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Abstract 

This study consisted of twelve in person intcr\'icws with males and fcmuks that had 
converted and/or ,vere going to convert to Conservative and Reform Judaism. They were 
asked twenty.seven questions from u questionnaire pertaining to their life experiences 
and the process that they engaged in that ultimately culminated in their conversion. An 
emphasis was placed on how they came to acquire a Jcv1,ish identity and think of 
thcmsdves as Jews. In addition. they were asked about \\hat attracted them to Judaism. 
how it was similar or ditlerent to their previous religion. what experiences made them 
fod authcntically Jewish and in what situations they saw themsel\'es as more or less 
Jewish. Thl!ir ,·icws on Israel. anti•Scmitism and the Holocaust were explored as ,-.:ell as 
issues such as their family"s reaction and the impact on their born and/or unborn children. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

Then: are kw studies that have been conducted on conversion to Judaism and 

those that ha\'e been done Si.!1!111 to be \'cry narrow in their focus. They loclls on the level 

of practice of converts compared with horn Jews and extrapolate on their findings. 

making assumptions and inferences for too on.en about what the con\'ert must be frcling. 

In addition. statistics seem to be an emphasis and studies focus on findings such as. 

approximately half of all conversions occur after an interfaith couple is married and 

females convert more frequently than males. The convert" s voice is noticeably absent in 

these studies. with much attention focused on justifying and condoning conversion to 

Judaism rather than examining the conversion experience to further our understanding of 

the process. So many authors encourage proactive conversion in the Jewish community, 

but seek little infonnation on how to improve the process and help con\'erts grapple with 

the psychological and emotional aspects of their journey. 

13asec.l on these conclusions we strove to examine and thereby understand the 

com·erf s perspective of the process of conversion. \Ve have always hccn interested in 

what motivates people to choose to convert to Judaism and the process by which converts 

come to think of thcmseJ\·es as being kvvish. Having gro\vn up with strong Jewish 

identities we wanted tu explore hO\v converts are able to create strong and unique 

iJentities for thcmsd ves and are able to forge a sense of belonging. 

Our study is comprised of twelve, qualitative in-person, interviews utilizing a 

t\vcnty- seven-part questionnaire. The informants who participated in the study were 

conv1.rts or soon to be converts to Judaism. We chose to use the \\.·ord .. convert'" as 



opposed to numl.!rous othl.!r labels used to <ll.!scribc people who ha\·c connmcd to 

Judaism. for no other reason than to simplify mam:rs. Our intention was not to offonJ. 

anyone. Our sample consisted of men and women from various ethnic and religious 

backgrounds. Of those interviewed seven arc fomalc ,md five are mak. Eight lnfilrmants 

are Caucasian. two are African American. one is Indian and one is Filipino. Nine 

informants were born in l'\orth America and three arc foreign horn. Their prc-con\'ersion 

rdigions included five Catholics. two Pentecostal. one ~-1ormon. one I lin<lu. one United 

tvtethodist. one Lutheran .• md onl.! Christian-Various denominations. In addition. four of 

the twelve informants converted to Judaism before marrying a Jewish spouse. five 

converted to Judaism after marrying a Jewish spouse, two converted or will convert to 

Judaism without being in a relationship with a Jewish partner, and one converted after 

marrying a non-Jew. The interviews also rc\'ealcd that half the informants: informants I 

through 6 were raised in religious homes where religion was an integral part of their 

upbringing. The other halL informants 7 through 12 were raised with religions that were 

predominantly just labels and more cultural than religious. 

Our informants were acquired from two different sources, namely the 

Introduction tu Judaism classes at the Uni\'crsity of Judaism and Temple :\kiba in Culver 

City, Los Angeles. We spoke with Rabbi Neal Weinberg. the Director and Instructor of 

the Louis and Judith Milh:r Introduction to Judaism class at 1he University of Judaism 

who informed us ofall the requirements of the class. The class began in 1965 and Rabbi 

Weinberg assumed the position of Director in 1986. Each class consists of thirty to fifty 

people and over six hundred people per year complete the course, It attracts u myriad of 

people from varying walks of lifo including kws who \vant to broaden their knowledge 



hasc. chi!Jrcn from mixed marriagcs. gcntilt:s who want to ac4uirc knowledge and thosi: 

th.it want tn con\'l:n. The eighteen- scssion course is not considered a con\'crsion class 

although. many that take it and arc not kwish ultimately choose to con\'crt. The students 

arc required to attend at least scn:n spccitk synagogue services including a holiday. 

morning and c\'cning service. They ni.:l!d to he community minded. observe the Sabbath 

for twenty-four hours. kccp kosher for a wc1.:k un<l attend an overnight Shabbaton. 

Written reports arc required from the participants after they have fulfilled each 

component. They also have to attend three support groups offered that focus on the 

emotional and psychological aspects of Judaism. four out of six experiential 

requirements need to be carried out including visiting a Jewish museum and bookstore, 

kosher market. restaurant or Jewish cultural event. Members of the class arc also asked to 

meet twice with both the course instructor and a congregational Rabbi. Finally. they need 

to take and pass a final exam based on the course content. The class includes a Jewish 

home tour. a mentor program. and hotline that class members can call for information. 

Each cluss is three- and hulf-hours in duration and Weinberg covers Hebrew. Jewish 

history, life cycle events, and lectures gin:n by Holocaust survivors. Essentially there are 

three components to the course: knowledge. emotional and experiential. \Veinberg states 

that ··when the program is completed. Jews will find they arc more knowledgeable about 

their Jev.-·ish heritage, non-Jc\vs will have a better understanding of Judaism and those 

\Vho \Vant to embrace Judaism can continue on to conversion". People have a full year in 

which to complete the course. W einbt:rg assl.!rts that a number of trends have emerged 

over the years. He d1.:clarcs that more and more single people are converting um.l non­

Jewish women with Jewish partners tend to .seek out Judaism. In general there me more 
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women who marry non-kwish men who arc converting. In addition. there arc mor.: 

female than mall.! conn:rts: woml.!n seem to hi.: mon.: adaptable to change and don't have 

to endure the circumcision ritual that pctritit:s many mc-n. He feels the term .. conversion .. 

is used inaccurately. Conn:rt means to change and he feels converts are not changing. but 

being blessed with an opportunity to affirm what they already believe in. Of the six 

hundred pcoplc that participate in the course per year. one hundred and fifty to two 

hundred people con\'ert. although it often takes them more than a year to complete the 

con\'ersion. 

Rabbi Allen ~faller of Temple Aki bu in Culver City teaches a Union of American 

Hebrew Congregations Introduction to Judaism course. Maller posits that 80-90% of 

those that marry out of tht! faith do not have a spouse who converts. He feels the impact 

of hexogamy is difficult to measure and the net loss to the Jewish community is unclear. 

Maller states that the problem is people possess many different definitions of conversion 

and there are many individuals that never convert but re for to themselves as Jews. The 

UAHC course is unable to offer any statistics on how many have participated in the class 

and ultimately converted but are coming to realize the importance of and the need for 

measurement and evaluation. The course was officially established as an outreach 

program and has a standard curriculum. In California it is an eighteen- . eek course and 

offers a basic foundation in Judaism. The coursi.! is required for persons considering 

conversion to Judaism, but is very helpful to Jews-by-birth who are seeking a refresher 

course in the principles and practices of Judaism. To earn a certificate of completion ti.)r 

the course. participants must attend all eighteen class sessions. at least one Shabbaton. 
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tlm:c Sabbath sen iccs and writc a n:port. complete all homework assignments and 

j(,urnal entries assigm:d by tin: instructor and a take home open-book tinal exam. 

\taller hdicvcs that the failure of the course is that there are no Chavurot and that 

the punidpants need something to thd imo after the eighteen \\'Ceks arc over. He is 

insistent that the students need to t:stahlish a relationship with a Rahhi whom they can 

cngagt.: in <liscussions with. The Rabbi usually sds tht.: requin.:ments for conversion such 

as whcthl.!r the individual m:t:ds to go through the Ti pat Dam ceremony if they arc male 

as well as whether they need to visit a '.\·1ihah. Usually participants arc required to have 

some sort of knowledge of the Hebrew language. Kashrut is not taught in the class, but 

the ethnic component of Judaism is cmphasized. The level of observance that the UAHC 

is hoping for is much lov,:er than that of the University of Judaism. Maller states that the 

class participants are given the opportunity to watch a movie pertaining to the Holocaust 

and the curriculum emphasizes Judaism rather than Jewishness. It focuses on the 

emotional aspects of Judaism rather than the informational component. Maller posits that 

those who convert do so because of marriage but he does not rule out the possibility that 

they may have been on the path to conversion for many years. He states that the divorce 

ratt.: is llm:cr for exogamous marriages and when no convt.:rsion occurs. the divorce rate is 

120-150% higher. Maller does not believe that this is just due to the religion being the 

same but that people who convert are more committe<l to the .. we" as opposed to the .. r•. 

They are motivated to sacrifice and give. Maller points out that the feminist movement 

and th1.: grO\ving acceptance of mixed marriages may be reasons \vhy the conversion rates 

have decreased. I-le states that l\vo- thirds to three~ quarters of converts to Judaism are 

womi.:n and that in all main line religions. women outnumber men in con\"crsion with the 
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cxc~ption uf cults. ~lttlkr is fascinated hy the foct that people have started inviting guests 

to their conversion ccn:monies. I le states that 30--+0% of convcns c:ngage in public 

conwrsions and send out formal invitations. 
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II. LITERATURE REVIEW 

The literature on conversion is extensive. People have profiled cunn.:rts by both 

legitimizing and rejecting them. The question that seems to remain unasked is what we 

have focused on in our research. that is the process by which the convert came to think of 

him or herself as Jc\\'ish. Converts literally have the challenging task of having to 

redefine who they arc. Their perspective is so important and this is the very thing that 

seems to have been overlooked in the literature. We are specifically focusing on the 

convert' s perspective and point of view and not at all on trying to legitimize or reject 

them or their decision to convert. 

Rabbi Sanford Seltzer·s book. Jews and Non-Jews: Falling in Love (1976) is 

essentially an informal guide to interfaith marriages for couples. their families. and the 

rabbis \Vho counsel them. Before any studies were conducted on conversion, books like 

these were valuable tools for those that had intermarried and were curious about 

conversion. Includt:d in the book is a section on conversion to Judaism including the 

history and evolution of Judaism and the requirements of the different denominations 

with regards to conversion. This book is written from a rabbi's perspective. Seltzer 

speculates what the potential convert may be feeling but has little data to back up his 

assumptions. Seltzer ( 1976) refers to the fact that most couples have had any number of 

prior conversations regarding the possibility of the non-Jewish partner's conversion to 

Judaism long before they reach the Rabbi's office. ··In my opinion it is the Jewish partner 

\vho more often than not informs the Rabbi of the non-Jewish mate's intention to convert. 

adding that he or she would never consider converting to the faith of the non-Jewish 

partner. something the latter fully understands and accepts" (Seltzer. 1976, p. 19). Seltzt;!r 
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focust.:s on thc.: foct that tht:: non-JC\\' is usually very quil!t \Vhich may h~ indicative of thl! 

fact that they arc ill at case in the ~trangl.! surruundings of the Rabbi· s office. Thl!y may 

bt: masking a deep-seated resentment over the pressures being exerted by the Jewish 

partner and the Jewish family. Sdtzcr elaborates by exploring things like the Rabbis 

n:!icf that the non-Jt!wish member of the couple desires to convert. He asserts that the 

circumstances and tt!nsions surrounding many mixed marriages and intermarriages 

prevent the addressing of the inner needs and concerns of both partners. 

Seltzer ( 1976) introduces the fact that Jewish communities throughout the United 

States have conducted courses on Judaism designed for prospective converts and their 

Jewish partners and that the Reform and Conservative movements have pioneered in this 

endeavor. He explains that in Boston it became evident that the UAHC-sponsored 

"Introduction to Judaism" program. was not coming to grips with the emotional aspects 

of the conversion process. ··and it was therefore an ineffective and even detrimental 

method of dealing with the subject" (Seltzer, 1976, p. 21 ). Careful investigation revealed 

that the convert' s reluctance to speak up was an outgro\',1h of the knowledge that the 

Jewish family had equated the taking of the course of study \Vith a guarantee of 

com·crsion. The family may already have informt:d friends and relativt!s that their future 

son or daughter-in-law would soon be Jewish. As a result trained social ,vorkers from 

Jewish Family and Children's Service of Boston staffed an experimental discussion 

group entitled '·Issues in [nterrnarriage'" as part of the program. They hoped that through 

it men and \Vomcn enrolled in the course \Vould share fedings in an atmosphere of 

mutual trust, respect, and support. Seltzer ( 1976) elaborates by stating that the ··the course 

of study hu<l been intentionally entitled "Introduction to Judaism". and not ··conversion 



to Judaism". tu emphasize that its goal was to enlighten and to educate so that non-kwish 

participants could make intelligent decisions n:garding conversion based upon a 

knowlt:Jge of Judaism .. (p. 22). A rabhi co•lcd some of the groups and this proved to be 

n:ry helpful. The end result was that not e\'cryone in the group decided to com·crt and for 

some participants issues remained open and unresoh·cd. 

Seltzer ( 1976) also examines the resources that are available to com·erts and 

asserts that couples do not take advantage of them or reject them when what they arc told 

conflicts with what they want to hear. Today this book seems quite archaic since so many 

in depth studies have been conducted on conversion and its effects. Nevertheless, it 

enlightens us how much this subject has evolved over the years and how differently it is 

approached today compared to how it was approacht:d then. Today it is a facet of Jewish 

lifo and accepted as such whereas tv,enty years ago. Jews were very conflicted with 

regards to how to approach the topic and struggled to grapple with the effects conversion 

was having on the community. 

Steven Hubcrman·s dissertation from Brandeis University entitled New 

Jews: The Dvnamics of Religious Conversion ( 1978) legitimized converts and 

proclaimed that they are equally as Jewish as those born into the faith. Huberman ( 1978) 

focused on the identity change among converts to Reform Judaism and examined the 

motives. processes, and etlects of conversion. llubennan ( 1978) gathered data through 

the e;:mployment of a qualitative interview and a questionnaire consisting mainly of close• 

ended 4ucstions. Huberman ( 1978) concluded that the converts in his research population 

had a level of commitment that was at least equal to that of born Reform Jews. The 

respondents almost uniformly identified \Vith the Jewish people and frequently tended to 
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ha\'c a high degree of religiosity. There was also u good c.kal of variation in their <.kgrec 

of participation in American Jewish lite. Huberman ( l 978) di\'ided the con\'erts into 

categories. The first category was --Jntegral Converts .. who regarded Jewishness as a 

central factor in their li\·es. Twelve percent of the respondents fell into this category. 

They observed all of the rituals appropriate to Reform Judaism and were intensely 

involved in Ji:wish mutters. Huberman ( 1978) asserted that they live a ··Jewish rhythm" 

( p. 199 ). That is. those converts and their spouses had common k\vish concerns, 

socialized almost exclusively with Jews and lived full Jewish lives. Huberman ( 1978) 

termed the second category. "Participants" and explained that they consisted of converts 

who had a distinctive Jewish lifestyle and took part in Jewish activities more than 

casually. HO\vever, they neither regarded Judaism as a central core of their lives nor lived 

a '·Jewish rhythm". Participants viewed Judaism as an important advocational interest and 

were relatively active in synagogues, periodically took part in Jewish organizational 

activity, occasionally participated in Jewish adult education and helped raise money for 

Jewish philanthropy. This group comprised thirty.three percent of the research 

population. Huberman ( 1978) labeled the third group ··Associated Converts"' who were 

dues paying members of synagogues or other Jewish institutions that were primarily 

social and fraternal in nature, but were not actively in\'olved in them. Such converts only 

attended temple on the High Holidays or to commemorate life cycle events. The converts 

who were "associationally committed" (Huberman, 1978, p. 20 I) to Jewish life amounted 

to about twelve percent of the study. Hubermun's ( 1978) category of ·•contributers and 

Consumers", were converts who were unaffiliated with any Jewish institution. sometimes 

donated to .lt.!wish causes and periodically used a synagogue facility for thl! rites of 
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passage . .-\!though these converts who made up twcnty-thn:c pcrct.:nt of thc rcspon<li:nts 

identified as .kws. !hey ha<l not developed formal or lasting Jewish associational 

linkages. Huberman· s fifth category of converts, .. Peripheral Converts .. made up six 

percent of the study and .iligned themsclws with the Jewish people but were very 

detached from Jewish living. ·•~farginal Converts··. the sixth category took no pride in 

being a convert to Judaism and many stated that they had converted in response to 

pressure from people such as a spouse or an in•law. They made up approximately sen~n 

percent of Huberman ·s study. His last category .. Non-Jews•· repudiated their conversion 

and actively denied their Jc\vishness. They stated that they no longer or never felt that 

they ,vere members of the Jewish community and comprised seven percent of the study. 

Huberman ( 1978) conceptualized the participation of the converts in terms of a 

series of uneven circles. At the center was the hard core of committed converts and at the 

fringes were the converts \Vho now identify as non-Jews. Huberman posited that there 

was a ·'magnet"" within the core that draws converts closer and closer to the center in 

accordance \Vith their degree of Jewish content. He explored how converts defined being 

Jewish and what influences were responsible for drawing them closer to the core. Those 

who took Judaism seriously defined it as religiosity. Hubennan also delved into 

influences on converts including that of the spouse, in~laws the rabbinate and the Jewish 

community. 

Huberman ( 1978) concluded that most of the respondents took being Jewish 

seriously and were more intense in their Jewishness than the control group, born Reform 

Jews. Huberman ( 1978) declared that .;identity cannot grow in a vacuum-it must be 

nourished by a supportive community'' (p. 242). Most of the respondents reponed a \Vidc 
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v.iricty of sm:ial and psychological problems that \\ere sccmingly inhcn:nt in rcliginus 

conversion. l le summed up his study by quoting an informant who stated. "Becoming a 

Jew has not bi.:cn easy. I feel deep guilt and ( do not feel like a complete Jew. Yet it has 

been an experience which I will never regret ur n:jcct"· (p. 243). lfuhcrman ( 1978) 

asserted that what this respondent and most others were suggesting was that being a Jew 

was hard but becoming one was even more difficult. However. the majority of the 

respondents insisted that becoming and being Jewish was worth the struggle. Hubcrman's 

study bears more resemblance to ours than any other in the literature. However. he too 

focuses a great deal on legitimizing the observance level of converts rather than the 

process of attaining a Jc\',:ish identity. the very focus of our study. 

In her book Choosing Judaism Lydia Kukoff ( 1981 ). writes for those who have 

converted to Judaism. those who are considering conversion to Judaism and for born 

Jc\vs to help them understand the challenges, the problems, the hopes. the dreams. and 

fulfillment of those who have come to Judaism through conversion. Kukoff relates her 

own personal conversion story and provides anecdotes from other people who converted. 

Kukoff advocates for and provides information and tips for Jews hy Choice regarding the 

post-conversion period and shaping their Jewish identity. The main objective of tht! book 

is to help people \\'ho have converted. to own Judaism. 

She tells people that they will need to take an active role in shaping their new 

reality. She informs them that it takes time to feel Jewish, but that eventually, they too 

will have a Jt::wish past to call their own. She writes that there is no Jewish mystique and 

that one docs not have to be burn Jewish to be a Jew and to feel and think Jcwishly. 

"You can build a Jewish identity ... " (p.24 ). Kukoff goes on to tell Jews by Choice that 
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they need 10 tind a Jewish modi!! for thernscln:s. Shi! states that it is important to 

c.:star,lish a k\,ish cn\'ironment in one's home. For example. by buying Shabbat candles. 

a mezuzah. a kwish calendar and a library of Jewish books. She cautions Jews by 

Choice not to be discouraged if they do not know something. Rather the important thing 

is to start and not be impatient. The process is not easy and instantaneous. •'What you 

are learning and doing will slowly become internalized. You will make Judaism your 

own. and you will foel authentic .. (p.28). 

Other sections of her hook addn:ss hdping the Jew by Choice deal with their 

family and their in-laws. She gi,·es advice about how they can go about telling their 

family about their decision to convert. The anecdotes in these sections reveal for born 

Jews the way Je,vs by Choice are sometimes made to feel by born Jews. For example. 

Zina relates: "In the early years. I remember holidays with my Jewish family. \Vhenever 

it was my turn to participate. they would say: ·oh give her something in English: [ was 

not permitted to participate in anything that ,,·as truly sacred. It really bothered me·· 

( p.4 7). Also included are anecdotes about celebrating Christmas and Easter and 

incorporating their families into their new traditions. She addresses the issue of giving up 

one set of traditions and embracing a new one. Kukoff goes on to discuss issues 

surrounding the Jt:w by Choice and thdr Jewish born spouse. She addresses post• 

conversion realities and how to act. For example. '·You may know more about Judaism 

than your spouse and his/her family." She tells people not to be obnoxious in these 

instances. rather the ideal solution is to grow together, 

The book also deals ,vith issues surrounding Jewish life-cycle events, fi.)r example 

the importance of including non-Jewish family members in all life•cycle events. 
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Regarding the subject of children. Kukoff suggests creating a home cn,·ironment in 

which it is possibli.! to have two religious traditions rcprcscntl.!d and respected and at the 

same time make it absolutely clear that Judaism is the child·s religion. She outlines a six­

step plan for doing this. Kukoff stresses the importance of the Jewish community in a 

Jew by Choice·s life and suggests seeking out Jewish places to frequent in one·s city. 

