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Summary

This thesis consists of five chapters organized according to historical time period.
The introduction sets the chronological layout of the thesis while presenting the main
theme itself, conversion to Judaism. The three middle chapters each bear a time period,
such as, “The 12 in the Bible: Love the Stranger as Yourself,” “The 12 in Rabbinic
Judaism: The Stranger Becomes the Proselyte,” and “The =3 in the Codes: From
Maimonides to the Shulhan Arukh.” The chronological approach to the organization of
this work is to logically show the evolution of the conversion process over time as a
continuum reaching to even today and beyond.

Using chiefly primary sources. the goal of this thesis is to reveal the evolution of
the process of conversion through time and demand that this evolution continue in order
to accommodate to our modern, liberal world today. Specifically formulated for Reform
or otherwise liberal Jews, the conclusion chapter engages the most recent CCAR
guidelines on the subject. Then, basing the findings on the information in the primary
sources; the TaNaKh, Midrash Rabbah, Mishnah, Tosefta, Babylonian Talmud, Mishneh
Torah, Arba’ah Turim, and the Shulhan Arukh: this work challenges the guidelines to
make a stronger statement regarding a unilateral, defining statement stating the stance of

the American Reform Movement.
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Introduction: Who are these Jews-by-choice?

At an educational weekend known as the Gerecht Institute, a group of clergy
student sat around a table discussing conversion. Those of us who had never converted
and knew no one who had, sat and listened intently to the issues and concerns of those
converts, our friends who were present, and others who we met through their writings.
Statements like, “I never knew you still thought about that.” flew through the air like
dandelion pollen blown by a child. We learned of the multitude of reasons surrounding
people’s choices to convert to Judaism. We listened to stories of horrified parents, and
families overjoyed at the thought. We shared in the stories of people’s difficulties and
their sudden finding of comfort in a religion that finally spoke to them. Some of the
converts we met went on to be great leaders in the Reform Jewish world. They are
synagogue presidents, cantors, educators, rabbis, lay-leaders, and more. Some of them
converted before getting married, some after. Some of them converted before having
children, some after. The situations surrounding the conversion process were as varied as
can be imagined. In addition, the very process gone through by these many converts also
varied.

I thought of my sister-in-law, a Jew-by-choice, who had converted a few years
prior. I was not privy to her process. [ did not sit in on her classes, nor speak to her rabbi.
1 do not know what happened behind closed doors. I received a phone call from her one
day towards the end of her process saying, “I'm all wet from the mikveh and | thought |
would call someone who would understand.” She said this because [ was in the process of
trying to become a rabbinical student and therefore she thought that | would understand

ritual rites better than the rest of my family. I didn’t even know she was going to the




mikveh. [ knew, in some vague way, that it was a “requirement” of conversion, but [ had
no idea what my Reform synagogue followed and did not follow. Consequently, 1 had
never thought about the mikveh for her before and I had certainly never experienced it
myself, so no, sadly. I didn’t understand.

At the Gerecht Institute | read about a woman who missed her Christmas tree. She
loved Judaism, was very involve din her synagogue and Jewish life outside of the
synagogue. However, she felt it very difficult, impossible actually, to leave her friends
and the family members of her former religion completely out of her life. “It’s not how
society is today,” she shared. And she is correct. Today the world is smaller than every
before and shrinking daily. Our young people are “best friends™ and very close with
people hundreds of miles away. To ask that the children of a convert only know their
grandparents, aunts, uncles, and cousins from one side of the family and not the other is
an absurd and almost impossible request. We no longer live in a world of separate
religions totally devoid of contact with one another — nor can we or should we.

Thus, the topic of conversion appealed to me, not only as a current hot button
issue for the Reform movement, but also as a personal quest to understand the journey of
someone in my own family. My sister-in-law chose to work with a Reform rabbi for her
education, but ultimately to receive a heksher on her conversion by undergoing an
Orthodox conversion. She wanted to be accepted everywhere she went as a Jew and she
wanted her children not to have to face derision or difficulty later on in their lives. (She
converted before having any children.) { thought of what a sad moment that was for the
Reform movement and for my own feelings dealing with the authenticity of my own

movement.




Why is there such an issue with “everyone” accepting Reform conversions? Part
of the reason is that some other denominations hold that Reform Jewish conversion does
not require the same steps in the process as is necessary for a traditional conversion.
Other simply state that, while some Reform conversion may still be considered halachic,
one can never be sure as there is really no standard of practice. What is actually required
for a Reform conversion? This thesis is an attempt to answer the last questions in detail as
well as tackle some issues dealing with the reason for certain things either being required
or not. This paper will look historically at the evolution of the term 12 and also the
institution of conversion, beginning in biblical times. moving up through rabbinical
times, post-rabbinical times, and the present. There is much more that could be written on
the subject historically, however, most major religious and halachic points have been
addressed.

The definition of the term 713" has evolved over time with the greatest shift
occurring in the Bible or directly following the Bible. The biblical term 23" refers most
often to a stranger, a non-Jew who remains a non-Jew. Most laws regarding the 13 focus
on the concept that the 13 is an outsider who dwells among Israclites who needs
protection. as they do not fall under the protection of Israelite laws. Although the
specifics of the definition may vary slightly, most often the = is someone in need of
support from the Jewish community on an ethical and moral level. There are, however,
notions, as will be seen in the biblical chapter of the 73 as a possible convert. as
contrasted with the term *123 meaning more pointedly, a non-Jew.

During the time of the Second Temple, sufficient evidence exists to infer that

conversion was quite widespread.! Although the Bible contained some small references




to conversion including the term 22.” there was a large upswing in the conversion
statistics during the time of the Second Temple. Thus, a term was needed to describe
these converts. By the time of the Mishnah, while not as specific as the Babylonian
Talmud or the codes of course. the term 93 seems to shift towards the definition of a non-
Jew who does indeed wish to be a Jew. Thus there, the 23 is a potential proselyte.
However, the definition is not limited to a person merely wishing to undergo conversion,
but also to the person who has completed the process and is now a proselyte. He still
retains the title, *3." The Talmud solidifies the term 73 as a definition for a proselyte,
from the moment he wishes to convert, through the process. and forever after the process
of conversion. According to some opinions on the Talmud. even the children of 1,
while born Jewish. could be considered 0'13 as well under certain circumstances. Three
major codes, Maimonides® Mishneh Torah, The Arba’ah Turim, and the Shulhan Arukh
agree with the Talmud’s definition of the first generation 73 as well as the children of
such &™J.

