word 

-"~ebrew", which he says- ~• : not a proper noun designating a . - ~--;. ~ -. : 

spec1~1c t)e~)_-but ~atber a widely uaed :9,neral Semitic 
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term signifying a resident alien or ger.25 

The narrative portions of the text seem to take it for 

granted that the re vill alvays be individuals vho enter the 

community from othe r nations . There are many accounts of 

non-Israelites vho have e~tered the community of Israel in 

the past. The Biblical accounts o f the future, as related 

by the prophets reflect a similar assumpti on. The prophet 

Jeremiah informs us that: 

At that time, they shall call Jerusalem "Throne of the 
Lord," and all nations shall assemble there, in the 

' name of the -Lord, at Jerusalem. They shall no longer 
follov the villfulness of their evil hearts26 . 

The prophet assumes that eventually all vho are outside 

of Israel v ill become gerim, and that this is a desirable 

outcome. In the vritings of Deutero-Isaiah ve find: 

Thus said the Lord: 
Obse r ve what is right and do vhat is just . • . 
Let not the f or e igner s a y, 
Who has attac hed h imself to the Lord , 
"The Lor d wil l ke e p me apar t from His Peopl e " .. . 
As f or the f orei gne rs 
Who at t a ch the ms elves to t he Lord , 
To minister to Him, 
And to l ove the name of the Lord, 
To be His ser vants - \ 

25 Julius Levy , "Origin a nd Sign i fication of the 
Bi blical Term ' Hebrew ' ," Hebrev Union College Annual (19 S'7) : 
1 -13. ;a 

26 • 
Jer emlatf 3 . 17, JP.S, (All biblical aitatlona -vt:p be 

take n from the 19~5 ~ on of the Jewish Publication 
Socie ty unless othervls~ specified) . 
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All who keep the sabbath and do not profane it, 
And who hold fast to My covenant -
I wlll bring them to My sacred mount 
And let them rejoice in My house of prayer. 
Their burnt offerings and sacrifices 
Shall be welcome on My altar; 
For My House shall be c a lled 
A house of prayer for all peoples. 
Thus declares the Lord God, 
Who gathers the dispersed of Israel; 
"I wi 11 gather still more to those already gathered. ••27 

Isaiah does not merely affirm that others wi l l join 

I srael. He states plainly that it is God' s wi l l that th i s 

should be s o . And these foreigners wil l not only be 

gathered to I srael, they wil l be the equal of Israel. Their 

sacrifices will be acceptable on God ' s altar. This 
,. 

statement is not only descriptive of an ideal future, lt 

also impli e s a prescription f or the reception and treatment 

of such foreigners. 

The prophet Ezekiel is e ven more e xplicit: 

Therefor e I will make you the mockery o f t he nat ions 
and t he s corn o f a ll the lands . . . Eve r y o ne o f the 
pri nces o f Israe l in your mids t used his strength f or 
the s he dding of b l ood . Fathers and mothers have been 
humiliated withi n you; ger i m have been c he a t ed in your 
midst; orpha ns and wi dows have been wronge d wlth1~ you . 
You have des p ised My holy things a nd pr ofaned My 
Sabbaths .28 

Proselytes are desirable to God, and t heir mi streatment 

,,-. 
27 IsaJah 56 . 1-8 
- • - ,_ .:!-;~r1' "' 
28 E~e'i"lel 22.4, 6-8 

•,;.. 
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is an offense against God. Elsewhe r e Ezekiel i s explicitly 

prescr iptive: 

This land you shall divide for yourselves among t he 
t ri be s o f I srael. You shall allot it as a heritage for 
yourselves a nd f or t he ger1 m who res i de among you ... 
You shall treat them as Israelite cit i zens; the y s hall 
rece ive allotments along with you among the tribes of 
Israel. You shall give the stranger an allotment 
within the ~ri be where he resides - declares the rord 
God.29 

Thus proselytes are not only to be equal to Israelites 

in their participation in the religion, they are also to be 

equa l inheritors of the major material a sset o f the people 

of , Israel, the land. 

The l egal port ions o f the Torah, with very few 

exceptions , are consistent wi t h t he a t t i tude toward geri m 

expressed in the na rrative a ccounts of Israel's past a nd t he 

pr ophetic visions of its f uture. The law i s appl ica ble to 

a l l time s, and so ca n be s a i d to refer to Israel ' s pres ent . 

The law l s the c onne ct i ve t iss ue between t he implications 

I srael c a n draw from i t s pa s t and t he ide als posi ted for i t s 

future . In t he book o f Deut eronomy i t ls stated e xplicitly 

that the law appl i e s to geri m as well as t o the Rebrevs: 

You stand this day, all of you, before the Lord your 
God - your tribal heads, your elders and your 
of£1c1~1s, a) l the men . of Israel, your children, your 
wives, even the ger w)~~in your camp, from woodchopper 

.. .. .. .. 

29 
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to the waterdrawer - to enter into the covenant of the 
Lord your God, which the Lord your God is concluding 
with you this day, with its sanctions; to the end that 
He may establish you this day as His people and be your 
God, as He promised you and as He swore to your 
fathers, Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. 1 make this 
covenant, with its sanctions, not with you alone, but 
both with those wh o are standing here with us this day 
before the Lord our God and. wi th those who are not with 
us here this day.30 

The tradition understands the final verse to imply that 

the covenant, and thus the force of its law, applies to al l 

the descendants of the Hebrews who stood at Sinai , as well 

as to all future gerim. Thus, all o f the content o( Mosa ic 

• 
law is binding on proselytes . In addition, there are many 

specific provisions in the law that concern the ' treatment of 

proselytes. For example: 

There shall be one law for the citizen und for the ger 
who dwells among you.31 

The ger who resides with you shal l be to y ou as one of 
your citizens; you shall love him as yourself, for you 
were strangers in the land of Egypt: I the Lord am your 
God.32 

When ager resides with you in your land, you shall not 
Ytong him.33 

30 Deuteronomy 29.9-13 

31 Exodus 12.49, cf. Leviticus 24.22, Numbers 9.14, 
15 . 15, 16 .29, Deuteronomy 1 . 16 . 

. l 

32 Leyitlcus 19.34 . 
... - ~ -
33 · Lavitlcus 19.33. 

I • 
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Although proselytes were not included in the category 

of Israelites, they not on1y were bound by al l the 

obligations of a native born citizen , but also were 

entitlea to all of the rights and r emedies accruing to a 

citizen. The evidence of t he text, then, presents a very 

positive picture of the attitude of the tradition in regard 

to the entry of outsiders into the community of Israel. 

The only potentially negative note in the whole Bible 

in regard to proselytes and proselytism is the story of 

Ezra' s rejection of nearby peoples' participati on in the 

Temple cult and hi s rejection of foreign wive s. There is no 

suggestion in that text that proselytism vas an option. 

Th is stance occu r s nowhere else in the Bible and so cannot 

be said t o represent t he general at titude o f the text 

towards gerim. 

Conclusions 

On the basis of our examination of the shifting 

meanings of the word ger in the biblical text, and our brief 

review o f the history of the Biblical Period, we can infer 

that the way outsiders entered the Israelite community 

changed over time . The content of that change seems to have 

been directly related to the nature of the boundary between 

the community . and outsiders . That boundary, in turn, seems 

~o have been defined b~ ,t,he state of the commun.ity•s -. 
~ r 
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identity and goals. Both proximate goals such as Ezra's 

when he tried to avoid religious syncretism in the post ­

exilic community, and ultimate goals as reflected in 

prophetic visions o f Israel's future are salient. 

Thus, when Israel was a loose confederation of tribes 

vhose primary identif icat i on was with land, geography was ,-, .... 
the determining factor for gerut. If one lived in the land 

long enough, one became a member of the community. Later, 

when conquest and exile taught the community the ephemeral 

nature of geograph ic boundaries, it was religious identity 

that defined the community, and it was this boundary that 

the ger had to cross to enter the community. When Israel 

was secure within whatever boundaries it defined for itself, 

it was relatively easy for outsiders to enter . When there 

was a threat to the continuity or the integrity of Israel's 

identity , barriers were erected agains t newcomers . 

The recorded statem~nts of the Bible about gerim . •. 

express an ideal. The pres:-n~e of many warnings against ill 

treatment of proselytes sug,sts that the real ity of 

newcomer's lives during the ) Biblical period cont inued to be 

characterized to some extent by the low status and 

dependency that had been the lot of this group early in the 

Biblical era . This tension between the ideals of the 

Biblical text and the reality of daily life wa& inherited by 

the Sag~s of 'the~almudic Era as they st~ugg~ed to discover 

~he meaning of the' text.~ .,. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

THE TALMUDIC PERIOD 

The leaders of the Jewish people during the Talml.4lic 

Periodl inherited a predominantly positive attitude towards 

gerim, and vhat seems, for lack of direct t estimony to the 

contrary, to have been a passive stance in regard to gerut. 

The prescription of t he Bible for gerim can be epitomized by 

t\lo citations: 

For the Lord your God is God of gods and Lord of lords, 
the great, the mighty, and the terrible God, vho is not 
partial and takes no bribe. He ... loves the ger, 
giving him food and cloth ing. Love the ger, therefore; 
for you were ger1m in the land of Egypt.2 

When ager resides with you in your land, you shall not 
wrong him. The ger who resides with you shall be to 
you as one of your citizens; you shall love hlm as 
yourself, for you were gerim in the land of Egypt: I am 
the Lord.3 

1 For the purposes this study the years between the 
end of Hasmonean rule and the closure of the Babylonian 
Talmud will be called e Talmud ic Period. 

2 Oeuteronom 
word ger is left un~ 

3 ' Leviticus 19.33-3~ . 
• -> .-:...;~•---

9 (Revised Standard Version) The 
d for emphasis. 
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These passages express the Biblical ideal. The t wo 

funda ment al 1mperat1ves in regard to ger1m are v ' aha vtem, 

you shall love them, and lo tonu oto, do not oppress him. 

It is implied that ger im are t o be the equals o f citizens , 

t hat is to say, the na tive born, in all matters . 

The requirements f or gerut, however , are not ~xplici t ly 

sta ted. Based on the s can t evidence of the Biblical text , 

we know only that for men the conditions we r e length of 

residence and circumc ision. Women seem t o have bec ome Jews 

si~ply by ma r rying Je wish men . The r e ls no evidence t hat 

Jews active ly sought pr ose l ytes. Thi s heritage was the 

source for those who led the community dur i ng t he Ta lmud i c 

Per i od . 

Hi s tor i ca l Factors i n the Talmud ic Pe ri od 

At t he be ginning o f the seven hundred year s between 

t he fi rs t century B. C.E . and the si x t h centur y C. E . , the 

Israel ite s were a l and-bound nati on under f oreign d ominati on 

with a diaspora c ommunity in Babylonia. By the end o f that 

period, they had beeri transformed into the Jewish people, 

l i v ing ln d ispersi on in almost every area of the known 

. -. 
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world.4 Obviously the nature of the relationships between 

the Jews and their neighbors changed radically, and there 

was a corresponding shift in self-concept and consequently, 

in the content of the Jewish vision of the ideal future. 

The nature of the boundary between the Jews and outsiders 

and the requirements for gerut were also transformed by the 

events of the Talmudic Period. 

It was not political events per se, but rather 

their cultural and religious concomitants that were the 

proximate causes of these changes. The first important 

influence that should be noted is that of the Hellenistic 

culture that permeated the area of ancient Palestine in the 

~losing years of the Second Commonwealth . This cultural 

environment was tolerant, for the most part, of a broad 

range of sects and cults. It was easy for individuals to 

change their group identification, or to belong to more than 

one group. In this context, the traffic between groups must 

have increased. Indeed, there is some evidence that the 

remarkable growth in the Jewish population during the Second 

Commonweal th can be partially explained by proselytism. One 

historian notes that: 

4 For a full discussion of the history of this period 
see Robert M. Seltzer, Jewish People, Jewish Thought:The 
Jewish Experience in History (New York: Macmillan Publishing 
Co., Inc. 198~) 171-310, or K. Stern, "The Period of the 
Second Temple," 185-10·3 ; . and s . Safral, "The Era pf the 
K~hnah _and .the Tal■~;• (70-640}" 307-382 in H.H. Ben 
-Sasaon,ed. ,. A - Bl story of the . Jev1ab ... People . - < Ciiibridge-; 
Maaaac::h~et,~~~varcl University Preaa,, ~976) .. •· .. 
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This phenomenon existed throughout the days o f the 
Second Commonwealth, and reached its peak to .. ards the 
end of that period. HistQJ:ians are divided in their 
view of this devel opment, There are those who believe 
that the Jews del iberately set out to preach t hei r 
religion t o the pagans. Others deny the existence o f 
any Jewish proselytizing efforts, and ascribe the trend 
towards conversion to direct contacts be twe en Jews and 
non-Jews. The latter, they s ay , were attra cted by the 
religious and mora l example they encountered in dealing 
with Jews. 

There is probably a measure o f truth in both the5e 
vie,.s . But the "hct itself - that there was a great 
wave of conversion t o Judaism throughout the Diaspora , 
Egypt included, during the last pre -Christ1an century 
and the first years of t h e present era - is amply 
attested.5 

Thus we knov that large numbers did join the Jewish 

people~ but neither the o fficial, n o r the popu lar attitude 

towards these individuals can be determined with any 

ce rtainty. Given t he ease with which pe ople seem to have 

entered Judaism, it is likely that it was equally easy to 

return to the pagan fold . 

Another significant factor in the last years of the 

Commonwealth and in the century immediately after t he 

destruction of the Temple in 70 C.E. was the proliferation 

of numerous Jewi sh sects , including what was to become 

Christianity. Bernard Bamberger, in h is stuq~ of 

proselytism in the Talmudic Period, comments as follows on 

5 Gedal i ah Alon, The Jevs in Their Land in the 
Talmudi<;;Age (70-640 C.E.) vo1.·1,txanslate_p ~and edited- &y 
Gerson Levi (JeJ;lJ&ale)i:_ Hagnes Press,. The Hebrev 1Jn1versl1:Y, 
1984) . ,, "t'-,,.__ -
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the effect of the rise o f Christianity on gerut: 

First, as regards semi-converts. In the earlier period 
there was a regular class of metuentes, more or less 
permanently attached to the synagogue but not formal 
converts to Judaism; yet we rarely meet in Talmudic 
sources with "fearers of Heavtn," Such individuals 
must have been objects of suspicion during troublous 
times; they might be informers and spies; they might be 
heretics see~ing to undermine Judaism. ~he demand that 
they be circumcised was a stern , but depenoarle test of 
sincerity.6 

What was once a process that took many years to 

a ccompl ish came to be defined by a specific ritual. 

Bamberger elaborates further: 

We need not doubt ... that the rise of Christianity ... 
led the Rabbis to stress the halakic requirements of 
Juda ism and the Oral Law more _explicitly . Monotheism 
and ethical conduct were no longer unique 
cha racteristics of Judaism; and Pauline Chr istianity 
carried on a bitter polemic against legalism. Under 
such conditions it was dangerous to admit as converts 
monotheists whose attitude toward the Law was 
indefinite. [Some] ... Judaeo-Christians became 
informers. 

[The Rabbis] ... wisely refused to admit into the 
Jewish fold any who could not give unreserved adherence 
to the Torah.7 

This does not imply that the Rabbis were less friendly 

to converts. They were simply more selective. 

6 Bernard J. Bai~erger, Proselytism in 
• Period (Nev Xork: Ktav Publishing House, Inc. ; 

, -'rrB ~·;-;-3lf. r 

the Talmudic 
1939), 289. 
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Persecution va s also a salient factor. Ther e vere 

intermittent episodes of persecutfQn during this period. 

The Macabbean revolt was accompa nied by religious 

persecution. Later , unde r Roman rul e there were various 

restrictions on religious fr eedom, some of vhich seem to 
I 

have been direc~d explicitly against J e v ish proselytism. 

In othe r instances the effect of Roman Lav vas incifcntally 

negative for Judaism and for proselytes. 

In the years after the fall of the Temple and the 

suppression of the first revolt against Rome ther e were 

evidently a l a rge number of conversio ns to Judaism 

throughout the Roman Emp ire. The o fficial r esponse focused 

on the collection o f a special Jewi sh Tax. According to the 

second century Roman historian Suetonius: 

In the days o f Domitian [ruled 81-96 C .E. J the 
col l ection o f t he Jewish tax ... was carried out with 
especial severity . Informers were encouraged to come 
to the ficus and i nform on individuals who practiced 
Judaism secretly, and also o n those who sought to e vade 
the payment of the tax levied on their nation, by 
concea l ing their Jewish origi n. I myself remember a 
scene from my youth, when the Procurator, surrounded by 
a host of his assistants, s u b jected an o ld man of about 
ninety t o a physical examinati o n, , in order to determine 
whe t her or not he was c trcumcised.8 

The modern histor ian Gedaliah Alon comments that the 

collection of taxes had nothing to do with any government 

. ... , 
.8 - ~~nlu~ Vita Do■itaiani, .l2 .. (R~inacp, p.33.3) , 

quoted ln Alon-;- 123. 
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defi1it. Rather -lt, s ·eem that there .... as a drive against 

conv~ts to Judaism: 

.. . We c a nnot be absolutely sure that Domitian's 
persec utions .,..ere aimed specifically at the Je.,..s. It 
seems more li kely that he .,..as trying to stem the .,..ave 
of conversions to Jud&Jsm that s.,..ept through Rome in 
his time, and continued after.,..ards . 9 

Af te r the Je.,..s r evolted t.,..o more times .,..ithin sixty­

five years after the first uprising,10 the Roman Emperor 

Hadrian init iated oppressive legislation that had profound 

and lasting effects on the process of gerut and on attitudes 

to.,..ards proselytes. The .,..arnings to prospective proselytes 

found in Yevamot 47a and tractate Gerim probably reflect 

conditions at that time: 

An appl i cant for conversion should be addressed t hus: 
Why do you .,..a nt to become a Je',,1 ? Don ' t you kno.,.. tha t 
these days Je .,.. s are per secuted and downtrodden and 
d riven form pillar to post and made the victims of 
suff ering ... ?1 1 J , 

The version found in tractate Ge rim includes the phra~e 

v'einan nohagin be' f arhessia, that t hey ( t he J e.,..s) c a n not 

9 Ibid. 123£ 

10 The Je ws revolted in 
the . years . 114-117 C . E; _ a~d in 
in the year s 1 32-135 C. E . _ 

Egypt, Cyrene,· and Cyprus in 
Judea under ' Shi on bar Kokhpa .. .. : . 

, ~~~--
11 Yevaaot na quote~ and translated i n Alon, 6·SJ·. 
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practice (the ir reli g i o n ) open l y.1 2 

An example of the Hadrianic legislation that made i t 

impossible to pr oselytize openly Yas the law forbidding JeYs 

to circumcise non-Jevs, including any slaves that they 

owned. Gedaliah Alon notes that: 
~ 

Although the original thrust of the edict vas not 
directed against Judaism, its enforcement after the Bar 
Kokhba revolt focused on prevent ing Jev ish missionary 
activ ity. The net effe ct was to stem the flo w of 
prose lytes into the Jewish fold. The law remained in 
force throughout the Antonine and Severan periods, and 
we have no evidence that it vas ever resci nded; so that 
Yhen Constantine, the first Christian emperor, f orbade 
the conversion t o Judaism of Je wish-owned slaves , he 
vas simply confirming a prohibition of long standing ... 
the law turned ou t to be a severe blow to the Jewish 
religiqn, even tho ugh it was never completely 
effective.13 

The self -imposed disc ipl ine o f increased selectivity 

was reinforced by environmental forces that made it 

dangerous and illegal t o accept proselytes. Within fifteen 

years or so most of the persecutions abated. The Jewish 

leadership pr oba bly recognized that there wa s no g uara ntee 

that similar disr uptions would not occur in the future. We 

can speculate t ha t this is why the pr ocess that e ve ntual ly 

12 Tractate Gerim in Seven Minor Treat ~ses, translated 
and edited by Michael Higger (New York: Bloch Publishing 
Company, 1930) 47 q uoted in Alon, n. SO, 654. In his note 
Alon comments that H i-gger t:rans lat"es this phrase as "they do 
~ot ~ssume a9 air of. ostentation • • , .. !':. but that this seems 
inconsistent with the spirit of th~ context. ~ -

T 
'"' - ...,t .. ~,-- - .,..,,. , .. 

13 Alon, vol. 2, ~ is,.-· 
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produced a wri tte n ver s i on of the Or a l Law began a fe w year s 

later. The tradition was more likely to su rv ive upheaval 

and the l oss of leading teachers if its content s wer e 

preserved in wr i ting as well as in the memories o f the 

rabbis. 

The redaction14 of the Mishnah1 5 under the auspices o f 

Judah HaNas i, the pa t riarch o f the Sanhedrin a t tha~ time, 

ls generally believed to ha ve been completed in 200 C . E. 

In tha t col l ection o f t r ad i t i ons the r e is muc h that perta ins 

to ger1m that i s not explicit in the Bible . The general 

tendency , which continued in the later litera ture, was tha t 

more o f the tradition was commit t ed to writing afte r times 

of upheaval a nd threa t t o the community. With e a ch 

addition, the law in regard to prose l ytes was expa nded and 

1 4 I t is not clea r whethe r R. Judah HaNas i "wrote" or 
s imply "order ed" t he Mishnah . See Yevamot 64 b where Rab b i 
Juda h is s a id to ha ve " ordered" t he Mishnah , and Ige r e t Rav 
She rira Gaon, wh ich s ays seve ral times t hat Rabb i J udah 
"wrote " the Mi shnah. 

15 Mendell Lew l ttes , Pr i nc i ples and De ve lopment of 
J ewish Law ( New York: Bloch Publishing Company, 1987) 77£ 
describes the forma t ion o f the Mis hnah as f o l lows : 

The bulk of Jewish Law, transmitted mainly by the 
d i sciples of Rabbi Ak iva, had become so voluminous and 
disorganized, and t he conflicting opin i on~ s o numerous, 
that Jewish life could easily become fragmented .. . 
[Rabbi Judah HaNasi collected] the numerous opinions 
handed down from preceding generations and arrange[dJ 
them in proper order, preserving them for future 
generat r ons • .. -1In his commentary to Bava Metzia 33b 
Rashi says that) ;lFose opinions that R. Judah sav fit 
to accept were repeated vithou..t .s~ating the name of the 
au~~ rso that they , would be . established as the 
Hala,Jtl'i"a1' :-11 Thus was born the Mishnah. _: · ' · ·- . 

-
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clarified. The Mishnah includes many la ws that deal with 

ritual observance of proselytes and ho~ such ritual is 

effected at the time of their change in status and 
t 

, thereaftei.16 Like the Bible, however, it still does not 

specify the exact requirements for becoming a Jew, although 

traditions from that period that do so s peci fy are recorded 

else...,here.17 

For most of the remaining four hundred years of the 

per iod under discussi on there were two centers o f authority 

in the Jewish wor ld, the academies in Palestine and 

Babylonia, the former under Roman rule, the latter a part of 

the Persian Empire . Both of these centers flourished during 

the third century, producing the commentary on the Mishnah 

that later was redacted in the two Talmuds.18 

16 The Index to Philip Blackman, ed . and trans., 
Mishnayot (Gateshead: Judaica Press, Ltd., 1990 ) lists the 
following references to proselytes: Pe ' ah 4.6, Demai 6 . 10, 
Shevi ' it 10.9, Ma'aser Sheni 5.14, Halah 3.6, Bikurin 1.4,5, 
Pesahim 8.8, Shekalim 1 .3 ,6, 7 . 6 , Yebamot 6.5 , 11.2,3, 
Ketubot 3 :1,2, 4.3, Gittln 2.6, Kiddushin 3 .12 , 4.4,7 , Baba 
Ka ma 4 .7 , 5.4, 9.11 , Bava Metzia 4.10, Makot 2 . 3 , Eduyot 
5.2 , 6, Horayot 1.4, 3.8 , Hu-iin 10.4, Bek horot 8 .1 , Kerltot 
2.1, Negaim 3.1 , Nidah 7.3, Zavim 2.1,3, Yadaim 4.4. 

17 Trad itions that date f rom the same period as those 
r ecorded in the Hi shna h are cited in the Talmud. See, f or 
example Yevamot 47a-b . 

18 
"Talmud:" 

See Enc yclopedia Judaica, vol 15, col . ~v. 

[Talmud] is the body of teaching which comp he 
commentary and disc-t1ssions, of e amoraJm [later 
scholars, ca . 200 -S0Q~; i:1 / on he Mlshnah of Rabbi 
J\idah HaNasi ... 'tbe study of Klshnah was act!Yely 
pursued ~ n ~twp crners, Ereti Is el ~n<T Bab_jlon~. a~d 
as a ~esuit~t'i"o distinct Talmuds emerged. That .o~· . ~ . 
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Early in ,t-he fourth century, the Romans imposed some 

restrictions on'-l,e 1Ji sh legal rights. ~sin the past, 

cons triction o f freedoms led to the reda ction of a corpus o f 

the oral tradition. The result, in this instance, 1Jas the 

Palestinian Talmud, 'Jhich is thought to have been completed 

some time ln the middle o f the f ourth century. 

Events in Babylonia follo 1Jed a s imilar line o f 

development. The academy Lhere was abl~ to functi on 

essent ially undisturbed until the middle o f the fifth 

century when the Bdbyl onian community bec ame the s ubject t o 

persecution. Predictably, the closing of the text of the 

Babylonia n Talmud foll oved not long aftervards . 

It is in the Talmuds that the requirements for gerut 

are finally explicitly delineated . These texts, as 'Jell as 

other literature of the period, contain some statements that 

are suggestive in regard to official and-popular attitudes 

tovards gerim. 

During th~ Tanna itic-Amoraic Period the old boundary 

between Israelites and outsiders, defined by land and 

pa rticipation in the Temple cult, became meaningless with 

the loss of sovereignty in the l a nd, and then later, of the 

Temple. By the end of the period , the sa l ient boundar y was 

allegiance to the Covenant as de f i ned 1n t he Talmuds. They 

Ere t z Israel 1s ·r naccurately called 
Talmud .... ' the other ( l s ealf ed l 
tTaru.nt .. 

the 
the 

J erusalem 
Babylonian . .. ·• 
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had become the authoritative s o urce of law and guidance in 

rega rd to all matters in Jewish life. It was no longer 

continuity of sover eignty that assured the survival of Jews 

and Judaism. It was rather , continuity of the legal 

literature , that would assure the future. Acco rdingly, the 

req uirements for pLoselyting and the attitude of the 

co~ nity , as they unfolded in the centuries that f o llowed , 

we r e based on the utterances of the Talmuds. Thus, our 

examination of the te~timony o f the literature o f the period 

must focus on some of the relevant Talmudic texts. 

The Evidence o f the Ta lmud 

The Talmuds contain the collected comme n tary of the 

r abbis on ma ny o f the t r actates of the Mi shnah. This 

commenta ry , k no wn a s g emara, or l ea rni ng, r ecows the 

p o s i t ions o f vari ous a uthorities on the s ub j e ct ma tte r of 

the Mishna h and paral l e l Tanna it i c li t er a ture , as wel l a s 

sundry o ther matters . There ar e two ki nd s o f data i n the 

Gemara . The ha l akh ic , o r lega l , i nf o rmati o n i n the text 

s ome t imes provides a defi nite r ul i ng abou t the law in r e gard 

t o the matter under dis c uss ion . Mo r e frequen t l y a r a n ge o f 

opinion is recorded without a n expl i cit finding . As we 

explained earlier, all of these opinions are d e r i ved from 

the Biblical text or from the received tradition of Oral .. 
Torah. Together, the explicit and equlvqcal legal- material -~ ~,;...- ,_ . • ;. 
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in the Talmuds comp~ se the legal s ource for all later legal -~-
decisors. 

The Talmuds also contain aggadic, or homiletic 

material. Thi ~ material is mor e subjective and personalized 

than the halakhic mater i al. One schol ar o f the peri od 

explains the relat i ve authority o f the leg~l and aggad lc 

literature as f oll ows: 

The halakhlc material is of primary importance because 

it represent s the official attitude ... Frequently 

aggadic opinions represent the view o f an ind ividua l, 

whi ch his contemporaries did not share ... But the 

ha l akhic [tradition isl impersonal: generally s peaking , 

[i t ] expresslesl the view point of Judaism , not of 

Rabbi so-and-so. The Halakhah avoids the extremes o f 

the aggadah ... it is the more reliable source both for 

Rabbinic attitudes and for actual condi t ions of life . 

To this there must be one qualification. Not all 

the law was practiced ... Obviously , t her e may have been 

a wide gap between the opinions of the teachers and the 

actual practice of the commun i ty.19 

The Halakhah then, reflects the legal ideal for the 

community, if not always actual practice. Aggadah records 

the opinions of individuals. We c a n make only l imited 

inf erences a bout actua l conditions of life for gerim in the 

Talmud!c Period on the basis of the t hese sources. However, 

the sta tements in the Talmuds are the foundat i on for t he 

r a nge of of f icial attitud es tha t c a n be t race d in the 

literature produced by later generations. 

,. 

1 9 Ber nard J. Bamberger , ProseJ.yt lsm in the Talmud l•c 

Per i od, ( Nev York : Ktav Pub l lshtn~ ~5e, Inc. , 1939 ) 1 0!~ 
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The bulk of the material in the Talmuds, like that in 

the Mishnah on whi ch it is based, is simply descriptive o f 

law relevant t o the unique status of the proselyte. The 

text is matter -of-fact 'about the existence of prose l ytes and 

for the most part e xpresses no particular attitude toward 

them.2 0 However , there are some statements that can be 

construed as ex?licitly positive or negative. 