The end of the book includes a congregational plan for synagogues to ensure a 

warm ,vckomc to those who have chosen Judaism. It includes suggestions or outreach 

programs and projects that can be implemented in synagogues. For example. sensitizing 

temple staff and renaming conversion classes from --conversion classes .. to introduction 

to Judaism·· classes. Overall Kukoff providcs Jews by Choice with words to match their 

feelings. She stresses that Jews by Choice should not teel alone in their journey and that 

they can draw from the experiences of others to gain strength and receive guidance. She 

also salutes born-Jews for reading the book and pleads with them not to let Jews by 

Choice dov,m. She concluded by saying that all Jews are Jews by Choice. "All those 

who choose to live a Jewish life are Je\VS by Choice'' (p.114 ). 

While there are many guidebooks for converts. this book is unique for its time in 

that a convert wrote the book, \vith input from other converts. It therefore succeeds to 

some extent, to capture the experience of conversion first-hand and is not just dictating to 

converts, from a professional perspective, how they should or could feel \vhile they take 

the journey to conversion. 

In 1990 and 1991 Dennis Prager wrote two articles addressing the need to 

encourage seeking converts to Judaism. In ··Jews must seek converts for their sake and 

for the world's" he offers six reasons why Je,vs should offer Judaism to non-Jews. He 
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notes that un untolJ number of non-kws would lo\'C to be part of the Jewish people and 

to li\'c a Jcv,ish life. Pragcr points out that none of thc Jewish <.h:nominations ha\'e really 

confronted the issue. I le concedes that the Reform movement has come out, in theory. 

for encouraging unchurchcd non-Jews to convert to Judaism. but do little about it. He 

goes on to criticize. by pointing out that since the Rdorm mo,·emi;:nt's decision to count 

children of non-Jewish mothers and Jewish fathers as Jews. the number of Reform 

conversions has declined. In the second article. ··Judaism set:ks converts" Prager 

explores the history of conversion in Judaism and outlines how to seek converts. One of 

his main points is that Jews must change their attitude tO\vard seeking converts. '"This 

alone will lead to a profound shift in Jewish behavior"' (p. 7). He encourages the Jewish 

community to reach out and tell the world that Judaism too has something distinctive to 

offer troubled humanity. 

The literature includes studies like that of Samuel Klausner (The Conversion of 

American Je\.\·TV, 1991) who explores apostasy. that is those people that are born Jewish 

in the United States that ultimately changed their religion. He extracted his data from the 

1990 CJF National Jewish Population Study of 2,441 randomly selected households 

identified as having at least one Jewish member. Klausner's ( 1991) analysis of the data 

documents the cultural assimilation of the American Jewish community. rctlecting a 

trend towards societal conversion. Klausner ( 1991) defines socit:tal conversion as the 

assimilation of one group into another and cultural assimilation as involving accepting 

the symbols through which group identity is expressed. He also refers to "structural 

ussimilation .. as "·the merging of social relationships. the institutions and organizations of 

thl! respective groups" (Klausner, 19() l. p. I). 1-k explains that he feels that the person 
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moving tnwurd apostasy should be vitally concerned "ith the faith they arc ahundoning 

but he unco\'ers that apostates are notoriously concerned with being misidentified as 

Jews ... The apostate consciously distances himself or herself from the old faith and, in 

attitude. reduces it to irrelevance as a dct~rminant of his or her action·• (Klausner. J 9() 1. 

p. 5 ). Klausner (199 l) concludes that the soaring rate of intermarriage leads to non­

Jewish grandchildren. In addition he statt!'S that there are a million self-proclaimed secular 

Jews whose attitudes and practices differ little from those of surrounding Christian 

society and nearly one and a half million ··ethnic" Jews of Jewish parentage or 

background. ,vho identify with another religion. 

This work is significant as it focuses on assimilation and is in direct contrast with 

the approaches of Prager and Tobin. who both focus on valuing the convert and what they 

can bring to Judaism, rather than the losses incurred through apostasy. It is interesting to 

discover a work of this nature that inadvertently echoes Tobin's sentiment of placing 

value on the convert by taking a shocking look at reality. 

A study conducted by Medding, Tobin. Fishman and Rimor { 1992) focuses on the 

qualitative aspects of Jewish intermarriage in the United States. ··It presents a theory of 

Jewish identity which provides a framework for the systematic empirical analysis of 

Jew·ish identification and behavior in households representing three basic marriage types: 

inmarriage-between two born Jews; convcrsionary marriage-between a bum Jew and a 

born non•Jew who converts to Judaism: and mixed marriage•between a born Jew· and a 

born non- Jew who does not convert to Judaism" (Medding ct al., 1992, p. 3-4). The 

study uncovered that with each passing gt:ncration. more Jews are marrying non-Jews 

and males are more likely than females to marry non-Jews. In addition, they found that 
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fowish iJcntilication fared well in convcrsionary marrieds and was higher than that of 

their respective inmarrie<ls. However. while very re,.,,. Conscrvati\'c conversionary 

marriages resulted in dual-identity households. nearly a third of Reform conversionary 

marriages did. These findings indicate that conversion usually leads to the achievement 

of medium and high levels of Jewish identification, .. and more often than not brings 

about a qualitative i<lcntity transfom1ation that results in the ac4uisition of an 

unambiguous Jewish identity by the convert and the establishment of a single-identity 

household"" (~vtcdding et al.. 1992. p. 39). Medding et al. ll 992) emphasize that Jewish 

identity fares well in con\'ersionary marriages. or at least as well as in inmarriagcs. if the 

identical proportions of both marriage types at each level of Jewish identification are the 

criterion. The Jewish identification of conversionary marrieds \Vas even stronger when 

they were denominationally connected. In fact, the overall level of Jewish identification 

among Conservative and Reform conversionary marrieds and the existence of significant 

proportions of conversionary marrieds who remain at low levels of Jewish identification 

and those who maintain dual identity households suggests that conversion does not 

always work. This study also acknowledges that there are different types and levels of 

conversionary marriages and in differentiating among them greater attention needs to he 

paid to the content und character of the conversion process inclu<ling when the person 

converted (pre or post marriage) and the denomination the person converted to. 

In contrast. Medding et al. ( 1992) highlight the fact that Jewish identification is 

very low in mixed marriages and that mixed marriage can be regarded "as a virtual bar to 

the achievement of a high lt!vel of Je\vish identification" (p. 39). Jewish identification in 

mixed marriage is accompanied by the presence of symbols of Christian identification. 
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resulting in dual identity houschukls at all lc\·cls of Jewish identilication. In these 

housd10lds. it is likdy that enmtual choices will ha\·c tu be made with regards to being 

Christian. Jewish or neither. ··l\.·lixcd marriages may prove to be terminal for Jewish 

identity ... and if the rate of mixed marriages continues to increase and present trends 

continue. the already low overall level of Jc\.,·ish identification is likely to full furthcr. and 

dual-identity households may eventually rival if not outnumber single-identity 

households·· (Medding ct. al. p. 40). 

Mcdding et al. ( 1992) conclude by emphasizing the differences between 

conversionary and mixed marriage households. The study uncovered that a more activist 

approach to conversion including conversion after marriage could have a considerable 

impact on future developments. Medding ct al. also assert that the ambiguous character of 

mixed-married households provides opponunities for activist policies aimed at 

encouraging a degree of identity transformation that might lead to conversion rather than 

result from it. It is evident that the authors of this study respect converts for their decision 

to convert and are concerned about those that intermarry and do not choose to con\'ert. 

The fact that members of the Jewish community actually ad\'Ocate for conversion is 

indicative of how much the community has ernlved and been ablt: to face the reality of 

the drastically high rate of intermarriage. The literature and studies of the nint!ties are 

significantly different \.vhat was published in the seventies and highlights how much the 

face of conversion has changed and hmv differently people view it. 

Lawrence Epstdn in his book Conversion to Judaism: A Guidebook ( 1994), is 

writing for those who are studying to become Jewish. for those thinking about 

converting. for those who have converted and for born Jews. He discusses why people 
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have chosen JuJaism and dcscdbcs the conversion process. The book also includes basic 

facts about Judaism and suggestions to case the challenges of entering Jewish life. 

The first half of the book includes stories about conversions. He draws the 

conclusion that while many conversions emerge from romantic involvement. it is often 

Judaism's values and beliefs. not the relationship. that is the impetus for conn:rsion. In 

corroboration with what many of the informants in our study related. he further notes that 

many people who discon!r Judaism for the first time are shocked to discover that its 

beliefs and values are exactly the ones they hold. In addition many feel that they have 

always had a Jewish soul. that they were a Je\V trapped in a Christian body. or that they 

were born to the wrong family. Epstein explores the different paths that lead people to 

conversion. He outlines the steps a person should take in order to convert and outlines 

the history of conversion from Biblical times until the present. He also looks at 

conversion in Jewish life today and its effects. Epstein draws the same conclusion as 

Kukoff in his statement that all Jews are Jews by Choice. ·'American Jewish life, because 

it is free. is at its heart a rnluntary enterprise. That is. American Jews have the freedom 

to abandon Je,vish life. There is no formal system to prevent their assimilation. 

American Jews voluntarily choose to retain their Jewish identity when they could choose 

not to do so. Such a decision makes all American Jews truly Jews by choice'" (p.39). 

Both writers by their statements are trying to bridge the divide between converts and born 

Jews and make people more aware of their commonalties rather than their differences. 

They arc trying to foster more harmony and eradicate the stigma and prejudice often 

encountered by or associated with conversion. Epstein stresses that converts are a source 

of inspiration for American Jews as they voluntarily choose to become Jewish ... Seeing 
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Gl!ntih:s wanting to hccome Jewish muki.:s Jc\\S see Judaism us more attracti\·e. as a 

religious ··product .. that consumi.:rs are choosing to ··purchase .. (p.40). lit! 4uotcs Neal 

Weinberg of the Uni\'ersity of Judaism. someone whom many of the informants found 

,·cry warm and inspirational. Weinberg once told him that the converts \Vere so valuable 

that they are ··a light unto the Jews. showing all of us ,vho were born Jewish how much 

we should appreciate the beauty of the rdigion we \Vere born into" (p.40). 

Epstein also looks at the roles of the partner. parents. in-laws and friends. He 

corroborates our finding that many converts fear telling their parents about their 

conversion. He states that con\'ersion can cause great pain among the family members of 

the convert. Converts can also experience problems in dealing with in-laws and stresses 

that in-laws need to fully accept the convert as authentically Jewish. The book outlines 

the conversion process, for example. finding a rabbi. learning about Judaism. the Bet Din. 

circumcision, and immersion. Epstein also examines the challenges of conversion. He 

acknowledges the loss of previous identity, the sense of being over.vhelmed and the 

feelings of marginality. As many of the informants found out this latter feeling takes 

time to disappear and requires performing Jewish tasks, raising Jewish children. and 

thinking frwishly. to name a few. Epstein also points out that Holidays are frequently a 

time of special tension. As with the informants, he points out that it is common for 

converts to recall with particular fondness dl!cornting a Christmas tree or waking up early 

on Christmas morning to rush dmNn to look at presents. 

The book also contains a basic guide to Judaism. including Jewish beliefs, 

practices and texts. Another section deals with post conversion, with advic~ about 

choosing a synagogue and a convert's rdigious needs. Epstein also covers topics such as 
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continuing to study. raising J1:wish children and tra,·d. He stresst:s the importance of 

,·isiting Israel. ··very hest travel experience is for the family to go together to Israel'' 

(p.223 ). The end of the book outlines how the Jewish community is organized and 

includes guides on Jewish hooks and films. The last pages detail guidelines of 

conversions of the various denominations. 

Gary Tobin's book Opening the Gates examines the role that conversion should 

play in the Jewish future. It looks at how the Jewish community currently handles issues 

of intermarriage and conversion and recommends strategies to incorporate conversion 

into a larger vision of building the next Jewish civilization. He outlines the barriers to 

proactive conversion and stresses there are better ways to think about intermarriage than 

prevention. Overall Tobin is making a case for conversion and the creation of 

unambiguous Je\l,:ish households. '·I believe we need more Jews. and more connected 

Je\vs. ( believe that the time is right to make thi: community grow through proactive 

conversion·• (p.xvii). 

He notes that the book is meant to stir things up. He wants it to spark a debate 

that leads the Jewish community to focus on and invest in conversion. He sees millions 

of Jewish lives unrealized, This seems to him to be an individual and common shame. 

He states that he wrote this book so that we can think about how to provide a gateway for 

all the millions \vho v,:ould be Je\vs. 

Tobin is careful to point out that proactive conversion is not in his opinion, 

synonymous with the aggressive recruitment that characterizes proselytizing. '"Opening 

the gates is not the same as charging out of them'' (p.11 ). He advocates encouraging 

interfaith couples. children, and grandchildren of mixed families, and those non-Jews 
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who .ire lm,king for a religious faith. to consiuer Judaism as an option. Tohin outlines the 

barriers to proacti\'c conversion. for cxumple. fear of the outsiucr. fear of anti-Semitism. 

a foe ling of 1::xclusi\'encss, familial barriers. and the Jews do not proselytize argument. 

Other harriers include Jewish institutional barriers. For example. formal institutional 

involvement from the fecJerntion world to deal with intermarriage and con\'crsion is rare . 

.. Federations generally focus specifically on continuity and Jewish education to deal with 

the issue of intermarriage .. (p. 79). 

Tobin sees the religious divisions. and the disparity in quality of introduction to 

Judaism classes. as further barriers. The book also outlines what the Je\'l,ish community 

does in the realm of proacti\'e conversion that works. He notes that there are more than 

two hundred thousand converts in America today. There are some rabbis and synagogues 

that are developing programs and procedures that encourage non-Jews to become Jewish. 

In addition, there is also more media coverage on the topic of the efforts of individuals 

and institutions to bring more non-Jews into the Jewish community. 

The final section of the books outlines ways to open the gates. For example. 

support programs for mixed married couples. maintaining certain standards for the 

conversion process. changing ideology. creating new institutions. training rabbis etc. 

Tobin stresses that the successful models of proactive conversion must become the norm 

rather than the exception. ·•If Judaism is going to continue to maintain itself as one of the 

world"s great religions. it must have new adherents" (p.187). 

In this work Tobin is not discussing the process of conversion. but is rather 

advocating for conversion. Guidebooks. as referred to. are in abundance. They exist for 

those \Vl10 have chosen conversion or are contemplating it as they embark on their 
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journey. fohin · s unique approach is to stress that convi:rsion is not occurring enough 

and thcrcl<.m; the aim should be to concentrate on reaching more potential conn:rts. 

Reading Kukoffs book and studies that deal directly with the convert' s perspecti\'e could 

be tied to this process. It would be beneficial to understand what the convert goes through 

and how the experience could possibly be improved upon. thus encouraging or enticing 

more people to con\'ert 

Stt:vc Cohcn·s Wenhcimer Stu<lv of Conservative Jews uncovered that in terms of 

identity, converts have a weaker identity than born Jews and in general are less Jc,vish. 

He stated that converts have weaker ethnic tics including a point that was corroborated in 

our findings. namely that converts have a ,veaker attachment to Israel than born Jews. 

Cohen also found that children of converts in the Conservative movement were more 

likely than children of two born Jews to intermarry. Cohen·s findings directly challenge 

those of Lydia Kukoff and Egon Mayer. All three of these studies are catered towards a 

Jewish audience and judge and rate converts. 

Bethany HorO\vitz's unpublished study for the New York Federation namely. 

Connections and Joumevs argues that Jewish identity is a process over the life course that 

changes for born Jews. In our study we are applying her perspective to conversion in that 

1,ve have focused on the process by which people who are not Je,,vish come to think of 

themselves as Jewish. 



Ill. FIELD NOTES 

lntcn·iew #1: 

I ) Informant 1 is u thirty•thrcc year old Caucasian female. She was raised Mormon in 

Ri\'crsiuc California. Her parents were \'cry religious and she attended church C\'Cry 

Sunday as a child. She attcmh.:J a i\lormon Uni\'ersity, but stopped attending church as 

much when she was out of her parent's control. She describes her church attendance as 

sporadic atter age eighteen. 

2) Her sister. who con\'erted one and a half years ago, played a large role in her decision 

to convert when she mo\'ed to Los Angeles. Both she and her sister have many Jewish 

friends and through her sister she started attending Jewish events like "Friday Night 

Live•· at Sinai Temple. She claims she had always been interested in Judaism and had 

dated muny Jewish men. 

3) The process of conversion has mainly been a positive one and Rabbi Weinberg of the 

Uni\'ersity of Judaism warmly received her. 

4) She chose Conservative Judaism because she did not like the Reform Temple she 

attended or Orthodox Judaism that she encountered through Aish Hatorah. 

5) She stuncd taking the Introduction to Judaism classes on October I. 1999 at the 

University of Judaism. She officially converted six months later. It took her a year 

before she enrolled in the classes because she wanted to think about her decision very 

carefully. She had to know she believed in it. 

6) What was attractive about Judaism was that Judaism allows one to question and not 

just follow blindly like with Mormonism. It affords the opponunity to know \vhy and 

understand what one is practicing. The values of Juduism are also attractive. 
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7) She told her friends who un: all .h:wish. Slime thought it was great. soml.! asked why 

sh!.! had JccidcJ to con,wt anJ could not understand her dt!cision. Her family· s response 

wus .. ,,·hatr.:vl.!r makes you happy". 

8) i\tormonism is similar to Judaism in that i\·Iormonism is hascd a lot on Judaism. They 

believe in the Law of Moses. but also in Christ. 

9) Unanswered. 

I 0) She has adopted various Jewish rituals and customs. She attends synagogue twice a 

month. She did not want to feel like she has to go to synagogue the way she had to ,,.·ith 

church. She observes all the Jewish holidays and tries to have Shabbat dinner as often us 

possible. 

11) The experiences that make her feel authentically Jewish include attending temple, 

keeping some kind of kashrut (not eating pork and shellfish anymore). 

12) She sees hcrsclfas less Jewish when her Jewish friends don't accept her as being 

Jewish. They insist that the mother has to be Je,vish. She feels that this is ridiculous and 

her feelings are hurt. as she is more observant than they are. 

13) She misses nothing about being Mormon. Christmas was fun when she was a kid. but 

now it is so commercialized. She sees it as a time for family to get together. but now she 

has Hannukah and she doesn't feel like she is missing out. In addition, Christmas is a 

pagan holiday. 

14) If she had not chosen to convert she dot.:s not think she would be as happy. She felt 

like she was missing something in her life. but church was not the answer. 

15) She started to think of hcrscl r us Jt:wish when prayers started popping into her mind 

and she f~nmd she knew the words to them. 



16) She frds kwish. 

17) She is and always hus been sensitive to anti-Semitic remarks. 

18) She explains herscl f to non-Jews by nns,..,·ering any questions they may ha\'c. 

19) Shc has never visited lsrad. but has ulways wanted to. especially ~vlasada. 

20) She has no problems with Israel. only admiration. especially for the army. 

21) She docs not look to consult with Jewish professionals. 

22) She has always identified with the tragedy of the Holocaust. In school she read the 

Diary of Anne Frank and was very touched by it. 

23) Her closest friends are Jewish. 

24) She has not told her whole family about her decision to convert because she knows 

how they talked about her sister behind her back \Vhen she converted. Those who do 

know have been nice to her. 

25) NIA 

:26) Her children will be exposed to her prior religion to some extent because of her 

parents. She doesn ·1 feel that they will have to get together \Vith her family during the 

Christian holidays. but rather they can come together during other occasions. She wants 

to marry a Jew and raise her children Je\vish. 

27) She is happy with her decision to convert. 

lnten·iew # 2: 

1) Informant 2 is a thirty-seven year old Caucasian female from Oregon. She was raised 

Pentecostal and attended church regularly from age 7 to 13. She met her Jewish tiancee 

at work. 
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2) She sturtcd thinking about com·asinn ,,hen she md her tinncec. Shc did not know 

mw.:h ahout Judaism bcforc but rcligion has always been very important to her. She 

w.inted some religion in her married life and she did not fed like Judaism was a big 

jump. but rathcr it tits her and she ne\'er felt a need to mourn. She felt like Judaism was 

like a ··1.:ustom-made garment"' for her. 

3) She has had a very positive experience with con\'ersion. She lon;:s the classes she is 

t..1king at thc University of Judaism. She also likes the fact that she is sharing the 

experience with her finncee. She also loves Rabbi Weinberg. ,,ho has been ,vonderful 

and Vl!ry accepting. 

4) She chose a Conservative conversion because her husband's family is Conservative. 

She also feels that Conservative conversion is more widely recognized and that she is 

covering her bases. 

5) She started taking courses at the University of Judaism. Rabbi Weinberg ,viii officiate 

at her wedding. 

6) She was attracted to the following aspects of Judaism: The whole idea of Shabbat, a 

day \Vhen you know you will be with your spouse. setting aside time to enjoy each other 

and grow spiritually. 

7) She told everyone in her life about her decision to convert. 

8) Judaism is similar to Pentecostalism in that the family is considered to be very 

important. They are different in that Judaism is a lot less judgmental about the way you 

should live, it is more ·'Jive and let live". Judaism also sets aside time for specific things 

and the blessings .1re beautiful. 

9) One cultural similarity is the importance of family. 
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I U} She has aJuptcd the Jewish rituals of Shabhat. mczuzah on her front door post. 

attends synagogul!. keeps kosher and says the Shcma every night. 

11) She still has trouhle feeling authentically Jewish. She focls like others sec her as the 

··shiksa buying Shabhat cam.lh:s··. She feels more Jewish at home. 

12) She secs herself as lt.:ss Jewish in public. 

13) She misses Christmas. but she will cdebrate the Christian holidays with her purcnts. 

She sees them as a family tradition and not as religious. 