Although these rabbinic and post-rabbinic works define the 73 as a proselyte, they
all still utilize biblical proof texts that define the 73 as stranger. All these later works will
employ the quote Y ou shall not oppress the 73..." meaning biblically to treat the
stranger in your midst ethically, to refer also to the proselyte in their times. This idea of
*double-defining” the term continues in our modern-day world. For the modern historical
section of this paper, | will focus primarily on the Reform movement and only mention
the other denominations of Judaism in comparison to the Reform movement. The Reform
movement continues the trend of the evolution of the term .. Later in the paper, the

evolution of the actual conversion will come in to play. The process of conversion has




evolved more so than the term "2, but it is still necessary to speak about. The Modem
Reform movement has continued with the Talmudic and rabbinic idea of double-defining
the term 13. Again, the word 13 means both a stranger who has no intention of becoming
Jewish, but dwelling in a Jewish realm either temporarily or permanently. and a former
non-Jew who has joined the Jewish people as a member.

For the biblical time period. the act of conversion must be separated from the term
93 due to the lack of parallel definition. Therefore, dealing only with the concept and
examples of actual conversion. the Bible begins an evolutionary process that continues
still today. The two main examples of conversion in the Bible are Jethro, Moses’s father-
in-law, and Ruth, the great grandmother of King David. If one believes that both of these
instances are indeed conversion situations. they can be dissected in a multitude of ways.
In neither of theses cases, is the term 3 employed. In both cases. the Bible reader knows
the previous religion of the convert. and in both cases, there is some instance of a
statement of belief involved in the process. There, however, the similarities end. Jethro
and Ruth convert for very diverse reasons an under extremely different circumstances.
The initial reaction to their wish to convert. or the conversion itself, varies in each story
as well. Their processes are as different as night and day except for the one statement of
belief, which in and of itself varies as well.

Jethro is the High Priest of Midian. He has a strong belief in his previous religion.
Ruth, a Moabite, never mentions her previous religion or home. She, if the term could
have applied way back then, could have been considered a “secular Moabite.” Jethro
simply stated that God was true and now he realized it because of the wonderful miracles

done by God for the Israelites, such as freeing them from Egyptian slavery. Ruth, on the




other hand, has only experienced God as the killer of her husband, brother-in-law, and
father-in-law. Even Naomi, her mother-in-law changes her name to “Mara,” meaning
bitter. Ruth does not choose to convert because of the wondrous nature of God, but
rather, for the love of her mother-in-law and her Israelite family. Thus, even biblically,
different reasons exist for an acceptable conversion.

Jethro simply make one statement, “Now | know that the LORD is greater than all
gods..."* After that, he makes a sacrifice to God and everyone partakes in the eating of
the sacrifice, including Aaron and his sons. Jethro's conversion is accepted immediately
and celebrated by the entire community. Ruth, on the other hand undergoes an intense
procedure where she is adjured to leave and not convert three times. Ruth persists and is
then immediately asked to partake in a quasi-levirate marriage for the sake of her mother-
in-law. She is not truly celebrated except for the loving words spoken to her by Boaz, but
the community does not fully accept her until she marries and has a child. Their processes
are extremely different and yet both affect the conversion process for generations to
come.

The Mishnah and Tosefta do not spend much time on how someone converts and
the process they must go through, but more about what their status is afterwards. Each
successive work adds more specificity to the status of the 3, now exclusively understood
as the convert. As time goes by and society becomes more and more complicated, the
intricacies of the status of the 712 become more important and more complex. Therefore,
the Talmud spends a great deal of time on the forbidden relationships involving the
convert, the marital possibilities of the convert, and the amount of inclusion the 72 can

expect enjoy in the Jewish community write large. While the later, post-rabbinic works
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attempt to codify and condense the earlier works, they tend to spend more time on the
specific intricacies of the forbidden sexual and marital relationships of the 1.
Maimonides goes so far as to place almost all his writings on P12 in his book entitled
“forbidden sexual relations.” As conversion becomes more common and converts enter
Judaism at a quicker rate, the consequences of their status become increasingly apparent.

Beginning as early as the Bible, the concept of circumcision enters as one way to
begin the process of conversion. The Mishnah and Tosefta do not speak directly to a
procedure or process, but the Talmud argues about it greatly. There is an evolution of the
conversion process as well through time. As far as can be determined, Ruth did not
ritually immerse and Jethro did not undergo circumcision. In the Mishnah, Rabbi’s Hillel
and Shammai begin to mention and insinuate a rite of circumcision as necessary for
conversion. In the Bible, Moses and Aaron are commanded by God that if a 93 wishes to
offer the Passover sacrifice, he must undergo circumcision® so perhaps that is the
birthplace of the requirement of circumcision for mal proselytes. Hillel and Shammai do
not cite their source however. Regardless, in the early works, circumcision somewhat
debated but the majority rabbinic view through history has agreed that some kind of
circumcision or N"1\2 D7 NDNT is necessary for a proper and accepted conversion
process.

From the moment it appears in the Talmud, the question, *... do you not know
that [srael at the present time are persecuted and oppressed, despised, harassed and
overcome by afflictions,™ remains one unchanging aspect of the conversion process.
Each successive work demands that this question be asked and answered properly before

any steps towards conversion are taken. Every work expects that the 17 n'2 judging the
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conversion will investigate the intentions of the potential proselyte, but the accepted
intentions differ over time. The evolution will show that more lenient rulings emerge as
time goes on. The Talmud specifies situations that are not acceptable, but by the time of
the Arba’ah Turim, those same intentions are perfectly acceptable. Maimonides, although
more lenient in many aspects than the Talmud, represents in many regards, the most strict
view of the codes. He is also the earliest. As society changes, so do the rules of
conversion. The scholars of every historical time period continuously contributed to those
changes.

While Maimonides states in codified form, that the correct process for conversion
is “circumcision, immersion. and sacrifice,”” the Arba'ah Turim begins with only
circumcision and immersion. The Shulhan Arukh, although also ultimately requiring both
circumcision and immersion, at first only begins with circumcision. Maimonides does
later state that sacrifice is impossible during his time period due to the lack of the Third
Temple, but holds that it is a future requirement obligatory for all proselytes. Even
though, all three post-rabbinic works name circumcision and immersion as necessary
components of the conversion process, just the way they open the conversation reveals
how the thinking evolved from time to time. Maimonides states all major physical
requirements immediately. The Tur removes one of Maimonides’s necessities, and the
Shulhan Arukh, while keeping the requirements of the Tur, deals slowly with each, one at
a time. The question regarding the “how" of conversion is possibly the part that has
evolved the least. Those ancient rituals and rites that designate to the world “who is a
Jew" have not changed in over two millennia and I do not imagine them changing

drastically for the entire Jewish community anytime soon. Therefore, the stance of the
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Reform movement should be, if it changes anything in this regard, to change very little
for the sake of 98 992 and the future of its own sub-member group.