Negative Statements 

Four seemingly pejorative remarks about geri~ re 

frequently cited by those who would find support for a 

negative attitude towards proselyt es among the authorities 

in the Talmud. These are the only four passages in the 

entire litera t ure which a re u nfavora b l e without any 

reservat ion. Two of them a re Tannaitic and t wo of them date 

fr om the third or four th century. It is not clear that any 

o f t he m actually expre ss a n a dve r se opinion a bout gerim or 

gerut. 

In Nlddah 13b we fi nd the a ssertion that "Pr osel y t es 
'· __.,,,-· 

a nd those ~vho p lay with c hildren delay [the c oming o f the ] 

Mess iah." Cert ainly , this passage i s obs cure. The 

20 Ibid ., 141 . I n h i s study, Bamberger surveyed all 
of the Talmudic literature that mentions proselytes . See 
also~Will i am G~ ~raude, Jeyiah Proaelytlng../lp the first Five 
Ce tu le.a of .. the C - n Bra-: ~ The e of· the Tarinal■ and 
Allogal■ (Prov14enc~·, t{ •. t. :... Br.own Univerelty, l.-9..fO, • 

Please respect copyright; do not save, print, or share this file. 
Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion



• 

36 

traditional interpretation of " thos e who play with children" 

1s that those who do not direct their repr oductive energies 

in normal channe ls delay the Messiah because the Messi a h 

cannot come until all souls have been born.21 Wha t this 

might mean in reference to proselytes is not certain. A 

modern commentator ha s Bpecul ated that perhap; proselytes 

al so are accounted among souls to be born and their delay i n 

bei ng born as Je ws s l ows t he arrival of the delive rer.22 If 

there is any truth in this s peculation , this assertion 

c a nnot be considered unfavorable to pr oselytes except as a 

mild reproof because they did become Jews sooner. 

Another frequently cited passage is the discussion 

amo ng Tapnaim in Yebamot 48b about the question "why are 

prose lytes in this time af f licted?" Four opinions a re 

advanced : 

1. Because before they became proselytes they did not 

observe the seven Noahide commandments . 23 

2. Because they are not as knowledgeable about the 

c ommandments of the Torah as a born Jew . 

21 Yebamot 62a. 

22 Braude, 43£ . 

23 The Noahide commandments are those laws whi ch the 
rabbis considered binding on all of humanity. They derived 
them from the covenant in Genesis 9. See Sanhedrin 56a-b 
and Yoma 67b . The seven are · avoidance of idolatry, incest 
and adul~~ry, bloodshed, profani119. the name of God, robbery, 
cutting, •o"ff ~ flesh #om a llvlf!g an-1'1Wll,,. - and ~ the--
establ 1shaent- o-f ep~~- 91_ justice. • . ... . ... 
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3. Because they do not become Jews out of love [of 

God], but out of fear [of divine punishment]. 

4 . Because it takes them too long to decide to 

convert. 

Only the first of these really ha s the force of a 

negative criticism of proselytes t~emselves.24 The rest are 

obse r vations about the situat i on of converts, who come late 

in li f e to the know ledge and observance of Judais~ . There 

is no indication here tha t those vho held these opinions had 

a negative attitude towards gerut. 

An interpretation of Pr overbs 11 . 1 5 by Rabbi Isaac25 

that i s recorded in Yevamot 109b is o fte n cited a s evidence 

of rabbinic negativity in regard to proselytes. The 

Proverbs verse reads: 

Grea t evil will befall one who stands surety f o r a 
stranger ( zar J. 

Rabbi Isaac observes that the meaning of this verse is that 

"Evil after evil comes upon those who r ece ive proselytes." 

From the standpo int of modern cr itic ism we can speculate 

that such a statement, made in the context o f the fourth 

century, may have referred t o evil that the Christian 

56b . 
that 

24 See, however, the opinion of Rabbi Yose, Sanhedrin 
He exempts g,ioselytes from guilt for transgressions 

occurred before they became Jevs . 
~ ·~ ....... ,;. 

2!. ,rc,j)ably a fourth ~ntury~or'a-. 
•· .. .. 
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authorities of that era would have visited upon any Jew who 

received a proselyte. If so, nothing unfavorable about 

proselytes or proselytizing in itself was intended. The 

Talmud itself, howevfr, understood the statement as negative 

since it uses a negative statement about proselytes that ls 

found elsewhere in the Talmud to .irrterpret Rabbi Isaac ' s 

comment. 

That statement is the most negative , and con5eguently, 

it the one most frequently cited by those who theorize that 

the leaders of Talmudic Judaism did not favor 

proselytizing.26 The passage reads : "Rabb i Helbo27 said: 

Proselytes are as hard on Israel as a sore (sappahat),as it 

is said (Isaiah 14.1) 'and the stranger (ger) s hall join 

himself with them and they shall cleave (vehispehu) to the 

house of Jacob. 111 28 In other words, Rabbi Helbo ls 

translating the word usually rendered "cleave" as "scab", 

thus reading the Isaiah verse to signify that the stranger 

who joins with Israel will be a scab on the house of Jacob. 

One modern scholar s uggests that Rabb i Helbo's sole interest 

in this interpretation was the pun on which he based his 

' 26 For a review of the opinions of contemporary 
scholars who address this issue see Bamberger, 5-9 . 

27 Late third or early fourth century Amora who was 
born ~n Bab~lonia and -emigrated to Palestine . 

. • 28 
. 13h .... 

~evamot 47b;~ ~1dduah1n ?Ob cf . Yeva~ot_ 109b, Nldah . ._... ...... -
. . ... 

Please respect copyright; do not save, print, or share this file. 
Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion



39 

saying.29 Give n the tone of the rema rk, this does not seem 

a sufficient explanation. 

The passage appears four times in the Talmud and t her e 

are those who assert that th is fact a lone l ends it weight as 

evidence o f negativ ity. Thi s is a weak argument. The 

intent of Rabbi Helbo' s remark is · not clear. ln the 

Medieval Period commentator s provided no less than seven 

different interpretations of his asser tion. Also , the 

contexts in whi c h hi s statement appears are not alike . 

In two instances, ~abb i Helbo's remark i s brought 

quoted as if it pr ovided support for other asse rtions that 

seem unfriendly t o prose lytes. This is the case in regard 

to both the comment about proselytes and the Mes5iah in 

Nidah 13b, and Rabbi I s aac's s t a tement about receiving 

proselytes i n Yebamot 1 09b. In both o f these instances 

Rabbi Helbo's comment is cited to affirm t he negative import 

of a statement about prose lytes. In neither case i s any 

e l aboration offered as to exactly why and how proselytes are 

pr oblematic. Although the Talmud cer tainly understands t he 

comment as pejorat ive , t he exact inte nt o f the statement 

remai ns obscur e . 

In t he othe r t wo places where Rabb i He lbo ' s r emark is 

cited it s e ems t o have a l og ical connection with the t opic .. 

29 t centuries 

-

Please respect copyright; do not save, print, or share this file. 
Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion



. 

40 

under discussion. In Kiddushin 70h it appears in the 

context of a discussion about the consequences of marriage 

with an unfit partner. It is asserted that God causes Hi s 

divine presence to rest upon families of pure birth in 

Israel only. The text then makes a distinction between 

prose lytes and the native bo rn; God approached the latter, 

while the former had to approach God. Then Rabbi Helbo's 

statement appears. There is no explicit statement in the 

text that connects his assertion to wha t precedes it, but 

later commentators make the plausible assumption that the 

juxtaposition implies that proselytes are damaging to the 

genealogy of Israel. If this interpretation is valid, then 

lnde~d there ls a negative attitude expressed towards ger1m 

and consequently towards proselytization in this instance. 

The logical connection between Rabbi Helbo's statement 

and its context is strongest in Yebamot 47b where it appears 

in a description o f the p r ocedur e to be followed with 

candidates for gerut. If, after the candidate is warned 

about the tribulations o f Israel and the obligations implied 

by the commandments, he or she wishes t o withdraw, then the 

text s a ys, "Let him withdraw." The reason for this 

acceptance of the candidate's dec ision ls that "[ttoselytes 

are as hard on Israel as a sore •.. " which would seem to 

imply that Israel is better off without proselytes. Even 

here', hovever, ve are not told explicitly vhy this should be 
) .... ; . .. ~ --

so. •: - -- .:,. ,. r 
.. 
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9iven that Rabbi Helbo lived in Palestine when it was 

ruled by Christian Rome, it is po~sib le to speculate that in 

his case, as in that of Rabbi Isaac discussed earlier, the 

difficulty he had in mind was the response of hostile 

Christian authorities rather than some intrinsic fail ing of 

proselytes themselves. This is somewha t borne out by the 

fact that neither Rabb i Helbo ' ~ teacher, nor his students 

seem to have had negative attitudes towards proselytes. On 

the contrary, favoraple statements are attributed to them.30 

It s~ems likely , then , t hat this statement represent~ an 

isolated minority opinion. As such it partakes more of the 

nature of aggadah than halakhah, and is not legally binding, 

per se. 

However, in sp i te o f their ambiguity, all of the 

statements we have discussed, in so far as they are 

contained . in the Talmudic text, are available to futur e ,,,,,.. 
/ 

d ecisors as support f or legal decisions bear ing-on 
I 

proselyte~. In t he chapters that fol l ow we will examine h ow ---
t hese assertions have been employed in the f ormulation of 

opinions about ger im . We will also trace the use of 

positive statements, wh ich are far more prevalent in the 

literature of the Talmudic Period . 

30 ror a favorable comment attributed to Rabbi Helbo's 

teache r Rabbi Samuel ben Nachman· see P. Berachot 2.8. Sc 
to-p, can~l..:les. Rabba 6. 2, and Ee!c'"les lastes Rabba 5 .11. fo 'I:.. _ 
a favorable coiuae~t;..4._t~'t'lbuted to his ~tudent Rat>b1 r Berak1ah · 
see Exodus Rabba 19>. • r - "":. "'-· 
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Positive Statements 

We ha ve already mentioned that the bulk of the material 

in t he Talmud pertaining to proselytes is simply descriptive 

o f their unique status and the modifications of law 

necessary to accommodate their differences from the native 

populat ion. The very f a ct that the rabbis devuted energy 

to the derivation of law to facilitate the life of the 
' 

proselyte in Israel surely can be construed as positive. The 

text als o attests some explicitly positive views.31 There 

is the notice in Pesachim, for example, to the effect that 

"the Holy One exiled Israel among the nations only in order 

that proselytes might be added to them, for it is said 

( Hosea 2 . 25) 'and I will sow her f or Me through t he earth . ' 

Does a man sow .. . unless he hopes to harvest ... ? ' I wi ll say 

to them that were not my people: Thou art My people. •32 

Amaz ingly the exile, which is most frequently 

interpreted as punishment for sin, is the pretext here f or 

the 1ngather1ng of the peoples of the earth. Surely this i s 

an indication that these teachers33 considered proselytism 

31 For a more complete survey of favorable comments 
in the literature of the period see Bamberger, 149-161 . 

32 Pesachlm 87b. 
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important and valued those who joined Israel. This theme 

appears in numerous other locations in the literature of the 

period.34 

In the Palestinian Talmud there is a parable: 

Ther e was a king who had a son wh om he loved very much. 
What did t he king do? He planted a park for him. • When 
the son did the will of his father, [the king) wcu ld 

t 
travel through the whole world, and whatever fine plant 
he would see in the world, he would set i n the middle 
of the park . But when Chis son] angered him, he would 
cut down all his plants. Just so, whenever Israel does 
the will of the Holy One, He finds who is righteous 
among the nations, and brings him and makes him cleave 
to Israel ... 11 3 5 

Again we find that proselyt1zation is part of Go6's 

plan for Israel, and that the presence of proselytes is not 

only n ot a "sore", but is rather a reward for good behavior . 

In the aggadic literature of the period there are numerous 

and, in some cases, very lengthy examples of favorable 
{. 

comments about proselytes some of which go so far as to 

imply that they are even more beloved to God than born 

Jevs.36 

Numerous statements in the Talmud are protective of 

9erim. Many warn born Jews about the penalties for 

I 
34 See for example Pesikta Rabbatl 35.160a, Sifre~ 

Deuteronomy 354,' and cantt~les Rabba 6 . 11. 

-~ 35 P. Bera.c;hot 2.8.S~·top~. . .. · ...... _ 
r 

36 
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humiliating or harming proselytes. In a baraita in Baba 

Metzia we find the following: 

He who wounds the feelings of a proselyte transgresses 
three negative injunctions , and he who oppresses him 
i nfr inges two. Wher ein does wronging differ? Because 
three negative injunctions are st'ated: Viz. You shall 
not wrong ager. (Exodus 22.20) And if ager s o journ 
with you in your land, you shall not wrong him. 
(Leviticus 19.33) And you shall not therefore wr ong 
each his fellow man. (Leviticus 25 . 17) A proselyte ls 
included in 'fellow man.' But f or 'oppression ' also 
three are written, viz. and you shall not oppress him 
(Exodus 22.20 ) hlso you shall not oppress ager. 
(Exodus 23.9) [If you lend money to any of my people 
that is poor by you,] you shall not be to him as a 
usurer ( wh ich incl udes a proselyte).37 

Tr adit iona lly "wr onging" is defined as verbal abuse, 

and "oppressing" is ~onstrued as referring to money matters. 

In this example we find that the rabbi s' rel iance on the 

attitude o f the Biblical text is expl icit. 

In Haggigah a similar remark is recorded: 

Resh Lakish said: Anyone who wrests the judgment of a 
proselyte is as if he had wrested t he judgment of Him 
who is on high. For it ls said (Malachi 3 . 5) 'And I 
will come near to y ou to judgement .•. that turn aside 
the ger from his right, ' which may be read : u-mattJ 
'and turns Me aslde. 1 38 
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There are also a number of opinions that have been 

cited as negative , which, if quoted in their entirety, are 

actually positive. For example: 

Rabbi Hlyya said: 
four generations , 
tendencies) ... 

Do not trust a proselyte for twe.,,nty­
for he r etains his ·leaven (his evll 

This much has been quoted as an unfavorable reflection 

on proselytes. But the passage continues : 

But when he receives the yoke of Heaven upon him out of 
love and f ear and becomes a ge r for the sake of Heaven, 
the Holy One wi ll not l et h im backs lide, for it is said 
( Deuteronomy 10. 1 8) 'and He loves the ger. • 39 

Clearly, an i mporta n t d istinction ls being made here. 

Not a l l geri m are equal . Some p r oselytes backs l i de, and it 

ls to those i ndividuals that the f i r s t pa rt of the passage 

re f ers. Sincere pros elytes , l ike the ones a lluded to 1n t he 

second part of t he s t a tement , are c e r t a inl y t o be tr usted 

a nd a re under God ' s p r otect ion. 

This distinction should be kept in mind in t he 

evaluati on o f both pos itive and negative statements 1n the 

l i terature . It may be that some statements refer to sincere 

pr os e lytes and others to unstable indi v iduals who quickly 

• ,l ........ 

· 39· .. T..,1)18 _ye~t'C>n is fro• Ruth· ·zuta 1. 12; ... but see -;.lso 
P , Sanhed~ln f .3 .. -"ttlr.'.~ 'P •. H~rayot 3. 1 -48b . " . 
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return to their old behavior. Since the term ger is used 

for both, all statements a r e, to some extent, rendered 

ambiguous. 

Conclusionz 

During the Talmudic period the Je wi sh people lost its 

geographic base, and conseguently,its land-related 

boundaries. In order to guard the integrity and continuity 

of an identity based on religion , the requirements f or entry 

wi thin those bounds were clarified and made more stringent. 

I n spite of frequent waves of persecution during the period, 

the literature of t he time reflects a predominantly positive 

attitude towards both prose lytes and proselyt ism. 

With the commi tment of Oral Torah to writing, the legal 
, 

sources for future generations we re crysta llized in a fixed 

form. Unlike t he Biblical text, the Talmud con tains wha t 

appears , f r om the viewpoint of mode rn criticism, to be a 

range of opinion expressed at various times in diverse 

places about proselytes. However, if we take the text on 

i ts own terms as the word of God, and hence unlvocal, these 

various opinions might be conscyued as reflecting 

ambivalence. But since it is not possible for God to 

contradict Himself by holding opposite opinions about the 

same matter, later generations of commentators were 

_challenged to r~coocll~· tl!ls seeming confll~t in the 

.llur-ature. -Please respect copyright; do not save, print, or share this file. 
Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion



• 

J 

CHAPTER THREE 

THE POST-TALMUDIC PERIOD - THE GEONI M AND RISHONIMl 

The Ge onlm 

During the last half of the f irst millennium, the Jews 

were a diaspora people whose commun ities were scatte:~d from 

Spain t o Persia and from central Europe t o the Sahara . 2 

Although they no longer had a h omeland , t hey retained a 

unified identity. Al l of these outposts cont inued to view 

themselves as one people because of the ir reliance on a 

central institution for legal rul ings and cultural 

leadership. Authoritative rulings came only from t he Sura 

1 The period is called Gaonic after the leaders of the 
central academ ies of the e ra . Al l of the halakhic 
literature of t hat time appears under their names , This 
period began after the redaction of the Babylonian Talmud 
and ends wl th the beginning of the proliferation of a 1 
network of yeshlvot in the West that superceded the 
authority of the old central academies. (ca. 600 - ca. 1000 
C.E .) The period that follows is named after the heads of 
those western yeshivot, the Rishonim, or first authorities . 
Their influence lasted from the eleventh century until the 
publication of the &1lulchan, Arukh in the sixteenth century. 
(1000 - 1567 C. E .). 

2 Th is discussion of the history of the Gaonlc Period 
is based on Seltzer, Robert M. , Jewish People. Jewish 
Thought : The Jewish Experience in History (New York: 
Macmillan Publishing Co., Inc. 1980) ch . 7. See also Ben 
Sasson, H.H., "The Middle Ages" in A History of the Jewish 
People, Ben sa~son IM'H ~, ed . (Cambridge, Massachu~etts: 
Harvard University Pre~s .:!976) 385-461 . · 

fi 
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and Pumbedita academies, which, for most of the period, were 

located in Bagdad . The leaders of these academies, the 

Geonim,3 were drawn almost entirely from a few prominent 

Bagdad fam ilies. By the eighth century these leaders had 

ensured the ascendancy of their academies and, consequently, 

the triumph of the Babylonian halakhah as the foundation for 

the cohesion and continued unity of later legal development 

1n Medieval Europe. 

During this period, the context of the diaspora 

community was profoundly altered by two great religious 

expansionist movements. Christianity and Islam, the two 

daughter religions of Judaism, conquered Europe, North 

Africa, and Asia Minor. Judaism itself did not take part in 

th is great wave of proselyting. In a study of proselyting 

in the Gaonic Era, Ben Zion Wacholder speculates as to why 

this might have been so: 

[Perhaps] because of its pol itical impotence, the 
lnflexlbllity of its ritual, or its insistence on 
genuine persuasion, [Judaism] did not participate in 
that prose lyting a valanche. Si~ce it required that the 
candidate for conversion have arr intellectual knowledge , 
of the issues involved and a yearning for the new 
faith, as described in the Talmud, Judaism was no match 
for the Gospel and the sword of the cross and the 
Crescent. The few who did become Jews left no visible 

i. 
. 3 Gapn means exce¼lency. The title is a shortened 

form of the Hebrew phras~ ~~h yeshivat geon Ya 'atov, "head 
of the ,acadeay vhi~h ls t fte prlde of ~~b.~ The -lastr.:part 
of the pbr•~, l_a.., , !•d on Pa. 41 :S. ,.. . ,. -· 

Please respect copyright; do not save, print, or share this file. 
Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion



r 

49 

mark upon Jewish life.4 

With very few exceptions, proselytes entered the Jewish 

community as individuals. Fev gaonic respon$a refer to 

converts, and the treatment of the question in the Halakhot 

Gedolot, the major gaonic code, contains little from which 

to draw conclusions.5 There is one area of exception 

however. Some evidence in the literature of the period 

suggests that the institution of slavery was a conduit f or 
/ 

the entry o f many individuals into the community during the 

Gaonic Era . The proselyting of slaves was n ot an 

i nnovation. It originated in the Pentateuch. Masters were 

requirerl to circumcise their slaves6 and when a slave was 

set free it is implied that he then had the status of a free 

Jew7. The proselytization of slaves is explicitly described 

in the Talmud . There ls at least one statement in the 

Talmud to the effect that the acquisition of slaves is holy 

work, for thereby more men come to recognize the God of 

4 Ben Zion Wacholder, "The Halakah and the Proselyting 
of Slaves During the Gaonlc Era", Hlstoria Judaica (October 
1956): vol. 28, pt.2 , 89. 

,. 
5 Ben Zion Wacholder, "Attitudes Towards Proselytizing 

in the classical Halakah", H1stor1a Judaica (October 1958) : 
vol. 20, pt . i, 77. 

.. 6 Genesis 17 .12-13--: .. - - .. ---- ; 

- 7: axO:.~ ~1 • 2 6: 7 
r . ' 
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Israel8. Accordingly , we can speculate that some 

individuals must ha ve entered the community through slavery 

in the Talmudic Era. In the Gaonic Era, as Wacholder points 

out, the institution of slavery reached its peak in the 

Jewish community. As evidence for this assertion he cites 

some of the many references to _problems with proselyted 

slaves that appear in the responsa literature of the perira. 

Based on the frequency of these concerns in the literature, 

and the fact that slavery played such an important part in 

the economic and social li fe of the era , Wacholder goes so 

far as to specul a te that between the seventh and eleventh 

century Middle Eastern and North African Jewry doubled as a 

resuLt o f the - proselyting of slaves. If even a fraction of 

that number of slaves were absorbed by the Jewish population 

at that time one would expect some fri c tion as they and 

their offspring were integrated into the community. 

The evidence o f the responsa literature does reflect 

such t ensions . Beca use of the economic and social 

circumstances of the times some authorities found it 

necessary to reinterpret the Talmudic requirement to convert 

slaves. In the last quarter of the ninth century the Gaon 

Nashon b. Zadok9 responded to an inquiry about the 

8 Yerusbalmi, Avodah Zarah 1.1, cited in Wacholder, 
"Attitudes Towards Proselyt;J.ng," 91. . . 

9 -::! A Gaon. of the Sut~ ~adeay who was appo1rate4_.\o 
off lee -ln ·-871 c .1. ,• For a c:brono1.ogy of · th&- Geonl• see 
Bnc:yclopt41a .nibfiti;r-'11:-• v. -"Gaon ••" • - • - ~- - . 

' 
.... 

Please respect copyright; do not save, print, or share this file. 
Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion



51 

permissibility of the very profitable practice of purchasing 

sla ves for resale to Gentiles: 

You have asked , "It ls customary in our place to buy 
slaves at low cost since there is no mor e profitable 
merchandise. I s it permissible t o sell them 
immediately? For only one of a hundred remains under 
Jewish jurisdiction; the others are sold at great 
profit." Since they [the slaves] have not takeh upon 
themselves to observe the [Jewish] laws, it is 
permissible to sell them to Gentiles. The sag~s • 
statement that one is not allowed to sell a slave t o 
Gentiles refers only to those who have obligated 
themselves to observe the laws, but it is permissible 
to sell these non - Judai zed slaves.10 

There were als o tensions about the conversion of slaves 

who were purchased to serve in Jewi sh homes. Anoth'er ruling 

illustrates these concerns: 

There are p l ace s [ Mus l im countries] whe r e Jews are not 
all owed t o own women s laves unless they are Christ i an, 
except when unknown [to the author i ties) which ls 
dangerous ... But the Jews who live in those places are 
in great need o f them . Whoever d oes not own a woman 
s lave is very muc h inconvenienced; hi s wife o r his 
c hildren must carry water on their shoulders, wash 
clothes, and go to the bakery in the company of 
heathen, l i centi o us slaves - since there are n o othe r 
maids available. Are the owners allowed to hold them 
[the woman slaves) if their movements on the Sabbath 
and feast days is restricted in such a manner that the 
s laves could not profane the days of rest, or are all 
slaves equal [and must be Judaized)?ll 

10 - Sha 'a'rei zecte-t;- Salonika 1792, 26b, no . 27 , , quoted 
and translated in WachgJA~r, Ibid . 92. 

~ -- . . -.-

no . 
~1 •> ~~.9.11vy,_ ed., relbyvot ffadiloni■, Betii!I 1868r, 

4 31 quot ancJ translatecJ in .,acbolcler, I-bld. 9 4, -,-. .. 
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~ require:-nt that slaves be Judaized vas not only 

contra ry to loca l laY , it also deprived Jevish families of 

the services of the slave on the Sabbath . Within this 

social context it vould have been ve r y di ff icult to forgo 

slave ovnership altogether. 

Another difficulty posed by the presence of an 

unconverted slave was the danger that he might endanger his 

ovner by denouncing him to the authorities. The same 

responsum cited above rules that "in a place where they [the 

Jews) ate afraid that the u nconverted slaves may reveal 

Jewish secrets to their mortal enemies and thereby bring 

danger or var upon the Jevs, u nconverted slaves should not ,._.. 

be held at all."12 

Thus there were forces t ha t argued for and against the 

conversion of slaves. Economi cally and socially there were 

advantages to the interpretation o f Nashon Gao n cited above. 

Security concerns, o n the other hand, were a motivation in 

favor of these conversions. Wacholder points out that the 

two academies and the various Geonim differed on these 

' points and others concerning the proselyting of slaves. In 

his study he mentions two other issues concerning proselyted 

slaves that caused conflict in the Jewish· community . In the 

l 
middle of the ninth century Natrona! Gaon responded to 

I ~ ... , ; • . .. --___________ _ ., 

........ 

> 
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someone vho enquired about vhat vas evidently a common 

problem: 

Many people ... buy good looking slaves, claiming that 
they acquired them for service, but it is suspected 
that they have ulterior motives. Should they be 
permitted to hold them? There are some vho clalm: " She 
is my concubine; I have already manumitted her." 
Should each case be investigated and the master be 
forced to show the documents of manumission and 
marr: iage?13 

There were also racial tensions . Some of the slaves 

vere Blacks, and their status after manumission vas a matter 

of dispute. The majority of the Geon1m, including the 

Halakhot Gedolot and Halakhot Pesukot, rejected the idea 

that these slaves could not be considered proselytes after 

they had been freed.14 

We find then, that although there is very little in the 

literature of the Gaonic per iod that addresses proselytes 

per se , there is a substantial body of mateJial that is 

concerned with the proselyting of slaves. The nature of 

this material is very different than the Talmudic statements 

we examined earlier. The citations we have examined are 

part of a genre that was an innovation of the Gaonlc Period, 

the responsa literature. During the Gaonic Period, 

1·3' Sha •aie1 Zedek, 
i n Wacho-:lde~, Ibid. 102. 

~ . . . . . , 

27b, no. 38 . v , ,; 
quoted and translated 

14 1racholaet ~ .. - . 

r 
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communities from all over the Diaspora wrote to the heads o f 

the academies for halakhic ruli ngs. The replies to these 

letters, known as responsa, comprise t he bulk of the 

surviving legal literature of the period . 

Unlike the general i zed statem~nts of the Talmudic 

literature, these materials relate to specific pr oblPms that 

occurred at s pecific times. Thus we have much mor ~ 

information about the particular circumstances of one group 

of proselytes in this era . We can speculate, as Wacholder 

does, that large numbers of proselytes entered the community 

during the Gaonic Period and that the bulk of them were 

slaves. There are some who theor ize that the ma jority of 

these must have been female slaves . The sample of the 

literature that we have examined would seem to s upport that 

hypothesi s . 15 There are also a few s catte~ed references to 

what seem to have been isolated instances o f conversion 

among males, most frequently, Christian clergy. It ls the 

former that seem to have had the mos t immediate impact on 

~he Jewish community as there is some evidence that these 

conversions were used a s a pretext by the Church for severe 

anti-Judaizing laws . 16 All of this is consistent with the 

scant evidence of the legal literature . There 1s no clear 

15 David J. •Sellgson; "The Post-Talmudic Period", in 
David Max E1chhorn,~~ .¢pnvers1on to Judais9: A History and 

· :--A9:1lysTs -{1c~y-York : K'tav Pu~lishh19 House, 1966)- ,8£. 
T" 

' . 1.6 > Tiita-~ 69, 72f f. 
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statement of attitude towards p r oselytes in general. At 

leas t some of the Geonim felt that conversion i mplied 

loyalty in tha t it removed t he danger that the slave would 

betray his or her master to the a uthorities. The fact that 

this was not always the case is r eflected in other responsa 

of the period touching on the questi on of whether a 

proselyted slave can eve r dissociate him or herself f : om 

Judaism. Evidently not all slaves accepted proselytization 

voluntarily. 