14) If she had not chosen to con\'ert her fiancee might not be marrying her. If they \\·ere 

married and she had not converted she feels their life would not be as whole. Right now 

their life is so full. without Judaism it would be empty. Judaism has given them a strong 

base for their future, without it she docsn·t know how it would be. 

15) She has started to think of herself as Jewish by the rituals she practices at home. She 

still \\:anders ho\v others perceive her. 

16) In terms of whether she feels she will ever feel Jewish. in time she will not care what 

people think. 

17) She is si.:nsitivc to anti-Semitic remarks. 

18) She has never had to explain herself to non-Jews. She has one Catholic friend who 

could not understand that she does not believe in Jesus. 

19) She has never visited Israel. 

20) She has no problems with Israel, but she also isn·t very politically a\-.·are in general. 

21) She dncsn 't specifically look to consult with Jev.-·ish professionals, but she is happy 

when they turn out to be Jewish. 

22} She identifies with the tragedy of the Holocaust. 
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23) Her closest friends are Jewish and nun-.lt.:wish ( 50/50 ). 

~➔) I kr parents ha,·c been accepting of her decision to co1wcrt. They are fascinated and 

want to learn. lier mothcr is going to her fiancee · s parents for Passnvcr. 

15) NI:\ 

:::!6) lier future children will be exposed to Christmas because of her parents. but she will 

explain to them that it isn · t part of their religion. 

27) She is ,·cry happy with her decision to convert. 

Interview# 3: 

1) Infonnant 3 is a tifty-nine year old African American male attorney \vho was born 

Catholic in St. Louis. Missouri. He was Catholic until age seven when his mother died 

and his father hecamc l\:ntccostal. From 1951-2 he lived in Boyle Heights in Los 

Angeles \vhich was a mixed neighborhood in those days. In junior high all his friends 

and girlfriends were Jewish and this marked the beginning of his attraction to Judaism. 

2) As a young adult he didn ·t want to be Christian anymore. In college he befriended a 

group of pt:uplc who had spent a year in Israel and they had a big inlluence on him. lit! 

met his wile \Vho is Jewish in 1965 and they married the folkl\\:ing year in a Unitarian 

Church as both were hostile to organized religion. Him and his wife joined a church 

culled Subud (li\'ing in accordance \Vith the will of God). The group became too cult-like 

for them and they ldi:. They decided that they wanted to raise their children Je\vish and 

joined a Rt:form synagl1gue in 1980. It was only when his son was about to have his 

Barmizvah that he decided to convert. 

29 



3) I It! had a \\)ry posili\'C cxpcril:ncc with Ju<laism und was received \'cry well. I k found 

the lack of racism in Judaism to be amazing. His wife's tinnily consisted of many bigots 

but thdr attitude changed once he con\'cncd. 

4) I le chose a Reform conversion bcc.iusc they happened to be members of a Reform 

Temple. They had jl,ined this particular temple because it was close to their home and 

many of their son· s friends were members. He also did not realize the distinctions 

between the various branches of Judaism at the time. 

5) The process of conn:rsion unfolded \'Cry slowly. It was only when he saw his son 

learning for his Barmizvah that he realized his need to learn more about Judaism. The 

classes he took ·•tit a fire·• under him. Everything made so much sense, spiritually and 

mentally. 

6) He was attractr.:d to the humility in Judaism. 

7) He told everyone of his decision to con\'ert. 

8) Judaism is similar to Christianity in that there is devotion to God, belief in God. and 

the understanding that to li\'e a holy life requires restrictions. 

9) Unanswered. 

10) He observes the Shabbat and all the Jewish holidays. He also keeps Kosher. I le also 

fulfills the role of cantor for his temple. 

11) He feels totally Jewish and doesn't need specific experiences to make him feel 

authentically frwish. 

12) He feels he knows more about Juduism than most Jews. 

13) He misscs nothing about being Christian. --1 knew Christianity an<l I were finished." 
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I ➔) If he.:- had not chusc.:-11 to convt:rt he Jocsn · t foel his lifo woulJ be as rich and that ht: 

would lct:I lost. He knew as u result of his childhood that he rn:cds religion in his lifo. 

15) It was a long process. 

16) As a non•born Jew he is still adjusting to the concept of being a Jew and not being 

religious. 

17) I-le is very shocked by anti.Semitic remarks. 

18) NIA 

19) He has visited Israel 3 times. 

20) He has no problems with Israel. 

21) He does look to consult ,..-ith Jewish professionals. 

22) He identities with the tragedy of the Holocaust. but not in the same way as Jews who 

were alive then. He was very moved by his visit to Yad Vashem and his realization that 

his children would have been killed. According to him many Africans died in the 

Holocaust. 

23) Almost all his close friends are Jewish. He feels the most comfortable around them. 

24) He had some problems ,vith his family initially. They were upset that he had married 

a poor Jewish woman instead of a rich one. His stepmother asked him if he had to pick a 

Jewish girl ,...-hy a poor one. He broke some tit.:s with his family \vhen his children ,vere 

young because they tried to preach to them about Jesus. Tics were later restored. but his 

stepmother didn"t attend the wedding. He felt that \Vhat he did was his business and 

didn't pay attention to his family. 

25) NIA 
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26) l lis 1.:hilJrcn m:re exposed to his prior religion to some extent. All tlncc ofhls 

children practice Orthodox Judaism. His son is a Hassidic Jew living in Jerusalem and is 

married with two children, his daughter is married and living in Jerusalem and his 14 year 

old <laughter attends a prh·atc Orthodox school in Cincinnati. As a result of his children 

being Orthojox he has become more ohscr\'ant. His home is compktcly kosher. he is 

learning more Hebrew. and he lays tclillin 3.4 times per week. Because he comes from a 

fundam~ntalist background it doesn't scare him. His children ,vant him to have an 

Orthodox conversion and he doesn ·1 rule it out. 

17) He is happy with his decision to con\'ert. 

lntcn·iew # 4: 

1) Informant 4 is a twenty.six year old Caucasian male who converted to Judaism from 

Christianity. He was born in Florida and raised in Indiana. His family first belonged to a 

Presbyterian Church, then a Congregational Church and when he was in high school he 

belonged to a "scary" congregation that brainwashed him. He met his Jewish fiancee in 

college. 

2) He met his liancce in 1994 and started dating in 1995. They had been dating a little 

over a year when he started to consider conversion. fie was exposed to Juuaism through 

his tiancce and started asking many questions. Initially he defended Christianity. but us 

he learned he started to locate differences and realized that deep down he already was 

Jewish. I le then joined his tianccc when she was studying in Israel for a year and started 

studying formally with a rabbi. This point was a crossroads in their relationship and they 
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had begun to talk about where they were going with the n.:!ationship. They realized that 

thcv wanted to 11ct married eventual!\'. • -=- -

3) His experience with conversion was a transformational one. He is u totally different 

person with different principles an<l outlook. He now has a purpose and sensc of 

direction that lu: did not ha\'c before. The Rabbi and community received him with opcn 

arms. In the hcginning c,wything about the services were alien. The only thing he could 

relate to was the music. yet he kne,v instinctively that it \\·as good for him. 

4) He chose Rcfbrm Judaism bccaust: his fiancee is a Reform Jew. Now that he has been 

exposed to other kinds of Judaism he feels that reform is the best choice for him. He 

doesn't feel like there should be labels. 

5) Tht: conversion process included a Tipat Dam. the Mikvah. the Bet Din and the 

conversion ceremony. Before these four things took place he met once a month with the 

Rabbi \.Vho challenged him a lot and had him write numerous reflection papers. 

6) The fai.:t that Judaism is an authentic religion is attractive to him. 

7) He told his family about his decision to convert, but only told those friends and 

relati\'CS whom he had the time to explain the process to. 

8) \Vith regards to similarities between Judaism and Christianity the ethics are the same. 

specifically regarding how human beings should act with one another. 

9) The emphasis on the importance of family is similar in both Judaism and Christianity 

from a cultural perspective. 

I 0) He has adopted the following Jt:wish rituals and customs: The blessing before meals. 

lfavdalah, rt:ading the portion of the week, and having Shabbat dinner. In order for the 
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process to work he knew he haJ to create things of his own and disco,w things fur 

himsdf. 

11) He focls authentically Jewish when he is fulfilling the rnitzvot. 

12) I-le did not wish to answer the question regarding which situations make him foci 

more or less Jl!wish. I le docs not worry about how others purtray him. 

l 3) He does not really miss anything about being Christian as he feds like he has always 

been a Jew deep down. I le feels like he is letting go of certain rituals (Easter. Christmas 

etc ... ) and is saddened that they are over. yet there arc things to look forward to. 

14) lfhe had not chosen to convert, he might not be with his fiancee. 

15) He started to think of himself as being Jewish over time and after participating in 

Jewish life. 

16) He felt Je,vish even before he fonnally converted. He felt the conversion was just a 

formal process that he had to go through to be accepted as a Jew. 

17) He is sensitive to anti-Semitic remarks, but he doesn·t dwell on them. He feels sorry 

for people who arc anti-Semitic. 

18) He explains himself only if he has the time to do so and then explains what Judaism 

means to him. 

19) He lived in Israel for just under a year. 

20) He had a hard time relating to Israeli culture and mentality. I le sees the Israelis as 

illogical people and cited the example of narrow supermarket aisles as an example. 

21) Unanswered. 
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:;~) l k is starting to identify with the tragedy of the Holocaust more and more. l lc l~ds 

that kws can gd too caught up with the whole thing, yet it is important to identify aml 

empathize with the tragedy. 

23) His friends arc both Jews and non-kws. 

24) At tirst his family was offr.:ndc<l hy his decision to con\'crt and give up Christianity. 

However. over time and after many discussions they ha,·e come to an understanding. 

There are many cultural boundaries and it is often hard to explain ways of thinking. One 

problem area is their upcoming wedding. 

25) NIA 

26) His children will be exposed to Christianity. but in a way that will not allow them to 

lose their Jewish identity. 

27) He is happy with his decision to convert. 

Interview# 5: 

I) Informant 5 is a forty-five year old African American male who was raised as a United 

Methodist in Los Angeles. His parents were not religious, but took him to church on a 

\VCekly basis "'for insurance". 

2) Informant 5 married a Catholic woman. He felt like he had al\vays been trying to find 

\Vhere he fit in and he had many unanswered questions. He started church hopping. I-le 

also began listening to a radio show with a rabbi, a priest and a minister. He found that 

the rabbi had many answers. A major turning point was when the rabbi called his 

minister (who happened to be on the show) a coward for sticking to his pacifist beliefs 

and refusing to tight in World War fl. After this he took a class at the University of 
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.Judaism with Dennis Prager (whose radio show il was). One of the classes \\as hi..:ld in 

the chapel and he thought it was \'cry beautiful. He then signed up for the ··Introduction 

to Judaism" classes and had already begun to read a lot about Judaism. His first service 

was at a Conservative synagogue for Rosh Hashanah scr\'ices. b·en though he did not 

understand the prayers he loved the sen·ke. 

3) He was well received by the community and found the conversion process to be a very 

positi\'e experience. He l!ncountercd some curiosity and some harsh, racist remarks 

based on race and his last name, ··that isn"t a yiddishe name!" 

4) He chose a Conservati\'e conversion bei:.:ause he happened to be taking the classes at 

the University of Judaism. I le. howev1.::r, chose a Reform rabbi to be his sponsoring rabbi 

and found the Reform Temple to be more to his liking. He prefers the fact that there is 

less Hebrew in the Reform ser\'ices. 

5) The process of conversion unfolded over a period of six months when he took the 

classes at the University of Judaism and culminated in his conversion in January of 1994. 

6) He found the fact that Judaism stresses that not only believers arc saved to be 

attractive. In addition, he liked the fact that Judaism is more accepting and stresses the 

importance of family and community. 

7) He did not tell his children about his decision to convert right away. He wanted to 

"slip into i1.·· He told everyone in the proper time. Most people were supporti\'e and 

those that were not he is no longer friends with. The most shocking things he 

encountered were anti-Semiti<.: remarks from people that he never kne\v \.Vere anti­

Semitt:s. 

8) .Judaism is similar to Christianity in that it also pn;aches "'do unto others ..... 
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l)) Culturally Judaism is diftcrent in there is no compkte acccptarn.:e of other faiths as 

there is in Judaism. 

IO} I le adopted the rituals of lighting Shabbat candks. Hannukah candles. and sometimes 

lights the Havdalah candk. On the Sabbath he doesn·1 shop, but he docs drive. 

11) I le feels spiritually Jewish and felt this way even he fore his formal conversion. I le 

feels authentically Jewish. at public gatherings like the Israeli Festival or a Debbie 

Freidman concert. when surrounded by other Jews. 

12) He did not wish to answer this question. 

13) He does not miss anything about being Christian. He does still experience Christian 

holidays because of his wife and children. He does not push his rituals on his family, but 

they do participate 25% of the time. 

14) If he had not chosen to convert he \vould still be looking. He still explores other 

religions to validate that he made the right choice. 

15) He started to think of himself as Jewish after the ritual circumcision and Mikvah. 

16)N/A 

t 7) He is much more sensitive to anti-Semitic remarks than ever before. He wonders 

why he was not more sensitive before. He has realized how widespread the problem is. 

I 8) He explains himself to non-Jews by going over the similarities and differences 

between Judaism and their n:ligion. Ile <loesn ·1 criticize tht:ir choice. 

19) He has never visited Israel, but it has always been his dream to do so. 

20) He has no problems with lsrael. but he is concerned with the Orthodox influence. He 

lin<ls it hurtful that they do not accept his c.:onn:rsion. He feels that all kws should be 

one big family. 
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21) I k docs not look to consult \\'ith Jewish profcssionuls. It goes against his fot.:ling of 

not wanting to put others down bused on thdr n.:ligion. 

22) He identities with the tragedy of the Holocaust. but realizes he can never foci the full 

thrust of the pain of those who lost relati\"cs. 

23) His closest friends arc both Jewish and non-kwish ( 50-50). 

24) His family relates well to his being Jewish. I le docs feel lonely sometimes when he 

has to attend services alone. 

25) His children attend Catholic school and occasionally he attends church services with 

his family in ordcr to be close to his children. 

26)N/A 

27) He is happy with his decision to convert. 

lntcn·iew # 6: 

I) Inform,mt 6 is a twenty-eight year old Canadian female. She was raised Italian 

Catholic and attended church every Sunday. Her grandparents lived ,.,.·ith the family and 

they were very religious. She met her Jewish tiancce at work. 

2) Initially she <lid not want to convert. As the relationship developed she realized the 

significance of religion in her life and her tiancec decided that he wanted his children to 

be Jewish. They understood that in order for them to be Jewish. she would need to 

convt!rt. She started questioning her religion and starting reading about Judaism. She 

realized that she was rdigious, but not necessarily Catholic. She stnrted to realize that 

one religion is not more important than another. 
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3) Her cxpcrii:ncc with conversion was amazing. The rabbi who taught her played a big 

role ~md she dcvdopcd a strong connection with him. 

4) Sht: d10sc a Conservative con\'crsion because it fit with her liancec·s upbringing. She 

also likes the Hcbrc\v and the ritual in Conscr\'ati\·e ser\'iccs. 

5) She started taking classes at the University of Judaism one and a half years ago. She 

then started going to shul regularly and tried to integrate into the community. By the 

beginning of this year shc knew she was ready to convert. She also knew she \\'asn ·1 

converting just to marry her fiancec and that she would be going through with it anyway. 

6) She found the traditions and discipline of Judaism to be attractive. In addition. the 

combination of culture and religion \Vas attractive. [n addition, the emphasis on family, 

the communal aspect. the emphasis on the here and now and the idea of questioning \Vere 

attractive. 

7) She did not tdl her grandmother \vho passed away recently. She told everyone else 

and they respected her decision. Some friends questioned her S\Vitch from Catholicism to 

Judaism. l\fony people in her hometown did not have any prior kno,vledge about Jews. 

8) Catholicism is different from Judaism in the following ways: belief in ksus, idea of 

needing to believe in Jesus in order to be saved, the way services are conducted. the less 

serious nature of rituals. 

9) Culturally the emphasis on family is the same in Judaism and Catholicism. 

IO) Her and her fiancce have included the following rituals and customs: Shabbut dinner. 

I Iebrcw, synagogue, major holidays. some Kashrut. 

11) The following experiences make her feel authentically Jewish: knowing the prayers 

and being abll! to walk into a service and know what is going on. and reading Hebrew. 
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12) She focls kss Jc:wish when shc is surrounded by a lack of spirituality. When shi:: is in 

her hometown she feds very Jewish. 

13) She misses the Catholic holidays. but feels that ne,v ones will substitute. She also 

misses thc dcmcnt of spirituality and ti..1rgi,·cncss. 

14) If she had not clmscn to convt.:rl she would not he with her lianccc. 

15) Unanswered. 

16) She feels Jewish. 

17) She is scnsiti\'e to anti-Semitic remarks. 

18) She explains herself to non-Jews by saying that she believes in God and that is the 

most imponant thing and does not matter how you get there. 

19) She has never visited Israel. 

20) She has no problems with Israel, but does not know much about the situation. 

21) She does not look to consult with Jewish professionals. 

22) She identifies with the tragedy of the Holocaust. 

23) Half her closest friends are Jewish and most of the people she socializes with arc 

Jcv,:ish. Her old. very close friends are Catholic. 

24) Her family (ht:r parents) has been great. Initially they were confused. but when they 

realized that she had put much thought into it. they rt:spected her dt::cision. They believe 

that children need a strong religious foundation, nu matter what the religion. 

23) Ht::r children will be raised Jewish. 

24) Her children will .. absolutely .. be exposed to her prior rt:ligion. 

25) She is happy with her decision to convert. 

40 



Interview# 7: 

1) Informant 7 is a thirty-three year old Caucasian female who converted from 

Catholicism. Her father is Canadian and her mother English. She was raised in Texas and 

rclocatt:d to Los Angeles nine years ago to pursue a career in acting. Presently she is a 

piano tea..:her by profession and is single. 

2) She first started thinking of con\'crsion a year and a half ago and a year ago it became 

u possibility. She likened the process to a ••journey". She al\vays wanted to gi\'e 

Catholicism a chance so read a book but did not feel comfortable \Vith the philosophies 

and knew she would never feel comfortable someday teaching them to her children. She 

then read the book --Jews. God and History .. and started to feel like Judaism \Vas ··an 

inevitable choice··. She then took the Introduction to Judaism class at the University of 

Juduism and felt all she was learning was --wonderful". 

3) She felt the Rabbis were \"cry open and encouraging of her decision to convert. They 

were eager to \Velcome her into the fold. Informant 7 is a member of Sinai Temple and 

she stated the Rabbi as well the congregation have bt.:en very accepting and supportive. 

She believes conversion has had an impact on her congregation because of the younger 

blood it is attructing. The Rabbi has incorporated the subject of conversion into his 

sermons and although they have been met with mixt.:d reactions. overall the response has 

been positive. 

4) [nitially Informant 7 thought about converting to Orthodoxy but decided she couldn't 

commit to Orthodox philosophies. She decided the Conservativt: movement tit into her 

philosophical realm and therefore converted lo Conservative Judaism. 
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5) f nformant 7 stated that the pro~c.:ss of l.:lHlYersion felt similar to "fol ling in Ion: ... Th 1: 

conversion prn1.:ess itself felt like a transformation especially since the ceremony was so 

.. incredibly spiritual''. Her mother and a close friend were present at her ceremony and 

she explicated that it is imperative to he surrounded by the right people. 

6) There were nrnny things that \\We attractin~ to Informant 7. She fell in lo\·c with tht.: 

history and was intrigued by the foct that the Jews had been the initial monotheists. 

Although she had alwavs known this. it rcallv hit home. She loved the Jews abstract - . . 

conception of God and the fact that they had always stuck to their belief in one God. In 

addition Tzedakah. Jewish holidays especially Yom Kippur and the "·thousands of years 

of wisdom .. contained in the Talmud were all aspects of Judaism that made it attractive. 

7) Informant 7 told both friends and family of her decision to convert. Her mother was 

very accepting. Her father ,•.:as born Jewish but had rejected the rc:ligion during the war. 

t lcr friends. both Jewish and non-Jewish were very happy for her. Her friends who are 

secular Je,vs expressed concern that she would become Je,vish than they were. She was 

careful about who she told but expressed that many people were informed by others at 

her temple. 

8) Because Informant 7 was not observant growing up it was hard for her to do an 

accurate comparison between Judaism and Catholicism. She felt the basic beliefs \Vere 

very different. Catholics believe in Jesus as their savior while in Judaism she asserted you 

don't have to believe in God on some level as you follow the laws and interact ,vith the 

community. She sav.· some similarities especially the fact that both religions want tu 

manifest morality and ethics. 
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9) Informant 7 fdt then: was a definite culture to Ju<laism and there arc different cultures 

within Judaism as c\'idcnccd by th..: Ashkcnazi and Scphan.lic communities. She did not 

believe that Christianity has any definite culture and that Christians adopt the culture of 

the country in which they live. 

10) Informant 7 obscr\'cS Shabbat to the degree that makes it separate from the rest of the 

week. She performs the rituals on Friday evening but still dri\'cs and spends money. She 

observes all the holidays and works hard on her I khrcw 

11) Observing the holidays and Shabbat make Informant 7 feel authentically Jewish. She 

is getting Batmitzvahed in June and is on a .. continual quest to keep feeling Jewish''. She 

lo\'eS to learn more about Judaism by reading books. Attending synagogue on the 

Sabbath makes her feel •·part of an organism" 

12) There are never situations where Informant 7 feels more or less Jewish although she 

does get comments that she doesn ·1 look Je\vish to which she responds "'so many of us 

don "t'". 