The acceptable reasons for conversion return back to two paragraphs above. Both
society and the social view of the purpose and meaning of religion have changed
drastically over time. As the world shrinks and all things, religion included, becomes
more fluid, the Reform Jewish views on proselytes must also become more fluid. The
standards to which converts are held do not represent the average Reform level of
observance. That must be rectified. However. this issue must not fall to the idea that we
ease the obligations placed on the 1i. On the contrary, we should raise the expectations of
religious commitment on the born-Jew to match those placed on the 1. Through this
paper, these expectations will become clear in the traditional works and finally through a
Reform lens as well in order to determine a suitable course of action for Jews-by-choice
and Jews-by-birth.

The status of the 23 and the rights of the 12 have also evolved over time and, 1
believe still need more evolution in order to fully fulfill the biblical statement, “There
shall be one law for the citizen and for the 13 that dwells amongst you.™ The issues of
status can become more and more complex as the role of religion in secular society
change. Questions such as, “who can a 73 marry?” “Can a 13 inherit money from a
deceased relative?” *Can a "2 make liturgical statements that hearken back to an ancestry
he does not share?” are the major questions in the Mishnah and Tosefta. The larger issues
faced by society in the Talmud and Codes deal with forbidden sexual relations and

marriages, and more subtly, the connection a 7 has to his or her past. The modern sense
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of family may necessitate a change in their answers. All of these questions receive some
answer in the works and need new, modern answers today.

In order to intelligently create guidelines, boundaries, and some new laws for an
entire movement. the history of an observance must be represented. Therefore, this work
deals primarily with the historical law books and their statements and rulings on each of
these matters. Finally, the Reform movement’s own history will be discussed, and then a
new, possibly movement-wide Reform “Halacha™ will be suggested in order to end some
of the hostilities towards Reform conversions. If Reform conversion are not being
accepted because they are missing a vital point according to another sect of Judaism, that
is one issue, but let it no longer be said that Reform conversions are not accepted by some
other movements because no one is sure exactly what is required and what occurs in a
Reform conversion. After thorough research, the conclusion will summarize a shared
history and seek to suggest a new Reform practice that can and should be followed by the

movement for the process and procedure of N1,
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The M in the Bible: Love the Stranger as Yourself

A few places in the bible imply an action tantamount to conversion. In some of
these references, such as a non-Israelite wishing to observe the Passover rites,’ the term
=3 appears. In Rabbinic and Post-Rabbinic times up until today, the term 22 refers to a
proselyte, cither a person wishing to convert or already converted into Judaism.
According to most modern translations of the bible, the term =3 biblically refers to a
stranger, someone who is non-Israelite. There is no difference between a 3 who wishes
to observe Passover and a 12 who does not wish to observe it. Therefore. it remains
unlikely that the biblical term 13 specifically refers to a proselyte. However, the idea of
converting to Israelitism is likely present in the biblical texts. While later the term 72 will
most definitely refer to a proselyte, the biblical instances of possible conversion do not
actually contain the term 73 and the occurrences of the word 12 biblically do not always
or even usually signify a conversion.

Two of the most famous examples of biblical personalities associated with
conversion to the Israelite faith are Jethro and Ruth. For Jethro, those who claim his
actions as conversion draw upon his statement, "Now 1 know that the LORD is greater
than all gods...”"" Jethro completes his conversion process according to some, by
bringing a public burnt offering to Adonai. Ruth, on the other hand is a more specific,
detail oriented conversion. At one point, Ruth is a Moabite and later, she is following
rules and regulations only obligatory to Israelites. Her statements on her journey towards
Judaism, will later become some of the cornerstone foundation statements and customs

involved in conversion. Ruth states, “*for wherever you go, | will go; and where you
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lodge, | will lodge: your people shall be my people, and your God my God; Where you

die, will I die, and there will I be buried"""

Ruth showed through these statement that she
would follow the laws of the Israelites, believe in the Israelite God instead of her Moabite
gods. and with the last statement, that she was making these promises forever, until death.

Despite the evidence of the possible conversion of Jethro and Ruth in the bible,
the term "3 used in later works to signify a person who has converted, are notoriously
missing from both of those stories. Before delving into Jethro and Ruth, first this chapter
will endeavor to define the term "3 biblically. In addition to being noticeably absent from
those stories implying conversion, the term . is utilized in situations most certainly not
concerning conversion of any sort.

From the very beginning, the Jewish patriarchs learned that their children would
be 0" in lands that were not their own. Avraham, even before his famous name change,
receives word from God stating, “Know for certain that your seed shall be a stranger in a
land that is not theirs, and shall serve them: and they shall afflict them four hundred
years” ‘TI312 PIRD 2R DNOR B D2 QN0 N? YR T AT 32 3TN0 YT oNaRg

w12

DRMT - Later, Abraham himself, a wanderer in need of a burial place for his wife, calls
himself a “2®1 73" to the owners of the land."* Although specifying himself as a certain
type of 73 Abraham certainly does not mean that he is a convert as it will later be
understood, but rather that he is a stranger. In later, rabbinic times, the “22M 3" will
have it's own status, not that of a convert, but as a “resident alien.”

Moses, after fleeing from Egypt and traveling to Midian, begets a son, whom he

"l

names ‘D73, translated in Moses’s own words as “I have been a stranger in a strange

land.""* Possibly, the etymology of the name “B®12” could be broken up to simply mean
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93 and “0w,” the Hebrew word for *“there.” Thus, his name literally means, combining
etymology with Moses's own explanation, “stranger there.” Thus, once again, the idea of
conversion is far from the definition.

Sooner or later, the term 73 when referring to the Israelites begins to hearken back
to only one specific time in biblical history, the period of slavery in Egypt. Whenever the
term 93 is mentioned, the follow up line mentions that the Israelites were “3" in the
land of Egypt. This lends itself to an interesting definition. Without the use of a
dictionary and only from context, it's possible that, drawing from Moses who led the
[sraelites out of Egypt, 72 could simply mean stranger or foreigner, or that, deriving from
the exodus story. n could also mean a slave.” Both are possible definitions and both are
used in various ways throughout the bible. However, the term 2 usually seems to refer
more to a foreigner — sometimes one who participates in some Israelite activities and
sometimes one who does not — living among the [sraelites. Just as Moses was a 13 living
among the Midianites or that the Israelites were D™2 living among the Egyptians.

