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Erica Greenbaum 

OFFICIATION AT INTERFAITH MARRIAGES: 
A RESOURCE FOR REFORM CLERGY 

Goal and Contribution: The goal of this thesis was to research the complex issues that 
rabbis and cantors should consider when forming their personal policy regarding officiation 
at marriages between Jews and non-Jews. The resulting document is intended to serve as a 
resource for current and future rabbis and cantors who are creating or reevaluating their 
personal policies regarding officiation at intermarriages. 

Chapters and Sources: 
This thesis is composed of four chapters­
I) TRADITIONAL SOURCES 

This chapter presents relevant primary sources in Hebrew and English from the Bible, 
Talmud, midrashim, the Misheh Torah and the Shulhan Arukh. Some passages record 
ancient prohibitions on intermarriages while others offer examples of intermarriages. All 
primary sources are followed by brief commentary intended to elucidate the traditional 
understanding of the passage. 

2) REFORM RABBINICAL ATTITUDES TOWARD INTERFAITH MARRIAGE 
This chapter presents the history of the Reform movement's positions on officiation 

at intermarriages. The chapter begins with the Assembly of Jewish Notables and the Parisian 
Sanhedrin in the early nineteenth century. The chapter then follows the developments within 
the emerging Reform community, from the radical ideas of Samuel Holdheim, to the 
conservative principles of the 1909 CCAR resolution, to the ceaseless debates of the 
twentieth century. It also includes a brief description of a draft resolution that some rabbis 
hope to introduce to the CCAR in the near future. 

3) VOICES FROM THE MOVEMENT- A SURVEY OF CURRENT RABBINICAL 
APPROACHES TO INTERMARRAIGE 

This chapter offers a series of anonymous portraits of modem rabbis in which their 
individual approaches to officiation at intennarriage are outlined. These case studies provide 
examples of how rabbis out in the field have crafted, (and at times adjusted). their policies 
regarding officiation to honor the Jewish tradition and their role as rabbis, while also 
addressing the realities of the Jewish community. Among the profiles are examples of rabbis 
who never officiate at intennarriages, others who officiate only when various prerequisites 
are met, and one who will officiate for virtually any couple and is even open to co-officiation 
with non-Jewish clergy. 

4) PUTTING IT ALL TOGETHER 
The final chapter of presents as a series of key questions and answers in an attempt to 

synthesize the material covered in earlier chapters. It also poses questions that seem to be on 
the mind of many rabbis and cantors as they struggle with their own officiation policies. 
Some of the answers introduce relevant infonnation that does not appear in the earlier parts 
of the thesis. 
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INTRODUCTION 

This thesis emerged in response to the seriousness with which I take the responsibility 

of deciding whether I, as a Reform rabbi, will officiate at weddings between a Jew and a non­

Jew. (In this thesis, the term .. intermarriage" will be used to describe such couples and 

weddings. 1) I have given this issue much thought over my years as a rabbinical student. By 

the time I reached my fourth year ofrabbinical school, I had arrived at a preliminary position 

of not officiating at any weddings between a Jew and a non-Jew. Although I had given the 

decision serious thought and was able to articulate the reasons why I held my belief, I was 

aware that there were certain reasonable challenges that one could pose to my conclusions. 

Knowing that my personal stance would profoundly affect the lives of many other people, I 

concluded that I had to engage in another round of investigation. 

My second round of inquiry included speaking with rabbis and lay people and reading 

others' ideas on this issue. Having sought out a diverse group of opinions, I was struck by 

the relative silence that all parties exhibited with regard the textual tradition as it relates to 

intermarriage. It seemed to me that both those who would not officiate and those who would, 

agreed that according to the inherited Jewish tradition, intermarriage is forbidden. For rabbis 

who chose to officiate, all explanations and justifications related to sociological issues. By 

and large they entirely ignored any ambiguities and openings for intermarriage that might 

1 The meaning of the tenn intennarriage has evolved over time and continues lo mean different things to 
different individuals. In this thesis, inremwrriagc does not apply to couples where one person is a bom Jew and 
the other has converted. Jews by choice are as Jewish as Jews by birth and therefore such weddings are Jewish­
Jewish weddings. For the sake of scope, this thesis focuses exclusively on the issue of intem1aniage between a 
man and a woman, but I hope the lessons learned through the study of this material will also be applicable to 
future ·discussions of standards for officiation at same-faith and interfaith weddings of gays as well. Other 
topics excluded from this thesis are any discussion of the causes of and ways to prevent intemmrriage. This 
thesis is written from the perspective that people are intennanying and will continue to do so whether or not 
they can find Jewish clergy who will participate in the ceremony. Therefore, the key question is whether we 
can and should panicipate, and in which cases we would or would not be comfortable doing so. 
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exist in traditional texts. Personally, l felt many of the sociologically based arguments for 

officiating were compelling, yet l felt my hands were tied by the bounds of tradition. On the 

other hand, having studied Jewish texts for a number of years, I knew that the tradition is 

almost never univocal on any sibmificant topic. Further, I have found it very meaningful and 

infonnative to wrestle with text when coming to other ritual decisions such as whether and 

how to keep a form of kas/11111. 

It did not take long to find some of the most obvious examples that people could point 

to as muddling the traditionally understood ban on intermarriage. Why. for example, had 

none of the rabbis in favor of officiating at intermarriages mentioned that the Torah and 

Bible record intermarriages between leaders such as Moses, King Solomon and the Priests? 

Further, I knew of principles in the Talmud that could challenge some of the justifications 

rabbis give for their decision not to officiate at intermarriages. For example, some rabbis 

believe a Jewish legal construct such as kiddushin cannot be app1ied to non-Jews as they are 

outside the Jewish legal tradition. I wondered if perhaps the concepts of exceptions mipnei 

darchei shalom or mipnei tikkun haolam might be applicable to modem day situations in 

which a non-Jewish person is asking to be considered as if they have standing in the Jewish 

legal system. To be sure, these argument would be complex, and I was not clear what my 

own conclusions might be, but for that very reason I knew I needed to study further before 

arriving at a decision on whether or not I would officiate at intermarriages. 

My focus on engagement with texts and then applying them to modem circumstances 

is a reflection ofmy personal approach to Jewish decision-making. I have also shaped this 

thesis in a way that I hope will enable it to serve as an example and a tool to encourage others 

to elevate the voice of ha/akhah in our discussion of officiating at intennarriages. 
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The opening chapter of the thesis presents a survey of the major traditional texts cited 

in regard to the prohibition against intermarriage. This selection includes passages from the 

Torah, Bible, classical midrashim and Talmud as well as traditional commentaries and legal 

writings.based upon them (e.g., Rashi, Shulhan Aruk, Mishneh Torah). Where applicable, I 

will also note the opinions of modem commentaries such as the Reform and Conservative 

movement's Torah commentaries. Sources will be presented in their original and in 

translation and analysis will be offered to articulate the traditional understanding of messages 

to be derived from these sources. 

The second chapter of the thesis presents historical and current policies and attitudes 

in the Reform rabbinate regarding officiating at interfaith marriages.2 This section briefly 

highlights major positions in the Reform movement over time regarding this issue. Rather 

than rearticulating such developments, it points the reader to other helpful documents that 

have already undertaken this task. The chapter also includes commentary and analysis 

highlighting the key issues raised and (or neglected) in different articulations of a Reform 

response. 

The third chapter of this thesis presents the findings that emerged from a series of 

one•on-one interviews conducted with rabbis in the field regarding their personal policies n 

the issue of intennarriage. These profiles are intended to give the reader a range of examples 

of how individual rabbis have balanced the competing issues and concerns inherent in 

officiation policies. These interviews are in no way intended to present a statistically accurate 

sample of the Reform rabbinate. Rather, they represent a range of perspectives and 

2 Earlier discussions of intennarriage and interfaith marriage often included couplings that would not fit the 
category of intennarriage as the tenn is being used in this thesis. For that reason, discussions of officiation at 
such marriages will be excluded from the thesis. For example, there will be no discussion of marriage between 
a Jew and another Jew who converted to Judaism. 
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experiences, voiced by rabbis who were selected for participation on the basis of their 

thoughtfulness and integrity as Refonn rabbis. 

The fourth chapter of this thesis takes the fmm of questions and answers. Having laid 

a basic foundation for understanding the mainstream historical approach of the tradition 

toward intermarriage, this final chapter raises and answers key questions that individuals may 

wish to consider when forming their own policy regarding officiation. ( e.g .• Do children of 

intennarried couples go on to lead Jewish lives and identify themselves as Jews?) Whenever 

possible, the answers articulate arguments on either side of the debate at hand. In many cases 

the answers refer the reader to material previously covered in the thesis. Where appropriate, 

this chapter also introduces a few sources new sources that could contribute to a decision­

making process on whether to officiate at such marriages. These sources include traditional 

texts as well as more modem .. text"' such as sociological studies. Following the fourth 

chapter, there is a brief concluding section that contains a synthesis of the earlier chapters 

and final remarks. 
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CHAPTER ONE: TRADITIONAL SOURCES 

INTRODUCTION 

In 1980 the Central Conference of American Rabbis issued a responsum articulating 

its stance against intermarriage and against officiation by Reform rabbis at such ceremonies. 3 

The responsum is largely a reaffinnation and reiteration of a series of earlier versions of 

CCAR statements and policies regarding intermarriage. The questions posed at the outset of 

this responsum are, .. May a Reform rabbi officiate at a marriage between a Jew and a non­

Jew? What is the attitude of Reform Judaism generally to such a marriage?" The answer 

portion of the responsum begins with the statement, "Reform Judaism has been firmly 

opposed to mixed marriages. This was true in the last century and in this century." 

One of the key phrases used for summarizing many of the arguments of the text is a 

direct quote from the 1909 CCAR resolution on intermarriage. This same quote was also 

cited and reiterated in a 1947 version of the same policy statement. The statement is as 

fo11ows: 

There has been a proliferation of intermarriage related writings 
from rabbis both over the last century and particularly in the 
last 30 or so years. Even as the motivation and conclusions of 
these rabbis vary widely, there is a consistency in their silent 
complicity that the revered ancient sources of our tradition 
speak in one voice against intermarriage. 

Silent complicity has never been a hallmark of the Reform movement and speaking in 

one voice has never been the hallmark of our tradition. This chapter marks an effort to break 

'Responsa 146. Reform Judaism and Mixed Marriage (Vol. XC. 1980, 86-102). Available online at 
http://data.ccamct.org!cgi-bin/respdisp.pl'?file= 146&year-arr 
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this pattern of oversimplification and silence with regard to ancient sources and their place in 

Refonn discussions of intennarriage. 

In this chapter I will present the classical texts most often cited as the sources for the 

prohibition against intennarriage. I will also present classical texts from within the standard 

cannon that to varying dc1,rrees challenge the widely held belief that intennarriage had no 

place in early Jewish history. Where possible I will also present traditional commentaries on 

these verses and will position that commentary alongside the original texts. (For example, a 

passage from Genesis may be followed by the commentary of Rashi and a related midrash 

from Genesis Rabbah.) My commentary will attempt to clarify the context of the verses 

presented and will illustrate how these texts have been traditionally understood. When 

possible I will also note whether a given text is heavily cited and relied upon in discussions 

of intermarriage or whether it is a more peripheral text. I will refrain from offering 

unorthodox readings of traditional texts here, but may do so in chapter three. The 

organization of the texts in this chapter is an attempt to fonnat them in a way that wiil 

maximize their accessibility for readers committed to seriously engaging these texts in their 

own decision making process. The first section, Biblical Sources and Commentaries, is 

ordered according to the books of the Bible. Most sources are directly followed by 

commentary, but in a few cases I will present a series of quotations together (e.g., excerpts 

from Proverbs) and comment on the whole group as one unit. The second section, Mishnaic 

Sources, presents the mishnayot in the order they appear in the orders of the Mishnah. The 

third section, Talmudic Sources, groups the sources based on the primary concern addressed 

in the text. These are imperfect groupings but hopefully help the reader to compare passages 

that address similar themes. The final section, Codes, presents the sources in chronological 
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order. This chapter concludes with a metacommentary reflecting on the themes and 

developments seen in the text over time. 

BIBLICAL SOURCES AND COMMENTARIES 

Genesis 24: 1-44 

1 Abraham was now old, advanced in years, and the LORD had blessed Abraham in all things. 
2 And Abraham said to the senior servant of his household, who had charge of all that he 
owned, "Put your hand under my thigh 
3 and I will make you swear by the LORD, the God of heaven and the God of the earth, that 
you will not take a wife for my son from the daughters of the Canaanites among whom I 
dwell, 
4 but will go to the land of my birth and get a wife for my son Isaac." 

:'?::>:i □:i1:lK l"IK 71:l 117"1 tl"i'.)":J NJ liiT 0:11:lKi (N) 

:":r:r rmr, ,,., K~ tl'iV ,, liVN ,::i::i 'illli'j:i 1IP:l 1PT 11:131 'iN 0:-il::JN ,~N"1 (::i) 

i::iJN 1WK "Jli'J:l;'i nu:i7.J "J::11? ;"11VN npn x, 1tz..'K f1N:i ";'i'iN1 0,i'.)'(!.,';"j ":i'N 111":l 7li"JWN1 (~) 

:,:i,p::i :iwr 
:piiI"' "J:l'i Tli!.'N nnp,, 71,r, "r1i'i1r.) ,N, .,~,N ,N ,::, (1) 

3) Canaanites- induding the twelve nations 

(Chezkuni on Genesis 24:3) l picc ,~ ;,,ti Tl"WNi::i i,37 .,~,j?Tn 
,:, ;'jJJJ"l'U..' :i"Jj;,;'i '"li N?N :ii17 'J'N 7::l':)? r"7N? N1:i CJ:JJ ;'iJZ,7,)1 ;'j~·n, ' 11 li "?:J 177.)~' 1:J - 'J:JJ~;'j mJJrJ (:. 

Ti7J 
3) From the daughters of the Canaanites- Lest they say of me, "He came to our land for the 
sake of property and gifts." Therefore, I would want only that which God will give me. 

4 All Hebrew texts are copied from the Bar llan Responsa project, version 12 plus. Its biblical texts are based 
on the Leningrad manuscript. A11 English translations of the biblical text are from The JeH'ish Publication 
Society Tanakh ( 1985) as featured on Bible Works CD-ROM, version 6. English translations of the 
commentaries are the work of this thesis' author unless otherwise noted. 
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Commentary 

This text, in which Abraham sends his servant to find a wife for Isaac from his birth 

land, is generally cited as the earliest statement against intermarriage. What begins here as a 

policy against intennarriage with the Canaanites is extended later in the Bible to include 

other natives of the region. Interestingly, it is only Abraham, and not the fellow people of his 

birth land, who has entered into covenant with God. Presumably any of the pennitted 

women this servant may find would be from families that still found idol worship acceptable. 

lbn Ezra/ perhaps writing based on his knowledge of more expansive prohibitions 

found later in the Bible, comments that "Canaanite .. here is being used in a general sense and 

includes 11 non-Israelite nations. Chezkuni6 focuses on articulating a reason to explain the 

prohibition against the daughters of the Canaanites. He writes that Abraham is concerned 

lest the Canaanites perceive him as arranging a marriage with one of their women for the 

ulterior motive of acquiring wealth through inheritance and gifts. Chezkuni notes that the 

only upstanding way to receive such things is through God's help. 

The Conservative movement, in its Torah commentary The Erz Hayim Torah 

commentary, which was written by the Conservative movement's rabbinical body, cites this 

verse as well as Genesis 26:35, 28: 1 and Deuteronomy 7:3 as the Torah sources that lay the 

foundation for later Jewish laws declaring that Jews must marry Jews. 7 

Genesis 26:34-3511 

34 When Esau was forty years old, he took to wife Judith daughter of Beeri the Hittite, and 
Basemath daughter of Elon the Hittite; 

s Abraham ibn Ezra lived in Spain in the years 1089-1164. 
b Rabbi Chizkiyah Chezkuni was born in Provence circc, 1250. His exact year of death is unknown. 
7 David L. Lieber and Jules Harlow, eds. Et: HC1yim: Torah and Commcmary (New York: Jewish Publication 
Society, 2001), 131. 
8 See also Genesis 36:1-2 which lists Esau's foreign wives. 
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3~ and they were a source of bitterness to Isaac and Rebekah. 

:•nn:, 11?,x n:::i n~iL':J nx, 'nii;i '11'\:J n::1 n•ii:,, nK ;iwK nv·i :,Jw C'li:JiK 1::i W,'li ,:,,, (i7) 

::ij,::li,, pn~,, ni, n,~ r":im (:,-;,) 

(Rashi on Genesis 26:35) :,', :,o~ '0 ;,"iD n"tztM"i:I 111"tz1i 

::,ir :,ii:::tli' rni:::till i•:,i• - :,j,::li?1 vnx,1, 
To Isaac and to Rebekkah- That they were engaged in foreign worship 

00•31:,:,:, cm., 1!>:'i rmr.•,31 i•:, r,•:::i:i i:,031::i c:, ,c•3i'i:i 1:i"tri'll~:i 1ni, miirJi'Ji mo•v:ir.i -m, n,r.i 1":im 
And they were a source of bitterness- They angered and caused bitterness in [Isaac and 
Rebekkah's] spirits with their evil deeds, and also in dealings within the home they would do 
the opposite of what [Rebekkah and Isaac] wanted to make them angry. 

Commentary 

The content of these two verses is unrelated to the verses preceding it, but is perhaps 

a setup for the following story of Jacob (with the help of Rebekah) taking his brother's 

blessing. The exogenous, and perhaps devious nature of this marriage is emphasized by its 

departure from the preceding nuptial story in which Abraham specifically declares that he 

must find a woman from his homeland to become Isaac's wife. Esau's behavior stands in 

stark contrast to this story both because of whom he is marrying and because he has taken it 

upon himself to arrange a marriage rather than following the social convention of allowing 

his parents to initiate the match.9 All of these behaviors, it seems. are intended to reinforce 

the idea that Esau is unfit to be the patriarch of his generation. 10 

9 Nahum M. Sarna, The JPS Tom// Comme11tary: Gcme.1·is (Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication Society, 1989). 
189. 
10 Adele Berlin and Marc Zvi Brettler, eds., The Jc:wish St11C~I' Bible' (New York: Oxford University Press, Inc., 
2004), ss. 



Rashi. 11 drawing upon Genesis Rabbah 65:4 suggests that Isaac and Rebekkah's 

displeasure is due to the fact that these women were engaged in foreib'l'l worship. 12 

Radak 13 embellished, saying these women always did the very opposite of the will of 

Isaac and Rebekkah, thus drawing their ire. He saw this line as a cautionary tale to future 

generations who might consider marrying a foreign woman. 

Genesis 27:46-28:9 

46 Rebekah said to Isaac, "I am disgusted with my life because of the Hittite women. If Jacob 
marries a Hittite woman like these, from among the native women. what good will life be to 
me?" 
1So Isaac sent for Jacob and blessed him. He instructed him, saying, "You shall not take a 
wife from among the Canaanite women. 
2 Up, go to Paddan-aram, to the house of Bethuel, your mother's father, and take a wife there 
from among the daughters of Laban, your mother's brother, 
3 May El Shaddai bless you, make you fertile and numerous, so that you become an assembly 
of peoples. 
4 May He grant the blessing of Abraham to you and your offspring, that you may possess the 
land where you are sojourning. which God assigned to Abraham." 
s Then Isaac sent Jacob off, and he went to Paddan-aram, to Laban the son of Bethuel the 
Aramean, the brother of Rebekah, mother of Jacob and Esau. 
6 When Esau saw that Isaac had blessed Jacob and sent him off to Paddan-aram to take a wife 
from there, charging him, as he blessed him, "You shall not take a wife from among the 
Canaanite women," 
7 and that Jacob had obeyed his father and mother and gone to Paddan-aram, 
8 Esau realized that the Canaanite women displeased his father Isaac. 
9 So Esau went to Ishmael and took to wife, in addition to the wives he had, Mahalath the 
daughter of Ishmael son of Abraham, sister of Nebaioth. 

11 Rabbi Shlomo Yitzchaki, better known as Rashi, was born in France and lived in the years 1040-1105. 
12 Jewish literature includes a number different terms to refer to non-Jews. fn some instances the particular 
words used may have been selected with thoughtfulnes.-. about the particular nuance of that tenn. At other times 
it seems authors have considered the tenns interchangeable. For the sake of simplicity this thesis will translate 
oved koklia\·im, and min as idolatry. idolater or heretic, where appropriate. The word al'Odah :ara will be 
translated as foreign worship. Goyim will be translated as nations or non-Jew and nochri will be translated as 
foreigner. In most cases, the reader wm have access to the Hebrew and can therefore check the translations 
against the word used in the original. The exception to these translation policies will be translations of biblical 
text taken directly from the Jewish Publishing Society's 1985 translation of the Bible. For those passages, the 
translations will remain as JPS has seen fit to render them. 
I) Rabbi David Kimchi, known as Radak, lived in Provence, France in the years 1160-1235. 
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mJ:::ir.:i ;'i,N:i .nn rm::ir.:i ;"'it:,•N :ljili'" np, CN nii .n,JJ "JOi'::) "ii:l "11~i' j?ii:!l" 7N :ij:'::11 ,~Nm (ir., 

:r::r"n .. , :ir.:i, rix:i 

:1l7J:l mJ::i~ ;"it:.,•N npr, N, ,, 1i'::IN'1 1:-ii~ .. , ,nx 7,::t, :lj?l7' ?N j?ii:!l" Nij:'"1 (N) 

:77.l~ "iiN 1:!7 n1J:Ji'::) :it·N otim ,., np, li'::IN ":lN 7Nin:i :irt:::i t:l1N ;'1Jj0 ,, o,i, (::1) 

:C"i'::lli ?:ij?7 11"";-ii 7::i,.,, 71='"1 711N 71:!" "ii.ii ':'Ni (:.) 

:O:i1::lN, Cl':i7N 1m itu·K , .. ,::.r.:i riN 1'1N 7nc-·,, 7l"IN ll7it71 ,, □:-ii:ltii: r,:,i::i m~ ,, j11"1 (i) 

:ii.ii3)'1 ::ljili" C:U'\ :ii':li "iiN "i'::liK:'i ,l'<t,r,:::i j::l P' ,x OiN ;'iJj:j ,., .. , :Jj,li" .ilN pmt" n,c-... , (:i) 
,~ .. , ,nx ,:i,:i.:i ;iwN ot:.,·r.:i ,, nni,, Oil'\ m,~ inN n,tz.,•1 ::li'li" nN pmP 71:::i ":l 1i.iil7 N,.,, O) 

:13.iJ:l mJ::ir.:i :-itit'l'\ iiim N7 ir.:ix, r7li 
:CiN ;'iJj::) ,, .. , ii'::IN ,N, r:::iN .,N ::lj:'lP l7i'::ltzr, (T) 

:1":::IN jiiil" "J"l7:l. 1l1J:) 111J:J 111:lii ":l 1i.iil7 Ni"i (n) 

::iiVN7 ,, rtvJ ',i, m"::i.J mnN o:i,:ix i::! 'iN:11r.:itir n:i r,-,n?'.) nx nv"i ,x:i;~tzr ,x ,i•37 ,, .. , (o) 

Commentary 

Through this story we learn that the commitment Abraham makes in Genesis 24 to 

help his son many within the clan is not a random occurrence. Rather, this is a custom that is 

to be passed from generation to generation. . Many commentators including Rashi, 

Chezkuni, Rashbam and Radak note that this episode between Isaac and Jacob repeats the 

tradition begun with Isaac and his father Abraham. In both cases, the son is given these 

instructions on who he should many and it is his upholding of this inrnarring tradition that 

causes him to be chosen over his brother as the one to carry on the intergenerational blessing 

first bestowed by God on Abraham. The biblical text does not explicitly explain why the 

Hititie woman is displeasing to Rebekkah, but the context instructs the reader that her 

reaction relates to lineage. The taking of foreign wives would bring peoples into this 

covenantal blessing not intended by God to be included in it. Therefore, Esau's act of taking 

two foreign wives becomes the reason and the proof that it is his brother Jacob and not he 

who is to be the inheritor of Abraham's blessing. 

12 



Genesis 34 
1 Now Dinah, the daughter whom Leah had borne to Jacob, went out to visit the daughters of 
the land. 
2 Shechem son of Hamor the Hivite, chief of the country, saw her, and took her and lay with 
her by force. 
3 Being strongly drawn to Dinah daughter of Jacob, and in love with the maiden, he spoke to 

the maiden tenderly. 
4 So Shechem said to his father Hamor, 11Get me this girl as a wife. 11 

5 Jacob heard that he had defiled his daughter Dinah; but since his sons were in the field with 
his cattle, Jacob kept silent until they came home. 
6 Then Shechem's father Hamor came out to Jacob to speak to him. 
7 Meanwhile Jacob's sons, having heard the news, came in from the field. The men were 

distressed and very angry, because he had committed an outrage in Israel by lying with 
Jacob's daughter-~ a thing not to be done. 
8 And Hamor spoke with them, saying, "My son Shechem longs for your daughter. Please 
give her to him in marriage. 
9 Intermarry with us: give your daughters to us, and take our daughters for yourselves: 
10 You will dwell among us, and the land will be open before you; settle, move about, and 

acquire holdings in it. 11 

11 Then Shechem said to her father and brothers, "Do me this favor, and I will pay whatever 
you tell me. 

12 Ask of me a bride-price ever so high, as well as gifts, and I will pay what you tell me; only 
~ive me the maiden for a wife." 

3 Jacob's sons answered Shechem and his father Hamor -- speaking with guile because he 
had defiled their sister Dinah --

14 and said to them, "We cannot do this thing, to give our sister to a man who is 
uncircumcised, for that is a disgrace among us. 
15 Only on this condition will we agree with you; that you will become like us in that every 

male among you is circumcised. 
16 Then we will give our daughters to you and take your daughters to ourselves; and we will 

dwell among you and become as one kindred. 
17 But if you will not listen to us and become circumcised, we will take our daughter and 

go." 

:riN;'i ml:l:l mN,, :li'Y"' :i,,., ilVN :,2(1, n:i :il"1 N:im, (N) 

::iJY"i :inN :i:li?l"1 :,r,l( ni,", 1'1N:"i N"lVJ .,,n:, ,,?:ln 1:i c:nz, :i11N N,.,, (:::l) 

:ii,,:i:, :i, ?l.' ,::1,.,, 1lil;"I Ill'\ ::l;'iN"1 ::ljil7" l'l:l :"iJ"i::l ,w~J ji::lim (:.) 

::·nvN, 1'1Nt:i :ii1?":1 11N .,, Tiji ,~K, i"JN ,,~n ,N CJ:::)iV ,~N.,, (1) 

:CN::l jj] ::ljil7" ~•,n:,, :i,w:::i 1:iJji~ 1'1N ,,:, r:i:i, ,n:i ;"jj'lj nN Kr.,D .,, Y~W ::lj.'l7", (;"i) 

:,m, ,:i,, ::li'l1" 7N c,w ":JN ,,r.,n N:!i:"1 (i) 
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,K,c,,:i :,t:,•31 :,,~ ,:, 1Kr., C:'i? ,n,, c:ri·JX:i ,:::i::31n,, 031?:ii?,,•:, :,1t,•:, 1r., ,x::i :::lj?Y' 'J:::l1 (T) 

:;,t'V' 1'(1, 1::ii ::li'31' 11:l l'IK ::!:ltzl? 
::,~•x, ,., :,r,x K:i ,:in o:,r,:1::i ,t,~:i :'ii'TZi'M ,:i::i c:,t:1 ir.,N, cnK ,,r.,n ,:::11,, (n) 

:o::i, invn ,.:i,n:i::i rn~, ,:i, ur,r, c:rm:1 ,:inx ,:innri:'ii (o) 

::'i::i irnN:i, :i,,nc, ,::iw c:r.:io, :,,;,r, riN:i, ,:it-·n i:lnK, (') 
:1nK ,,K ,,~Kn iwK, C:l'J'3.7:J 1n Ki~N ;'l'MN ,N, ;,,:iK "iN c:itt.-· -,r.,x,, (N•) 

::,wx, ,11:i:i nx ,, ,:in, ,,x ,,r.,xn ,wx::i mnx, 1n~, ,:i~ 11-t~ ,,:11 ,::i,:i (:r) 
:onnN :,:i,1 mt K?:lD iilt'K ,,:ii,, :ir.,i~:i. ,,:::ix ,,r.,n m~, o:iw nN Ji'V' 'JJ ,:i:s1,, (::.•) 

K1ii :io,n ,::, :,1,i:s1 ,, ii?.i'N w-x1? ,:innx nK nn, iiT:i ,::11;, mti·li', ,:i,:i x1? Cii'"'?N ,,~x,, c,·) 
:,:i, 

:i:n 'i:l c:i, 1,~:,1, m~:, ,-;,n ex c::i, n,x:i nNi:l 7K (io) 
:inK Cl17 1J''ii1 c::>nN ,:i:::i~r, 1J7 np:i C::l'IiJ:::l l"lK1 c::,1, 1J'rt:l::l nK 1Jrt:11 (TC) 

:1:i:i1i:i1 ,:in:i. nN ,:inp,, ,,r.,:i'i ,:i,,x 1ll'~im x, oKi (r-) 

Commentary 

This episode is well known to modem readers because of Anita Diamant's wildly 

popular 1997 midrashic novel, The Red Tent. Diamant's novel centers on the possibility that 

Dinah was not raped but rather was in love with Shchem. It is important for the modem 

reader to recognize that while Diamant's creation is an artful midrash, it does not reflect the 

straightforward meaning of the story that emerges from a close critical reading. According to 

the literary hints embedded in the biblical version of the story, this episode is primarily about 

a family's reaction to the rape of the unbetrothed virgin, Dinah, and the shame such a crime 

would have brought onto her family. 

This text is relevant to the topic of intermarriage because as the story unfolds, the 

family is presented with the possibility of widespread intermarriages with the forbidden 

Hivites. 14 Deuteronomy 7:4 states that Hivites are forbidden as marriage partners because 

they wilt, "tum your children away from Me to worship other gods ... " Do Dina's brothers 

see circumcision as a means of conversion and thus a way to transcend a cultural identity that 

14 See Deuteronomy 7: 1-5 for the full prohibition against marriage to Hivites. 
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forbids one from marriage with an Israelite? Or, is tribalism an insurmountable and 

unchangeable characteristic that precludes one from ever marrying a Jew? In verses l 5-16, it 

seems that Jacob's sons will acquiesce to Hamor's request that they allow intermarriages, 

provided the men ofSechem agree to circumcise themselves first. However, as the modem 

scholar Nahum Sama demonstrates, the context of the story reveals that this offer on the part 

of Jacob's sons is not genuine. Rather, the mass circumcision of males is a war tactic that 

will enable Jacob's few sons to overpower the men of Shchem. According to Sama, the 

whole episode functions primarily as an example of the sexual depravity of the inhabitants of 

the land, a recurring characterization throughout the stories in Genesis ( e.g., Lot, the men of 

Sodom and threats to Sara and Rebekkah because of their beauty). 15 For this reason, this 

story is not generally among the sources referenced in discussions of the prohibition against 

intermarriage. 

Genesis 41 :45 
4~ Pharaoh then gave Joseph the name Zaphenath-paneah; and he gave him for a wife 
Asenath daughter of Poti-phera, priest of On. Thus Joseph emerged in charge of the land of 
Egypt. --

i,31 :,o,~ t-tx', ;'iiZ!K, 1N 1:i::J 31,~ 'tJio n:i moK 11K ,, ,n,, mvo m~x :,o,~ ow :ivio Kiv'i 
o,,~~ fiN 

Commentary 

This verse has triggered much interest and commentary with regard to the identities 

of the people mentioned in it. Many commentators as well as the Babylonian Talmud (BT) 

(Sotah 13b) hold that Poti-phera is in fact the same person as Potiphar, in whose house 

15 Sama. The JPS Torah Commentary: Genesis, 233-236. 
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Joseph has served. By this reading Joseph has married a foreign woman who will go on to 

bear his children Manasseh and Ephriam (Genesis 41 :50). Many midrashim record stories 

which attempt to .. sanitize" the lineage of the Jewish people by removing this gentile mother. 