13) Informant 7 does not miss anything specific about being Catholic because she was 

never observant. Sometimes she misses Christmas and Easter. She feels people get 

hooked into symbols of events in order to get warm foe lings an<l feds that the ,varn1 

fodings the Christmas tree gave her have been n:placed by ,varm feelings she now gets at 

the Seder table. 

14) Informant 7 feels that if she never converted she would have been a ''loner''. She has 

found community and friends through her decision to convert. 

15) Informant 7 started to think about herself as Jewish very gradually by involving 

herself in the rituals. Rabbi Weinberg was very encouraging in this respect. She also 
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rn:alcJ a fantasy kwish life for hcm:lf that included Jewish routs sud1 as family 

mcmbcrs who m:re l lolocaust victims and a Jewish childhood. She takes c\'cnts in h1.:r 

life now and regresses them to her childhood such as the Batmitzvah she will have in a 

few months. 

16) Not Applicable. 

17) Informant 7 is sensitive to anti-Semitic remarks more so since con\wting. Before 

converting she had an acquaintance that \Vas anti-Semitic and wht!n she told a Jewish 

friend this they became angry and she never understood their reaction. Now she 

understands his concern. Growing up in Texas her family made anti-Semitic remarks. 

which sh~ always felt were benign. She felt she made the decision to convert with the 

idea of anti-Semitism in mind as people questioned her need to group herself and 

eventually her children with a community whom had so many violent acts committed 

against it. 

18) \Vhcn she told her non-Jewish friends of her decision to convert some told her they 

,vere \\orricd for her and challenged her decision to convert saying she was giving up 

Jesus .is a savior and she doesn·t speak to these people anymore. Others questioned her to 

ensure she was making the right decision and ultimately supported her. She gives friends 

logical reasons for converting including the sense of community she feels among the 

Jews and the different laws like Tze<lakah that she loves to uphold. Many of her friends 

were perturbed by this answer as they were looking to hear .. m emotional answi;:r rather 

than a logical one. 

19) Informant 7 has never visited Israel but would like to. 
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20) lnfonrnmt 7 has st,irted to research the political situation in Israel but has not done 

enough study to have a problem with it or make a decision as to how she feels about the 

interactions between the neighboring states. 

2 l) Informant 7 does not look to consult with Jewish professionals. 

22) Informant 7 feels more able to identify with the tragedy of the Holocaust since 

converting. 

23) The closest friend.; of Informant 7 are Jt:ws but she has many non-Jewish friends too. 

She is currently dating a Jewish man. The majority of her clients are Jewish. 

24) Her family is trying to relate to her being Jewish. Informant 7 has taught her mother 

some of the rituals which she has responded positively to. Her siblings don·t discuss the 

conversion with her and she believes them to be reticent of the idea although they would 

never admit to it. She does not foci like it challenges their religious values. as they are not 

observant. Her ninety-two year old grandmother \Vho is very observant has been very 

accepting and encouraging. 

25) Informant 7 has no children hut when she does have children will raise them as kws. 

She does not \Vant to tell them early on and wants them to have pure reactions to their 

faith. She wants them to be secure enough in their upbringing that learning she \Vas a 

convert will not negatively affect them. She feels they will have a different upbringing to 

hers, as they will be part of an observant family. They will be able to enjoy the benefits 

and the disadvantages of being Jewish. 

26) Informant 7 does not want her children to be exposed to their prior religion through 

grandparents. 
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17) Informant 7 is ,cry happy with hi:r di.!cisinn to conn:rt. Nm\· she just w .. mts tn 

assimiluti: unJ not ha,·c p1.:oph: bring up the.! fact that she is a con\'cn anymore us it 

becomes annoying. 

I nten·ic·w # 8: 

I) Informant 8 is a thirty-sc,·cn year old Caucasian female who com·crted from 

Catholicism. She was born and raised in Malta and mo\'cd to Los Angeles nine years ago. 

She is a massage therapist hy prolcssion. She is di\'orced and has a son from her first 

marriage. Currently she is engaged to a Jewish man whom she met on a blind date. 

2) Six years ago. Informant 8 was in another Jewish relationship but it was not important 

to her partner at the time whether she became Jewish or not. She contemplated converting 

but his family was very unembracing and did not encourage conversion and she shelved 

the idea. She did not like their attitude and whatever she did. did not seem to be good 

enough. She desperately wanted to hi: part of a family and part of a tradition and so 

consequently the relationship i:nded. She had always gravitated towards Jewish men 

because of their culture and European background. She felt she had more in common 

with them than American men. Two years ago Informant 8 became involved with her 

.:urrcnt partner and \,.-as up front with him in her decision that she would not convert for 

him which he did not contest as his tirst wife had been Catholic. Her partner's family is 

Orthodox. As she became more involved with her partner, she became more interested in 

Judaism. They had lots of Jewish friends who invited them over for the High Holidays. 

I {er husband expressed that he wantt:d their children to be raised Jewish and she realized 

she felt the same way. This motivated her to enroll in the class at University of Judaism. 
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3) Informant 8 met a fow Rabbis bdi.m: picking a sponsoring Rabbi at the Uni\·crsity 

Synagogue. It felt very strange for hcr to have such young rabbis as she was used to older 

priests but she is very happy with the Rabbi she has chosen. She has found the 

community there to be very welcoming and embracing. Thost: that know she is 

converting help her with finding the page numhcr in the prayer book and are ,·cry caring. 

4) Although Informant 8 plans to go through a Conservative conversion. she is happy at 

the Reform synagogue she has chosen because of the Rabbi there. Her husband initially 

wanted a Conservative Rabbi too hut is happy at the Reform synagogue. She feels 

Reform and Conservative Judaism are both appealing but the most important factor is 

where she feels comfortable. 

5) After immersing herself in the class at the University of Judaism. she realized how 

much Judaism was her •·philosophy'". She did not believe in Catholicism despite her 

Catholic school education and really enjoyed the fact that Judaic beliefs were congruent 

with the manner in which she thought. She therefore pursued her interests and decided to 

convert. She has not yet gone through the official conversion. 

6) There are many aspects of Judaism that Informant 8 resonated with including the 

philosophy. traditions, family unity and the Friuay and Saturday Shabbat meals. 

7) Informant 8 has not yet told her fomily she plans to convert because of her son. She 

wants to do it after the conversion in order to avoid any negativity especially from her 

father. She is not worried about the negative reaction towards her, but towards her soon 

because they don't understand the philosophy of the religion. She informed all uf her 

friends about her decision who were very supponive and weren't surprised. stating 

··You're so Jewish anyway". 
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8) lnfi.nmant 8 feds thi:rc arc a number of similarith:s bl.!twccn Christianity and Judaism 

including the strong family tics and the Old Testament. Christianity is based on Judaism 

and the rituals in church arc adapted from the Old Testament. She asserts that there are 

also manv differences between the two n:liu.ions includin1.r the fact that in Jw.Jaism vou . ._ - . 

can speak to God directly and in Catholicism you have to do so through priests. In 

addition in Judaism Christ is not the messiah and tht:rc is no such thing as confession. 

Christianity focuses on the after life while in Judaism it is important how you treat your 

neighbor and hov.· people feel about you while you are on earth. Informant 8 likes the fact 

that in Judaism you are not born with original sin like you are in Catholicism, but can 

question the dogma. 

9) She feels that Maltese people arc similar to Jews culturally as both peoples stick 

together, help one another out and are hospitable. She does not see any big cultural 

di fferenccs betv,:een the Jews and the Catholics in Malta. 

I 0) Informant 8 lights the Shabhat candles every Friday night, her family blesses one 

another and they eat the Shabbat meal together. They attend services once a week and she 

particularly enjoys the family service at the synagogue that is held on the first Friday of 

every month. Although she does not eat pork or shdl fish she does not keep a kosher 

kitchen. For one week they kept completely kosher but currently keeping completely 

kosher is "'too difficutt··. ''Later on \Ve might want to be more observant". Up until now 

she has observed the main holidays but intends on observing them all once she has 

converted. She has observed holidays like Sukkot by going to shul, building a Sukkah 

and eating appropriate foods, as well as !fannukah. She would like to try and fast on Yom 

Kippur. 
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11) Going to the Jewish market every Friday night and wishing e,·cryonc .. Shabbat 

Shalom .. 111:.1kes her feel authentically Jewish. For awhile this di<ln 't tccl naturul but no,v 

it docs. Lighting candles and torah study also make her feel authentically Ji;::wish. --The 

more you participate the more fo\\'ish you will foe!". 

I:!) She feds less kwish in synago£Ue as she docs not foci I 00% comfortable in this 

urcnu and is still learning the routine. 

13) She sometimes finds herself unconsciously doing the Christian cross. She misses the 

fostive part of Christmas. not the religious significance of it. "Not having Christmas was 

hard~my son still believes in Santa··_ She misses "Christmas stockings and cookies for 

rcindeers". This year she celebrated Christmas somewhat but didn't have anything in the 

house. She will still buy Easter eggs for her son but will no longer hide them for him as 

she used to. 

14) She would have continued not feeling fulfilled and spiritual about her religion. '·J was 

destined to convert and it would have happened sooner or later"•. 

15) Feeling Jewish has been a gradual process for her. She has started to think of herself 

as feeling Jewish by performing rituals und going to synagogue. Since these things have 

become part of her everyday life. she slowly starts to feel more Je\vish everyday. 

16) She fet!:ls Jev'lish-·'J feel like I always had a Jev,;ish soul"'. 

17) She is and has always been sensitive to anti-Semitic remarks. 

18) Sh1.: has not yet been in the situation where she has to explain herself to non-Je1,vs but 

probably will be when she informs her father of her decision. If she had to explain herself 

she would state what Judaism docs for her and how she feels about it. 

19) She has never visited Israel but would like to. 



20) Shc ducs nol ha\'c any prohhm1s with Israel. 

21 ) Shi! docs not cnnsdously look to consult with Jt.:wish professionals hut all her doctors 

arc Jewish. 

22) She docs and always has identified with the tragedy of the Holocaust. ·The Holocaust 

left un impn:ssion even as a little girl. l never understood hO\v Jc\'VS could be persecuted'". 

Sh!.! has , isited the ~ 1uscum of Tolerance twice and hus heard Holocaust survivors speak­

·Thcy were hard to listen to". 

23) All of her closest friends are Jewish. 

24) She does not knov. how her family relates to her being Jewish. as they are unaware of 

her decision lo convert. 

25) Her son who is eight and a half attends Catholic school presently but she would like 

to ultimately s..:nd him to a public or u Jewish school. She has researched Jewish day 

schools but tinds them to be very expensive and the school her son attends is not. Her son 

goes to ttmple and enjoys the services. She hopes he will eventually convert t.oo and want 

to be Barmitzvahcd. 

26) Yes. h1.:r son wi II be exposed through his grandparents to Catholicism. to a certain 

extent. 

27) Sht.: is vc.:ry happy with her decision lo convert and would nen:r <lo sonu:thing that 

she did not ,vant to do. "Even if I didn't convert, my n.:l.itionship would still be the same. 

It is easier to have one unit (family) than to have two separate religions". 
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Interview# 9: 

1) Informant 9 is a thirty-two year old Caucasian female who converted from 

Lutheranism. She grew up in th~ mid-west and her parents are from Wisconsin. She 

mtwed to Los Angeles nine years ago where she is working as a Client Scr\"ii..:cs l\lanagcr 

of a Management Consulting Firm. She is presently divorced from a Jewish man. 

2) She had a difficult childhood. I kr family paid lip service to Christianity but it was 

never played out in the home. She started to become curious and took philosophy classes 

and became existentialist. Marxist and atheist at different times in her life. Sht:! felt her 

religion was ,vithout content and also became agnostic for a few years. She went to a 

school that was 80% Jewish and her two favorite teachers were Jewish. ··J always had a 

big attraction to Jewish people". She then attended Washington University in St. Louis 

and all her friends and professors there were very Jewish. Everyone she dated throughout 

her twenties were Je,vish and she realized she 1,vas going to marry a Jew. ··I felt the right 

thing to do was to convert if [ married a Jew". She then met her ex-husband and 

converted after they were married. One of the reasons she converted was to strengthen 

her relationship with her husband as they had been separated for a period of time. 

3) She feels very fortunate that she had such a wonderful sponsoring Rabbi at Sinai 

Temple. The members of the congregation were ·"enthralled·· by her and ··1ovcd·· her. 

Sinai Temple took time for her to get used to as she felt so young and was the only 

blonde and felt she didn"t look one bit kwish. The congregation ,vas very welcoming and 

in addition she has made her mvn efforts to meet those people that didn't reach out anJ 

embrace her. ''I felt it ,vas my community and that I belonged there". 
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4) Sh!! chose Conscrv:.1tiw convl.!rsion as it rcsonatl.!<l with her. ··Rdi.mn diun·t click with 

me. I wanted the tradition emu knowledge thut Conscr\'ative .Judaism afforded me··. 

5) One of the reasons she converted was to strengthen her relationship with her husband 

as they had heen separated for a pcriod of time. She decided to undertake the program at 

the Uni\'crsity of Judaism. ··1 .. dways looked ..it it us something I would do for my family 

and not for myself'. Rabbi W1.:inberg was a gn~at teacher and she was inspired to read 

everything and complete all her homework. ··1 was the least religious person and I loved 

the class!" She was married by a Reform Rabbi but hadn't converted at that point. Her 

wedding was comprised of ·•mixed elements'' and was very much like a Jewish wedding 

but they dido 't do everything. When she converted, she went to the Mikvah and before 

the Bet Din and wasn't nervous at all but instead found it fun. ··1 loved the process. Every 

time I say the Shema. it takes me back to that moment in the Mikvah. I feel privileged 

that I was able to convert··. After converting she got divorced from her husband. There 

was contlict, as he didn't want to do as much as she wanted. "I tried to keep kosher but 

he messed it up. He saw it as an identity and I wanted to practice it". She now feels 

unhampered by someone else·s values. ··[ feel very centered and not lonely and 

disconnected since my divorce'". 

6) "For any person who is an intellectual and grapples with ideas. Judaism is for you"". 

She feels Judaism is ··magical'· and ··mystical"'. elements that make it attractive. She likes 

the fact that it is not about God's ego but that God wants us to realize the divine spark. 

She fet:1s Judaism gives us permission to enjoy life and that the Jewish God is a laughing 

God. '"In Jut.luism you go as high as you can and you have pennission to enjoy life. The 
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Jewish faith is about gratitude and am u \'Cry grat1.:ful person. and I like ha\·ing the 

opportunity to do that frequently". 

7) She has nc\'cr had a lot of friends and so she didn't havc anyone to tell. She told her 

parents who were initially supporti\'c but then luter on when she told her mother she \\-·as 

about to convert. she had a strong negative reaction us she thought she was just taking 

classes and didn't realize she was going to officially convert. She promised her father she 

would not tdl his family. us they arc anti•Semitic on that side of the family. She told her 

parents that she \\'anted to give them Christmas gifts but that she didn·t want any in 

return. ··My mother freaked out and was shocked that I was turning my back on Christ''. 

She does not see her parents often and her mother sees her conversion her personal 

failure and does not want to learn about Judaism. 

8) ··The Catholic faith is preposterous. I don't know how it could have survivect··. She 

feels Gentiles are fed a formula and Christianity. unlike Judaism is about God and God's 

ego. ··Judaism is about us. We are given permission to enjoy life whereas I was raised not 

to laugh or have fun too much and then I would be rewarded in the after life". She asserts 

that she was raised to answer for all her sins but in Judaism you have to ans,ver for the 

lifo you didn't c;:njoy. In Christianity, ··tht: mo<ld of prayer is that you are continuously 

ask for forgiveness and favors while in Judaism you express your gratitude in prayer ... 

9) She has not mixed with Jc,"·ish families t!nough to really see cultural similarities or 

differences. She feels the cmphasis on family and ·•creating solid. good kids'' is similar. 

Her family dynamics has skewed her perception. She feds like the Jewish culture in Los 

Angeles is the dominant one although in another city, she may feel differently. 
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IO} l kr cum.:nt level of obs.:rvancc is .. reasonably high ... She observes Shabbut on a 

Friday night and Saturday. She docs \\hat she is supposed to and doesn·t spend money or 

\\'atch tclc\·ision, stays at home and has a nice meal on Saturday. She does drive to 

synagogue on a Saturday morning. She performs the blessings on Friday night and 

Saltm.lay. ··1 engage in special Shabbat reading to further my understanding of Judaism ... 

She keeps I 00% kosher in the home which she Yicws as a .. sanctified place•· but not 

outside of the home. She observes Rosh Hashanah and Yum Kippur and goes to services 

on all the holidays. 

11) .. , feel authentically Jewish twenty-four hours a day. seven days a week". She feels 

authentically Jewish by keeping kosher and going to services. ··As a convert you have to 

do more things to feel part of the tradition·•. She tries to bring her thinking into alignment 

with the values of the religion, such as not using profanities while in traffic. "I never used 

to think about this·•. 

12) There are no situations in which she feels less Jewish. ··1 feel more Jewish when 

doing Jev.,·ish things, for example being at synagogue. It feels like my community". 

13) She does not miss anything about being Lutheran. 

14) If she had not converted. she feels she \vouldn't have had the strength to kave the 

marriage ... I felt personally 1-!mpowered and it gave me the nerve and the faith that I was 

going to be alright. It increased my self esteem··. 

15) She started to think about hcrsel f as Jewish gradually. When she first started the 

course. she didn't feel Jewish ... When I felt the ideas were mine. I felt more and more 

connected and this contributed to my sense of identity'·. 

16) Not Applicable. 
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17) Anti-Semitic n:murks bother her more now that she li:cls it is hc:r herita!.!c. She \\ as ... 

always scnsithe hut now it's at a nt.!\V level and she feels protective of Jews. She would 

openly defend Jews hut feels you ne\'cr really hear anti-Semitic remarks in Los Angeles. 

18) She explains herself to non-Jews by saying ··1 um Jc\'vish!" Shi.! nen:r bothers to tell 

anyone that she was not always a Jew. She had a friend v,ho was a born again Christian 

and she ended the frien<lship. as she did not foci like having to explain hcrsdf. 

19) She has never been to Israel but would like to go. 

20) She does not haYc any problems with Israel but is sad about the political situation 

there. 

21) She has ahvays looked to consult ,vith Jewish professionals. ·•r want to see doctors, 

dentists and la\vycrs that are Jewish. I always assumed they would be smarter and better.'' 

22) She does identify with the tragedy of the Holocaust and her feelings arc more 

powerful since converting. She feels empathic to people who are marginalized by culture 

and is outraged from a humanitarian standpoint. ··1 am angry about the situation as 

Judaism is so pure and beautiful"'. 

23) She docs not ha\'c friends and has always been a .. loner". She gave up the friends her 

and her husband shared when they got divorced. She used to <late a lot but no longer 

does. 

24) She does not talk to her family about her conversion ever since the Christmas 

incident. 

25) She probably \viii not have children as she does not \\:ant to marry again and therefore 

they won ·1 he impacted by her decision to convert. She feels guilty that she won ·t 

procreate but asserts she will contribute to the religion in other ways to make up for it. 
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16) ;\ot Applicable 

26) She is happy with her decision to convert. 

lntcnicw # 10: 

I) Informant 10 is a fifty-four year old Filipino female who converted from Catholicism. 

She was born in the Philippines and moved to the United States 1.vhen she was tv,;cnty-one 

years old. She married a Jewish doctor twenty-five years ago and they have two sons. 

aged seventeen and twenty. She is a nurse but works in the management arena of the 

field. 

2) She first started to think about conversion ten and a half years ago when her children 

were growing up. Her husband was a secular Jew and she was not connected to 

Catholicism. She attended church on Easter and Christmas because she thought the 

services were beautiful and not because of the religious significance of them for the first 

fifteen years of her marriage. She was religious growing up in the Philippines but \vhen 

she moved to America she stopped being observant. Her husband never asked her to 

convert. They are both strong individuals who have never imposed their religions on one 

another. However. her husband asked her that they raise their kids as Jews. They were 

invited over to friend's homes for Passover and they always lit the Hannukah candles as a 

family, but that was the extent of tht:ir observance. Her husband folt uncomfortable with 

observant Jews. She started to read a little about Judaism. "My kids \vere nine and seven 

at the time and needed a religious foundation. I wanted to do something". When nothing 

eventuated, she informed her husband that something had to bt: done or she would start 

exposing the kids to Catholicism. Her husband was very conflicted but together they went 
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to look at synagogues. In July 1988. they joined tht.! Ncr Tumid Congregation in Palos 

Verdes. which was comprised mainly of unobservant Jews. They enrolled their children 

in the l-lebre\\' School there. ··1 started looking at the religion and reading a lot. I \\:anted 

to learn and be involved'". She started to look at Hebrew and took a class on Jewish home 

observance. In the class they taught her about the Megillah. ·'J wanted more and started 

going to synagogue"". During the high holidays that year, her and her husband attended 

synagogue and he bought himself a Machzor. ··1 fdt bad. I didn't know \\·hat was going 

on so I tried to figure it out for myself as my husband didn't explain it to me·•. She read 

the Hebrew using the transliteration. Later on. her husband explained to her that he was 

trying to sort out his feelings. '·I started to light Shabbat candles after that and in late 

1989, I went to the Rabbi and said l wanted to convert". 

3) ·'I felt very loved and welcomed by the Jewish community which is why I chose the 

Hebrew name Chaviva m!;.!aning beloved ... Initially the Ner Tamid congregation was not 

welcoming but she was very outgoing and so they opened up towards her. 

4) She chose Conservative conversion -·because during the conversion I became more 

observant. After I did the Shabbat assignment, I continued observing Shabbat''. It was 

more in line ,vith her beliefs and she felt more comfortable with it. 