The "2 as stranger constantly refers back to the Israelite plight in the land of
Egypt. The Israelites are commanded 1n Leviticus not to wrong a 13 The Torah states,
“And if a stranger sojourned with you in your land, you shall not wrong him.”'® This is
bolstered by the next statement of you should do this because... “you were 0" in the
land of Egypt.”"” The verse literally states, “the 33 who dwells with you shall be to you as
one born among you, and you shall love him as yourself for you were 8" in the land of
Egypt; | am the Lord you God."®

Later in the bible, it will be described that God loves the 23, “*giving him food and

119

garment.”~ The following line will state that there are two reason the Israelites are
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commanded to love the 13; one because God loves the 13 and the other because, “you
were B3 in the land of Egypt.”™® Even when specific foreigners are mentioned by name,
the Israelites are commanded to treat them kindly because of their history in Egypt.
God's laws specifically states, “You shall not loathe an Egyptian; because you were a
in his land.” The first half of this verse reads. “You shall not loathe an Edomite; for he is
your brother.” *' Therefore, the parallelism of this verse. leads the reader to understand
that the relationship of the Israelites to the Egyptians is the same as the Egyptian to the
Israelite — that of 7i. The Egyptian is a 73 in the midst of the Israelites just as the
Israelites were "3 to the Egyptians. One must question though, if this implies slavery. In
the book of Deuteronomy, that is highly unlikely. Also, incredibly improbable is the idea
that the 73 is a convert. The Egyptians had their own religion and by stating that one must
not loathe them, for the very reason that they loathed us when we were in Egypt implies
that just as we did not convert to Egyptian religious practices then, they are not
converting to Israelitism now.

Again in Deuteronomy, God declares that the Israelite people shall treat those
helpless in their midst. and the 72 is included in this list, by judging them honestly.
Again, the reason is that the [sraelites were not treated fairly in Egypt. Thus the statement
goes, “You shall not pervert the judgment of the stranger, nor of the orphan; nor take a
widow’s garment as a pledge: But you shall remember that you were a slave in Egypt.
and the Lord your God redeemed you there: therefore | command you to do this thing.*
Here, the Israelites are not told that they were “D™3™ in Egypt, but rather that they were

slaves. From this, one can make two conclusions: the parallelism of “You were &2 in

Egypt,” and “You were a slave in Egypt.” could equate the two words thus defining " as
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slave: or, the fact that another word was utilized for the Israelites in Egypt while the 72
discussed in the beginning of the sentence separate them so that the 93 cannot possibly
mean a slave. The latter is the more likely meaning.

Throughout the bible. the Israelites receive commandments and rulings about how
to treat the 13. In Deuteronomy, they are told that those who pervert the judgment of the
stranger, orphan, and widow, will be cursed by God.™ The prophets constantly wam the
Israelites to treat the 73 well. In each of these directives the 13 is grouped with the orphan
and the widow. All of these categories of people share one thing in common — they are
inside the community but on the very outskirts of the community. They are legally and
economically downtrodden and they are helpless to improve their situation. Therefore,
Jeremiah demands, *...oppress not the stranger, and the widow, and shed not innocent
blood in this place, nor walk after other gods. .. " Zechariah agrees with and repeats
Jeremiah by stating, “do not oppress the widow, nor the orphan, the stranger, nor the
poor; and let none of you plot evil against his brother in your heart."** The fact that both
the 73 and the term “your brother™ both appear as separate entities in this statement by
Zechariah, they cannot be exactly the same thing. Therefore, one can infer that the 22 is
not related to the community in the same way as a brother. Once again, due to these
pieces of evidence, many translations define the term 73 as “stranger.” Malachi also
echoes the voices of his fellow prophets, stating that there will be swift judgment against
those who “oppress the hireling in his wages, the widow. the orphan, and who turn aside
the 213 from his right, and do not fear me, says the Lord of hosts.™®

At some points in the bible, the term 2. is even utilized by Israelites about

themselves as well. In the psalms, King David (to whom the psalms are attributed) states,
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*1 am a 13 on earth; do not hide your commandments from me. ’ Again, in the Psalms,
while praying to God, he pleads, “Hear my prayer, O Lord, and give ear to my cry; do not
keep silence at my tears; for | am a 73 with you, and a sojourner, like all my fathers
were."** Here, the term 23 most certainly hints to a feeling of separateness and distance.
This, however. does not lend itself towards the idea of the "2 being a convert either.
However, this term does show a few instances of leaning toward the later rabbinic
meaning of the word. In Leviticus, God commands the [sraelites saying, “*And if your
brother has become poor, and his means fail with you; then you shall relieve him; though
he may be a stranger. or a sojourner: that he may live with you.™” Here, there is a
possibility that a person known as “your brother™ can aiso be considered “a stranger” and
the Israelites are commanded to help him financially so that he may live with them. In
addition to this, in the book of Numbers. God enjoins the Israelites that if a 73 dwelling
among them chooses to keep the Passover, “so shall he do: you shall have one ordinance,
for the stranger, and for him who was born in the land.”™*® In addition to that verse, also
considering the stranger, God commands the people, “as you do, so he (the 113) shall
do.”*! Continuing this idea. when Moses and Aaron receive the command of the Passover
initially, there is a difference between a person who is not an Israelite and one who is not
yet an Israelite. The term *M237 1s used when God commands, “This is the ordinance of

32

the Passover; no stranger (123 12) shall eat of it...”"~ From this we learn that only
Israelites may eat of the Passover sacrifice. A few verses later God adds that a foreigner
(210) and a hired servant may also not eat of the Passover Sacrifice. However, when the

term 13 appears, God states, “'If a 13 who dwells with you would offer the Passover to

God, all his males must be circumcised; then he shall be admitted to offer it; he shall then
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be as a citizen of the country. But no uncircumcised person may eat of it. There shall be
one law for the citizen and for the stranger (72) who dwells among you.™ This idea that
a proselyte is like an [sraelite, but not exactly like an Israelite, will come to a deeper
fruition in the codes.

There are two conclusions to be drawn from the statement involving Moses and
Aaron and the Passover Sacrifice. First, the 73 is separate from the 281, the foreigner.
The 9. is not a slave, not a hired servant, and not actually a stranger. The 13, in the above
biblical quotes, is a possible citizen, in future terms, a convert. Second, the only thing the
73 needs to do in the above quote in order to offer and eat of the Passover sacrifice (we
can read, to convert), is to become circumcised. Later in the rabbinic works circumcision
will become a necessary component to the conversion process for all 22 - then defined
as converts. Although, it is only a few verses, the 73 has now evolved from a slave, to a
stranger, to a potential citizen or a convert.