They do so by suggesting that Asenath is actually the daughter born to Dinah after she is 

raped in Sechem. Some of the stories, such as the one found in a manuscript published by 

Solomon Buber in 1894 entitled Midrash Aggadah. embellish the story farther by explaining 

how Asenath ends up in Potiphar's care. 16 The pseudopigraphic novella Joseph and Asenath 

takes a different approach to sanitizing Joseph's line. It does so by proposing that Asenath 

converts to Judaism. 17 In summary, the tradition is clearly uncomfortable with the possibility 

that Joseph would have intermarried and that Joseph's sons may have been born to a gentile 

mother, and goes to great lengths to explain these two seeming facts away. 

Exodus 34:11-16 
11 Mark well what I command you this day. I will drive out before you the Amorites, the 
Canaanites, the Hittites, the Perizzites, the Hivites, and the Jebusites. 

12 Beware of making a covenant with the inhabitants of the land against which you are 
advancing. lest they be a snare in your midst. 

13 No, you must tear down their altars, smash their pillars, and cut down their sacred posts; 
14 for you must not worship any other god, because the LORD, whose name is Impassioned, 

is an impassioned God. 
15 You must not make a covenant with the inhabitants of the land, for they will lust after their 
gods and sacrifice to their gods and invite you, and you will eat of their sacrifices. 
u, And when you take wives from among their daughters for your sons, their daughters will 

lust after their gods and will cause your sons to lust after their gods. 

,,n:,, "T1!:l;ii "nn;n "'Jl7J::i:,, "1i'JN:i nK TJ:>7J W1.l "JJ;'j Ol";'i 71!7J ":)Ji( itzi·N TlN ,, ii'J,Z,· (N') 

:"01:l'';'i1 

:7:J1i'::l tuj?i~, ;'i';'i' 1=' ;'i"1,17 N::l :,nx 1iVN rii-t:, :::liZJ1"' rl"1::l ni:m 1!:l 7; i~u,:, (:r) 

16 The date of authorship of this collection is unknown with estimates ranging from as early as the Tannaitic 
period to as late as the Medieval period. 
17 Mark Philonenko, .. Joseph and Asenath." EJ 10:223·224. 
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:1in,:,r, ,,,t:,•N nK, i,,:icm on::i'i~ .nNi ,,'irm cnn:n~ nN ":, (:t) 
:Ki:, iop ,K ,~tt.1 Kli' pip" "'::l ,me,~, ;nnnwn ~, ":i (1•) 

:in:im n,:n~, ,, Nip, C:'i"ii'~' ,n:m c:,,:,-,K -,n~ iJn f1K:'i :livi•, n"'i:i n,:m ,~ (iu) 
:1:,":-r"iK .,,m, 1"l::i n~ ,:im, i:i":i7K ,,n~ ,.,n:i::i ,:m , .. :i::i, ,.,nJ::l7.l nnp,, (rt') 

(Keter Yonetan on Exodus 34:15) ii, vi=c -r; i'-,c ,,,~w ,r1:i,, ~:) 
:c:iry"?N "'il:lT lt.) 1:i:iM, ,, iN,v·i C:i"'"'N' ,n:::ir, C:i .. ,•,N ·,m, 1!::•, Y-,N:i :::i?L-•iry n·,:::i m,::rn Nt.)W (i:) 
15) Lest you make a covenant with the inhabitants of the land and tum to follow their gods 
and sacrifice to their gods and they entice you and you eat of the sacrifices of their gods. 

(Rashi on Exodus 34:15) ~;,-=a,,...,;,,, n,~m ""W-, 
np,,, N:::l :ir\N 7:i ,,nt.)?L-• .CI'li'l:::ll,·::i ;"ii,;:J , .. ,:11 :i1:i3J't.) "lK1 • ,n,·:iK:::i WJW' l"Kti-· iiTIK ,,:::i;:i:i - ,n:im n,::it-i:, 

:7"'J:i, i•mJ:::ir.l 
A11dyo11 eat of their sacrifice- for you might reason that there is no punishment for eating 
themt but I charge you as though you confessed to their idolatry, for through this you will 
come and take of their daughters for your sons. 18 

(Ramban on Exodus 34:11} -r1, :,, n,i,iz., l"=-, 

i17.liZ;" ,,oN'U..' i·i!:lJ ,, ?31'1 ,7131':J ':::lJK ,,::n111,· n1!7.):'i ';,JJ ,cic K? - Ci":"! 71:!.l'l "JlK ,wN nN ,, it.)it: (K") 
n,0::i:ii .r"Y ii::i11, i,:,:, :,Y n,::iw.· ii,nn ,,n,,xiL-· ;'iO:t r,•11,•y ,?L-·10 j:,::i ;i11,•37r, K?i ,cwt 71xl':J ':::lJNili' rmtl':J;i 

- :::, l:::l ,,11,) 7'J!)? 7K?O n?itzt• ':::llK ;'iJ:'i :illt',!)::l ;itt,•31 itzt'K:) .cn•,J 71-1 C:i7il,' T"l1 ?31 ,,:iT;"l1 c:rt.)lijj tZ,·,i, 
,n ,TZ,·ro w,37"' iow ,,, :,v;l,Tn 1'.., :,:,or.) ":i?K (r pio::i) lK:>::i =roi:ii .0•1,u..•1'1:i c•i<Jn:i ,tit ,,m•11,• ,(;.1? 

';, 111Kii "J!:1 nK 1;,:::i mtit,, c•,i,;'j VJ?!Zt' rJlT ,,m:,, .C:i'J!l1, ,, .. n ,rm~ n,tz,•37!;, C'l':Ji,m nJ!Zt'nr.l:i ,,,::itit ?lliJ 
=,,o:::i i•;nz,-,,!) ,:::i:i, ,:i,r :i11~ 1'1iiiTN inN K:J •:, ,li,,.. C3,"tl;'i1 ,C?L-" :iil,"li ,tzt•K:i .(l:I v10!)) ?K1:Z,.., ":i?K 

:(:::i::i :, ,,11,) ,,n, 37~1zr, 

11) Obse,·ve thou that which I am commanding thee this day- Of all the commandments 
mentioned previously He did not say / am commanding thee. Therefore we must explain the 
meaning of His words as follows: "Observe the commandments which I command you today, 
and do not treat them as you have treated those which I commanded you at first, when you 
violated everything by worshipping the idols." Now He promised here to drive out from 
before them the peoples [of the Land], and He warned them against their idols and against 
making a covenant with them, just as He had done in the section of Behold, I send a11 angel 
before thee, thus going over the first conditions again. However, He added here, Thou shalt 
make thee no molten gods, meaning that they should not do as they had done with the calf, 
even if their thoughts are directed to Heaven, to make themselves a guide. He restated here 
the subject of the three festivals, that they appear before the Eternal God, the God of Israel, 
as He had mentioned it there. The reason [for the restatement] is known, since it comes after 
the admonition against idolatry. I have already explained it at the end of Yayishma Yithro. 19 

18 Translation adapted from Abraham ben Isaiah and Benjamin Sharfman, The Pe11lclle11cl1 and Rashi"s 
Commentary (New York: S.S. &R. Publishing. 1977) Exodus 430. 
19 Translation from Charles B Chavel, Ramba11 Commc!lltary on the Torah (New York: Shilo Publishing House, 
1973) Exodus 587-588. 

17 



(Ramhan on Exodus 34:15) i= :,ice,, :,-,c r,i~w )":~-i 
,1:mt "JKi . ""iZi'i 11;,:.·-, .:imi:n;J :ii,~:i 7'7li' :i';,li'~ 'JKi • m,·:ii-tJ IL'J1li' 1•x;,:.· :il'IK ,,::,,o::::i - inJm 11,:::ii-t, (it:) 
x,, ,:iiiri:, ,~ K1:i ,,ot-:tV ,,~K C:ii' ,T"li' .nJ11j;'l'1 ,:::i,K::l ii"'l:iTK ,nv (:l ~ r,,n ,::l Kl.' v":l) 1J·m:i, ni·, -,31 
,, K"'lii" 1!:l1 • ,•~r, oii, ,n::n• ·::::i c:,•:,,i-: ·,ni-: ,m rix:i :ii·,·, r,•i:i mi::ir, 1!:l , ,:i~iL·~ 1:i, .:ir x,K ,:i ,rx~ 
11i·Ki:i iK1?:::i .ni::::ii·~J mi:itK ,,::::i :iJ:ii . 7"JJ1, ,•mJJ~ ni,;, 1!:l1 . ,•,nK ,nm:l ,•;i,K1? n:ir- ,i·x inJT~ r,7::::ii,c, 

:ri·,::1 m,::in 1!1 ,~x1v 

15) And Thou eat of their sacr(fice- "You might think that there is no punishment for eating 
thereof. but I will account it to you as if you a&,rreed to its idolatrous worship." This is 
Rashi's language. But I say in accordance with the opinion of our Rabbis that this constitutes 
an admonition against eating of the sacrifices to idols, which they said is forbidden by law of 
the Torah, and we find no verse concerning it except this one. And the following is the 
meaning of the verse: "lest thou make a covenant with the inhabitants qf the land, and they 
go astray after their gods, for they will always be sacrificing to them, and lest they call thee 
and thou eat of their sacrifice, which he will sacrifice to his gods in his going astray after 
them, and Jest thou take o.ftheir daughters unto thy sons." Thus they are all admonitions 
following the first prohibition, concerning which He said, lest thou make a covenant. JO 

Commentary 

This text, coming on the heels of the incident of the golden calf, emphasizes the 

seductive power of native cultures surrounding the Israelites. As Ramban notes in his 

commentary on verse 11, God is now reemphasizing that the people must be vigilant to keep 

the commandants God has given and not to transgress them as they have recently done by 

engaging in idol worship. Rashi, noting the sequencing of a prohibition on sharing food 

being followed by a prohibition against intennarriages, reiterates the point made in BT 

Avodah Zarah 8a and in Targum Yonatan that mingling over food can eventually lead to 

other improprieties. 21 Similarly Ramban sees each of the specific prohibitions in verses 15 

and 16 as elaborations on the initial point not to enter into covenants with these people lest 

the Israelites be led into idol worship. By the accounts of all commentaries the main concern 

20 Ibid. Exodus 588-589. 
21 Kerer Yonaran is a Hebrew translation by Rabbi Jacob Menachem Wertheimer of Targum Yonatan. Targum 
Yonaum is also known as Targ11m Ycr11shalmi. This work is sometimes attributed to the Tanna Jonathan ben 
Uziel, a student of Hillel, but modem scholars concur that this is an erroneous attribution. Its true authorship 
remains a mystery. Targ11m >'onat,m, like Targum Onkelos is in Hebrew-Aramaic. However, unlike Targum 
Onkelns, which offers a close and generally faithful translation of the text, Targum Yonatan often intersperses 
aggadic and halachic material in the translations. (Source: The Bar llan Responsa Project, version 12 plus) 
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with these foreign peoples is that they will lead the Israelites astray to worship foreign gods. 

In the context of a prohibition on intennarriage. this text is a basis for the commonly cited 

concern that a non-Jewish spouse may lead the Jew into idolatrous behavior. 

Leviticus 24:10-11 
10 There came out among the Israelites one whose mother was Israelite and whose father was 
Egyptian. And a fight broke out in the camp between that half-Israelite and a certain Israelite. 

11 The son of the Israelite woman pronounced the Name in blasphemy, and he was brought 
to Moses -- now his mother's name was Shelomith daughter of Dibri of the tribe of Dan ... 

W .. N, n'?N1il,'"i1 lJ iiJn?.)J 11J,, .,N,tzl' "J::! ,,ri:i ,,'.!t?J TlrN 1J K1i11 ri"?Niilt'" :,wx 1J K:i'1 (,) 
:'1,Niu.,,:, ,:i, n:i 1i'?J1?TV ,~N cw, :,w~ 1?N ,nN 1N'J,, ''i'"1 ow:, nN n"?Niilri1 iltz/N:i 1:i :Ji''1 (K') 

,,:iK :!]t)"I, ,, ;'il) ,, ,,7.)K 11 :'1]"7;)::I ,,:iN w,, K::ltv 1(3"1 rcn,, nw,::>7.l N,,n • ., "IJn N7.lliiJn::i Nn,N1::J .•. 

cm?.lN r,,::i, t-t1?, cm::iK rr::i, mrm"::i ,,,., ,~ iz·•K (:I ,:rn;,::i) :rn::i ,, ,,r.n~ ,JK 1, rm::il.) c:i1, i1;,K 11 ;,Jii7;)::I 
.~,,., 17.l!l ::i•,in;,;, K!"l :iiV7;) 1,tz,• U"i rr::i, OJ:>J 

... as it is written in Tanclwma, Rabbi Hiyah taught, from the section on relationships, it came 
out that he came to plant his tent in the camp of Dan. They said to him: What is with you 
that you are setting up your tent in this area assigned to Dan? He said to them, .. I am from 
the sons of Dan, as it is written, •'Each man shall camp with his standard, under the banner of 
his ancestral house .... " (Numbers 2:2) According to his father's ancestral house and not his 
mother's. 

Commentary 

This text is not one of the primary texts cited in discussions of intermarriage yet it is 

worth studying. One learns from this story both that Israelites were marrying (or at least 

having sexual relations with) Egyptians and that the Torah chose to preserve a story in which 

the child of such a union becomes a blasphemer. In its original context, the main issue of this 

passage is that somebody has just committed blasphemy and will now be punished. It is 

however quite curious that the notoriously terse Torah would dedicate many words to 
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describing that this person is the child of an Israelite woman and an Egyptian man. The 

reader is left to imagine the significance of this detail. 

Plaut's commentary on the Torah notes that the Rabbis interpret these details as 

pointing to the fact that the blasphemy is a result of the child's frustration over his ambiguous 

status in the community.22 A midrash in Leviticus Rabbah teaches that the child wishes to 

join the camp of Dan, his mother's tribe, but the community wi11 not recognize him as being 

part of Dan because tribal lineage is to be passed through the father. 23 

Baruch Levine, in The JPS Torah Commentary, does not comment on the fact that the 

blasphemer's father was an Egyptian. Rather, he believes the man's lineage is included in 

this story as a critique of his mother's lineage. Levine writes, ••ttis mother came from the 

tribe of Dan, associated with the northern cult at the temple of Dan, which the Jerusalemite 

priesthood considered illegitimate. "24 

Etz Hayim, the Conservative movement's Torah commentary, explains the 

significance of the mixed lineage as follows, "The Torah emphasizes that the blasphemer's 

parents were of different ethnic and religious origins. Might this have been a home where no 

religious values were taught, because there was no religion shared by all members of the 

family?"25 This commentary is clearly taking the liberty of applying a modem idea to a text 

written in a different time, and therefore is more an indicator of the Conservative moment's 

outlook and a modem derash, than it is a scholarly piece of Torah commentary. 

22 • Gunther Plaut et al., The Torah: A Modem Commentary (New York: The Union of American Hebrew 
Congregations, 1981 ), 732. 
2~ Pl;ut et al., The To,-ah: A Modem Commemm,•, 939; le\·iticus Rt,bbah 32:3. 
24 Levine, The JPS Torah Comme111w,·: Lel•itic:11~. 166. 
25 David L. Lieber and Jules Harlow,'eds. Et: Hayim: Torah and Commentary (New York: Jewish Publication 
Society, 2001), 732. 
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Ramban takes this text as an opportunity to discuss issues of Jewish identity as related 

to parental identity. He understands the passage to be saying that this child is not Jewish 

because the lineage followed the father in biblical times. Nonetheless, Ramban notes that 

according to Jewish law, a child born of an Israelite woman and a non-Jew is considered to 

be a Jew.26 

Numbers 12:1 
1 Miriam and Aaron spoke against Moses because of the Cushite woman he had married: "He 
married a Cushite woman!" 

:•tt-·i:, ,tt-· ,ri,intt,•:i 1:ri,r.i ,::i:,11,• r:nz,•:i ,:,•::i•::i c•,,r.i ,:mtt,• i•m - r,,w:i;i :iwt-t;i 
The Cushite ,1.,oma11-This informs us that everyone admitted her beauty, just as everyone 
admits the blackness of an Ethiopian. 

Cushite- By gematria "beautiful in appearance" 

Because of the woman- Because of her divorce 
,:i':)":l K71 :i''IL'llr.i::l ,:i''IL''.!ir.J:l :iKl :,J•x, :i•::r:::i iiK:J iill,'K ,, tt,•• K7K • ,r.i,, ,,r.i,n :ir.J - np, l'l"W:l :-iWK ,, 

:,:i:i :iRl mu 7:iK 

For he had married a Cushite woman- What does scripture teach (by this repetition)? [That] 
there are women becoming in their beauty, but not becoming in their deeds, but she was 
becoming in every respect. 

;;'i'.!11 rll 1:::l o,,in, K?l,l,' •1::, , ''IL,'1::, ;'il'\J U:::t i1K K11i':i CiK:l r,•tt,•1::i .i11\1j;'J :i'U CtV 73i - 11'i:t':l;'i ;'iiZl"':i 

::i~·,::. :inli, - np, n•ill:i 0w~ ~:i 
The Cushite woman- Because of her beauty she is called Cushite, as one calls his handsome 
son .. Cushite" 

26 See BT Yebamot 45a. The ruling that Jewish identity officially goes according to matrilineal descent 
continues to be the nonnative halakhic opinion in the Conservative and Orthodox movements today. TI1e 
American Refonn movement and the Reconstructionist movement (which together represent nearly 50% of all 
affiliated Jews) are the only two groups that recognize patrilineal descent in addition to matrilineal descent. The 
issue of descent is relevant to the discussion of intermarriage and will be revisited in the fourth chapter of this 
thesis. 
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{Rashbam on Numbers 12:1) lC vice::.~;,~ ,.=:r~= c:i":iz.,, 
:oii nn::ii·r.,~ x•;,i:,' • n,t:1,:,[;-,] (X) 

Cushite- From the family of Harn 
K,, nm~ :i::i,7,j n;,,, ;-;J1v i::t1::i,x i,n::i rix:i 7,7,ji• u:i, ;'i1.:,'7,j1 t:rr.)•;-; ,,::n::i 'n:i,:i - Tii'? n~w,::i :itvl'\ •::i 

• n:i·1 :'iii::i:i "?•::iiZi·:i cxi· • ,mi·:i ,;:,•!1 iiii .:i, pprJ x,;z,• ,::i ,,:i·,c·::i i;..•1· K? 1:J;'i, .ct:,• :i.,n:ii· ir.i:J :,r.,i; :::i:ii· 
'?nv, n·i·,::i ;'i\L'iit •:, ;z,-,:i, ,,,~ ;-;r., 

For he took a Cushite woman- As it is written in Chronicles that our teacher Moses ruled the 
land of Cush for forty years and took one queen [from there], but he did not lay with her, as it 
is written there, But they (Aaron and Miriam) did not know when they spoke that he was not 
bound to her [in marriage). This is the central message of the text. For, if they were 
speaking ofTzipporah. what would be the need to explain.for he took a Cushite woman. 

Cushite- She is Tzipporah 

:ix - :i,iv::i ;·mt:,•r.i !1"i!,'i:, :"i7,j :x,x !;;r.i;z,• :i,ui•:i: x,;'i, ?;-;r.,;z,• n•ii·,:i •:,, ,iii'' ,i·x n•t:,•:,;, :,t:,•x;, mix ,1r 
:,•;z..·!Jr.i:::i :"iJ1t.i'r.i ;n,::i•:::i: 

On account of the Cushite he took- Could this be a Cushite? ls this not Tzipporah! Rather, 
just as a Cushite is distinctive because of her skin, so Tzipporah is distinctive because of her 
deeds, 

Commentary 

The straightforward reading of this passage suggests that Moses has taken an 

additional wife from the land of Cush. Biblical scholars believe this area corresponds to the 

modern regions of Ethiopia and Sudan27 and to the region of Nubia, an area that was part of 

the Egyptian empire. 28 

The biblical text makes it clear that Miriam and Aaron have some problem with 

Moses having taken this wife, but it stops short of explaining what it is about the situation 

that irks them. Jewish texts from as early as the Tannaitic period through the Medieval 

period similarly express a discomfort with the possibility that Moses took a Cushite wife. 

The commentators are so uncomfortable that they go as far as offering very creative 

27 Plaut et al., The Torah: A Modern CommentmT, 1099. 
28 Berlin and Brettler, The Jewish Studi· Bible, 308. 
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midrashim on the verse to explain why the apparent straightforward meaniny of the verse is 

not correct. Ibn Ezra, for example, suggests that this "Cushite" woman is in fact the wife we 

already know of, Zipporah the Midianite. This creative reading is the one favored by the 

Talmud (BT Moed Katan 16b ). Sf{rei to Numbers. a collection of exegetical midrashim from 

the Tannaitic period, also contains many variations of this daim.29 Most of the midrashim on 

this theme explain that the word Cuslzite is being used as an adjective in the sense of beauty 

or good deeds rather than as a proper noun. Rashbam30 offers one of the only dissenting 

opinions, offering a convincing argument that text must be referring to a heretofore 

unintroduced additional wife from the land of Cush. 

The plain reading of the biblical texts informs us not only of the fact that Moses took 

a wife from Cush, but also that Miriam and Aaron were in some way unhappy about this 

situation. Commentators show similar discontent via the farfetched interpretations they 

suggest as ways of sanitizing the story. However, neither the biblical text nor the 

commentaries on the story ever explicitly state what the problem is with Moses having taken 

the Cushite wife. Modern readers may be tempted to hypothesize that the discomfort of 

Aaron and Miriam, as well as that of the later commentators, was driven by their aversion to 

intermaniage, but this speculation at best. At worst, this may be an anachronistic application 

of modern values to the time of the Torah. After all, there is no indication within the Torah 

that foreign peoples well beyond the boundaries of the land of Canaan were perceived by 

Israelites as banned by God. 31 

29 S{frci Bamidhar, psika 99. 
30 Rabbi Shmuel ben Meir, known as Rashbam, lived in France in the years 1083-1174. 
31 We will see later is this chapter that there was an avcrsiou 10 such women by tht: lati:r books in the Bible, but 
nowhere are they characterized as prohibited for marriage with Israelites. 
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Deute-ronomy 7: 1-4 
When the LORD your God brings you to the land that you arc about to enter and possess, and 
He dislodges many nations before you -- the Hittites, Girgashites. Amorites, Canaanites, 
Perizzites, Hivites, and Jebusites, seven nations much larger than you --
2 and the LORD your God delivers them to you and you defeat them, you must doom them 

to destruction: grant them no terms and give them no quarter. 
3 You shall not intermarry with them: do not give your daughters to their sons or take their 

daughters for your sons. 
4 For they will turn your children away from Me to worship other gods, and the LORD's 

anger will blaze forth against you and He will promptly wipe you out. 
~ Instead, this is what you shall do to them: you shall tear down their altars, smash their 

pillars, cut down their sacred posts, and consign their images to the fire. 
6 For you are a people consecrated to the LORD your God: of all the peoples on earth the 

LORD your God chose you to be His treasured people. 

'rlii:i 7'j::li.j z::r:ii tr1l "tiU.l1 ;'iI1il.-'il;, ;i?Jiti' N:l :-1I1N 1iUN riN:i ":,N 7":i"iN j:'1j;," 71\':l" ":J (N) 
:7r.ir.i C"i";mnn C":l, 0'1l ;'ij]:J.il.,· '01::!':i1 ,,n;-n 'Ti::i:-i, "Jli.l:l:i1 "ir.lN:i1 "iti'lil;·n 

:oJnn N,, rr,:i c:il;, 111:in ~, 011!'\ C'iiin c,n;'i z:m~::i;-n ,,:i::i, T;'i'N p,p, o:im, (:i) 

:7:i:J? npr, K? ,n::n ,:i:i, 1nn N, 711:i 0:1 1nnnn N1?, (:.) 
:i;·m 71"7,jitJ:i1 o::i:i i'1i'' r,N ;'i1ii1 O'inN 0':i'N 1"'i:l3J'1 ,,nNr.i 7:i:i nN 1"0" ,:, (1) 

Commentary 

These verses (and verse 3 in particular) are among those most frequently cited as 

forming the basis of the prohibition on intermarriage. The text clearly states that both men 

and women are forbidden to intennarry with the seven nations residing in the Promised Land. 

It is equally clear that the basis for this prohibition is a concern that the people may be led 

astray to worship foreign gods, thereby breaking some of the key principles and 

commandments given in the two preceding chapters.32 

Though the prohibition against intermarriage occurs in many places in the Bible, this 

is only source in which these seven nations are mentioned. At other times many more tribes 

are named (e.g., Genesis 15: i 9) and frequently six or fewer are named (e.g., Exodus 13:5, 

3~ See Deuteronomy 5:6-9, 6:4-15. 
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Deuteronomy 20: 17). ~3 Further complicating the matter of exactly who is to be included in 

the ban on intennarriage is the fact that the tenns Canaanite and Amorite are at times used to 

denote specific tribes and at other times are a blanket tenn for a11 non-Israelites living in the 

land of Canaan.34 These inconsistencies and ambiguities are noteworthy to those who wish 

to draw concrete conclusion regarding sanctioned and forbidden marriages. The reader is left 

to decipher whether the intent of the biblical passages is to single out particular tribes or to 

forbid the Israelites from mingling with any and all foreigners. Some would also debate 

whether this prohibition should be applied only to the area of Canaan or whether it should be 

applied to Jews and their surrounding cultures in the rest of the world. 

Overall, the message is so clear that the traditional commentators feel no need to 

explain it. Intennarriage with the peoples of the land of Canaan is forbidden out of fear that 

Israelites will be led into idolatrous behaviors. 

The Talmud, in BT Kiddushin 66b-68b, points to Deuteronomy 7:3 as the basis for 

the Rabbinic policy that kiddushin is ineffectual when attempted between a Jew and any non­

Jew. This same passage uses Deuteronomy 7:4 as the basis for arguing that the prohibition is 

not limited to the seven nations but rather applies to any foreign person because they might 

turn the progeny of the relationship away from the Jewish religion. 

Deuteronomy 21 : 10-13 
10 When you take the field against your enemies, and the LORD your God delivers them into 
your power and you take some of them captive, 

11 and you see among the captives a beautiful woman and you desire her and would take her 
to wife, 
12 you shall bring her into your house, and she shall trim her hair, pare her nails, 

,~ Tigay, The JPS To,-ah Comme11ta1:i', De111ero110111y, 84. Plaut et ul., The Torc,h: A Moclc•rn Commemm:i·, 
1377. Berlin and Brettler, The Jewish St11d1· Bible, 382. 
M • 
· Oded Bustanay, "Canaan, Land of." EJ 5: 100. 
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13 and discard her captive's garb. She shall spend a month's time in your house lamenting her 
father and mother; after that you may come to her and possess her, and she shall be your 
wife. 

:,,:iv.,• n':nz;, ,,,::i ,,:i,N viv' ,~n:n 1'::l'N ,l1 :,~n,~, x,;n ,::, <·> 
::it:1N, ,, r,np,, :,::i npt.:m, iN:n r,:,, riwt-t jj':!i;.,•::i r,•t-t,, (K') 

;jj•Ji:,-s r,i,.t jjnt,z;31i :it:i·x, nx :in,,., 7r,•::i ,,n -;,x jjr,N:::i:ii (:r) 

p int-ti C'~' n,, :,~x nK, ;'i':lN .nN: :i.n::,:i, i.n•::i:i :,::ic··, :i~,l1~ :,•::iw n,~w nN :,i•cm <=-•> 
::iti•N:'? 7'? :iJ'r:i1 :,r,1,17:11 :i'1,K N:i::ir, 

,:::i:, •iiitu , ,·:iw ri•:iu.,·, ,~,, 1·K ,x,i·· riK r,~n,1j::ii· , ,::i,~ :i,ri:i:, mu.,•,:, r,~n,~::i - :,~n,~, x,;.n •::, 
::,~u.,•J ;:J ii•nr, K; (ri:, :J ',•Jh) ,~KJ 

When you go.forth to ballle- The scripture speaks concerning an optional war, for regarding 
the war for the land of Israel it cannot be said, .. and you carry them away captive," because it 
has already been stated (Deuteronomy 20: 16), .. You shall not let a soul remain alive." 

:m~,K :iY:l1Zm C:iiL-' •~ ',31 :,Ki :-i:m1:::21Z.,· t:rw:i::> m:J,, - 1'::litl n•::ii!ii 
A11dyou take some of them captive- (This comes} to include the Canaanites who are in it, 
although they are of the seven nations.35 

(Rashi on Deuteronomv 21 :l ll N" vi0!1 M= ;,~ C"i:li ""lZ1i 

A woman of- even a married woman 
CK ?:JK .,,c,K:i :iJK1Zr :,,,m~ :i11:Jp:i 1•K CKiL,' .li'i:i ,i, 1'-J:) K,x :,,,n :i,:i, x, - :,T,ZJN? 7-;, nnp,, 

7:J? ,:i,,~, ,,,c 1:i :,J~~ i'?i:i, if:lic, •,:::., tlt'"K' r-:-rn ":J (ic pio!J) ,-,m~ -i~i<ltL' .:iKJi1v n,•:,, i!Jic .:iKtL'J 
:,,:,:-i n,,tL.,!J ,::ir.ioJ 

And you rake her to you as a W{fe~ The Torah speaks only in opposition to the evil 
inclination, for if the Holy One, blessed be God, does not make her permitted, he will 
marry her illicitly. However, if he does marry her, eventually he will hate her, for it 
is stated after this, (in verse 15), .. If a man has two wives ... ," and eventually he will 
beget from her a stubborn and rebellious son. Therefore these sections are adjoined. 

Commentary 

This passage is rarely cited in discussion of intermarriage but is fascinating and 

relevant as it seemingly provides an exception to the ban on intennarriage in the case of 

H Translations adapted from Abraham ben Isaiah and Benjamin Sharfman, Tlze Pentateuch and Rashi 's 
Commentary (New York: S.S. &R. Publishing, 1977) Deuteronomy 193-194. 
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female prisoners of war. Further, the wording in verse 13, that this woman will become a 

wife (isha) confirms that intermaniages are seen as valid in the Bible. The Talmudic concept 

of a marriage that does not actually take effect is not introduced as a concept in this or other 

biblical stories. 

Rashi's commentary seems a bit contradictory. First, in verse 10 he comments that 

the text must be speaking only of wars fought outside the land of Israel. Then in verse 11 he 

says that the rules of taking foreign women captive (and eventually marrying them) also 

apply to the Canaanites, even though they are among the seven forbidden peoples. Rashi 

goes on to explain even as this passage permits Israelite men to take these wives, it also 

creates rules intended to dissuade the men from marrying them. In particular, Rashi notes 

that the rules outlined in verses 12-14 are intended to minimize the likelihood that the man 

will turn his initial superficial attraction toward a foreign woman into a long term marital 

bond by forcing her to appear unattractive. Both Plaut's Torah commentary and the Erz 

Hayim Torah commentary contradict Rashi's assertion that Canaanite women are permitted 

for maniage, stating simply that this allowance for captive women must exclude Canaanite 

women based on the prohibition as stated in Deuteronomy 7:3.36 

The JPS Torah Commentary focuses on the ethical underpinnings of the rules related 

to captive women, arguing that they protect the women and their rights by insisting that these 

women cannot be kept as slaves but rather must be elevated to the status of wives. Another 

issue raised in this commentary but nowhere else is that of idolatry. In general, a key 

concern related it intennaniage is that idolatrous spouses will lead Israelites astray. One 

possibility for the silence of most commentators on this issue is that a they might not have 

considered foreign women from far off lands capable of spreading their culture to Israelites. 

30 Plaut et al., The Torah: A Modern Commentary, 1483. Lieber and Harlow. Et: Hayim. 1112. 
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Having been so dominated and stripped of their former identity by the acts described in 

Deuteronomy 12-13, she would have lost her own ties to her old ways and would have very 

little power left to influence a man to follow any remaining idolatrous practices. The JPS 

Torah Commentary, the only one to raise the issue of idolatry. cites this very argument as the 

justification for pennitting foreign women to Israelite men. 37 

Deuteronomy 23:4-5 
4 No Ammonite or Moabite shall be admitted into the congregation of the LORD; none of 
their descendants, even in the tenth generation. shall ever be admitted into the congregation 
of the LORD, 
5 because they did not meet you with food and water on your journey after you left Egypt, 

and because they hired Balaam son of Beor, from Pethor of Aram-naharaim, to curse you. 