5) She took the class at tl1t: Uni\·ersity of Judaism and her husband took the class \Vith her 

and consequently his level of interest increased. She enjoyed Rabbi Weinberg's 

compassion. She had her conversion ceremony at Temple Beth Am during Shavuot and 

went in the Mikvah and before the Bet Din. 
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6) She found the fact that Judaism ullows you to participate an<l constantly learn. 

attractiYc. She enjoys constantly striving to broaden her kno\\'lcdge base and she feels 

Judaism affords her this opportunity. 

7) Initially she just told her husband about her decision to convert and he was very happy. 

I k confessed that when he married her. he had accepted that he would ha\'I! to say 

goodbye to Judaism. She did not tell her friends until she was certain of her decision and 

then the fe,v she told she invited to her conYcrsion. She told her mother and two out of 

her live sisters. Her mother didn't respond much. ··J was forty-three years old and married 

to a Jewish American. what could she say?'" 

8) She feels Judaism is very different from Catholicism because of things like priests. 

nuns and confession. all aspects of the religion she did not care for. 

9) She sees cultural similarities between the l\VO religions in that they both put an 

emphasis on family, food. children and togetherness. Differences she sees is that in 

Judaism there are holidays all year round and in Catholicism there is only Christmas and 

Easter. 

I 0) She observes Shabbat but they are not Shomer Shabbat. ··When you live in the 

outside world. it is hard to be strict. My husband is a doctor and works on a Saturday and 

Sunday every third weekend and has to answer the phone. In addition, one of my boys is 

an artist and the other is a musician and if they have a function on the weekend, ,ve 

cannot not attend". At home they are strictly kosher. They are active in synagogue life 

and volunteer a lot. At one point they were members of a Chavura. ·'My level of 

knowledge is constantly increasing. l like to know more and do more". They recently 

moved to Temple Beth Arn as they Wi.!re not satisfied with Ner Tamid and Beth Am suits 
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their current level of obscn·ance more. She reads Torah. studies I lcbrew and is currently 

taking her titlh trope class. 

11) ··Jewishness is C\'erything I do ... She feels authentically Jewish by lighting Shabbat 

candles. Hannukah candles. making latkas. sitting in the Sukkah. reading and learning 

Torah. keeping Shabbat and kashrut. 

12) ··J nt.:ver really feel more or less Jewish. I fed Jewish all the time". 

13) She does not miss anything about Catholicism. 

14) ·'( am more comfortable telling people about myself. I used to feel like I didn't want 

to express myself and was paranoid about ,vhat people thought''. She feels she is able to 

be more open with others and is more confident since converting. She does not become 

upset if people question her because in Catholicism you are not supposed to question and 

she never liked that. She has no problem sitting on panels and speaking openly of her 

decision to convert. 

15) She first started to think of herself as Jewish \vhen taking the course at the University 

of Judaism. 

16) Not Applicable 

17) Since converting she is more aware of anti-Semitism and takes anti-Semitic remarks 

more personally. She had a friend who used to make anti-Semitic comments. When they 

heard she was serious about converting, she asked them to refrain from making those 

remarks. ''It is similar with being Asian. There have always been things I have to be 

aware of. After all being Asian shows and being Jewish doesn't". She does not like 

Jewish jokes either. 
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18) If non-Jews question her. she inti.mm; them that she converted. Non-Jews often 

question her food preference and if she has time she will explain why she docs not cat 

certain things. otherwise she will not. 

19) She has never visited Israel and has no close connection to Israel. Her sons have both 

visited and she would like to go there in the next two years. 

20) She has no real opinion about the situation in Israel but hates the idea that Jews by 

Choice who convert conservative or reform aren't accepted there. 

21) She docs not really look to consult with Jewish professionals but this may change 

later. 

22) Before she got married she never knew about the Holocaust. Nmv that she is Jewish 

she is much more aware and can identify with the tragedy. 

23) Most of her closest friends are Jewish. She has some non-Je,vish friends and lots of 

friends in different realms of her life. ''I want to be with people that have the same level 

of observance and won"t pursue a friendship if the person is not Jewish"". She does not 

see much of her Filipino friends. She feels they may feel uncomfortable. as ,vhen they 

invited her over she never ate their food so they stopped inviting her. This did not bother 

her al all. 

14) Her family is much more comfortable with her conversion today than they were 

initially. They had to get used to her eating habits and she started inviting them over for 

Hannukah and Pesach and explained the holidays to them. 

25) Her children have had much more of a Jewish upbringing because of the fact that she 

converted. If she haJn 't converted, they probably would have left 1-lebrcw school after 

their Burmitzvah classes. Her sons were both Barmitzvahed and were confirmed in the 
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tenth grade. Thi.!)' att1:ndcd Camp Ramah in the summers and Los Angeles Hebrew I ligh 

at the University of Judaism during the school year. Because she tilled the home with 

Jewish paraphernalia and Jewish hooks. they became much more knowledgeable. They 
.. 

also lJUCstioni.!d rituals like Sh.1bbat when they became older and it restricted their ability 

to go out with their non-Je,vish friends. Presently. she feels because they are older. she is 

less able to control them and so lets them make their own choices. 

26) "My children were never told they were Catholic even though initially our Jewish 

observance was minimal'". Her children were never exposed to her prior religion even 

though some of her family lives close by. 

27) She is very happy and comfortable \Vith her decision to convert. She feels lucky that 

when she converted her husband joined her in the level of observance she chose and 

became her study partner. ··My husband and I became much closer". 

Interview # 11: 

I) Informant 11 is a forty-eight year old Indian male who converted from Hinduism. He 

moved from India to Los Angeles in 1981. He has been married to a Jewish woman for 

twenty years and they have two children. I le works as a financial controller for a film 

company. 

2) When he got married, his wife requested that their children be raised us Je\,·s. ··She 

never pressured me to convert. \Ve had a Jewish wedding but I did not convert··. 

Informant 11 used to attend temple with his wife's parents who arc today Orthodox but at 

that point were nut. ··J liked Judaism and found it very similar to Hinduism". He first 

thought about converting when his wife became pregnant in 1987. ''[ didn't want my 
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1.:hilti 10 hm·c a n:ligion crisis and sn st.1rtcd w \!xplon.: Judaism" I fe enrolled in thi: course 

al the Uni\'crsitv uf Judaism and liked Rabbi \Vcinherg. . -
3) ··r felt welcomed by the Rabbi and the community··. Alier the con\'crsion. he joined 

Temple Beth Am-.. 1 ncYer felt alienated ... Olten congregation members arc surprised to 

encounter an Indian that is a Jew. I le lin<ls the congregation is more interested to learn 

about him because he is Indian as he sheds a nc,._· pcrspccti\'c on Judaism for them. 

4) He chose to convert to Conservative Judaism as he had always liked Conservative and 

his wife was raised as a Conservative fow. ··r ,vas familiar with if'. 

5) He went to the Mikvah and before the Bet Din. "I was questioned and had to renounce 

my previous religion. It ,vas very nice and I was ready", 

6) Judaism was attractive to Informant 11 because it was an "ancient religion of the 

world'". He liked the fact that it is a humanistic religion and feels Jewish people overall 

are making major differences in the world. whether it be in the medical or the political 

arena. ·'Judaism is appealing and the fact that they do convert people is attractive. It is a 

very welcoming religion''. 

7) He told his friends at the time and they were very happy for him. --None of my family 

live in Los Angeles. They don't know much about it as I never officially told them". 

8) He saw quite a few similarities between Judaism and Hinduism including the religious 

holidays especially Rosh Hashanah and Yorn Kippur which are similar in the sense that 

they are family oriented. He explicated that Hindus like Jews go to temple and pray. 

"Hinduism is both tolerant of and welcomes other religions and opinions and Judaism is 

similar in that way'". Informant 11 also sees quite a fow differences between the two 

religions such as the fact that l linduism is a very individualistic religion where you go 

62 



und pray to God by yourself and in Judaism a minyan is required. He also pointed out that 

there arc numerous Gods in I linduism and only one God in Judaism. 

9) Informant 11 explicated that he lelt there were cultural similarities between Judaism 

and l linduism such as the ,vedding ceremonies which both contain a lot of dancing and 

arc officiated by either a rabbi or a priest. He added that Judaism used to have a dowry 

system like Hinduism. The differences he stated was the fact that Hindus express their 

beliefs by wearing dots on their forehead and distinctive clothing like saris. --Judaism 

doesn·t have this distinction. You can tell when someone is Hindu but you can't identify 

if someone is Jewish ... 

I 0) Informant 11 is a member of Temple Akiba and observes all the holidays. His 

children attend Hebrew school at the temple three times per week. His family observes 

Shabbat and all the rituals and they maintain a Jewish household but are not kosher. ··My 

in-laws became Orthodox in the last ten years \Vhich hi.ls created n rift between my wife 

and her parents. My wife's family invites us over for all the holidays". 

11) Experiences like his daughter's upcoming Batmitzvah make Informant l l feel 

authentically Jewish. ··1 started to learn Hebrew us my daughter being batmitzvahed 

crl!uted a need for me to learn Hebrew.'' lie made the decision to become Barmitzvahed 

himself and will do so in June-"The decision comes from the heart. Life cycles make you 

change·•. He really feels like he has evolved o\'er thl! years and feels more Jev,:ish with 

new and different experiences. He feels more authentically Jewish on holidays such as 

Yorn Kippur \Vhen he is fasting than other days. 

12) Informant 11 feds less Jewish when he goes to services and cannot follow what is 

occurring. '·For me ifs a struggle to keep up. I fed left out because of it". In Reform the 
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situation is a link Jifli.:rcnt hccausc thcr1.: is a lot of English yet he tinds Conscrrnti\'C 

Judaism more appealing. ''It is a process [ will go through in my life". 

13) He misses the IIindu holidays including the New Y car and participates when he 

travels to India. as there is no religious connotation to them- .. They are part of the 

culture". 

14) ··1t would ha\'c disappointed my wife and created a rift and an identity problem 

within the family unit'" if he had not chosen to con\'ert. If he had not converted he does 

not bclie,•e he would have been as observant of Hinduism as there are no temples in Los 

Angeles and no central community of Indians. 

15) He first started thinking of himself as Jewish when he converted and especially when 

his children arrived and they started to observe Shabbat and the holidays as a family 

which they had not done befi.Jre. 

16) Not Applicable. 

17) He is very sensitive to anti-Semitic remarks and reads n lot including the Los Angeles 

Times. The Jewish Journal and is a member of Jewish museums. He is very familiar with 

the goings on in the Jewish community. 

18) Hi.; explains himself to non-Je\VS by giving them reasons why he is Jewish. He 

1:xplicates that his wite is Jewish and he \vanted to raise his children as Jews and adds 

that it is a very challenging religion. 

19) He visited Israel in 1982 and had a great time there and truvch!d all over the country. 

20) He does not have any problems with Israel although he !eels it has become more 

polarized because of the right and left wings. Although he feds this is disturbing, he 
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asserts th;.it it happens in most clluntries. lsrad·s· \'icw of what constitutes u Jew does 

huthcr him. 

21) He docs make an t!ffort to consult with Jewish professionals especially doctors and 

states it is .. naturar·. 

22) Ht.: docs identify with the trngt.:dy of the Holocaust and wants his children to know 

about it. Ikcausc his children arc three generations removed from the event. he wants to 

educate them \\hen they arc oh.kr. ··[ want them to have a religious as well as a historical 

background··. [kcausc of this Informant 11 ensures his children are educated at school 

and in the homt.:. 

23) His closest friends arc Jewish but he does have some Indian friends. 

24) Although his sister is not antagonistic. she does not understand what it means to be 

Jewish. He is planning a visit to India this year so he may inform them that he converted 

at that point. --11 feels natural for my wife and kids-\VC are like any other Jewish family". 

25) ··My kids feel Jewish. They arc proud of it and have no negative feelings about 

themselves··. Most of his childrcn·s friends are Christian as they attend a secular school 

and he would like his children to be exposed to other religions. He enjoys educating them 

that thi.:rc an: different kinds of people with different religions as he feels it givt:s them an 

identity. They do not question him about his prc\'ious religion which is what he wanted. 

26) He docs expose his children to Hinduism at e\'cnts like a cousin's wedding and 

explains, ··This is what daddy·s religion used to be··. Because the family is traveling to 

India. this year they will be exposed to the religion. 

27) ··1 am very happy with my decision to convert and have no regrets". 
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lnten-iew # 12: 

I) Informant 12 is a fi.1ny-three year old Caucasian male who convcrt\!d from 

Catholicism. His father \vas Mormon and his mother, Catholic. He was born in Montana 

and has lived in Los Angeles for the past twenty years. He is an attorney by profession 

and met his wifo who is Jewish in law school. He has t,vo children. aged six and twelve. 

2) He married his wife in 1985 and her family advised them to seek counseling at the 

University of Judaism. The Rabbi explained to them that he wanted couples to think 

about conversion and elaborated by saying he felt marriages where one partner does not 

convert were unsuccessful. Informant 12 was "dead set" against conversion- 'The Rabbi 

rubbed me the ,vrong way··. His own parents never agreed on religion and he was raised 

Catholic because of his father's inaction. His wife asked that if they had children that 

they be raised Jewish. He believed ··children need guidance" and so he agreed. They also 

promised his wite · s grandmother, who has since passed away that they would ultimately 

be married by a Rabbi. ··t did not have a sense of what conversion involved". His first son 

was born in 1987 and there were guidelines that they followed in the home including 

celebrating Jewish holidays and no Christmas trees. When his son turned seven. they 

enrolled him in religious school at Tt!mple Akiba. His son started asking him questions 

which he did not know the answers to. '·[ remember being in temple and looking around 

and everyone knowing what was going on except me and so thought I would try and fake 

it". His wife reminded him of his promise to her grandmother and so they asked Rabbi 

l\,faller of Temple Akiba, where they were members, to marry them. He refused to marry 

them unless he took the Introduction to Judaism class. He took the first ten classes and 

still was not thinking about conversion. 
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3) lie asscncd that the Rabbi and th!.! community reacted well. ··t cun·t think nf any 

instance where anyone was bent out of shape because I was a con\'crt. The Rabbis say 

when you con\'en you don"t ha\'e to tell anyone about it but it always comes up. ··Rabbi 

Maller is interested in outreach to people who are interested in Judaism'". 

4) He chose Conservative conversion and complied with the requirements of the 

conservative movement except he did not go before the Bet Din. He chose Conservative 

conversion because if he moved and there was only a conservative synagogue he wants to 

have the option of joining that synagogue. 

5) He took the first ten classes of the course with his wife as she did not have a Jewish 

education or a Batmitzvah and they both enjoyed them. After the tenth class. a class 

member asked him if he was going to convert and he said yes-"My wife was floored. It 

felt like it was the right thing to do··. He felt like he had no other religion to fall back on, 

as he was not raised Catholic and all he had ever heard was ""the bad stuff' about 

Catholicism. He finished the course-··1 got de!!per and deeper into it and learned more and 

more ... The actual conversion was ·'a \'ery nice event"' which he really enjoyed and found 

it to be "more solemn and awe-inspiring·• than he had imagined. He did feel ··unprepared 

and ashamed'" in one instance when hi! did not know how to say the Shechianu. There 

are aspects of the Reform movement he rt:spccts but the class taught how to read the 

prayers and not what they meant. He and his wife ,vere ultimately married for a second 

time by Rabbi Maller. 

6) He finds the fact that Judaism is a ··dear-sighted religion" not unduly focused on the 

world to come but on the world we live in. attractive. He likes the intellectual part of 

Judaism and the fact that you can argue with God by reinterpreting the Torah. 
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7) I lis mom was not uli\'e at the time hut if she was she was. she would ha\'C been the last 

pt!rson he would have told. He told his wife's parents who were neither in favor or 

opposed. They thought he was converting because his wife was pressuring him. He also 

told the people he worked with and his siblings. His siblings were supportive and told 

him they thought he had already converted. His colleagues responded by saying. ··1 

thought you were Jewish". The last person he told was his father who was restrained. He 

never told his Mormon aunts and uncles. 

8) The only similarities he secs are the Old Testament and praying as a congregation. The 

differences arc that the Hebrew bible says good things and bad things happen and we are 

not perfect. Christianity espouses that everything is for the good and that people get 

killed for a reason which angers him. He believes Christians give forgiveness too easily 

and he does not believe Jews arc this way inclined. Judaism is more focused on 

performing good deeds in your current life. 

9) He struggles with whether there are cultural differences between Judaism and 

Catholicism. He recognizes that Judaism accepts and encourages people to think on their 

own which Catholicism docs not. He feels Jewish people are less reserved. ··1 guess there 

are no real cultural similarities. Jewish food is different". 

l 0) They are Reform. They do not work on Shabbat but don't observe it in the Orthodox 

way. They light candles and sometimes have Shabbat meals. They attend services once a 

month. He does not eat shellfish or mix milk and meat but doesn't observe the rules of 

Kashrut. They observe Rosh Hashanah, Yorn Kippur and Passover. ··As time has gone 

on, we have gotten more observant", 
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11 J Going tll synagogue and kno,\ing the prayers better than most people make him Ice! 

authentically Jewish. Being the Vh.:e President of \kmbcrship of Temple Akiba and 

encouraging others to join the h:mple also make him feel this way. 

12) When he is with people who arc more obsi.:n·ant. he recognizes ho,v much he does 

not know and feels less Jewish. He also feels less Jc,vish in situations when he is 

reminded that he wasn ·1 raised Jc,vish or when people speak Hebrew and he does not 

understand it. Learning Hebrew and reading the prayers makes him feel more Je,vish. lie 

had an adult 13armizvah at Temple Akiba. He has spent a lot of time figuring out what 

Hebrew words mean. He plans to teach a class in May on what the Shema and Amidah 

mean as well as the significance of Torah services. 

13) He misses turkey and cheese sandwiches, as he liked to mix milk and cheese and no 

longer does so. Although his misses certain foods. he does not miss the religious side of 

Catholicism. 

14) If he had not chosen to convert. he feels he would be a lot less happy. Since he made 

the decision to convert he feels a lot happier with his lot in life. "I feel content and a 

sense of peace··. The Rabbi is encouraging him to go to rabbinical school, which at this 

point he can afford financially so he is seriously considering it. 

15) After converting he thought of himself as a convert and then took a Bnai Mitzvah 

course and learned enough to say the prayers. He learned the meaning of Hebrew \vords 

and started to feel Jewish. "I learned enough so that [ did not feel ashamed. I felt Jewish''. 

16) Not Applicable. 

17) He is not us sensitive as his wife to anti-Semitic remarks. He dislikes how some 

converts arc self righteous and docs not think they should pretend that they have had the 
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same lifo t!xpericncc as someone ,i.·ho was horn Jewish. I le does not rcmcmhcr hearing 

many anti•Semitic remarks although his mothcr used to make anti•Scmitic commcnts 

towards his wife. 

18) He usually docs not mention to non•fows that he converted but at the same time he 

would not hide the fact that he is Jewish. He tells his colleagues that ht.! will not be at 

work due to a Jewish holiday. 

19) lie has never visited Israel but would like to. 

20) He feels Israel docs not live up to its principles. 

21) He docs not look to consult \','ith Jewish professionals but feels a sense of kinship 

with them. 

22) He does identify ,vith the tragedy of the Holocaust and views it as the great tragedy 

of the twentieth century. He does not feel it the same way his wife and many of her 

family do as they have family members who perished. He is offended when people deny 

its existence but cannot pretend it was a tragedy that happened to him. 

23) Half of his closest friends are Jewish and half of them are not. 

24) His sons and his family are very pleased that he converted. His siblings are accepting 

and his father, tolerant. His stepfather is not understanding and his aunts and uncles 

disapprove. 

25) As a result of his conversion, his oh.lt:r son has become quite interested in Judaism 

and is the top student in his Hebrew school class. He makes speeches in the synagogue 

ofwn und his children t!Xpress their pride in him. 

26) His children will not be exposed to their prior religion. He would not object if they 

wanted to learn about Catholicism. 
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27) ~ le is \ .:ry happy with his J~cision to comwt. 
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IV. ANALYSIS OF QUESTIONNAIRE 

Tell me a little about ,·our background (demographic, age, sex, ethnicity, where ,·ou 

met your partner)'! 

The informants who participated in this study are from a wide range of racial. 

religious and ethnic backgrounds. 

Informant I is a thirty-three year old single. Caucasian female who works in the 

Entertainment Industry. She was raised Mormon in Riverside California. Her parents 

were very religious and they went to church every Sunday. She attended a i'vlormon 

University. but by then had stopped going to church. Informant I converted to Judaism 

on April I, :woo. Informant 2 is a thirty-seven year old Caucasian female who works in 

the Entertainment Industry. She was raised Pentecostal in Oregon and attended Church 

regularly as a child. Informant 2 is engaged to a Jewish man she met at work. She 

converted to Judaism prior to her wedding in April 2000. Informant 3 is a fifty-nine year 

old African American male attorney. He \Vas born Catholic in St. Louis Missouri, but 

after his mother died when he was 7 his father converted to Pentecostal. From 1951-52 

he lived in Boyle Heights in Los Angeles \\·hich was a mixed neighborhood at the time. 

In junior high school all his friends and girlfriends were Jewish. He met his \Vife \vho is 

Jewish in college and converted to Judaism 15 years after they \1vere married. lnformant 

4 is a twenty-six year old Caucasian male. graduate student. He was raised in a Christian 

home in Florida and Indiana. His family belonged to various denominations, including 

Presbyterian, Congregational, and in high school he belonged to a ··scary" congregation 
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that trieJ to ··brai1M\ ash·· him. I k met his kwish tiancec in college. Informant 4 

conn:rtctl to JuJaism in 1999. Informant 5 is a ti.my-liq: year old African American 

male who works in Human Resources. He was raised as a United Methodist in Los 

Angeles. His parents were not rdigious. hut took him to church on a weekly basis for 

••insurance." Informant 5 is married to a Catholic woman and converted to Judaism in 

] 994. [nfurmant 6 is a t\\'cnty-cight year oltl Caucasian female aspiring al:lrcss who 

works in the garment industry. She was raised Italian-Catholic in Canada. She uttendcd 

church every Sunday and grew up with her religious grandparents living in the home. 