So it is that for the first time we are able to 

glimpse directly from the record how environme ntal 

conditions in the for m of economic and social for~es shaped 

t'he q uestions that were asked by the commun ity about gerim 

and the answers of the aut h orities of the time. Wacholder 

s peculates that t he di fferences among the opinions issues b y 

the t wo academ ies were directly attr ibu t able to 

environmental var i ables: 

It may be that the differences between the Sura and 
Pumpedita Geonim had economic and social roots . Sura 
was an important commerc i al and political center ... The 
wealth of the Sura Jewish community effected a more 
pragmatic attitude in its scholars. Thus, the Sura 
Geonim legalized the slave trade, rejected the idea of 
freedo m of choice i n accepting the Jewish faith, and 
refused to consider the slaves' forced conversion as 
eternally binding. Since many Jewish masters had 
children by their slaves and since they were brought up 
as Jews, legal means had to be found to legitimize 
them. The · Pumpedtta· scholars, however, were farther 
removed from the P~\~~res of the capital. Thus . the 

· ~. latter ac}!p9l could aore t~~ely toll-ov talaUd1~- ~ 
- -,. .i;, ~. ... : r •·· . -.,.. 
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procedures objectively.17 

It may be then, that the nature of the boundary between 

the Jewish community ~t~iders in the Gaonic Period was 

determined by Talmudic law viewed through ~he prism of local 

circumstances. We can certainly infer that proselytes did 

enter the community during this period and that their ent~y 

was pr oblematic. The literature tells us almost nothing 

about their status after conversion. But through the 

responsa literature, rooted as it 1s in actualities of daily 
'• 

life in the community , we are grante6 a broader view of the 

status of proselytes than that a ffo r ded us by the more 

general assertions in the Talmudi c literature . 

By the end of the mille nnium t he institution of slavery 

~as well past its heyday in the Jewish community . A large 

portion of the Jewish population had moved to Europe, thus 

depriv ing the institution of i ts economic superstructure . 18 

Christia n and Islamic restrictions on the owners hip and 

proselyting of s lave s also contributed to the gradual 

decline of s lavery among the Jews.19 In the f i rst three 

centuries after the Gaonic Pe riod the di s cuss ion in the 

halakhic literature shifts back to the subject of proselytes 

Hc.d 17 Wacholder c "The the 
Slaves," 101. - ., 

Proselyting .o f 

. l'f- I,bid., 104 ... 
... ".t ....... 

19 Ibld. 
r-
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pe r se. During that period the study of rabbinics f lowered 

in t wo centers in Europe, a nd it is t o t he literature 

produced during that time t hat we must turn to trace the 

continuation of the development o f the traditi onal attitude 

toward gerim . 

The Rishonim 

Historical Factors 

By the turn of the eleventh century the Pumpedita and 

Sura academies were i~ decline. Hai ben Sheri r a, the last 

important Gaon in the East , died in 1038. During the first 

c e ntur y o f the second mille nnium the center o f Jewish 

scho l arship and legal aut hor i ty shifted to t he west , where 

t wo vi brant centers of Je wish lear ning developed. Th is 

f lowering o f rabbi nic scho l a r ship was possi ble be cause in 

that centur y copies o f t he Ta lmud were available t o scholar s 

outside o f Babylonia for t he f irst t ime . 

One o f the centers was i n Spa in, wh ich by the e levent h 

century, had become the s e cond l a r gest J ewis h populat i on 

center in t he world, s e cond only t o Babyl onia . The othe r 

center was locat ed i n the Rhi nela nd . The trad i tions o f 

these two centers were named after the l ocations where they 

began . The Span ish tradition i s known as the Sephard i c 

school and the trad i tion of the Rhineland came to be known 

as the Ashkenaz1c school. The tvo d i d not approach the -• ~,~:• 

study and .\n~~.((~~a_tion of the -~i:aditio'n ~i~.-the► ;a•~_.vay. - -.. -
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Some o f the most important literature o f the end o f this era 

was devoted to reconciliation of the frequently divergent 

rulings of the Sephardic and Ashkenazic authorities. 

Since the beginning of the Gaonic Period, all of the 

Diaspora community had been under either Christian or 

Islamic rule. This cont inued t o be the c ase throughout five 

hundred year period during which the Rishonlm made thei r 

contribution t o the Jewish l egal tradit i on . The Ashk enazic 

tradition arose in Christian lands. That o f the Sephardim 

developed in an Islamic context. In both communities the 

most important environmenta l factor effecting attitudes 

toward proselytes was an esca l ati ng wave of persecution and, 

toward the end of the period, expulsions, that eventually 

drove the Jews out of western Eur ope. Severe penalties for 

Jewish proselytizing were operat ive under both regimes 

during this period. It is against this background that we 

must consider the unfolding of the literature about 

proselytes in the ti me o f the Rishon im. 

Jacob Katz observes in regard to the Askena zic 

commun 1 ty: s 

No assertion can be made about the numbers of 
Christians who turned to Judaism or of the frequency 
with which this occurred. That it happened 
occasionally amongst the Ashkenazim in the Middle Ages 
l s clearly attested in the sources, and the occurrence 
~as frequ~nt enough to-~indJce the exponents of J~da l sm 

.. . . -
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to evolve an attitude towards it ... 20 

Attestation of the presence of proselytes in the 

Sephardic communities is also scant, although there are some 

i ndications that there were pr ose l yt,.es among the Sephardic 

Jews and that some of them were r efugees fr om Christ\an 

lands, where their conversion was punishable by dea t h.21 In 

the Musl im domains conversion fr om Islam to Judai s m wa s 

illegal, but the authorities evidently were not conce rned 

about converted Christians. 

Evidence of the Literature 

The halakhic literature o f this period is extremely 

important to the study of the development of the Halakhah . 

As Wacholder observes : 

The Hishnah and Gemara, to be sure, are the basis o f 
Jewish law; Ha lakah, however, is determined , not by the 
utterances of the Tannaim and Amoraim, but by the 
interpretation given to them by the med ieval 
scholars .. . The views expressed by the Tosaflsts 
[Askenazic scholars), on the one hand, and by the 
scholars of Northern Africa and Spain (Sephardic 
scholars) on the other, became the basis of all 

20 Jacob Katz, Exclusiveness and Tolerance:Studies in 
Jewish-Gent11; Relations in Medieval and Modern Tlpes 
(London:- Oxford Unlvers1ty 1961) 77 . 

. ·-'l --· 
· . 21 _ See.,- . for exaaple, AJ.exapdft "Scheiber·, "Ne'V Te>Cts 

from-the·--;.~.!_• concerning the Proselytes," u8.1i:.e.111:Ba.-.'1i.C.aY--:ir:Y.uD.a@&11,Q' 
college Apnqal, vol. 50; 277££. . · 
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s ubsequent rabbinic law.22 

During the f irst t wo centur ies o f t he m.i llenn ium the -

t wo schools we r e not a wa r e o f each othe r s wo r k. Although 

they based t heir de c i sions on t he s a me t a lmudic sources , 
• 

the ir methods o f i nte r pretations and the dec i sions they 

arr i ved a t were occasi onal ly as d ive r gent a s they would b ~ 

if diffe r ent s our c e s had been used .23 This di ff erence is 

man i f e s t in the work of the earliest scholars of t he t wo 

schoo l ::;. 

J n the ele venth c e ntury bot h c ente rs pr oduced i mporta nt 

scholars whose work was the seed o f all tha t f o llowed i n 

their r espec·t i ve traditi ons . Ri chard Seltzer s ketc he s the 

background o f t he first grea t scholar o f Askenazi c J ewry: 

Solomon ben Isaac of Troyes (104 0-1105), known by h i s 
a c r onym Rashi, was the fir s t ma j or literary figure o f 
Ashkenazic Jewry - and one of the greatest. His 
commentaries on the Bible and Talmud became fundamental 
texts of Ashkenazic Jewish education . .. Rashi's Talmud 
commentary is a masterpiece of conciseness and clarity, 
opening up the extremely condensed talmudic text to the 
average Jewish youth attending one of the schools that 
had been established in most Ashkenazic communltles.24 

22 Wacholder, "Attitudes Towards Proselytizing," 77£. 

23 Ibid., 78 '. 

, · :N R1Chazd_ N.Seltzer~'"Jev1sh People, .. Jevish •Theught: 
The Jev1eb IIW"ce in History (lfev , Y.~k: ·MaCJ!j.llan 
Publishing eo.,c:719801, 354. ~ 

Please respect copyright; do not save, print, or share this file. 
Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion



·- -

.. 

61 

The Askenazic school followed Rashi 1 s technique of 

careful examination of and clarification of the received 

texts of Talmud. Learni ng and leadership were democratized, 

for males at any rate, with the spread of the idea l of Torah 

learning for all males . This is in contrast with the 
I 

Sephardic tradition: 

The Ashkenazic ideal, with its emphasis on talmudic 
learning for every ma n, is quite in contrast with the 
Sephardic admiration for universal culture [and] the 
study o f scie nce and phi losophy ... The difference 
between the two Jewries reflects their different 
environments: Muslim Spain at the height of its 
cultural splendor , and feudal Europe ... 25 

While both traditions studied Talmud, the Ashkenazim 

did so with greater i ntensity, since they did not devote any 

time to science and phi l osophy. The wor k o f the firs t gr ea t 

scholar of the Sephardic traditi on embodies this di ffe rence 

i n approach . Isaac Alfasi (1013- 1103) began his career in 

t he city of Fez, in what ls n ow Morocco . In later life he 

moved to Spain where, ln the academy at Lucena near Cordova, 

he trai ned a group of disciples who were among some o f the 

most eminent Spanish halakhists .26 Alfasl's contribution to 

the e voluti on o f the Halakhah took the form of a digest of 

Talmudic law, rather than a commentary on the text . His 

I.bid, ; 355 :: .... 
26 r 
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major work, Hilchot ha-Rif, is a digest of those sections of 

the Talmud that had practical significance, including the 

post-Talmudic decisions of the Geonim.27 Of his work 

Maimonides, the twelfth century exemplar of the Sephardic 

tradition wrote: 

The Halakhot which the great Rabbi Yitzhak 
composed ... include all the necessary decisions and 
judgements required in our time ... In them he rectified 
all the errors found in the decisions of his 
predecessors, and we can question only a few of his 
decisions, not even ten.28 

Thus, the Sephardic tendency was to summarize, to make 

the essenc~ of the law readily available to the scholar. 

Although Alfasi's work attracted commentary, the basic 

thrust of the Se phard ic tradition was toward codification.29 

27 Mendell Lewittes , Principles and Development of 
Jewish Law: The Concepts and History of Rabbinic 
Jurisprudence from its Inception to Modern Times (New York: 
Bloch Publishing Company 1987) 131. 

28 Maimonides, Introduction to Commentary to the 
Hlshnah, Kapah, ed., Jerusalem 5723, p. 25 , quoted in Ibid , 

29 Although the main thrust o f the Ashkenazic 
tradition favored commentary over codification, there was 
one segment of that communi ty that did produce vorks 
containing -legal -declslons- vlthout dissenting opinions. · The 
Ger~~n hala~hlsts, pe£>¥Ps because of old _ co-uQ.}ty 
traaltions - that--~ ea phaslzed p~actfc-1- O'!fr tneo:retical · 
know-ledge, ~~U1le s.lfrei ha1athot, law- books. See, for 
exaap1e Safer llisicU■ (Berlin, 1891.).. - - · 

I 
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The at t itude of the eleventh century literature towards 
/\ 

proselytes ls mixed . Rashi's commentary ~n Isaiah 44.4-
1 

530 depicts adherence of proselytes t o the Jewish people as 

a prerequisite for redemption. This interpretation is drawn 

from var ious talmudic sources . It is noteworthy that it was 

this particular explanation of the text that Rashi chose t o 

repeat in his commentary.31 The choice seems to indicate 

that he believed that acceptance of proselytes was a 

necessary and positive part of God ' s plan for redemption. 

His comment on Ruth 1.1832 is that "this is a good 

example of what our tradition means when it says that we 

should not t each too much to one about t o be conve rted and 

should not be too demanding." This indicates an assumpt"ion 

tha t conversions would and should take place and that 

converts should not be discour aged.33 

Rashl's comme ntar i es on the talmudic statement of Rabbi 

Helbo to the effect that proselytes are like a sore to 

Israel are not so positive . He offers three possible 

30 And they s hall sprout like grass, 
Like will ows by watercourses. 
One shall say, "I am the Lord' s ," 
Another shall use the name o f "Jacob," 
Another shall mark his arm "of the Lord" 
And adopt the name of "Israel." 

31 Katz, Ibid . , 80. 

32 When [Naomi] saw how determined she was to go with 

her, she ceased to argue vith her . - · 

33 
alav" . 

-. 
See Ra-sh'f ort Yeva11ot. . 47b, 

- -► .J,.,., -... . .,. _ ..... 

. , - :. 
s.v. "ein m'daMa*in 

r 
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interpretations: 

1. Proselytes are unlearned in the mitzvot, set a bad 

example for born J e ws and may cause them to suf fer 

retribution.3 4 

2. Proselytes cling to their former beliefs and cau~e 

Jews to accept erroneous beliefs.35 

3. All Jews are responsible for each other and 

proselytes are an a dded burden.36 

It seems t ha t while proselyte s are a requirement for 

the realization of a messia nic future , in the present they 

can present problems . They may lower the standard of 

observance o f born Jews or even mislead them into improper 

observance. They are a l so a burdensome responsibility. 

Th i s last may reflect the reality that convers i on was 

illega l and endange r ed the commun i t y . 

Alfasi ' s at t itud es are s imilar l y mixed . He d oes choose 

to i nclude Rabbi Helbo's c omment i n h is digest .37 Evident l y 

cons idered it of pr acti cal significance for the 

34 Yevamot 109b, Kiddus hln 70b. 

35 Yevamot 47b . . -· 
36 Yevamot 109b, , ,r..1,ddah 13b . 

..37 
,:, 

--""~ -~o~ Yeva.mot .. ,.,, 16a . 
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determination of the law. On the other hand, elsewhere38 he 

affirms the importance of welcom ing c onverts and the merit 

of some converts: 

It is understandable that, in the time o f David and 
Solomon, those who wished to convert were looked upon 
with suspicion (because lt was be~efic1al to be a Jew 
at that time); but, in a time like ours, when Israel is 
poor and lowly, we receive converts without inqui~ing 
so carefully into the motives that impel the conv~ rt to 
come to us ... It must be said that many who have tome 
into Judaism with unworthy motives have, as a result of 
following the Jewish was, become the worthiest of 
Jews ... 

There was one eleventh century scholar who stated 

explicitly that receiving proselytes was not only desirable, 

but obligatory, a mitzvah. Rabbi Isaac of Barcelona derived 

the duty of r eceiving converts from the Biblical command to 

love the ger.39 

One other eleventh century view that should be noted is 

that of that of the great philosopher and poet Judah HaLevi 

(10 75-1141 ). HaLev1 believed that proselytes can never be 

the equals of born Jews. In a study of proselyte Judaism in 

the thought of HaLevl, Daniel Lasker describes this 

distinction: 

It would seem that the Judaism of the proselyte is not 

38 Alfas1- on Yevaaot 24b. 

· .• 39 Isaac of Barce_l'ona, Azharoi ct.t'!d ln Encyc.l_opedia. 
Talmud! t,~ '!,._O~ -i• · s. v. "ahavat ·,m9ff'". · . ..-

-: '\I> - . - .. "--.... 

Please respect copyright; do not save, print, or share this file. 
Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion



.. 

66 

exactly the same as the Judaism of the born 
Jev ... HaLev l states explicitly: " Someone vho joins us 
completely from among the nations vill enjoy the good 
vhich ve have but vlll not be equal to us." (KuzarJ 
1.27) Furthermore ... "someone vho enters the religion of 
Israel vill not be equal to the native - born, for only 
the native-born can achieve prophecy"(Kuzarj 
1 . 115) . . . The differences betveen "Jevish Judaism" and 
"Proselyte Judaism" , in Halevi 's viev, can be expressed 
as follows. First, the convert ls not a full 
participant in the religion. second, the proselyte • 
does not completely share the fate of the People of 
Israel. Third, the native - born Jey and the convert 
have a different rela t ion to the Land o f Israel and t he 
duty to live there.40 

It seems that HaLevi bel ieved that there is an inborn 

difference between Jevs and non-Jevs, and tbat complete 

conversion can never take place. However, since the 

citations quoted above occur in the context of his account 

of the conversion of an entire nation, the Khazars, to 

Judaism, he does not seem to have ruled out conversion as 

undesirable . 

The most prominent t velfth century bearer of the 

Sephardic tradition vas Rabbi Moses ben Maimon, knovn as 

Rambam or Maimonides (1135-1240). He was born i n Spain, but 

fled to North Africa vhen conditions there became untenable 

for the Jewish community. Maimonides ' contribution to the 

tradi t ion l s immense and his halakhic rulings were accepted 

by many who followed hlm. 

40 Daniel J. Lasker, "Proselyte Judaism, Christianity, 
Jn~ Isla6 4 n the ~~ought of Judah RaLev~•, The Je~l,h 
Quarterly Revlev,(Ju~y-Ottober l~tG), vol . 81, no. 1-2,~i. -r 

---...a...---'--~----- -. ~ . . 
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One the face of it, the attitude o f t hi s grea t teac her 

t owards proselytes seems as ambivalent as that o f the 

tradition that preceded him. On the one hand there is the 

testimony o f his famous responsum to Rabbi Ovadiah Ger 

Tzedek , that is Rabb i Ovadiah, the righteous proselyte. 

Rabbi Ova diah had enquired whether he s hould use the same 

wording a s a born Jew when he prayed , as for example , in the 

phrase " God o f our fathers." Maimonides reply was that the 

proselyte s h ould use the same word ing as a born Jew since: 

All who embrace Judaism until t he end of all 
generations , and all who profess the unity of the 
Lord's name as is directed in the Torah, are li ke the 
pup ils of Avraham of Blessed Memory and are members of 
his household, all of_ them ; it was he who brought them 
to this positive juncture , and, as he did to the 
members of his own generat ion with his skil l in orator y 
and pedagoguery, so he has Teclaimed all those who 
would convert in the future . .. The result is that 
Avraham o ur forefather was the father of his legitimate 
progeny who foll ow the path forged by him, and he too, 
is father to every ger wh o converts . .. There is no 
d istinct i on or incongruity between you and us in any 
respect.41 

On the bas ls of this r espo nsum we might conclude that 

Maimonides cons idered proselytes an unmitigated good within 

the community . His d e lineation of proper relati o ns with 

proselytes i n his code of law, the M1shneh Torah, also 

supports this conclusi on: 

~ ......... 
The Raaba'•' s ~ BUP991h Blau 

- - -y -~ - --

edition, no. 

• 
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Loving the ger who comes and enters under t he wings of 
the Shechinah is entailed in two positive commandments; 
the first beca use he is included in the category of 
"your f ellow" (Leviticus 19.18) and the second because 
he is ager and t he Torah has said "You shall love the 
ger." (Deuteronomy 10.19) God commanded us to love the 
ger in t he same way that He commanded us to love 
Himself, since it says "and you shall love the Lord 
your God . " (Oeuteronomy 6 .5) The Hdly One, Blessed Be 
He, Himself loves gerim since it says "He loves the 
ger. " (Deuteronomy 10.18 )42 ' 

The locus class i cus for Maimonides ' attitude towards 

gerim is not so affirming. In chapter thirteen of Hilchot 

Issur e i Bi a h he opens his exposition about pr oselytes with 

a discussion of Solomon ' s wives . They •are problema tic to 

the trad i t ion because at first glance the text seems to 

i mply that Sol omon ma rried non-Jews. Maimonides explains 

t hat they we r e converts convert ed for ulterior motives since 

t hey reverted t o idolatr y . Consequently, So l omon was he ld 

responsibl e a s if he had built t he " h igh places" (pla ces f or 

42 Maimonides, Hishneh Torah, Hilkh o t De' ot, 6.4. See 
also hl s rulings in H11khot Bikurim 4 . 3 based on Mishnah 
Bikurim 1 . 4, and Hilchot Ha'aser Shen! 11.17. In the former 
case he relies on the rul i ng of the Jerusalem Talmud i n 
regard t o the Mishnah to permit proselytes to make the 
declaration over the first fruits using the words "God of 
our fathers" and "vhich the Eternal s vore to our fathers to 
give us" in regard to the land . There i s no comment on this 
Mishnah in the Babylonian Talmud. In the latter case, 
h~ wever ,.,-Haimonides rules that proselyte~ are excluded from 
part1clp~~1o~ on simi lar grounds. The Jerusalem Talmud ls 
s_~~slstent~ wi th __ the- :;_.Bab_y.J.onian · 1-n- . thls .. cas~. The. 

> ~4f~2.l~nat1on for ~this dls~ ~lfpans y aa~ be tnat~ HaiaQn!4es• 
~ittl~gs reflect f14el1ty to the halakh~~ ~toces.s, ~ rather · 
than to conceptual coqaiatency. • 
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the worship o f idols) himself.43 neverthe\, Solomon d id 

not divorce hi s wives. Maimon i des' explanation' o f this fact 

is thit once they became proselytes they remained 

Israelites, albeit apostate Israel ites, even if they 

reverted. Thi s , he s ays, is t he reas on for Rabb i Helbo ' s 

statement in the Ta lmud that they are " as hard on Is r ael as 

a sore."44 He expands this character i zation of pro~elyteP 
I 

as follo~s : 

The majority of them become prose lytes f or ulterior 
motives and subseque ntly lead I srael astray, and once 
they become prosetl ytes, it ls a d ifficu l t ma tter to 
sepa rate f r om them. An instructive e xample ls what 
happened in the wilderness in the matte r of the golden 
calf, and at Kibroth-Hataavah 45 , as well as in most bf 
the trials with which the ch ildren o f Israel wearied 
God . All t hese were initiated by t he mixed 
multitude.46 

43 Ibid . , Hi l kho t I ssurei Biah , 13.16. 
I 

44 Yevamot 47b , 1 09W, Niddah 1 3b , Klddush 1n 70b. 
,.-

45 Ma i monides r efe rs here to the mldras h Si frei on 
Numbers 11.4, whic h speaks o f t he I s raeli t e s in t he 
wilderness: "The mi xed mult i tude in their midst felt a 
gluttonous crav ing; and then t he Israelites wept and sa i d, 
' If on l y we had meat to e..t~ ' God resp.ands__vit.h_ a __rain o f 
guail. The I srael i tes eat to sati at ion and as punishmen t 
for their rebel lion against God, they are slekened by the 
meat and ma ny die. The mldrash informs us that the mixed 
mul~ltude who causea this,-an~ many other rebellions during 
the wilderness period, vere~t ~ e proselytes who ha d joined 
Israel:, .• .. ... .. --

r 

46 
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The explanation for the appa rent contradiction in 

Maimonides' recorded o pin ions may be that Maimonides does 

not consider all proselytes to be equal. In his study of 

attitudes towards proselytes in the classical Halakhah, Ben 

Zion Wacholder specula tes in this vein about the apparent 

inconsi stencies in Maimonides statements about proselytes: 

Ma i monides ' u nusual departure from purely halakic 
matter to express his histor ical and theologica l views 
concerning proselytes in the days of ... Solomon ; [and ] 
his statement that "the majority o f them become 
p rose lytes for ulterior motives ... " .. . point to bias 
against p r ose lytizing .. . His moving epistle to Obadiah 
Ger Tzedek ... offets another aspect of his views on 
proselytism. He imposes the full force of the law and 
advises the utmost caution before admi t ting a 
proselyte. But o nce the convert sincerely accepts the 

,God o f I srael and devotedly practices His Commandments, 
it is as if he had been present at Sina i and Abraham 
was his ancestor .. .. It would seem that Ma imonides draws 
a sharp distinction between conve r ts in general and 
those whose sincerity cannot be questioned . 47 

Thi s const ruction of the evidence seems very 

plausible.48 Maimonides d i stinc tion seems to turn on a 

47 Wacholder, "Attitudes Towards Proselyt izing, " 
85, 91£. 

48 An alternative that must be considered, however, is 
that the apparent contradictions among the Rambam's 
statements reflect textual concerns rather than a personal 
attitude towards proselytes . It may be that what prompted 
his discussion of Solomon and his wives was the apparent 
contradlc~lon between that story and the fact that 

~ ~onverslon for ulterior •otives, _such ' as marr19ge 1 is 
·· forb~dden . He ~ay also have been trying to recon~l1.~ the 

story vit-h - the expli-clt st~ae11t hi · yevaaot 24a to the 
-effect t lu,t converts ~ were not -ac~b!!ti:: J.n the- -days ·of 
Soloaon ; ~ "'---~ ~ 
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phrase he used in his responsum to Obadiah. "All who 

profess the unity of the Lord's name as 1s directed in the 

Torah (are like us in every way]." The righteous proselyte, 

then, is one who grasps the philosophical conception of 

God's unity, and accordingly accepts and practices the 

commandments. All othe rs have ulterior motives and are 

likely to be a bad influence o1Jthe community. It does not 

seem likely that very many converts could have met 

Maimonides standards . His is certainly an elitist view. 

During the same century that Ma imonides flourished in 

North Afr ica, Rashi's successors carried on the Ashkenazic 

tradition. Among his disciples were h1s t wo sons-in-law and 

h1s grandsons, who studied his commentary to the Talmud 

critically and added their own comments. This gave rise to 

a super-commentary that eventually developed into a 

compilation of the comments of many scholars over a period 

of two centuries (1100 - 1300).49 A se lection of these 

comments are printed in most editions of the Talmud opposite 

Rashi's commentary.SO They are known as Tosafot, or 

additions. 

◄9 Levittes, 124. For more information about the 
Tosaflsts see Ephriam E . Urbach, The Tosaflsts; Thelr 
History, Writings and Kethods _C.J~rusalem: Bialik Institute, 
1980}. · 

- -'-It •• . .. ... ... 
SO ~ 'oth6rs exl~t~-= as separate voTks, such· - aa foafot ? 

ftllHh, fo11fot R'JJJ»Mf~rctz,a~4 others.. • . ··~· 
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The agenda of the Tosflsts was the reconciliation o f 

seeming contradictions in the talmudic text and the critique 

of Rashi 's understanding of the text. It was natural, then, 

that the appare nt contradictions in the text in regard to 

proselytes attracted substantial comment. The Tosaflsts' 

views were sometimes significantly different than those of 

their Sephardic contemporaries. An excellent exa~ple of 

this divergence is the contrast between their comments abo ut 

proselytes with ulterior motives and those of Maimonides 

that we examined earlier . In Tosafot to Yevamot 109b,51 for 

example we find the following: 

[The Gemara here says:] "Evil after evil will come upon 
those who accept proselytes." Rabbi Isaac said: This 
refers to those who encourage them to convert , and 
those who accept them immediately, but if they persist 
[in their desire to convert] we should accept them. 
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob were punished because they 
d i d not accept Timna when she wanted to convert. She 
(instead] bec ame the concubine of Eliphaz, the son of 
Esau, and one of their descendants was Amalek, who 
greatly troubled Israel.(Sanhedrin 99b) .. . and we find 
that Hillel converted one who said "Convert me on the 
condition that you make me High Pr iest," and one vho 
said that he would convert only 1£ he (Hillel) could 
teach him the whole Torah [while standing on one 
footJ.(Shabbat 3la) ... Hillel knew that ln the end they 
would become good Jews .. . 

This seems to imply a more welcoming attitude than that 

of the Sephardic trad i tion as exemplified by Maimonides, who 

11ot cite these agg~dot, pe:haps l)ecause..,l)e. did not 
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regard them as having halakhic for ce. 

The Tosafist s offer a variety of interpretations for 

Rabbi Helbo 's statement that proselytes are as difficult for 

Israel a s a sore. These views are summar ized in the 

commentary on Kiddushin 70b:52 

1. F i r st the y cite Rashi 's view tha t they are not 

e xpert in regard to the observance of the commandments 

and that Israel may be misl ed by t he i r example. •' 

2. Another view is cited without attributi on to the 

effect that they are difficult because all Israelites 

are responsible f o r each other. Thi s view is rejected 

on the basis o f evidence from Sota 37b in regard to 

this mutual obligation. According to the discussion 

there, there is no evidence that the proselytes are to 

be included in the category of those who are thus 

obligated. 

3 . Another anonymous view is that they are difficult 

f or Israel because although God warns us in twenty-four 

places in the Torah that we are not to oppress them, we 

are unable to refrain from d 9'1ng so, and thus are more 

------1 i ke ly to transgress because o~, them . 

---4. A third an~nymous view states t~e difficulty 

is t ~at it is infrder to gather proselytes that Israel 

ha( been sent into exile, as it says 1n Pesachlm 87b. 

\ .. -· - ..J , ....... 
52 

.. ... 
iJ!ea•~~~-g1ddaiah1n 70b, , ·s.v., •t•abtn g~r1••·~-
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This view is rejected on the basis of the Gemara of 

Yevamot 47b where Israel is instructed to discour~ge 

prospective proselytes. Thus , it is not when they are 

prospective prosel ytes that they are a problem. It is 

after they convert that they are difficult. 

5. Rav Abraham the Ger 1 s view is that proselytes are 

difficult for Isr ael because they are expert in regard 

to the commandments , and observe them meticulously. 

Consequent l y they bring the sins of Israel [the sins of 

nonobservance) t o the attenti on o f the Holy One. 

6. Finally, the inter pretation of Rabbi Yitzhak is 

cited. It is his opinion that pr ose l ytes create 

dif f iculties because t hey become mixed in with 

I s r ae l ite fami l ies a nd the Shech inah , ~tha t is , the 

Divi ne Presence, only r e s t s on pure fa milies in Isr ael. 

This expla nation ls cited in order to explain the 

citation o f Rabb i Helbo ' s statement in this pa r t icula r 

l ocat i on in the Talmud , in the context of a d i scussi on 

o f f a mily puri t y. 