:C?W 131 pip, ?;'ij:':l C;'i1;, ~., N:, "1,'tli'Y iii Cl j:'1i'" 1,:,p:i ":lN11J1 "Jl?JY N:l" N1:? (i) 

J'lN ,,1,31 ,:nu ,i·N, C'1X~~ C::JTINi::J. ,,,::i C'?J::11 cn,::i C::JTIN i?Jip N, ,wN ,:i, ?31 (:,) 
:71,1,p1, C'1:"IJ C1N iir,::i~ 1131:::l 1:J Cl1?:J 

Commentary 

These verses are not directly relevant to the discussion of intermarriage in that they 

have come to be understood as discussing something more akin to conversion. They are 

included here because of relevant discussions based upon them that appear in the Mishnah 

and in codes literature. 38 Another noteworthy feature of this text is that it bans the Moabite 

to the I 0 th generation, yet in the book of Ruth, a Moabitess joins the Jews and becomes the 

progenitor of the Davidic line. 

n Jeffrey H. Tigay. The JPS Torah Commentm-:,·: De1t1em11omy (Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication Society, 
1996), 193-195. 

38 See discussion on Mishnah foda1·im 4:4 and Mishneh Torah, Hilk/rot l.\'.\'llrei Biah 12:25. 
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PROPHETS AND \\'RITINGS 

Joshua 23:12-13 
12 For should you turn away and attach yourselves to the remnant of those nations -- to those 
that are left among you -- and intermarry with them, you joining them and they joining you, 

13 know for certain that the LORD your God will not continue to drive these nations out 
before you; they shall become a snare and a trap for you, a scourge to your sides and thorns 
in your eyes, until you perish from this good land that the LORD your God has given you. 

cnN:::11 c:,:i orm,nn;'i, o,nN :i,N;'i o·,~itJJ:, :i,K:i c",::.:i in":J cnv:iii ,:mzm :niV cN .,, (:r) 
:c:,:i c:i, o:i:i 

nti1? c::,1, ,,:,, c:i"Jti,~ :i1?N:i C"1l;'i J"IN W"11:i", c::i":i'~ ji1ji" :ore,., N1? .,, 13111'1 3111" (l") 

c:i, 1m iwN nNT:i :,:m~:, :,~1N:i 1,31~ c:i1::iN il7 c:i"J"31::l C"JJ~,, o:i"i~:i oo"tV,, iVi'i~,, 
:o:,,:,1,N j:'1ji" 

Commentary 

Though this passage is not often cited as a source for the ban on intermarriage, it 

serves as a strong reiteration of the prohibition on taking foreign wives. Here Joshua takes 

on the role previously filled by Moses in reminding the people of their covenantal promise to 

be true to the one and only God. In this case the warning includes both male and female 

foreigners and warns against marrying them or even fonning close relationships with them. 

Both are seen as opening oneself up to the temptation of idolatry. 

Judges 14:1-4 

10nce Samson went down to Timnah; and while in Timnah, he noticed a girl among the 
Philistine women. 2 On his return, he told his father and mother, "I noticed one of the 
Philistine women in Timnah; please get her for me as a wife." 3 His father and mother said to 
him, "Is there no one among the daughters of your own kinsmen and among all our people, 
that you must go and take a wife from the uncircumcised Philistines?" But Samson answered 
his father, "Get me that one, for she is the one that pleases me." 4 His father and mother did 
not realize that this was the LORD's doing: He was seeking a pretext against the Philistines, 
for the Philistines were ruling over Israel at that time. 
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:o~nc·,:::i mJ:i~ :irtl?-.m:i :it-•N Ni', :im~r, ,,c·~w i,,, (K) 

::itvK? ,, mm, inv :im;, z:rm:h!:l mJ::i~ :im~r,:::i 'rrt-t, :i'it.i'N ,~N,, ,~N,, i':iN, il'1 ,:11~, (:l) 

C'ritti·,:::i~ :it:i•N r,ni,, ,.,,:i :i11N ~~ :i?Z,'N ,~:17 ,~:n 1'MN mJ::l::l PN:1 ,~1-t, r::iK ,, ,~K'1 (~) 
:,J'li::l :i1iV' N':i ~~ ,., iii' :imN ,,::iN ?N 11i:i'~i!,' ,~N'1 c,,,11:i 

c:r,w~ c'riw,c N~:i:i rn;:n c'riw,::,~ t-'i'::l~ N1:i :iJNn ~~ N';'i viv'~ ':J ilii' N? ,~x, ,~::iN, c,) 
c :,Niizr:::i 

Commentary 

This excerpt, in which Sampson expresses his desire and plan to take a Philistine 

wife, is not generally cited in discussions of intermarriage. The text is noteworthy in that it 

adds a new theologically inclined explanation to the phenomenon of intermarriage, at least 

for this particular occurrence. The narrator reveals in verse 4 that though Sampson and his 

parents believe his attraction to this foreign woman is his own doing, in reality it is God at 

work behind the scene. While Sampson seems to be acting against the will of God by taking 

a foreign wife, the narrator assures us that this is part of God's plan to set a proper pretext for 

future harm that will be inflicted upon the Philistines. This carefully constructed narrative 

allows for God to utilize the possibility of intermarriage without necessarily approving of it 

in other contexts. 

1 Kings 3:1-3; l Kings 9:16; 1 KJngs 11:1-11 
The following three texts from l Kings are presented and analyzed as a group because 

together they document the story of King Solomon and the many foreign wives he married. 

The commentary appears after the third quotation. 

1 Kings 3:1-3 
1 Solomon allied himself by marriage with Pharaoh king of Egypt. He married Pharaoh's 
daughter and brought her to the City of David [to live there] until he had finished building his 
palace, and the House of the LORD, and the walls around Jerusalem. 
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2 The people. however. continued to offer sacrifices at the open shrines, because up to that 
time no house had been built for the name of the LORD. 
3 And Solomon, though he loved the LORD and followed the practices of his father David, 

also sacrificed and offered at the shrines. 

rm:i, ,n,::> 111 iii , .. 11 "iN :iN~:i .. , m:,~ r,::i m~ nv"'i c.,,~~ ,,~ :i11,o nN :i~,w irinn"i (~) 
:::r:io O?'C'i,, n~,n 1lN1 j?1j?" r,,:::i nN, 111"':J 11N 

~ :O:i:i C"1Y':i ili' i'1i'" CW'? ll"'J :il:JJ N, ":::) ;m~::l::l c:rn:li~ ci•;i p, (::l) 
:i"~p~i M::li~ N1:i m~:l::J j.'1 1":::lN i1i 1'11j:'ii:l 11:::>?1, j?1j?" l"lN :i~"it:i ::l:iN"i (:;,) 

1 Kings 9:16 
16 Pharaoh king of Egypt had come up and captured Gezer; he destroyed it by fire, kHled the 
Canaanites who dwelt in the town, and gave it as dowry to his daughter, Solomon's wife.) 

Tt:I )'ice t:I piD N ="='~ 
tl"ii?ill :il11"1 li;'i ,.,11:::i :Jilt';"l "llil::>ii mn '!VNJ ;"iO,ill"1 1il nN ,::i,.,, ;i;li 0"'13t~ ,,~ :iY,o 

:;,~,w nwN ,ri:i'i 

1 Kings 11:1-11 
1 King Solomon loved many foreign women in addition to Pharaoh's daughter-· Moabite, 
Ammonite, Edomite, Phoenician, and Hittite women, 
2 from the nations of which the LORD had said to the Israelites, "None of you sha11 join 

them and none of them shall join you, lest they turn your heart away to follow their gods." 
Such Solomon clung to and loved. 
3 He had seven hundred royal wives and three hundred concubines; and his wives turned his 
heart away. 
4 In his old age, his wives turned away Solomon's heart after other gods, and he was not as 

wholeheartedly devoted to the LORD his God as his father David had been. 
5 Solomon followed Ashtoreth the goddess of the Phoenicians, and Milcom the abomination 
of the Ammonites. 
6 Solomon did what was displeasing to the LORD and did not remain loyal to the LORD like 

his father David. 
7 At that time, Solomon built a shrine for Chemosh the abomination of Moab on the hill near 

Jerusalem, and one for Malech the abomination of the Ammonites. 
8 And he did the same for all his foreign wives who offered and sacrificed to their gods. 
9 The LORD was angry with Solomon, because his heart turned away from the LORD, the 
God oflsrael, who had appeared to him twice 

IO and had commanded him about this matter, not to follow other gods; he did not obey what 
the LORD had commanded. 

11 And the LORD said to Solomon, "Because you are guilty of this --you have not kept My 
covenant and the laws which I enjoined upon you -- I will tear the kingdom away from you 
and give it to one of your servants. 
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:n•r,n Z,"Jil n,r.)iN m·J~li 1W:lK1ij iilii~ r,:i 11K1 m:i, rw,:,J C"TL'J :liiN iir.)',iZ,' ,,r.)ii1 (N) 

c:,:i:i, 1'1K ,o., l:lK c::i::i iK:r N'i c;-n c;,:i 1N:l1'1 N., ,N,'tV" "J:l .,N ii1ii" ,i:)N itL'N Cl"1l;'! lr.) (::l) 

:jj:Ji'IN? jjr.)'itZ,' j:':li Cii:l Cl;'l"ii'iN "inK 
:,:i, nK 1"tij'J ,o,, rmu~ C'"iVJ' ,:rw,.,~, mNr.i li:lC- mit0 c,t-·.:i ,, "ii"1 (:..) 

i'1i'" C:li C"iTU 1:l:l? ii"ii K71 1:r,nN t]"jj'K .,,nN ,:i::i, 1'1N ,o;, 1"i:.-'J jjr.)1,te mpi nli, "jj"1 (1) 

:1":lN i"ii :l:J?:> 1"jj'iN 
:c·.:i~li fi'TU c::i,~ ,,nN, C"Ji~ ·:i1?N n,m,·:17 "inN :i~1iiit' ,,.,, (ii) 

:1":JN i1i:l ji1j?" "inN N?r.l K?1 j?1j?' "J"li:l lii;'i ;i~',~• ~'li"1 (1) 

:,i?~ll' "J::l fj?tl.i ,,i.).,, t:l?i!.i'1i' "J:) "il7 iC'N i;"'i:l ::11-\17:) rvt:J t·,~:i, :ii.)::J :ii.)"itL,' :iJ:l" TN (T) 

:i;-i•:i1?N'i mn:m~, mi"Oi'i.) m·,:i.:i:, ,•w.:i ,::i, :,wi;- 1:i, (ii) 

:tl"i.)3]!:) ,,1,K :iNij:i 'iNittr ";'i'N i'1i'" 0317:) ,::i:i, ;,~J ":l jji.)',c•:i j?1j.'" Z')JN.M"1 (e) 

:j:'1j:'" ;,ix iiVN .MN ji.)'tl,,' N,, O"iiiN 0":i'K ·inN n:,1, ,,n-,:i1, m:, i:li:i ,:1 ,.,.,N :,ix, (") 
ll'ij? 7""il,' "rr,:r itZlK "nj:m, ".M"i:l r,ii.)tu N'i1 77:)3:' 1'1NT :in"ii itZi'N 117" jj~,w, i'1i'" ,r.iN"1 (N") 

:7,:n1, :i"nm, 7"?lii.) :i:i?r.ir.):, nN ll'ii'N 

iii"iiTii ,1vN tl"1lii ,~ i:l''it-'J ""' N1ii'lt-' iiil(;"l j'i1l •Ji·~ ,rm~ :,J;. iilii - .,,., i:rtuJ :l:iN m~,w ,,r.iii, (N) 

iii"iiT:i itz..'K i:1"1VJ 1? :i.::tiiitr,' "J!l~ "J'll,'ii iX:i1 .i:lii":i1?ic •imt 1l"::l.::t1? l'IIC it:l" K,;z..• "i:> 1:1.::t ll'liil'll N''lli' iii1J'l:i 
:1Jii :,~1,i• 1:1.ilnp,i• cmp ,~ ,,,.,:JiliL' JWliiliZt' '1Ki iJ:Jlt-' 'i'.rn~ ii'.JN CK1 C'O:l1tt-' ni·i:>J ;,r~ ,mic :i11n:1 

,::i, ,tt-'"'IL' ,,, ":> :,,,,:-.mi· inK c::. ':i ':ii'.::t x::i, ,,oK iil'l":i :i:i7i:> n::i •:, mJliii'.J ~,~J :i":1 "'' :,r ,:i c11 

'JNi~, 'l1i'.J:!i NJ" N, 17:JKltt." 1,iipJ id, ,,N, 1l"Kit-' Cli'1;) p Cl Cii n·JN1i'.J1 n"l1~3:ii1 ';i ?iii'J l(J1, c;,1;, irni'.J 
.. .':i 1,;ip:l 

King Solomon loved many.foreign women- Behold he should have been censured on two 
accounts. The first is that he took wives from the nations from which the Torah warned 
against [taking wives] in order that they not tum our hearts after their gods. And the second 
is that [he should be censured] because he took many wives, and the Torah had warned 
against this in pars/wt Shqftim. And, if one were to say it was already apparent that they had 
the intention to convert prior to Solomon's marrying them, even with all this he would not be 
saved from censure because the daughter of Pharaoh was forbidden from entering the 
community of God even after she converted. Only in the third generation would they have 
been pennitted to join the community of God. And, the Ammonites and Moabites were also 
among the peoples who were not pennitted to joint he community, as it says, .. The 
Ammonite and the Moabite may not enter the community of God ... " 

Commentary 

The passages listed above, 1 Kings 3: 1-3; 9: 16; and 11: 1-11, record that King 

Solomon married an Egyptian daughter of Pharaoh and many foreign women of the tribes 
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explicitly prohibited in the Torah. Historians and political scientists might posit that he 

entered these unions for political gains, but the text insists that the motive is love by using 

that word in both verse I and verse 2.39 

Reading on in chapter 1 I, one quickly learns that all of these unions lead to the very 

evil warned against in the Torah, namely idolatry.40 One might argue, based on its 

catastrophic end, that the case of Solomon supports the ban on intennarriage. On the other 

hand, his bevy of foreign wives attests to the fact that, though God may have objected, 

intermarriages were considered valid by the people in his day. Further, if the king himself 

intermarried it must surely have sent a message to the people that this was an acceptable 

practice. In this light, the end of 1 Kings 11 comes to sound like a campaign aimed at 

dissuading its audience from following the well known practice of King Solomon. In 

particular, the reader is left with the message that though large harems were generally a 

source of pride to rulers in this time, this practice would prove to be a source of weakness for 

Solomon because it seduced him from his loyalty to his God.41 Commentators such as 

Ralbag42 add to this message by insisting that there is no explanation that justifies King 

Solomon's behavior. Ralbag also dismisses any attempt to rewrite the history of King 

Solomon's courtships, noting that even if the women had converted before marrying 

Solomon he would still have violated many Toraitic prohibitions. 

Ezra/Nehemiah offers its own commentary on the events described here. Recording a 

speech that was given to the people against intennaniage, Nehemiah 13:26-27 states: 

~9 The commentary on these verses in TlteJ,,l\'ish Srudy Bihle reads. "After consolidating authority among his 
own people, Solomon turned to establishing strategic political alliances with neighboring kingdoms through 
diplomatic marriages." (Berlin and Brettler, Tlw Jell'ish Stm~r Bible, 677.) 
40 See Deuteronomy 7:3 
41 J. Robinson, The Fil:~, Book of Kings. (Cambridge: The University Press, 1972). 138. 
42 R. Levi hen Gershon, also known as Gerson ides and as Ralbag lived in Provence in the years 128 8-1344. 
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It was just in such things that King Solomon of Israel 
sinned! Among the many nations there was not a king like 
him, and so well loved was he by his God that God made him 
king of all Israel, yet foreign wives caused even him to sin. 
How, then. can we acquiesce in your doing this great wrong, 
breaking faith with our God by marrying foreign women? 

Some rabbis in the Talmud find the possibility that Solomon has married an Egyptian 

woman very troubling because it appears to go directly against biblical commandments to 

refrain from just such behavior. In BT }' em mot 76a-b, the Rabbis debate whether the 

passage from I Kings 11 describes an actual marriage or just something akin to it. Rava 

proposes that Solomon could not have married a non-Jew because there is no institution of 

marriage with non-Jews. In his mind, the prohibition is articulating a post-conversion ban on 

marrying those not born Jewish. Rav Yosef challenges this by bringing the text of I Kings 

3: 1, which uses the word for marriage. Rav Papa tries to bolster Rava 's side of the argument 

by suggesting that Solomon "clung with love" to an extent that was similar but not equal to 

an actual marriage. The Stam acknowledges that a simple reading of the biblical text 

continues to suggest that there was an actual marriage but it nonetheless allows Rav Papa's 

solution (i.e., that it was not actual marriage but rather something akin to marriage) to stand. 

1 Kings 16:29~33 
29 Ahab son of Omri became king over Israel in the thirty-eighth year of King Asa of Judah, 
and Ahab son of Omri reigned over Israel in Samaria for twenty-two years. 
30 Ahab son of Omri did what was displeasing to the LORD, more than all \Vho preceded 

him. 
31 Not content to follow the sins of Jeroboam son ofNebat, he took as wife Jezebel daughter 

of King Ethbaal of the Phoenicians, and he went and served Baal and worshiped him. 
32 He erected an altar to Baal in the temple of Baal which he built in Samaria. 
33 Ahab also made a sacred post. Ahab did more to vex the LORD, the God of Israel, than all 

the kings of Israel who preceded him. 
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1:i :umK 7,~-, jjjijj" ,,~ KOX'i ;'iJ'C' jjJ~c-·, cr'C'7C: r,J'C':::l 'iKit-·• ,1i· 7,~ -,~j) 1:i ::lNiiKi (t::l) 

:iiJtv z:rrit:.:, c•it:.:l7 ,,,~t!.,'::l 7Ni~·• "ili •i~l.' 

:i•J!:J"i 1tvN 'i::J~ j?iji' Tl.7:l lii:"i •1~37 1:1 :!NiiN ~'li''i C?) 

71?•, c•Jj•~ 7,~ l;,31:::imt r,:1 ,:1r•i-t riK jj!Z,'N ni,•, O:lJ 1:i Ol7:ii• mNOii::l ,ri:i, l;,pJjj ':i'i (M7) 

:,, mm:r, ,11:i:i riN i:lll'i 

:1n~iZi·:i iiJ:i itlN 'il7:i:i r,•:i 1,37:21;, n:1m cp•, (:17) 
,Nit-·• •:i,~ ,:i~ 7Ni'C" ·:i,K j?iji" nN o·i::i:i"? n,t;,•:1.·, :lKiiN :-,o,·, ;'iiC'N:i l'lK :!NiiN il.-'ll"i (:.7) 

:i'JO'i i•:, ii.it'K 

Commentary 

This entry provides yet another example of a king taking a foreign wife. Whereas 

Solomon seems to have strayed in his faith later in life,43 Ahab's idolatry apparently begins 

as soon as he takes this foreign wife. This example also differs from Solomon's in that 

Solomon is known to be wise and is generally revered whereas King Ahab is described as the 

most displeasing of all the Kings in the eyes of God. 

Malachi 2:10-12 
to Have we not a11 one Father? Did not one God create us? Why do we break faith with one 
another, profaning the covenant of our ancestors? 
11 Judah has broken faith; abhorrent things have been done in Israel and in Jerusalem. For 
Judah has profaned what is holy to the LORD -- what He desires -- and espoused daughters 
of alien gods. 

12 May the LORD leave to him who does this no descendants dwelling in the tents of Jacob 
and presenting offerings to the LORD of Hosts. 

:iJ'Tl::lK rr,::i ,,n, ,,nKJ tL, .. K jj,J~ li'ii~ 1JK1::l inN 'iK N1'i;'i iJ"i:l'i ,nK :JN N1'?;"'1 (·) 
n::i l;,:17:11 :i;,K iti'K p,p, t'ii' :iii:i' ,,n ,:., c,w,,,:i, ,Kitzr:1 :il'l~':li'J jjJl11m ;iii;i, ;"lil:l (K,) 

:i:lJ ,x 
:nn,:i~ i?1P'' ;,m~ w,,.~, ::ip:li'• •1,:,x~ ;i:nn iy :iJtv:li'' iWN ti',K, p,p, n,::,, (:i') 

4~ See I Kings I I :4 
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17i.JN 1l"m:n, ('J Nin.-) i!:10:l 'iZ-'i1:)i';,~' ,~:, i:l'J;"i:l:i 1'7'!:l~n :,:::i:::i:::i J,,.1:lJ O''it'J 11\i:i'Ji· - 1:,J 'iK 1"1:J. 737:n 
:'in; ;,r •:iN,i'.) 

And has espoused daughters of alien Gods- That they married alien women from Babylonia 
and even the priests [did this], as is explained in Ezra 9. (And our sages say that Malachi is 
Ezra.) 

Commentary 

The issue of intermarriage with foreign women is one of many brought up by the 

prophet Malachi as examples of transgressions against God. Chapter 2 of Malachi begins 

with the words, .. And now, 0 priests, this charge is for you ... " Verse 11 seems to be 

addressing the behavior of the people as a whole and one might assume that the priests were 

not among those committing these trans,6rressions. However, the prevailing opinion of the 

commentators, including Rashi, confirms the statements in Ezra 9 that implicate the priests as 

among those transgressing the prohibition on intermarriage. This interpretation, along with 

the passage from Ezra, reiterates the point made in 1 Kings that even the leaders of the 

people are breaking the prohibition on intermarriage. And again, like the other sources, this 

one argues that God is anbrry and will inflict severe consequences on those who commit this 

act. The Jewish Study Bible adds another dimension to the transgression by focusing on the 

meaning of verse 10. It offers the alternative to the JPS translation break.fa Uh with one 

another, and offers instead act treacherously, a man to his brother. From there the 

commentary concludes that inten11arriage is violation not only of the covenant between man 

and God but also of the covenant among all Jews.44 

44 Berlin and Brcttler, The Jewish Study Bible, 1272. 
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Pro,•erbs 2:16-19; 5:3-8, 20; 7:4-5, 22-27 

The following three excerpts from Proverbs are presented and analyzed as a group 

because they share the same core message about the danger of alien women. The 

commentary appears after the third quotation. 

Proverbs 2:16-19 

16 [Wisdom] will save you from the forbidden woman, from the alien woman whose talk is 
smooth, 
17 Who forsakes the companion of her youth, and disregards the covenant of her God. 
18 '"' Her house sinks down to death, and her course leads to the shades. 
19 All who go to her cannot return and find again the paths of life. 

::,p,,n:, :,,,r.,~ :,,,:iJr., :iit :,w~r., ,,,~:i, (m) 

::,n::iw ;p:,1?K ri,,::i nK, :,,,,liJ =,,,K n:mm (T,) 

::-rn"tllir.i c,K!li ,Ki :irr:t n,r., ,x :inw ,::, (n,) 
:o·"n mniK ,,.,w, K1?, 11J1i,r K'7 :,,K::i 1,::, (tr) 

Proverbs S:3-8, 20 
3 For the lips of a forbidden woman drip honey; her mouth is smoother than oil; 
4 But in the end she is as bitter as wormwood, sharp as a two-edged sword. 
5 Her feet go down to Death; her steps take hold of Sheo1. 
6 She does not chart a path of life; her course meanders for lack of knowledge. 
7 So now, sons, pay heed to me, and do not swerve from the words ofmy mouth. 
8 Keep yourself far away from her; do not come near the doorway of her house ... 

20 Why be infatuated, my son, with a forbidden woman? Why clasp the bosom of an alien 
woman? 

::i:in 1r.,wr., p,m :iiT ,zi::liu :i.:io~n 1'1!lJ ,:, (:.) 
:m'::i :tin:, :iiii ;i~~,:, ;i,~ ;in,,nK, (i) 
:,:i~n' :,,,y~ ,,Nw m~ m,,., :i.,,,., (:i) 

:Y11'1 N", :,,ri,,.l1~ 1l1J o,ori ,~ C""Ti n,N (1) 
:'0 ,,r.,N~ ,,,on "iN1 ,, ili~'tV tl"J~ ;,r,311 (T) 

::in':t nn~ 1?N :i,pn ,N, 7:,,, :-t"7lm vni:, en) 
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Pronrbs 7:4-S, 22-27 
4 Say to Wisdom, 11 You arc my sister," and call Understanding a kinswoman. 
5 She will guard you from a forbidden woman; from an alien woman whose talk is smooth ... 

21 She sways him with her eloquence, turns him aside with her smooth talk. 
22 Thoughtlessly he follows her, like an ox going to the slaughter, like a fool to the stocks for 
l)Unishment --
23 Until the arrow pierces his liver. He is like a bird rushing into a trap, not knowing his life 

is at stake. 
24 Now, sons, listen to me; pay attention to my words; 
25 Let your mind not wander down her ways: do not stray onto her paths. 
26 For many are those she has struck dead, and numerous are her victims. 
27 Her house is a highway to Sheol, leading down to Death's inner chambers. 

Commentary 

:Nijm :iJ'::17 l7ir.ii mt ,nm~ :ir.i:m, ir.iN (i) 

:;,p,1,n:i ;"1'1r.lN ;i,1::iJr.i ii1T ;itz,•Nr.i 11r.i'IV? (;,) 

:7'1K ,c,r.i 'N c:,31:,i K,::i, n:io 7K ,,iz..·::i CNn::> :i,1iiN 7?i:i (:i:i) 
:Ni:, itz..•::i:i::i ,::, 311' N,, n::i 7N i1::l:!l: 1:ir.l::l ,,:i::i fii n,:::,, i31 (;.:i) 

:'!:I 'ir.lN1? 1::l'itli':i1 ,i, illr.i'tZl t:l'J::l :in311 (i:l) 
::i,m::i,n.::i::i linn 1?N 7::11? :,,:i,, 1?N ~t·, 1?N (:i:i) 

::i'li:1 ,:i Cl'r.l~ll.71 :i''::l:i t:l'77ii C':li ,::, (i:,) 
:mr.i 'iin 1?N m,,, :i.n':i ,,Nw ,,,, (r:i) 

These excerpts from Proverbs are rarely referenced in discussions of the prohibition 

on intermarriage but are useful records of the prevailing attitudes towards foreign women. In 

each of these examples the reader hears the familiar refrain of the foreign woman as a 

temptress who leads men down a devious path. The individual who might be at risk of 

straying is warned that giving in to this momentary temptation will lead to an unending path 

of negative consequences. Wisdom (presumably in the form of Torah study) and a strong 

will are highlighted as the best ways to safeguard oneself from the danger presented by 

foreign women. 
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Ruth 4:9~10 
4 And Boaz said to the elders and to the rest of the peop1e, "You are witnesses today that I am 
acquiring from Naomi all that belonged to Elimelech and all that belonged to Chilion and 
Mahlon. 10 I am a]so acquiring Ruth the Moabite, the wife of Mahlon, as my wife, so as to 
perpetuate the name of the deceased upon his estate, that the name of the deceased may not 
disappear from among his kinsmen and from the gate of his home town. You are witnesses 
today." 

1'itt'K ,::i riK, ,,~.,,~, it·~ ,:i 11K '11"Ji' •::, □r;, or,~ trili Ol7;'1 ,::i, □"Jj;,i? Hi:J. ,~K"1 (t:i) 

:•~31J i"~ j1'7ii~l 11•,:i? 
cw n,:i• R'ii ,n,m 'l7 111',j;'i Oi:l C'i':i? :liVK? .,, "Tl"Ji' ,,,n~ liWN :i":JK~;i m, nK o~, (') 

:t:l1":i 011K t:l"il7 ,~,p~ il7iV~l l~iiK Cl7~ n~;, 

Commentary 

This source has been included because the on occasion the case of Ruth is invoked in 

discussions ofintermarriage. In such settings it is described as a tale of a Moabite woman 

who marries an Israelite man and whose progeny includes King David and ultimately the 

messiah. Ruth is therefore seen as an example of a positive biblical account of the limitless 

holiness that can come even from intermarried couples. However, as has been noted earlier 

in this paper, marriages between a convert and a born Jew are not considered intermarriages 

by this author. Though there was no formal conversion ceremony in biblical times, Ruth 

having declared her allegiance to Naomi's people and to Naomi's God is understood as the 

equivalent of a modern conversion (Ruth I: 16).45 

The entire story of Ruth and in particular the teaching that she is part of the Davidic 

line stands in complete opposition to Deuteronomy 23:4-5 which states: 

No Ammonite or Moabite shall be admitted into the 
congregation of the LORD~ none of their descendants, even in 
the tenth generation, shall ever be admitted into the 

45 See BT Yevamot 47b for the rabbinic account of Ruth's conversion. 
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conbrregation of the LORD because they did not meet you with 
food and water on your journey after you left Egypt, and 
because they hired Balaam son of Beor, from Pethor of Aram­
naharaim, to curse you. 

This contradiction is taken up in a lengthy discussion in Yevamot 76b-77a. The 

Mishnah quotes Deuteronomy 23:4-5 which says, '"No Ammonite or Moabite shall be 

admitted into the congregation of the LORD; none of their descendants, even in the tenth 

generation, shall ever be admitted into the congregation of the LORD ... , .. and clarifies that 

this prohibition is against the males but not the females. The Gemara recounts a long 

discussion in which an Edomite named Doeg challenges the logic of the argument that David 

is of acceptable lineage because Ruth is a female Moabite. The main cha11enge, which the 

Gemara has great difficulty solving, is why this distinction of men being prohibited but 

women being accepted is read into the case of Moabites and Edomites but not into aII other 

cases of forbidden peoples (e.g., Egyptians and mamzerim). The Gemara acknowledges that 

this ruling regarding Moabite women seems to be an exception to the rule and can only 

reinforce the validity of this ruling on the basis of it being tradition passed down as Oral 

Torah in the house of study. 

Ezra-Nehemiah 

In the books of Ezra and Nehemiah, intennarriage is represented as one of the key 

transgressions committed by the people. Now that they have returned to the land, Ezra and 

Nehemia are committed to repurifying the people, preventing any additional intermarriages, 

and dissolving any interfaith unions that exist. These two books also mark some of the 

earliest attempts at creating legal frameworks through interpretation and synthesis of Toraitic 
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statements. Below are some of the key texts but a reader would be well served by reading at 

least all of Ezra 9-10 as well as Nechcmia 13. 

Ezra 9:1-3 
1 When this was over, the officers approached me, saying, "The people of Israel and the 
priests and Levites have not separated themselves from the peoples of the land whose 
abhorrent practices are like those of the Canaanites, the Hittites, the Perizzites, the Jebusites, 
the Ammonites. the Moabites, the Egyptians, and the Amorites. 
2 They have taken their daughters as wives for themselves and for their sons, so that the holy 
seed has become intenningled with the peoples of the land; and it is the officers and prefects 
who have taken the lead in this trespass." 
3 When J heard this, I rent my garment and robe, I tore hair out of my head and beard, and I 
sat desolate. 

m~iK:i '~31~ C'i,:ii C'J:i::J:ii 1,t,tiVl" cnm ,-;,,~ N1? i~N, C"iVl;"i "?N itOlJ il?N m,:i:i, (lot) 

:"i~Nm 'iJ~;'j "':::lN~:i "J~li';'i "'Oi:J"';"i "Ti~;'i ,;,n;'i 'Jl1J:>7 o;-rz,::231,r,::,i 
ii11"'il trJ:i.o:,, tl'ii,m ,.,, Z,,~iK;"'i "~l1::l Wiji;"! l1iT i::lil1.l1:ii C;'i"J::l7i C7i1? C;'i"r,J:l~ iKVJJ "::J (:J) 

::iJW,'Ki ;'ii;, 1,31~::i 
:c~w,·~ ;'i:liZ.-"K1 "Jjiii "VlKi il1VJ?,j ;'jt:Ji~Ni .,,.,l1~1 .,,~:::i nK "T1liii' :iT;"'i ,::i,:, nN "ll~T.Zl:>i (l) 

Commentary 

This text expands on the prohibition against intermarriage as it is articulated in the 

Torah. Whereas it had previously been stated that Canaanites and members of certain tribes 

local to Canaan were prohibited, now Ezra suggests even those in other lands who are simply 

like the seven forbidden peoples (and by this he means that they are idolaters), are also 

forbidden. 

Ezra 9:12 
12 Now then, do not give your daughters in marriage to their sons or let their daughters marry 
your sons; do nothing for their well-being or advantage, then you will be strong and enjoy the 
bounty of the land and bequeath it to your children forever.' 
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~ i'.,I) ,ic-,,:o 
ill' cn:m.,, c~'itt iizliin x,, c:rJ::i'i ixtn, ,~ Cirm::i, c:-PJ::l? ,:mn 7N c:i·rm::i :inll'i (:i•) 

:c,,ll' il7 c:r:d, cntu·ii:ii rii-t:i :m,j nK cn,::iK, ivmn ill~., c,,11 

Commentary 

This reiteration of the prohibition is noteworthy because it takes the time to express 

the prohibition on intermarriage in terms of both daughters and sons. In most instances in the 

Torah the prohibitions speak of male Israelites being led astray by foreign women. Here 

there is no doubt that intermarriages between an Israelite woman and a foreign man are also 

unacceptable. 