She met her Jewish tiancee at work. Informant 6 converted to Judaism at the beginning 

of 2000. Informant 7 is a thirty-three year old single Caucasian female, piano teacher. 

She ,vas born Catholic in Texas, but was not observant. Informant 7 converted to 

Judaism recently. lnformant 8 is a thirty-seven year old Caucasian female, massage 

therapist. She was raised Catholic in Malta and attended Catholic school, but did not 

believe in Catholicism. She is divorced and currently engaged to a Je,vish man whom 

she met on a blind date. Informant 8 will convert to Judaism this year. Informant 9 is a 

thirty-two year old Caucasian female who works for a management consulting firm. She 

\Vas raised Lutheran in the mid~\vcst and her parents paid lip service to Christianity 

without it being played out in the home. Informant 9 converted to Judaism alter her 

marriage to a Jewish man whom she is currently Jivorced from. Infonnunt 10 is a forty­

four year old Filipino female \-..·ho works in the nursing field. She was raised as a 

Catholic in the Philippines and was observant until she moved to the United States in her 

twenties. She is married to a lt:wish man and converted to Judaism after her children 

\Vere born. Informant 11 is a forty-eight year old Indian male who works as a financial 
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i.:nntrollcr. I k was raised Hindu. but\\ as ncvt>r very religious. Informant 11 is married 

to a Jewish woman and converted to Judaism 13 years ago after they were married and 

had started a family. Informant 12 is a forty-three year old Caucasian mule attorney. He 

was raised Catholic in \fontana. His father was ~1orrnon. but he was raised Catholic 

because of his father"s inaction. Informant 12 met his Jc,vish wife in law school and 

converted to Judaism after they were married and had started to raise a family. 

When did vou first think about conversion and when did it become a possibility? 

Many of the informants chose to convert for similar reasons. Nine of the 

informants referred to the fact that their Jewish partner had influenced their decision to 

convert. Some of the conversions took place before the marriage occurred while others 

converted after they had been married for a number of years. In many of these cases. the 

informants became increasingly a\varc of their passion for the Jewish religion. above and 

beyond their love for their fiancee or spouse. This group of people can be divided up us 

informants \vho felt Jewish internally and others who pursued Judaism because they were 

members of a Jewish family. In other words there were those informants who were on a 

personal journey to find a suitable religion and others who because of the context they 

were immersed in. that is having a Jewish partner .md/or Jewish children. became 

involved in the religion and started to pcrcein~ themselves differently. Many of the 

informants refer to the fact that they read books on Judaism and attempted to equip 

themselves with as much knowledge as possible before converting. Many of them 

identify all the reading they did as the motivating factor behind their decision to convert. 

They thrived on all the information they were gleaning from the literature and really 



resonated \\ ith the philtlsophics of the religion. lnform;:mt 3. a fifty-nine year nld African 

American Pcntecostal malt! was ultimately motirnte<l hy his son's Barmitz\'ah. Informant 

6. a twenty-nine year old Caucasian Catholic kmalc was initially going to convert for her 

tianccc so that their children could be raised as Jews and came to discover the importance 

of religion in her lite and what a perfect fit Judaism was for her. She read and questioned 

a lot and realized that she was religious but not necessarily Catholic ..ind one religion is 

not more important than another. Informant 2. a thirty-seven yc..ir old Caucasian 

Pentecostal female started thinking about Judaism when she met her fiam:ee. She did not 

know much about Judaism but religion was \'cry important to her. She wanted some 

religion in her married life and did not feel like Judaism was a big jump but rather a 

'·custom-made garment"' for her. f nformant 4. a twenty-six year old Caucasian Christian 

male had been dating his fiancee for over a year ,vhen he started to consider conversion. 

He was exposed to Judaism through his fiancee and started asking many 4uestions. 

Initially he defended Christianity but as ht: learned he started to locate differences and 

realized that deep down he already was Jewish. He then joined his fiancee when she was 

studying in Israel for the year and started studying formally with a Rabbi. This point was 

a crossroads in their relationship and they had begun to talk about where they were going 

with the relationship and realized they ,vanted to get married. Informant 8. a thirty-seven 

year old Caucasian Catholic female stated she almost convertc:d for another Jewish man 

but then that relationship ended. She did not plan on converting for her current fiancec 

but her interest in Judaism peaked as she was exposed to more and more aspects of the 

religion. She had ahvays wanted to be part of a tradition. Informant 9. a thirty-two year 

old Luthi.:run female converted after her marriage to a Jewish man which cnd~d up in 
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Ji\'orcc for a number nf reasons induuing the fact that she was more ohscrvunt of 

Judaism than he cared to lie. She reported that one of the n.:asons she com·crtcd was to 

strengthen her relationship with her husband as they had bct.:n st.:parated for a period of 

time. Informant I 0. a !iliy-fnur year ol<l Catholic Filipino had been marrkd to a Jewish 

man for almost fifteen yl!ars when she began to learn as much us possible about Judaism, 

a step that lead her to the path of conversion. 

Four of the subjects refer to the fact that they had a tendency throughout their 

li\'CS to solidify relationships with Jewish peoplt: and/or Jewish men. They were attracted 

to Jev .. ·ish people for a variety of reasons. Informant t. a thirty-three year old Caucasian 

Mormon female stated that her sister played a large role in her conversion. as she had 

converted to Judaism. Both her and her sister had many Jewish friends and attended 

Jewish events. She claimed she had always been attracted to Judaism and had dated many 

Jewish men. r nformant 8 had always been attracted to Jewish men because of their 

culture and background. Informant 9 attended a high school and Washington University 

in St. Louis. hoth of which had large Jev,:ish populations that precipitated ht!r attraction to 

Jews. Six of the subjects \Vere motivated by the fact that they or their partner wanted their 

children to he raised as Je\vs. Informant 7. a thirty-three year old Caucasian Catholic 

female expressed that even though she is unmarried and yet to han: children. sht! would 

not fed comfortable teaching Christian philosophies to them. Informant 8 wants her 

children to be raised as Je,vs and is currently dealing with the fact that she has an eight 

and a half year old that has bet:n raised Catholic. Informant 10 pressured her hushand to 

become more committed to Judaism for their children's sake and then she con\'t:rted as a 

result of this need to have one definite religion in her chil<lrcn·s lives. Her husband was 
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secular and was fom:d to deal \\ ith his feelings about religion. because of the prcssurt.! his 

wife put on him. Subsequently. he discovered his need for an increased level of 

observance. Informant I I, a forty-t:ight year old Indian Hindu male decided to convert 

when his wifo became pregnant with their first child-"I didn't want my child to have a 

religion crisis and so started to \!xplorc Judaism·•. Informant 12. a forty-three year old 

Caucasian Catholic male agreed to raise his children as Jews before he began to 

contemplate conversion. \Vhen his son turned seven and entered religious school. he 

began to ask a lot of questions that he found himself unable to answer. ··[ remember being 

in temple and looking around and everyone knowing what was going on except me and 

so I thought I would try and fake if'. His feelings of inadequacy around being stumped by 

son·s questions. was part of the driving force behind his e,·entual conversion. Informant 

5, a forty-five year old African American United Methodist male can be described as a 

religion seeker. He married a Catholic woman and had spent his life trying to discover 

where he fit in from a religious point of view. He had many unans,.vered questions and 

went ··church hopping .. which led him to a class at the University of Judaism and 

ultimately to signing up for the Introduction to Judaism course. 

There are three definite themes that seem to emerge from the answers to this 

question. There is one group of converts that were aware early on in their lives that they 

felt alienated from their religions. This prompted them to start questioning tht! religion 

they were a membcr of and begin studying othc:r religions. A second group are thost; who 

somehow found themselves in a Jewish context. They married a Jew and had children 

who were going to be raised Jewish and naturally they felt. ''If I am any religion, I am 

Jewish" and so pursued conversion. The third group comprises those that met a Jewish 
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partner und Jcciue to conn:rt pnor to marriage and in the proct:ss of studying tht:y 

became so mon:d by all they were learning that they actually started to fed Jewish. This 

group actually converted because they fell in love with Judaism in addition to wanting to 

convert fi.)r their spouse. ~fany of the informants fit into more than one of these groups. 

\Vhat was your experience of comrersion (how were ,·ou receh·ed bv the Rabbi and 

the communitv)? 

The majority of the infommnts had a very positive experience with conversion. 

Informant I stated that the process has mainly been a positive one and that Rabbi 

Weinberg warmly received her. Informant 2 had a very positive experience. She loved 

the classes she took at the University of Judaism. She loved Rabbi Weinberg, who \Vas 

wonderful and accepting. Informant 3 had a very positive experience with Judaism and 

was received very well. He found the lack of racism in Judaism to be amazing. 

lnfonnant 4 described the conversion process as a .. transformational process". The Rabbi 

and community received him with open arms. Informant 5 was also well received by the 

community. He found the process to be very positive. He encountered some curiosity 

and harsh. racist remarks about his name and race. for example, "that isn't a Yiddishe 

name". Informant 6 had an ··amazing" experience with conversion. The rabbi who 

taught her played a big role and she made a strong connection to him. Informant 7 folt 

the rabbis were open and encouraging. They were eager to welcome her. The process 

itself felt like a .;transformation", especially because the ceremony was incredibly 

spiritual. The congregation she joined is very accepting and supportive. Conversion has 

had an impact on her congregation becaust.: of the young blood it is attracting. [nformant 
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8 felt slrnngt: to han: young rabhis as she was used to okkr priests. but is happy with the 

rabbi she has chosen. I h:r synagogue is welcoming and embracing. They help her find 

the page numbers in the prayer book. Informant 9 had a wonderful sponsoring rabbi. 

"The members of the congregation were enthralled by me and IO\·cd me." It took time 

for her to get used to the scr\'iccs :md she felt she stood out because she didn't look 

Jewish and that she looked young. The congregation \\'Us very welcoming and she made 

her own effort to reach out. Informant 10 lelt \"cry loved and welcomed by the 

community, which was why she chose the name Haviva. Initially the congregation was 

not welcoming, but she was outgoing so they opened up to her. Informant 1 I felt 

welcomed by the rabbi and community and never felt alienated. They were surprised to 

encounter an Indian 1,vho is a Jew and were more interested to learn about him because of 

his background because it sheds light on Judaism. Informant 12 felt the rabbi and 

community reacted well. He could not think of any negative t:xperiences where anyone 

was bent out of shape because he com·crted. The rabbi told him that you don't have to 

tell anyone you converted. but it always comes up. Informants I, 2, 3 and 5 used the 

word ·'positive·· to describe their conversion experience. Informants I, 2. 4. 6. 7. 8, 9. 11 

and 12 all mentioned that their sponsoring rabbi played a role in their positi1,·e conversion 

experience. Informants 4 and 7 used the word "'open" to describe their rabbis. All the 

informants felt they were well receivec.l by their congrl.!gutions or communities an<l 

informants 8. 9, 10 and 11 used the \Vord "wckoming" to describe their respective 

communities. lnfonnants 4 and 7 both described the conversion process as a 

··transformation'". Only one infonnant, informant 5 haJ somt: negative experiences in his 

79 



cotl\'crsion procl.!ss. :\s an African Amcrkan he l.!ncountcrcd some rucism. in th!.! form of 

lkrogatory comments about his name und race. 

What kind of connrsion did ,·ou choose and wh,·? 

When people choose to con\'Cl1 they ha\'C tht: additional choice of what 

denomination they wish to con\'crt to. Ten of the informants reported that they had 

chosen to com·ert to Conser\'ati\'e Judaism while two chose a Reform conversion. The 

informants chose their specific denomination for a number of reasons. Informant l chose 

Conservative because she did not like the Reform synagogues she had attended nor did 

she like Orthodox Judaism. Informants 2 and 11 also chose Conservative because their 

spouse's family was Conservative. Informant 2 also felt Conservative conversion was 

more ,videly recognized and ,vanted to cover her bases. Similarly, Informant 6 chose 

Conservative conversion because it tit with her fiancee·s upbringing as well as the fact 

that she liked the Hebrew and ritual in Conservative services. Informant 12 also chose a 

Conservative conversion. despite the fact that he is a member of a Refonn synagogue and 

prefers Reform, to cover his bases. He wanted to ensure that if he moved to a town that 

had no Reform synagogues he would be accepted into a Conservative congregation. 

Informant 5 chose Conservative Judaism purely because he happened to be taking classes 

at the University of Judaism and like Informant 12 frrnnd the Refom1 movement to be 

more to his liking because of the reduced amount of Hebrew in the services. Infonnant 8 

also stated that although she is convt!rting Conservative and both denominations are 

appealing, she feels more comfortable in a Reform setting. This is especially the case 

because she chose a sponsoring Rabbi at a Reform synagogue. Informant 7. 9 and I 0 
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chnsi: (\mscrrntin: com-crsion hccausc they rcsonutc<l with its philo1wphics. Informant 

10 rcportctl that she did not choose Reform because she became more observant as the 

proci:ss unfohkd and similarly [nformant 9 felt that Rdorm Judaism did not offer as 

much tradition and kno\,·k<lge as Conscrvati\'C Judaism did. This indicates that when 

people like the tradition they are privy to. they tcnd to want to incorporate it as part of 

their li\'es. In addition. it seems that a number of the informants chose Conservuti\'e 

Judaism hecause they were taking into account other Jcw·s perceptions of them. 

Informants 3 and 4 chose Reform Judaism for different reasons. Informant 3 ,,.·as 

a member of a Reform synagogue at the time because it was close to his home and many 

of his son· s friends ,verc members. He did not realize the distinctions of the various 

branches at the time. It seems that because other Je\vs did and telt certain things, he felt 

the need to do and feel them too. Informant 4 like three of the other informants chose 

Rcform because his fiancce was a Reform Jew but now that he has had exposure to the 

various denominations he feels validated in his decision. He did add that he doesn't like 

the labels assigned to the denominations and feels all Jl:!ws should be united. 

Like born Je,vs, converts lend to choost: a denomination that they arc most 

comfortable with based on things like:: how much Hebrew is used in sen·ices. Many born 

Jews are raised as a member of one denomination and as an adult switch to a different 

denomination. It must be quite an overwhdming experience for c:onvens to not only be 

changing religions entirely but then to have to choose a denomination within that 

religion. 
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How t.liu the process of connrsion unfold'! (who officiated at ,·our wet.hling'!) 

The process of conversion for the informants was similar in that all of them who 

had gone through com·crsion had some fr,rm of conversion ceremony. Their cum·ersions 

included Tipat Dam for the men. the Mikvah and going before the Bet Din. All of the 

informants except Informant ➔ who learned with a Rabbi took the introduction to Judaism 

classes. Informants 3. 5 and 12 took the ch1ss at Temple Akiba while the rest participated 

in the class at the University of Judaism. All of the informants desired a feeling of 

mastery. They were determined to learn what the religion was all about. The Introduction 

to Judaism classes all seemed to impact the informants and allowed them to start thinking 

of themselves as heing Jewish. Informant I took the class at the University of Judaism 

after a year of contemplating \Vhcthcr to do so as she had to know that she believed in it. 

Informant 2 took courses at the University of Judaism and read books about Judaism. 

Rabbi Weinberg will officiate at her wedding. Informant 3 stated that the process 

unfolded slowly. When he witnessed his son learning for his Barmizvah and rejecting 

Hebrew school. he realized he needed to do something and learn more about Judaism for 

himself. The classes he subsequently took ·•1it a fire" under him. Everything made so 

much sense to him spiritually and mentally. Infonnunt 4 met with a rabbi in Israel and 

started learning. I h: then moved to Los Angeles and secured a job working at a lemple 

Hebrew school and started learning with a Rabbi there. The Rabbi challenged him a lot 

and he was asked to write numerous reflection papers. His conversion consisted of Ti pal 

Dam. Mikvah. going before the Bet Din and the official conversion ceremony. Informant 

5 stated that the process took six months from the time he took the classes till the time he 

converted. Informant 6 started taking classes one and a half years ago but didn't convert 
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ut the cnJ. as she wasn·t ready. Then shi.: started going to synagogul.! n:gularly and tried to 

integrate into the community. This is an example of actually taking active steps to ensure 

that the Jewish religion is what you dt.!sirc for yourself. By the beginning of this year she 

knt!w she wns n:ady and she knew sh!.! was not just con\'erting to marry her tiancct= hut 

that she would be going through it anyway. Informant 7 stated that the process of 

conversion felt similar to ••falling in Ion: ... The conversion process itself folt like a 

transformation especially since the ceremony was so "incredibly spiritual''. Iler mother 

and a close friend were prest:nt at her ceremony and she explicated that it is impcratin! to 

be surrounded by the right people. [nformant 8 stated that after immersing herself in the 

class at the University of Judaism. she realized how much Judaism was her '·philosophy". 

She did not believe in Catholicism despite her Catholic school education and really 

enjoyed the fact that Judaic beliefs ,vere congruent with the manner in which she thought. 

She therefore pursued her interests and decided to convert. She has not yet goni: through 

the official conversion. Informant 9 deci<lcd to undertake the program at the Uni\'ersity of 

Judaism. ··( always looked at it as something I would do for my family and not for 

myself". Rabbi Weinberg was a great teacher and she \..-US inspired to read everything and 

complete all her homework. ··1 was the least religious person and I loved the class!'" She 

was married by a Reform Rabbi but hadn ·1 converted at that point. Her wedding \Vas 

comprised of·"mixcd clements" and was very much like a Jewish wedding but they didn't 

do everything. When she converted, she went to the Mikvah and before the Bet Din and 

wasn't nervous at all but instead found it fun. ··1 loved the process. Every time I say tht: 

Shcma. it takes me back to that moment in the Mikvah. I feel privileged that I was ablt.! to 

convert··. After converting she got divorced from her husband. There was conllict. as he 
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didn"r \\'ant to do as mud1 us she \\ankd. ··[ trieJ to kccp kosha but he mcsscJ it up. I k 

saw it as an identity and I wanted to pructicc it"'. She now focls unhampered by someone 

dse·s \·alues. "I feel very centered and not lonely and disconnected since my divorce". 

Informant 10 reported that she took the class at the University of Judaism and her 

husband took the class with her and i.:onscqucntly his k:vel of interest increased. She 

enjoyed Rabbi \\'cinbcrg·s compassion. She lm<l her conversion ceremony at Tt:mple 

Beth Am during Shavuot and went in the ~1ikvah and before the Bet Din. Informant 11 

stated that he went to the Mikvah and before the Bet Din. '·I was questioned and had to 

renounce my previous religion. It was very nice anti I was ready··. Informant 12 took the 

first ten classes of the course \\'ith his wife as she did not have a Jewish education or a 

Batmizvah and they both enjoyed them. After the tenth class. a class member asked him 

if he \Vas going to convert and he said yes-"yf y wife was floored. It felt like it was the 

right thing to do'". He felt like he had no other religion to fall back on. as he \Vas not 

raised Catholic and all he had ever heard was ·'the bad stuff' about Catholicism. He 

finished the course-"( got deeper and deeper into it and learned more and more•·. The 

actual conversion was .. a very nice en:nt'' which he really enjoyed and found it to be 

--more solemn and awe-inspiring" than he had imagined. Hc felt ·"lmprt!pared and 

ashamed .. in one instance when he did not kno\v hO\v to say the Shec..:hianu. There are 

aspccts of the Reform movement he respects but the class taught him how to read the 

prayers and not what they me::ant. He and his \.vife were ultimately married for a second 

time by Rabbi Maller. 
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Thi.! learning process that each of the informants engaged in seemed · ll h:ud to 

conYersion. The process of hccoming knowlcdgcubk appcari.:d to lc:ud to foclings of 

being Jewish because their knowledge bases had increased significantly. 

What was attracfo·e about .Judaism'! 

The intc.>m1ants were primarily attracted to three core elements of Judaism. 

Namely. the openness of Judaism. living in a Jewish world with all its customs and rituals 

and the values that Judaism upholds. Those who were attracted to the openness of 

Judaism stressed the fact that Judaism allows one to question and not just follow blindly. 

Informant 3 was attracted to the humility in Judaism. Informant 6 liked the idea of 

questioning. and Informant 11 was attracted to the fact that Judaism is open and a 

welcoming religion. Informant 12 liked the intellectual part of Judaism that allows one to 

argue with God and the focus on the here and now. Informant 1 \Vas attracted to the 

fact that Judaism allows one to 4uestion and not just follow blindly like with 

Mormonism. "Judaism affords the opportunity to know why and understand what one is 

practicing." Of those informants who were attracted to living in a Je\vish \\-mid. 

Informant 2 specifically mentioned Shabbat as an attraction. She sees it as a day when 

she can be with her spouse. setting aside time to enjoy each other and grow spiritually. 

Informant 4 was attracted to the mitZ\'Ol. Informant 6 was attracted to the traditions of 

Judaism. and Informant 7 sighted the Jevv·ish holidays and Jewish history. Informant 8 

mentioned the traditions. like Shabbat meals. Informant 9 \'Vas attracted to the absence of 

Ood·s ego in the religion and Informant 11 saw the humanistic element of Judaism as 

attractive. Many of the informants found the values of Judaism to be attractiYe, including 
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:nformant 1. Informant 5 specitically sighted the .IC\\ish ,·aluc of the importanct! of 

fomily and community as being an attractive clement. lnfi.)rmant 7 was Jrawn to the 

,·aluc of philosophy. 