Even without the term 13, both Jethro and Ruth enter into the conversion process
in biblical times. Jethro’s conversion is more widely debated in its sincerity by scholars,
while Ruth’s conversion actually later becomes a template for future conversion
processes. Jethro's “conversion™ occurs in the desert, after the Exodus, but before the
receiving of the Torah on Mount Sinai. To convert before the Israelites receive the
defining law of their identity, is slightly odd. This interesting situation leads some
scholars to believe that Jethro’s conversion “is not where it belongs chronology.”™*

Regardless of where it lies, chronologically, the situation involving Moses’s
father-in-law occurs in the book of Exodus. The Torah states, *...Jethro rejoiced over all

the kindness that the Lord had shown Israel when He delivered them from the Egyptians.
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“Blessed be the Lord.” Jethro said, “who delivered you from the Egyptians and from
Pharaoh...Now I know that the Lord is greater than all gods...” And Jethro, Moses’
father-in-law, brought a burnt offering and sacrifices for God, and Aaron came with all
the elders of Israel to partake of the meal before God..."* Within this scene is evidence
that leads credence to a conversion for Jethro and also plenty of evidence providing
support against the idea that Jethro converted. Jethro's own statement leads some
scholars to believe that Jethro did indeed convert and renounce idolatry in favor of the
Israelite’s God. Jethro states, “Now [ know that the Lord is greater than all gods..."®

His statement, “Now [ know,” infers that Jethro had not always known, and had
come to realize the truth concerning the God of the Israelites. Jeffrey H. Tigay states that
although Jethro recognizes God's superiority over other gods, “The Torah does not
expect gentiles to become monotheists...Neither the prophets nor the Jewish tradition call
for conversion to Judaism of gentiles. even Monotheistic gentiles, though later Jewish
tradition — characteristically reading the bible through the prism of the prophets -
believed that Jethro did abandon idolatry and, going even further, became a Jew."’ True,
Jethro’s statement that the God of the Israclites is greater than all other gods is not
necessarily a monotheistic affirmation, it is a monolatrous affirmation. not different
really than the song sung by the Israelite only a few parshiyot earlier at the shores of the
Red Sea. The Israelites sing, “"2m T 0?82 7222 " - Who is like you, God, among all the

7% 1t would be inconceivable to insist that a non-Israelite declare a belief in

gods...
monotheism when the Israelites themselves may very well still be monolatrous and not

monotheistic themselves.
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However, acknowledging the power of a deity does not convert someone to that
religion. Again, without any rules or laws defining the Israelite people as a religion,
ethnic group, or as a people, it is unthinkable to accept a convert. Therefore, the situation
involving Jethro has not been fully accepted as a conversion story. In contrast to Jethro's
story, the story of Ruth has been utilized by many works in order to layout a template for
Rabbinic, post-rabbinic, and even modern conversions.

In the book of Ruth, Ruth and Orpah. two Moabite women marry Israelite men
who then die, leaving them widowed. Their mother, Naomi, also widowed, decides to
return back to her homeland of Judah. The two women. Ruth and Orpah both choose to
follow her. According to the peshat interpretation of the text. neither Ruth nor Orpah
were considered [sraelites at this point. Naomi urges both her daughters-in-law three
times to turn back to Moab and not to return with her to Judah. Orpah agrees not to
follow, but Ruth insists on remaining with Naomi. Naomi's actions of attempting three
times to dissuade the potential proselyte become a very well-known custom in future
discussions involving conversion. R. Samuel b. Nahmani said in the name of R. Judah b.
Hanina: Three times is it written here ' turn back’, corresponding to the three times that a
would-be proselyte is repulsed: but if he persists after that, he is accepted.”

Ruth responds to Naomi as suggestion thus: “Wherever you go, I will go;
wherever you lodge, | will lodge: your people shall be my people. And your God my

a0

God. Where you die, | will die, and there I will be buried.”™ After Ruth replies to Naomi,

the Book of Ruth states that Naomi “ceased to argue with her; and the two went on...”™"'
Affirmation of solidarity with Naomi’s people and God seem to be enough to begin to

effect her change in status from foreigner to 3.
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The proof of Ruth's “*conversion™ lies in what happens afterwards. Ruth returns to
Judah with Naomi and begins to act as an Israelite. Ruth marries a relative of Naomi’s
husband and ultimately bears a child, who is attributed to Naomi. In a twist of the usual
levirate marriage laws, Ruth’s marriage is for Naomi and not for her dead husband.
Interestingly. even after Ruth goes through the process of walking with Naomi from
Moab to Judah, stating her affirmations to the Israelite faith, and going through with a
marriage to an Israelite, Ruth is always known as “Ruth the Moabite.” Only once, is Ruth
known only by her name, that is when Boaz marries her and she bears him a son. The
Bible states, “So Boaz married Ruth; she became his wife...and she bore a son.”** This
idea that there is a difference between a convert before they marry into the community
and after they marry in and have children continues in a certain sense later in the Post-
Rabbinic literature. As for Ruth, finally, when she is married into the community and
contributes something to that community — a son — does Ruth get to put her past life and
nationality aside and become simply Ruth, the great-grandmother of King David.

The term 72 in the bible evolves to possibly infer the idea of a convert towards the
end of the biblical period. However, the idea of conversion lacking the term 13 does exist,
at least most clearly in the story of Ruth. Many biblical stories, which. on the surface do
not in any way connote conversion have later been co-opted by the Rabbis as conversion
narratives, such as the narrative of King Solomon's foreign wives and others. However,
biblically, conversion exists in an embryonic way but is mostly impossible as an
institution since the [sraelite people are still creating their identity.

Later, these biblical laws and stories will lead the conversion discussion with

Ruth in the forefront. Once the tern 73 comes to mean a proselyte during the early
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Rabbinic times, many of these verses will be reread with an alternate definition in mind.
Thus the words of the prophets enjoining the people of Israel to love the stranger will
later come to mean to love the convert. That is a positive rereading. However, the
negative rereadings, such as the readings which limit the ritual rights of the 13, will come
to hurt and persecute the proselyte. The question remains. “does it have to be all or
nothing?™ Can the 13 sometimes be reread biblically to mean a convert and sometime
kept to mean a stranger? Is that an acceptable way for a scholar to read the text? Is it an
acceptable way for a 7 N°2 to read a text?