Ezra 10:1-S 
1While Ezra was praying and making confession, weeping and prostrating himself before the 
House of God, a very great crowd of Israelites gathered about him, men, women, and 
children; the people were weeping bitterly. 
2 Then Shecaniah son of Jehiel of the family of Elam spoke up and said to Ezra, "We have 

trespassed against our God by bringing into our homes foreign women from the peoples of 
the land; but there is still hope for Israel despite this. 
3 Now then, let us make a covenant with our God to expel all these women and those who 

have been born to them, in accordance with the bidding of the LORD and of all who are 
concerned over the commandment of our God, and let the Teaching be obeyed. 
4 Take action, for the responsibility is yours and we are with you. Act with resolve!" 
5 So Ezra at once put the officers of the priests and the Levites and all Israel under oath to 
act accordingly, and they took the oath. 

iK?,j :::11 l.;,;'iji 1?K1iz.:'7,j 1''71'\ 1~::ljiJ C':i'iN:, 1'1'::l ':l::l'7 '7::lJTi7.,1 ;'i::J:l 11'1i1n;"i::J1 K1il7 ',',!:,r,:,:ii (It\) 
o ::,::i:i :,:ii:, 03..':i ,::i:i ,:, C'i'i'i ~rw:i, O't::JN 

O'WJ ::iw:i, 1:1':i'iN::J. ,:i,l7~ ,:imN KiTl7'i ,~N'1 C'i':17 <0,,:11> 'j:l~ 'iN'ii' 1:i :,,:i:>iV ,ji',, (:!) 

:mn ,:11 'iNiw,, ;'i1i'~ '(l.,'' :,r,11, yiK:i '~l:'~ m'i::i:i 
i.J';'i'K rmn~:i c,,,n:i, 'JiX 1"1Xl7::l O;'i~ i.,1.J:i1 C'it,'J ,:i K'X1;"1'i 1J':'i'iK? n'i::l r,i:,:i :,ny, (:::.) 

::i1Vl7' :iiin:i, 
::itz.:l7i pm 7r.,37 ,:imK, i::ii:, l''il7 ,:, o,p (i) 

:w:1tzr, :,m ,:-i,:i mil!'l7'i 'iN1tz.:' ,:i, c,,,:, C'Jii::ii1 ,,i!i nK l7::itzr, Kin; cp,, (ii) 
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Commentary 

Chapter 10 in its entirety depicts a scene in which the community rallies around Ezra 

as he leads them in acknowledging the grave sin they have committed against God by 

intermarrying. The whole community has sinned and now the whole community has 

committed itself to seeking God's forgiveness. One new aspect of intermarriage raised here 

is the idea that one can and should repent by separating from a non-Jewish spouse. 

Ezra 10: JO. 12 
10 Then Ezra the priest got up and said to them, "You have trespassed by bringing home 

foreign women, thus aggravating the guilt of Israel. 
11 So now, make confession to the LORD, God of your fathers, and do His will, and separate 

yourselves from the peoples of the land and from the foreign women." 
12 The entire congregation responded in a loud voice, "We must surely do just as you say. 

"i'~ tciT:V 

:,K,TO" n~WK 'ji Z"j"01il' T11"1::lJ r::r1WJ 1J"TOT11 on'ili'~ □nN □il,N ,~K"1 l;'i:i:, N1T37 tlj:'"1 (,) 

:ni"i::lJ:i tl"tVJ:, 1~1 f1K:-I "~lm 1'iiJ:"11 1J1~i 1tl.'371 C::l"TIJN ";'i'K j:'1j:'"1, :'ii1n mi ilnl1i (~') 
:mili"li''i 1J"'ili' 71:li:l p 'i1il 'i1j:' ii~N"1 7;'lji:1 1,:, 1Jl1"1 (:l') 

Commentary 

Now that Ezra has a renewed sense of authority he makes a proclamation against 

intermarriage. The community then affirms the validity of his proclamation and their 

intention to follow through on his call. The Hebrew of verse 12 emphasizes the entire 

community's wholehearted acceptance of the proclamation through its description that the 

people spoke in unison and in a loud voice. 

Ezra 10: 18-4446 

18 Among the priestly families who were found to have brought foreign women were Jeshua 
son of Jozadak and his brothers Maaseiah, Eliezer, Jarib, and Gedaliah. 

4<> Verses 21-44 are composed of a list of names of those who have intennarried. 
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ILJ They gave their word to expel their wives and. acknowledging their guilt, offered a ram 
from the flock to expiate it. 
20 Of the sons of lmmer: Hanani and Zebadiah: 
21 of the sons ... 

,w,,~, :i'itt'lir.l ,,nK, ji1:l\,, 1:l li1tv' ,J::ir.i .nr,:i:i r::rti:.'J ,:i,t:m iit.-'K i:r.:m:i;, ,J:ir.i l'\X~,, en•) 
;;i~'7il1 :ri"1 

:cnr.,TL'K '7l1 7N:!. '7"K i::l'?.:)'(.i'K1 C;'i"t:7J N"~1:i'? Ci" m,,, (t:l') 
:;·p1::in "JJi1 i7::iN ,J::1~1 (:i) 

... "J:l?;:,1 (1<:l) 

Commentary 

This portion of the chapter is noteworthy because of the content of the list of people 

who have engaged in intermarriage. Perhaps most striking in this account is that even the 

priests were intermarrying. 47 Yet, even as the priests acknowledge that they intermarried, 

they accept Ezra's command that they step forward to lead the people in repentance.48 

Another noteworthy feature of this text (and of the chapter as a whole) is its treatment 

of the offspring of these marriages. If the foreign wives are being expelled, the logical 

implication is that the children of these unions will leave with them. For many readers this 

outcome seems incongruous with Judaism's general position of treasuring children and 

celebrating the continuity of Judaism from generation to generation. 

Nehemiah 10:29-31 
29 "And the rest of the people, the priests, the Levites, the gatekeepers. the singers, the temple 
servants, and all who separated themselves from the peoples of the lands to follow the 
Teaching of God, their wives, sons and daughters, all who know enough to understand, 
30 join with their noble brothers, and take an oath with sanctions to follow the Teaching of 
God, given through Moses the servant of God, and to observe carefully all the 
commandments of the LORD our Lord, His rules and laws. 

47 By the count of CCAR Respon.rn 146: Refonn Judaism and Mixed Marriage, these verses name eighty~six 
Judeans, ten Levites, many members of the High Priest's family and 13 other priests. 
48 See Ezra I 0: 16 which states that the priest joined Ezra in forming a committee to study the matter and 
produce a list of all the offending Israelites. 
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31 "Namely: We will not give our daughters in marriage to the peoples of the land. or take 
their daughters for our sons.·• 

ri,,n ,K n,~iK:i ,~37~ ,,::lj:, ,:i, c,J,r,J:, 0"11i!?~:i C"13:1ili;'i c.,,,:, C,J:,:i:, Cli':""1 ,xw, (t::i) 

:r:::i.1., li,,, ,:i c:,,r,J:n o:,,J::i c:i't.Zt"J c,:,,x:, 
,,::i :'iJm ,wx i:r:i,x:, n,,n::i n:i,, :,31•1::it.Zt·:i, :i,x::i trK::ii c:,,,,,x c:,,nx ,li tl"i'"Tii~ (i) 

:i"vn, ,,o!:>t.Zt'~i ,J·:i,x i'1i'" rm.~ ,::> nx rnwl7,, ,,~c·,, t::r:i?K:i ,:iv :i'lli"~ 
:,:i~:i:i, nvJ N1? c:·rm:i nx, rix:i ,~31•1, ,:i,m:i 1m N? itvNi (!'\,) 

Commentary 

This selection contains the opening portion of a pledge that has been made by all the 

people. That the very first pledge is for future adherence to the ban on intennarriage 

demonstrates that it was one of the preeminent issues for the people of Nehemiah's day.49 

Nehemiah 13:23-27 
23 Also at that time, I saw that Jews had married Ashdodite, Ammonite, and Moabite women; 
24 a good number of their children spoke the language of Ashdod and the language of those 
various peoples, and did not know how to speak Judean. 
25 I censured them, cursed them, flogged them, tore out their hair, and adjured them by God, 
saying, "You shall not give your daughters in marriage to their sons, or take any of their 
daughters for your sons or yourselves. 
26 It was just in such things that King Solomon of Israel sinned! Among the many nations 
there was not a king like him, and so well loved was he by his God that God made him king 
of all Israel, yet foreign wives caused even him to sin. 
27 How, then, can we acquiesce in your doing this great wrong, breaking faith with our God 
by marrying foreign women?" 

n,,J~l7 <m,J,~l7> m"iiWK <1wiiiwK> z:rwJ ,::i•w:, C"i1:i':i nx •n•x, tl;'i:i C"~•::i c:,. (:.:i) 
:m"::JN1~ 

:C3.i1 Cl111ith::i, !'l"i1:'i" ,::i,, z:i,,,:;i~ CJ"N1 Tl'i1it.Zt•K ,:i,~ ''!:i:n c;·r:i:i, (1:i) 

c:,•J:i1, c::i,m:i m,r, ex o•;;,x:::i Cli"::lit-'Ki co,~x, o•w:iK c:,~ :i::>Ki o"i,vKi o~li :J"1K1 (:i::i) 

:c:i1?, c:::i,J:i1? c:,,m:11., ,xwn ox, 
:i';'i 1':i?N1? :l1:iK1 1;'i~:1 7?7'j :i':i K? Cl"::21:i 0'1l::l1 "iK1iV' 7?~ :i~?iV NOii :i?K ?l1 N1?:i (1:,) 

:m•,::iJ;; C'it?Jii 1K'Oni1 ,mK Ol "iN1W' ,::i "ill ,,~ 0";"1?N 1;'iJI"\"1 

49 Berlin and Brettler, The Jewish Stm~r Bible, 1704. 
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Commt.!ntary 

As was previously noted in the commentary on I Kings I I, Nechemia utilizes the 

story of King Solomon intermarrying to teach the people of his day of its dangers. If even 

the wise King Solomon can be led into idol worship by foreign wives, surely everybody else 

should fear the dangers of intermarriage. 

1 Chronicles 2:1-3 
1These are the sons oflsrael: Reuben, Simeon, Levi, Judah, lssachar, Zebulun, 
2 Dan, Joseph, Benjamin, Naphtali, Gad, and Asher. 
3 The sons of Judah: Er, Onan, and Shelah; these three, Bath-shua the Canaanite woman bore 
to him. But Er, Judah's first-born, was displeasing to the LORD, and He took his life. 

; v"'m K l:l"~"M ""CT 

:ji,:m i:>lVW'" :ii1i1"1 ,,, 11:57i'JVJ 1:nN, ,Nitzr "J:1 i1,N (K) 

:iwN, il .,,n~.:i l?:J"J::21 ric,, 11 (:i) 
"J":57:l lii :iii:,, 11::>:l 137 ":1"1 1'1"l:s7l:>:"1 :s71VJ n:1~ 11, 1,u :,v;,;v; ;,1,ii;'1 1l1N1 1:11 7ii1;"i" "J:J (l) 

:i:,r,,~.,, i'1i'" 

Commentary 

This is yet another example of intermarriage with a Canaanite. In this case none of 

the standard Medieval commentators try to take on the statement by either condemning Judah 

or justifying the relationships. The most remarkable thing about this passage documenting a 

forbidden intennarriage is that others have found it unremarkable. 

1 Chronicles 2:34-35 
34 Now Sheshan had no sons, but daughters. And Sheshan had a servant, an Egyptian, whose 
name was Jarha. 
35 So Sheshan gave his daughter to Jarha his servant to wife; and she bore him Attai. 
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:liiii~ i~i:i•i ~,~~ i:::lli 1i.ii.t7'71 l"n.l:::l C~ -~ Ct.l:::l 1t•t•7 ii~:-r K,i (1?) 

:~n:11 nN ,, i,rn ;'ii!t'~' ii::J:17 :17iii-1? ir,::1 m~ 1it'i:t' in·, (:i?) 

(Radak on 1 Chronicles 2:34 ,, :,ic1> : i'~ N Cl"t.)":, "'"Q'T :,"-r-i 

And Sheshan had a servant, an Egyptian whose name was Jarha- She was raised with him 
and was a part of the household, like Abraham's servant Eliezar, and he gave him his 
daughter after he freed him. 

Commentary 

This seemingly forbidden marriage is commented upon in an attempt to minimize the 

transgression. Radak proposes that this slave was a lifelong servant of the home in the same 

way that Eliezer was Abraham's servant. Further, Radak says the daughter was only given in 

marriage after the slave had been set free. 

2 Chronicles 12:13-16 
13 King Rehoboam grew strong in Jerusalem and exercised kingship. Rehoboam was forty­
one years old when he became king, and he reigned seventeen years in Jerusalem -- the city 
the LORD had chosen out of all the tribes of Israel to establish His name there. His mother's 
name was Naamah the Ammonitess. 
14 He did what was wrong, for he had not set his heart to seek the LORD. 
15 The deeds of Rehoboam, early and late, are recorded in the chronicles of the prophet 

Shemaiah and Iddo the seer, in the manner of genealogy. There was continuous war between 
Rehoboam and Jeroboam. 
16 Rehoboam slept with his fathers and was buried in the City of David. His son Abijah 

succeeded him as king. 

iiiit'li li:iiZf•i ,,.,~:i 031:in, mr,z; rim~, 0~11:::1,N 1:i ~::i 7,~~, O?i.:.:i,,::1 Ol7::in, 7,~:i pmn,, (:.,) 
:,~l]j ,~N otu, 7NiTV' 't:l:Jit' ,:m ow 1i'ji.7 nN tnt:t·, j?1j:'' iii:! 1WN j"ljj:, □?tun~:i 7•m :-iJ'tlt' 

:rrJr.ili':i 
:v1i'"I nN W1ii? ,:i, p:,:, N? ':::l l]i;"l T.Vl7'1 (i') 

:iiii;"l 1ili'1 N-::lJii il'l1~iV 'i::li:l 0,::1,n:::i C;'i N?;'i tl'J11iiN;'i1 tl,JiUNi;'i Cl7:1Ti1 '1:li1 (10) 

:O'~':i 1,:, Ol7:::li'1 o:11::1n, m~n,r.i, ti'iPn:i, 

:i"lnnn iJ::i :i':::lN 7,r.i,, i'1i i"l31:i 1:11''1 ,,n::1N Oli Cll7:::lii1 ::1::iur, (m) 
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Commentary 

It is fascinating that on one hand we have here an example of a man who became king 

in spite of being the offspring of an intermarriage (between King Solomon and an 

Ammonite) and on the other hand the text tells us that he was a disaster because he did not 

depend upon God. 

l\USHNAIC SOURCES 
Mishnah Yevamot 4: 13 so 
Who is deemed to be a mam:;er51 ? [The offspring of a union with] any consanguineous 
relative with whom cohabitation is forbidden; this is the ruling of R. Akiba. Simeon the 
Temanite said: [The offspring of any union] the penalty for which is kareth at the hands of 
heaven; and the halachah is in agreement with his view, and R. Joshua said: [The offspring of 
any union] the penalty for which is death at the hands of beth din. 

,,,::i 1'11::l 1'?l1 Z:P::J"iilZ-' ,::i ,oiN 'JO,m j1:ii7Jll,' N::J'jiY ':J.1 ,,:i, N:r N?::J l'\1:ill,' itz..·:i 1Nil.-' ?:::> 1ii':)i':) 1;'iT"N [l'] 

Tl?'.li'.l ,.nNli':) 'KT!.' 1:i ,,jii'.)ll,' ':11 1i'.)K r, rr::i 1"1Tl'i'.) ,,,y z::r:r'ntz..· i,::, ,i'.),N l1ll,'1;'i' •:i, ,•,:ii:> ;'i::,1;,:,, C'1:lil.-' 

;imnic i.ni?.J :iniJw' inw'K [i'] 1i•1;i• •::i, ,,::n C"i?? ll-''K l"lii-'KiJ ir?.J?J 'J1?:i w''K ii::J ::Jm::n □l;,tz..·,,•::J rem• 
imiJ :i1'11.J1 :i, f?ii :-imiiN:J ,mo :-m?J;z.; im.l:J' :immc1 im1.J :iTl?.Ji inK7 i1KiZ-'J :-m,mc1 im?J :-ii1?.l1 :-iw'7.l 

:iimni<:i 
Commentary 

The issue of mamze11t1 was one which the Rabbis took very seriously. Throughout 

Jewish history policy makers of the day have stretched the limits ofhalakhah to minimize the 

number of people who would be categorized as mamzeri111.~2 The Mishnah states, in the 

name of Rabbi Akiba, that the status of mamzer is applied to children of forbidden 

intrafamilial relationships such as those listed in Leviticus 18.:;3 The criteria are then 

broadened by Shimon HaTemani to include any child born of a relationship for which the 

50 The Hebrew versions of the Mishnayot are from the Bar Ilan Rcsponsa Project: Version 12 plus. English 
translations are adaptations of the Soncino translation, as found in Judaica Classics Library II. 
51 This word appears as ba.l'tard in the Soncino translation and has been altered here for clarity. 
52 For an example, see Kiddushin 68b. 
53 For example, Leviticus 18: 12 which states, "Do not uncover the nakedness of your father's sister: she is your 
flesh." 
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punishment is karet as a mam:er. The Mishnah also states that the halakhah is according to 

his opinion. However, it is debatable whether Maimonides, who codified this issue in 

Mishneh Torah, Hilkhot lssurei Biah 1: 1, intended to include only the sort of relationships 

forbidden in Leviticus 18 or also all others punishable by karet, such as intennarriage. 54 

Similarly, the Shulchan Arukh, in Eve11 Hae:er 4: 19 declares that the offspring of an 

intermarriage are only mam:erim if the Jewish parent is a mam:er. 

In modem times halakhic authorities have continued to do all within their power to 

minimize the number of people burdened with the status of being a mamzer. The Refonn 

movement does not enforce any of the historic legal limitations on individuals who might be 

considered mamzerim such as forbidding marriages between a mamzer and Jew in good 

standing. Conservative and some Orthodox authorities try to minimize the issue of 

mamzerim by avoiding investigative behavior that would determine that a person is a 

mamzer. In cases were one clearly is a mamzer, Orthodox rabbis and the State of Israel do 

enforce the restrictions on marriage. Thus, the only reason a Reform rabbi might consider 

the issue of children of a forbidden marriage becoming mamzerim is in the context of Kial 

Yisrael, that is, a concern for the repercussions this child may face when interfacing with 

some parts of Orthodox society. 

Mishnah Yadayim 4.4 
On that same day came Judah, an Ammonite proselyte, and stood before the house of study, 
and said to them [namely, the Sages], "What is my status on entering the con&,rregation?" 
Rabban Gamaliel said to him, "You are forbidden." R. Joshua said to him, "You are 
permitted." Rabban Gamaliel said to him [namely, R. Joshua], .. Scripture says, "An 
Ammonite or a Moabite shall not enter into the assembly of the Eternal, even to the tenth 
generation, etc." (Deuteronomy 23:4-5) R. Joshua said to him [namely, Rabban Gamaliel], 
"But are [the] Ammonites and [the] Moabites still in their own territory? Sennacherib, the 
King of Assyria, has long since come up and mingled all the nations, as it is said, "I have 

~4 See Mishneh Torah Hilchot Issurei Bit,/1 1:1 footnote I in Touger English-Hebrew edition ofMishneh Torah. 
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erased the borders of peoples; I have plundered their treasures, and exiled their vast 
populations." (Isaiah 10: 13) Rabban Gamaliel replied to him, '"Scripture says, 'But afterward 
I will bring again the captivity of the children of Ammon," (Jeremiah 49:6) and so they have 
already returned. R. Joshua answered him, "Scripture says, 'l will tum the captivity of my 
people Israel and Judah,' but they have not yet returned." (Jeremiah 30:3) So they pennitted 
him to enter the assembly.55 

:iI1X 110X :::."i 1, 11:)l'i 7:iji::l K:::!7 'JX :i?:) O:i7 11:)K iL"ii?:):i n•:i:i j:i"J:l7 i?.jl:1 "J11:)l1 i:::. :ii1:i' K:i. t:J1"::l 1::l [i] 
•,:., •i•i•31 ,,, u:::. ':, ,:ii,:::i '::!Nii'.), ·m~31 i<J• K, (:.:, 1:1·,::i,) il::liK ::iir,:,:, ::.", '"K :,r,x ,mi'.) i·iz.•,:,• ,, ,, ,1:)N 

ir.iNJiL' mr.i,x:i ,:, r,x ,:i,:n ,w,·x ,,r.i ::i•iiiJc 0,1i· i::i:, i:i ji'.)1i'r.lJ c·::ix11:)1 c•J,?.jl,' •:,, 1F'iL'1;·r •:ii ,, ,r.ix 
•inx, (~i'.) ;"l'i'.)1') i1::liN :mi:,:,::.", ,"x t:r:ii·,· i•::i:, ,·,n,, •new,· c:w1,,•.n311 C"i'.)31 ni,,::i::. i•ox, (• :i':iiV") 

7Nivr •1::):11 m::i'iL' nx •n::irz.·, ('t, 011:)l.'} 11:)lX ::1111::m l1iL"1ii" •, ,"x ,,rn i::i:,, 111::):i •:i::i m::i'iL· nK ::i•'iL'X p 

Commentary 

This Mishnah tells the story of an Ammonite who has already converted to Judaism. 

He comes to the house of study and now asks the rabbis whether he can enter the assembly, 

which is to say, can he marry other Jews.'6 Rabban Gamaliel says no, citing the prohibition 

from Deuteronomy 23:4 which declares that even after an Ammonite has converted, he is not 

welcome to become an unrestricted member the community. Rabbi Joshua counters by 

arguing that long ago Sennacherib, the king of Assyria so mixed up the nations that the true 

identity of the seven prohibited peoples has been Jost. On this basis, the Ammonite is not 

linked with the prohibited group of Amonites and is welcome to become a full member of the 

• 57 community.· 

This Mishnah, in declaring that the true identities of the seven prohibited peoples has 

been lost, can be relevant to discussions of intennaniage today. There are those who argue 

that the Bible intentionally excludes particular foreign nations rather than all foreign nations. 

If Jewish tradition has declared that the communal membership restrictions are now outdated, 

ss This translation combines translations from Philip Blackman. Mis/111,1.,·01, 769-770; The J,•w1:~1r Publication 
Society Tanakh, and the Sonscino translation of the Mishnah as found on Judaica Clasi.ict- CD-ROM. 
56 See Soncino translation of the Mishnah, footnote 26. 
57 See also Mishneh Torah Hi/kl,ot /s.rnrei Bia/, 12:25, where this opinion is codified. 
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one could argue that perhaps it is also time to set aside restrictions against marrying with 

other &,YToups. particularly in light of the fact that most non-Jews are no longer considered by 

Jews to be idolaters. 

TALMUDIC SOURCES 

The Talmudic sources that follow are grouped thematically according to the main 

issue they address with regard to intermarriage. Most of the passages touch on multiple 

issues and provide various viewpoints on the different sides of the argument. The 

commentary provided here is intended to education the reader on the location of key texts 

and to elucidate the message of the Gemara. Readers are urged to study the full sources in 

their original and with appropriate traditional commentary. 

DOES KIDDUSHIN TAKE EFFECT 

The following texts all relate to the question of whether kiddushin can take effect in a 

situation where one party is not Jewish. At their core, the struggles in these passages are 

attempting to address the conflict between Torah verses that explicitly forbid such unions and 

a documented history of Jews pursuing such unions nonetheless. 

BT Kidduslii11 68b 
Commentary 

Kiddushin 68b is one of the most commonly referenced Talmudic sources in 

discussions of the prohibition on intennarriage, primarily because it introduces the concept of 

ineffectual kiddushin. The Gemara offers Deuteronomy 7:3 as a textual proof for the 

position that kiddushin does not take effect (lo tafsei bah kiddushin) in attempted marriages 

between a Jew and a non-Jew. The argument, as is so often the case in the Gemara, is 
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implied and seems to be based on the straightforward notion that if the Torah explicitly 

prohibits a certain union. it must not be sanctioned by Jewish legal practices. The Gemara 

then addresses the question of whether this concept ofineffectual kiddushin applies only to 

the seven nations mentioned in Deuteronomy 7: 1 or whether this rule applies to all non-Jews. 

According to the Gemara this rule applies to all non-Jews because, as is stated in 

Deuteronomy 7:4, the concern being addressed in the original prohibition is that Jews not 

have children with people who will tum their offspring from the Jewish religion toward 

idolatry. 

A second area of interested for this Gemara is determining the status of offspring 

from such couples. After some debate, it is agreed that the status of the children follows the 

status of the mother. If the mother is the non-Jew, the children are deemed non-Jews but are 

not deemed mamzerim. If the father is the non-Jew, the children are considered Jewish like 

their mother. Though they are not considered mamzerim, the children are given a less severe 

label that connotes some degradation of their status such that they will be excluded from 

certain rights pennitted to Jews in good standing. In this way, the rabbis have avoided ever 

having mamzerim come out of relationships between Jews and non-Jews. As such, the 

singular remaining concern for such unions is the possibility that a non-Jewish parent, and in 

particular a non-Jewish mother, will cause the children to tum from Judaism toward foreign 

worship. For the rabbis, this issue is articulated as a concern over idolatry. Jews analyzing 

this same scenario today might apply the modem terminology of their concern over Jewish 

continuity. 
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BT J'evamot 16b-17a 
Commentary 

BT Yevamot 16b- I 7a raises the question of whether intermarriages between a Jew 

and a non-Jew are valid. The discussion is driven in part by a concern over mam=erut, but 

for the purpose of this thesis, the heart of the discussion is the debate over the status of these 

marriages.51\ Rav Yehuda starts things off, declaring in the name of Rav Assi that in light 

of the historical circumstances of the exile of the ten tribes and their subsequent commingling 

with their non-Israelite neighbors, we now [i.e., in his day] assume that even people who 

appear to be non-Jewish idolaters may in fact be of Jewish lineage. As such, if a Jew marries 

an idolater we assume the marriage is valid on the possibility that the idolater is in fact a Jew 

and thus able to contract a valid Jewish marriage. 

The Stam of the Gemara challenges Rav Assi's ruling by suggesting that the person 

whose status is in doubt, but who is likely a non-Jewish idolater, should be treated as just 

that. The Gemara makes this claim on the basis of the halakhic rule that in cases where a 

person's identity is unknown, the person is presumed to match the identity of the majority in 

that place. This argument is apparently accepted as the Gemara goes on to clarify that Rav 

Assi's ruling (of treating marriages as valid) only applies to places where dispersed members 

of the ten tribes settled and came to be a large portion of the population of a given area. The 

discussion then takes a slight topical tum with Rav Yehuda contributing some information on 

the rules of Jewish lineage. He says that according to Shmuel, children born to a Jewish 

mother are considered Jewish but children born to a Jewish father and a non-Jewish mother 

ss The issue of mam:el'llt comes into play when detennining whether or not a marriage is valid because if the 
mother was validly married and then had a child with a man other than her husband, the child would be a 
mamzer. If, on the other hand, the marriage was invalid, the child would not be a mam:er. 
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are not considered Jewish. but rather take on the identity of their birthmother. Thus, if a 

Jewish man marries an idolatrous woman, the offspring are not considered Jewish at all. 

A legend is then introduced to tie the discussion of matrilineal descent to the earlier 

discussion of the validity of marriages between Jews and apparent idolaters. The Stam says 

there is a traditional teaching that that at the time the ten tribes were exiled. no Jewish 

women had children with the idolatrous neighbors because all the Jewish women of the 

generation that were exiled were barren. Tl1t:rt::fore, ifthere were any offspring from 

relationships between the exiled Jews and their idolatrous neighbors, they were the result of 

relations between Jewish men and idolatrous women. If this legend is accepted as fact, it 

effectively cancels the rule that marriages between Jews and non-Jews should be treated as 

binding because now there is no way the offspring living as idolaters would have had 

matrilineal Jewish roots. In summary, those who accept the legend of the barren women 

would say that weddings between Jews and idolaters are invalid. Those who do not accept 

the legend would say that weddings between Jews and idolaters should be treated as valid 

based on the possibility that the idolaters do have Jewish roots. 

BT Yevamot 76a-77a 
Commentary 

In this passage the Rabbis address two seeming exceptions to the rules against 

intermarriage: Solomon and his Egyptian wife and Ruth the Moabite who marries Boaz. See 

the discussions on I Kings and on Ruth for detailed analysis. 
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MAMZERUT 

The following passages all relate to the issue of mam=erim. This issue was very 

important to the Rabbis but is less relevant for modem Jews as halakhah has developed over 

time in such a way that very few people are classified and treated as mam:erim. 

BT Kiddushin 75b 
Commentary 

This passage is one of many documenting the rabbinic debates as to which unions 

create mamzerim and which do not. In this case R. Ishmael and R. Eleazar agree with R. 

Akiva who states that if an idolater has intercourse with a Jewish woman, the child is a 

mamzer. In contrast, the Stam notes that Bcit Shammai and Beit Hillel agreed that the status 

of mamzer only applies to children of forbidden unions involving consanguinity that is 

punishable by karet.s9 

BT Kiddus/1i11 77a 
Commentary 

This passage is only minimally relevant to the discussion of intermarriage in a 

Reform context. The Gemara is part of a long discussion on prohibitions related to family 

purity, especially within the priesthood. As such it is not specifically related to 

intermarriage, but does reinforce the notion that one of the biggest concerns for the rabbis is 

the status of children in illicit marriages. 

BT Avodah Zarah 59a 
Commentary 

59 See Leviticus 18 and discussion ofMishna Yedayim 4:4. Karel can be translated as exc0111m1111ication or 
more literally as cutting o.{f. 
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The Gemara records an incident in which R. Hiyya bar Abba observed Jewish women 

in the town of Gavia who were prebrnant by idolaters who had undergone circumcision but 

not immersion. According to R. Yochanan, the children will be considered mam=erim 

because the men are not considered converted until they have undergone both circumcision 

and immersion. In contrast to other sources that discuss a category of ger tosha,•, here the 

Gemara concludes by saying that these men are considered idolaters. The final statement of 

the Gemara depicts Rab bah bar bar Chanah saying in the name of R. Yochenan that the 

children are considered mam=erim. However. the halakhah does not accord with this 

Talmudic statement. Instead, only children who are the product of an incestuous relationship 

are considered mamzerim. The child of a Jewish mother whose father is not Jewish is not 

considered a mamzer unless the mother herself is a mam::er. 60 

AVOIDING IDOLATRY 

In the Bible, the most common explanation for the prohibition on intennarriage is the 

fear that foreign spouses would influence Jews to become idolaters. This passage reflects 

that strong biblical theme. 

BT Avodal, Zaral, 36b 
Commentary 

This Gemara presents a lengthy debate about the origins of prohibitions against 

various permutations of relationships between a Jew and an idolater. It is agreed that 

Deuteronomy 7:3 is the basis for the prohibition against marriage with the female idolaters of 

the seven nations, though Rabbi Shimon ben Yochai suggest that it actually extends beyond 

the seven nations to all idolaters. The discussion also reconfirms the perspective that the 

00 See Shulhan Arukh E,•e11 Ha 'e=er 4: 19 
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prohibition against marriage with the daughters of idolaters is motivated by concern that 

Jews would be led into idolatry. The Gemara also states that both public and private 

relationships are forbidden both within and outside of marriage. 

BT Sa12hedri11 8lb-82a 
Commentary 

OTHER 

The Mishnah states that zealots are pennitted to kill any man who has sexual relations 

with an Aramean. If they do not kill him, his punishment is that he will not have children 

who follow after his ways. For example, ifhe is a great Torah scholar, he will not have a 

child who is also a great Torah scholar. Rashi interprets the tenn "Aramean" broadly, 

meaning "any woman who worships idols." He also notes that though one is pennitted to kill 

a person in the midst of committing a sin, the person is forbidden from killing the sinner after 

the sin has been committed, as codified in Mishneh Torah lssurei Biah 12:5-6. 