\Vho did ,·ou tell and not tell and how did they react to vour decision to connrt'! 

The informants made Yarying dccisions with regards to whom in their lives to 

share their decision to convert. Informant 1 told her friends who arc all Jewish. Some 

thought it was great and others could not understand her decision while her family's 

response was ··\vhutever makes you happy''. Informants 2 and 3 told everyone in their 

lives. Informant 4 told his family but only told the friends and relatives whom he had the 

time to explain the process to. This is indicative of the fact that he felt the need to explain 

himself. informant 5 did not tell his children right a\vay. He ,vanted to ''slip into it" and 

told everyone in the proper time. Most people \Vere supportive and those who were not he 

is no longer friends with. The most shocking situation he encountered were anti-Semitic 

remarks from people that he never knew were anti-Semites. [nformant 6 did not tell her 

grandmother who died recently but she knew that her fiancec attended ·'church'' and was 

happy about that. She told everyone else and they respected her decision. Some friends 

questioned ht:r switching from believing in Catholicism to having a strong belief in 

Judaism. Many people in her town had never been exposed to Jews. Informant 7 told both 

friends and family of her decision to convert. Her motht:r ,vas very accepting. Her father 

\.Vas born Jewish but had rejected the religion during the war. Her friends, both Jev,,.ish 

and non•Je\vish were very happy for her. Her friends who are secular Je\VS expressed 

concern that she would become more Jewbh than they were. This is a common 

86 



phenomenon anJ many born-Jews do han: feelings of inadequacy ,, hen a friend con\'crts 

and hccomcs more (lhst:r\"ant than they arc. Informant 7 was careful about who she mid 

but expressed that many people were informed by others at her temple. Informant 8 had 

not yet told her family she plans to con\'crt hccause of her son. She wanted to do it after 

the com·crsion in order to avoid any negativity especially from her fatht:r. She was not 

worried about the negative reaction towards her but towards her son because they don· t 

undcrstan<l the philosophy of the religion. She did inform all of her friends ahout her 

decision and they were \'Cry supportive and weren't surprised. stating ··You· re so Jewish 

anyway"'. Informant 9 never had a lot of friends and so she didn't have anyone to tell. 

She told her parents who were initially supportive but then later on \Vhcn she told her 

mother she was about to convert. she had a strong negative reaction as she thought she 

was just taking classes and didn't realize she was going to officially convert. She 

promised her father she would nut tell his family, as they are anti-Semitic on that side of 

the family. She told her parents that she wanted to give them Christmas gifts but that she 

didn ·1 want any in return. ··i\.·ty mother freaked out and was shocked that I was turning my 

back on Chrisf'. She does not sec her parents often and her mother sees her con\'ersion as 

her personal failure and does not \Vant to learn about Judaism. [nformant 10 initially told 

ht:r husband about her decision to convert and he \Vas very happy. He confosscd that 

when he married ht::r, he had accepted that he would have to say goodbye to Judaism. She 

did not tell her friends until she ,vas certain of her decision and then the few she told she 

invited to her conversion. She told her mother and t\Vo out of her fi\'e sisters. Her mother 

didn't respond much. ··[ was forty-three years old and married to a Jewish American, 

what could she say?'" Informant 11 told his friends at the time and they \Vere very happy 
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for him ... Noni! of my family live in Los Angeles. They don't knO\v much about it as I 

nc\'er officially told them". Informant 12 reported that his mother was not ali \'e at the 

time but if she was she \Vould hu,·c been the last person he \Vould have told. He told his 

wife's parents who were neither in fa\'or or opposed. They thought he was con\'crting 

because his wife was pressuring him. He also told the people he worked with and his 

siblings. His siblings were supporti\'c and told him they thought he had already 

converted. His colleagues responded by saying. ·'( thought you were Jewish'". The last 

person he told was his father who was restrained. He never told his Mormon aunts and 

uncles. 

In a sense the process of telling friends and family that you have converted can be 

likened to homosexuals "coming out" to those closest to them. Most of the infonnants 

didn't refer directly to their anxiety but it is obvious that many of them were very nervous 

as evidenced by the fact that they chose not to tell significant people in their lives 

including parents, siblings, grandparents. aunts. uncles and close friends. Many converts 

do not tell their parents of their decision to convert in the fear that they will be rejected as 

their parents will be deeply hurt by their decision. This certainly sheds light on why 

people don't convert. The anticipation of the harsh reactions of others including anti­

Semitic comments such as those Informant 5 referred to is reason enough to deter people 

from going through with the conversion. There is a significant contrast between the 

individuals own intense feelings around conversion and the reactions of those around 

them. 
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Hffw is ,Judaism similar or different from the religion \'OU were raised'! 

All th!.! informants iJcntilit:d many similaritit:s and differences between Judaism 

and their religions of origin. Informant I saw ~lormonism as similar to Judaism in that 

Mormonism is based on Judaism. Informant 3 saw a similarity between the de\'otion to 

and belief in God as similar to Christianity and Judaism. 1\fany of the informants saw the 

morals and values of their religions of origin and Judaism to he similar. f-'or example. 

informants 2. 4. 8. and 11 identified the importance of family as common to Judaism and 

their prior religions. Informants 8 and 12 mentioned the belief in the Old Testament as 

common to Judaism and Catholicism. One of the differences sighted by many of the 

informants was the lack of bclid" in Jesus in Judaism. Informant 1. a Mormon and 

informants 6, 7, and 8 all Catholic pointed out this difterence. Informants 8 and 12. both 

Catholic pointed to the Jewish emphasis on the here and now as different from 

Christianity's emphasis on the after-life and original sin. Along the same lines, 

Informant 2 also pointed out the lack of judgment in Judaism versus Christianity. 

Informants 2, 6. 8, 9, and IO identified the differences in the rituals in Judaism and their 

prior religions. Informants 6 and 9 sa\V the services to be very different and Catholic 

informants 8 and 10 noted the absence of confession in Judaism. Informant l l. a Hindu 

identified the Je\vish belief in one God lo be different from the Hindu belief in many 

gods. In addition, he also si;;:es Hinduism as a more individualistic religion compared to 

Judaism 
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Are there culturul similarities or differences'! 

t-,lost of the informants found a similarity between Judaism and their previous 

religion especially the importance of family that huth religions espouse. Informants 2. 4. 

9 and IO all stressed how their religion was culturally similar to Judaism in that both 

religions placed a large emphasis on family closeness. It is interesting to note that among 

these informants. there is a Pentecostal. a mixed Christian. a Lutheran and a Catholic 

indicating ho"\' vastly different branches of religions are culturally very similar in certain 

respects. Informant 6 stated that Judaism was culturally different to other faiths in thut it 

is completely accepting of other religions, a facet of Judaism that many of the informants 

labeled as being attractive about the religion. lnfonnant 9 also felt the emphasis on family 

and ··creating solid. good kids·• was similar to Lutheranism but stated that her family 

dynamics had skewed her perception. (nformant 7 felt there was a definite culture to 

Judaism and there were different cultures within Judaism as evidenced by the Ashkenazi 

and Sephardic communities. She did not believe that Christianity has any definite culture 

and that Christians adopt the culture of the country in which they live. [nformant 8 felt 

that Maltese people were similar to Jews culturally as both peoples stick together. help 

one another out and are hospitable. She did not see any big cultural differences between 

the Je\\/S and the Catholics in Malta. Informant 9 had not mixed with Jewish families 

enough to really see cultural similarities or differences between Lutheranism and 

Judaism. She felt like the Jewish culture in Los Angeles was the dominant one although 

in another city. she might feel differently. Informant IO saw cultural similarities between 

the two religions (Judaism and Catholicism) in that they both put an emphasis on family. 
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food. children and togetherness. Diflcrcnccs she saw w1.:rc in Juuaism there urc holidays 

all year round and in Catholicism there is only Christmas and Easter. Informant 11 

explicated that he felt there were cultural similarities between Judaism and Hinduism 

such as the wedding ceremonies which both contain a lot of dancing and arc officiated by 

either a rabbi or a priest. He added that Judaism used to ha\'c a dowry system like 

Him.luism. The difference he stated was the fact that Hindus express their beliefs by 

wearing dots on their forehead and distinctive clothing like saris ... Judaism doesn't have 

this distinction. You can tell when someone is Hindu but you can't identify if someone is 

Jewish··. Informant 12 struggled with whether there were cultural differences between 

Judaism and Catholicism. He recognized that Judaism accepts and encourages people to 

think on their own which Catholicism does not. He felt Jewish people are less reserved. 

·•1 guess there are no real cultural similarities. Jcw'ish food is different". lnfonnants I and 

3 struggled to ans\ver the question which may be indicative of a few things including the 

facts that they may not have understood the question or may not have seen any cultural 

similarities or differences between Judaism and their religion by birth. 

It appears that the majority of the informants recognize the open and \Velcoming 

nature of the Jewish religion as being different from their previous religion. This seems to 

be something the informants really resonate with. They point out cultural differences like 

distinct clothing other religions wear as well as differences in food and the abundance of 

Jc\'•,ish holidays as compared with Christian holidays. Informant 12 expressed that he felt 

Jews have different personalities and arc a more vocal people. Most of the informants 

emphasize family togetherness as being something the other religions have in common 

\Vith Judaism. It is perhaps telling us that family is important to them and this is 
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somcthim! thcv can rdatc to in Judaism. Thcv mention that Judaism like other rclil!ions is - .. .. ,._ 

altruistic. In mJdition. Judaism and other rdigions are very invested in how they raise 

their children and pla1:e great importance on the next generation. It is interesting ho\\' one 

informant hclicved that Christianity did not have a definite culture while most of other 

informants found some cultural continuity. In general it seems that they prefi:r what 

Judaism has to offi:r from a cultural perspective. 

\Vhat .Jewish rituals and customs do ,·ou intend to include in ,·our life once the 

conversion process is complete'! / What ,Jewish rituals have ,·ou adopted since 

converting:? (what is vour current lenl of observance?) 

Most of the informants are relatively observant. They emphasize the different 

facets of Judaism they observe and it appears that they gravitate to observances that they 

resonate with. Informant 1 attends synagogue twice per month. observes all the holidays 

and has Shabbat dinners as often as possible. Informant 2 observes Shabbat. has 

mezzuzahs up in her home. keeps kosher, attends synagogue and says the Shema every 

night. Informant 3 observes Shabbat, all the holidays and keeps kosher. Informant 4 

recites the bk:ssings before meals, observes Havdalah, reads the portion of \\icek and has 

Shabbat dinner. Informant 5 lights Shabbat candles. Hannukah candles and sometimes 

the Havdalah candle. He docs not shop on the Sabbath but does drive. Informant 6 has 

Shabbat dinner, studies Hebrew, attends synagogue, observes the major holidays and 

observes a certain level of Kashrut. Informant 7 observes Shabbat to the degree that 

makes it separate from the rest of the week. She performs the rituals on Friday evening 

but still drives and spends money. She observes all the holidays and works hard on her 
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I khn:\\. Informant 8 lights the Shabhul r.:andlcs C\'cry Friday night. her family hksscs 

one another an<l they cat the Shahhat meal together. They attcnJ scr\'iccs once u \\'eek 

and she particularly enjoys the family serdce at the synagogue that is held on the first 

Friday or c, cry month. Although she dol!s nut cat pork or shellfish she docs not keep a 

kosher kitchen. For l)llt: \\Cck they kept compkldy kosher but currently keeping 

completely kosher is .. too dinicutt"· ... Later on we might want to be more observant"". Up 

until now she has obscr\'cd the main holidays but intends on observing them all once she 

has converted. She has observed holidays like Sukkot by going to shul. building a Sukkah 

and eating appropriate foods. as well as observing Hannukah. She would like to try and 

fast on Yorn Kippur. Informant 9"s current level of observance is ··reasonably high". She 

observes .. Shabbos·· on a Friday night and Saturday. She docs what she is supposed to 

and doesn't spend money or watch television, stays at home and has a nict= meal on 

Saturday. She does drive to synagogue on a Saturday morning. She performs the 

blessings on Friday night and Saturday. ··1 engage in special Shabbat reading to ti.trthcr 

my understanding of Judaism ... She keeps l00% kosher in the home that she vie\vs as a 

··sanctified place .. but not outside of the home. She observes Rosh Hashanah and Yorn 

Kippur and goes to services on all the holidays. Informant 10 observes Shabbat but they 

are not .. shomer Shabbos'" ... When you live in the outside world. it is hard to be strict. My 

husband is a doctor and works on a Saturday and Sunday every third weekend and has to 

answer the phone. In addition, one of my boys is an artist and the other is a musician and 

if they have a function on the Wt:\.!kcnd. we cannot not attend ... At home they arc strictly 

kosher. They are active in synagogue life and volunteer a lot. At one point tht:y wen:: 

members of a Chavurn. ··My levd of knowledge is constantly increasing. I like to know 
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more and <lo more". They rect:nlly nHwcd lo T cm pie Beth Am as they were not satisfied 

with Congregation !\er Tamid an<l Bc.:th Am suits their current level of observance more. 

She reads Torah. studies I lebrcw and is currently taking her fifth trope class. Informant 

11 is a member of Temple Akiba and observes all the holidays. llis children attt:nd 

Hebrew school at the temple three times per week. I lis family observes Shabbat and all 

the rituals and they maintain a Jewish household but are nol kosher. ··My in-laws became 

Orthodox in the last ten years which has created a rift between my wife and her parents. 

My wife's family invites us over for all the holidays ... Informant 12 stated that he and his 

family is Reform in their level of observance. They do not work on Shabbat but don·t 

observe it in the Orthodox 1,vay. They light candles and sometimes have Shabbat meals. 

They attend services once a month. He does not eat shellfish or mix milk and meat but 

doesn't observe all the rules of Kashrut. They observe Rosh Hashanah. Yorn Kippur and 

Passovt:r. '"As time has gone on. we have gotten more observant". 

The level of observance of all the infonnants is relatively high. Some went more 

into depth in explaining themselves \Vhile others just listed the exact rituals they engage 

in and did not fed the need to justify their level of observance. Many of the informants 

refer to the foct that they have gotten more ohservant since converting. It seems like as 

their comfort level with the religion increased so they began to engage in more rituals. 

The more familiar they became with rituals the more they seemed to want to engage in 

them more frequently. Some of the informants appeared driven to become as observant as 

they possibly could perhaps in an effort to feel as Jewish as possible. This is certainly a 

really clear \Vay to feel Jewish especially if you have no ethnic background. Many of the 

informants stated reasons why they were not able to be as observant as they would have 
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liked. for -:xampk. the pressures of soci('ty. Others cxpn.:sscd that they had trit:d tn keep 

kosher but that it Wils ··roo di fficutt··. The fact that they had at least attempted to <lo this 

indicates how committed they were to their con\'crsion and taking it seriously. 

What experiences make ,·ou feel authenticnlly .Jewish? 

All the inli.mnants foci authentically Jewish when they are taking part in the 

rituals and customs associated with living in a Je\vi:sh world. The experiences that make 

Informant l feel authentically Jewish include. going to temple, keeping some kind of 

kashrut (not eating pork and shellfish anymore). Informant 3 feels totally Jewish and 

doesn't need specific experiences to make him feel authentically Jewish. Informant 4 

feels authentically Jewish \\,·hen he is fulfilling mitzvot. lnfonnant 5 feels authentically 

Jewish at public gatherings like the Israel Festival or a Debbie Freedman concert. when 

surrounded by other Je\VS. Informant 6 thinks that k.J1owing the prayers and being able to 

\Valk into a service and know what is going on. and reading Hebrew make her feel 

authentically Jewish. For Informant 7 observing holidays. Shabbat, her upcoming 

Batmitzvah, reading Jewish books, and attending shut on Shabbat makes her feel 

authentically Jewish. Informant 8 feels that going to the Jewish market every f riday and 

wishing everyone Shabbat Shalom, lighting candh::s, and Torah study makes her feel 

authentically Je\vish. For Informant 9 keeping kosher. going to shul. bringing her 

thinking into alignment with the values of the rdigion makes her feel authentically 

Jewish. When Informant 10 is lighting Shabbat and Hannukah candles, eating latkes, 

sitting in the Sukkah, reading and learning Torah, keeping Shabbat and kashrut she feels 

authentically Jewish. Informant 11 feels authentically Jewish because of her daughter's 

95 



upcoming Batmitznih. kurning 1-kbrew. his Burmitzn1h in June. anJ holiJuys such us 

Yom Kippur. For Informant 12 going to shul. knowing the prayers hl!tter than most 

people. and being Vice President of membership for his temple makes him feel 

authentically kwish. Of all the informants. only Informant 2 still has trouble feeling 

authentically Jewish. She teels like others see her as the ··shiksa buying Shabbat 

candh.:s." She feds authentically Jewish in her own home. away from scrutiny. 

Shabhat seems to play a central role for almost all the informants in creating an 

authentic Jcvdsh experience for themselves. There is an emphasis among them of being 

active and trying to surround themselves \vith other Jews in Jewish settings. Whether it is 

a kosher market. a concert or a synagogue, the informants as a whole seem to take a 

proactive approach in creating an authentic Jewish life for themselves. It is important to 

note that Informant 3 did not answer the question as he feels totally Jewish and does not 

need specific experiences to make him feel authentically Jewish. One can infer that he 

may have been off ended by this question in much the same way that informants 4 and 5 

and were when they refused to answer the question that follows. By asking the question 

one is implying or reiterating that con\'erts may not feel authentically Jewish. 

In what situations do you see Yourself as more or less ,Jewish? 

This was the most controversial question in the interview and many of the 

informants ,vere very sensitive to it. This is because in many ways it implies a lack of 

authenticity. an idea that has been used by Simon Herman in his work. Informant I feels 

less Jewish when friends don't accept her as being Jewish. Thi;y insist that her mother has 

to be Jewish in order for her to be considcrcd a Je,v which she fot:ls is ridkulous and just 
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hurts her tcdings cspl!cially since she is more uhscn·,mt than thcy arc. This is a scenario 

that Lydia Kukoff emphasizes in her work. Informant 2 secs herself as less Jewish in 

public and more Jewish in her home. Informant 3 feels he knows more about Judaism 

than most Jews. Informant 4 did not wish to answer the question. us he does not worry 

about how others perceive him. Informant 5 did not wish to answer the question. 

Informant 6 feels less Jewish ,vhcn surroundcd by a lack of spirituality. for example 

when people go through the motions of prayer purely because it is tradition. In her 

hometo,vn she feels \'ery Jewish. There arc never situations ,vhcre Informant 7 feels more 

or less Jewish although she docs get comments that she doesn't look Jewish to which she 

responds •·so many of us don ·c. Informant 8 tcels less Jewish in synagogue as she does 

not foe I 100% comfortable in this arena and is still learning the routine. There are no 

situations in which lnfonnant 9 feels less Jewish. ··1 feel more Jewish when doing Jewish 

things. for example being at synagogue. It feels like her community". This is indicative of 

the fact that people feel more Jewish when they arc in a situation ,..-here the goings on are 

familiar. Informant 10 reported, ··1 never really feel more or less Jev,:ish. [ feel Jewish all 

the time··. Informant 11 feels less Jewish when he goes to services and cannot follow 

what is occurring. "For me it's a struggle to keep up. I feel left out because of it". In 

Reform the .situation is a little different because there is a lot of English yet he finds 

Conservative Judaism more appealing. ··tt is a process I will go through in my life". 

Informant l 1 seemed to be indicating that he feels he doesn't quit<: tit in. When he is with 

people who are more observant. Informant 12 recognizes how much he does not know 

and feels less Jewish. He also feels less Jewish in situations when he is reminded that he 

\.Vasn · t raised Jewish or when people speak Hebrew and he does not understand it. 
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Lc.1rning I lchn.:w and reading the prayers makes him feel mon: Jewish. I h: had an adult 

Burmizvah at Temple :\kiba. I le has spent a lot of time figuring out what l lcbrcw words 

mean. I le plans to teach a dass in !\,lay on what the Shcma and Amidah mean us well as 

the signiticancc of Torah services. 

This question prompted many of the informants to become defensive as indicated 

by their refusal to answer the 4ucstion. Those who were not 4uite us offended admitted 

instances when.: they did not tit in. for example not teding Jewish in a synagogue. It is 

easy to see why Informants 4 and 5 did not want to answer the question aml found it 

offensive. Converts should not be made to feel "more or less Je\vish". According to them 

and the laws governing conversion. once you have converted you are Jewish. To ask 

them \Vhcn they feel more or less Jewish is implying in a sense that they are not Jewish in 

the true sense of the word. The fact that Informant 3 stated that he knows more about 

Judaism than most Jews was indicative of his resentment towards those Jews that view 

him as less Jewish than they arc purely because he convened. Informant 1 also stated that 

she felt she knew more than many born Jews. The fact that Informant 2 feels more Jewish 

in her home than in public ulso indicates that in public she feels she is judged and labeled 

as a convert and in her own comli.>rtable surroundings, she feels accepted and at peace. It 

is interesting that Informants 8 and l I feel less Jc\-.·ish in a synagogue and Informant 9 

feels more Jewish in the same arena. This may be due to the fact that Informant 9 

converted awhile ago and Informant 8 is yet to convert. Informant seven's comments 

regarding people telling her she does not look Jewish \vas a comment made by many of 

the informants as a response to diffor.:nt qut!stions during the interview. It is something 

that bothers converts and they are certainly justified in being angered by such comments, 
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which an! both insensitive and unnecessary. The fact that Informant 12 feels less fowish 

around more observant fows is a phenomenon that manv born Jews can relate to. These 

feelings are certainly not unique to con\'crts and this particular issue is one that has 

divided the Jewish community for decades. The fact that people remind both Informants 

1 and 12 they were not born Jewish is quite callous. This is the \'ery thing that the 

Halachah requests that we not do. It appears that Informant 12 has been on a mission to 

i:nsure he does not feel less Jewish than born-Jew. She reported one instance where he 

foels less Jewish when he does not understand the Hebrew and then stated that he has 

made great efforts to learn as much Hebrew as he can. His efforts are commendable 

although it is sad that converts arc made to feel compelled to compensate when they are 

deficient in certain areas which born Jews most of the time are equally deficient in. 