Between Ruth the convert in a narrative lacking the term 22, and the Moses and
Aaron narrative including the word "2, but missing any implication of conversion, two
issues arise. Ruth is no 13, ever, even though she is clearly a non-Jew. The word 13 is
never used at all during her narrative. Ruth begins the question, if she was not a convert,
of patrilineal descent, since ultimately King David springs from her lineage. This 1s an
issue to tackle for sure, but not in this paper. Is Ruth the same A3 in the narrative of
Moses and Aaron - still a Non-Israelite simply participating in Israelites rituals? No, Ruth
is part of the Israelite society, allowed to marry an Israelite and dedicate her self and her
children as well. Moses and Aaron’s situation begs the question of non-Jewish parties
participating in Jewish rites and rituals their history does not share, like passing down the
Torah at B'nei Mitzvah ceremonies. If the 73 is allowed to make the Passover sacrifice
celebrating a recent event they did not witness or experience, what does that say about
our non-Jewish synagogue members and their involvement? Again, a good issue, but not

for this paper.
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On the contrary, the bible is our starting point for questions. The 13 is so unclearly
defined at this point that one can read back into the text almost any definition and
produce a prooftext for their thought. In addition, the stories of a non-Jew entering into
the fold of Judaism is apparent. Whether it is called “conversion™ or not may not actually
be the issue. The point is that the Israelite people, soon to become the Jewish people, is
not an entirely closed family. As Maimonides puts it later, perhaps the entire Jewish

people are comprised of converts. At least, as the bible shows, some of us are.
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The "3 in Rabbinic Judaism: The Stranger Becomes the Proselyte

The concept of the 72 continues from biblical times to Proto-Rabbinic and
Rabbinic times. While the Hebrew words remained the same, even until today, the
translation and definition changes dramatically. The four major works associated with the
Proto-Rabbinic and rabbinic time periods are the Mishnah, Tosefta, and the two Talmuds.
Even those works cannot agree on everything regarding the N3. However, they tend to
build upon each other and elaborate as time goes on. Each of these works speaks to its
particular community and its specific generation about a subject and issue that transcends
both.

The Mishnah and Tosefta may be considered contemporary works. Scholars do
not completely agree on all accounts, but most agree that the information in the Tosefta
parallels and embellishes the information found in the Mishnah.** M.S. Zuckermandel
claims that the Tosefta is the Mishnah of the Palestinian Talmud. Both the Mishnah and
Tosefta, like baraitot, are present in the Babylonian Talmud. The Mishnah is the main
work upon which the Gemara comments. The Mishnah began development in the late
Second Temple Period by the Pharisees and most academics believe its oral redaction
occurred circa 200 C.E. in Bet Shearim and Tzippori by Rabbi Yehudah Hanasi.* The
Tosefta would be edited soon after the Mishnah, circa 220-230 C.E. It contains the same
structural format, however it is one generation behind the Mishnah. While the Mishnah is
mainly concerned with teachings associated with the Second Temple, the Tosefta
14

concerns itself more with the rulings and teachings in Yavneh with Rabban Gamliel |

Despite their differences in authoritative power, both the Mishnah and Tosefta relay their
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arguments from all sides. They both may disagree with themselves as they are both
simply presentations of all the previous generations teachings. Thus they are books of
laws and not specifically binding codes.*® Thus the statements regarding proselytes in the
Mishnah and Tosefta are curt and not explained. They speak of the definition of the term
=2, the status of the 112, and other points, but do not go into detail regarding the specifics.
The reader does not learn from the Mishnah or Tosefta sow to become a 23 only that it is
possible. The Talmud will enter to give more specifics as they become available.

As time continues, and converts continue to enter the fold of Judaism, the two
Talmud's begin to take shape. The Babylonian Talmud again engages the question of
who 1s a 3 and what a 23's rights and responsibilities are, but it spends much of its time
tackling the issue of how one specifically becomes a 73, The rabbis of the Babylonian
Talmud scrutinize the various conversion processes in order to discern which process is
acceptable and how much of that process is necessary for one to be considered a true and
accepted convert. Then the Talmud lays out the step-by-step procedure accepted by the
majority of Talmudic sages. The Babylonian Talmud also delves into the situation where
a person claims to be a convert and what proof is needed to believe him. Ultimately, the
Babylonian Talmud continues and expands the discussion in the Mishnah regarding the
status of the Rabbinic and Proto-rabbinic proselyte.

The Babylonian Talmud, in addition to the major, larger tractates, contains a
number of minor tractates dealing with specific issues pertinent to our issue. One such
tractate is Masechet 0'13, a minor tractate dealing specifically with the issue of proselytes
and conversion to Judaism. Masechet £'M2 reads more like a code than a tractate of

Talmud. It does not quote in the names of Rabbis or Sages or speak in a conversation
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style as the rest of the Talmud does. It refers back to other tractates and does not bring in
parables and stories but rather curtly lays down the rules and arguments set forth
previously in the other tractates of the Talmud.

Thus in order to decipher the changing view of the 13 during the Rabbinic and
Proto-rabbinic times one must look deeper than simply at the situation in question. One
must infer the deeper issues at work during the time period and in society in which these
works existed. While the definition of the 13 primarily remains the same throughout, the
process by which one becomes a 72 evolves and the status of the 13 changes dramatically
with the times.

The Mishnah and Tosefta do not specify the procedure for becoming a 23, More
than the Mishnah, the Tosefta concerns itself with the obligations of the 1. If a person
who is attempting to become a 73 (known until conversion as an Am-Haaretz) does not
accept the obligations laid out in the Torah, he is not to be accepted as a73."” Once a 13,
he is required and obligated to follow every mitzvah in the Torah. The Tosefta continues
to lay out that if a 73 is suspected of not following even one of the Torah obligations, he
is considered an apostate.™™ Neither the Mishnah nor the Tosefta verifies the punishment
for becoming an apostate, if there even is one.

This idea of accepting all the obligations of the Torah may later evolve into the
requirement of gabbalat ol mitzvor, accepting the yoke of the commandments. However,
since this idea appears in the Tosefta, it may not yet be a fully accepted obligation. The
Mishnah doesn't state anything even as specific as the Tosefta as the how one may
become a 2. There is a mention of ritual immersion by Shammai and possibly something

having to do with circumcision by Hillel, but these discussions are not demands placed
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on the 0™3, merely discussions.* Neither the Mishnah nor the Tosefta stress the ritual
rites and obligations in the depth that the Babylonian Talmud does. Thus, even though
out of chronological order, this section begins with the process as laid out in the Talmud.
After that, we will return to the Mishnah and Tosefta, along with the Talmud once again,
to engage in the issues of status, rights, and obligations of the 23 and his or her children.

In Masechet Brachot, Rabbi Zera said in the name of Rabbi Johanan that one
cannot become a 3 without both circumcision and immersion in a mikveh.*® Rabbi
Akiba holds that a child born circumcised who wished to convert must have a tew drops
of blood taken from the circumcised area in order to enact the covenant. Rabbi Eliezer
follows this view and takes it one step further reiterating the need for a "2 &% nenn for
a child born circumcised.” Thus it is clear that circumcision, or at least a drop of
“covenantal blood"” must be spilled in order to conversion to take place properly.
Although the argument is clearly in full swing, the reader is unsure as to where the
discussion first arises. It is not mentioned in the Mishnah, but clearly. by Masechet
Brachot in the Babylonian Talmud, the argument begs clarification. The reason Rabbi
Zera is discussing the correct process of becoming a convert is to discuss who is required
to give a tithe and who is exempt.