Though Rashi does not use these words himself, he is drawing a distinction between 

the stated consequences before an act has been completed, known as fekhatkhi/ah, and the 

approach to one who has already committed the act, known as bedeiavad. In so doing he 

follows the traditional pattern of there being a harsher stance taken out the outset but a more 

lenient approach taken when the action can no longer be prevented. This concept will be 

discussed in greater detail in later chapters of this thesis. 
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CODES 

Mishneh Torah, Hilchot Jssurei Biah I: I 

:il;iK:i m::nnnii 7:>i'J iitz.·ir ,~·K 1,:, ·::i ,~~m:,· m::i :i.·•n i'ii'J:l iiiin::i m,1?.Jl'iii m•ili'ii 1?:i?J nnl'i 1?li' N:lii 

nrr~:::i Ki:i'IL' m•,::m ,~ i·•, .:'ili'1::li' m-t:::n 1"::::!""ii j"lli'iv ,.:'i cK, .n,li':::iJ:'ii i,yi:::i:'i C:'i"JTL-' 'i:.i mi'!'l:'i in,::,Ji 

.1,,:,:1 :iW::i m::i:i 1,y ,rr ,., rr:i 
1) When a person voluntarily engages in sexual relations with one of the amyot mentioned in 
the Torah, he is liable for karet, as [Leviticus 18:29] states: "'Whenever anyone performs any 
of these abominations, the souls will be cut off .... " [The plural is used, referring to] the man 
and the woman. If they transgressed unknowingly, they are liable to bring a fixed sin 
offering. There are some arayot with whom relations are punishable by execution in addition 
to karet which is applicable in all cases. 61 

Commentary 

According to this halakhah, any person who knowingly and voluntarily engages in 

sexual relations with someone forbidden to him as one of the arayot is liable for the 

punishment of karet. As noted in the commentary to Mishna Yevamot 4: 13, it is unclear 

whether Maimonides intended for this statement to apply only to the cases of sexual 

impropriety listed in Leviticus 18 or whether he would have also included those who 

transgress the commandment to avoid sexual and marital relations with non-Israelites. 

Mis/me/, Torah, Hilkhot lssurei Biah 12:4-7 

ci;: ,rr iK -,i;:,1zr~ :iitL'li "J"li' ,,v::i,iii· Ki:'ii x•c:,i;i::i :i7liJ CK rim 7,1 r::::i mmn 7,1 r:i. rrm::i 1?:!i,:i.ii ,::i 

.•i~T::l CiiJ::> :iii,'li~ :ii i:i1l.;i :i"Ni Ni:i ~"7ii :ii i:111 ,rr,n rii:lliZt'i'J 11;,i;: "i:i 1ii1:.i:i1 rtq, 1::l 1:li':.::l 

4) Whenever a man has relations with a gentile woman in public, i.e., the relationships are 
carried out in the presence of ten or more Jews, if a zealous person strikes him and ki11s him, 
he is considered praiseworthy and ardent. [This applies whether the relations were] in the 
context of marriage or licentious in nature. This matter is a halakhah conveyed to Moshe at 
Sinai. Support for this can be derived from Pinchas' slaying of Zimri. 

61 All English translations of text from the Mishneh Torah are borrowed from Moses Maimonides, Mislmeh 
Torah. (trans. E. Touger; NY: Moznaim Publishing Corporation, 2002). 
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r:..,,;'i l"N lL-'i'!:) CN ,:iN ;'iJ'l:lv ,x ;'ii'N;'i nx, i~IQ!Z,' 'ii.lT:i :i~'lii.l m,'iZ,':l N?K l;'i:::l ::.n:.!l, 'Ki:,'1 "l'ilj:':i rx, 
x,, .;"itZ,'3ii.l il:iliV:l l\1;'iil,,' ::> 0 ;7N1 ,, j''11i.l rx ,:..,:i, i":ii.l l11!Z,'i ,,.:·, "KJj:';'i IC? 01'\1 .,.,Y :.,:-u ,:.,;'i ox, JiiiN 

.,.,1' li;'iJ ,ji',J;'i j'K ,,•r.i ,r.ixll ,•x:,1, ·,::i "IQj:';'i ;.,,:,, ,!:',:i;'i .:;r.,t1,·J, ?!:'1::l;"i nx :.,,;"j, "Xli':i K:::l ON i,tl;,N illl 

.m,,r.i mr.i 1ml\ r::ir.i ,:ix ,::i o·:1.-:.i::> nuv:-i rx ::iu,·111 ,:. n:::i. :,;; x:i;"i, 
5) The zealous person can strike [the fornicators] only at the time of relations, as was the case 
with regard to Zimri, as [Numbers 25:8] states: ••[He pierced] ... the woman into her 
stomach." If, however, [the transgressor] withdraws, he should not be slain. Indeed if [the 
zealous person] slays him, he may be executed [as a murderer]. If the zealous person comes 
to ask permission from the court to slay him, they do not instruct him [to do so], even if this 
takes place at the time [of relations). Not only that, if the zealous person comes to kill the 
transgressor and he withdraws and kills the zealous person in order to save himself: the 
transgressor is not executed for killing him. When a Jew has re1ations with the daughter of a 
resident alien, the zealous may not strike him. [The transgressor] should, however, be given 
stripes for rebellious conduct. 

, :i::>',:, :1"' p,~ :"IK": ".,,o.,N :,~',:, c":~., 
, .. , iV1v :i11:-i' :0,1,ii ,:, ii'.lNJiV n-,:,:,, N1;'itt,• :i?Jj? 'iJ1J tt,•i1!:li'.l 1ll,'l1'.il' 'i;'i 1"::J 1;'i1j:'l;,;'i x,, crNJj? iJ i'.il'l!J l\, 
N,, trr.i:in::i i1' ,, :i':i' l\, Ni:i ,N,IL'' CN ,:iJi'.il'i i'.il' ;'jJii,'ji'' iii,'N it,''N' ,,,, n,:r i:lJ 'N r,:::i. ,11:::i, J;'iN itt-·x 

1nnm 11:i•N::i rrm:i 1,311::J;'iiL' rm,, ;"iJ;"i .mx::i~ •"•, ;,mr.i ur:.r.i ,, :i';'i' ~" N1;'i j;'i:, oN, 0•1•r.i,n::i iiJU7 

.'ii :Z'1i' ,:,ni.l K1jiJ1 i:lJ ,N J1:l :,y:,,1 ii'.lNJii,' c",:i'.il', 
6) If a zealous person did not strike him, nor did he receive stripes from the court, his 
punishment is explicitly stated in the words of the prophetic tradition. He is liable for karet, 
as [Malachi 2:11-12] sates: "Judah desecrated that which is sacred to God, [by] loving and 
engaging in relations with the daughter of a foreign god. May God cut off from a man who 
does this any progeny and descendant." [Implied is] that if he is an Israelite, he will not have 
progeny among the wise who will raise issues, nor a descendant among the scholars who will 
respond. If he is a priest, he will not have [a descendant] who "presents an offering to the 
Lord of Hosts." Thus you have learned that a person who shares intimacy with a gentile 
woman is considered as if he married a false deity, as the verse states: "engaging in relations 
with the daughter of a foreign god." And he is called one who "desecrated that which is 
sacred to God." 

T :,:i',:, :1" v-,ll :"IN":1 "liiO"IN m::>1,:, Cl".:1~-, 

;'ili!l;'i 1?.l p:iti' ,rm~:, m•,i;;'i ,:i:::i. j'Ni' 10:J:i 1:::l ii,,'" "''N .7"J'~'J 'v ';'i' ,I'\ 111 ::l ilJ1'i.l 1J ri-::~· :J 11 YN ;'iT j1:.I 
'iii!\~ 1l:l niit ,·o· ·:i ii.lNJlZ' 1J:J 1J'N Tl'ii1::l;'i ji'.l l::l;'i1 ,rm, N1;iiV ::>"YN J1l-'iiJ ?Nitz,•• ,~:,Ji ,::i, ,:i, Ni:i 1J::J 

.'11 ' "iiiN 111';'i'i'J 1T11R i'07' 

7) Although this transgression is not punishable by execution by the court, it should not be 
regarded lightly, for it leads to a detriment that ahs no paral1el among all the other forbidden 
sexual relations. For a child conceived from any other forbidden sexual union is [the 
father's] son with regard to all matters and is considered a member of the Jewish people, 
even ifhe is a mamzer. A son conceived by a gentile woman, by contrast, is not considered 
his son. [This is derived from Deuteronomy 7:4] "For he shall sway your son away from 
following me." She turns him away from being one of the those who follow God. 
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Commentan1 

This series of halakhot reinforces the teaching of BT Sanhedrin 81 b. Together they 

communicate to a reader the intense commitment on the part of the tradition to prevent 

offspring that would be considered mamzerim. Halakhah 12:4 states that when a man has 

sexual relations with a gentile woman in public, even if it is his wife. a zealot may kill the 

man and will be praised for doing so. However, halakhah 12:5 states that though you may 

kill somebody if you catch them in the act of this transgression, you are not permitted to kill 

the transhJTessor after the act has been competed. Halakhah 12:6 explains that for a 

transgressor who is not killed in the midst of it. the appropriate punishment is karet, as stated 

in Malachi 2:11-12. Halachah 12:7 goes on to explain that the unparalleled severity of this 

transgression is due to the fact that the child of a relationship between a Jewish man and a 

gentile woman leads to a child who is not considered part of the Jewish people. 

Mislmeh Torah, Hilk/wt /ssurei Biah 12:25 

0'1~7:) Y,KJiV i:l'1:!:ii'J;"i 17K1 .tl?J1jii'JO □mK ;'j,:.;"i, ;"iTJ ;"iT tl:11'!11 mr.nK;'i l;,:, ,::1,:1 ,wtK 7?7J J.,imo ;"il;,i,·il,':J 

Filli" o,,j)'jj IWJ1K ,:i:i C"710K;"i 1117:)11'\ ,, ,:i,1nm ?'K1ii1 .cmK ;'jji!,"Ji!,' 0'~111\;"i Pl .O:i 0'1iiK C'lli"JN ;"iJ'll] 

tl1j?7.) ,:,:::1 :ii:i 11.)iJ i::.:i ,--:.rl'i!t'J 7:i•::i, Jn;"i ji.) ;z,·1':Ji.1.-' invm ,--:.m, j:i7.) iL'11::i:i ,:it.t,• ,?J;'i im:i c•,n,7,j 

i,.:::::i, rirm, m::::iv.J:i ,nK, z:::i,,::ii:i ,nx mi'J,K:i ,xtv t:i .,~•,:, r:i ':JK1?.) r:J •:i,?.)ll r:i -,::m * r:i "lj1iK r:i 
.i'7,j 7:ij:'::l 

25) When Sannecherib, King of Assyria, arose, he confused the identity of all the nations, 
mixing them together, and exiling them from their place. The Egyptians that live in the land 
of Egypt at present are of other nationalities. This also applies with regard to the Edomites in 
the field of Edom. Since these four forbidden nations became intermingled with all the 
nations of the world [with] whom it is permitted [to marry once they convert], all [converts] 
are permitted. For when anyone of them separates himself [from them by] converting, we 
operate under the presumption that he became separate from the majority. Therefore in the 
present age, in all places. whenever a convert converts, whether he be an Edomite, an 
Egyptian, an Ammonite, a Moabite, a Kushite, or from any of the other nations, whether 
male or female, he or she is permitted to marry among the Jewish people immediately. 
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Commentarv 

This halakhah codifies the opinion found in Mishnah Yadayim 4:4 that the 

descendants of the seven forbidden foreign nations can no longer be properly identified. The 

practical implication of this statement is that all converts to Judaism are to be treated as full 

members of the community. Whereas the Bible seems to have had reservations and fears 

about the inclusion of certain peoples within the Jewish community (e.g., Ammonites, 

Hittites, etc.), later Jewish scholars have chosen to reconsider the stringency in light of 

modem circumstances. As was noted in the commentary on Mishnah Yadayim 4:4, this 

relaxing of a stringent policy could be used by some as a model for other adjustments to 

modem day policies about who should be permitted full membership in the Jewish 

community. 

Mishnel, Tora/,, Hilk/wt /shut 4: 15 

1ill1j?tZ,,' ,.:n1, '1l p, , l"tll1i'jiii 011j? iil1'iiill 1/'J:l riv,,·p ,m, K'ii 'iii K?K rrL-·,rp jJ'K iin!:l!L-' 1K ii'1l i'1jil'Jii 

r,,r.i:. rtv,,•p ,,~ 'i;'i 1J1!;7:J T"ll 1:m; 1'1;'iil,' P":.'K l.:,'i'jilL' 17:lW,'7:l ?K1il,'' ,j'il,"11'ji lii'1L'11'P j'K ?K7iZr n:::i 

. ~l m~r.i :'i::r,x, 
15) [When] a man consecrates a gentile woman or a [Canaanite] maidservant, the kiddushi11 
are ofno consequence; the woman's status is the same after receiving the kiddushi11 as 
beforehand. Similarly, when a gentile or a [Canaanite] servant consecrates a Jewish woman, 
the kiddushin are of no consequence. 

Commentary 

The commentary on Kiddushin 68b points to this text as a codification of points 

raised in the Gemara. This halakhah addresses three different scenarios in which there may 

be doubt as to whether kiddushin has taken effect. Maimonides first declares that an Israelite 
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man cannot enact kiddushin with a foreign woman or a handmaid. Even if he tries, his and 

her status will be as it was before the attempt at kiddusliin. Maimonides' second declaration 

is that the same is true in cases where a male foreigner tries to enact kiddushin with a female 

Jew. The third scenario relates to a Jew who is practicing a foreign religion by his own will. 

If such a man attempts to enact kiddushin with a Jewish woman, the kiddushin does take 

effect and a get is required in the event of divorce. 

Shu/ha11 Arukl,, Even Ha 'ezer 4: 19 

, ,i·::i ,,,ii ,iz-''K ni·K r:i :i'1J::i r:i , ?Ki~·· n:i ,li. ,K:i ex, . ir?J?J ,,,ii .n,T?J?J;'i ?l.i iK:nv ,:ill, c•::J:ii:i ·1:m1 

.iiJ1:i:i, cmn 

[When] idolaters or a slave have sexual relations with a female mamzer, the resulting 
offspring is considered a mamzer. And if[a male idolater or slave] has sexual relations with 
a female Israelite, whether she is single or married, the child is kosher but is [ofinferior 
status and therefore] unfit to marry a kohcn. 

Commentary 

As was noted in the commentary on A vodah Zarah Mishnah Yevamot 4: 13, the 

Shulhan Arukh declares that the child of a relationship between an idolater and a Jew is only 

considered a mamzer if the Jewish parent was already considered a mam:zer. This opinion 

contradicts the opinions found in BT A vodah Zarah 59a and in Mishnah Yevamot 4: 13. One 

can infer a willingness on the part of halachic authorities to liberally interpret law for the 

sake of the well-being of individuals in the community. 

Shullta11 Arukh, Even Ha 'e:zer 44:5 
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A [male Jew] who betroths an idolater or a sla\'e, it is of no consequence, for they are not 
people [eligible for] kiddushin. And similarly if a male idolater or slave attempts kiddushin 
with a female Jew, it is of no consequence. 

Commentary 

Much like the law outlined in Hilchot /shut 4: I 5. this statement declares that certain 

attempts at kidd11shi11 will not lead to an actual change of legal circumstances. In the 

Talmud, this sort of ineffectual kiddushin is referred to as lo ta.fsei bah kiddushin (BT 

Kiddushin 68b}. Here the Shulhan Arukh states that if a man attempts kidd11shi11 with an 

idolater or with a handmaiden, the kidd11shi11 will not take effect. The explanation offered is 

that this is so because such women are not children who arc eligible for kidd11shi11 (bnei 

kidd11shi11), which is to say that they are not part of the covenantal system (or at least, not 

eligible to be wed according to Jewish law). The text also states that if a man in the same 

categories of idolater tries to enact kiddushin with an Israelite woman, the kidd11shi11 will not 

take effect. 

CONCLUSION 

It is my hope that this chapter has opened the reader's eyes to the falsity of any claim 

one would advance that the Jewish tradition and ancient sources speak with one clear voice 

against intennarriage. It is clear that, on the whole, Jewish tradition is opposed to 

intennarriage and views it unfavorably. But it is also the case that intennarriage has been a 

part of our people's story from its very inception. 

This chapter began with an exploration of the sources in the Torah and Bible related 

to intennarriage. The Torah documented a fairly consistent general discomfort with 

marriages between Israelites and foreigners and also articulated explicit prohibitions against 
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intermarriage. Though specific, these prohibitive statements still left some room for 

interpretation of who was to have been prohibited from marrying into the Israelite 

community in the days of the Bible and who should be prohibited from marrying into the 

Jewish community today. Another complicating factor within the Bible was that it 

documented many examples of prominent leaders intermarrying with outsiders. And, 

contrary to later writings, the Bible showed absolutely no inclination to say that marriages 

between Israelites and forbidden peoples would be void. In fact, the first text to show that 

these marriages would not be tolerated did not appear until Ezra's exhortation that the priests 

and leaders separate from their foreign wives. Even there, one could argue that until Ezra 

made his proclamation, the societal norm had been to treat these marriages as valid, even as 

they were contrary to the official religious dictum. Overall. the greatest concern of the Bible 

with regard to intermarriage seemed to be that Israelites (particularly male Israelites) would 

be tempted by their idolatrous spouses to pursue idolatry. This transgression would cause the 

offending Israelites to suffer the wrath of God and by extension would negate the possibility 

of their children carrying on the tradition of faithful obedience to the one true God. 

Traditional commentators, post biblical, Rabbinic and Medieval, did their best to 

sanitize examples of intennaniages in the Bible. They also made a habit of amplifying 

biblical passages that warned of the ill fate that would befall all who intennarried. A major 

innovation introduced in the Talmud was the notion that kiddushin might be ineffective in 

certain situations where the couple attempting it was forbidden from marrying one another. 

The Talmud also attested to intense debates among the rabbis regarding the status of 

offspring from forbidden marriages. Whereas the Bible stressed the status of progeny of 

intermarriages in terms of their likelihood to become idolaters, the Talmud focused on 
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properly categorizing those children who should be labeled as mam:erim. Yet another area of 

intense deliberations among the Rabbis was the interpretation and application of ancient 

categories of prohibition as articulated in the Torah to their contemporary situation. In 

particular, opinions varied about who in their day should be considered part of the prohibited 

seven foreign nations. Similarly. the Rabbis debated the merits of nullifying the biblical 

proclamation that certain peoples could never be fully admitted to the conb'l'egation. even 

generations after somebody from these tribes had converted to the Jewish religion. 

By the time intermarriage laws were codified in the Mishneh Torah and Shulhan 

Aruk, it is clear that the Rabbinic expansions on the original biblical prohibitions against 

intermarriage have become the nonnative position of the Jewish community, at least on 

paper. However, the halakhah did develop in such a way that the urgent Rabbinic concern 

over mamzerim was diffused by legal leniencies. Additionally, the Torah-based notion that 

some people, by virtue of their lineage, could never be accepted as full members of the 

Jewish community, was removed from the active legal codes. 

Above all else, these sources remind us that the Jewish approach to intennarriage has 

evolved and matured at the hands of countless generations of thoughtful and compassionate 

Jewish leaders. It would be a disservice to ourselves and to our congregants to ignore this 

rich history as we chart our own paths through this complex issue. 
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CHAPTER TWO: REFORM RABBINICAL ATTITUDES 
TOWARD INTERFAITH MARRAIGE 

INTRODUCTION 

Intermarriage between Jews and their non-Jewish neighbors has been a concern and a 

reality ever since the inception of the Jewish people. For most of Jewish history, prohibitions 

on intermarriage were enforced not only from within Judaism, but also from outside 

authorities such as the governments of the regions in which Jews lived. This chapter is 

primarily concerned with policies on intermarriage articulated by the American Reform 

rabbinate, but begins tracing such policies at the onset of the modem era in order help the 

reader understand the context out of which the Reform policies developed. 

EARLY MODERN PERIOD 

THE ASSEMBLY OF JEWISH NOT ABLES AND THE PARISIAN SANHEDRIN 

(1806-1807) 

In 1806 Napoleon Bonaparte convened a group of Jewish notables for the purpose of 

clarifying the balance between Jewish law and the law of the land. As an emancipated group, 

the Jews were expected to follow the law of the land, yet Napoleon knew that Jews, more so 

than other religious groups, had their own set oflaws that at times conflicted with laws of the 

state. Napoleon convened this group of Jewish leaders so that they could speak as the voice 

of the Jewish community. The group was asked to address a series of questions. including 

some related to matrimony. One such question was, .. Can a Jewess marry a Christian, and a 

Jew a Christian woman? Or does the law allow the Jews to marry only among themselves?" 

Those charged with issuing an answer knew they were dealing with a politically charged 
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issue. It was no secret that Napoleon was interested in reining in the various religious groups 

and ensuring that all citizens of the state showed complete obedience to the laws of the state. 

It was for all these reasons that the assembly crafted a nuanced and arguably religiously 

liberal response. A representative excerpt from the assembly's answer, ratified just one year 

later by the Parisian Sanhedrin, follows: 

The only marriages expressly forbidden by the law, are 
those with the seven Canaanite nations. with Amon and Moab, 
and with the Egyptians ... The prohibition in general applies 
only to nations in idolatry. The Talmud declares formally that 
modem nations are not to be considered as such. since they 
worship, like us, the God of heaven and earth. And. 
accordingly, there have been, at several periods, intermarriages 
between Jews and Christians... Unions of this kind are still 
found in France but we cannot deny that the opinion of the 
Rabbis is against these marriages. According to their doctrine, 
although the religion of Moses has not forbidden the Jews from 
intermarrying with nations not of their religion, yet, as 
marriage, according to the Talmud, requires religious 
ceremonies called Kiddushin, with the benediction used in such 
cases, no marriage can be religiously valid unless these 
ceremonies have been performed. 62 

The assembly managed to craft a response that successfully balanced the competing 

interests of politics and religion. Specifically, the document concluded by saying that the 

Jewish community would recognize weddings between a Jew and a non-Jew as valid civilly 

but not rcligiously.63 It also stated that those Jews who nonetheless intennarried would not 

be disowned by the Jewish people. In spite of the immense pressure to give the "right" 

answer in the eyes of the state, the Assembly of Jewish Notables found a way to appease 

Napoleon while also maintaining its integrity by holding the traditional. They accomplished 

62 Paul Mendes-Flohr and Jehuda Reinharz, eds. Tlte Jell' in the Modern World (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1995). 129. Cites M. Diogene Tama, Tra11.,·actions of tit(' Parisia11 Sanhedrin, trans. F. D. Kirwan 
(London, 1807) 149-56, 176-95, 201~7. 
,,J If one were to phrase this policy in terms of Jewish halakhic principles. it would represent an application of 
dina demalk!tuta dina. 
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this by stressing that Jews would follow the law of the land and by spinning the traditional 

prohibitions in a way that minimized Jewish particularism. 

SAMUEL HOLDHEIM'S A UTONOMIE DER RABBJNEN 

In 1807 the Jewish community officially spoke with one voice dec1aring that, though 

intennaniages were not consistently forbidden in Jewish tradition, the practice of Jewish 

authorities would be to recobrnize civil intermarriages after the fact, but not to officiate at 

such weddings. In spite of this declaration, the Jewish community continued to wrestle with 

the challenging intersection of modernity (specifically of emancipation), and the inherited 

insular traditions of Judaism. By the mid• l 800's the unanimous voice of Jewish leaders had 

splintered into two distinct camps. The majority ofrabbinical authorities held the line as 

drawn by the Assembly of Jewish Notables and the Parisian Sanhedrin, but a small group of 

reformers began to advance the position that intermarriage between Jews and non-Jews was 

pennissible in certain circumstances. 

Samuel Holdheim ( 1806• l 860), often labeled as a ·•radical" refonner, drew 

widespread attention for the position he articulated in his work of 1843, Uber die Autonomie 

der Rabbinen und das Princip derjiidischen Ehe. His main thesis was that intermarriages of 

a Jew to a non-Jew were no less valid than any transaction of ki11ya11 between a Jew and a 

non-Jew. He advanced this argument by undertaking a serious study of the halakhic 

parameters of various fonns of ki11ya11. Whereas the rabbis who wrote the opinion expressed 

in 1807 drew a distinction between civil unions and Jewish weddings, Holdheim insisted that 

ki11ya11 in the context of maniage did not differ in ways significant enough from all other acts 

of ki11ya11 to justify a recategorization of this instance of ki11ya11 into the realm of the 
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religious. Put simply, he viewed kinyan for marriage as a civil act, even when done as part of 

a Jewish ceremony. Holdheim concluded that marriage was a matter of civil business law, 

dinei mamonot, and not a Jewish religious law. Therefore, the principle of dina demalklwta 

dina should include matrimonial law and thus the state law should be accorded sovereignty 

over Jewish law for this civil matter. 64 

Though Holdheim's position may appear to be consonant with the policy articulated 

by the Parisian Sanhedrin, it was in fact a major philosophical departure with significant 

practical implications. By placing Jewish weddings within the category of standard civil 

transactions, Holdheim took the radical step of implicitly rejecting the Talmudic concept of 

kiddushi11 lo tofsin (i.e., the inability of a non-Jew to partake in a Jewish legal 

arrangement).65 Further, Holdheim's logical reasoning forced him to promote the assertion 

that the union of a man and a woman in matrimony was no more sacred or religious an 

occasion than the acquisition of land, livestock, or any other property. Holdheim 

acknowledged that kiddushin implied the presence of love and trust between the two parties, 

but insisted that such details had no legal bearing on the effectuation or nullification of 

ki11ya11 for marriage. For him, Jewish weddings, whether between two Jews or a Jew and a 

non.Jew, were always civil acts. As such, he and adherents of his views would accept Jewish 

weddings between a Jew and a non-Jew as no less Jegally binding than the wedding of two 

Jews. 

<>4 Ellenson, "Samuel Holdheim on the Legal Character of Jewish Marriage," in Marriage ancl its Obstacles in 
Jewish Law (Pittsburg: Rodef Shalom Press, 1999) 2-6. 
65 See discussion of Kidd11shi11 68b in Chapter One of this thesis. 
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THE BRUNSWICK RABBINICAL CONFERENCE OF 1844 AND RESPONSES 

One year after Holdheim recorded his personal stance toward intennarriage, the 

Brunswick Rabbinical Conference of 1844 passed a resolution rescinding the traditional 

blanket prohibition against intennarriage. Their proclamation stated that, "In situations 

where the state allowed children of such unions to be raised as Jews, this conference declared 

that Judaism sanctioned unions between a Jew and a monotheist, even of another faith:'66 

This policy was notable, not only for its boldness, but also for its introduction of a new 

criterion by which to judge the potential validity of an intennarriage. Specifically, its 

inclusion of a condition that the children must be reared as Jews demonstrated the 

participants' concern over the potential detrimental impact of intennarriage on Jewish 

continuity.67 In a strange twist, historian Michael Meyer points out that this resolution was 

self-nullifying in that none of the Gennan states of the period allowed the children of 

interfaith marriages to be raised as Jews.68 

The writings of Holdheim and the Brunswick Rabbinical Conference did not go 

unnoticed. Spurred by the arguments put forth by these refonners and by the increasingly 

frequent incident ofintennarriage in the community, a number of rabbis published pieces 

reiterating the stance that all intennarriagcs between Jews and non-Jews were unacceptable 

by Jewish norms. Sampson Raphael Hirsch was one of the first to criticize Holdheim. 

Hirsch contended that Holdheim 's arguments were faulty because they represented an 

unnecessary invocation of dina demalk/111/a dina. But it was Zacharias Frankel \vho, fifteen 

(,<, David Ellenson, Tl'adilion in Transition: Ort/10do.,r_1·, Halaklwh, and the Boundaries <l Modern Jewish 
Identity (Lanham: University Press of America, 1989), 66-67. citing Gunther Plaut, The Rise of Refo1111 Judaism 
(New York: 1963). 222. 
67 Michael A. Meyer, Response to Moderni~1· (Detroit: Wayne State University Press. 1988), 135-136. 
68 Meyer. Rev,onse to Modernity, 135 as noted in Sussman. Lance J. '"A 'Delicate Balance': Interfaith Marriage, 
Rabbinic Officiation, and Refom1 Judaism in America 1870-2005," CCAR Journal Spring (2006): 42. 
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years later. produced the chieflegal argument refuting Holdheim's conclusions in A11to11omie 

der Rabbinen regarding ki11ya11 in the situation of kiddushin. Frankel argued that kinyan in 

the context of maniage was not exclusively civil. as Holdheim had contended. In particulart 

Frankel pointed to the context of the acquisition, vis-a-vis the language mikuddeshet as proof 

that kinyan in the context of marriage was transformed into a sacred action. As such, it 

would be inappropriate to subjugate Jewish religious laws to the nonns of the state. In other 

words, he sided with Hirsch in contending that Holdheim 's application of dina demalklmta 

dirra to the regulation of marriages was an inappropriate application of the principle.69 

TWENTIETH CENTURY REFORM 

THE FIRST CCAR RESOLUTION ON INTERMARRIAGE (1909) 

Intennaniage in the American Jewish community dates all the way back to the 

community's arrival in the country, but the debate on rabbinic officiation did not heat up 

until the mid to late l 800's. In 1885 the Pittsburgh Conference produced what later became 

known as the Pittsburgh Platform. This document outlined many key positions of the 

Refonn movement but was silent on the issue ofintennarriage. The question of 

intermarriage remained at the forefront of many rabbis' minds, as attested by numerous 

documents and fonnal discussions that took place in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries. 70 By 1909 the Central Conference of American Rabbis was eager to establish a 

policy on intermarriage. It therefore devoted a major portion of that year's conference to the 

issue. After much study and analysis, a resolution passed that read, "The Central Conference 

69 Ellenson, "Holdheim," 6-10. 
7u For the sake of brevity, this the!l.is will not offer in depth analysis of each phase of development in the debate 
on intermarriage in America and will instead focus on major milestones. Those readers who wish to pursue 
this topic in greater depth should refer to Sussman, "A 'Delicate Balance,"' CCAR Journal Spring (2006). 
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of America Rabbis declares that mixed marriages are contrary to the tradition of the Jewish 

religion and should, therefore, be discouraged by the American rabbinate." 71 While this 

resolution was firm and clear in establishing opposition of the Conference to intermarriage. it 

stopped short of forbidding individual rabbis from officiating at intermarriages. 

Additionally, by virtue of its silence on the issue of validity. the resolution implied that the 

members of the CCAR would treat intennarriages as valid unions. 

THE 1947 SPECIAL REORT ON INTERMARRIAGE 

The rabbinic debate on intennaniage continued throughout the first part of the 

twentieth century, but it was not until 1947 that the issue was again raised as a focal point of 

a CCAR conference. That year a special committee, under the leadership of renowned 

halakhist Solomon B. Freehof, presented the membership with a rigorous report on 

intennarriage. Ultimately the Conference reaffirmed the 1909 CCAR resolution and also 

adopted a set of detailed recommendations presented by Freehof's committee. 

The recommendations, which after extensive debate were adopted, addressed two key 

concerns; reiterating a strong anti-intermarriage stance and simultaneously laying the 

foundations for a preliminary outreach strategy targeted at those who had already gone down 

the path of intermarriage. One of the innovations of these recommendations was the 

extensive referencing of conversion. The committee wanted to make it very clear that the 

movement would welcome all who wished to convert, including those who may have been 

motivated by an impending maniage. To that end, one of its resolutions read, .. The CCAR 

considers all sincere applicants for proselytizing as acceptable whether or not it is the 

71 CCAR Responsa 146. Refonn Judaism and Mixed Marriage (Vol. XC. 1980, 86-102). It references the 1909 
responsa: CCAR Yearbook, vol. 19, 170. 
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intention of the candidate to marry a Jew." Additional new tenitory covered in this 

document was its reference to co-officiation. The recommendation read, "On the basis of the 

unanimous attitude of traditional law. it would be improper for a rabbi to participate with a 

Christian minister [at an intennaniage].'' The recommendation upheld the historic policy of 

treating intermaniages as valid civil unions, but was more explicit than previous positions in 

stating that civil marriages lacked a critical element of sanctity that could only be bestowed 

by a religious ceremony. Finally, the recommendations closed with a set of suggestions 

regarding the conversion of children of intermarriages to Judaism.72 Overall, while the 

Conference chose to uphold the exact resolution of thirty-eight years prior, its inclusion of 

the committee's recommendations reflected the changing sociological reality of American 

Jews, namely the ever-rising rate of intermarriage. 