\Vhat do vou miss most about being (previous religion)? 

Many of the informants do nol feel like they are missing something in their lives 

by not practicing some of their former rituals. Many of them mentioned missing the 

Christian holidays, but they seem to miss the affective associations of the holidays rather 

than the religious aspects. For example. Informant 8 misses ·'Christmas stockings and 

cookies for reindeers." Informants 2, 6. 7, 8. and 11 miss the holidays of their former 

religions. Informants 2. 5, 8, and I l whether they miss the holidays or not. will still 

partake in some of them with their families. [nformants l, 4 and 6 feel that the Jewish 

holidays will substitute for Christmas and Easter. Infonnants I, 3. 5, 9, and 10 do not 

miss anything from their previous religions. Informant t 2 docs not miss anything 
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rdigious about being Catholic. hut he misses hcing able to eat a turkey and cheese 

sandwich. 

If )'OU had not chos~n to convert, how would this have impacted your life'! 

Another way we attempted to get at the impact of conversion was to ask the 

informants \Vhat their li\'es would be like if they had not con\'erted. Informant I would 

not be as happy if she had not con\'erted. She had always felt like she was missing 

something in her lite but church was not the answer. Informant 2 felt like her fiancce 

might not be marrying her if she had not converted but she reported that her life would 

not be as whole. Presently she feels her life is very full and without Judaism it would be 

very empty. Informant 3 doesn't feel his life \VOUl<l be as rich and he would feel lost if he 

had not converted. Informant 5 would still be looking and exploring other religions to 

validate that he made the right choice if he had not converted. Informant 6 believes she! 

would not be with her fiancee if she had not converted. Informant 7 feels that if she 

never converted she would have been a .. loner". She has found community and friends 

through her decision to convert. Informant 8 teels she would have continued not feeling 

fulfilled and spiritual about her religion. ··r was destined to convert and it would have 

happened sooner or later". Informant 9 reported that if she had not converted, she teels 

she wouldn't have had the strength to leave her marriage. "I felt personally empowered 

and it gave me the nerve and the faith that I was going to be OK. It increased my self 

esteem".''[ am more comfortable telling people about myself. I used to feel like I didn"t 

want to express myself and was paranoid about what people thought". Informant IO feels 

she is able to be more open with others and is more confident since convening. She docs 
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not become upsl.!t if people 4ucstion her because in Catholicism you arc not supposc<l tn 

question and she never liked that. She has no prnhlem sitting on panels and speaking 

openly of her decision to convert. Informant 11 stut1.:d that .. It would have disappointed 

my wifo and created a rift and an identity problem within the family unit" if he had not 

chosen to convert. If he had not con\'crted he does not believe he would have been us 

observant of Hinduism as there .1rc no temples in Li.1s Angd1.:s and no central community 

of Indians. Informant 12 feels that if he had not chosen to convert. he feels he would be a 

lot less happy. Since he made the decision to convert he feels a lot happier with his lot in 

life ... I feel content and a sense of peace''. The Rabbi is encouraging him to go to 

rabbinical school which ut this point he can afford financially so he is seriously 

considering it. 

This was a question that really prompted the informants to contemplate their 

situations deeply. There was definitely diversity in the anS\\:ers we received but overall 

all of the informants felt that their lives would ha\'e been different if they had not 

converted. Many took different paths to conversion and this is illustrated in the answers 

to this question that focuses on how their lives would have been different. Many 

emphasize how their lives are different from a religious and a spiritual perspective and 

that conversion has added content and feeling to their lives. Many report that they would 

not feel as happy and fulfilled if they had not convertt!d. Others refer to the fact they may 

not be with their partner today if they had not converted. In contrast Informant 9 reports 

that conversion gave her the strength to divorce her husband and increased her sclf­

esteem. It is interesting how many sci.! themselves as making a transformation not only 
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from a religious point of view. ~lany really fi:d like the process has permitted them to 

work on their inner si:lvcs. 

How did ,·ou start to think of ,·ourself as being .Jewish'! 

~lost of the informants started to think of themselves as fowish through 

participating in Jewish rituals. These informants were part of the group of informants 

who came to see themselves as Jewish through in\'olvemcnt and a self- perception of 

themseh·es as becoming more Jewish. Informant l started to think of herself as Jewish 

when prayers started popping into her mind and she found she knew the words. 

Informant 2 started to think of herscl fas Jewish by the rituals she practices at home. She 

still wonders how others perceive her. Informant 5 started to think of himself as Jewish 

after the ritual circumcision and Mikvah. Informant 7 started to think of herself as Jewish 

through gradually involving herself in rituals. creating a fantasy Jewish life for herself. 

including Jewish roots. such as family members \Vho were Holocaust victims and a 

Jewish childhood. She takes present events and regresses them to her childhood. for 

example. the Batmizvah. Informant 8 started to think of herself as Jewish in a gradual 

process and started performing rituals. like going to shul. Informant 11 started to feel 

Je\vish \v'ht:n ht! converted and especially when his children were born and they started to 

observe Shabbat and the holidays as a family which they had not done before. The other 

group of informants started to think of themselves as Jewish through a personal journey, 

often involving study. Informant 4 started to think of himself as Jewish through learning 

with rabbis and reading extensively about Judaism. Informant 9 did not feel Jewish when 

she startec.J the course. "When I felt the ideas \Vere mine I felt more and more connected 
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and this contrihutcu to my sense of i(.h:nlity. Informant 10 started to feel Jc,,ish when 

taking the course at the University of Judaism. Informant 12 still thought of himself as u 

con\'crt after conn:rsion and then he took the B ·nai Mitzvah course and learned enough 

in order to say the prayers and know the meaning of the words-this made him feel more 

Jewish. 

If you don't think ,·ou feel Jewish do you think vou ever will? 

This question informs us that feeling Jewish can seem in-born for some converts 

or can take time to emerge for others. Informant 2 does not know if she will ever feel 

completely Jewish. but she does know that in time she \\'ill not care what other people 

think. Informant 3 is. as a non-born Jew, still adjusting to the concept of being a Jew and 

not being religious. Informant 4 felt Jewish even before he formally converted. He felt 

the conversion was just a formal process that he had to go through to be accepted as a 

Jew. Informant 8 feels Jewish. ··1 feel like I always had a Jewish soul." The other 

informants did not feel this question applied to them as they all folt Jewish. Many of the 

informants stressed the fact that they had always felt Jev.-·ish or that something was 

missing in their lives and Judaism made perfect sense to them. Thus when it comes to 

feeling Jewish many of the informants had a built-in sense of themselves as always being 

Jewish and the conversion process was a coming-home experience. 

Many of the answers to this question echo the work of Epstein (1994). who writes 

about converts feeling like that had always been Jewish. He writes that many converts 

feel they have a always had Jewish soul or that they were n Jew trapped in a Christian 

body. 
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How does your famil\' relate to ,·ou heine .Jewish'! 

Some of the informants· families relate quite well to them being Jewish. while 

others had and ha\'e problems with the idea. Informant I has not told her whole family 

about her decision to convert because she knows how they talked about her sister behind 

her back when she con\'crted. Those who do know ha\'c been nice to her. Informant 2 

told her parents and they ha\'e been accepting of her decision to con\'crt. They arc 

fascinated and \Vant to learn. Her mother is going to her fiancee's parents for Passover. 

Informant 3 told his parents at the time he converted. l le had some problems with his 

family initially. They were upset that he had married a poor Jewish woman instead of a 

rich one. His stepmother asked him ifhe had to pick a Jewish girl. why a poor one? In 

addition. his stepmother did not attend his wedding. He broke some tics with his family 

when his children were young. because they tried to preach to them about Jesus. Ties 

were later restored, and he always felt that \Vhat he did was his business and did not pay 

attention to his family. Informant 4's family was initially offended and surprised by his 

decision to convert and give up Christianity. However, over time and after many 

discussions they have come to an understanding. They were also very supportive of his 

exploration and Jewish study. There are many cultural boundaries and it is often hard to 

explain \Vays of thinking. One particular problem urea is their upcoming wedding. 

Informant S's family relates well to his being Jc\vish. He does, however. ted lonely 

sometimes when he has to attend services alone. Informant 6's family has been great. 

Initially they were confused. but when they realized that she had put much thought into it. 

they respected her decision. They believe that children need a strong religious 

foundation, no matter what the religion. Informant Ts family is trying to relate to her 
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being .kwish. She taught her mom some of the rituals that she has responded positi\'cly 

tu. 1-kr siblings dun·t discuss it with her an<l she hclic\CS them to be reticent 10 the i<ll.!a. 

l kr grandmother who is ninety-two years old has been \'Cry accepting and encouraging. 

Informant s·s family is una\.rnre of her decision to com·ert. Informant 9 does not talk to 

her family about it. Informant I O's family is more comfortable today than were initially. 

They had to get used to her eating habits and she started inviting thr;:m for Jewish 

holidays and explained the rituals to them. Informant 11 's sister is not antagonistic. 

however she docs not understand what it means to be Jewish. l le is planning to tranl to 

India and will probably tell the rest of his family then of his d~cision. Informant 12 felt 

disappro\'al from an aunt and uncle. His siblings were accepting, his father tolerant. and 

his stepfather did not understand. His wife and sons are very pleased. It seems as though 

many of the informants' families were eventually won over to the idea that their child had 

chosen to convert to Judaism. After learning more about the religion and sometimes even 

sharing in the rituals and seeing how serious they were about their choice. they were 

more understanding. In contrast others have avoided telling their families to minimize 

confrontation. 

The responses to this question shed light on the fact that dealing with family can 

be very problematic for converts. This also echoes the conclusions of Epstein ( 1994). 

who wrote that conversion can cause great pain amLrng family members of the convert. 

How are your children impacted by your decision to convert'? 

Children are an important factor in the process of con\'ersion especially if there 

are children from previous marriages. Informants 1, 2, 4. 6 all stated that \Vhen they have 
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children they will he raised as Jews. Informant 3 convl!rtcd after her children were horn 

and they proccedi:d to become Orthodox. Informant 5 states his con\'crsion has not 

impacted his children. They attend Catholic school as his wife is Catholic. Informant 8's 

son is dght and a half and attends Catholic school presently but she would like to 

ultimately send him to a public or a Jewish school. She has researched Jewish day 

schools but finds them to be very expensive and the school her son attends is not. Her son 

goes to temple and enjoys the services. She hopes he \\,ill eventually convert too and want 

to be Barmitzvahed. Informant 7 has no children but when she does have children will 

raise them as Jews. She does not want to tell them early on and wants them to have pure 

reactions to their faith. She wants them to be secure enough in their upbringing that 

learning she was a convert \Viii not negatively affect them. She feels they will have a 

difterent upbringing to her own as they wilt be pan of an observant family. They will be 

able to enjoy the benefits and the disadvantages of being Jewish. Informant 9 probably 

will not have children as she docs not want to marry again and therefore they won't be 

impacted by her decision to convert. She feels guilty that she won ·1 procreate hut asserts 

she will contribute to the religion in other ways to make up for it. Informant IO believes 

her children have had much more of a Jewish upbringing because of the fact that she 

converted. If she hadn't converted. they probably would have Jett Hebrew school after 

their Barmitzvah classes. Her sons were both Barmirtzvahed and were conlirmed in the 

tenth grade. They attended Camp Ramah in the summers and Los Angeles Hebrew High 

at the University of Judaism during the school year. Because she filled the home with 

Jewish paraphernalia an<l Jc\vish books. they became much more knowledgeable. They 

also questioned rituals like Shabbat when they became older and it restricted their ability 
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to !.!O out with their non-fowish frit:nds. Prcsentlv. she feels bccause thcv arc nldr.!r. she is 
~ . . 

less uble to control them and so allows them to muke their own choices. 

Informant 11 declared ··My kids fot.!l Jewish. They arc proud of it and have no 

negative fodings about thcmsdn!s··. ~lost of his children's friends arc Christian as they 

attend a secular school and he would like his children to he exposed to other religions. He 

enjoys educating them that there arc different kinds of people with different religions as 

he feels it gives them an identity, Thr.!y do not question him about his prc\·ious rdigion 

which is what he wanted. Informant 12 stated that as a result of his conversion. his older 

son has become quite interested in Judaism and is the top student in his Hebrew school 

class. He makes speeches in the synagogue often and his children express their pride in 

seeing him in front of the congregation. 

This question reaffirms earlier themes in the literature on conversion that state 

that younger children tend tu convert and older children are more likely to remain their 

birth religion. This scenario presents problems for the family and does not foster a 

cohesive family unit. Whom people tell about their decision to convert is directly 

connected \Vith what people tell their children and expose them to. Many parents don't 

want their children to have the stigma of being labeled a convert and therefore do not 

inform them right away of tht:ir decision to convert. The irony is that young children \viii 

be Jewish as they will grow up this way and not kno,v any different religion. lnformant 7 

indirectly refers to the stigma she does not wish her future children to be labeled with and 

because they will be born after her conversion took place. she states although not directly. 

that they will be ''real" Jews. Informant 8 is in a difficult predicament because her child is 

older and has been exposed to Catholicism for eight and a half years. The fact that she 
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stutc's sh1.: hopes h1.: wi 11 con\·t.:rt is indicatin: of the fact that she realizes she cannot fi.wcc 

him to do so and it has to he his choice. It seems that she would ultimately like him to 

convert in order to create a more solid family unit. Even though he attends Catholic 

school she is still hopeful that he will cotl\'crt. ~fany converts have a strong desire ti.Jr 

their children to co1n-crt as it directly relates to their s~nse of having a kwish family. 

Some of the informants feel very strongly thut their children never e\·en know they wcrt: 

once not Jewish while others insist that you cannot hide something of this nature and you 

have to deal \vith it and allow them to learn about their previous religion if they wish to. 

Most of the informants seem to feel that their children have benefited tremendously from 

their conversion and are more obsen·ant as a rt!sult of having two pan:nts committed to 

the same beliefs. Although many of the informants only converted and became mort: 

observant after their children were born. Judaism was the only religion the children were 

familiar as either their mother or father was a born Jew and practiced somewhat. This 

ct:rtainly would have helped them adjust more easily when the other pan:nt decided to 

convert. 

\Viii your children be exposed to your prior religion, i.e. through grandparents? 

Most of the infonnants' children were or \viii be exposed to their prior religions. 

Most of them were or will be exposed through contact with their non-Jewish 

grandparents. aunts and cousins. Informant I ·s future children will be exposed to her 

prior religion to some extent because of her parents. She does not feel that they \Viii have 

to get together with her family during the Christian holidays, but rather they can come 

together during other occasions. She wants to marry a Jew and raise her children Jewish. 
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Informant :! l~ds h~r future children \\ ill be exposed tLl Christmas ht:cuusc of her parents. 

hut shi: \-.ill t:xpluin to them thut it is not part of their rdigion. Informant 3's children 

were exposed to his prior religion to some extent through his family. All three of his 

children now practice Orthodox Judaism. lnfom1ant •f s children will be exposed to 

Christianity. but in a way that \Viii not allow them to lose their Jewish identity. Informant 

6 feels her children will ··absolutely"' he exposed to her religion. Informant I o·s children 

were not exposed. but they were not told they were Catholic when they were born. 

Informant 12's children will not be exposed, but he would not object if they wanted to 

learn about Catholicism. Informant 7 has no children yet. but does not want future 

children to be exposed to Catholicism. Informant 9 does not intend to have children. 

Informant s·s children arc being raised Catholic by their Catholic mother and attend 

Catholic school. Occasionally he attends church services with his family in order to stay 

dose to his children. Most of the informants acknowledged that it is inevitable that their 

children \Viii have some exposure to their parents· original religions. Informant S's son 

will be exposed through his grandparents (son was born Catholic). [nformant 11 docs 

expose his children at events like a cousin's \.Vedding. He explains that this was his prior 

religion. They are going to [ndia so they will be exposed to Hinduism. However, for 

many of them it is important that they explain to their children that this is not their 

religion. but rather a time for them to spend time with thdr grandparents and share their 

holidays with them. It is also a way for the informants to stay connected to their past. but 

at a distance. 
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:\re nm hapm· with vour decision to convert'! 

This qucstilm focuses on how the cnnvi:rt feds presently after enduring all they 

ha\'c in order to become a Jew. Informants I. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 9 and 12 all stated they \\en: 

happy \\'ith their dt:cision to conn:rt. :\ few of the informants answered this question 

more in lkpth than simply stating they \\i,;rc happy they converted. Informant 7 

commented that now that the com·ersion is over she just wants to assimilate and hopes 

people will no longer bring up the fact that she is a con\·ert as it is annoying to her. 

Informant 8 stated she would ne\'er ha\'e converted if she did not want ··Even if I didn't 

convert, my relationship would still be the same. It is easier to have one unit (fom.1y) than 

to have two separate religions"'. Informant 10 stated that she is comfortable in addition to 

happy with her decision to convert. She feels lucky that when she converted her husband 

joined her in the level of observance she chose and became her study partner. ··My 

husband and I became much closer ... Informant 11 stated that he had no regrets. 

r\ll twelve of the informants answl.!rcd this question in the affirmative. Informant 

7 is obviously bothered by the fact that Jews insist on pointing out she is a convert. lt 

does not seem like born Jev,·s realize how offensive this is to converts. Informant 8 

wanted to make it known that she would never do anything in ht:r life that she was not 

willing to do. She seemed to be inadvertently attempting to convey the fact that her 

reasons for converting extend beyond the fact that she is 1.mgaged to a Jewish man. 

Informant IO emphasized how blessed she feels that her decision to convert led to other 

positive events occurring in her life such as her husband's increased level of observance 

and a closer relationship with him. Informant 11 clarified his answer by stating he had no 

regrets, which in essence is another possible answer to this question. 
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V. CONCLUSION 

Limitations: 

Results must be viewed and imcrprctcd with caution due to the small sample size. 

In addition. people who were ~....-illing to participate may be a-typical and not be 

representative of all pcople who convert to Judaism. 

Findines: 

Our findings were numerous. but then: were several key points that stood out. 

Firstly. the way that the informants came to acquire a Jev.rish identity was through three 

core practices. Namely. living in a Jewish world with its customs and rituals. embracing 

Jewish values. and extensive learning about Judaism. These core practices were also an 

integral part of their initial attraction to Judaism and helped them create a Jewish identity 

and for themselves. One informant went as far as to create a fantasy Jewish past for 

herself. The informants came to Judaism via various paths; some were married to Jews 

and living in a Jewish context, some were engaged to or in relationships \\'ith u Je,vish 

panner. and some sought out a new religion as they did not resonate with the beliefs or 

philosophies of their own. While the first two groups of informants were initially exposed 

lo Judaism through a Jewish panner, they ultimately were moved to convert for 

themselves and wholly embraced the beliefs and traditions. 

Our findings also show that the informants \Vere very sensitive to the questions 

that addressed their authenticity as Jews. Clearly the informants want to be viewed as 

authentically Jewish and not have to prove or be reminded of their conversion. 
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Furthcrmorc. thcir n:sponscs rc\'cal that they arc olkn aware of how others \·icw them 

and n:mind them of their status as converts. Many commented on the fact that their 

appearances wcre remarked upon. for example, ··you don't look Jewish."' In spite of this 

many of the informants readily m:knowlcdged that they could identify less with the 

tragedy of the Holocaust and were less sensitive to anti-Semitism than born Jews. 

For all the informants the process of con\'ersion was a life-changing 1.!xpericnce 

that altered their value system and life-style and contributed to their spiritual growth. In 

addition. the process is an on-going one as they are committed to continually strive to 

mold their identities as Jews. 
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VII. Appendix 

Questionnaire 

l) Tell me a little about your background (demographic, age, sex. ethnicity, where you 

met your partner). 

2) When did you first think about conversion and when did it become a possibility? 

3) What was your experience of conversion (how were you received by the Rabbi and the 

community)? 

4) What kind of conversion did you choose and why? 

5) How did the process of conversion unfold? (who officiated at your wedding?) 

6) What was attractive about Judaism? 

7) Who did you tell and not tell and how did they react to your decision to convert? 

8) How is Judaism similar or different from the religion you were raised? 

9) Are there cultural similarities or differences? 

l 0) What Jewish rituals and customs do you intend to include in your life once the 

conversion process is complete? / What Jewish rituals have you adopted since 

converting? (what is your current level of observance?) 

11) What experiences make you feel authentically Jewish? 

12) [n what situations do you see yourself as more or less Jewish? 

13) What do you miss most about being (prior religion)? 

14) If you had not chosen to convert, how would this have impacted your life? 

15) How did you start to think of yourself as being Jewish? 

16) If you don't think you feel Jewish do you think you ever will? 
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17) Are you sensitive to anti-Semitic remarks'1 

18) How do you explain yourself to non- Jews? 

19) Have you ever visited Israel? 

:!0) Do you have any problems with Israel" 

21) Do you look to consult with Jewish professionals? 

22) Do you identify with the tragedy of the Holocaust'? 

23) Who are your closest friends" 

24) How does your family relate to you being Jewish? 

25) How are your children impacted by your decision to convert? 

26) Will your children be exposed to your prior religion, i.e. through grandparents? 

27) Are you happy with your decision to convert? 