Al l o f t hese statement s attempt t o e xplain a ve r y 

nega t i ve text . If we e xam i ne them wi th an e ye t o the 

underlying attitude of their authors, we find, f i rst of a l l, 

that two of them are eliminated by the compile r o f the list 

on f ormal grounds . Opinion two ls irrelevant because 

pros elytes· cannot addltfon&lly burden Israel in terms of 
• .> ~ "-; ~ 

mutJa1 ·obllgat;Jo1t, because that obliga~lon la not-~relevant 
- ~~ -'""~ £" -. .. ., .. •· .. ... 

Please respect copyright; do not save, print, or share this file. 
Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion



75 

to them. The fourth opinion, as stated, is also eliminated. 

It cannot be that Israel has been exiled for the purpose o f 

gathering proselytes if they are elsewhere instructed not t o 

force the issue if a prospective proselyte wants to 

withdraw . The statement that they are a probl em after 

conversion is left standing, but there is no clari fi cation 

of what this might mean. 

Opinion number six seems to be there for the sake o f 

reconciling the immed iate question of why Rabb i Helbo is 

quoted in re lation to a discussion of family purity . Thi s 

interpretation is indeed unflattering t o proselytes, 

implying as it does that they mar some inherent sanctity 

that inheres in I~raelite families . 

The negative aspects o f opinions one and three seem 

more a comment on the failings of Israelites that those of 

proselytes. In the first case, the difficulty arises from 

Israelites who are foolish enough to follow the example of 

novices. The second describes the inability of Israelites 

to tolerate newcomers. In neither case is the negative 

import attributable to proselytes themselves . . 
The inclusion o f the fifth opinion ls of particular 

interest as it is attributed to a proselyte. Here, what is 

only implied in the last two opinions is stated explicitly. 

Rabbi Ab~m, evidently on the basis of his own experience, 

-· -and perhaps w1th' some polemic intent, completely inverts the 
: • . • ,. , 't ~-
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interpretive . The diff i culty of whi c h Rabbi Helbo speaks, 

Rabbi Abraham says, does not lie with the proselytes, but 

rather with the native-born. The proselytes observe God's 

law more scrupulously than born Jews and so expose the 

latter to God's disapproval. 

One other commentary that shou'id be noted here i s the 

comment of Rabbi Isaac on Yevamot 109b that we discussed 

earlier53, in regard to motivation. Although the t ext of 

the Gemara says that evil will befall those who accept 

convert, here the seeming thrust of the talmudic statement 

is inverted completely. The evil is not in the converts, 

but in those Israelites who go out seeking converts. Not 

only is receiving appropriate converts not an evil; Lt is a 

requirement for the future well being and s afety of I srael. 

This may be a veiled reference to the problems of Jews in 

the host ile environment of Medieval Europe. They could ill 

afford to turn away potential fri ends even though conversion 

was dangerous and often entirely outlawed by the Church . 

The general tendency of this set of c ommentaries does 

not seem to be negative, based on this analysis. This seems 

consistent with the welcoming attitude reflected in the 

Tosafists' interpretation of the issue of ulterior motives 

cited above . However, these and other statements about 

proselytes form the basis of the rulings of many of the 

r- ..... 
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halakhists who followed them, and in their selectio ns fr om 

thls menu of attitudes towards pr oselytes, they did n o t 

always choose to emphasize the positive . 

By the th i rteen century the heyday of rabbinic s t udy i n 

Askenaz was over. The last o f the Tos aflsts lived i n an 

atmos phere o f per s ecution tha t is reflected in their 

recorded statements abo ut proselytes. Rabbi Meir be n Baruch 

of Rothenberg, known as Maharam ( 1215-1293) was the last 

great Tosafist. So me o~ the queries addressed to Maharam 

illum i nate the ambivalence of his thirteenth century German 

community toward proselytes: 

Some . members of the community took an oath that Bis a 
proselyte. As a result B was arrested and was ransomed 
for thirty marks to which amount A contributed his 
share. A now demands that the members who caused B's 
arrest refund him his money, si nce he was not among 
those who caused B's arrest by their oath. 

A, a convert to Judaism, was arrested. The Jews B,C,D, 
and E, who were summoned to testify under oath as to 
A's identity, were threatened with confiscation of 
their property if they refused to tell the truth. 
They, therefore, admitted that A was a convert and 
avoided the taking of a false oath. Luckily, A escaped 
being burned at the stake [concerning vhlch Rabbi Meir 
expresses his astonishment "since not even one out of a 
thousand in such circumstances ever escaped such a 
fate"] and suffered only a financial loss . Nov A 
demands that B,C,D, and E make good the loss that 
befell hlm owing to their testimony.54 

. . -,,------=-- .----- . ~ . 
54 ' Quote~. li_l>aVl~ J. Sellgson, ."In the· P~s.l:.-Tal■~d1~~· 

Per lod", 1n !1chhqn·~ 
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It is noteworthy that Rabbi Meir's decision in the 

second case is that the four witnesses are liable for A' s 

loss because it was their duty to disregard the possible 

monetary loss to themselves and to save A's life,even though 

this would involve the taking of an apparently false oath . 

They s hould have modified their statement mentally, he says, 

so that it would not have been false,or they could have 

nullified the oath by a whispered z tatement.55 

Small wonder that there are records of stringent 

community ordinances which forbade Jews to attempt to make 

proselytes, for fear of Christian reprisals. Proselytes 

wer e a source of danger.56 

During the same century, the Sephardic community was 

subject to increasing levels of persecution, but conti n ued 

to produce important scholars. The centers of learning in 

Spain at that time were under Christian rather than Muslim 

rule. The leading Sephardic scholar in that century was 

Rabbi Moses ben Nachman, known as the Ramban or Nahmanldes 

(1194-1270). Unlike his predecessors in Spain, he vas aware 

of the work of the Ashkenazic scholars and accepted some 

decisions o f the Tosaf ot . 57 In his work he initiated the a 

task that absorbed scholars for the next century or so, the 

55 Ibid_., 83f·. ... . ,_ 

5~ Ibid. 
. ... "'"' .. 

. .. .. 
57 Levl tt"ei';~'ib'"'ld . , 133. 

~ ~ ·~ 
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reconciliation o f the Sephardic and Ashkenazic traditions. 

In his commentary on Leviticus 23.42,58 vhich specifies 

that only the native born should celebrate Sukkot by living 

ln booths, he comments on the status of proselytes: 

There is no intention in the verse of excluding 
proselytes from dwelling in booths on Sukk ot. The 
Torah says ove r and over that there shall be the Sime 
lav f or the born-Jev and the proselyte. The S~ripture 
here simply means that everyone who lives in a Jevish 
home must us e the sukkah. It vill not be sufficient 
for just one member of the family to dwell in the 
sukkah and for the remainder to stay in the house.59 

This statement seems to ind icate an inclusive and 

pos~tive attitude towa rds proselytes. It is also possible 

that this interpretation reflects the primary thrust o f his 

commentary, which wa s t o arrive at the pla in meaning of the 

text. Perhaps it vas necessary for h im to includ e 

proselytes to expl a in the presence o f the seemingly 

s upe rfl uous vord "a ll" in the verse on which he ls 

commenting . 

The process o f bridging the Sephardic and Askenazic 

traditions was also facilitated by the vork of Rabbi 

Menakhem HaMe'ir i who fl ourished i n Provence in the second 

half of the thirteenth century. In his commentary to the 

... 
· 58 "Yt>u sh~ll 

in ~~_J:a~l shall llve 
llve · i n booths seven days; all citizens 
in bo,t-tls . " 

.,. 
59 - ·cttecJ• :ae1 lqson, 86. 

. r 
Please respect copyright; do not save, print, or share this file. 
Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion



80 

Talmud , the Bet HaBeh ira, he cites both traditions 

frequently. In regard to proselytes , he is not innovative. 

In his comment on Rabbi Helbo ' s statement about a sor e 

(Yevamot 109b) he preserves both the i nterpretati on of the 

Rambam and that of Rash1 and the Tosafot : 

One should only acce pt proselytes after thorough 
investigation in the manner t hat is explained in this 
tractate l est they convert for some ulterior motive a~d 
their intentions be impure ... They are lax in regard to 
t he details of the commandments and Israel may learn 
from them. Th is is why it s ays "Proselytes are as 
difficult for Israel as a sore . "60 

The first part o f this comment , e mphasizing i ntention 

and purity of motive, reflects the approach of Maimonides. 

The second is nearly verbatim quota tion of the Ra shi a nd 

Tosafot on this Gemara. The overall impression is that the 

Me ' lri is expressing the need t o extremely ca u t ious in 

rega r d to prospe c t ive proselytes. Th is is not s ur prising 

considering t hat he lived i n a time when the Church was 

tryi ng t o rid Europe of Jews. 

The reconc i liat ion o f t he two traditi ons was furthered 

in the f o urteen century b y Rabb i Asher ben Yechiel (b. 

1250 ) . He was a student o f Maharam of Rothenberg . In 1303 1 

he left Germany, and the f o llowing year settled in To ledo, 

. • 60 .Hen~bea ben Sblomo • cJfe,J,JrJ, Bet _ HaBehJ.ra al 
Heaechl!;t Yei♦•o£· · crer~~la-ylm: Machon HaTal■uc! lial'J.sraeH 
JfaShalel■ ). -- --~ -~f_:'-.i ~-. .. 
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where he became the head of the academy. He brought with 

him the decisions of t he Ashkenazic schola rs and the method 

of study of the Tosafot . 61 His major contribution to the 

Halakhah is his commenta ry on Rabbi Isaac Alfasi's eleventh 

centur y digest of Talmudic law. 

In hi$ commentary on Yevamot he simply presents the 

procedure for gerut . Like Alfasi, he does not quote Rabbi 

Helbo's statement, which appears in the Talmud at that 

point. In his Tosafot HaRosh he reproduces some of the 

interpretations of the Tos afot on Kiddushin 70b: that they 

are not expert in the commandments and Israel learns from 

them , that in spite of ma ny warnings Israel c a nnot help 

oppressing them, and that they taint the purity o f Israelite 

genealogy . The interpreta tions that he chooses not to 

preserve a re the two tha t are elimi nated by the Tosafot 

themselves, a nd the fla tteri ng comment o f Rav Abraham the 

Ge r. I n h is comment to Yevamot 1 09b he r e p roduc e s t he 

comme n t of Tosa f o t a lmost wor d for word , l e . t hat the " evil 

t hat c omes upon those who r e c eive prose lyte s " r efer s to 

t hos e who e ntice the m, and so o n .62 These c ho ices seem t o 

i ndi cate an att i tude s imilar t o that o f the Tosafot, that it 

i s des irable to r eceive pros ely t e s bu t that their 

i ntegrat ion i nto t he community can be problematic because of 

61 Levittes, 141£. 

--· ... 62 Tos;·fqt MiMh a4· tto1ecbet 
HaCo~a1n Vtl.aan 1974• 62. 

. .,, ., 
XC:ya■q,t, RaRav Sai gah _, ·-
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the responses of born-Jews. 

By t he fou r teenth century, the halakhic literature had 

become very bulky. The son of the Rosh, Rabb i Ya'akov ben 

As h er (1270-1340) undertook the organization of the opinions 

of the Rishonim into a compendium. The result was the 

Arba'ah Turim, or the Four Rows. The title reflects the 

organization of the book ' s contents into four broad 

categories of law. In his Introduction, the author s~ates 

that he intends to gather halak h ic opinions , and to follow 

the opinion of his father, the Rosh, when the those opinions 

conflict .6 3 Indeed, the Tur, like the Rosh's comme ntary on 

t he Talmud, does not preserve the statement of Rabbi Helbo, 

although some of the commentaries on the Tur later restored 

it. We c a n not infer any attitude towards prose l ytes in the 

Tur , except from its matter of fact acceptance of the 

necessity of a body o f law to g overn their entry into the 

J ewi s h community. 

One other noteworthy development i n the proselyte 

Halakhah of the fourteenth century was the opi nion of Rabbi 

Shim ' on ben Zemach Duran, known a s the Tashbetz. He was the 

first to ask why the c omputers o f the c o mmandments did not 

include the admission o f proselytes among the positive 

commandments. He argued that proselytism should be counted 

as one of the s ix hundred thirteen precepts found in the 
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Torah.64 

As the fourteenth century ended, the momentum of the 

persecution of Jews in western Europe increased . There were 

ma ssacres in diverse locations , and expulsions. By the end 

o f the following century , the Jews had be~n expelled from 

virtually all of that part of Europe. Understandably, there 
F 

is very little relevant literature from that time of 

upheaval . During that time many Jews moved to eastern 

Europe. In 1452 Casimir IV of Poland ratified the charter 

that Casismir the Great had granted to t he Jews o f Poland. 

That char t er gave the community suff icient autonomy to allow 
' 

the f lower ing of a new center of rabbinic learn ing i n Poland 

in t he next ·century. Another new center developed at Safad 

in Palestine. We will exa mine the literature of those 

center s in the next c hapter . 

Conclusions 

The fifteenth century marks the e nd of the peri od of 

the Rishonim. The halakh ic heritage of the period vas a 

we i ghty body of literature, based on the creativity of the 

Ashkenazic and Sephardic schools of the early centuries of 

the millennium. In time, the opinions of the Rishonim came 

to be considered the authoritative determinants of the 

..... .. 
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meaning of the Ta lmud. 

Ben Zion Wacholder comments on the divergent attitudes 

of the two strands of that heritage: 

The two branches o f classical Halakah differ in their 
basic approach to the admission of converts. The 
Spanish school does not recognize any injunction to 
proselytize. Thus Yevamot 47a-b , stating the principle 
of purity of motive, became the nucleus of proselyte 
Halakhah. It happens that this principle fits in well 
with Maimonides' general philosophic ideas. · Only 
candidates with the most lofty a s pira.t lons can be 
admitted, lest they become a plague. Juda ism is a 
spi ritual ar istocracy ... Any doubts in law are resolved 
against the candidate.. But once the proselyte has 
passed through the severe screening, the glory of being 
a Jew, of sharing the Jewish past, present , and future, 
belong to him . 

The Franco- German rabbis make the commandment to 
proselytize their basic premis£. The baraita requiring 

'purity o f motive is viewed by t he Tosafists as a mere 
thread in the tapestry of talmudic leg islation ... Doubt 
or contradictory passages regarding admission of 
proselytes must be decided in favor of the 
convert . .. The scholars of France and Germany put more 
emphasis on the practical observance of the Torah t han 
on philosophical abstractions like purity o f intention 
and sudden recognition of truth. 65 

He speculates that these differences were related to 

the different intellectual climates wlthln which the two 

traditions developed . It ls his opinion that the position 

of the Spanish school ultimately prevaile~. , However1 both 

are vlthln the halakhlc heritage of the period. Those who 

came after have drawn on both positions . 

.... 
"Attitudes", 95~ • .,, ---------
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We can no longer speak of ambivalence in a tradition 

that had grown so broad and diverse. Rather, we can say, 

that at the end of the period of the Rishonirn there existed 

a range of halakhic opinion which has served as the resource 

and foundation for all of the proselyte halakhah that has 

unfolded since. 

Please respect copyright; do not save, print, or share this file. 
Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion



l 

CHAPTER FOUR 

THE EARLY MODERN PERIOD AN D THE EARLY AHRONIMl 

The oppressive conditions of the Medieval Period 

persisted until the years of emancipation at the end of the 

Early Modern Period. David Eichhorn describes the 

environment of the Jewish communities during those centuries 

as follows: 

In the later medieval period, the Jews lived in the 
same sort of unpleasant social environment and were 
subje~ted to the same kind of hostile pressures that 
had marked and marred the earlier centuries. The 
enmity of the Church, persecution by local rulers, and 
the violence of the mob were almost a commonplace for 
the Jew of the sixteenth, seventeenth, and eighteenth 
centuries as they had been in ... earlie r years. For 
the most part, Jews continued to live in fear of their 
Gentile neighbors, bewildered by the cruel and 
unjustifiable suffering they endured at the hands of 
the Christian and, as a result, generally full of well 
grounded suspicion and dislike for the non-Jews in 
whose midst they lived. Until the patterns of Jewish 
living in Europe were improved by the Era of 
Enlightenment, the rise of modern nationalism, and the 
spread of political democracy, most Jews did not 

1 Halakhic authorities who lived and vrote after the 
publication of the sixteenth century code of lav knovn as 
the Shulchan Arucb, or The Prepared Table, are known as the 
Ahronim, or later authorities. The Early Modern Period 
(1500- 1800) begins wlth th$.,. Jirst century after the 
expulsion. · of the -Jews fro• vestecn Europe, and concludes 

: vi th the be~}nning o.f e.aaJ)cipation, -tNo centuries later. 
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associate freely with Gentiles.2 

At the beginning of the sixteen century, there were two 

major centers of Jewish population and learning. The 

Ashkenaz ic tradition was the heritage of the communities of 

Poland and Lithuania. Sephardic Jews who migrated to the 

lands ruled by the Ottoman Turks after the expulsions form 

Spain and Portugal extended the Sephardic tradition. It is 

in the context of these two communities that the historical 

events that were determinative of the Jewish attitude toward 

proselytes in that period unfolded. 

Historical Factors 

Among the most potent environmental factor affecting 

sixteenth century Jewish communities in Europe was the 

heightened sensitivity to heresy that the advent of the 

Protestant Reformation generated among Christian 

authorities. Their efforts to stem the influence of Judaism 

took many forms. That century saw the introduction of the 

Inquisition in Portugal in 1536, the burning of the Talmud 

in Italy in 1553, and the establishment of church censorship 

. -
. 2 Da~1~ _Max Blchb~· 9S>DYIJllen to Jgdalaa; I Ristogy 

1DA•apalvilf -Ulev York a Ktav Pllblla l'ijj- .. '1191111e, Inc., · 1966r 
96. - > « , • .... _ -~. 
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of Hebrew books in 1554.3 In the following year Pope Paul 

IV ordered t he Jews of Rome into a ghetto. Pr oselytizatlon 

by Jews of non-Jews was ~llegal. 

In Poland, there were f requent Church incited ( 

accusations of Judaizi ng dur ing the sixteenth and 

seventeenth centuries. 

a threat to the safety 

communities. 

Proselytes and proselytization were 

' and survival of most European Jewish 

In the seventeenth century the same siege-like 

conditions continued in most of Eur ope. In eastern Europe 

t he environment became even more thr eatening for the Jews 

whe n they became the victims of freque nt massacres and 

poqroms . Att itudes towards proselytes in these communi'ties 

were s haped b y the precarious circumsta nces o f Jewish 

existe nce. S ince proselytization b rought d ihger, there were 

instances when the l ead ers of Jewish communities ruled that 

proselytes s hould n o t be accepted i n o rde r to protect t he 

commun ity. 

I n the middle years of the century a s hift occurred 

that generated a different vers i o n of this closed d oor 

policy on proselytiz i ng . A small trickle of Jews began to 

return to some of the western countries from which they had 

3 For a chronolg_giJ:al chart of important events in 
general and Jeviab blato:ry in this period see Richard M. 
s,~.1e:r, Jeviab People?;'"'•· .Jevlab Tho~~bt: The .revish 

JP.la •111 ll)!EY (■ev YoEtt Mac■t\ia ... rPUbllahlncf Co., n ~ - • .. . . .... --· 
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be en e xpe lled centuries earlier . For example, in 1656 Jews 

began to resettle openly in England afte r an absence of 

hundr eds o f yea rs. Part of the price of readmittance was a 

promise to the English t hat the ne w Jewi sh community would 

not pr os elytize L Accordi ngly, the leaders of that community 

issued strict proh ibitions against proselytes and 
• 

proselytizing. I n this c a se t~~ purpose of t he prohibiti ons 

wa s not to keep a n existent danger at bay, but to forestall 

possible fu tur e r eactions from the host authorities. 

Whereas in eastern Europe the community ' s attitude towards 

proselytes was governed by t he motive of s u rvival, in the 

ne w community i n Eng land t he o~f l cial position of the 

au t ho r it i es on t h is issue wa s s ha ped by a desire f o~ 

tolerat i on. In o r der to s e cure tha t end , o ne leader o f the 

J e wis h communi ty we nt so f a r a s to make t he fal l a cious c l aim 

t hat active pr osely tlzat l on was c ompletely contrary to the 

bas i c princi ples of J udai s m. 4 Th is t ype of claim was t o be 

asserted with increasing frequency in the ne xt century when 

the Enlightenment made it possible for Jews to seek not only 

tolerance, but also acceptanc e from the Christian 

communities in which they lived. 

In another of the nev wes tern European comaunities of 

that era an a tt i tude towards proselytism eaerged that vaa 

~ ni irely different than the one that characterized other 
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contemporary commun ities . The tolerant attitude o f the 

Dutch a uthorities spawned an atmosphere in vhich it wa s 

possible for Amsterdam to become a "hotbed of Jewish 

conversionist activity 11 S in the seventeenth century. The 

positive and a ctive attitude o f the Ams ter dam Jews in regard 

to proselyt i zation c a n be inferr ed fr om the incident o f the 

excommunicati on of the ph i l0srphe r a nd freethinker Uriel 

Acosta ( 1585 - 16 40) . The basic charge against hi m which led 

t o his excommunication was that he had tried to discourage 

three Christians wh o wanted to become Jewish proselytes.6 

At the dawn of ei ghteenth century most Jews we r e st ill 

isola t ed and under siege. During that ce ntury however, the 

philosophic curr e nts of t he Eur opea n Enl i ghtenment finally 

began to pull the Jews into the mains trea m o f Eur o pean 

civ ilizati on . As the old wa lls between the J ewi s h community 

and Christian civiliza tion began t o topple with the advent 

o f Emancipation, the lead ing thinkers o f the century were 

presented with an urgent challenge, the formulation of a 

def1n1t1on of Judaism that would advance the cause of 

equality wi thout sacrificing the integrity and survival of 

the people and the tradition. Consequently, it was 

necessary to reexamine the range of traditional views 

regarding proselytes in order to derive guidelines for the 

5 

6 

Ibid.'" ..liOf; 

Ib,~d.-, 121 . 
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entry of outsider s into t he commun i ty in an era of equality. 

The Evide nce o f the Literature 

The liter ature o f tilt> µer i od rr fle et:.. I he c-c,mpE.'1 L 111J 

f o r ce r, f envi r onmental f c rce s . Thr ollgholl this per iod , the 

physi c al su rvival n f t he communit y wa s cha11e11g c<l . 

end o f the era , in the pa r ts 'J f Europe 1Jher e ~he 

Enlightenm~nt b1oomed ea r liest , a ne \J and almost 

Al the 

unp1ecedented cha11en~e ar ose. It became necessary to 

j ustify t he con tinued existe nc e o f the Je wish peopl e and 

religi on while convincing Chtistia n authorities that the 

Je ws cou ld f unction as loyal neighbors and c i tizens in a 

modern state. 

Two typP~ o f responses are man ifested in the 

t r aditi onal lega l li terature and commentar i es o f the peri od. 

First o f all, the r e are examples of sympatheti c commentary 

o n the difficult ci r c umstances in 1Jhi c h conve r t s lived . 1n 

the opening years of the si xteenth century the statesman and 

schola r Isaac Abrava nel (1 437 - 1509 ) commented o n Deuteronomy 

10.18-207 as f ollows: 

7 C God J upholds the cause of the fatherless and t he 
widow , and befr1ends t.be ger, providing him wi th fo od and 
cloth ing . You too must befr i end the ger, for you were 
stra.ngers in the land of' Egypt . You must revere the Lord 
your God: only Him shall you worship, to Him sha l l ,rou hold 
fast, and by ~flf_'.name shall you ·swear . 

. 
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The orphan, the wid o w and the \onve rt are singled ou t 
for special menti on in this passage because they are 
weak and help l ess and God has pity on them , e ve n though 
He has no pity on sinners ... The intenti on 0 f Scripture 
here i s t o state that the Je ws should no t depend on the 
me ri t o f their fathers and not upon their belng God's 
people ; for God has more pity on one who ha s no fat~er 
or on a co11ve rt v ho wa s not ~orn a s a memher <, f His 
pe o pl~ t han He has on a Je 1,1 ish sinner ... You are 
commanded to walk i n God' s way. Therefore He commanls 
you t o love the convert ; f or you y our s e lves have ~no wn 
f r vm the time o f Egypt wha t it is to live among a 
pe opl~ no t y our own.8 

Al though prosel:;-tes arc "weak and he1plegs " L l"1ey have 

virtue irt God' s ey~s and merit esteem fr om born Je ws . 

Similar comments can be f ound in two commentaries from 

t he end o f the Early Modern peri od . The Vilna Ga on , El l a hu 

ben Shlomo Zalman 117 20 - 1797 ) c ommented9 on Levitic~s 

19:1010 tha t ' t he poor Jew a nd the c onvert ar e as precious 

to God as a ny other Jew. But the life o f the poor J ew ls 

difficult a nd the li fe of the convert is diffi cu lt." 

In the early part of the same century the French 

scholar Jacob ben Jose ph Reichler commented on Yevamot 48b: 

135. 

The text [Yevamot 48b l states: Why are the 
proselytes in our da y afflicted and s uffering? Rab b i 

8 Quoted in Eichhorn, 97. 

9 Aderet Eli yah u on Lev i ticus 19.10 quoted in I b id., 

10 You shall not p i ck your vineyard bar e, o r gather 
the fal l ep fi ylt of your v ineyard; you s hall l eave them for 
t he poor and ~ e --ger : I am the Loro your God . . . . 
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Chananya ben Rabban Gaml iel s ays : Because some of ~hem 
d o not o bserve even the se ven commandments which are t o 
be observed by the righteous non-Jew. Rabbi Jose 
says: Because some o f them are n o t as familiar with the 
commandments as are b o rn Jews. Abba Chanan says: 
Because it t o ok some of them too long to decide to 
becomes Jews. 

The text refer s to an historical period when 
Israel was at the height o f its power and glory, during 
which t i me proselytes we r e afflicted in order to test 
the m. F o r example, Job was tested by Satan in order 
to find out if his conversion to Juda ism wa s g e nuine . 
But now, when Israe l is in exile, who can question t he 
sincerity of anyone who wants t o become a Jew? Any 
afflictions which are undergone now by a proselyte must 
be smitings of love,11 

Proselytes are viewed in a p osit i ve light here, and a 

s ympathetic interpretation o f their unpleasant lot i s 

o ffer e d. The tone of these commentaries seems to be 

homiletical, a nd its intended audience the general Jew ish 

population. Whether these comments were prompted by the 

realities of daily life, or merely by the text, i s a matter 

of specula tion . J a cob Katz suggests tha t comment s like 

these referred to an ideal and did not sha pe r eal-life 

attitudes and p ract ices in regard to proselyt es. He goes so 

f ar a s to suggest that proselytlzatlon ha d v i rtua lly ceased 

at that ti me: 

Pu b lic senti ment had l ong si nce vee red awa y from 
p r o s e lytizati on; i ndeed , it was now opposed t o i t . 
Amp l e evidenc e is available to substant i ate this. The 
f i rst i nd i cati o n that proselyt izi ng had c eased i s the 
abse nce o f i nstructions and legal decis i ons o n this 

11 Jacob ben. Joieph. Rel.ch~r! . Ieyn Ya;Jrov _ on Y-:v~uaot· 
48b quoted ln. Ibid., 125£ . -
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subj e ct in contemporary ha lakhic and morali s tic 
litera ture.12 

As Katz point~ out , ~oseph Hahn's Yoset Omets , a 

seven t eenth centu r y moralistic work which was written i n 

1630 ana appeared in 1723 offers absolutely no guidance in 

regard t o dealing with proselytes. I n fact, the book 

c ompletely i gnores the subj e ct.13 This silence sugge3t~ 

that no guidance was needed because the re were virtually no 

pr osel y tes in the communi t y. 

This contention is supported by the tone of many o f the 

d iscussions o f ge r im in the literature of the Ear l y Mode r n 

period. In one c a se an au t hor use d the Biblical meaning o f 

the word ge r as "stra nger " to const r uct cabalistic 

i nte rpretations , while enti r el y ignor i ng prosely tes . Isaia h 

Horowitz ( 1560 -1630} , in h is encyclopedic wor k, S hene y 

L uch o t Ha - Britl4 uses the wor d in t he sense o f s t r a nger or 

sojourne r . He use s i t symbolica lly, in t he nee-platon ic 

ma n ner , to descr ibe t he s oul i n its tempora ry sojour n on 

ear th .15 

12 J acob Katz , Exclusiveness and To l e ranc e : Studie s in 
J e wish - Gentile Relations 1n Medieval and Modern T i mes ( West 
Orange, N. J . : Behrman House 1961 ) 143 . 

1 3 I bid. 

14 Isa i ah Horow i t z , sneney Luchot Ha-Brit, Sha'arey 
Ha-Qtiyyot, 45b cited i n Ibid . 

• 
r 
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Mordecai Jaf ffe (1 530-1612) als o injected the theme o f 

the ger as soul , or s pirit into his discussion o f proselyte 

law in the Levushl 6 . He retains the mea n ing proselyte, but 

frame s his presentat ion with a restatement o f t he cabalis t ic 

notion that a proselyte receive s "a new soul from o n high 

and ... becomes an o thPr man ; nnd that it is a s if he was 

created and born anew on that day, a s if his entire f ormer 

life had never bee n. " 17 The import o f this statement seems 

positive although it does i mply a disappr oval o f the 

proselyt e's f o r mer e xiste~ce that pr oba bly reflect s Jewish 

distrust o f the gentiles i n whose midst they lived . 