THE 1973 (ATLANTA) CCAR RESOLUTION 

Two decades after the CCAR revisited and then reaffirmed the 1909 resolution, the 

Refonn rabbinic community once again felt an urgent need for a fonnal reevaluation of its 

policy on intermarriage. An ad hoc committee was formed at the St. Louis Convention of 

1971. In 1973, after two years of intensive study, they presented their findings and proposed 

a resolution to CCAR at its Atlanta convention. 

The committee's report cited four major developments that contributed to the 

rabbinate's sense that it was time to revisit intennaniage policies. Foremost among them 

was the ambiguous and permissive nature of the anti-intermarriage statement recorded in 

1909. In the words of the report, "while the 1909 declaration had given the CCAR a 

72 CCAR Responsa 146. Reform Judaism and Mixed Marriage (Vol. XC. 1980, 86-102) Available online at: 
http://data.ccamet.org/cgi-binlrespdisp. pl'!ti le= l 46&year=arr 
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quotable public statement, it had, in fact, become a screen behind which one could do, and 

did, as one pleased." In particular, the committee was troubled by the wording that 

intennarriages should be discouraged because it allowed rabbis across the whole spectrum of 

personal practice with regard to officiation to claim that their behavior was endorsed by the 

CCAR. The three additional factors cited by the committee were the increasing orientation 

of modem society toward individual freedom and choice, the emerging awareness of the 

impact and meaning of the Holocaust, and the emergence of a Jewish state as a revolutionary 

force in Jewish identity. 73 Historian Michael Meyer would add to their articulated factors 

the additional factor of increasing congregational pressure on rabbis to officiate at 

intennarriages. 74 

The committee, whose ten members themselves represented the whole spectrum of 

opinions on officiation at intermarriage, nonetheless decided it was time to articulate a more 

prescriptive policy for rabbis than that recorded in the 1909 resolution. With that goal in 

mind, it proposed the following statement, which was adopted in its entirety by the CCAR: 

The Central Conference of American Rabbis, recalling 
its stand adopted in 1909 that .. mixed marriage is contrary to 
the Jewish tradition and should be discouraged," now declares 
its opposition to participation by its members in any ceremony 
which solemnizes a mixed marriage. 75 

Following this initial para!:,'l'faph, the resolution continued with a statement 

acknowledging that some members of the CCAR would find their personal beliefs and 

inclinations to be in conflict with the fonnal policy of the CCAR. This second section of the 

proposed resolution asked four things ofrabbis who found themselves in this position. First 

7~ Jacob K. Shankman, "Report of the Ad Hoc Committee on Mixed Marriage,"' CCAR: Eighty-Fourth Annual 
Com'ention (1973); 59. 
74 Meyer, Response to Modernity, 3 72 as cited by Sussman, "A 'Delicate Balance,"' 54. 
75 Shankman, "Report of the Ad Hoc.· Committee," 63. 
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of all, they were asked to refrain from officiating at any intennaniage unless the couple 

a&,JTeed to engage in an intensive course of Judaic studies prior to their wedding. Even when 

couples met this first criterion, rabbis were called upon to refrain from officiating at 

marriages of Jews who were members of another Reform congregation (unless they first 

consulted with the rabbi of said congregations). They were also called upon to refrain from 

co-officiating with non-Jewish clergy and from officiating on Shabbat or Yom Tor. The 

proposed resolution, like the report of I 947, also included a segment on outreach. Its third 

and final section charged all members of the CCAR to reach out to and support intermarried 

couples by educating their children, offering conversion for non-Jewish spouses and 

gcncra11y encouraging such families to get involved in Jewish communal life?' 

When the proposed resolution was presented at the CCAR conference, it sparked an 

impassioned debate. Some rabbis spoke in favor of the resolution in its totality while others 

explained that they passionately rejected or endorsed only one or two of its three sections. 

The diversity in rabbinic opinions spanned not only absolute opinions (i.e., in favor or 

opposed to the resolution) but also included a huge range of justifications underlying each 

rabbis conclusions on the issues. Just one example of the range of responses is the fact that 

many rabbis welcomed the decisive wording of the resolution as a defense for rabbis whose 

congregations were pressuring them to officiate at intennarriages while other rabbis were 

honified that the Reform movement would attempt to stifle the element personal choice in a 

Reform rabbi's rabbinate. One of the only near universal refrains was the recognition that all 

rabbis in the CCAR, regardless of their position, were motivated out of a love for Judaism 

and a concern for its survival. 77 

7'' Shankman, "Repon of the Ad Hoc Committee," 63-64. 
77 Shankman, "Repon of the Ad Hoc Committee," 70-94. 
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As the debates pro1-,1Tesscd, it became clear that part two, the section that called upon 

dissenting rabbis to refrain from officiating at certain intermarriages was more divisive than 

parts one and three. In response to serious concerns that this issue could ultimately divide 

the entire rabbinic body. a motion was suggested to vote on parts one and three but send part 

two back to committees for additional review. Rabbi Herman E. Schaalman, who had served 

as Chairman of the ad hoc committee, attempted to sway the vote toward endorsing part two 

by explaining that in his eyes it was a means of securing the unity and future viability of the 

CCAR. 78 Soon thereafter the matter was put to vote and it became clear that the majority did 

not concur with his assessment. By the conclusion of these debates, the first and third 

portions of the proposed resolution were adopted. Part two, the section that called upon 

dissenting rabbis to refrain from officiating at certain intermarriages, was sent back to 

committee for further discussion. In its own day, as is still the case today, this resolution was 

seen as a major step forward in terms of the CCAR articulating a clear and unambiguous 

policy with regard to intermarriage and outreach. There has been additional writing on the 

topic of officiation at intermarriages within the CCAR and in other Reform venues, but the 

1973 resolution remains the most current officially endorsed policy of the CCAR. 79 

78 Shankman. "Report of the Ad Hoc Comminee." 94-95. 
79 In 1980 the CCAR issued a responsum addressing the question of whether a Refonn rabbi may officiate at the 
marriage between a Jew and a non-Jew. It also responded to the query of what the general attitude ofRefonn 
Judaism was toward intermarriages. The responsum and the 1973 CCAR resolution are cited in the CCAR 's 
Rabbi ·s Manual as the sources for today's Reform policy against officiating at intemiarriages. In reality. the 
1980 rcsponsum does not offer new thoughts on the issue. Rather. it recounts the history of the Reform 
movement's positions on this issue and then reaffirms the policy articulated in the 1973 resolution. 
CCAR Rcsponsa 146. Rcfonn Judaism and Mixed Marriage, Vol. XC, 1980. 86-102. 
Available on line at: http://data.ccamet.org/cgi-bin/respdisp.pl?file= I 46&year=arr 
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POST 1973 RESPONSA80 

In 1980 the CCAR wrote a responsum to the questions, "May a Reform rabbi 

officiate at a marriage between a Jew and a non-Jew? 'What is the attitude of Reform 

Judaism generally to such a marriage?" The committee used this set of questions as an 

opportunity to document the historical evolution of the Reform movement's position on 

intermarriage. The responsum pointed the reader to the resolutions of 1909 and 1973 the 

major moments of policy development within the Reform movement. It also took this 

responsum as an opportunity to document more broadly the historic attitudes of Judaism 

toward intermarriage from the time of the Bible until today. Given the scope of the topic, the 

responsum is quite brief, but it does offer readers a broad view of the historical developments 

with regard to Judaism and intermarriage. In the end, as a direct response to the questions 

posed at the outset of the responsum, it simply states support for the Reform position as 

articulate in the CCAR's 1973 responsum. 

The second noteworthy responsum on this topic came in 1982. In this case the 

question was posed as follows, "Would there be any halachic justification for a rabbi 

officiating at an intermarriage? What reasons halachic and non-halachic, for resula can be 

cited?" The responsum began by succinctly stating that the 1980 responsum and the 1973 

resolution had already clarified that there was in fact no halachic basis for an intermarriage. 

It went on to offer responses to the second question, which it interpreted as a request for 

contemporary arguments against officiation. The fifteen distinct responses spanned a vast 

spectrum of concerns including but not limited to klal Yisrael, the incoherence and 

80 This section is entitled Post 1973 Responsa because there have been no CCAR resolutions since the one 
adopted at the 1973 Atlanta convention. Instead. the public side of the CCAR 's official relationship to 
intennarriage has been chronicled in the fonn of responsa issued over the years. There are many responsa that 
one could argue bear some relationship with the issue at hand. but for the purpose of remaining focused, this 
section will discussion only the two most relevant responsa. 
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impotence of a non-Jew reciting the words of kiddushin. the reduced likelihood of future 

offspring remaining Jewish, the possibility that officiation by a rabbi would signal to others 

that intennarriage not a concern for rabbis, and the possibility that officiation might 

discourage potential converts in relationships with Jews from going forward with conversion. 

The concluding line of this portion of the responsum read, "It is far more important to have a 

strong commitment from a smaller group than a vague commitment from a large number who 

h . h ,.81 are at t every penp ery. 

From the way this responsum's questions were posed, to the black and white nature 

of the response, to the searing elaborations that sometimes involved assigning fault and 

blame, this responsum seems to embody a far more radical and absolute rejection of 

intennarriage than any other official CCAR material. Interestingly, though this responsum 

is the most recent CCAR publication on intennarriage, it is not referenced as one of the two 

sources in the Refonn movement's Rabbi's Manual.82 

TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY DEVELOP1\1ENTS 

A NEW CCAR RESOLUTION 

Reform rabbis have continued to discuss intermarriage policies since the passage of 

the 1972 resolution. These discussions have taken place in informal peer groups, among 

synagogue clergy, and even at regional events. Yet, in the thirty-six years since the most 

recent resolution was passed, there has not been a formal proposal of a new CCAR resolution 

on this topic. At the writing of this thesis, an ad hoc committee of the CCAR, convened 

81 CCAR Responsa 149. Rabbi Officiating at a Mixed Marriage (Vol. XCII, 1982. 213-215. Available online at 
http://data.ccamet.org/cgi-bin/respdisp. pl?file= I 49&year=arr 
82 The two sources cited are the 1973 CC AR resolution and Responsum # 146, the 1980 document. 
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roughly one decade ago by Rabbi Alexander M. Schindler. is preparing a draft resolution it 

hopes to introduce at the next meeting of the CCAR. 

According to the committee's near final draft of its proposed resolution. the members 

were inspired to revisit the Conference's intennarriage policy to ensure it properly reflected 

three key developments over the past three decade: the initiation of an effective outreach 

program by the URJ, the changing realities of the American Jewish community (e.g., 

intennarriage rates, and new data on Jewish identity fonnation), and an evolution in the 

thinking of many individual members of the Conference. The preamble to the resolution 

discusses the historic precedent of a non-Jew living a Jewish life, points to the statistic that 

two out of every three Jews who marry are marrying somebody who is not Jewish, and 

highlights the emerging reality of intennarried families becoming integral and valued 

contributors to Refonn communal life. Ultimately the document focuses on the scenario of 

whether rabbis should officiate at marriages between a Jew and a non-Jew who has agreed 

establish a Jewish life and may one day even convert. The fonnal resolution then opens with 

an affinnation that marriage between two Jews is the most effective in supporting Jewish 

continuity. After stating other observations, the reso]ution eventua11y makes its big departure 

from the 1973 resolution by supporting, "in both their practice and their resolve, rabbis who 

choose to officiate only at maniage ceremonies where both parties are Jewish, AND those 

who are prepared to officiate at marriages between a Jew and a non-Jew who is not an 

adherent of another faith." The fina] section of the resolution includes a suggested guideline 

of behaviors and prerequisites that rabbis enforce among those for whom they would 

consider officiating. At this time it is unclear whether the resolution will be accepted onto 
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the agenda of the Conference and it is equally unclear whether the resolution would be likely 

to pass or be defeated. 

CONCLUSION 

The modem era has forced Judaism to renegotiate. or at least reconsider, its stance on 

intermarriage. This process began with Napoleon and his charge to the Jewish community in 

1806, but continues with the same intensity today. Over time the focus of the discussion has 

shifted. What initially began as a question of whether Jews could ever legitimately marry 

non-Jews, has transformed into a debate on the most effective way to encourage Jewish 

continuity while upholding the intebl'fity of Jewish law and identity. Throughout the years 

there have been proponents of radical refonns but for the most part the American Refonn 

rabbinate has generally been reluctant to deviate from a position of discouraging officaition 

by its members at intermarriages. It remains to be seen whether the developments of the last 

thirty years, which included a spike in frequency of intermarriages, the emergence of a strong 

outreach program and the affirmation of patrilineal descent, will have a strong impact on the 

Reform movement's official policies regarding intermarriage. 
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CHAPTER THREE: VOICES FROM THE MOVEMENT- A 
SURVEY OF CURRENT RABBINICAL APPROACHES TO 
INTERMARRIAGE 

INTRODUCTION 

The preceding two chapters of this thesis have shown that the dominant voices of the 

Jewish textual tradition and Jewish practice, including Reform, have been against 

intermarriage and against officiation by rabbis at intermarriages. Even today, as more and 

more Reform rabbis are beginning to officiate at some intermarriages, they continue to 

advocate for in-marriage as the ideal and the best hope for the Jewish future. Nevertheless, 

intermarriage is a persistent if not growing phenomenon, with nearly half of all Jews now 

marrying non-Jews.83 

The last official word of policy from the rabbinical association of the Reform 

movement is the CCAR 's 1973 resolution. In the thirty-three years since that resolution 

passed, the issue ofrabbinic officiation at intermarriages has continued to be high on the 

agenda of rabbis, congregations and individual Jewish families. For laypeople their concern 

is understandably most acute when they or a loved one are planning to marry a non-Jew. For 

clergy this issue generally becomes an acute concern in any of the three following 

circumstances: when first entering the field after ordination, when searching for a 

congregational position (or assuming a new title within a synagogue), and when close friends 

or family ask them to officiate at their weddings. In light of modern circumstances there is 

hardly a single rabbi left who has not been faced with a heart-wrenching scenario that has 

tested the fortitude of their position. 

8~ Findings on exact intermarriage rates vary depending on the particular parameters used and the particular 
years studied. The NJPS of 2000-200 I reported an intermarriage rate of 4 7% for marriages that began in the 
years 1996-200 I. and 43% for marriages that began in the years 1985-1995. 
Laurence Kotler-Berkowitz et ul., The Nt1tio11al Jewish Pop11/atio11 Sw·v<--:r 1000-01 (New York: UJC, 2003), 16. 

81 



Today, most Reform rabbis agree that there are at least some merits to having 

responsible Reform rabbis involved in the weddings of some intermarrying couples.H4 Their 

challenge, then, is to weigh the many competing claims in order to craft a personal policy on 

officiation that they believe will be best for the Jewish people and the Jewish future and that 

also enables them to stay within their perception of the boundary of authenticity. The 

movement recognizes the difficulty of this task and has taken steps in recent years to assist 

rabbis and future rabbis in this endeavor. Just this year, the Hebrew Union College initiated 

a coordinated effort across its three stateside campuses to support rabbinical and cantorial 

students as they try to form their policies on this matter. Rabbis in the field have had similar 

opportunities to dialogue and study with peers on this issue at closed door sessions during 

regional biennial meetings of the Union for Refonn Judaism. Additionally, the CCAR 

Journal devoted its Spring 2006 volume to issues of outreach and intermarriage, offering 

rabbis still more opportunities to hear from colleagues who have given serious thought to 

their own officiation policies. 

This chapter of this thesis is an attempt to build on all of these other efforts by 

offering the reader exposure to a spectrum of different rabbis. This chapter, with its seven 

anonymous profiles of individual rabbis' policies on intermarriage. is an attempt to help the 

reader see how other rabbis have struggled with this complex issue and come to some 

resolution.85 Given that most rabbis believe there are compelling arguments on each side of 

the officiation debate, the real challenge seems to be helping rabbis. Now that these 

84 One fonn of evidence is the fact that many Refonn rabbis who will not themselves officiate at an 
intermarriage are willing to refer compelling couples to other rabbis who will officiate. 
Irwin H. Fishbein, Rt1bhi11ic Participurion in lnh•rmwTiage Ceremonies ( New Jersey: Rabbinic Center for 
Research and Counseling. 2003) table I. 
Available onlinc at: http://www.rcrconline.org'rescarch.htm#RABBINIC03 
85 For additional profiles, see Stein, "Interfaith Marriage: A View of the North American Reform Rabbinate," 
CCAR Journal Spring (2006), 7-27. 
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conversations have begun. it is clear that most rabbis believe there are compelling arguments 

on each side of the officiation debate. The real challenge for these rabbis is to find a way to 

fit all the competing claims together and come to some formal policy regarding officiation. It 

is for this reason that the thoughts of the rabbis interviewed for this chapter have been 

retained as individual anonymous profiles (rather than as a catalogue of the pros and cons of 

officiating). In this way the reader can see how each rabbi identifies, weighs and ultimately 

prioritizes a series of arguments and how they translate these arguments into a formal policy 

for officiation. 

The case studies that follow are not intended as a scientific, statistically accurate 

representation of the range of practices in the Reform rabbinate. At best. they show a series 

of points along a wide spectrum of practice and experience. The reader may notice that some 

of the profiles include comments on outreach and gay marriage. These comments, though 

ultimately beyond the scope of this thesis, were retained because they accurately represent 

the complexities of interwoven issues that rabbis must consider when fonning their policies 

on intermarriage. 

CASE STUDIES 

CASE STUDY #1 

Personal Profile: 

This rabbi was ordained by HUC over twenty-five years ago. He is the senior rabbi 

of a large congregation in a metropolitan area with a large Jewish population. 
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Officiation Policy: Docs not officiate at i11termarriages 

The rabbi docs not officiate at any intennaniages and requires the rest of the clergy at 

the congregation to uphold the same policy. 

Key Issue: Jewish Continuity 

The rabbi's policy is motivated by his concern for the Jewish future and a belief that 

intennarriage is a negative force with impact upon the Jewish future. This rabbi is resolute in 

his position that intennarriage has a negative impact on the Jewish future, as evidenced by 

the statistic that Jewish couples are far more likely than intermarried couples to raise Jewish 

children and to have Jewish &rrandchildren. He believes it would be inconsistent with his 

duties as a rabbi to endorse a practice that has a negative impact on the Jewish future. 

Though some argue that saying no to intermarrying couples pushes them away from Judaism, 

this rabbi asserts that a rabbi who takes his or her positions with care and integrity will not 

. lose people (i.e., turn them off from Judaism or cause them to withdraw from the Jewish 

community). He cites as proof the fact that there are many intennarried families that have 

chosen to join his congregation even though all of them know that the policy of the rabbis at 

the synagogue is not to officiate at intennaniages. 

Other Factors: 

This rabbi admits that ifhe were to evaluate and try to come to a conclusion of 

whether to officiate one couple at a time, he would be inclined to say yes to nearly every 

couple that comes to him. However, as a rabbi he understands it as his duty keep in mind the 

broader goal of the overall good of the Jewish people. He believes intennaniage is a 

84 



negative force in relation to the Jewish future and this communal good, for him, outweighs 

the potential indi,·idual good for one couple. Though he acknowledges that rabbis' words are 

not always heeded, their voices of leadership are given special weight. If rabbis are not 

willing to take a stand and say, ••1ntennarriage is not a positive force," then he believes 

parents and others who wish to dissuade people from heading toward intennarriage will have 

no ground on which to stand. A child, he proposes. might challenge the parent who shuns 

intennaniage saying, .. The rabbi thinks it is okay. What are you. holier than the rabbi?" 

Practical Application: 

In the case of couples that are in some way tied to the congregation (i.e., as members 

or referred by members), the rabbi is very happy to meet with them, explain the policy and 

help them find a good rabbi or justice of the peace to officiate at the wedding. He is 

particularly diligent in his efforts to reassure couples that he is not sitting in judgment of 

whether they as an individual couple should marry. As part of that effort, he will mention 

that he has seen many Jewish-Jewish marriages that have not worked out and many 

intennarriages that have worked out. He explains to the couple that his decision is entirely 

based on the general, not the specific case. The rabbi believes his blanket policy helps 

couples internalize this message. "People get black and white," he explains. Couples can 

understand and accept that you will not officiate at any marriage. They do not understand 

when you will officiate for another couple and not for them. 
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Additional Notes: 

This rabbi believes there are some rabbis who officiate with great integrity, but he 

rejects the model of congregations in which some members of the clergy team will officiate 

and others will not. Even in the case of rabbis who have-thoughtfully decided to officiate 

under certain circumstances, he worries that on a practical level they will have difficulty 

upholding a strong set of standards. In his opinion this sort of policy creates a very slippery 

slope and people come to learn what they need to say and do in order to 

CASE STUDY #2 

Personal Profile: 

This rabbi was ordained by HUC roughly fifteen years ago. He spent some time as an 

assistant rabbi in a major metropolitan area with a large Jewish population but has served 

most of his rabbinate as an educator and administrator in Jewish higher education. 

Officiation Policy: Does not offlciate at intermarraiges 

The rabbi does not officiate at any intermarriages. 

Key Issue: Ritual integrity of a Jewish wedding with a 11011-Jewish participant 

This rabbi finds it incomprehensible to stand under the chuppah with a couple that 

includes one non-Jewish person and have them say, "Harei at mkudshet Ii betaba 'at zo kcdat 

Moshe v 'Yisrael." One reason for this is that the non-Jewish party could not be expected to 

fulfill the requirements that come with kidd11shi11 as the person would not even be aware of 
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what they are.116 In his eyes, the kind of agreement being made wou1d not be comprehensible 

for the non-Jewish party. Another major concern for this rabbi is that there is no truth in the 

language of kiddushin when it is applied to an intermarriage. The Talmud, he points out, 

explicitly labels such unions .. unkosher." As such, weddings between a Jew and a non-Jew 

are not in accord with dat Moshe ,. 'Yisl'ael. As a rabbi. he is not comfortable officiating at a 

ritual that has become nonsensical. He rejects the suggested solution of some to change the 

words because even with new words, the idea of a covenant of a husband and wife in a 

Jewish setting would have to be somehow governed by Jewish thought and law. 

Other Factors: 

This rabbi is concerned for the Jewish future and sees intermarriage as a negative 

thing. Though there are many different statistics floating around, he adheres to the claim of 

recent studies showing that only slightly more than 25% of intermarried couples raise their 

children as Jews. He believes that ifhe were to officiate at intermarriages, he would be 

validating something that seems like1y to impact negatively upon the size of the next 

generation of Jews. Further. this rabbi believes that his wi11ingness to officiate would obviate 

the potential for other forces to s]ow intermarriage rates. For example, if he officiated at 

intermarriages, he would have little clout when telling his students that they should strive for 

in-marriage. Additionally, parents who were themselves trying to instill such a value would 

be faced with children pointing to the rabbi's acceptance of intermarriage as proof that in­

marriage is not necessary. 

8° For example, in Jewish marriage the husband has an obligation to provide his wife with clothing. food and 
sexual relations, all to the degree dictated by the Rabbis. 
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Practical Application: 

This rabbi feels strongly that while it is important for each rabbi to privately consider 

the issues and come to a principled decision, it is generally not helpful to share these details 

with couples looking for a rabbi to officiate at their wedding. He believes that lecturing a 

couple on why you will not do what they want you to do is not constructive. Rather than 

focusing on reasons, he tries to steer the discussion toward how he may be able to be helpful 

to the couple. For example, he always tries to get the couple in touch with a rabbi or 

congregation that may be able to work with them. He believes one key role of the rabbi is to 

wake people up to what they should be thinking about spiritualty at important stages of life. 

In so far as he can help any couple do this, he is happy to serve in that rabbinic capacity. 

Although this rabbi has a blanket policy of not officiating, he does believe there are 

many rabbis who officiate at intennarriages from a strong ethical view. He believes that all 

who officiate should have certain standards and requirements, including some commitments 

from the couple regarding their future. He is not comfortable with rabbis officiating at 

weddings with clergy from other faiths, nor is he comfortable with rabbis officiating for 

couples in which the non-Jewish partner is active in another faith. 

Additional Notes: 

The same week that interview took place, results of study of Boston area Jewish 

families were released. Those results gained widespread attention for the finding that the 

slight majority of intennarried couples are going on to raise Jewish children. This rabbi had 

already taken note of the study and is eager to hear more about it and factor it into his 

decision-making process. 
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CASE STUDY #3 

Personal Profile: 

This rabbi was ordained by HUC three years ago. She serves as an associate rabbi at 

a large congregation in a metropolitan area with a sizable Jewish population. 

Officiation Policy: Does not officiate at illferman·iages 

The rabbi does not officiate at any intermarriages. This is her personal position and it 

is also the policy of the synagogue at which she works. 

Key Issue: Ritual integrity of a Jewish wedding with a non-Jewish participant 

This rabbi understands herself to be empowered as a rabbi to officiate at Jewish 

weddings and in her understanding, Jewish weddings require two Jews. She is aware that 

rabbis who have been out in the field for 20+ years have encountered many more situations 

that fall in the ••gray zone" than she has. For that reason, she makes no promises what the 

future will hold and whether she may one day reevaluate her position. Nonetheless, she feels 

very secure in her position at the moment. 

Other Factors: 

This rabbi prefers to have a blanket policy rather than one that involves evaluating 

each couple because she does not want to be in a position of having to judge how Jewish a 

couple's life is and will be. All that she can judge is whether the couple standing before her 

is composed of two Jews at this point in time. Similarly, she believes it is problematic for 
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rabbis to weigh heavily promises that couple may make about the Jewish future of their 

family. There is no way to know what the future holds and given that there are many Jewish­

Jewish couples who do not foster a strong Jewish identity in their children, it is all the more 

uncertain that an interfaith couple, in spite of their best intentions, may not follow through on 

their promise to raise Jewish children. 

This rabbi is hopeful that the couples she turns down will nonetheless make their 

home in the Jewish community, but she rejects the policy of mixing outreach with the 

difficult conversations over officiation. In particular, she finds the policy of not officiating 

but then saying, '"We will welcome you with open arms the next day," a bit hollow and she 

believes couples perceive it that way as well. Generally she tries not to bring this up at the 

moment of inquiry over a rabbi for the intermarriage. This is a tension, as outreach is 

something she values, but it is one she is willing to live with. 

Practical Application: 

This rabbi is rarely asked to officiate at intermarriages. She believes this is due to the 

fact that those who might otherwise approach her refrain from doing so because they are 

aware of her policy and that of her synagogue. When calls do come in, she is comfortable 

with the protocol of having the administrative assistant explain that she does not officiate at 

intermarriages. It is her belief that when a couple is looking for a rabbi to officiate at their 

wedding, that is rea11y what they are looking for. This is not the moment to try to sneak in 

counseling before sharing with them that you will not officiate, She has worked with 

interfaith couples on "couples issues," but usually this has not been in the context of 

90 



marriage. Rather, congregants in such relationships seek her out expressly for the purpose of 

counseling, and generally do this prior to any engagement. 

1ln line with her synagogue's policy, she does on occasion offer an intermarrying 

couple an opportunity for an a1!fi1!fat services. This usually happens on a Friday night and 

entails reading the blessing from the Rabbi's Manual. 

Additional Notes: 

This rabbi has been challenged by congregants who find it inconsistent that she will 

not officiate at intermarriages but will officiate at same-sex marriages. In particular, people 

point out that in both cases there is a need to break with standard Jewish tradition. This rabbi 

rejects any paralleling of these two cases, arguing that very little of substance needs to be 

changed for a same-sex wedding and, more importantly, that the issues are qualitatively 

different. 

CASE STUDY #4 

Personal Profile: 

This rabbi was ordained by HUC over twenty-five years ago. He has served for many 

years as the senior rabbi of a large congregation in a suburban community with a sizable 

Jewish population. 

Officiation Policy: Officiates at some ime,·marriagcs 

This rabbi did not officiate at intennarriages for the majority of his rabbinate. 

Roughly ten years ago he changed his position. He now officiates at some marriages when 
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the couple consists of one Jew and one non-Jew who is not active in another religion. As 

such, he rejects the tenn intermarriage (i.e., because there is only one active faith between 

the two parties that are marrying). He does not enforce a unitary synagogue policy on 

officiatiation and currently some members of the clergy team will only officiate for in­

marrying couples. 

Key Issue: Jewish Continuity through the Creation of Jewish Families 

Throughout his rabbinate, the primary force driving this rabbi's officiation policy has 

been his desire to do ,vhat is best for the continuity of Jewish life and the Jewish community. 

For nearly 40 years this concern led him to a policy of not officiating. In particular, he chose 

not to officiate for three reasons. First, he worried that if he did officiate, it would encourage 

people to go through with intermarriages, whereas his unwillingness to officiate would be a 

discouraging signal and force. Second, he felt that most of the Jews coming to him to 

officiate were not really committed at all to Jewish family. Rather, it seemed to him that 

most couples were seeking rabbinic participation for cosmetic reasons (i.e., to make 

somebody in the family happy). Third, though there were always a handful of couples whose 

profile he found compelling, he rejected the possibility of selecting out those few couples and 

officiating just for them. 

Roughly ten years ago, driven by the same desire to secure the future of the Jewish 

community, the rabbi reevaluated his position on intennarriage. At that time he rejected each 

of his three previous arguments against officiation. Looking around at the changing 

landscape of his congregation and the broader Jewish community, he realized that his refusal 

to officiate had no impact on who a person marries. Secondly, he no longer felt that couples 
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approaching him in the most recent years were asking him to officiate for cosmetic reasons. 

Finally. he came to feel that he can and should make judgment ca11s on each individual 

couple based on their circumstances and their own comfort fulfilling his requirements. This 

rabbi rejects the argument of many that such a system creates a slippery slope. Rather, he 

believes that a clearly articulated and firm set of expectations enables both the couple and 

him to judge meaningfully whether a Jewish wedding is appropriate for the couple. 

Above all else, the most significant factor contributing to this rabbis' new stance on 

officiation has been his observation that intermarriage is not an unmitigated negative for the 

Jewish people. Roughly ten years ago. he heeded the words of Enll·in 14b to "Go out and 

see what the people are doing," and thus came to the realization that there are countless 

couples in his congregation and in congregations who have not converted but are living a de 

facto Jewish life and raising Jewish children. And, these families are becoming the backbone 

of our congregations and are producing leaders ... sometimes even future rabbis and cantors. 

Given that half of the core Jewish population now marrying is marrying non-Jews, and given 

that many of these unions are creating vibrant Jewish families, this rabbi believes the time 

has come for the Refonn rabbinate to reevaluate its historic stance against any and all 

intermaniages. 

Other Factors: 

This rabbi's opinions have been significantly shaped by his in-depth study of the 

historic role of the non-Jew in Jewish community. Through his own study of primary 

sources including the Bible and the Talmud and through his study of modern Reform 

literature on the topic, this rabbi now feels it is entirely authentic and within the spirit of 
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tradition to create roles that enable some non-Jews to become integral members of the Jewish 

community. In his eyes, non-Jews who are coming to him to officiate and who are 3b'Teeing 

to create a Jewish home and raise Jewish chi1dren qualify as modern day equivalents of the 

ger toshav.87 

This rabbi is also influenced by the findings of studies on intennanied couples. He 

considers it to be of great significance that currently roughly two out of every three weddings 

involving a Jew are intermaniages.118 The rabbi is also quite intrigued by the new study 

coming out of Boston that shows the majority of intermanied couples in that area are now 

proactively raising Jewish children. He wishes there were more current and reliable studies 

of intermanied couples. For example, he would like to know whether there is in fact any 

correlation between the presence or absence of a rabbi at the wedding and the long term 

outcome of the couple's religious affiliation. In the absence of such data he relies on his own 

observations and gut instincts. He finds it intuitive that a rabbi should be with couples as 

they begin their marriage because it offers a sense of welcome and encouragement that 

cannot be denied. Anecdotally, he has had many couples express their gratitude to him for 

this very reason. 

This rabbi cites the writings of sociologist Bethany Horowitz as another significant 

factor contributing to his current policy of officiation. By his account, Horowitz argues that 

Jewish identity is built through experiences and intimate relationships. In other words, one's 

sense of Jewish identity is not derived through study or certificates at the end of a course. 