In Masechet Yevamot 46a, the Babylonian Talmud brings in a baraita that tackles
the issue of a person who claims to be a 12 but states that he was circumcised but not
immersed. Rabbi Eliezer holds that he is a full-fledged proselyte. Rabbi Eliezer’s proof
text is that Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob were circumcised but not immersed according to
the Torah text. As for a 13 who underwent immersion but not circumcision, Rabbi Joshua

states that he too, is an accepted proselyte. Rabbi Joshua’s proof text is that Sarah,
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Rebecca, Rachel and Leah immersed but clearly had no circumcision. The baraita goes
on to state that whether a person undergoes circumcision without immersion or
immersion without circumcision, the decision of the majority is the same; he is not a full-
fledged proselyte without both.*

However, in Yevamot 46b, the argument continues with Rabbi Eliezer stating that
in cases of a person who has undergone a ritual immersion but no circumcision, there 1s
no disagreement. Everyone agrees that the conversion did indeed take place and the
person is accepted as a proselyte. The argument that ritual immersion without
circumcision is enough to convert a person is proven by a Torah quote stating,

QYT 9y B O NN TR MpY — Moses took the blood and sprinkled it on the
people...”> The Talmud continues to say that where there is a sprinkling of blood, there
is clearly immersion. This quote, along with the previous arguments solidifies the idea
that only ritual immersion is required for a throughout conversion. Rabbi Eliezer
continues to hold that the sages only argue in the case where there is a circumcision but
no ritual immersion. Rabbi Eliezer himself argues the opposition to his own point later on
in the Talmud. In Yevamot 71 a Rabbi Eliezer clearly declares, A proselyte who has
been circumcised, though he has not performed his ritual immersion, is regarded as a
proper proselyte™** As the argument progresses, the Talmud argues the opposite
viewpoint, that the defining moment of a man’s conversion process is the circumcision,
and not the immersion.

The issues concerning the importance of circumcision continue with various cases

of potential proselytes coming forward claiming the rite of circumcision but not of ritual

immersion. The discussion continues with the question of whether or not the circumcised
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man can perform the ritual immersion on Shabbat. Those sages who hold that he may not
immerse on Shabbat are suggesting that it is the immersion that changes the person’s
status from gentile to N3. Those who allow the immersion clearly hold that the
circumcision was enough and there would be no status change due to the immersion and
thus no breaking of the laws of Shabbat.

The idea begins with Rabbi Hiyya ben Abba stating in the name of Rabbi Johanan
that a man must undergo both circumcision and immersion for his conversion to be
accepted.>® A Baraita is brought in to challenge the statement by Rabbi Hiyya. That
Baraita states that if a man comes forward saying that he has already undergone
circumcision, whether according to Jewish law and practices or not, he should undergo
immersion.*® The Baraita does not place a high value on the circumcision, agreeing with
the statements made previously in the masechet. Therefore, while Rabbi Hiyya's point
holds strong that a male proselyte needs both, the circumcision at least does not need to
be done in any specific way after the fact, in order to be accepted. Rabbi Jose, on the
other hand, as a minority, disagrees. While halachic rulings tend to follow the majority, it
is important to note that the minority opinion was kept. Rabbi Jose refuses to immerse a
person in order to complete the conversion process unless he is certain of the
circumstances surrounding the circumcision. If the circumcision was not done “to code,”
Rabbi Jose would argue that the conversion is invalid. Rabbi Judah responds by saying
that the possible proselyte may be immersed on Shabbat. This statement thus combines
the strict guidelines of Rabbi Jose's conditions with the baraita’s lenient ruling that his
suspect circumcision be accepted. If the Talmud allows him to be immersed on Shabbat,

it means that his conversion was essentially completed prior. The immersion means
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nothing now and the circumcision is the defining factor of the conversion. This, unlike
the previous statements leading up to this, disagrees with the prior ruling in this

masechet. Rabbi Jose disagrees and states once again simply “We do not immerse him.™’

A previous opinion services again to say, “we immerse a proselyte on Shabbat.”*

The argument between Rabbi Judah and Rabbi Jose continues. It is not, as it may
seem an argument as to whether the circumcision was done correctly or not, but rather,
whether a man needs only one rite or both rites in order to have a fully accepted
conversion. Rabbi Judah only requires the potential proselyte to undergo one rite, while
Rabbi Jose requires that he undergo both.™

Continuing with the disagreement regarding circumcision and ritual immersion,
the Babylonian Talmud comments on the Mishnah's statement that a gentile may not be

% The Talmud comments that the term *133,

counted among people who must give a tithe.
meaning “gentile” according to the Mishnah, refers to a proselyte, or to me who is almost
a proselyte who has undergone circumcision but has not fulfilled the rite of ritual
immersion as required by Rabbi Zera in the name of Rabbi Johanan.®'

Ultimately, the Talmud brings in a case in order to further explain and give an
example of the situation, the correct response to the situation. and what it teaches about
this situation. A proselyte comes before the court of Rabbi Hiyya ben Rabbi and claims to
have underwent circumcision but not immersion. Rabbi Hiyya told him to undergo
immersion the next day. The Talmud gleans from this three rulings: that a convert needs
three men present, that a convert needs both circumcision and immersion, and that the

ritual immersion must occur during the daytime. Rabbi Hiyya ben Abba corroborates the

ruling concerning three men being present at the time of the conversion process.®
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Rabbi Simeon ben Eleazar analyzes a Mishnaic argument between the house of
Shammai and the house of Hillel. It is obvious from this heated discussion that
circumcision was indeed a necessary component in the act of conversion. The argument
does not question that. Rather, it questions the possible situation of a potential proselyte
coming forward stating that he was already circumcised. presumably for a reason other
than conversion. The issue raised 1s whether or not the pre-circumcised male must
undergo a “N"™M2 0T NN, a drawing of one drop of blood, in order to symbolically
reenact the circumecision.® In the unusual but possible case of a man born already
circumcised, both the house of Shammai and the house of Hillel agree that a n*™2 o7
NONT must take place for the conversion to be accepted. However, if a man underwent
circumcision prior, and then asked to become a 13, the house of Shammai holds that he
needs a N*™\2 BT NBNM. and the house of Hillel holds that he does not.**

Continuing with the issue of the proper process of becoming an accepted
proselyte, the Talmud brings in a baraita stating that, to be deemed a proper and accepted
proselyte, one must go through the process in the presence of a 7 nN°2. No one can
become a proselyte all on his or her own.*”’ However. the Talmud is in the business of
helping people in this regard, and it is not interested in disqualifying proselytes it had
already accepted. The Talmud brings a case to prove the point.