This malaise about proselytizati on appear s in a 

str onge r f or m in the writings o f t wo major figures who 

flourished in the middle o f the peri od , Judah Loewy o f 

Prague (1520-1609) known as the Maha ral, and Solomon Luria 

o f Poland ( 1 51 0-1573) known as Maharshal. Jacob Katz' 

description of the att itude of t he f ormer is a s foll ows: 

[ He believed t hat ] the difference...--between Jew and 
Gentile was one o f i nnate essence, and not the r esult 
o f any decision to acc ept or reject the Div ine Law 
[and] fel t that the d ividing line between them should 
be impassable. Moreover, Hahara l attributed inborn 
racial qua lities to every nation , and denied the 
possibility that a member o f one nation could become 
part of another .. . On ... occasions, he states that the 
proselyte is an incongru ous addition to the Jewish 
people. The talmudic dictum that 'proselytes are as 
bad for Israel as a scab' which •.. troubled those who 

16 . Mordecai Jaffe, LevtP.sl't, ch. 268. 

17 Moidfcai~ lte, Ateret Zahav, 269.t . . 
Please respect copyright; do not save, print, or share this file. 
Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion



fav orf' d c o ,w er ~·. l on ro uld be <iCCe p teci b y Hu.hara l i n its 
origi nal , negative s ense, although he e xplained a...,ay 
its der ogatory a ~pec t. The o ff e nsive e xpression 
sa ppa~ha t (scab ) ...,a s taken by him t o mean simply 
a ccretion. The und e ~irability o f lhe p ros e l yte d oc~ 
not spr ing from hi s inherent qualitie s , as is sugges t ed 
uy the e xb•tess l on ::,ca b , t,11t fr om the c.. i r c umst a nce o f 
his additi on t o a body wh i c h I s perfect a nd compl et e i n 
ltse l f.18 

The Mahara l ' s stance in this matte r is r e min i$cenl o f 

t ha t o f J udah Ha Le vi , ...,h o bel ievec tha t altho ugh they cou ld 

be admitted to the c omm unity , pros <' lytes c o uld ne vc: r bt· t he 

spi r i t nal e qua ls o f JP ...,:.; . The Maha r a l Px tend s this notion . 

The J e wi~h c ommuni t y, being s pirit ua lly s upe r ior, d oe s nut 

gai n anything by the admiss i o n of pr os e lyt~s . The y are an 

unnecessary addit ion, irrelevant t o Israe l ' s present or 

future. He does not go s o f ar as t o s ay that they are 

detrimental, and stops short o f explicitly ruling out 

proselytization . 

The Maharshal, Solomon Luria, d id prohibit 

pr oselyt ization. His comment on the Tosafot on Yevamot 109b 

which s ays that pr oselytes are only a problem to those who 

t ake the initiative t o see k them i s that: 

All this was said in regard to the time when Israel was 

18 Ib id., 147-148. He gives the foll owi ng sources for 
the Haharal's opinions about proselyte s and proselytization : 
Gevurot Ha -Shem, ch . 42 (Lublin edition , 1675), Tiferet 
Yisrae,l, ch. I fin., Derek'h Hayyim on Hishnah Avot, 5.22 
(Warsaw edition, 1933, p . 13&a-):, Introduction to Derµslt !1 
Ha-Torah • (Lodz edl~1on,p. 6), He~zach Yisrael ( Warsaw 
edition, 1873, -p-. ~ &JL.-
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settled in its ovn c ountry, even after the Destruct i on. 
For even though they had become enslaved t o the Roman 
Emper o r ... they had the authority to accept anyone vho 
came t o them in the land in order to become a 
proselyte. But nov that we are in a c ountry not our 
ovn, like slaves beneath the hands of their ovners, 
should one of Israel accept [a proselyte), he is a 
rebel, and is responsible for hls own death ... Thus r 
hereby give varning that anyone who is a participan t in 
such acceptance today, when the r,entile kingdom is 
stringent 1n its a ttitude, let hi s h lood be on his own 
head, whether he hims elf engages in pr oselyti zati on, or 
whether he merely kn ows o f such; so may there be 
survival and stability for the seed o f Israel amo ng t he 
peoples all the days o f our exile, throughout our 
exalted communities, without aliens jo ining us . And 
this is a matter demanding the grea tes t pos s ible 
caution.19 

Here we ha ve another commentator who be li eved that 

the re was an intrinsic difference bet ween Jews and 

Ge;tiles.20 His commentary about proselytizati o n, however, 

is not rooted in exalted and remote spiritual concerns. He 

explicitly connects his prohibition of proselytization and 

the hostility of the environment. He clearly differentiates 

betve en proselytes in general and t he acceptance of 

proselytes under a particular set of external 

clrcumstances.21 

19 Solomon Luria, Yam Shel Shlomo, Yevamot 4.49 quoted 
and translated in Ibid., 144£. 

20 Ibid., 146. 

21 Interestingly, -neither Moses Isserl~s, the 
Haharshal' s contemporary, nor Ho~~e~ ~• _Jaffe, Isseries' 
stu~ent, expresses slallar fears abou~c,toselytlzlng. . , 
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The seventeenth ce ntury nrdinances of the Sephardic 

community in En gland are s im ilarly reactive to an 

environment that 1o1 ould r\ot toler.ite proselyti:r.ation. In 

that community converts 1o1ere no t allowed to pray in the 

synag ogue after the year 1660. In 1664 all arguments with 

non-Jews on religious topics and all attempts to proselytize 

wer e banned . ln 1671 employment of Christian maids was 

forbidden. In 1678 i t was decreed that anyone who harbored 

a convert for eve n o ne night would be treated as one 1o1ho had 

made a convert. Three years late r it became ill egal to be 

prPsent at a conve r si~n, and the penalty f or such an offense 

1o1as a fine and excommunication.22 

Again , it wa~ not pros..e]ytes themselves who were being 

disparaged. It was the act of proselytizing that 1o1a s 

unacceptable, not to t he Je ws themselves, but to the host 

communi ty. These rulings, and the writings of many of the 

authorities cited ear lier, reflect not an att itude towards 

proselytes and proselytism, but rather a r eaction to a 

par ticul a r type o f h istor ical circumstance . 

Str onger evide nce f or the true nature of the basic 

attitude of contemporary author i t ies toyards proselytes can 

be found in the authoritative legal codes and accompanyi ng 

commentaries t ha t guided the Jewish c ommunity in the Early 

Modern period. By the opening years of the era, the 

22 Al't>e r t H. Hyamaon, The Sepha rd i • of Snglan~ (Lo.nd on ~ 
1951) 19, 22, 29, ~ 6~~ - ~74ff . , 329, ~58 . 
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halakhi c literature had become vast and un wield y. This 

diffi culty c ame about because o f the fr equently diverging 

op i ni ons o f the Sephardic and Askenazic trad it i ons and the 

adven t o f printing , which made th e publication of a f lood o f 

new ha lakhic material possible. 

Beginning i11 db <.,ut 1520 , Joseph Car o (1 488 -1575 ) ~c-gan 

a commentary on the f ourt~enth century code kno wn as the 

Arba'ah Turim. In h is r.o mmentary he summn rized al l prior 

laws and opinions and then dre w his own c oncluGions , which 

were most o ften consistent with those o f t he Sephardi c 

traditi on. This wo rk took him t wenty years to complete. It 

appear s in printed editions of the Tur as the c ommentary 

called the Beit Yos e f. Because of the great l ength of thi s 

work Car o later wrote a shor tened digest o f the ha l akh ic 

opini ons in his commen t ary called the Shulcha n Aruch, the 

prepared table . Thi s digesl,along ~1th the commentar ies 

that reconcile it with Askenazip tradition, is conside r ed 

binding on traditional Je wish communities to this day . 

Hence it is one of t he most legal sources for the 

t radit ion ' s attitude towards prose lytP.s in the centuries 

t hat followed its publ ication . This code cannot be regarded 

a s t he theological s pecu lation of one par t icul arly tol erant 

or in tolera nt i nd i vidual react i ve to one particular l ocale 

or circumsta nce . 

Dav id Max E i chh-orn outlines t he gener al xhrust o f the 

material in the ShulchAn ~ruch as fpllovs : --- .,} ~ 
,#-- · """'"' - --~ 

.. . 
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In general the position of the Shulchan Aruch with 
regard to converts is the same as that of the other 
Jewish classical writings: For almost every spiritual 
and practical purpose, a convert is in exactly the same 
position as every other Jew ... [It] treats the matter 
of conversion to Judaism ... in a very straight f orward, 
comp~etely objective , almost matter-of-[act manner. It 
is taken for granted that there will be Gentilels) ... 
11,1ho, for a variety of reasons, 11,1ill desire 
admitl.JncP ... Tlier~ is a u,thPr implirit AcceptAnce o[ 

the fact that converts can , should, and will come.23 

We can conclude then that ~incc this code24 devotes 

space to the elucidation o f the law regarding the acceptance 

of pr oselytes that it is considered normal that they should 

become a part of the community . The code definite1y leaves 

the door open to proselytes in a way that the more 

particularized opinion examined earlier do not . Traces of 

the Jewish community's distrust of the Gentile are not 

abzent from the code. However they do not express 

themselves through outright prohibitions or discriminations 

aga ins t proselytes. Rather, they are to be discerned in 

carefully drawn bounda ries between the proselyte and his or 

her relatives, who are considered to be part of a world with 

lower mora l standards than those of the Jewish community. 

23 Eichhorn, Ibid . , 111 . See also Caro's comments on 
Tur, Yoreh Deah, 268, 215b, in Beit Yosef, s.v . "v'dah" in 
which he demonstrates a relatively tolerant attitude towards 
proselytes for "ulterior mot l'ves" 

24 Cf. the code of caro's contemporary, Mordeca~ 
Jaffe, Levush, l'or~ah., 268. " 
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The ramifications of such dist i ncti ons are evident in such 

a reas of law as inheritance. For example , accor ding to the 

Halakhah, the non-Jewish re l atives of a proselyte may not 

inherit his or her estate. 

Like the Tur , the Shulchan Aruch does not quote Rabbi 

Helbo ' s negative stateme nt about pr ose lytes being as 

difficult for Israel as a sore.25 It is interesting, 

however, that Caro nid not altogether ignore th is negative 

statement . He does cite it in hi s Beit Yosef even though :t 

d oes not appear in his code. He of f e rs it as one o f t wo 

possible interpretations of the statement in Yevamot 47b t o 

the effect tha t one seeki ng conversion is cautioned about 

' the dif ficult circumstances of Israel, and that if he then 

decides not to seeY- conversion we ate not concerned. Caro 

also offers anot her interpretation from Moses of Coucy ' s 

thirteenth century compilat ion of mitzvot. According to that 

interpretation, the prospective convert is warned so that 

afterwards he will not say 'If I had known I would not have 

converted. • 26 In this context, the citation does not seem 

indicative o f a negative attitude toward proselytes. It is 

more likely that Caro is s1mply be ing thorough. He does not 

consider Rabbi Helbo's statement important enough to require 

25 Yevamot 47b, 109b, Klddushi n 70b, N1ddah 13b. -· -
26 Joseph Caro, Beit>-V-0sef on Tur, Hilc hot Gerim, 26 8, 

21,31:,·• s.,y."queshebah" . See also Jaffe, lbiJL, 2ts.-i; who 
cites th~ sa~ n.-lon. ·•· 
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elucidation of the various interpr etati ons o f its me aning 

that were ava ilnb le t o him in e arlier legal 1ite ra turP . 

With on ly one exception, other comment ator s on the Tur 

and commentators on the Shulchan Aruch ar e ei ther si lent i n 

regard to Rabbi He lbo's statement, o r simply r epr oduce one 

or both of Caro's c ita t i ons . The e xception is the 

commentary o f the Polish schola r J oe l Sir kes ( 1 561- 164 0) , 

known as the Bach a fte ~ the name o f hi s commentary on the 

Tur, the Bayit Chadash. In hi s comment on the warn i ng t o 

pr ospective pr oselytes, he ci tes Rabbi Helbo but o ffer s a 

fairly lengthy explanati on c oncerned w:th mot ive and 

possible lax observance that might set a bad example f o r 

born Jews. Both o f thes e conc erns about pr oselytes echo 

' 
interpretations of Rabbi Helho given by some o f the 

Ris honim. The Bach ' s innovation here is that he links the 

two. He suggests that prospective proselytes are ~ a rned so 

that those who have poor motives, that is to say , those who 

want to become Jews because they hope f o r some sort of 

material or other gain, will be dissuaded. Th is is 

necessary, he says, because pr oselytes who convert because 

they hope for some s or t of benefit are t he ones who are most 

likely to retain their old ( id olatrous) pr a ctices and set a 

bad example f or born Jews.2 7 Sirkes' citation o f Rabbi 

Helbo here does not indicate a negative attitude towards 

• • r • 

27 Joel Slrkes, Baylt Chadash _on·= '1'ur, H1lchot Gerin1, 

26,f, 213b, s.v. u-queshebah . 
0

5: ;,.;~• • ...;-
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proselytes in general. Rathe r , he uses the statement a s aG 

occasion to differentiate desirable and undesirable kinds of 

proselytes. He limits the appl i cability o f Rabbi Helbo ' s 

statement to " bad " pr ose lytes. 

The positions o[ the other commentators are as folloYs . 

Moses ben Israel Tsserlis (1530 - 1572 ) does not ciscuss Rabbi 

Helbo's statement in either o f his commentaries .28 Joshua 

Falk, (d . 1614) in his com:nentary to the Tur, simp:y 

repr oduces Ca r o ' s commen tary . 29 Th e tYo major commentarie s 

<..n the Shulchan Ar uch, Turei Zahav30 and Siftei C0hain31 

restor e one or both of Caro ' s citations. There is no clear 

implication of a negative , or for that matter, a 

particularly positive attitude regarding proselytes in these 

commentaries. Given that these codes and their commentaries 

are authori t ative for all poskim after them, Ye can s ay thnt 

the available readings of Rabbi Helbo's s tatement have been 

narrowed to only one explicit interpretation , that of th~ 

Bach. All of the other citations are equivocal since no 

interpretations of the statement are of fered. 

28 Darkhei Moshe on Arbaah Turirn and Mappah on 
Shulchan Aruch . 

29 Joshuah Falk, Drishah on Tur , Hilcho t Gerim, 268 , 
213b, n. 5. 

30 Davi d ha-Le..v l , Turei Zahav on Shulchan Aruch, Yorah 
Deah, Hichot Ger1m, 268 : 1, n .3. -. . . •. 

31 Sha~batai ben Meir ha-Cobain,· Siftei Coha1n 
Shulchan ~::Ji,ien,- Yorah Deah, H1 lcho_t Ger .fm, 26'8. l, n. "l:·. 
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ThP gener a l impc,rt o f :.lit:> i:>vidence , f the :t:'g-31 

1 iteratur c then , i~ lhat 1,•r ~~el yt cs .:ire desiraLle , but that 

pr ospective proselyt es should be screened c arefully t o 

exclude those with 1ilter!or motive s who are likely t o ~et a 

bad e xample if they are adm i tted into the c o mm uni ty. On the 

ba~is C' f tlds .Jttitude , it ::;ccms :ikel y that pr o!::.e lyti::.J!:ion 

would lia ve continued in t:hc E.3rly Modern peri od if .:t: :,ad 

no t been illegal in most contempora:y communiti e$ . That: 

th i s ! s so Is de monstrable on the basis o f the hi st nry , £ 

llw 71.m~l, · rrL,m r:.n mmunity mf!nt ioned e a rlier, Yhere the 

tole r ance of Dutch authorit ies s pa wned a "ho tbed o f 

conversion i st activitie s ." The isolated e xample o f that 

community is ent irely oversha dowed by the bulk of th e 

literary eviuPncc from the pe r iod. In mos t p laces , 

prose] y t i zation and pr os ely tes we r e pr ohi bited a s da ng e r ous 

to t he communi ty . 

I t was th i s prevailing at t itude that pr ov i d ed the 

foundation f or the development o f both the tradi tiona l a nd 

the li beral strands of opinion on this i ssue dur i ng the 

nineteen t h and ear l y t went i e t h centuries. The toot$ o f t he 

liberal pos i t ion a re found i n t he wr i t i ngs of the ea r liest 

ex.e.mp lar of t he Jewish Enlightenment , Hoses Mendelssohn 
\ 

(1729- 1786 ). 

Me ndelss ohn asserted that Judaism was not inter este d in 

c~nvert l ng o thers . Jacob -~atz outli nes his thought on this .. 
issue as fo~~ s ~ -Please respect copyright; do not save, print, or share this file. 
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He stated that religious tolerance was one of the bas ic 
characteristics o f Judaism and consti t uted its moral 
superiotity over Christianity. As proof o f his 
contenlion that Judaism was not interested in 
converting othe rs, Mendelssohn pointed to the halakhic 
procedure that must be foll owed before a proselyte is 
accepted into Judaism ... the warning that the latter 
would , with hi s conversion assume the responsib il ity nf 
observing the Torah and that great hardships wer e 
involved in joining a politically and socially inferi or 
commun ity ... Mendel ssohn paraphrased the admonition to 
pr oselytes , and, in doing so, perhaps unintentionally , 
but nonetheless signi ficantly, i nserted a s tatement not 
contained in the halakhic formulation o f the procedure 
to the ef f ect that , even without becoming a Jew a 
Genti1e ~as assuLed o f salvation by observing the Seven 
Commandments o f Noah . 32 

Accord ing to Mendelssohn then, Jews do not proselytize 

because Lt is unnecessary f or them to do so. Othe r s can 

obtain the same benefits in tht world to come simply by 

observi ng the Noahide Laws. Although his vision of the 

futur e of the Jewish people is entirely d i fferent than that 

of the Maharal of Prague, he inadvertently echoes his 

positi on . The Maharal also held that proselytes are not 

requi red for the realization of Israel's future. 

Ironically, both the traditional authorities of the period 

and their challengers, the liberals, ruled out 

proselytization. The rabbis however, did not, at least not 

in that period, claim that Jews had never proselytized or 

32 K.tz, 172£. He cites ' Shriften, 111, pp.43-44 , 
his source 'for _ _ ~ndelssohn' s tho\ight !n ~ ;egard 
proselytes . > -~'=-7 

as_ 
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that proselytizati on was no t intrlnsir to Judai sm . Katz 

comments that: 

Mende lssohn was wr ong in stating that the Rabb is had 
never been zea lous i n bringing influence to bear on 
Gunt1Jes t u be Je ws, He r ead lnto Jewish sourc~s, as 
well as int o Jewish hist or y , the prevailing attitudes 
o f hi!'; n\.ln and preceding genPr,tions ... [butl 
Mendelssohn c ould reasonably s tate , with the support o f 
the r~bbinlca l authorlties nf hls own t ime that Judaism 
wa s a religion with no missl o~ary tendencies .33 

Mendelssohn's apologetic position regarding proselytes 

anc prose1yt i zat i on , re in for ced by the e xample o f 

c ontemporary tradit i onal authorities was extremely 

influential, if no t dominant, until the middle year s of the 

t wentieth century. 

conclusions 

The unifying feature of the attitude of the Jewish 

community towards proselytes in the Ear l y Modern period is 

reactivity to environmental circumstances. Thr oughout the 

pexiod the most prevalent response was defensive. At the 

beginning of the era, the communities had to defend 

themselves against phys ical threats. By the end of the 

eighteenth century, it was spiritual continuity and identity 

that were threatened . 

Accordingly, the opinions abou! proselytes in the 

, . .. 
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literature n f t hP Pra r e !]P~ t nne o f t wc appr oaches. Some 

commentatnrs avo id .:t n y discu:~$ j l,n r, f ,, , t11a1 [H Oc,c: ly::es .'.n 

fa v o r o f homiletic ~ , sp!ri tuall=ati on o f the iS$UC , o r 

silence . Othe r s a r e mo r e ~ traigh\ f o rward, ~nd s ~J ~~ 

exp: ic it~y th0t th Py pr oh ibit proselyttzati o n because o f 

cont emr o rary unfavo rab!~ ~onditi on~­

enthu~i a s m J:1G su pport f c,r ;:,roselyti::ing f o rmed the b.J::;i:: o f 

the apologetic o f Moses Mendel ::;~ohn anr. th eme wh u f n ~ 1 r, .,. rr. 

him. 
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CH APTER FIVE 

THE MODERN PERIOD 

As the modern period has unfolded the clarity of the 

natu r e and location o f the boundary between the Jewish 

community and outsiders has become increasingly uncerta i n 

This c onfusion has produced heated debate within the 

community that has led t o the ramification of a r ange of 

opinions about proselyti zation. The r oots of the divi~ion: 

that exist in the t wentieth centur y Jewish community abo~t 

this issue are located in the preceding century. All shades 

of opinion have found their ammunition in the menu of 

attitudes in the traditiona l literature. 

Historical Factor s 

The nineteenth c entury witnessed four trends that were 

important in the determination of the Jewish community's 

self-def inition, which, consequently, also shaped its 

a€titude towards proselytes and proselytization. The first 

was the gradual spread of Emancipati on through Europe and 

the colonies, and the disappearance of traditional barriers 

108 
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between the Jewish and Gentile commenitie$.! The second 

trend was the $pread of anti-semi tic2 movements in both 

easte rn and we3tern Europe in the last hal f n f the cFntury , 

perhap:... in react), n tr:i tl1r c.pre-3d of JPwish equ.:iL.ty. These 

t "' o trends reinforced the te:1denc-y 1 r,lready t'vi ck11t :n '..k· 

eighteenth century , to pr ohib!t proselytlzali un. 

whe r e Emanc i pa t ion had not yet ar r i ved , and later whe r e 

anti-semitic react io n arose , the pr ohibition wa5 a direct 

r esponsive to condjtions external to the community and lu 

the law. Where Jewish equality was not i mmediately foll owed 

by a negative backlash , and even sometimes when it was, 

Je wish proselyti sm ~as deemphasized , i f not totally denied, 

in t he intere~t o f facilitating dcce ptance by , and a v o idance 

of con f lict with , Gentile s . 

A th i rd impor tant t r e nd was the s pr ead of the Jewish 

Enliqhtenment, or Ha skalah, and the bi r th o f the Reform 

Moveme nt early i n the c ent ury. The f o r mer movement 

devel oped in two ce nter s. The f i r s t was Germany . The 

second was the pr oduct o f a f ourth important trend, the 

migrati o n of large numbers of J e ws t o America . In the 

second half of the nineteenth centur y, the American Reform 

1 For a listi ng of the dates o f Emancipat ion of the 
var ious commun ities , see Richard M, Seltzer, Jewish People, 
Jewish Thought : The Jewish Experience i n History (New York: 
Macmillan Publ ish ing Co., Inc~ 1980 ) , 50~-511,619. 

2 Attording 
the 1870's. · -~ 

to ~eltzer, this term 
~ .. -
._,-., ---
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Je\Jish community hf'g,;:,n t , he an impor t.:int f orce in the 

unfolding o f one s trand of opin Jon abou t proselytization . 

At the turn of the cent ury , thEc- voicP o f thi: Ameri c An 

Conservative movement enter ed what wa s by that t ime a heated 

deba te abou t the meah ing o f J udaism. They , along wit h the 

western Eur opean g rou p , were the r eligious heirs o f th~ 

Haskalah. Al l i n various ways depa r ted fo r m what had for 

centur i es been a fair ly uni fi ed st ream of t raditi on in 

r egard t o t he under standing o f Jewish law. Thes i: t wo 

movements became t he most influential r epr ec-en t ative ~ o f 

what came t o be known a s li beral o r progressive Judaism. 

They articulated wha t wa s to become the more positive o f the 

t wo strands o f thought abou t pr oselytism in the Modern 

Period. 

The other important movement tha t eme rged f r om the 

nineteenth century wa s that of the trad i tionalists, tho~e 

who continued to find the received traditional law binding, 

and who came t o be known as the Orthodox movement. Withi n 

that c a mp there was some difference o f opinion a bout the 

extent to which Jews should participa t e in the surr oundi ng 

gentile culture. In rega rd t o accepta nce of pr oselytes 

however, they we r e almos t always negat ive. 

The seeds that had been planted in t he nineteen t h 

c e n t ury have unf olded in t he t we nt ie th . The a ntisemi t ism o f 

t he cl os i ng years o f the earl i er c e ntur y s pread in the firs t 

half of the s~~ond . 
..... ... . ~ 

This- spawned a cautious, apoleget!c 
. - .-:- .. , ..... , ~_,... 
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t one i n the li terature o f t he Europea n communi t ies o f t he 

time , a nd a n atmos ph ere i n which pr oselyt i za ti on wa s a 

po t e ntially e mbarrassing t op i c . The Ame r i c an community was 

not untouched by an tisem i tis m, bu t it had far less impact 

t her e . 

The anti - semiti c move men ~s u ltimul ~ly cul minat ed i n t he 

Ho 1oc du ~t a nd lhc ex t e r mi nA tion o f a ]a r gc pr o portion o f the 

wo rld ' s Jewi s h popu lation . That e ve n t and the estaL l i s hme ~t 

o f the State o f Is r ae l we r e f ~ rma tive o f th~ ~ : scour se a bout 

pr ose lytism in the y ea r s a fte r Wor l d War IT . Also important 

wa s the increasing wealth and in f luence of the Ame ri c an 

comm un i ty, the first in hist ory t o develop wi thin a con te xt 

o f c omplete c ivil e qual ity . 

The post- War years have brought a number of 

unprecedented challenges t hat have informed the range o f 

o pin i on about proselytism and proselytes. The sovereignty 

of the State of Israel on the one hand, and the absence of 

barrier s between American Jews and the Gentile popula t ion on 

t he other hand, have changed the wa y that Jews view 

themselves and those who would join the ir community. 
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The primary tendency of the traditional camp in the 

Modern Period has been t o 'wards rr len ti o11 and re in f or ceme nt 

of the reluc tanc e t o convert t hat evolved in the hostile 

conditions o f the eighteenth century. We can fino examples 

"""o'f this tendency both in Eur ope and in Am e tica. 

In 1820 t he congregati on K.K. Be th Elohim of 

Charleston , South Caroli na issued the f ol l o 'wing re~ulation: 

Th~ congregation 'wi ll no t encourage ... making pr ozc lytes 
under any pr etense 'w hatsoever , nor shall any such be 
a dmitted under the jurisdiction of the congrega tion , 
until he , or she , o r they, produce legal and 
satisfactory credentials, from some other congregation, 
'w here a r egula r Chief , or Rabbi and He bre Y Consistory 
is esta bli shed, and provided he , or she , or they , are 
not people of co l or. 4 

Th is certa inly indi cates a lack of e nthusiasm, if not 

outright hostility , to pr oselytes and others perce i ved as 

ou tsi d e r s. The r e qui r ement of positive pr oof e xceeds the 

Shulcha n Arur.h in stri nge ncy.5 

3 The term literature i n the Modern Peri od covers a 
much br oader range of materi a l s than those we have e xam i ned 
in earl i er c hapters. Informati on relevant to law and 
practice i n regard to prose lytes may be found i n many 
s ource s besides the traditi onal ones. 

4 cons titution of K.K. Bet h Elohim, Charleston, South 
carol ina, 1820 , quoted ln "Abraham Shusterman, "The Last Two 
Centuries," ln David Max Eichhorn, Conversion to Judaism: A 
History and Analysis (New .York: Ktav Publishing House, 
1966), 137 . .. 

5 Se~ ~,l • .Arukb, Yoreh Deah, 268 . . .. 
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In Europe, in the early decades of the century, many 

traditionali s ts still lived in very hostile gentile 

communities. Abraham Shuste r man describes the contents of a 

responsum that Rabb i Akiva Ege= the Younger (1761 - 18 37) of 

Posen , Prussia published in 1834: 

He instructed a n inquirer to abide by Prussian law 
which forbade Jews to accept converts. He stated 
further that , to be on the safe s i de, Jews should 
not circumcise Christians, and should not even 
give non - Jews instruction in Judaism. Thi s has 
been cited on occasion as the learned and 
objective opinion of a great Talmudist. One who 
studies carefully the provisions of the Shulkhan 
Aruch .. . wil l discern quickly that it was hardly 
tha t. It was the prudent a nd timely counsel of a 
wi se community leader. When Rabbi Eger wr ote this 
opi nion, Prussia was in the midst of the most 
vicious a nti-Jewish period it had ever 
experienced. 6 

A fe w years later Rabb i Samson Raphael Hirsch o f 

Germany (1808-18 85 ) published his book Ni neteen Letters of 

Ben Uzziel, an Orthodox reconcilia tion of the trad ition with 

tne demands o f the modern world. Shusterman describes his 

attitude towards proselytization as follows: 

The task of the Jews indiv i dually and as a people is to 
observe scrupulously the ... 6 13 positive and negati ve 
commandments of the Torah. When every Jew has reached 
this state of spiritual excellence, the human race will 
be so i mpressed that the whole world will be converted 
to the Jewish point o f view and acknowledge the Oneness 
of God . Universal brotherhood will then be achieved 
and mankind prepared for the advent o f the Messianic 
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Age.7 

This is another rationale for prohibition o f 

proselytization. The time is not right for it since not all 

Je~s observe all of the commandment~ . It is doubtful that 

Hltsc h expected the achievement of his prerequi s ite in the 

near future . In effect, he rules here that proselytization 

is not permissible. 