87 Among the sources cited by this rabbi are Rabbi Eric Yoffie's keynote address at the URJ Outreach 
Anniversary Symposium of April 19. 1999 (Available at http://urj.org/yoffie/archive/outreach) and an 
unpublished paper by Rabbi Myron Kinsberg entitled "The Ger Toshav and Mixed Marriage." 
88 This is based on the statistics coming out of the 1990 and 2000 National Jewish Population Surveys which 
found that roughly 50% of today's Jews are intermarrying. Given that a Jewish-Jewish wedding accounts for 
two marrying Jews, the result is that two out of every three weddings are between a Jew and a non-Jew. 
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For this rabbi it is clear that a person's own wedding and the intimate relationship inherent in 

marriage perfectly fit Horowitz's criteria for Jewish identity formation. Therefore, he 

believes it is ctitical1y important for rabbis to be there from the start to help couples actualize 

the potential for Jewish identity-building inherent these events and relationships. He rejects 

the approach by some (and the one he formerly followed) of saying. •·1 will warmly and 

enthusiastically welcome you after the wedding even though I am not going to take you in 

now," as ultimately a hollow and contradictory statement. 

Practical Application: 

This rabbi only officiates at the weddings of couples with a relationship to the 

synagogue because he sees their wedding day as just the beginning of the long journey of 

marriage and he plans to be there for them throughout that journey. When he officiates at 

intermarriages, he does not change the wording of the ceremony, but he does briefly 

reference the fact that they have made these particular commitments even as one person is 

not currently Jewish. 

He currently employs the following six criteria for reaching a decision on officiating 

at any interfaith wedding: 

I) The non-Jew cannot be an adherent to another faith (including practicing another 

faith even without adherence to a11 of its dogma) 

2) They and their Jewish spouse must create an exclusively Jewish home 

3) The couple must commit to raise the children exclusively as Jews 
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4) The couple must take part in Jewish life and observe Jewish rituals such as 

Shabbat and Holiday and if possible affiliate with a synagogue (affiliation is not 

an absolute requirement) 

5} They must study Judaism in some form leading up to the wedding and commit to 

ongoing Jewish learning after the wedding. This can be accomplished through a 

fonnal course or by reading books and talking with the rabbi 

6) They must not be closed to the possibility of converting at a later date. (The rabbi 

reserves the right to assess this for himself.) 

Additional Notes: 

This rabbi challenges those Reform rabbis who would say they do not officiate on the 

basis that the Jewish tradition does not support it. They are correct that intermarriages are 

viewed negatively by tradition, but these rabbis must somehow acknowledge and account for 

the fact that as Reform rabbis they are being selective about what they follow and do not 

follow from Jewish tradition. In some cases he feels rabbis are going as far as to be what he 

would call "selectively fundamentalist." 

This rabbi is part of the Ad Hoc Committee on Intermarriage Officiation established 

by the CCAR one decade ago. After much study and debate, the committee has created a 

near final draft resolution that closely resembles this rabbi's personal stance on 

intennarriage. He and the rest of his committee feel strongly that the 1973 CCAR resolution 

on intennarriage is now thoroughly outdated and must be replaced by a new resolution that, 

if not encouraging officiation, at least acknowledges the legitimacy of the decision made by 

some rabbis to officiate for couples who fit a certain criteria. 
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CASE STUDY #5 

Personal Profile: 

This rabbi was ordained by HUC roughly l O years ago. He has spent his entire 

rabbinate in congregation life. As an assistant rabbi he worked with three different senior 

rabbis, a11 of whom did not officiate at intermarriages. He now works as the solo rabbi in an 

area with a sizeable Jewish population. 

Officiation Policy: Does not o.{ficiate at interma,riages 

The rabbi does not officiate at any intermarriages, but in recent years has begun to 

seriously question whether he might change this policy. 

Key Issue: Ritual i11tegri(v of a Jewish wedding with a 11011-Jewislr participant 

This rabbi likes to clarify that the issue is not that he will not officiate at interfaith 

weddings, but rather that he ca1111ot officiate at such weddings. He is not a justice of the 

peace. Rather, as a rabbi he is ordained and empowered to officiate only at Jewish 

ceremonies. His understanding of a Jewish wedding is that at a minimum it requires two 

Jewish people. 

When discussing his officiation policy, this rabbi likes to use the illustration of kosher 

versus kosher-style. Some congregants will reply to this, .. Rabbi, I don't keep kosher so it 

doesn't matter to me." The rabbi tries to help congregants see that asking him to officiate 

puts him in a position in which he would either have to pretend that one party is Jewish who 

in fact is not. Or, he would have to pretend that he is standing with the couple as a justice of 
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the peace and not as a rabbi. Both scenarios are unacceptable as far as this rabbi is 

concerned. 

Other Factors: 

One of the many reasons this rabbi is now reconsidering his stance on officiation at 

intennarriages is that in all of his years as a rabbi, he has never even had the occasion to say 

no to a couple in person. Most people know of his policy against officiation and therefore 

never even ask. (He also believes one of the reasons he is not being approached is that the 

rabbi emeritus of his current congregation continues to officiate at intermarriages.) Those 

who do ask call on the phone and never take him up on the offer to come in to discuss the 

matter in person. On one occasion, a couple asked for a blessing in the synagogue but they 

never asked him to officiate, presumably already knowing his answer would be no. 

A second concern for this rabbi is that he has begun to feel that it is hypocritical and 

ineffective to say, .. I cannot be there for you at your wedding but we would welcome you 

wannly to the synagogue the following day." He believes it is nearly impossible to say "no" 

in a way that they can still hear the rest of what you would like to communicate. He likens it 

to a patient going to a doctor's office; once they say, "You have cancer," the rest is not heard. 

Ultimately this rabbi says the only reason he would officiate (if he were to do so at a 

later date) is not simply to make people happy, but rather as a means to secure the Jewish 

future. He has not yet changed his policy because he is torn between what he sees as his 

traditional role as an ordained rabbi and what he feels he should do in response to happenings 

on the ground. At this moment he continues to feel that he is ordained and empowered only 

to officiate at Jewish weddings (i.e., between two Jews), but he now recognizes that at this 
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moment in history his stance may not be serving the community in the best possible way. 

While he is holding true to his personal understanding of a narrow Jewish principle, he fears 

he may be neglecting the larger rabbinic imperative of creating Jewish homes and securing 

the Jewish future. 

This rabbi traces the evolution of his opinions to his experiences in congregation life 

as opposed to his philosophical thoughts from his time as a rabbinical student. Specifically, 

he formed his policy of non-officiation from a personal perspective- his rabbinate, his 

principles, his Judaism. Now he believes his role as a rabbi is to serve the Jewish 

community. He has been deeply affected by the many interfaith families in his congregation 

who are clearly committed to synagogue life and to raising Jewish families. Seeing how 

much they contribute to and gain from Judaism, he finds it increasingly difficult to tum down 

interfaith couples because he fears that he is destroying the potential for them to become this 

sort of Jewish family in the future. 

In the future this rabbi would like to be able to say to couples, "Here is how I could 

do it. .. " Among the requirements he is considering are extensive premarital counseling, 

openness on the part of the non-Jewish partner to convert at some point, a formal educational 

experience such as Introduction to Judaism, journaling, a commitment to support Jewish 

charities and enact Jewish values such as tikk1m ha-o/am, and the creation of an exclusively 

Jewish home. He sees it as a major positive that such an approach would put the couples in 

the position to say "no" or "yes" based on whether they feel they can or cannot in good faith 

accept these commitments. If they decide they cannot do it, then it will have been their own 

choice and the hope is that they would not leave with the feeling of being rejected by Jewish 
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community or the rabbi. In summary, the rabbi describes his ideal as creating a synagogue 

with high standards and low fences. 

Practical Application: 

When approached by a couple the rabbi says, "I cannot do your wedding but I would 

like to be there for your marriage." He offers to be the one providing premarital counseling 

and to guide the couple through some of the steps toward creating a Jewish home. He also 

offers to help them find a rabbi or justice of the peace to officiate. The rabbi will not invite 

the couple for an aufi,!f( he retains that ceremonial title exclusively for in-marrying couples) 

but will offer them a pre-wedding blessing. The practical difference is that he will not offer 

them an al(rah to the Torah and will recite a non-formulaic, spontaneous blessing rather than 

the priestly blessing. The rabbi concedes that this is an emotion-driven issue for him and he 

simply feels emotionally more comfortable in this situation reciting a general blessing than 

doing a formulaic Jewish blessing. Even with his attempt to create a boundary between 

outreach and officiation, some congregants see this as him sanctioning the marriage and 

therefore ask why he ,viii not go one step further and actually officiate at the weddings. His 

response is that it is now customary to bless non-Jews on the bimah in many circumstances 

and this is distinct from actually participating in and enabling the wedding of a Jew to a non­

Jew. One offer he is comfortable extending to couples is that if they would like, he will 

attend the wedding reception and toast the bride and groom at that time. Such a toast would 

not be made to sound like a blessing but would rather be a congratulatory statement and 

something to the effect of that he is looking forward to being the couple's rabbi as they build 

their Jewish home. 

100 



Additional Notes: 

This rabbi is very keen to have an opportunity to study Jewish texts and historical 

precedents. His hope is to find sources that may help him ground a future policy more firmly 

within the Jewish tradition, even as he is likely to begin officiating at intermarriages. 

CASE STUDY #6 

Personal Profile: 

This rabbi was ordained by HUC roughly five years ago. She works in an educational 

and programmatic capacity at a large congregation in a major metropolitan area with a large 

Jewish population. 

Officiation Policy: Does not officiate at illfermarriages 

This rabbi has so far declined to officiate at any intermarriages. At this point, she 

considers herself very much at a fork in the road and remains undecided as to her long term 

officiation policy. 

Key Issue: Ritual integri~,· of a Jewish wedding with a 11011-Jewish participant. Negative 

impact of 11011-0.fjiciation on potemialfor Jewish continuity 

This rabbi is currently struggling with a group of spiritual and religious principles that 

compel her not to officiate at intermarriages and mounting anecdotal evidence from personal 

encounters that compel her to officiate at intermarriages. As a rabbi and a misaderet 

kiddushin, she feels she is empowered only to do Jewish weddings and Jewish weddings 

require two Jews. While still in rabbinical school she came to the conclusion that that the 
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traditional Hebrew words associated with kiddushin (i.e .. Harei at ... ) are clearly nonsensical 

outside the context of a Jewish-Jewish wedding. She realizes that many intermarrying 

couples would be satisfied with a ••Jew~ish .. wedding (e.g., breaking the glass, chuppah, etc) 

but this rabbi refrains from being part of such ceremonies as she considers such activities 

beyond the pale of rabbinic authenticity and integrity. On the other hand, she often finds that 

when she is asked to explain the logic of her position, she herself is troubled by what seems 

to be a somewhat arbitrary drawing of a line in the sand when there are many other traditions 

and rituals which she is perfectly comfortable adapting as a Reform Jew and rabbi. She 

worries that she may be holding on to a flawed principle at the cost of alienating many 

intermarrying couples from the Jewish community. 

Other Factors: 

As a rabbi who has spent over five years struggling with her position on this issue, 

this rabbi has a great number of factors she is taking into consideration as part of her 

deliberations. Most recently, she was inspired by another rabbi's articulation of his belief that 

something mystical transpires in the moment of kiddushin during a Jewish wedding. This 

mystical act relates in some way to the covenant between the people Israel and God and 

therefore cannot occur when one person under the chuppah is not part of the covenant. These 

ideas were not new to this rabbi, but hearing another rabbi put words to this phenomenon 

helped her articulate something she had already believed in her gut. 

This rabbi also finds statistical arguments against intermarriage compelling. For 

example, she is alarmed that intermarried couples are half as likely to raise Jewish children 
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and that the grandchildren of intennarried couples are even less likely to identify as Jews 

than their parents. 

One of this rabbi's bJfeatest struggles relates to communicating a non-officiation 

policy in a way that does not push people away from Judaism. As someone who spends 

much of her rabbinate working with conversion students, she finds herself in conversations 

on this issue frequently. Back when she was a student at HUC she predicted that she would 

have little trouble drawing a line. However, she is now having great difficulty justifying her 

current unwillingness to officiate under certain circumstances. In particular, she has been 

moved by frequent encounters with couples that include a passionate student of Judaism who, 

for compelling reasons, cannot convert at this time ( e.g., for the sake of shalom bayit), but 

who are nonetheless committed to raising Jewish children. She is especially alarmed by 

personal experiences in which members of an intennarrying couple (including the Jewish 

partner) have been so turned off by what they perceive as a cold and off-putting experience 

that they have now expressed reservations about committing to the creation of a Jewish home 

and raising exclusively Jewish children. With practice, this rabbi has developed an approach 

that she hopes will minimize the likelihood of such an experience. She now explicitly states 

at all preliminary discussions on officiation that she knows her position does not feel wann 

or inviting to the couple and she stresses that it says nothing about the Jewish community's 

desire to help their family explore Judaism. 

Practical Application: 

This rabbi has put off fonnalizing her officiation policy on the basis of her 

sense that she needed time in the field to gain experience before coming to a decision. Over 
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the past five years she has continued to wrestle with this issue. often seeking out the counsel 

of other rabbis. During this time she has refrained from officiating at intermarriages because 

of her belief that it will be far easier to move from not officiating to otliciating than to do the 

reverse. In particular she feels it would be especially painful for couples if she were to 

officiate at some weddings and then suddenly reverse that policy and say no to other couples. 

In the most compelling of cases, this rabbi will refer couples to one rabbi she greatly respects 

who officiates at intermarriages under certain circumstances. 

This rabbi feels it is almost always difficult to say "no" to couples who ask her to 

ofticiate, but she finds it even more challenging to say "no" to friends and family. In 

situations where she has a personal bond with the couple she tries to minimize their 

disappointment by explaining that on a personal level, as ••Sarah," she is very sad that she 

cannot officiate at their wedding, but as ••Rabbi Sarah" she is comfortable with her decision 

not to officiate.89 

Additional Notes: 

This rabbi is satisfied with her initial decision to spend some time in the field gaining 

experience before coming to a position, but now feels that her window of time for 

exploration is drawing to a close. She feels she has a responsibility to come to a more 

concrete position on officiation but, to date, has not reached that final stage of decision­

making. 

89 This is not the rabbi's actual name. 
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CASE STUDY #7 

Personal Profile: 

This rabbi was ordained by HUC over twenty~five years ago. He has always worked 

in major metropolitan area with a large Jewish population. He is currently the senior rabbi of 

a large congregation. 

Officiation Policy: Qffeciates at illlermarriages with no particular requirements 

This rabbi has always officiated at intennarriages. In recent years he has begun co­

officiating at intermarriages with non-Jewish clergy. 

Key Issue: Opening a door to Judaism by "making it easy" 

This rabbi prides himself on having a policy geared toward making it easy for the 

Jews he encounters to embrace their Judaism. He sees his willingness to officiate as the 

opening of a door to Judaism. If a rabbi says .. no" and a priest says ••yes," he believes we run 

the risk of losing the couple to Judaism forever. Though he has no statistical proof, he likes 

to believe that the presence of a rabbi at a couple's wedding has a positive impact on the 

likelihood that they will lead a Jewish life and raise Jewish children. 

Other Factors: 

This rabbi rejects the boundaries created by other Refonn rabbis with regard to 

officiation because he sees such boundaries as an inconsistent application of stringent 

standards. Reform Judaism is not a halakhic movement and he argues that it therefore should 

be guided, but not bound, by the halakhah. In particular he finds it problematic that rabbis 
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who do not keep Shabbat according to traditional halakhic standards would tum around and 

impose strictures on their congregants. For example, he thinks others should share in his 

willingness to officiate before sundown on Saturday. 

A second practical reflection of this rabbi's beliefs is that he maintains the traditional 

Hebrew for the wedding ceremony but alters the translation (even in Jewish-Jewish 

weddings). Rather than have them recite, "Behold, you are consecrated to me with this ring 

according to the laws of Moses and the Jewish people," he replaces the final portion of the 

sentence with, .. according to the customs of the children oflsrael." 

This rabbi also rejects, on principle, the idea of standing in judgment of other Jews 

with regard to how they choose to live their life and enact their Judaism. An interfaith family 

may not be creating a ••traditional" Jewish home, or even the kind of Jewish home that he 

personally would create, but to them this is a Jewish home. It is not for an outsider (even if 

he is a rabbi) to judge them. The crux of his argument is that God is the ultimate judge, not 

man. lfhe, as a rabbi, has made the wrong choice with adopting these lenient policies, it will 

be God who will make that determination and judge him accordingly. 

Practical Application: 

A few years ago this rabbi moved from the position of Associate to Senior rabbi. At 

that time (and largely because of the freedom afforded by that new title) he began co­

officiating with non-Jewish clergy. Initially he asked couples not to submit such weddings 

for announcement in the New York Times Style section, but he has changed his perspective 

and now encourages couples to publicize his willingness to be a part of such ceremonies. In 

his opinion it is hypocritical for rabbis to engage in interfaith work and say they love and 
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respect non-Jewish clergy, but then promote a policy of not tolerating their presence at 

weddings invol\'ing their own parishioners. 

Additional Notes: 

This is the only rabbi among all those interviewed for this thesis who holds the same 

policy for unaffiliated Jews as for his own congregants. He will marry any couple that asks 

him to officiate at their wedding. Knowing that some might assume he does this for personal 

financial gain, he is quick to clarify that he never charges for weddings and instead directs 

couples to make a discretionary donation to his congregation. 

Another practice that sets this rabbi apart from most of his current peers is that he 

only meets with couples once or twice prior to the wedding. He does so because it is his 

belief that premarital counseling is not within the realm of rabbinic responsibilities. As such 

his one or two meetings focus on the wedding ceremony and not on the building blocks for a 

successful marriage. 

FINDINGS 

As was stated in the introduction to this chapter, these case studies arc not necessarily 

reflective of the entire range of opinions within the Refonn rabbinate. It is possible that 

geography, congregational size and other variables not covered in this sample all have an 

impact on attitudes toward officiation. Nonetheless, they indicate some of the breadth of 

responses to intermarriage while also capturing some of the themes that resonate across this 

diversity. 

l07 



One diYision among the cases is that some rabbis are very confident and comfortable 

with their position on officiation while others acknowledge discomfort and uncertainty. One 

might have expected that the rabbis with more experience would be the ones more confident 

in their position, but in reality this expectation proves untrue. Tenure also seems to have no 

correlation with whether a given rabbi has recently or will soon change his or her policy on 

officiation. There are however some signs that the rabbis with more experience are more 

confident in their ability to alter their position without sacrificing credibility among their 

congregants. Many of the less tenured rabbis mentioned the fact that they expect their field 

experience over a great many years will have an impact upon their stance on this issue in the 

future. 

Nearly all of the rabbis commented on the challenge of fulfilling the Refonn policy of 

outreach to a couple after intennarriages take place, while at the same time saying "no" to 

officiating for that couple. Some rabbis live with the tension and uphold both practices. 

Among the rabbis who have decided that the mixed message is intolerable, some alleviate the 

tension by minimizing their outreach message while others take the route of saying .. yes" to 

officiating. 

Synagogue policy on officiation is another area in which the rabbis are divided. In 

some congregations with multiple clergy there is an official policy against officiating. This 

generally means that the senior rabbi does not officiate and all other clergy are expected to 

follow this policy regardless of their individual stance on officiation at intennarriages. There 

were no instances reported where the senior officiated and clergy were forced to officiate 

against their wishes. This is easily explained by the fact that rabbis tend to inquire about the 

intermarriage policy of a synagogue before accepting a job. Only one rabbi raised the issue 
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of employability as it related to one's position on officiation at intermarriages. There is a 

general sense in the field that though the CCAR has worked to keep willingness to officiate 

from being a litmus test at job inten·iews. it is sometimes the case that congregations will 

choose to hire only rabbis willing to officiate at intennarriages. 

Whereas some assistant and associate rabbis describe the senior rabbi as the policy­

maker, a couple of senior rabbis suggested in their comments that the laity (perhaps the 

board in particular) and the history of the institution have a strong hand in detcnnining the 

intennarriage policy of a given institution. Other rabbis, when questioned about this 

potential conflict of opinions, expressed the view that it is highly problematic and 

inappropriate for the laity of the congregation to hold sway over the rabbi's rabbinic 

decisions. One rabbi suggested that it is more difficult to follow a senior rabbi who 

officiated and uphold a personal policy of not officiating than it is to begin officiating at a 

congregation where senior rabbis have historically not officiated. Similarly, many rabbis 

noted that they initially chose a position against officiating because they felt it would be 

easier to switch to officiating than to shift their policy in the other direction. 

Most of the rabbis who already officiate or are considering officiating at 

intermarriages will do so on]y when a series of criteria are satisfied. Though there are some 

variations, there are many common demands such as that the couple commit to Jewish study, 

to creating an exclusively Jewish home, to engaging itself in the Jewish community through 

such acts as affiliation with a synagogue or supporting Jewish causes, and to raising any 

future children as Jews. In addition, rabbis required that the non-Jew be open to the 

possibility of conversion at a late date. Many of the rabbis who do not officiate are concerned 

over the "slippery slope" created by rabbis having to decide on a case-by-case basis whether 
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to officiate. Still others find the very idea of sitting in judb,rment over a couple problematic 

and potentially very off-putting for interfaith couples. 

One troubling observation is that in many cases there seems to be a disconnect 

between what the rabbi would do in principle and what their practice has become in light of 

practical circumstances. For example. whi1e all the rabbis speak of their concern for the 

broad Jewish community, all but one of the con.!::,rregational rabbis turn away couples who 

inquire about intennarriages but have no link to the institution they are contacting. Similarly, 

many rabbis express a willingness to sit down with couples in an effort to ensure that the 

couple leaves the experience with a sense of warmth and caring even though the rabbi cannot 

officiate. Yet, these same rabbis acknowledge that they rarely, if ever, have a chance for 

face-to-face communications with couples. This lack of personal contact stems from the 

common policy of having the administrative assistant serve as the first point of contact for 

people inquiring about rabbinic officiation. In most cases, this person shares over the phone 

the fact that the rabbi does not officiate at intennarriages. The other reason rabbis 

infrequently encounter intermanying couples is that many couples never approach the rabbi 

because they are already aware of the policy against officiation. 

CONCLUSION 

Today's Refonn rabbis see that nearly all the families of their congregations are in 

some way touched by the issue of intermarriage. For this reason alone, it is fair to assume 

that most rabbis in the field today feel compelled to give time and thought to their policies on 

officiation at intermarriages. There are no reliable statistics on the number of Reform rabbis 
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currently officiating at intermarriages. but anecdotal evidence suggests that whatever the 

number is, it is on the rise. 

The small sample of current rabbis' policies on officiation presented in this chapter 

demonstrates the great complexities inherent in this issue. The case studies also show that 

across the spectrum of practice, Reform rabbis are taking this decision seriously and giving it 

the thought and care it deserves. Rabbis realize that what is at stake in their officiation policy 

is nothing less than their own authenticity as rabbis and the welfare of the Jewish people 

today and in the future. In order to respond to all of these responsibilities, rabbis are working 

hard to craft policies with great integrity, balancing the voice of tradition with the realties of 

the present day. Rabbis are also coming to realize that regardless of their final stance on the 

matter, they must take time to prepare an artful and sensitive articulation of their stance that 

has a good chance of being properly understood by laypeople. It is this author's hope that 

this chapter and the overall thesis will help clergy come to a responsible stance while also 

helping them ensure that Jews will have a positive experience as they come into contact with 

organized Judaism at this vital lifecycle moment. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: PUTTING IT ALL TOGETHER 

INTRODUCTION 

The preceding chapters of this thesis have highlighted the primary textual sources 

related to intermarriage, provided an historical over\'iew of the Reform rabbinate's 

relationship with officiation at intermarriages, and offered a range of examples of personal 

rabbinic policies regarding officiation at intermarriages. While the three preceding chapters 

offered a range of voices, the concerns and arguments put forth are in fact quite repetitive. 

This chapter will attempt to catalogue all the key issues raised by the various sources in this 

thesis in the form of questions. The hope is that those in a position of officiating will be able 

to use this chapter as a resource for exploring and contemplating the topics and perspectives 

they might otherwise not have considered while forming a personal policy on officaition at 

intermarriges. To that end, the answers to the questions in this chapter attempt to represent 

opinions on both sides of the debate on officiation. 

KEY QUESTIONS 

What are the repercussions for an interfaith couple of declining to officiate at their 
wedding? Does the absence or presence of a rabbi for a wedding between a Jew and a 
non-Jew have any impact on the likelihood that this couple will go on to lead a Jewish 
life together? 

In this day, unlike most of Jewish history, Jews have the option of being married in a 

civil ceremony as well as in a religious ceremony. Given this option, couples need never call 

off a wedding simply because they cannot find a clergy person to officiate at it. Therefore, it 

is assumed that couples go on to marry even when turned down by rabbis. What is less clear 

is whether most couples go on to find another rabbi, seek out a religious figure from the other 

partner's faith, or have a civil ceremony. 
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A small scale study by Egon Mayer in 1989 found that when couples were initially 

rebuffed by a rabbi 31 % went on to find another rabbi, 28% were married by non-Jewish 

clergy and 41 % had civil ceremonies.90 (Those who were married by non-Jewish clergy 

include couples whose original plans called for a co-officiated ceremony.) Common sense 

dictates that in the eighteen years since Mayer's study was conducted these numbers will 

have been impacted by the rise of the internet and the increasing numbers ofrabbis willing to 

officiate at intermarriages. Specifically, rabbis today know that a rabbi who will say yes is 

only a .. google search'' away. Faced with the prospect of a couple ending up in the hands of 

a "marrying Sam" and armed with a list of reputable colleagues who would officiate with 

integrity, rabbis are presumably more likely to refer couples to a rabbi who will officiate 

today than they would have been in 1989. Further, those couples who are not referred to 

another specific rabbi always have the option of finding a rabbi via the internet. For all these 

reasons one can hypothesize that more than 31 % of couples turned down by a first rabbi go 

on to find another rabbi to officiate at their wedding. 

Rabbis' interests go beyond the question of who will ultimately officiate if they tum 

away a couple. They also want to know whether their officiation has any impact on the 

likelihood that a given couple will establish a Jewish home, engage with the Jewish 

community (e.g., through synagogue membership) or raise their children as Jews. Such data 

is very difficult to ascertain and would only be meaningful ifresearchers could find a way to 

control for all the other variables impacting Jewish identity development. For example, how 

would a study control for the intensity of the Jewish partner's Jewish identity prior to 

marriage or the level of resources avai1able in a given community where an intermarried 

90 Egon Mayer, Inten11arriage und Rahbi11k Q{lic:iation (New York: The American Jewish Committee, 1989), 
s. 
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family settled. Another area likely to have an impact upon the outcomes of intennarried 

families is whether the rabbi who officiated met the couple only to officiate at the wedding or 

whether the couple created a relationship with a local rabbi and engaged in premarital 

counseling and Jewish study under that rabbi's supervision. An additional factor 

complicating such research would be the need to study these families over a very long period 

of time. Tracking the adult identity patterns of children of such marriages, for example, 

would take many decades. Intermarriage officiation policies and outreach efforts continue to 

change and their long-term impact can only be properly recorded many years down the line. 

Thus a study such as Mayer's from 1989, which interviewed people who had on average 

been married for a decade, was a reflection of the policies of the l 970's and l 980's, now 

thirty years in the past. 

Though Mayer's statistics have some obvious limitations, (i.e., they are very old and 

are based on a small sample), some rabbis may be interested in his findings. Overall Mayer 

concluded, .. Analysis of the data presented in this report suggests that rabbinic officiation at 

mixed marriages has relatively little, if any, connection to the expressed Jewishness in the 

family lives of non-Jews married to Jews. Similarly, rabbinic refusal to officiate at mixed 

marriages seems to have relatively little, if any, connection with large-scale alienation from 

Jewish attachments.%, In other words, Mayer concluded that rabbinical officiation has no 

strong positive impact on a family's Jewish identity and refusal to officiate has no strong 

negative impact on a family in tenns of feeling alienated or rejected from Judaism. 

The statistics generated in Mayer's study speak not only to his direct inquiry on 

officiation but also offer a number of other insights. One interesting fact comes from his 

statistics on self-reported rates ofreligious activities (e.g.i attending seder, lighting Hanukkah 

91 Mayer, lnrermarriage and Rabbinic Q[ficiatio11, 7-8. 
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candles. and attending services on Shabbat and High Holidays). cultural acti\'ities (e.g., read 

Jewish publications) and communal actiYities (e.g., membership to a synagogue or other 

Jewish organization). In nearly every category. the couples married by rabbis were more 

active than those who were turned down by rabbis. but in many cases the difference in 

behavior was small. One should also note that Mayer's statistics do not control for pre­

marital differences in the profile of the couples that may have led certain rabbis to officiate or 

decline to officiate. (For example, an interfaith couple that showed a strong Jewish 

affiliation might have had an easier time finding a rabbi who would agree to officiate than a 

couple already less inclined to participate in Jewish life after their wedding.) One final 

noteworthy data point from this study is its finding that 48% of the couples who were refused 

by rabbis felt that the rabbi failed to explain the reason for doing so with any sensitivity.92 

If rabbis are going to base their policy decision on statistics, it is essential that a new 

study be undertaken to update and refine findings on the impact of rabbinical officiation or 

refusal to officiate at interfaith weddings. In the absence of objective data, rabbis are left to 

form policies based on their own observations from within the context of their personal 

experiences. This is dangerous because rabbis are not equipped to make deep and exhaustive 

inquiries in to the long term impact of all couples in which they come in contact. Rather, 

rabbis must make do with subjective observations of the limited population that has chosen to 

remain involved in their congregation's life in some way. 

During interviews conducted for this thesis, some rabbis who do not officiate pointed 

to the large number of interfaith families in their congregations as proof that a congregational 

policy against officiation does not tum off most congregants. Other rabbis offered 

contradictory anecdotes in which a couple was so turned off by what they perceived as a 

92 Mayer, Intcwmarriage mu/ Rabbinic Q_ffic:iation. 5. 
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cold. irrational rejection from the organized Jewish community, that they chose to distance 

themselves from the Jewish community. Still others countered such anecdotes with the 

assertion that if a couple's expressed desire to build a Jewish home had been sincere, surely 

that desire should not have been suddenly uprooted by one rabbi's thoughtfully articulated 

and principled decision not to officiate. 

Will the marriage of a Jew to a non-Jew be considered valid by the rest of the Jewish 
community? Is mam:.erut an issue for intermarried couples and their children? 

In America all couples who have a religious ceremony must also file for civil 

marriage. The entire Jewish community ,vould therefore recognize any couple as civilly 

wed, but some authorities, (e.g., many. if not most, Orthodox rabbis), would not consider a 

wedding of a Jew and a non-Jew to be a binding religious wedding. Religious intermarriages 

between Jews and non-Jews are recognized as valid Jewish ceremonies by the Reform and 

Reconstructionist communities. 93 

The validity of marriages is often raised as a question because people have a vague 

sense that "non-kosher" marriages could result in mam::;erim. The issue of mam:erut has 

already been addressed in the commentary on Mishnah Yevamot 4: 13 and on Shulkhan 

Arukh, Even Haezer 4: 19, located in the first chapter of this thesis. As was noted there, the 

Refonn movement does not enforce any of the historic legal limitations on individuals who 

might be considered mam:::erim by others in the Jewish community. Further, nearly all 

Jewish communities today, including most Orthodox, follow the longstanding tradition of 

being as flexible as possible to minimize the circumstances in which a person is deemed a 

mamzer. The Mishnah does suggest that Jews who intennarry could be considered 

93 The only practical implication of this relates to gitttin (gets) and rema1Tiages. Only some rabbis in these 
communities require gittin. 
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mam:erim. but by the time of the Shulchan Arukh the halakhah is that children of 

intennarriages are only considered mam=c,-im if their parents are mam:e,-im.94 

If the Jewish parent is not already a mam:cr. there is no risk that such unions would 

lead to the children being declared mamzerim. This is so because a person must be married 

and then have a child outside of marriage for the child to be a mam:er. It is really the 

adulterous nature of the intercourse that leads to mamserut and. therefore, it is not directly or 

immediately applicable to the straightforward intermarriage situation. Further, in these cases 

of intennarriage, any rabbi who might label a child a mamzer would not consider these 

marriages binding to begin with, and the women therefore would not have had children 

outside of their marriage. In fact, many Orthodox rabbis do not require a get for any 

marriage officiated at by a Reform rabbi because, for a variety of reasons, they do not 

recognize most Reform weddings as valid (i.e., including in-marriages).9!1 

Are the children of intermarriages considered Jewish? 

According to Jewish tradition, Jewish parentage is the sole detenninant of Jewish 

identity and marital status is essentially irrelevant to the discussion. Officially, the Orthodox 

and Conservative movement follow matrilineal descent, which is to say that any child born to 

a Jewish mother is Jewish. By extension, children born to a Jewish father and a non-Jewish 

mother are considered non-Jews. Intermarriage is therefore particularly alarming to 

Conservative and Orthodox Jews because, in their eyes, all intermarriages involving a non­

Jewish mother are unions in which the next generation will not be Jewish (unless the children 

convert). 

94 Those interested in a more detailed explanation should see the commentary on these sources in Chapter One 
of this thesis. 
gs For example, a rabbi might declare that a Refonn wedding was not valid because the witnesses were not 
kosher, either because they were not Shomer Shahbat or because they were women. 
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In 1983, the CC AR adopted a resolution endorsing both matrilineal and patri1ineal 

descent.% According to this resolution, the Reform movement will recognize as Jewish any 

child who has at least one Jewish parent and who has taken positive steps to identify as a Jew 

(e.g., enrolled in religious school, been confinned, etc.) The text of the resolution reports 

that this new policy was created as a direct response to the reality of intennarriage.97 The 

practical implication of this resolution is that all children of intennarried couples are 

considered Jewish by the Refonn community if they and their families choose to identify 

them as Jewish. Nonetheless, rabbis ought to inform intermarrying couples in which the wife 

is the non-Jew that their children witl 1ikely not be considered officially Jewish by 

Conservative, Orthodox , and non-American Progressive/Refonn Jews. With this 

knowledge, parents can choose whether to have their children converted at a young age to 

reduce the possibility of questions of status arising in the future. 

Do children of intermarried couples go on to lead Jewish lives and identify themselves 
as Jews? 

The obvious answer to this question is yes ... and no. Some children ofintennarried 

couples go on to lead Jewish lives and others do not. The real question most people intend to 

ask in this area is whether intennarriage has a negative impact on Jewish continuity. For 

many people, the key statistic is whether children in intennarried families are less likely to 

identify themselves as Jews than are the children of in-married Jews. According to the 

National Jewish Population Survey (NJPS) of 2000-2001, only 33% of children in 

intennarried homes were being raised as exclusively Jewish while 96% of children with in-

% CCAR. Report of the Committe<' on Pc,t1•ili1telll Descellf: The Status<~{ Children<~{ Mixed M,wriages. 1983. 
Available online at http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/Judaism.lpatrilineal I .html 
m The resolution also notes that patrilincal descent has a strong precedent in biblical texts and continues to be 
represented in certain parts of Judaism (e.g .. the inheritance of the status of Kohen or Levi). 
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married parents were being raised as Jews. In other words, children from in-married families 

were almost three times as likely as children from intermarriages to be raised as Jews. 911 The 

NJPS 2000-200 I also reported that 22% of children from in-married homes went on to 

intermarry whereas 77% of children from intermarried homes later intermarried themselves. 

While the overall intermarriage rate for children of intermarriages was 77%, further 

segmentation of the data revealed that among children of intermarriages who received a 

Jewish upbringing, the rate of intermarriage dropped to 60%. In contrast, children of 

intermarriages who did not receive a Jewish upbringing intermarried at a rate of 86%.99 

A recent study of the Boston community has garnered much attention for its finding 

that today 60% of children in intermarried households are being raised as Jews. 100 If true, 

this would mean that intermarriage has a net positive effect on the size of the Jewish 

population in Boston. This statistic has met with some resistance. Sociologist Steven Cohen 

and others critiqued the methodology, arguing that it likely resulted in many children being 

categorized as raised Jewish when in fact that are being raised with Judaism and another 

religion. Others believe that even if these statistics are true for the Boston community, they 

% The NJPS 1990 survey. which broke down the categories a bit differently. found that 28% of children in 
intennarried homes were being raised as exclusively Jewish, 31 % were being raised with no religion and 41 % 
were being raised with another religion.'18 All of these statistics refer to the children's upbringing while under 
age 18 and therefore do not reveal the long-tenn. adult religious identities of the subjects. 
Laurence Kotler-Berkowitz et al., The National J<!wish Pop11lmio11 Sm,·c-:i· 2000-01 (New York: UJC, 2003), 18; 
Barry Kosmin et. al., Highlights of the CJP 1990 National Jewish Population Survey (New York['!]: CJF. 
1991). 16. 

C)') Kotler-Berkowitz et al., NJPS 2000-01, 17. 
in<1 The study also found that these children were as likely as children of in-marriages to receive a formal Jewish 
education. 
"The 2005 Boston Community Survey: Preliminary Findings," (A report by the Steinhardt Social Research 
Institute. Brandeis University for Combined Jewish Philanthropies of Boston. 2006), 5. 
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are unlikely to be true for the greater Jewish community. which does not match Boston in 

terms of Jewish resources and overall engagement in Jewish life. tot 

Does a "Jewish wedding'• require two Jews? Can there be kiddu ... ·hi,1 between a Jew and 
a non-Jew? 

It is clear that the prevailing voice of Jewish tradition, from the time of Abraham to 

the Talmud to the codes and through today understands Jewish marriage through kiddushin 

as an act to be shared by two Jews. Even rabbis who would make a case for officiating at 

intermarriages concede that this is the traditional Jewish perspective. Most official 

statements of the Reform movement have reinforced this perspective. 102 

One of the only historic exceptions to this norm is the 19th century German rabbi, 

Samuel Holdheim, who made a case within an halakhic framework for kiddushin as an act in 

which non-Jews can participate. Holdhcim 's argument was reviewed in some detail in 

chapter two of this thesis. 103 In short, his position began with the argument that kiddushi11 is 

a form of kinyan (acquisition). As such, he proposed that the intennarriage of a Jew to a non­

Jew is no less valid than any transaction of kinyan between a Jew and a non-Jew. 

Many Reform rabbis struggling with the decision of whether to officiate at 

intennarriages grapple with the question of the applicability of kiddushin to a non-Jew. For 

them, the essence of the Jewish wedding seems to be the act of kiddushin. which is carried 

out through the recitation of the words, .. Harei at mekudshet Ii btaba 'at zu k 'dat Moshe 

V:risrael." English translations of this statement, particularly of the last few words, vary and 

in so doing reveal the range of understandings of these words. The Rabbis' Manual issued 

101 Steven Cohen et. al., "Read Boston Study on Intermarriage With Caution." Forward [New York] 08 Dec 
2006; Nathaniel Popper, "Boston Study Shows 60% ofrnterfaith Kids Raised Jewish." Forward [New York] 08 
Dec 2006. 
102 For example, the 1909 and 1947 CCAR resolutions on intennarriage. 
103 See the subsection of chapter two entitled Samuel Holdheim 's A111onomie Der R"hbinen 
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by the CCAR offers two options: I) Be consecrated to me H'ilh this ring as my wife in 

keeping with the heritage of Moses and Israel or 2) Be wedded to me with this ring as my 

wife in keeping with the religion of 1he Jewish people. 1114 In contrast, an Orthodox manual by 

Hyman Goldin translates the ending as,•• ... in accordance with the Law of Moses and 

Israel.''ios 

There are many Reform rabbis who feel discomfort with having intermarrying 

couples exchange these words. Some rabbis who officiate at intermarriages resolve this issue 

by slightly altering the words used in intermarriage ceremonies. Other rabbis conclude that a 

"Jewish" wedding without these words is a farce. Because they believe the words of 

kiddushin cannot be said with authenticity and sincerity by an interfaith couple, these rabbis 

will not officiate at intermarriages. For them, the over two thousand year old tradition of 

Jews marrying Jews is the only authentic form of Jewish marriage and they cannot with 

integrity sanction a wedding that does not conform to these standards. This is a line they will 

not cross. 

Ironically, the greatest critique directed at the rabbis described above is that their 

selective stringency is hypocritical and deleterious to their own rabbinic integrity. A primary 

criticism is that the Refonn movement unapologetically declared long ago that it is not a 

halakhicly bound movement and rabbis therefore have no basis for saying their hands are tied 

in this matter. Another common question is how one could justify turning away a 

knowledgeable and engaged interfaith couple that would be likely to uphold Jewish traditions 

(i.e., dat moshe v :l'israel) while agreeing to officiate for Jewish in-marrying couples that 

sometimes have neither the knowledge nor the interest in creating a vibrant Jewish home 

,,,. ;Gunther W. Plaut, Rahbi 's Mcmmll (ed. David Polish; New York: CCAR, 1988.), S4. 
IO$ Hyman E. Goldin, Hmmulrikh (New York. 1939['?]), 17. 
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after marriage. Still others question how some of the very rabbis who will not break ·with the 

tradition of kiddushi11 being reserved for two Jews are willing to break the tradition of it 

being exclusively between heterosexual couples. 1011 

Most of the rabbis interviewed for this thesis who officiate at intermarriages justified 

their liberal use of the tradition words of kiddushin on the basis that they are indeed creating 

Jewish homes and Jewish marriages through these weddings. These rabbis point to their 

requirements of intensive study and extensive commitments to a Jewish future as their 

mechanisms for ensuring that couples for whom they officiate are both capable and 

motivated to create a Jewish family, home and marriage that honor and embody the heritage 

of the Jewish people. In fact. if they had the time, most rabbis said they would be far more 

comfortable if they could offer the same background counseling to those in-marrying couples 

that have a weak background in (or commitment to) Judaism. Overall, rabbis who officiate 

at intennarriages see this open approach to tradition as consistent with the overall approach 

of Refonn and as no more a deviation from halakhah than Reform interpretations of such 

core Jewish practices as Shabbat, kaslmtt, and {/illot. 

Should the will of the people have a role in determining a rabbi's officiation policy? 

One of the key factors that drove the CCAR to issue its 1973 resolution on 

intermarriage was the pressure congregations were exerting on members of the CCAR to 

officiate at interfaith weddings of their congregants. '°7 An official policy statement by the 

CCAR was seen as a way for those rabbis who did not officiate to defend their stance. Most 

'°6 In interviews with rabbis. some who do not officiate at interfaith weddings reported that they have (or would 
if the occasion arose) officiate at same-gender marriages and retain the tradition words of kiddusl1i11, adjusting 
only for gender, while others have (or would) altered the whole statement. For information on the Reform 
movement's position see the "Resolution on Same Gender Officiation," adopted in 2000 and available online at 
www.ccamet.org. 
107 Meyer, Respon.,·e to Modemity, 372 as noted in Sussman, ''A 'Delicate Balance," 53. 
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rabbis interviewed for this thesis agreed that con,gregations should not have a say in the 

officiation policy of their rabbis. However, many sources also concede that congregations 

wish to have a say in this matter and often screen applicants during the hiring process to 

ensure they will have a rabbi whose practice conforms to their needs. On the whole, rabbis 

agree that they and not their congregants should be the ones to determine their personal 

policy regarding officiation at intermarriages. IUK 

Even as rabbis agree that congregants should not dictate officiation policy, many 

simultaneously argue that it is important, and even Jewishly mandated, that rabbis take into 

account the opinions and practices of their congregants when forming such key policies. One 

commonly cited text on this issue is the Talmudic advice to, .. Go out and see what the people 

are doing."109 If Reform rabbis were to follow this advice, to look out at the marrying 

patterns of their congregants and other progressive Jews in their community, the average 

rabbi would find that roughly half of them are intermarrying. For this reason, some would 

invoke a second Talmudic statement, "You cannot enact a decree by which the majority 

cannot abide." 110 

The statement that one cannot enact a decree by which the majority cannot abide 

appears in at least two different contexts in the Talmud. In Ba,·a Batra 60b the context is a 

discussion of degrees of mourning. It is detennined that at a certain point the strictures of 

mourning could become unreasonably burdensome to the point that most people would find 

themselves unable to fulfill the prescribed practices. A rabbi today who will officiate when 

'°8 Some rabbis interviewed for this thesis felt that while rabbis should be allowed to fonn their own personal 
policy. there is a value to the senior rabbi setting a policy that is then followed by other members of the clergy 
ofa given congregation. Those rabbis who might not be comfortable with the policy set by the senior rabbi are 
encouraged to identify that discord prior to accepting a positi(ln at the congregation. 
109 BT Brakhot 45a. In a halakhic context the practice is suggested for cases where there is no clear-cut 
halakhic ruling. In those cases, the popular practice may serve as the basis for arriving at the decision. 
110 BT Bava Batra 60b, BT Avodah Zarah 36a. 
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certain conditions are met by an interfaith couple might argue that he or she is following the 

model put forth by this passage in which a reasonable set of expectations were favored over 

ones by which the majority could not abide. Other rabbis might protests saying that the 

appropriate path for a person who has fallen in love with a Jew and wants to marry them 

under Jewish auspices. is to convert to Judaism. This solution also requires a break with 

traditional halakhah because it requires welcoming converts whose primary motivation is to 

marry a Jew. 111 (However, there are many opinions that contradict the original prohibition 

on such conversions.) 

A second instance of the Talmudic teaching that you cannot enact a decree by which 

the majority cannot abide has ever more direct relevance to the discussion of intermarriage 

than the one just cited. In A vodah Zara 36a the sages rely on Rab ban Simeon b. Gamaliel 

and R. Eliezer b. Zadok who invoked this same statement with regard to a discussion of 

prohibiting bread, wine, oil and daughters of certain heathens. The prohibition on that 

particular oil never caught on and because the majority did not abide by it, the sages ruled 

that the prohibition was null and void. As Roy Rosenberg, a rabbi willing to officiate at 

intermarriages wrote, one can only wonder what the sages of the Talmud would have 

declared if the prohibition on intennarriage had not been followed by the majority of the 

people in their day. 112 

111 Geirim I :3 and Yoreh Deah 268:12 as cited in Isaac Klein. A Guide to Je11·ish Religious Practice (New 
York: Jewish Theological Seminary of America. I 9?i ). 442. 
112 Roy A. Rosenberg, 011 Mi.red Mm'l'iC1ge. (unpublished) 1-2. 
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Should decisions be made on the basis of what is best for the whole Jewish community 
or what is best for the indh1idual couple? Do Jewish ethics and norms dictate whether 
the individual or the community takes greater precedent? 

In the second half of the 20th century, perhaps as a result of the loss of millions of 

Jews in the Holocaust, there was an intense focus on Jewish continuity. Intennarriage by this 

time was not seen as a personal issue, but rather as a threat to the entire Jewish community. 

Whereas a biblical story might focus on the negative impact of intennarriage on an individual 

who intermarries, now the focus was on whether there would even be a Jewish people in the 

future if intermarriage persisted. 

Many Reform rabbis who do not officiate take this stance, at ]east in part, out of a 

concern for the future and a perspective that the future must be safeguarded based on policies 

that are best for the whole community. They consider intermarriage to be negative force in 

the Jewish community because intermarried couples are less like to establish a Jewish home 

and less likely to successfully transmit Judaism to their children than are their in-married 

counterparts. Left unchecked, ever increasing rates of intermarriage would rapidly deplete 

the Jewish population so that in just a few generations there would be very few Jews left at 

all. With this imminent threat in mind, rabbis conclude that to uphold their responsibility to 

do what is best for the Jewish people, they must oppose intermarriage. As was explained in 

chapter three of this thesis, these rabbis recognize that once an interfaith couple has decided 

to marry they will do so whether or not a specific rabbi agrees to officiate. Nonetheless, 

these rabbis maintain blanket policies against intennarriage in the hopes that their 

unequivocal stand will lend support to those among their congregants working to encourage 

their children to in-marry and that they will lend the rabbis themselves the credibility to 

encourage the youth in their congregation to in-marry. 
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Rabbis who do officiate at intennarriages are equally concerned about the Jewish 

future, but feel for a variety ofreasons that they are obligated to evaluate what is best for a 

given intennarrying couple on an individual basis rather than applying a blanket policy that 

serves the Jewish people on the whole. Some frame it in terms of the halakhic concepts of 

ideal scenarios likhatki/ah versus bidiavad realities. These rabbis agree that in-marriage is a 

better option and do an they feel they can to promote in-marriage likhatkilah, from the start. 

But, once a couple has met, fa11en in love and decided to marry, these rabbis adjust their 

standard to be able to embrace couples that have, bidiamd. taken this route. 113 Rabbis who 

do not officiate might counter by arguing that the shift in approach to a bidiamd situation 

should take place in the fonn of outreach after a marriage, not as a newfound willingness to 

bless and facilitate the wedding itself. Rabbi Eric Yoffie, President of the URJ recently 

wrote that outreach is the way for the Reform community to demonstrate that it does not 

endorse intermarriage but also refuses to reject the intennarried. 114 UJtimately, rabbis who 

do officiate find this policy of declining to officiate while attempting to welcome couples the 

next day hollow, hypocritical and somewhat selfMdefeating. 115 

Many rabbis who have shifted from a policy against officiating to officiating have 

done so after a profound encounter with a particular individual or couple. In some cases they 

determined at that moment that they could not turn away this couple and therefore changed 

their policy. In other cases the rabbi declined to officiate and later found out that the couple 

had distanced themselves froin Judaism as a result of the interaction and their perception of 

rejection. Faced with the reality of potentially having "lost" somebody to Judaism, these 

rabbis become more willing to accept the risk that a new lenient policy will result in saying 

1 D Sherry Israel ... When the Personal and the Communal Intersect," CCAR Journ Spring (2006): 89. 
114 Eric Yoffie, "Outreach and the ln1ennarried," CCAR Journal Spring (2006): 28. 
115 For just one example see Jonathan Stein, "Interfaith Marriage," CCAR Joumal Spl'i11g (2006): 8. 
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"yes" to some couples that may not go on to lead rich Jewish lives. For them, the potential to 

keep one family in the fold is worth the cost of lowering the barriers to a Jewish wedding. 

There are a number of ways to understand the range of rabbinic opinions within the 

context of Jewish ethics. Those rabbis who do not officiate are essentially following the 

logic and ethics represented in the Jewish policies on the redemption of captives. In Gittin 

45a, the rabbis face a similar dilemma to the rabbis today (with the obvious exception that 

the Talmudic passage involves a case where life is literally at stake while intennarriage 

involves only the potential loss of Jewish identity and continuity). In both cases they are 

faced with a dilemma of how to balance the value of an individual Hfe against the more 

abstract threat to the welfare of the community. Then, as today, the rabbis were 

compassionate human beings whose first impulse must have been to go to extremes to save 

each individual. However, they understood that the fate of the entire community depended 

on their ability to chart a sustainable path through a menacing new reality. In light of their 

obligation to protect the entire community, including both current and future generations, the 

rabbis ultimately ruled that the community had to show restraint in redeeming its captives. 116 

Rabbis who do officiate believe they are doing what is best for the Jewish people by 

nurturing the potential of each individual in the community. One commonly cited text that 

arguably supports such an outlook is the Mishnaic statement that saving a single life is 

tantamount to saving an entire world. 11 ., (As with the previous textual example, this text is 

only relevant if one is willing to read it on the level of dms/1, as there is no actual life at stake 

in the case of intermarriage.} 

116 BT Gittin 45a and Hidd11shei HaRaN on Gittin 45a. 111e tenn used within the Talmudic passage to 
summarize the ethic involved is tikkun haolam. The meaning of the tenn in this context is, "for the sake of 
general social welfare." The words rikkm1 l,aolC1m were omitted from the discussion lest they raise confusion 
for those accustomed to alternative appropriations of this Hebrew tenn. 
117 Mishnah Sanhedrin 4:5. 

127 



Another source. not cited by any of the rabbis who participated in this thesis. but 

nonetheless helpful for understanding the general approach of officiating rabbis, is the 

responsa literature of a group of prominent nineteenth century German Orthodox rabbis. 

This group was very concerned with the rising rate ofintermarriage. Unlike other Orthodox 

rabbis, who essentially cut off people who deviated from their halakhic expectations, this 

group felt the best way to decelerate the defection of persons from Judaism was to pursue a 

more lenient posture to the issues of intermarriage and conversion. 

Rabbi Zvi Hirsch Kalisher ( 1795-1874), one of Europe's most recognized ha]akhic 

authorities, for example, wrote that a Jewish man who has intermarried and then wants his 

infant son circumcised should be embraced and aided to go forward in that pursuit. Though 

the child was not Jewish by halakhic standards, Kalisher gave him (and all other children 

born to a Jewish father) the designation of ;;erah kodesh, holy offspring, and noted, '"with 

children such as these, there is sometimes the possibility that great leaders of Israel will arise 

from among them. 118" Kalsiher also acknowledged that while the future Jewish practice of 

that family may not be up to ideal standards, there were plenty of others already fully part of 

the Jewish community whose behavior was no better and they should therefore treat this 

family's participation in the community as a joyous occasion. 

Rabbi Kalisher's opinions are noteworthy for showing concern for both the parent 

who had intermarried and for the child, insisting that the worst thing they could do would be 

to, .. push [them] away with both hands from the community of Israel." Overal1 Kali sher 

interpreted the father's interest in having the child circumcised as an act of teslmvah and 

therefore saw it as the Jewish community's duty to enable him to continue on a path toward 

mitzvoth rather than to push him away for choices he made that they were powerless to 

118 HUC-JIR, for example, trains many rabbis and cantors who come from intermarried families. 
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prevent. 119 For similar ideological reasons, Rabbi David Hoffman ( 1843-192 l ), another 

Orthodox rabbi, allowed a non-Jew to convert who intended to marry a Kohen. 120 Though 

this scenario would have led to violations of many halakhic principles, Hoffman justified 

his ruling saying, "Certainly it is better that she should convert so that her offspring will not 

be lost from Israel ... " 121 

Returning to the issue of Refonn rabbis who are willing to officiate at intermarriages, 

one could make the case that a couple's commitment to a Jewish wedding, even in many 

cases after years of a "dormant" Jewish identity on the part of the Jew in the couple, could be 

the beginning of an adult blossoming of interest in and commitment to Judaism. There is no 

guarantee that a Jewish wedding would lead to a Jewish future, but welcoming the couple 

and enabling them to partake in the mitzvoth and semalwt of lmppah and kiddushin, would 

likely be experienced by the couple as being drawn nearer to Judaism rather than pushed 

away. 

Is Reform officiation at intermarriages driving a wedge between the Reform movement 
and other Jewish communities? Does officiation at intermarriages threaten the 
legitimacy of the Reform rabbinate in the eyes of the Conservative and Orthodox 
rabbinate? 

Rabbinic officiation at intermarriages is just one of many areas in which large 

portions of the Reform rabbinate engage in practices that are counter to the halakhic 

sensibilities of the Conservative and Orthodox rabbinates. For example, Reform rabbis on 

the whole do not uphold rules of kashrut or Shabbat in a way that would comply with 

Conservative and Orthodox halakhic standards. Some would argue that officiation at 

119 Ellenson. Tradition in Transition, 71-72, 118-119. 
120 Kohanim are traditionally forbidden from marring converts and according to BT Bcrachot 30b, one cannot 
accept a convert who rejects even a single item of rabbinic law. 
121 David Hoffman, Mefttmmed Lehoil (New York: 1954), Even HaaEzer. no. 8., as cited in Ellenson, Tradition 
in Transition, 76. 
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intennarriage is particularly detrimental to relations between the denominations and that for 

reasons of klal Yisrael rabbis should not officiate at these weddings. However, such a claim 

would be very difficult to substantiate. 121 As Rabbi David Eichhorn passionately argues in 

Jewish Intermarriage: Fact and Fiction. Reform rabbinical officiation at intermarriages is 

certainly not the only issue holding back Reform Jews and Reform rabbis from universal 

recognition by the Jewish community and the Israeli courts. Consen1ativc rabbis, he points 

out, do not officiate at intermarriages (and generally live a lifestyle somewhat more in 

concert with Orthodox halakhic sensibilities), yet they too have their legitimacy and 

authenticity questioned by the Orthodox community and the Israeli courts. 123 

What percentage of Reform rabbis currently officiate at intermarriages? Do most of 
these rabbis co-officiate with Christian clergy? \Vhat are their standards? 

In the course of researching this thesis I found no compelling, reliable source for the 

true current rate of officiation at intermarriages by Reform rabbis. Many people are of the 

opinion that roughly 50% of the Reform rabbinate is open to officiating at some 

intermarriages, yet no one was able to point to a satisfactory source of proof for this number. 

There is also general agreement that the number of rabbis now officiating at intermarriages is 

on the rise. A third commonly asserted belief is that the number of rabbis willing to co­

officiate with clergy of other faiths is far smaller than the number willing to act as solo 

officiants. 124 

122 Surely Refonn policies on such issues as patrilineal descent and conversion requirements are more relevant 
to discussions of klul ,l'israe/ because they have an impact upon Jewish identity. Problems could arise, for 
example, if the child of a Jew who has converted under Refonn auspices. or who has a Jewish father and non­
Jewish mother, wants to marry a Conservative or Orthodox Jew because these people might not be considered 
Jewish in the other denominations. On the other hand, they can always rectify this situation by converting with 
an appropriate authority. 
123 David Max Eichhorn, Je,l'ish Intermarriage (Satellite Beach: Satellite Books, 1974 ). 159-160. 
124 Anecdotal evidence supports the claims of increasing participation and low rates of co-officiation. Many 
rabbis interviewed for this thesis reported that they or clergy to whom they refer couples will officiate at some 
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One of the more reliable sources of research on the rate of overall officiation by 

Refonn rabbis is a study that culminated in the Lenn Report. This study, commissioned by 

the CCAR in 1969-1972, found that at that time 41% ofRefonn pulpit rabbis (i.e., active 

congregational rabbis} officiated at intennarriages. Further, more than half of the active 

congregational rabbis who did not personally officiate referred couples to rabbis would 

officiate. Thus. 71 % of active congregational rabbis at that time either personally officiated 

at intennarriages or referred couples to other rabbis who would officiate. 12 !1 

A study by the Rabbinic Center for Research and Counseling offers far more recent 

findings but the credibility of its statistics is less than ideal due to the low (and potentially 

selective) response rate. The Center based its 2003 Survey of Rabbinic Participation in 

Intermarriage Ceremonies on a survey sent to 1842 rabbinic members of the CCAR. The 

response rate was 39%. Of the 39% who responded, 50% reported that they officiate at 

intermarriages under certain circumstances. An additional 38% of respondents said they do 

not officiate but are wiJling to make referrals to rabbis who will officiate. Previous surveys 

undertaken by the Center in 1982, 1986, 1990 and 1995 show a fluctuating range of 43%-

50% ofrespondents reporting that they officiate at intennarriages. 126 

CONCLUSION 

This chapter is by no means an exhaustive list of all the factors a rabbi may consider 

when crafting a personal policy on officiation at intennarriage. Nor are the responses 

intem1arriages but will not co-officiate with clergy from other faiths. Rabbis also spoke of working in 
congregations where they now officiate at inte1marriages but where the predecessor who has since retired did 
not officiate at such weddings. Additionally, some rabbis repm1ed having already switched from a policy of 
non-officiation to officiating at intermarriages and others spoke of considering such a shift, but only one rabbi 
reported shifting from officiating to not officiating. 
125 The Lenn Report 128. figures 22 and 132 as cited by Eichhorn, J"wish lnte111wrrit1ge, 98-10 I. 
116 Fishbein, Rabbinic Participation in l11termarriage.1-, table 2. 
Available online at: http://www.rcrconline.org/research.htm#RABBINIC03 
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provided the only possible approaches for answering the questions. Readers are strongly 

encouraged to add to this list and to use the earlier portions of this thesis as a reference for 

crafting their own answers to these and other questions. At best, the hope is that this chapter 

has sensitized the reader to the true complexity of this issue and that the reader will have 

been motivated by surprising and even controversial points raised by this author to craft his 

or her own unique response to the challenge of intermarriage and rabbinic officiation. 
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CONCLUSION 

This thesis emerged out of a hypothesis that the Jewish tradition and Jewish texts do 

not, as is widely believed, speak univocally on the issue of intermarriage. The thesis was also 

driven by a desire to provide a resource that would encourage rabbis and cantors to engage 

wth the traditi® as they fonn (and reform) their personal positions on officiating at interfaith 

weddings. The three initial chapters, which cover ancient and more modern texts, Reform 

history, and modern learned perspectives, were assembled with the goal of facilitating a 

course upon which individual readers could embark. 

The first chapter of this thesis included biblical texts with rabbinic and medieval 

commentaries, Mishnaic and Talmudic passages, and legal statements from the Mishneh 

Torah and Shulhan Arukh. On the whole, these passages showed that the fonnal Jewish 

tradition was opposed to intermaniage and viewed it unfavorably. At the same time, the 

sources (particularly the Torah) showed that intermarriage has been a part of the Jewish 

people's story from its very inception. 

The Bible fairly clearly forbade unions between Israelite men and foreign women 

from certain nations. It was also consistent in explaining that such unions were forbidden out 

of a fear that they would lead to idolatry and would compromise the Jewish destiny of 

becoming a great and numerous people. In the instances where the Bible was less clear about 

the reasons for certain prohibitions, the Rabbis and medieval commentators filled the silences 

with their own interpretations, often reinforcing the warnings laid out in similar passages 

from the Bible. Additionally, these commentators showed a propensity to sanitize biblical 

stories depicting intermarriages. Their preferred method was to insist that the non-Israelite 
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had converted or to tum the story into a cautionary ta]e of what befalls those who trans.!:,.rress 

the prohibition on intermarriage (e.g., Ruth and King So]omon respectively). 

The passages cited from the Mishnah and Talmud focused on legal issues related to 

the prohibitions outlined in the Torah. In particular, they focused on exactly which nations in 

the postwbiblical world were among the biblically prohibited peoples, the status of offspring 

of intermarriages, and whether Jews could ever have kiddushin with non-Jews. This final 

topic was picked up by the Mishneh Torah and Shulhan Arukh, both of which re-emphasized 

the term coined in the Talmud, .. lo tafsei bah kiddushin," which translates as, "kidd11shi11 did 

not take effect." 

The second chapter of this thesis presented the history of the Reform movement's 

positions on officiation at intermarriages. The discussion began with the Assembly of Jewish 

Notables and the Parisian Sanhedrin, two related historic developments that arguably marked 

the onset of the modem era for Jews. At that time the Jewish leadership was asked whether 

Jews could marry Christians. The remainder of the chapter followed developments within 

the emerging Refonn community, from the radical ideas of Samuel Holdheim, to the 

conservative principles of the 1909 CCAR resolution, to the ceaseless debates of the 

twentieth century. One trend that emerged was an increasing emphasis on the value of 

outreach to intermarrying and intermarried families. 

The second chapter concluded with a brief discussion of a new resolution that, ifit 

makes it to the floor and is passed, would mark a significant shift in the official policy of the 

CCAR. Whereas the default position of the CCAR has been to condemn intermarriages and 

merely tolerate those rabbis who officiate at interfaith weddings. the new resolution would 

affirm that rabbis can officiate at intermarriages with integrity. 
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Chapter three of this thesis offered a series of portraits of modem rabbis in which 

their individual approaches to officiation at intennarriage were outlined. The goal was to 

provide readers with examples of how rabbis out in the field have crafted, (and at times 

adjusted), their policies regarding officiation to honor the Jewish tradition and their role as 

rabbis, while also addressing the realities of the Jewish community. Among the profiles were 

examples of rabbis who never officiate at intennarriages, others who officiate only when 

various prerequisites are met, and one who makes it a policy never to say no to a Jew. Some 

rabbis reported that they are very comfortable with their current position while others 

expressed great discomfort with some aspects of their current policies. Many reported that 

they felt compelled to chaJ1enge and revisit their initial ideas and theories as a result of time 

spent in the field interacting with intennarrying and intennarried couples and families. 

The final chapter of this thesis was presented as a series of key questions and answers 

in an attempt to synthesize the material covered in earlier chapters. An effort was also made 

to introduce relevant information that had not made it into the earlier parts of the thesis and 

to pose questions that seem to be on the mind of many rabbis and cantors as they struggle 

with their own officiation policies. While the fourth chapter is intended as a tool for readers 

who are working on defining their own officiation policies, it is not intended as a .. cheat 

sheet" for those who feel they cannot spare the time to read through the whole thesis. 

Readers are strongly discouraged from using it as such. 

If this thesis has been at all successful. those who have read or even skimmed through 

it should know that there are no simple answers when it comes to the topic of officiation at 

intermarriages. Any rabbi or cantor who takes seriously their responsibility to serve God and 

the Jewish people should make it a priority to devote the required time to engaging with the 
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issue ofintcnnarriage and specifically with issue of officiation at intennarriages. It is only 

through serious study that we can offer a dignified and responsible Reform response. 

Today roughly two out of every three weddings involving a Jew are intermarriages. 

When these couples and their extended families approach Refonn rabbis and cantors, asking 

us to be with them as they mark this special moment in their life, we must be able to respond 

with compassion and integrity. 

!11~l ''T 
Go and lea/'11! 
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