At the end o f the century avoidanre o f pr o~elytization 

had become a staple o f t he traditional a pproach eve n ~hen 

adve r se conditions no longer ex isted . A mo r e positive 

ve r sion o f the same appr o a c h, e choing the stance of Moses 

Mendelssohn , is the res p onse o f Ra bbi Elijah Be namoze gh o f 

Le ghor n , Italy to a pr ospec ti v e convert: 

In o rde r to be our brother, in t he sens e tha t you want 
it , the r e is n o need for you t o embrace Judaism in t h e 
manne r t hat you understand i t. It i s not necess ary for 
y o u t o s u bmit to the limita ti ons of o ur law ... {The 
differenc e between Jews and Gentiles is that) the 
former, as pri e sts o f humanity, are subjected to the 
pr i estly rules of Judaism. The latter, as the laymen 
o f humanity, are subject only to the one, ancient, 
eternal, universal religion in whose service the Jews 
have been plac ed . 8 

7 

Letters 
8 

Ibid., 140£ . See Saason Rafhael Hirsch, The Nineteen 
(J,e ,rusaleJ11: Feldhelm Pub'l."l"shers, 1969) ...• _ 

. -1'. .. 
Quoted ln Ibhi>. , •=154 . 
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It is not necessary then , for Gentiles to convprt to 

Judaism , because each has a distinct r ole in God's plan. 

Gentiles are required only to live by Noahidc Law. 

Thus, whether for positive or negative rea sons , a body 

of precedent accrued which later wr ite rs cited out of 

c ontext in order to assert that pr oselytization had never 

been the Jewish way. 

The position that evolved within the Reform movement 

was contrary to the closed-door stance of the Orthodox. 

Perhaps because of the continuing hostility of the European 

environme nt , it was within America n Reform that a positive , 

welcomi ng attitud e towa rds pr oselytes and proselytis m 

evolyed dur i ng the second ha l f of the nineteenth ce ntury. 

The Re form position wa s not wi t hout ambiva lence , 

howe ve r . I n 185 8 Rab b i Da v i d Einhor n published h is ne w 

Ref orm praye r b ook , Olath Ta mid . The book i nclud ed a serv i ce 

for a ccept a nce of pr osely tes . One s cholar i nterpr ets t his 

fact a s i ndi ca ti v e of a p os itive a t titude towards 

proselytes. 9 Howe ver , at the 1869 Ph i lade lphia Confe r e nce 

o f Reform rabbi s Ei chorn, a J ewish e li tist , e xpressed an 

op i n ion that seems to contrad i ct the positive evide nce of 

the prayerbook.10 The conference was de bat ing whether it 

9 Ibid., 141. 

10 Fat a history of -the development of the Reform 
Movemept se~ Micha~l Meyer, ~Response to Modernity; A History 
of ' the Refora Ho¥ement ln Judaism (Ne,r York and Oxford: 
oxford unrvetM~nss,• 1988). ~ • · . .,__. - . 
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would require circumcision o f male proselytes . Einhorn 

stated that "the accepta nce of proselytes, through which 

Judaism acquires many impure elements, must be made more 

difficult and it is precisely circumcision which can form a 

barrier against the influx of such elements. 11 11 

In the ~ontext o f the same discu~si on I s aac HeyFr Wi se 

(1819-1900) expressed a contrary vie w that became the 

foundation the a ttitude o f the mainstream o f American Refo rm 

on the iss ue o f proselytizati on . Wise proposed that " [ We l 

open the gates so that 'On that day the Lord shall be One' 

will become a reality . 0 12 

The conference must have been inclined towards Wise' s 

view since they passed a resolution about the mission o.f 

Israel whi ch asserted that the destruction o f the second 

commonwealth and the dispersion of the Jews were not 

punishments, but rather an opportunity to fulfil l the 

mission they inher ited from Abraham, whic h is ''to lead the 

nations to the true knowl edge and worshi p of God. 11 1 3 

Twent y-two years later, in a n ed i t orial i n his 

newspaper , the American Israelite , Wise described the 

practical outcome of h is pos it ive approach: 

Our r e aders mus t have noticed of late that we have 

11 Quoted in Ibid., 257 . 

12 Ibid. .• Please respect copyright; do not save, print, or share this file. 
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publ i shed in every issue wccount s of one o r ma r ~ 
convers ions from Chri~lianily to Judwi~m. There is 
little doubt that t hese are constantly inc reas i ng and 
are a daily occurrence. 01Jing to thei r frequency they 
no lJ attract little attention.14 

Even if Wise vas exaggerating a bit it is notable that 

in contrast 1J ith the avoidant attitude of the Europeans and 

traditiona l ists, he 1Jas in an environment in 1Jhich he felt 

free to brag about the success of Je 1J ish proselytization in 

his community. In another edi t orial he stated his agenda 

explicitly. "Israe l's mission is to bring about the 

universal triumph of Honotheism. 11 1 5 

The "mi ssion of Is rae l " 1Jas confi r med by the next major 

con terence of American Ref or.m Rabbi s , vhi ch took place in 

Pittsburgh in 1885 . 16 Abraham Shusterman characterize~ the 

Re f o rm attitude as f ollovs: 

In all rabbinic utterances , as vell as in all 
resolutions and formulated guiding principles , Reform 

Judaism has affirmed the doctrine of the open door. 
The intensity of aggress iveness in advocating a policy 
o f active proselyting has varied, depending upon the 
spirit o f the times, the problems faced by each 
generation o f leaders, and thei r temperamental 
differences .17 

14 Quoted in Shusterman, 143. 

15 Ibid. 

16 For the texts of all of the Reform Platform 

statements see Heyer, 387-394. 

17 Ibid., 14{;f. 
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Around the turn of the centu ry, some the movemen t ' s 

spokesmen wer e pr oposed aggressive action . In a se rmon 

given in 1894 a t the Hebr e w Union College, the semi nary of 

the Re form movement, Rabbi hd o lph Moses ( 184 0- 1902) 

proposed that the name "Judaism" be changed to " Yah 'Ji sm " 

because he be li eved that t he latt e r would be more Qttract ive 

to prospective gelltile proselytes.18 NPedless to ;;ay , tr is 

proposal was not adopted by the movement. Two years later 

Mose s expressed what was to become a prevalent attitude 

among Ref orm leaders. He condemned tho&e who beli eve that 

Jud aism is s ynonymo us with the Jewish race, and argued that 

modern Jews must make a choice bet ween a narr ow, rac i st or 

national i stic inte r preta tion of the Jewish cult and a broad, 

world embr acing , universa listic Judaism.19 

While t he conse nsus o f the movement has most often 

favo r ed a passive open d oor policy, Rabbi Moses ' program was 

mor e aggressive: 

If t he I s raelites have no wish to make propaganda for 
t hei r faith, the worse f or them a nd the worse st i l l fo r 
t hei r descendants ... We have long e nough been hiding 
our light under a bus he l . We have , li ke J onah , been 
f l ee i ng f orm the presence of God and have refused t o 
br i ng Hi s message to the children of men . 20 

18 Ibid., 143. 

19 .- Ibid., 144 . 

20 Quott!ct; tn..~b.,1-d., 144. . -
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What is perhaps the most ext r eme example o f a 

contemporary call to pr oselytizati on was the proposal o f t he 

eminent archeologist and author Sir Charles Waldston, 

o rigina1ly Waldstein, ( 1856- 1927 ) in his boo~ The JPwish 

Question and the Missi o n o f the Jews , written i n 1899. ln 

order to attract gentiles he propo:.ed that a Nee- Mosai c 

Church be establi :. t1ed with the r.icial " Jud,:lic " and "Hebrai c " 

elements excluded.2 1 

What wa$ proposed was not only active proselytizat ion, 

but also modifications o[ Judaism in order to render it more 

attractive to prospective proselytes. This approach opens 

the boundary between Je ws and non - Jews by abolishing the 

boundary. The leadershi p of Reform ne ver went so f ar as to 

do awa y with the boundary altogether, howeve r they did make 

it easier to pass through the gate. 

At an earl y date they abolished ritual immersion as a 

prerequ i sLi te for conversion. Af ter l ong debate, the Central 

Conference of Amer ican Rabbis, the rabbi nical organ ization 

of Reform Rabbis , publ i shed their r equir ements for the 

admission of proselytes in 1883. They based their 

formulati on o n a thoroughly researched responsum2 2 that 

21 Ibid., 145 . 

22 Walter Jacob, ed. Amer i can Reform Responsa: 
collected Responsa o·f the - Central Conference of Amer lean 

. Rabbis 1889-1983 (New York: C~ntral Conference of American 
Rabbi&, .,_98,:n Yorah , Deah 68, 216-2.37. ,See· .a1.so Sblo1110n 
Freehof, Ref-orm:•,eiP9nsa For Our Time (CincLnnatl, Hebr~w 
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concluded that th? rltuu1 requi: ~menls as previously 

understood by the tradition had no legal basis in the Torah 

o r the Rabbinical Literature and wer e , in fact, merely 

customs. Hence , they were free to re ject them in favor of 

the f o llowi ng standard: 

The Centr al Conference of American Rabbis agreed that any 
rabbi, with the concurrence of t wo associates, might accept 
into the Jewish faith any " hono r able and intelligent person, 
'J ithou t any initiatory rite ." The only requirements " ere 
that the person freely seek membership , th~t he be of good 
character , that he be sufficiently acquainted with the faith 
and practices of Judaism and that he give evidence of a 
sincere desire: 

1. To 'Jo rship o nly the One and Eternal God. 
2. To live by God's l aws. 
3 To adhere in l ife and death to the sacred cau~e 
of Tsrael. 23 

The q uestion then , was not whet he r p r oselytes we r e 

desi rable, or whether they shou ld be a ccepted, What ~as at 

issue vas how. This ha s con tinue d to be t he offi c i al 

Un ion Col lege Press , 1977) , 71-79 in wh ich Freeh o f resp onds 
t o t he earl ier responsum on ci rcumcision : 

The t o t al t raditi on is vi ta l t o us a s gu i dance, at 
l east, if no t a s r i g i d g overnanc e . Therefore it is 
important t o us that the Talmud a nd Maimonides and the 
Shulchan Arukh ( Yo r e h Deah 268 ) ha v e circ umc is i on a s a 
firmly establ i shed law a nd that, the refore , i t i s the 
widespread practic e of our people to circumcis e 
proselytes . The fact that these laws are post - Biblical 
and post - Mishnaic has n o strong importance for us, a t 
least not as strong an importance as it did for our 
predecessors. Therefore, the matter remains one for 
our . own dec i sion, based"- UP,On our feelings in the 
matter . 

• 
23 Shust~rma~,~-4t;-
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position o f the Refor m Movement i n the t wrnt ieth century . 

!n 1927, the movement conf i rmed t he establishment of 

pr oselytization as a pa: t of Refo rm with the publ icati on of 

a rabbinical handbook , Judai sm , a Manua l f or the Instruction 

o f Pr osel y tes. The 1937 Co lumbus Platform , i11 the less 

conge nial conditions that preceded the Second Wor l d War, 

deemphasized the " miss i on of Israe l " theme in favor of 

harmony 1,,ith other religi o us groups, but did state that "the 

non-Jew who accepts our faith is we lcomed as a full member 

o f the Jewish community ." 2 4 The most r ece nt o fficial 

s tatement by the movement, the San Franci sco Platfo r m o f 

1976 , assume s the existence of proselyte= within the 

community, and includes them in its def i nition of J e wish 
' 

peoplehood . 25 

~lthough is seems li kely that the movement has been 

accepting proselytes throughout the cen t ury, there have been 

periodic concentrations of interest on the issue accompan ied 

by ca lls for more active , or s ystemat ic action. The pre-

World war II years s aw the publicati on o f t wo books by 

Reform scholars that exam ined the h istory of 

2 4 M.e ye r , ""3 8 9 • 

25 Meyer, 392. 
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proselyt ization.2f- Both o f the se s tud1e~ r e fu ten the 

commonly held no tion , most strongly asserted by the 

Or thod ox , but also common~lace among the l a'. t y o f all 

mo vements , that Judaism has neve r been a pr o~e lytizi ng 

rel i g ion . 

Shortly after the War, : he CCAR passed a reso l u ti o n 

calling f or a more actlvc approach to prose!ytizati on . A 

Committee o n the Unaffiliated ~as formed in 1951 . In 1 9 57 

that committee submitted a report recommending that a 

pr ogram be adopted to reach the unaffili a ted.27 

1 n 19 7 8 Alexander Schindler , t h e p residen t of the Union 

o f Ame r ica n Hebre w Congregati ons , t he l ay ar m of the 

move ment, c a lled for t he est ablishment of an Outreach 

Prog r am2 8 which ~ould , among o ther things , develop 

prog rammi ng to meet t h e needs o f a g r oup newly des i g nated as 

Je ws-by - Choi c e . Af t e r s t udy by a joint t a sk fo r ce of t he 

CCAR a nd the UAHC, t his recommenda t ion was accepted in 1981 

26 Be r nard J . Bamberger, Prosel ytism i n the Ta l mud ic 
Per i od (Ne v Yor k : Ktav P ublish ing House , Inc ., 1939 ) and 
Wil l i am G . Braude, J e wi s h P rosel yting in the F i r st F i v e 
Cen t u r i e s o f t h e Commo n Era ( P rovid ence, R . I .: Brown 
Un i v e rsi t y, 1 9 40). 

2 7 Shus t erma n , 165-167 . 

28 For a concise h i story of t he Out r each Pr ogram and a 
sta tement of i ts purposes and goals see De fining the Role o f 

.~the Non- Jew i n the Synagogue : A Resource for Co ngregatl o ns, 
Commission on - Reform · Jevi:sh Outreach of t he Union o f 
American Hebrew Congregat i ons and the e~ntral Conference of 
Americ an. Rabbis , Union of Am~rica n Rebrew Congregations, 
1990, 128£. 
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by the UAHC, and in 1983 a joint UAHC/CCAR Commission on 

Reform Jewish Outreach was established. The mandate of that 

organization is to devel o p programs and material s f o r, among 

others, Jevs-by-Ch o ice. Among these programs are 

Introduction to Judai s m courses f o r prospective proselytes. 

This unprecedented joint effort by t~e rabbinic and lay 

branches of the movement is vorth particular note bec ause 

for the first time lay leadership were direct ly involved in 

an initiative favoring pr oselytizati on . At the Biennial 

Convention of the UAHC in 1991 there ~as a further 

initiative along these lines. It was proposed that 

congrega tions invite the non - Jev ish spouses of the 

intermarried couples in their midst to become Je ws. 

This proposal, like all of the o thers that have been 

offered by the rabbinic and lay leadership of the movement, 

was greeted with some ambivalence. The great Reform scholar 

Solomon Freehof , for exa mple, expressed reservations about 

a n earlier proposal in favor of active proselytization 

couched in language reminiscent o f the position of Moses 

Mendelss ohn : 

We have always insisted that religions can be universal 
without war between religions and without capturing 
members from each other . We already have a universal 
religion, a uniquely universal re l lgion. We are the 
one univer sal relig i on that believes that other 
universal religions can ~oexist with us.29 

, . . 

29 
~ -~~· ,. -

Quoted rn f bJd., 162. 
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I t ~eems howe v e r, that very f e w o ff ic ial di ssenting 

opini ons about pr os elyt lza t i on ha ve been r ecorded i n the 

Re form Movement . Eve n he re, Fr e eh o f ' s re se r va t i on is i n 

r egard to a c tive pursuit of c onver ts . He doe s no t r ule ou t 

ncceptance o f those vho see k t o bec ome Je ws o f the i r own 

accord. 

Al though t here is not much ne gative o pin ion on r ecoxd , 

Abr a ham Shuste rma n s pec ulated in t he early s ixti es tha t a 

ma jori ty of J e wr y , perhaps includ ing t he Re f orm community, 

held such opinions : 

I t i s altoge ther possible that, if a poll were t o be 
taken of world rabbinic opinion right now, a major i ty 
o f the world ' s rabbi s wou ld v o te aga inst any suggested 
program set up for the purpose of proselyting non - Jews. 
If a s imilar poll we r e taken among the J e wi s h laity, it 
is q uite likely that the per centage o f negative vo tes 
would be even higher than among the rabbis. 30 

Alth ough it is on l y speculative, his statement s uggests 

an amb ivalence that is not evident in the offic ial 

s tatements o f the leadersh ip o f the Ref orm Movement . 

Further evidence for the possible validity of his 

observat i on is the absence of any support for the various 

Jewi s h missionary organizations that have been established 
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since World Wa r II . Jl It would seem that the masses o f 

Reform Jews might have lent some support t o these groups if 

they had shared the positive views of their leadership but , 

in fact, none o f these organizati ons has ever received any 

• substantial s upport. 

The evidence for ambivalence, not to mention hostility, 

towa rds proselytes with in the Reform Movement consist s 

largely of hear - say evidence f rom some rabbis and some 

proselytes who report a less than welcoming attitude among 

born Je\J s . 

The Conser vative Movement has recorded many more 

negative voices in regard to proselytization. That 

movement's stance vis - a - vis ne wcomers to the community does 

not seem to be grounded in a philosophy 1 ike the " mis sion of 

Israel" expounded a t various times in the Reform movement. 

Instead, the leaders of the movement wh o favor a wel coming 

a ttitude to proselytes o fte n explicitly propose proselyti sm 

not as a Jewish ideal, but rather as a solution to specific 

pr o blems o f the community . In recent years the Reform 

Movement has tended towards mo re pragmatic approaches to the 

issue, but this tone seems to have always characterized the 

discussion around proselytization in the Conservative 

Movement. The debate in the latter group has been more 

3i For a descr i ptio"'tl g f these organizations see 
Rosenbloom, Joseph R., Conv,Esion to Judaism: From the 
Biblical .PerJ:od to tile Present (C1nc:1nna~1 , ~ Oh)o: Re br ew 
Union College- Pr~s.~~~8) ,. 133-13S . · 
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public if the number of recoraea dissenting opinions is any 

indication of will ingness to acknowledge ambivalence . 

The writ i ngs of a number of prominent spokesmen from 

the Conservative Movement suggest that interest in 

proselytizing ha~ been prompted by envir onmental chall e nges 

such as the loss of millions of Jews in the Holocaust, and 

the explosion in the rate of int~rmarriage in this century. 

The Conservative Rabbi Robert Gordis, for example, in an 

article in the March 1958 edition of the National Jewish 

Monthly proposed that his movement begin a discussion of 

proselytization and some pilot programs because of ~the need 

for new acquisitions by a people v ho have lost millions of 

their members in recent years as the result of Nazi 

bruta l ity and the guest for a new f aith by millions. " 32 

Not all of his contemporaries shared his enthusiasm for 

this initiative. Rabbi Ira Eisenstein33, in his book 

Juda ism Under Freed om, d iscusses vhat Juda ism ca n a nd s hould 

o f fe r to t hose who are outside the community. His stance is 

bas e d on a distinct ion he makes between t he i dea l s and t he 

s anc t a tha t character ize religions. Sanc t a , he s a ys , 

include t he scri ptur es, holy days, ce remon ials , hero-

32 Robert Gordis, "Has the Time Arrived f or J ew ish 
Mi ss ionaries?", Na t ional Jevls h Monthly (Ma rch 1958 ) : 6£ . 

• 33 Ira Eisenstein, Judai s m Under Freedom 
( Ph4 1'adelphla: Reconstruct i onlst Press, 1956). Eis ens tein 
l s a member of the-·Reconstr uctt'onis t ·Movement, an offshoot 
of the Conservative .tfoveaent . .... Tile follovit.9 clls,cussJ on of 
Ehensteln's ¥0%k ls. baaec! on that- l'n ihus.ff:r11an, 167 ; 
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personalities, mode of worship, and history particular to a 

religion. It is possible for t wo religions to shar e the 

same idea ls, but not the ~ame sanctc\. Eisenstein 

acknowledges an obligation to share Jewish ideals with the 

wor ld but does not think that there is a similar duty in 

regard to sancta. Sharing means influence, not 

proselytization. In contrast with the views o f those in the 

Reform Movement for whom proselytization is entailed in the 

"mission of Israel, " Eisenstein c o ncludes that "the 

universalism of a religion should consist in the universal 

applicability of its values . "34 

Another leading Conservative thi nk er, Rabbi Jacob Agus 

expressed a similar attitude. He regard ed it as wro ng for a 

people to think of itself as existing " only by vi r tue of 

supposed use f ulness to the outside world." Jewry s h oul d 

exist as a "creat ive minority". Again t he emphasis is on a 

shar i ng of ideas rather than a c ti ve proselytizing.35 

A much mo r e strongly worded dissent appears in Ri chard 

Kirshenbaum's 1958 b ook, Mixed Marr i age and the Jewis h 

Future : 

When before have Jews taken pride in non-Jewish 
ancestry or family relationship . .. even when the 
convert in truth followed Judaism? Among certain 
Jewish parents, a proselyte daughter-in-law who can 
make tasty gefilte fish for the Sabbath and kreplach 

34 Ibid. . '( . 
.,. 
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for the festivals is more highly regarded than their 
o wn d a ughters and certainly more than their Jewish 
d a ugh t ers-in -law.36 

Kirshenbaum •~ poignant statement clearly represents the 

opinion of one individual and is in clear contradiction with 

la ter statements by his movement. However , • i t l s noteworthy 

because it places the discussion of p r ose lytization cle a r ly 

in the midst of the commu n ity ' s confrontation with the 

phen omenon of inte r ma r riage. He addresses himself no t to an 

abstract ideal standard for proselytization by the Jev ish 

community, but to one r ea l r e sult of one kind of 

proselytization . His plai n t is suggestive of a gap between 

offi c ia l s ta t eme nts a bo ut p r oselyti zation issue d by the 

l eade rsh i p of h i s mov e me nt and t he d y nam ics o f day to day 

li f e within t he community . 

Twelve y ears l ater, a n a r t icle appe a red in the journal 

Cons ervative Juda ism tha t d i r e ctly addres sed the 

relationship between pr oselytizat i on and intermarriage. The 

article was prompted by the res ults of a 1969 survey37 

conducted by the Committee on Jewish Law and Standards of 

the Rabb i n i cal Assembly, the rabbinic organizat i on of the 

36 Richard Klrshenbaum, Mixed Marriage and the Jewish 
Future (Nev York: Bloch Publishing, 1958) 107, quoted in 
Steven Huberman, "Conversion to Judaism: An Analysis of 
Family Matters," Judaism (Summer 1981) v ol. 30, no . 3 • - -37 The r~ sults of the survey are reported in Aaron H~ 

· Blua~n~•l~ "Questionnaire · oh ConverJion," Conse;vatiye 
Ju~a1s111 (SUllllez., i vol. 24, no . .. 4", 43-1''7 .-- .-
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Conservative Movement . In that year the Committee sent a 

questionnaire about conversion to the membership of the 

As s embly . One hundred and eighty rabbis responded.38 

The results indicated that most candidates for 

conversion who were appr oaching Conservative Rabbis at that 

time were attracted to Judaism by the desire to marry Jews. 

The report further notes that "sixty percent admit tha t they 

do not discourage c andidates for conversion. 11 39 The wording 

is i nteresting. Evidently failing to discourage prospective 

proselytes was not ent ire ly acceptable if it was somethi ng 

that rabbi::; had t o "admit." The report does not derive any 

implication from the fact that forty percent evidently did 

discourage proselytes. 

Instead, the focus of the remaini ng portion of the 

report is on t he 11 ••• problem (which isl larger than we have 

believed it to be . .. The number of converts to Judaism has 

become so substantial, that we must addr ess ours elves 

v i gorou s l y to t he p rob l em on a national level . Parents and 

r a bb is a r e a ccepting intermarr i ages where the non -Jewish 

par t n e r c onverts t o Judaism . We no l onger d e bate whether t o 

38 The study d oes not indicate hov many a ctive rabbi s 
vere members of the Rabbinical Assembly a t tha t time, 
hovever the names ~f 481 B•rtici pants ue~ lis ted in the 
PtQl:eedlnqs of tbe; Babblnlcal A111•bl'v for that year so it 
v~uld see■ -~hat tbe .s"9ple . i a a fairly larg~1tne. 

• i 
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accept the converts to Judai 5m , but how to accept thcm. " 40 

The response to this report was a motion by the Law and 

Standards Committee proposing that a "pilot " school for 

converts be set up in New York City, that the topic of 

conver sion be addressed at the next R.A. convention and that 

a standing commit tee be established to address concerns 

regarding proselytes. 

The movement ackno wledged t hat the increasing influx of 

converts for the sake of marr i age was a phenomenon that 

required of ficial response and action from the movement. In 

the same issue of Conservative Judaism , another article 

appears that addresses a halakhic question raised by the 

repor t. Rabbi Dona ld Frieman frames the question as 

follows: 

A mixed ma rriage , where ne i ther party convert s , can . . . 
be a t ormenting e xpe r i ence f o r t he parents ... By 
compar i s o n, t here is almost a sense o f r elie f when it 
i s divu lged that, al tho ugh their son o r daughter is 
engaged t o a non-Jew, the fiance(e) wi s hes to convert 

to Judaism . The que st ion is whether, as J ews, we 
should open our arms a nd accept these converts or b e 
cautious ln acce pting some o f these c onvers ions f or 
conven ienc e.41 

Frieman f i nds the tradit ional approach to suc h 

proselytes, that is, rejection of all who want to conver t 

40 

41 
ContJerv•t 

' Ibid., •Jf. 
~ . 

... ... .. - .... . 
J>i>=i-.ir1eMn, "Co~vera1oft or .. Convenience?•, 

· (.haaer 1970),: "°ol. 21,· no . -4, 3°6. 
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beca use of a planned marr iage , unacceptable, beca use it 

would mean t u r ni n g avay almost all prospective pros e lytes. 

He bases his rejection of this stance on the demographic 

f act t ha t Jews a r e a minor ity and ca nnot affor d a position 

that might greatly diminish their numbers. His proposed 

solution i~ selective acceptance and screening of 

pr oselytes. The screening is to be accomplishe d by means ~f 

certa in educational prerequisites. If at the end of an 

educationa l progr am, in the form of a c l ass sponsored by the 

Conse.rva tive Movement, the candi date seems sui t able he o r 

she may be accepte d a s a prose l yte. This mod e l ha s bee n 

i mpl e mented in some citi e s , a nd rese mble s t he I nt r oduction 

to J uda ism classe s o f t he Re f orm Movement . 

Friema n a lso addres ses t he issue of a cceptance of 

prose lytes by the l a i t y : 

The mot i ves of the convert, unfortunate ly, are 
fr e quent l y s uspect i n the e yes o f the Jewish community. 
Seldom are c onverts accepted into the community as 
equals . They are always po inted to as "converts. " 
Recently a member of the congregati on called me prior 
to the Bar Mitzvah of the son of another member ln the 
community. She informed me that the mother of the Bar 
Mitzvah was not Jewish, and that the boy should not 
become a Bar Mitzvah. I thought it best to ask the 
mother of the boy about the matter. She explained that 
indeed s he had not been Jewish, but had converted prior 
t o her marriage and had the required documents to prove 
it . Upon learning this, my initial caller remarked, 
"She's still a shfkse as far as I'm concerned. 42 

.,, I -..J 
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Five ye ar s l a te r, ano ther comme ntator s pec ulated a bout 

t he intransigenc e o f i ndividuals like t he woma n descri b~d 

above: 

[Ther e is a] subtle self -hatred which infects many 
rank-and-file members of cong regati ons ... Those who ar e 
Jewishly literate nr sophisticated may find it hard t o 
believe that a gay would give up the advantages o f 
being " out there" in order to accept the burden of 
Je wish i dentity . Since most converts are women who 
have married J e wish men they are also perceived as the 
ever-present shikses who threaten . .. [the fidelity of 
Je'wi sh) husbands, [the loyalty of Jewish] sons, and 
[Je'wish daughters' l cha nc~s of finding a suitable 
Jewish ma te. This factor tends to attenuate with eac h 
generation removed from the immigrant and is virtually 
non-existent among the more educated and a~similated 
young people , but remai ns significant f or the 
present.43 

In spite of t he author's unsupported observation about 

the d i minuti on of t h is att i tude over t ime , hear-say reports 

to the contrary s till circulat e in the community. 

In 1974, in the wake of the "Who is a Jey" crisis that 

had disrupted the Israeli government in the prior year , a 

leader of the Conservative Movement called f or a 

reexamination of t he movement's stance in regard to 

proselyt ization . This took the form of a clarif i cation and 

j ustificat ion of Conservative Halakhah and practice in 

relation the other major movements, and in relation to 

~ . 43 -Gtlbert Kollin, "The '"Jdvisability _ o.f ,.. Seeking ~ - . 
Converts," Juda1aa ~ ~1~~~ 1975): lssue·.-93, VO ~ ~•, no .1, ... 
53. 
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Orthodoxy in particular.44 The ma in thrust o f the article 

is a justification o f the acceptance of converts for the 

sake of marriage, because in the author ' s e xperience and 

that o f his colleagues , "often enough conversion is the only 

possible answer to a contemplated intermarriage . "4 5 Unlike 

most prior wri ters from the Conservative movement, he very 

carefully supports h is positi o n wit h citations from the 

traditional legal literature. 

His article is acco mpanied by another that is tota 11y 

devoted to the mat ter o f conversion f or the sake o f 

marriage.46 This study al so offers trad itional citations to 

justi fy the acceptance o f such candidates . It goes so far 

a s to conclude 

may be 

may b_e that in today ' s world marr iage 

for conversion than the traditional 

notion o f "fo r the sake of Heaven": 

It is ... significant to note that, though many Jews ar e 
lncllned to mistrust the religious sincerity o f a 
convert embracing J udaism for the sake of marriage, 
such a conversion often turns out to be o f a more 
enduring nature than that whic h results from an inner 
conviction on the part of a proselyte. There is 
frequently the likelihood that the latter's decision to 
embrace Judaism was influenced by a whim or an 
emotional appeal which 1s of a passing nature . Inner 

44 Theodore Friedman, 
Judaism," Conservative Judaism 
3, 21-29. 

45 Ibid., 22. 

"Conversion and Conservative 
(Spring 1974): vol. 28, no . 

, 46 . . NQrris s ._ Gol;_dt;>iatt, "Conver;~~g Because of 
Marriage- Kottves," , Qob1UH daisp (Spring _l974) tVol. ~ • 
28 no. 3 3 -40. . .. 
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conviction is n o t a s tangi b l e and compe lling a 
motivation t o r c muin slcadfa~tly v1thin the Je wish f o ld 
as the determination of bo th the c onver t a nd the 
Jewish-born mate to have their marriage succeed.47 

Five year s later a different Conservative leader 

initiated yet ano ther reexami na tio n o f t he i $SUe o f 

conversi on, this time in respo n$e t o the 1978 proposal o f 

Alexander Schindler of the Ref o rm Movement.48 A mini ­

convention49 on proselytizati o n was convened. The 

convention took place in April o f 1979, and was attended by 

100 rabbis . In anti cipation of the conference a 

questionnaire about some of the basic issues of 

proselytization was sent t o all members of the Rabbinical 

, As sembly .SO Intere s t ingly, the quest ion o f whe t he r 

proselytes should be a ccepted was no longer an issue . The 

questionnaire focused on quest ions about instruction fo r 

p roselytes, public versus private rituals , and the 

desirability of a permanent record file in New York. Many 

of the questions were similar to those aske d 1n the 1970 

~urvey . This t i me, however, the rabbis were also asked to 

47 Ibid., 39 . 

48 See p .122 above . 

49 The proceedings of that confe rence and the contents 
of and responses to the questionnaire that vas sent out 
before the conference are reported in the Fall 1979 issue of 
Conservative Judaism . -

-· 50 · Hai.old l : •• Stern, 
Conservative Judaism (Fall 1i?,~• 

~ 

i~rodu~tlon•" , _ 
1, 28-3.L 
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indicate whether they were satisfied with the extent to 

which conve rts are absorbed into the Jewish community. 

The response to the latter question was as follows: 

General satis f action with the extent to which converts 
are absorbed by the congregation was expressed by 
fifty-eight percent of the rabbis. On the other hand, 
seventy-nine percent would welcome the Rabbinical 
Assembl y ' s dealing with the s ubjec t o f absorpti on. 
These statistics point to at least an uneasy 
s atisfaction with the [absorption of l •.. o ur 
proselytes. To bear this out, eighty-nine percent o f 
the rabbis want the RA to provide educational material 
designed to alter the negative attitudes evinced by 
Je ws toward converts.51 

The presentations at the conference included a review 

a nd justif ication of the Conservative Halakhah52, a proposal 

for a Conse rvative Outrea ch program5 3 , and responses f r om 

four conver t s 54 . The review of the Halakhah covers much o f 

t h e same g r ound as prior studies that addressed the various 

Orthodox chal lenges to the Conserva tive i n ter pre tation o f 

t he l aw. I t concludes tha t: 

51 Ibi d . , 30. 

5 2 
Mo vement ," 
32-41 . 

Seymour Sige l , "Gerut and the Cons ervat i ve 
Cons ervative Judaism (Fall 1979) : vol . 33, no . 1, 

53 Stephen c . Lerner, " Geru t and the Conserva t ive 
Movement : An Approach for our Time," conservative Judaism 
(Fall l9·79): vol ;- 33, no. 1, 1"2--'9 . \ 

• L~ , ; . 

54 ~ sbe Goldfax:b, Adele Milch, .Jean c ; .Beraan1 and 'Ricl('" -
Thom son •ae ' · conver:ts, • Ibid. 50• 62. · · .... 
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We should encourage those who wish to join us in our 
vocation , who are attracted by the light of Torah and 
the luminosity of Jewish life. We are a movement 
committed to conversions according to the laws and 
traditions of Judaism ... We do not wish to see narrow 
and hard-hearted interpretations of Jewish law vhich 
cause separation rather than closeness.55 

The Conservative Movement then, defines itself as 

faithful to the traditional laws of gerut, in c ontrast 
0

with 

the Reform Moveme nt. On the other hand, the movement also 

wants to avoid the " narrow" interpretations that 

characterize the Orthodox camp. 

The action proposal that follows grapples explicitly 

with the ambivalence that exists in the movement in spite o f 

its officia l stance: 

To be sure , ve ... have been ... welcoming of gerim. 
Sti ll our ambivalence is great and this 1s reflected by 
the fact that vhile ve have set up schools for gerut or 
individual c onversion programs in many places, ~e have 
generally been loath to publicize our programs 
extensively ... The result is that people sometimes 
wander fruitlessly before finding a rabbi or program 
sympathetic to them, some encountering at first 
unsympathetic rabbis who browbeat or insult them . . . Our 
stance is so parve and grudging that we hardly touch 
all who might be interested . Furthermore we tell our 
c ongregants between the lines that this ls only a 
ne cess ary evil and not a potential plus for our people 
or our faith. The fear is, I know, that if we speak 
more positively, somehow we will encourage interdating 
and intermarriage . • . The truth is that the acceptance 
of these things is so widespread that it is hard to see 
hov a more qpen ape!.o~ch could change the situation 

,. .. ...... 
55 - s1-qe~., tl. 
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except to clear up some of the hypocrisy.56 

The same writer lists f our gains o f a positive outreach 

program: 

Firs t v e wo ul d bring into Judaism many intermarried 
families on the fringes o f Jev ish life ... Second, v e 
vould once and for all break out of the c lub-like 
menta li ty vhich threatens t o strangle Co nservat i ve 
Judaism ... An outreach program v o uld affirm clearly 
that Judaism ls a vision, a goal , a holy way to be 
loved, not a fact o f birth alone. The presence o f~ 
sincere converts in every shul can and does have a 
positive effect on born Jev s Watching a c onve rt take 
Jewish demands seriously, the indifferent Jev can begin 
to wonder if there is in fact something in his faith ... 
Third, ve vould te ll ourselves and the vorld that ve 
are not to be picked off by . . . missionary group[s) ... 
Finall y, we would be bringing back to our faith and 
people S<>me of those vho have been lost to us during 
ages of persecution and assimilation57. 

Since 1979 occasional articles have appeared reporting 

on the outcomes of various outreach models a nd offering 

in f o rmation for rabb is who counsel converts.58 Meanv hile, 

the debate goes on. In 1983, Dr. Egon Maye r spoke to t hat 

year 's convention of the Rabbinical Assembly about the 

56 Lerner, Ibid., 45,47. 

57 I bid., 47£. 

58 See for example Mi chael Wasserman, "Outrea c h t o 
Interfaith C9uples : Two Conceptual - Models," Conservat ive 
JJ,!dais m (Fall 1988): vol. 41, no : 1.,: .. 74-86 and Samuel H. 
W~fnt;aub., ~Puje~t L:1nk: P~incipled, ·sensitive Co~s.ei;.vatlve­
outreach," Conserv.at1¥4 ~ sJalsm (Fall 1990·~ :· vol. 42., . no. 1, 
39-52 .-> -
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implications o f his sociological rPsearch about pro5elyte s 

and their families.59 It is e v ident form the content o f hi s 

r e marks that he was responding t o , among other things, the 

criticism that converts make indifferent Jews. At the time, 

the movement seemed to be tryi n g to finetune its programs 

for proselytes ~hil e continuing an interna l debate wi th the 

traditionalist members o f the RA.60 

We r.an conclude then, that of ficial ly the Conservative 

Movement c o ntinues t o welcome proselytes, but that an 

ongoing de ba te and some ambivalence exist within both 

leadership and lay c irc les. The approach of the c entrist 

group is very similar to that o f the Reform Move me nt, 

althoug h there seems t o have been a more explicit official 

discussi on of ambivalence among the f ormer group. We ma y 

speculate that the experience of any particular proselyte in 

any pa r ticular community is d e pendant on where that 

community ' s lay and rabbinic l eaders f all on the continuum 

of o p inion about gerut. 

Off icia lly , t here is no such a mbiva l ence among the 

Or thod ox. This is c on s i ste nt with t he fa c t t hat i n theory 

t his movemen t reta i n s t h e t raditional a uthori ty s tructu re 

under wh i c h t h e " great o nes of t he gene r a ti o n" d e t e rm i ne h ov 

59 ~gon Mayer, "Jevs By Choice : Their Impact on the 
Co ntemporary American Jewish Community," Proceedi ngs o f the 
Rabbinical • Assembl y-- C 1983') : vol :-' ·4 S,. 57-70. 

◄ - ' • ..,( "-.: 

•• 6-0 St!e f.or an -example David . Novak, Pf.Sheu,ld 
Proselytl ze", Sh11a- - ~ 1979) : 9/179 ,,. 153-155.. .. .-

Je\ls 
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the law is to be interpreted. However, since there is no 

central Chief Rabbinate, the practical result is that peer 

pressure holds sway. One observer descr i bes the situation 
, 

as follo 'ws: 

The peculiar dynnmics of a dece ntralized Or t h od oxy tend 
to put a premium on cauti o n. It i s always more 
comfortable to be a makhmir (strict constructionist) 
than a mayk il (loose constr uctionist). In the absence 
of a recognized auth ority to sanction liberalizing 
moves, any leader who claims Orthodox credentials 
stands in danger of being accused of not being Orthodox 
enough and of losing his constituency to super­
pietists ... Al l of this . .. make[sl involvement in 
conversions a potent ia l l y uncomfortabl e or even risky 
a ct i vity for the avera ge Orthodox rabbi.61 

The responses of Orthodoxy to the issue of 

proselytiza tion seem to have been shaped by t wo rela ted 

concer ns that the move ment perceives as a t h rea t to the 

Jew ish c ommuni ty. The firs t of the se is the diminish ing 

l e ve l o f o bservance amo ng modern Jews. Second is t he 

a cce lerating phenomeno n of i n t e r marr iage a nd conversion f o r 

t he s ake o f marriage . 

The most extre me r esponse i s t hat o f some Orthodox 

c ommunities that have issued ord i nances bann ing t he 

acceptance of a n y COI\Verts i n order t o forestall mixed 

marriage . This solution has been employed i n a few s mall 

communities that still affj the authority o f a Chief 

.., . -
.. ., 

r • • 

61 Kollln, ..Sl .- - · 
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Rabbi. S. Zevulun Lieberman describes the stance of the 

Syrian-Sephardic community in New York: 

In 1935, following the example of the Syrian­
Sephardic community of Ar gentina, the Brooklyn bet din 
~romulgated a ban on accepting any converts; this was 
reaffirmed by the rabbinical authorities in 1946 and 
1972 ... It is the realization that no converts 
whatsoever will be accepted that keeps all but the most 
marginally affiliated from embarking upon serious 
social relationships with non-Jews. 

The current situation in America regarding 
conversi ons , whereby most gerut is d one for the purpose 
of marriage, represents a sham and travesty of the 
Jewish tradition. But the Sephardic community ' s 
approach is proof of the power of a community to 
protect its heritage and traditions, even though it may 
not be reproducible across all American Jewish 
communities.62 

One gets the impression that if it were possible , the 

author would enforce just such a regulation in all American 

communities. It seems that the issue of proselytization ha s 

bee n politicized by t he tensions between the libera l a nd 

tradi tiona l wings o f Judaism. Th is is c onsistent wi th the 

f i ndings o f Da vid El l enson ' s study o f the deve l opment of 

Orthod ox a t t i tudes towards c onv e r sion in the modern pe ri od 

in the d i a s pora.63 His exami nation of t h e r esponsa 

62 s. Zev u lun Liebe rma n , "A Sephardic Ban on 
Converts ," in Emau nel Fe ldman a nd J o e l B . Wolowelsky, eds. , 
The Conve rsi on Cris i s: Essays fr o m the Pages of Tradition 
(New York: Kt a v/The Rabbinical Counc i l o f America, 1990) , 
49£ . 

63 Se e Davi d Ell'enson, "The D evelopme nt of Orthodo x 
At\:J budes to Coovers lon in the Modern~Perlod," Conservative 
.Tudat sa - (~uaaer 19&3'): vol. .. 36, no . 4, 57-73, ~ ---~i·d 
Ellenson, "Represen~at:l"le~ ox Response on Conversion • 
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litera ture o f the last two centuries related to that issue 

suggests that in periods when the Orthodox felt confident of 

their influence in the community their r ulings in regard to 

conversion for the sake o f marriage tended towards 

stringency . When the traditionalists were a minority, 

leniency was more likely. Thus, in the earliest part of the 

pe r iod , from 1830 to 1870 the opini~ of prominent rabbis 

wer e stringent. They felt that this was the way to stem the 

rising tide of Jewish exogamy and to avoid further 

attenuation of traditional Jewish observance. During the 

period from 1870-1930, perhaps because of the rising 

influence o f the li beral movements, the traditional responsa 

addressed to t h i s issue were far more lenient. Ellenson 

speculates that the traditional is ts had to respond to the 

fact that their adherents lived i n close proximity with t he 

non-Orthodox community at that time . I n the years since 

World War II, and especially in the last twenty years with 

the resurgence of Orthodoxy, the traditionalists i n the 

diaspora have virtually closed the door to conversion 

altogether . 

Exemplary of this stringency is the position taken by 

Rabbi Hoses Feinstein, the most prominent declsor in the 

diaspora in this century. He and his colleagues have based 

their position on the requirement that every candidate for 

.'.aftd - InteE-aaw 1a9e 
Stuc!l 

th~ Conteapd'r'ary Era," 
-220 r 
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proselytization must accept eve r y one of the commandments. 

Ellenson desc r i be s Rabbi Fe inst ein ' s stance as follows: 

Feinst ein was keenly a ware that most conversions in the 
modern period were done ... for purposes o f marriage to 
a born Jew ... Express ing hi s desire f or absolute 
~tandards to be established in thi s area of Jewish law, 
he held such conversions , except in the rarest o f 
cases, to be generally unacceptable. Thus , in 1963, 
Feinstein stated that he was uncomfortable with 
conversions where an intermarriage was involved even 
when al l requ irements for convers i o n were fulfilled by 
the conve r t and supervised by an Orthodox rabbi ni c 
court .(I9erot Moshe, Yoreh Deah, II, no. 125) .. . He 
believe(dl that the majority o f Orthodox rabbis in the 
current day "did n ot wan t t o engage in matters 
conce rning conversion at all." ( Igerot Hoshe, Even Ha­
Ezer, I, no.2 7 ) 64 

Ellenson raises questions about the contemporary 

tendency towards stringency since hi s study indicates that 

in prior generat ions there was a greater diversity of 

published opinion on the subject. He theorizes that "these 

Orthodox rabbis, aware of both their isolation from ... non­

Orthodox elements and their perceived ever - increasing 

strength both vithin and without their own communities, feel 

compelled and sufficiently confident to engage in a literal 

holy war ... "var of the Lord" ... against the forces of 

dissolution, (and] "lawlessness" in the non-Orthodox Jewish 

world. The inclination of these men to rule stringently in 

these cases is thus heightened by their perception that the 

. .. 
- -64 Ellenson; · •Rep tatlve Orthodotc Res-pons~,!' r218,:-
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actions of this non-observant majority are feckless and 

potentially fatal to the continuity of the gr oup unless such 

non - compromising stances are adopted. 11 65 

It should be noted that not all diaspora authorities 

subscri be to this position although those espousing a more 

moderate pos ition have n ot published opinions , probably 

because o f f ear o f delegitimation by colleagues. There is 

some evidence in a 1968 sociological study of Amer ican 

Orthodoxy66 that actual practice may not be consistent with 

the posit ion of leaders like Rabbi Feinstein. David 

Ellenson assesses that e vidence as foll o ws : 

[The study] quote[sla Cincinnati-based Orthodox rabbi 

wh o had converted three fion- Jevfsh women to Judaism. 

Th is rabbi, in explaining h is acti o ns, contended , "In 

each case there vere minor children invo l ved with great 

likelihood that these c hildren would marry Jewish 

partners eventually. My reasoning was that there vas 

nothing to be gained and a great deal to be lost in not 

converting the no n-Jewish women and their children." 

If this rabbi is typical, it would appear that these 

modern Orthodox rabb is in communities like Cincinnati 

are not as distant fr o m the non-observant Jewish 

populat ions of their cities as are rabbinic authorities 

such a s Rabbi Feinstein.67 

65 Ibid., 218£. 

66 Albert Ehrman and Abraham c . Fenster, "Conversion 

-~ and American Orthodox Judaism: a R~search Note.,r Jeylsh 
·J5>urnal of ~oc1oloav (June 1983) 53. 

- - «.. 

67 Ibid. 219, n.4 : 
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Undoubtedly, the fact that Cincinnati i~ a city in 

which the Orthodox are not dominant has some bear ing on the 

fact that a traditional rabbi in that locale might lean 

toward liberal practice. Nevertheless , the testimony of 

this rabbi may reflect a discrepancy between. p'sak and 

practice, on the one hand, and/or a tension between the 

right wing and "modern" sectors of the Orthodox community . 

An indicator that both may have some validity is the 

recent publication of a handbook for prospective proselytes 

by a member of the "modern" camp.68 Rabbi Maurice Lamm is a 

professor at Yeshiva University. The dust jacket of his 

book describes it as "a w-0rk designed expressly for non-Jews 

who are ·contempiating converting, for those who have already 

converted, and for Jews by birth who wish to gain a deeper 

Insight i~to their heritage." Evidently some in the more 

moderate "modern" movement do not agree with Rabbi 

Feinstein'~ position. Rabbi Lamm explicitly dissents from 

the prevailing public position that conversion for marriage 

is totally unacceptable in an appendix devoted to that 

issue: 

There ls e significant source of hope implicit in the 
very nature of conversion today . It ls possibly an 
opportunity, not only a danger as seen heretofore, that 
ls of significant value in our contemporary 
situation •.• Conversion can often lead to an authentic 
tr{lns for11atJon, even· 1 f --it - 2:?egins only as an · 

-
- 6·8 Hauic:a_~ Becoaing 
David Publishers >f9'1l. ' ------------

\ 
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accommodation. And if that appears to be likely, tnen 
flippancy toward the accommodation convert can easily 
r esult in a noxious form of spiritual vandalism ... 
Today, couples can freely live together . . . without fear 
of community re j ection or even disapproval. If 
conversion is undertaken, it is usually not f or the 
sole purpose o f marriage .... Further, it is not out of 
the realm of possibility in our day, that re j ecting a 
candidate for conversion will encoura ge a non-observing 
couple to simply slip out of the fold a~d Join a church 
some t ime later ... Do we want to chance thls? ... This 
situation falls under the legal rubric of sha'at 
ha 'dechak, "times of emergency" ... 

How much intermarriage are we prepar ed to risk in order 
to defend the "pure motive " idyl lic sta te that we have 
cherished a ll through history? I t is not a n accident, 
I ho l d, that Mai monides placed the laws of admission t o 
Juda ism pur pose ly within the folds of the laws of 
prohibited unions , such a s intermarr i a ge . The 
avoidance of one may lead us to the othe r ... For these 
reasons and others, Orthodox rabbis o f t e n participate 
in such conversions. Nonetheless, t he f unda menta l sine 
qua non , even o f these of these conversions and 
reqar dless o f t he motivation, is the saf e 
predicta bility of living a traditirinal J ewish l i fe, 
replete with Jewish values, Jewish education for the 
children, and obser vance of the whole skein o f Jewish 
practice s . 69 

He f ol l ows t hese c omments with t he caveat t ha t no 

rabbinic dec i sion s hould be based on them . Ne vertheless , 

gi ven t he tendenc y o f t he las t twen t y years, it i s 

note worthy that a nyone in t he Orthod ox camp would publish a 

book s uch a s this c ontaining a publi c s tatement c ond oning 

a ny for m o f c onversion f or the s a ke o f marriage. It would 

seem that the de bate a round this issue i s bec oming more 

publ i c, e ve n ·wi thin the Orthodox sector of the diaspora 
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Jewish community. 

Theoretically, the Jevish community in Israel is guided 

by the opinions of the same great scholars whose decisions 

are decisive for the diaspora. 

comments that: 

Hovever David Ellenson 

,6 

Impressionistic evidence dravn from Israel indi~ates 
that Orthodox rabbinic attitudes toward converzion to 
Judaizm in Israel may be different from that o f 
Orthodox rabbinic leadership in the diaspora. Rabbi I. 
Y. Unterman, for example, ~ ho ~tated that he would not 
receive converts who came for purposes of intermarriage 
while serving in the diaspora, took quite a permissive 
stance toward comparable persons when living in Israel. 
Similarly , in a very famous case, former Chief 
Ashkenazic Rabbi Shlomo Goren, of the State of Israel, 
converted ... a r esident on a irreligious .. . kibbutz to 
J udaism. It is unlikely that any person electing to 
live there would ful f ill Orthodox Jewish standard s of 
observance.70 

Indeed, in a number of instances Israeli rabbis have 

published opinions that counsel examination of each case on 

its merits as opposed to a blanket assumption that no 

pr ospective conve rt f or the sake of marria ge 1s suitable.71 

Howeve r, a l though a r a nge of halakhic op i n ion e vid e ntly 

exists among Israeli Or t hod ox a uthorit ies, po l icy 

70 Ellens on , Ibi d ., 219 , n . 2 . 

71 See f or exampl e the r e lat ive ly len i ent approach of 
Rabbi Haim Dav i d Lev i i n his a rticle on Gerut his book As seh 

·Lecha Rav (Te i Av iv: '1914). He bases his ~pinion on that of 
~av Ben iion Uzi el , a •pf ealnent Israeli halakhist. See also 

- fg-e artlcl~s .by Rabbi Betzale! l Zol·t-i~a~ Rabbi Shmuel T .• 
Rubenstein ~'t.<>1:ab She Ba• al Peh ( Je1:usalea: Hasad _!!aR'l_v • 
Ko4k, J911). ~ 
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c onsideration~ may be more influential in the shaping of 

actual practice. 

A Conservative observer of the I s raeli scene has 

desc r ibed the state of the conversion process in Israel as 

follo'w's: 

[There isl t ohu vavn h11 [utter di ci orderl s urround i ng 
conversion in this c onnt!'y. Annually , there a r e no 
less t ha n about six thousand applications f nr 
conversion but only about five o f six hundred actual 
conversions . The disparity is la r gely due to the far.t 
that conversion here is a ki nd of obstacle course. 
Some r abbi nic courts flntly refuse to a cce pt any 
converts. Th ose t hat do insist on a waiting period of 
a year bef ore accepting an applicant and directing him 
or her to a course o f instruction that c an last a year. 
Some years ago , the late Rabbi Unterman, the Chief 
Rabbi of Israel, issued a regulation 'waiving the 
waiti ng peri od f or intermarried couples . Today this 
regulation is disregarde d .. . To round out the chaos, 
there are Batte i Din that f or a significant fee, 
labeled, contribution to a Yeshiva, 'w' ill perform a 
conversion in two weeks .... While matters of personal 
status are by la'w' under the jurisdiction of the 
Rabbi nate, the latter is so riven with internal tension 
and personal r i valry as to be a house totally divided 
on this, as Yell as other matters. Officials of f he 
Minis try of Religious Affairs openly admit t hey are 
helpless to bring any zemblance o f un i formity into this 
area since every Beth Din regards itself as completely 
autonomous.72 

The true attitude of Israeli authorities toward 

proselytes and proselytism, whatever it might be, has become 

obscured by a cumbersome administrative structure with a 

llfe of its own . On the basis of this evidence one can only 

. ,,, t .... ; 
72· - ~eo~ore Friejiman, "Conversl,on as ,, an ... Obstacle 

Course," Conservati"fejJ ... t,.is■ (Sumaer 1979): vol, . 321, . no . . ~ 
3, 97f. 
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speculate that the experfence of many Israeli proselytes 

must be negative. The problems of converts after conversion 

seem to have rece ived no attention. The only concern 

expr essed is vhether conv erts v ill observe the commandme nts 

a fter conversion.73 

Conclusions · 

Tv o basic tendencies evolved frOffl'- the nineteenth 

century bi f urcation o f the community s pa wned by the combined 

e f fects o f Has ka l ah, Ema nc i pat ion, and the r i se o f An t i­

semitism. On the one hand , t here vas a tende ncy among the 

t r adi t iona l c amp to ret ain t he a ttitude t hat p r oselytization 

vas a danger to the commu nity and tha t J e ws d o no t a nd ha ve 

neve r p r osely t i zed. Some o n t he libe r al s i d e o f t h e f e nce 

s hared t hi s att i t ude, interpret i ng universalism to i mp l y 

that n o religi on is any better than ano ther and that 

proselytism is therefor e po i ntless . Newly emancipated 

c o mmun i t i es were also leery of conversion's potent i al t o 

hamper their a c ceptance as equal cit i zens. 

Another s egment o f the l i beral community interpreted 

i ts universalism differently . In t he latter part of t h e 

century this approach became crystal lized within American 

Re f orm under the rubric "mission of Israel . " The a dvocates 

. . -. 
7 3 See t he~·ar.tfcl'if.;;,_1stea ln n . 71. 
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of this position saw a mandate for Jewry to share Judai~m 

with the world. 

In the twentieth century thP.se two basir. trends, albeit 

in various forms , continue to be manifest in the official 

and nonofficial statements of representatives of the three 

ma jor movements. The Reform and Conservative movements are 

the heirs of the more welcoming stance of early Reform. The 

ORthodox, with few exceptions, remain theoretically opposed 

to gerut. 

All of these movements have been shaped by 

environmental factors, particularly the r ap idly escalating 

rate of intermar riage . Likewise, the movements have defined 

their positions partially in reaction to each other. It is 

not coincidental, for example, that two major Conservative 

initiatives in this area have directly followed actions by 

either Reform or Orthodox Jewish leaders. 

Ostensibly the two libera l movements have attended more 

to the individual needs o f converts in their communities, 

although there is some evidence that there is ambivalence 

towards ger im present in their ranks . The Orthodox wing, 

given the evidence of the published opinions of 1ts leaders, 

seems more concerned about upholding a behavioral standard 

among Jews than about the situation of any particular 

individual. There ls evidence that actual practice may 

reflect a more veicomlng .. . - :.,-,. 
the "modern" Ort~od ox i..n 

stance, particularly . ~ ·. 
t.hJ; ~:_4:~ States. 

among some of 
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Concerns about, and discussion of gerut in the 

tventieth century follov directly from the communities ' 

alarm over jntermarriage and the debate about how to meet 

that cha l lenge to Jewish continuity. Given the rising rate 

of intermarriage, it is Jike]y that the debate about gerut 

both within and among the various sectors of the Jewi s h 

community will continue ~ell into the next century. While 

this debate rages, the attitudes of both laypeople and 

rabbis a r e likely to continue to reflect their orientation 

to~ards the intermarriage problem. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

THE IMPACT OF THE TRADITION ON THE LIVES OF GERIM 

Most of the debate about proselytes in this century has 

focused on gatekeeping issues. Two questions, whether to 

accept proselytes and later, how to accept them have 

preoccupied the community for decade s . More recently there 

has been conce rn about the impact of the absorption of a 

significant number of proselytes on the community's future. 

Although there has been some public discussion of the 

needs and experience of proselytes once they have become 

Jews, particularly within the liberal movements , there has 

not been much discussion of what impact , if any, the 

diversity of opinions in the tradition, and in modern 

Judaism, has had on the lives of individual proselytes in 

the contemporary period . Accordingly, in this chapter we 

will examine the tradition regarding prayer life and 

leadership, two important areas of participation in Jewish 

life, and how that tradition has been translated into the 

r ealities of contemporary practice . 

.. 
• I • 
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Prayer 

Although the Talmud states that proselytes are like 

other Je ...,s "in all \llays,"l in fact they are different 

because their ancestors .. ere no t Je\lls. The debate in the 

traditional literature about converts and prayer turns on 

the interpretation of the meaning of this difference. If 

Je\llish identity is determined in any way by birth, affected 

proselytes can never be entirely equal ...,i th born Je\lls; if 

Je wishness is defined by belief and practice, proselytes can 

indeed be the equals of born-Jews.2 The former opinion is 

found iry Mishnah Bikkurim 1 . 4 which limits the participation 

of proselytes whose fathers were not Jews: 

These may bring but do not make the declaration: the 
proselyte may bring but does not make the declaration3 

1 Yevamot 47b . 

2 Shaye J. D. Cohen, "Can Converts to Judaism Say ' God 
of Our Fathers ' ? ", Juda ism (Fa ll 1991): issue no. 160 , vol. 
4 0 , no. 4 , 419. 

3 The Mishnah refers to the bringing of t he first 
fruits a s prescribed in Deuteronomy 26.2 -11 . The passage 
opens as follows: 

You shall take some of every first fruit of the soil, 
which you harvest from the land that the Lord your God 
is giving you, put it in a basket and go to the place 
vhere the Lord you God will choose to establish His 
naae. You- shali go. t otfie pri est in charge at that 
tim~ and sa_y to hia, "I atjcnovledge thi~ day befor~ ~~~ 
LoEd' ·you· Goe! that I have entered 1;i. -illm\. that t tle • 
Lord avare~ .w-_t,ather$ to asalgn us." • • •· •. 
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because he cannot say, 'Which the Eternal s wore to our 
fathers to give us•. But if his mother were an 
Isra elite, he may bring and make the declaration. And 
when he prays privately, he says, ·o God of the fathers 
of Israel'; and when he is in the Synagogue, he says, 
·o God of your fathers'; and if his mother were an 
Isra elite , he may say, ·o God of our fathers . '4 

According to this Mishnah, some proselytes cannot fully 

participate in the ritual of the first fruits because they 

do not have Je ..., ish "fathers". In the discussion of this 

Mishnah in the Je rusalem Talmud ...,e find the following: 

It was t aught in the name of R. Judah: A first­
generation convert brings [first fruits to the Temple ) 
a nd recites [the declaration prescribed in 
Deuteronomy]. What is the rea son? [Bec a use God s a id tq 
Abraha m] for I ha ve make you t he f a ther of a mu l titude 
of ~ at ions (Genesis 17 . 5). In the past you we r e a 
f ather to Aram, but now, hencefor th , you are a fa ther 
to all the nations. 
R . Joshua ben Levi says: The law follows R. Judah. 
A c ase came befor e R. Abbahu and he rendered a d ecision 
a ccord i ng to R. J uda h.5 

Rabbi Juda h's position i n r e gard to prose lytes wi t h 

non-Jewis h fathe rs ls diametrical ly opposed t o that o f t he 

Mishnah . He is able to r u l e a s he does beca use o f the way 

he inter prets t he word "fathe r s. " According t o Rabb i Judah , 

4 This ls based on the Blackman trans lation of t he 
Mlshnah, but I have translated "avotainu" as our fathe rs, 
rather than our ancestors to be consistent wi th the J PS 
translat ~on o f the relevant B! bll cal pas sage. 

• . 'f •, • --
- 5 - ~ ruahalmi Bl kkuria 1 . 4, -64a -Ven-ice ; "" 'l'a-b Vllna. 

Thls ls the tains~ J:l)at appears in c~hen, tbld., 421. . .,_ . .. ;- . 
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proselytes do have a Jewish father. Their father is 

Abraham, the father of all the nations. The Gemara then 

quotes Rabbi Josh~a to let us kno w that the law is according 

to Rabbi Juda h's interpretation. The case that came before 

Ra bbi Abbahu is cited as support for this fact, since in 

that instance, Rabbi Abahu decided an actual c a se according 

to Rabbi Judah's opinion. Rabbi David ibn Zimra , a 

sixteenth century commentator, observes that since Rabb i 

Abbahu lived in the middle of the third century C.E. when 

the Temple no l onger vas in exis t e nce, his case must have 

pertained to the right of a p r oselyt e to say "God of our 

fa t hers" when p r a yi ng . Thus the ruling of Rabbi J udah was 

extended to apply t9 pra ye r . a s well.6 

For the Yerushalmi t hen, t he word " fathe r s" is to be 

unde r s tood as a metaphor. The Mishna h u nderstands it 

litera l l y. Although there is n o Gemara on the Bavl i f or 

t h is Mishnah , i t is cited i n ano t he r c ontex t as t ho ugh i t 

were accepted Halakhah . 7 Th is inco ns i stency between t he 

Talmuds leaves the question of the e qua lity o f pros elytes in 

pray er unsett led . Al t hough the Yerus halmi is emphat i c the 

6 Radbaz' c ommentary to Mi shneh Torah, H11chot 
B1kkur1m 4 . 3, s.v. "hager ma1vee v'koreL" 

7 I n 
~oof £05 
deelautlon 
fruits . 

Hakkot 19a, t he-- Gemara c1te"s €be M1shnab 
the position that failure •~+to recite 
don not '"""" pie"ent tbe release of the - -.....-~ -~ -....,,;;.-

as a 
the 

rtut r 
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Bavli is usually considei::ed authoritative. 8 

In the twelfth century, Maimonides preserved the 

Talmud's inconsistency in h;-s-code, the Hishneh Torah. In 
\ 

his chapter on the laws of first fruits,9 he follows the 

o pinion of Rabbi Judah in the Jerusalem Talmud. El s ewhere, 

he follows the opinion of the Mishnah,10 probably because in 

that case the two Talmuds do not disagi::ee. It seems that 

textual concerns governed his choices in his c ode.11 

His response to a query from a proselyte about this 

matter is pi::obably indicative of his real a tt itude. We have 

already discussed his reply to ovadiah the Ger about this 

matter in chapter three,12 In that responsum, Maimonides 

.,affirmed that "there is "TlO difference between you and us, 11 

a nd cited the Yerushalmi passage to support his position. 

Thus, although Maimonides position in rega rd to this issue 

remains equivocal in hLs code, the evidence of his responsum 

seems to imply h is support for t he len i ent position of the 

Jerusa lem Tal mud. 

# 

8 See His hneh 1'Helekh on Hishneh Torah, Hi lkc ho t 
Bikkur i m, 4. 3 f o r a discuss ion of this discr e pancy . 

9 Maimonides , Hishne h To rah, Hi lkhot Bikkurim, 4. 3. 

10 Ibid., Hilkh ot Ha'aser Sheni , 11.17 . 

11 See Hishne h LeHelekh and Kesef Hi s hneh to 
Torah~ Hilkhot Bikku·r im . 4 . 3 for _proposed reso.l u tions 
disc~pancy qetveen hls rulings in Blkkur i • and 
Shein 1. ' w · 1- "'f ..... ; . 

12 · p. 69£ . 

Hishneh 
to the 
Ha'aser 
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Another report from the same period was transmitted by 

Rabbi Eliezer ben Joel Halevi (known as the Ravyah c.1140-

c.12 25) in the name o f his father. The i nc ident took plat~ 

in Wurzberg. In r e gard to a convert named Rabbi Abraham ben 

Abraham he r elates t hat: 

He told me that in Wurzburg h~ was prevented from 
praying i n the place o f the representative of the 
congregation (that is he was prevented from se rv i ng a s 
cantor] . It seems to me that they (who prevented him] 
went div ing in mighty waters and brought up clay in 
their hands, f or even though we learn in the Mishnah 
(here R. Joel quotes the Mishnah ci ted above] 
... nevertheless in the Yerushalmi it states [here R. 
Joel quotes the Yerushalmi cited above] . .. and the l aw 
follows the Yerushalmi ... and he {the convert ] 
prevailed upon me to make my opinion public, and this I 
did . .. 13 

Other contemporary reports concern a dispute about this 

matter wi thin t he school of the Tosafists. Evidently R. 

Jacob of Ramerupt (known a s Rabbenu Tam, 1100-c.1171) and 

his nephew R. Isaac of Dampierre debated the issue and the 

disagreement iz recorded in a number of places in the 

lltera tur e.14 The fullest version o f the deba te i s as 

256 , 
13 
nr . 

_S_e_f~e~r"-....a.aR~a~v~y_a~h~, ed. V. Aptowitzer, vol . 2 , pp.253-
549. This is Cohen's translation in Ibid. , 425 . 

14 Tosafot, Baba Batra 81a s.v. "limutei", and 
commentary of the Rosh on Bikkurim 1.4 . Mordekha1, Megll lah 
no. "'186 . records an incident involving a proselyte in 
Wurzbur9-...vho was temporarily bari;ed from leading the 

·~ services i n the ay11a~gue because o"'f R. Tam's _9bjectiona • 
. , ~ r_!l'he latter vas overrule(!-° and ~he conve!_t .. c;ontin\ied- to l~ad 

the prayers. ,,. 
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foll ovs : 

It once happened that a convert yas leading the 
assembled diners in the grace after meals, and they 
began t o complain against him: how could he say, " You 
vho have given to our father s to inherit a pleasant, 
good , and spacious land? " [The case came before 
Ra bbenu Tam. J Rabbenu Tam responded ~ that the convert 
may not lead the grace after meals): ...,e learn in 
tractate Bikkurim (here R. Tam quotes the Mi shnah citqd 
above) ... But R. Isaac disagrees with this, and adduces 
proof from t he Yerushalmi (here R; Isaac quotes the 
Yerushalm i ci ted above ) ... Converts at this time are 
accustomed to say "God o f our fathers" in acco rdance 
vith R. Judah (in the Yerushalmi ) ... 15 

The prestige o f Maimonides assured the auth ority of his 

position in the Sephardic communities, but the issue 

remained open in the Askenazi c community unti l the sixteenth 

century publication of the Shulkhan Ar uch wi th Isserles ' 

commentary.16 That code follows the opinion of Maimonides 

in Bikkur im a nd hi s letter to Ovadiah, a nd Moses Isserles ' 

Ashkenazic comme ntary d oes not c hallenge his stance . 

The Halakhah then, is that pr osely tes may say "God o f 

our fathers," l ead congregational prayer, and s ay the grace 

after meals. 17 Proselytes ar e ent i rely e qual to born Jews 

15 Efriam Kupfer,ed., Responsa and Decision of the 
Sages of Germany and France (Jerusalem: Mekize Nirdamim, 
1973) 101-105, nr . 60, quoted in Cohen , Ibid., 425. 

16 For an eluclf.atl~n ~f the positions of many of the 
promfnent Rlshonlm in ~ he two . ~~mmunltles see Cohen, Ibid ., 
42.7, n·t 22,23. " . ... ~ •.:: . ~ .. -... 

17 Sbuli.Ml~cb, Oralch Rayyi•, 53·. 1.9 and 199. 4. ' .. 
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in regard to their participation in the prayer life of the 

community even though they are not completely similar to 

born Jews because their parents were not Jews . 

The specific wording o f the Shulkhan Aruch is 

noteworthy. The text specifies that there are some who 

would prevent proselytes from serving as the agent of th~ 

community's prayer (as cantor) but that their opin i on is 

rejected. An ind ividual can obje c t to a particular cantor 

(and have him removed) unless the community has agreed on 

him in advance. The commentary on this passage adds other 

conditions to this right of objection, that the person 

objecting had to be a financial contributor to the 

congrega~ion, that a new cantor had to be available at a 

similar salary, and finally, that such an individual opinion 

was not honored if the majority of the commun ity was in 

favor of the cantor's appointment.18 It seems that later 

commentators not only supported the full equality of the 

proselyte, but affirmed the actions of communities that 

silenced those who objected to their full participation . 

Along with the traditional community, the modern 

liberal community has affirmed this equality. In the 

published comments of proselytes of all denominations there 

is no evidence that prayer life is anything other than 

satisfying. 

18 
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~braham Isaac Caramel became an Orthodox Jew in 1953 in 

London . He describes his experi ence as follows: 

Those perpetua l conflicts of mind, heart, and soul 
wh ich had so grievously tormented me in my former 
sphere had been exorcised by the und lvJded union with 
God I n ow experienced. The mind was happy that it had 
no incompatible acts of faith to accept; lhe hearl wa s 
at peace because it was no longer split; and the soul 
soared aloft to Him no longer obstructed by a 
diss ipation o f prayer offered to more than The One 
Being.19 

A convert from a libe ral synagogue, Margaret Ruth 

Jaques, comments that she is "a l ay-reader of daily 

Services, a responsibility I dearly love."20 In many 

liberal congr egations, t he locus of the disputed boundary 

with regard to participation in prayer life i n no longer the 

proselyte but the non-Jewish spouse in a mixed marriage.21 

In the United States, the liberal movements have not on ly 

sanctioned proselytes as lay service readers, they have 

also accepted the m into their seminaries and orda i ned them 

19 Abraham Isaac Carmel, So Strange My Path (New York: 
Bloch Publishing Company 1964) quoted in Abraham Shusterman, 
"The Converts Speak for Themselves," in David Max Eichhorn, 
Convers ion To Judaism : A History and Analysis (New York: 
Ktav Publishing House, 1966), 248. 

20 Margaret Ruth Jaques, "To Thine Ovn Self Be True," 
in Shusterman, 249. 

For ~iscusslon ot· tbis issue within the Refoua 
Move•~ n ~ see 111P:.11ei.1fwl.,.n11oi..,plWllla_ ... t.,.h..,,ie .... .;.• .lilft.,.,ekLlli:lii...-¥P.;Aif ..... ..1tr.1b~e .... ..,.llN~oun,a.;-;..:J~e~Y-..,jl~n"'-~t;IJb~e 

-IYM9Pffli · A BclPVM for:; COnqreqatLgg nhs·. &-;..: Un1on of 
berlcan Heme tl-0ne, 1990): 

21 
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as rabbis. Acceptance of proselytes in such prominent 

leadership roles has not always been whole hearted, however. 

Indeed, the Halakhah in regard to proselytes in leadership 

roles, unlike the law in regard to prayer life, is still 

open to debate in this century. 

Leadership in the Community 

The Halakhah that defines the traditional positi o n on 

proselyte~ and leadership of the community is based a verse 

in Deuteronomy: 

You shall be free to set a king over yourself, one 
chosen by the Lord your God. Be sure to set as king 
over yourself one of your own people; you must not set 
a foreigner over you, one who is not your kinsman.22 

The pivotal phrase here is "one of your own people." 

The Midrashic tradition interpreted this as excluding 

proselytes and extends the prohibition to include all public 

office: "Hence they said: We do not appoint one as o fficer 

(parnas) over the congregation unless his mother was of 

Israel ."23 Thus ager gamur, one with two gentile parents, 

is completely excluded from office. 

This position vas affirmed· by Maimonides ln his Book of 

22 Deuteronomy 17.15. 

.. 23 _.JJlfr,eJ, Deutf.ronoay,, 157 quoted •aflC! ;·translated in 
Birriarcl" J. Baalierge-r, ... Prdeel le■-2 n the Ta laud le Per h,""'d·- - ..,. 
(Nev Yoirk: Xtav Publiahlng o ~ ., 19~8) 102. . # -
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Commandments in negative commandment number 362 regarding 

not appointing a king not born an Israelite: 

By this prohibition we are forbidden to appoint a king 

over us wh o is not an Israelite by birth, even though 

he be a Righteous Proselyte ... Similarly, as regards 
all other appointments, whether religiou~ or 
governmental, we are not permitted to appo int over 
ourselves a man from the body of proselytes, unless his 

mother be an Israelite.24 

There is also extensive discussion is the class i cal 

literature regarding the fitress of proselyt~s to a c t as 

judges . 25 The Halakhah, as codified by Maimonides and the 

Shulchan Aruch,26 restricts proselyte~ to judging only 

fellow proselytes. On the basis of these rulings, 

traditional communit ies do not al low proselytes to serve in 

any responsible community office.27 There are those who 

make a distinction between offices which carry the authority 

2 4 Maimonides, The Commandments : Sefer Ha-Hitzvoth, 

trans ., Charles B. Chavel (London: Soncino Press, 1967) neg. 

362, 328. 

25 See for e xample Yevamot 10lb-102a and Ras h! and 

Tosaf ot ad loc. 

26 See Maimonides., Mi&h Torah, Hilchot Sanhedrin 
11.11 and ·shulchan Aruch, Hoshen Hishpat 7.1. ... .. - ,..- •. ... -. 

27 ~ee for e~pt~ the reaponsua that addreaees this 

issue 1n Tzvl Feld"'e~, '11J(ft,Gat r,yt_ (Nev ·York 19781 ·134-~36 . · 
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to compel obedience and those that c onfer moral authori ty,28 

although this does not seem to be the prevalent atti tude. 

In this d omain the tradition is contrary t o that in 

r ega rd to the relationship between the proselyt e and God. 

In matters pertaining to prayer the proselyte is in all 

res pects the equal of the born Jew. In regards to some 

relati onships among Jews this is not the case. The 

proselyte is a second class citizen in that he o r she is not 

allowed t o wield a ny authority in t he community. 

In contrast with the traditi onal pos ition, the liberal 

moveme nts do cond one the acceptance of proselyte s a s leaders 

as we have already noted in regard to the ordination o f 

proselytes as rabbis~ I ndeed, in one Reform responsum 

conversion is proposed as the remedy to enable an active 

non -Jewish spouse to serve in a l eadership positi on in her 

congregation.29 In the published statements of conver ts 

about their experience in the community there are many who 

r eport that they have served their communities as teachers 

i n congregational religious schools and as officers of 

28 See the responsum of Rabbi Mordecai Fogleman on 
whether it ls permiss ible for a proselyte to be a rabbi or a 
judge 336-341 1n Hazkeret: Kivutz Toran! (Yerushalayim: 
Haichal Shlomo 5722). .. ... 

~ 29 Valt~r Jacob ~Contemporary AmericanzR~fora Respons~ 
.(Nee Yo'tk·: eentral Oon£erence of Aae,: lean Rabbis, 1987) Ot-ah .... ..... 
ffayJm 163, 24Sf . --.,. ~--
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synagogue auxiliaries such as Sisterhood.30 

On the ot her hand, the experience of some converts 

reflects the penetration of the traditional att i tude among 

the laity in the liberal movements and the member s hip o f 

secular Jewish organizations . For example , Rabbi Samuel 

Teitel baum relates the follo~ing: 

Prior to the Second Wor ld War, he was a rabbi in a 
So uthern community. He invited a ~oman, wh o had 
conve rted to Judaism and married a Jew many years 
before , to teach in hi~ religious school. She wa s 
active in the congregation and had held important 
offices in the Sisterhood. Her Jewish education and 
zeal surpassed those of most of the women in the 
congregation. Yet overt congregational resistance to 
the appointment of this convert to the school faculty 
developed quickly. A loud clamor wa s raised agains t 

, the proposed action and it actually became a c ause 
celebre. The resentment of the convert and her husband 
to the community attitude caused her to withdraw her 
earlier happy acceptance of t h e post on the Sunday 
School teach ing staff.31 

A contemporary proselyte relates a similar experience: 

One of my most devastating experiences as a 
convert was my encounter with rejection at a 
Conservative synagogue near Rye, New York ... Despite my 
obvious commitment, the consensus in my family was that 
it would be better that my "past" not be make public 
knowledge ... With my past presumably tucked safely 
behintl me, I plunged into active Jewish communal 
life . .. For two years, members of the sisterhood called 

30 See, for exampleJ the ~ccounts in Ghusterman, 
Jbld., 233, 257, _2,.61. 

. . . - . 
31 Samuel Teitelbaum, ..!'CQQ.V~! n 

Soc1.olog1cally Speaking," in Eichhorn, ' . 7 
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on me for anything and e verything ... Then in the third 
year , the other members decided it would be n ice to 
elect someone li ke me , y o ung and fu ll of energy,as 
$ isterhood p r e sident. Nice , thdt i s , unti l my secret was 
revealed. 

It happened rather i nnocent l y: a friend in whom I 
had confided and who didn ' t realize that my conversion 
wa sn ' t public kno~ l c dge un witting ly passed the wo rd on 
to others , inc luding at least on member of sisterhood 
who apparen t ly dirl not appr ove. This ~oma n ... made it 
he r bus iness to annul the elect i on and unsea t me as 
president . It was t he synagogues ' s non-Jewish 
secretary who delivered the crushing ne ws. "You are no 
longer !;isterhood p r esident because one of the members 
does not think that a convert i::; a real Jew, " she told 
me quite matter - o f-factly. 32 

Wh e re~s i n t h e first situation cited above it wa s 

a lri g ht f or a convert t o be a sisterhood officer, but not a 

religi ous school teacher, here sister h ood of f ice was beyond 

the pale. Thus it s e ems tha t in spite o f the officia l 

policy tha t converts are equals in liberal cong rega tions 

ther e is a floating bound a ry a r ound certain leadership 

position s tha t may not b e come mani f est until t he convert 

a p p r oa ches it. 

The experience o f Abra ham Isaac Carmel , whom we cited 

earlier , seems to c o nfirm t h is ph e nome na. Altho ugh Ca r mel 

f o und h is p ray e r life a s a Jew extr eme ly sat isfying, h i s 

expe r ience l ater in life wi t h the Jew i sh community a n d some 

o f i t s secular organi zations was extremely frustrat i ng: 

32 Lena Romanoff vi th Lisa · ~Hoste in, Your People, Hy 
-Peopl.e: FlnsUng Acceptance and •~fu-l·fll.l•ent as a Jev By 
Cholce {Ph1lade?phla: _J'ewish PubUcatlon - Soc'te,t~, "'r 1990f, 
128f. --. ·:.;,..~ - - • ' 
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A proselyte, if he tries to l i ve up to his calling, 
will re-live within hi ~ brief span th~ discrimination, 
hostility a nd callous cynicism experienced down the 
ages by those whom he ha s cho~cn a ~ hi s people. Hos t 
cr uel of all, he will find muc h of his su ff ering within 
that very family from which he had hoped tn draw 
strength a nd consolation. Students of Jewish history 
know very well that Jews are often e mbartassed in the 
company of those who have pres umed t o claim as a 
priv il ege the "burdens" from which they themselves 
would gladl y flee ... It would be sad enough if this 
complex were limitPd tn the rank and filP among the 
Jewish people, but it is strongest in the Jewish lay­
l e ndership , o r should I say, the great mis-leadership 
that is only just beg inning to disappear. The most 
unfortunate example of discrimination on the pa rt o( 
the Jewish establishment has been the per~istc nt 
r e fusal of the UnitPd J e wish Appeal to use me on behalf 
of Israel. I am pnrticularly grate f ul f or the 
opportunity of teachi ng ... Perhaps the lay-leaders 
unintentionally did me a favor by excluding me from 
communal af fa irs t 33 

This zea l ous proselyt e , who convert ed into the Orthodox 

commu n ity, was relegated t o t he r ole o f teach i ng humani ties 

i n a n Or t h odox day sch ool. He a lso e ncounte r e d an 

unexpect ed boundar y i n the secular doma in o f Zi on ist 

acti v ity . Hi s b i tter e xper i ence , a nd that o f the othe r 

pr oselytes vhos e acc ount s ve have cited , c a nnot be e x pla i ned 

s olely on t he bas is o f the s tatus of the proselyte in the 

Halakhah or the official pronouncements ' o f the liberal 

movements i n regard to proselytes. 

33 Abraham -Isaac Carmel ;"' ""Ry Chosen People," ln ~ 
, . Conversion Crisis: Essa s Fra -t.he Pa tion 

.Eaanuel ~ ·1~n and ~Joel Wolovelsky, York : - . 
Ktav/Rabbinicai.- C~~_Amer.ica, 199G) 0 • 
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Conclusi o ns 

The message of the Jewish ~nmmunity to con temporary 

prose lyte s is de(initely a mixed one . Th ~~ may be related 

to w~at the sociologist W. I . Thomas ca ll s " the definition 

o f the si tuati on, 11 34 that is , t.l1P ,iP wish perc:PI1Li o r1 u f ~hf> 

environmental circumstances in which JPWS find them~e lves in 

the contemporary world. Proselytes are ca ught in the 

confusion of a J e wry l iving in unprecede nted conditions , 

both in Israel and in the Diaspor a. Since the community 

itse lf is unsure of its boundaries, it cannot speak with a 

clear and unified voice to those outside the commun ity a bout 

the location o f the boundaries . 

. -. 
-· 34 .. ~cw~in Tel telbaua, 212. 

I• • 
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CONCLUSIONS 

The a t t i tudes o f the Jewis h community towa r ds 

proselyte s have always be en shape d by the interaction of 

three f o r c e s, self-perception, oral a nd writ t en traditions, 

and envi r onment . Until the modern period , the trad itiQJl has 

explicitly recorded and acknowledged only the first t wo. 

The ear liest Biblical accounts indicate that at first 

the Israelites identified themselves prima rily in terms of 

their occupa ncy of a spe cific land. Accordingly, they 

defined thei r boundaries in geogr aphical terms. Outsiders 

entered the communi t y of Is r ael by d welling in the land, or 

by ma r r i age to one who d welled i n the land . The Bi b le also 
. 

te lls us t ha t to become full Israe li tes newcomer s were 

r e qu i red t o live in t he l a nd for a c erta in number of 

generations. 

By the early Talmud i c Per iod, th i s l and based i dent i ty 

had been cha llenged many t i mes b y e xperi e nces o f conquest 

a nd exile . In tha t era another envi ronmental challenge, ~ he 

pr o liferation of competing sectarian i sms, prompted a 

relocation and clarification of boundaries . The rabbis of 

the era redefined the identity of their people accordingly . 

It vas no longer a fact of geography, but allegiance to the 

Co ve nant of Sinai a s they defined it that determined 

Jewishness . It is in the Talmud~ that ve find the first -
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di rect and e x p licit statements a bout how proselytes a r e to 

enter the communi t y . They also contain t he first r e cord e d 

positive a nd nega tive comme nts abo u t proselytes. 

The recorded tra dition of the period after the closure 

of the Talmuds has sur vived in t wo fo r ms. First, there are 

respon sa tha t r ecord rabbinic replies to specific q uestions 

fr om members of the community. I n these, the effects o f 

environmental conditions are cl early disce rna ble. The 

ev i dence of this literatur e suggests tha t in the early 

Medieval Per iod pr oselyte s we r e a ccepted and este emed even 

though proselyti zation was prohibited by the gentiles i n 

most places. By the e nd o f t he pe r iod, some commun ity 

l e a de r s f ound it necessa ry to p r ohib i t proselyt i z a tion 

altogether because of t he hars h responses it e licited fr om 

host commun i ties. 

Second, the r e a re t heor et ical stateme n t s t ha t e x ist i n 

the f o rm o f c ommentar i es o r codes tha t were promp t ed not by 

env i r o nmental challenges , b u t by apparent inconsi s tencies in 

the Talmudic text. Since the Oral Lav vas believed to be 

the vord of God it c o uld not contain contradictory 

statements. Hence Medieval commentators and codifiers 

expended a great deal of energy in att empts to harmonize 

contradictions. Naturally, the positive and negative 

comments about proselytes attracted their attention. 

Ironically, the ~esult of their attempts t o . harmonize the 
... •• ...1' ........ ; . 

text was a proliferaticfn of expi.natlons for the posft'tve 
·- ... -, ~ ~r:. ..... -
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and negative statements in the Talmud. In spite of their 

efforts, the voice of the tradition is not univocal on the 

subject of proselytes. 

It is hard to discern attitude from these statements 

since they are ostensibly prompted by textual , rather than 

env ironmental conc e r ns, although a fe w of them do seem 

polemical. Although ultimately only one thread of Medieval 

interpretation was encoded in the Shulkha n Aruch, all of 

these statements have remained available to l ater decisors 

as legal sources. Thus, the tradition itself ca nnot be 

c a lled ambi valent. The op inions it records a r e not 

polarized at t wo extremes, but ra t her represent a range o f 

opinion on which later generations have drawn se lectively - ' 
according to the ir ci rcumstances and inclinations. 

In the Early Modern Period a new challenge faced the 

Jewish community. The Enl ightenment and Emancipation 

brought the end of a way of life that had sustained the Je ws 

through centuries o f diaspora life . Within a relatively 

short period of time, all the exterior boundaries that had 
, 

defined the limits of Jewish exi s tence were stripped away. 

The e nsuing struggle to arrive at a new definition of Jewish 

identity and boundaries has yet to reach any conclusion. 

Heated debate about proselytes and proselytism has been a 

concomitant of the debate about boundaries. All sides in 

the discussion have drawn selectively orr the traditional . 
. . 

literature t o buttress their posiiloh~. 
"'t ..... 

The evidence of the 
- - ., ~f~-
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recorded statements of the various participants in the 

debate suggests, however, that it is not the content of the 

traditi on that gives the discussion its form, but rather the 

self-perceptions of the participants and the way they 

interpret environmental challenges to the spiritual and 
) 

physical continuity of t~e - Jewish people. 

Traditionalists wt"\,o' want to maintain the boundaries o f 

the Jewish people as they were before the encroachment of 

modernism, for example , are more likely to cite negative 

statements from the traditional literature. They are also 

more likely to affirm the closed boundaries and the 

prohibitions on proselytization of the late Medieval Period 

as characteristic of the tradition. 

The Reform Movement, on the other hand , has accentuated 

the positive, citing prophetic texts that affirm the role of 

proselytes in bringing Israel to a messia nic future . In its 

eager ness to join t he modern world this movement has 

advocated a wide open boundary since its ear l y years. The 

Conservative Movement has been more se l ect i ve , but fa r more 

open tha n the Or t h odox wi ng. 

Thus, prose lytes ha ve be en caught up i n t he stru gg l e of 

the Jews, b o t h in the d iaspora and in t he State o f I s r ae l, 

t o d e f ine t hems elves and their boundaries in a way that wi ll 

f oster t he surv i va ~ and v i t a lity o f the Jewish pe ople. The 
, . 

o p i nions ·and a c tio ns th~ t appea r to reflect ambivalence 
·• 

towards proset1~es t~en~ are in actuality manl~ esta~ iona · o f 
~ ~._:- 41 • 
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an interior struggle that in some instances has reduced the 

status of proselytes to a political issue . 

There is some evidence, however, that some progress is 

being made in terms of consensus about proselytes, if not 

about Jewish identity. The liberal movements have begun t o 

o pen themselves to a more open discussion of the . possible 

negative impact of an unreservedly open door policy. The 

more conservative among the liberals, and the more moderate 

among the orthodox have begun to affirm that there may be 

some positive gain from proselytization for the sake of 

marriage. All parties to the discussion seem to be giving 

more attention to awareness of t heir o wn self-percept ions as 

Jews, and to acknowledgement of the impact of environmental 

factors. 

Thus, the range of opinions available to us in the 

traditional legal literature continue to shape the debate 

about proselytes,~it seems likely that whatever new 

definition of Jewish identity emerges from our encounter 

with the challenge of freedom will be the decisive factor i n 

its final resolution. 

---... 
·• 
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