A man claiming to be a proselyte approaches Rabbi Judah.®® This is the same
Rabbi Judah who stated above that a man claiming to be a proselyte must bring witnesses
if he is in the land of Israel. The man states that he became a proselyte privately. Rabbi
Judah asks him if he has witnesses and the man replied that he did not. Rabbi Judah then

asks him if he has children and the man replies that he does have children.*’ Rabbi Judah
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has a quandary. If the man is indeed a proselyte, his children would carry the status of
"2, be considered Jews, and not be the results of an intermarriage. However, to be
considered a true and accepted, proper proselyte, the man would have needed proof of his
conversion meaning witnesses or the statements of a 7 N2, which he did not have.
However, if the man is not accepted as a proselyte, his children suffer the shame and the
Jewish people endure the embarrassment of previously accepting for marriage to a Jew, a
gentile. Rabbi Judah tells the man that his admittance of his improper conversion process,
while it does disqualify him as a Jew, has no bearing on his children.*® The issue then of
course arises as to when a man can vouch for the rights of his children or not. Rabbi
Nachman bar [saac clarifies that the man, who knowingly admitted that his conversion
was not acceptable was believed to be a Jew when he made the statement may be
believed. Once his statement is accepted though, he is an idolater and an idolater may not
give witness or evidence and thus may not disqualify his children or be believed in his
statements.®® Thus the children in this situation are safe from loss of their status.

Ultimately, the Talmud discusses the process of conversion once the proselyte
faces the 17 n*2. The Talmud takes us through the process step-by-step. Masechet 2"
simply states, “*Just as Israel was initiated into the covenant by three precepts, so
proselytes are initiated by circumcision, immersion, and a sacrifice.”® Thus, it implies
that both circumcision and ritual immersion must take place, as well as a sacrifice.
However, the ability to perform sacrifices was not possible during Talmudic times.
Maimonides will touch upon this later, but Masechet £*12 will simply state that primarily,
the sacrifice is not fully necessary. However Rabbi Eliezer ben Jacob declares the

minority opinion that a convert would need to sacrifice a fourth part of a dinar, which
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would symbolize a bird sacrifice. Rabbi Simeon disagrees and the majority sides with
Rabbi Simeon stating that proselytes need not sacrifice for acceptance.”’

The other tractates in the Talmud state the process in more depth. If a man
presents himself before the ™ N*2 and claims that he wishes to become a proselyte, the
"7 N2 must ask him a question which is still asked today regardiess of the society in
which the person lives or the situation regarding the process. It is still asked of all three
major denominations of Judaism. and it still must be answered more or less as the
Talmud proposes. The ™7 N'2 asks the potential proselyte. *“*What reason have you for
desiring to become a proselyte; do you not know that Israel at the present time are
persecuted and oppressed, despised, harassed and overcome by afflictions?"’* An
unnamed authority states that the reason for this question is to give the proselyte an
opportunity to back out of his request with “no hard feelings.”” The potential proselyte,
according to Masechet Yevamot must answer “I know and | an unworthy.”™ If he
correctly answers this question, he is to be accepted as a proselyte immediately and
allowed to undergo the rest of the conversion process.

On this issue of how someone becomes a 13 and what is expected of him or her
and the community during this time, Masechet 2" states outright that one should not
accept a 73 immediately. Masechet @' states. bringing in the same statement found in
Masechet Yevamot 47b, that they, meaning the T N2, ask him “why do you want to
become a proselyte? Do you not see that this people are debased, oppressed and degraded
more than all other peoples, that diseases and chastisements come upon them and they

bury their children and children’s children, that they are slaughtered for observing

circumcision, immersion, and the other precepts (of the Torah) and cannot hold up their
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heads like other peoples‘?“’s While in Masechet Yevamot, the correct answer is *'[ know
and I am not worthy,””® Masechet B™3 states that if he responds “I am not worthy,” he is
allowed to leave.”’ This is a minor different but valuable to note. The correct answer to
begin the process according to Masechet 8" is for the potential proselyte to say the
beginning of the statement in Yevamot, that he does know and understand the hardship
that the Jews must face, and to continue with the idea that he still wants to convert.”

Following the checking of his intentions with the former question, the proselyte is
taught some of the minor and major obligations of a Jew. Specifically. he is taught that it
is a sin to shirk the responsibilities of gleanings, granting the poor the forgotten sheaf, the
corner, and the poor man's tithe.”’ Rabbi Hiyya b. Abba explains in the name of Rabbi
Johanan that those particular commandments are taught, “‘because a Noahide would
rather be killed than spend so much as a perutah that is not returnable.”™° So, one who
seeks to be a Jew must learn the ways of charity. A woman is told different obligations as
are pertinent to her role in Jewish society. A woman is taught about the laws associated
with niddah, challah, and the lighting of Shabbat candles.”’ Always, during the
conversion process, the proselyte’s intentions are questioned and checked in order to be
certain that he or she will be entering into Judaism of his or her own free will and with a
pure, Jewish heart. In the opinion of and unnamed sage, the proselyte would also be given
a chance at each of these questionings, to back out if he or she decides during the
procedure that Judaism is indeed not the correct path they should choose.

The proselyte is also taught about certain punishments for not following other
commandments.™” In a Jewish world governed by Talmudic rulings, (at least in the mind

of the compilers of the Talmud) the proselyte is told specifically of the things he used to
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do as a gentile with no punishment that he can no longer enjoy doing as a Jew. The
proselyte is told that he used to be able to eat a fat that is forbidden to Jews. He may not
longer eat that fat under the punishment of kurer. He used to be able to do all thirty-nine
things that would profane the Sabbath observance. Now, if he breaks the law regarding
Sabbath observance. he would be subject to public stoning, or its equivalent in the
eschaton. He is also informed of the eternal rewards he will now receive for following the
commandments.”’ Rabbi Eleazer attempts to find scriptural proof for the idea that,
although the 1T N2 is explaining to the proselyte the harshness of breaking the rules
once he is an Israelite, the proselyte should not be dissuaded by the severe punishments
or persuaded by the eternal rewards too much. Rabbi Eleazar finds his proof text in the
book of Ruth and in the Midrashic compilation of Ruth Rabbah. In the book of Ruth it
states that when Ruth followed Naomi and Naomi saw that she was determined to follow
her and would not remain in her native land of Moab, Naomi stopped speaking with her
and trying to convince her to stay behind. Ruth Rabbah states that Naomi’s attempt to
make her stay was that she informed her that they must stop walking due to the traveling
restrictions regarding the Sabbath. Both the book of Ruth and Ruth Rabbah contain Ruth
replying to Naomi. “Wherever you go. [ will go.™

Midrash Rabbah states “they went™ discussing the laws of proselytes.** The
midrash uses Ruth’s responses in order to create a larger conversation between Ruth and
Naomi leading even more towards Ruth’s conversion. In interpreting what Ruth mean
when she said, “Entreat me not to leave you,™ the midrash states that she meant, *I am

fully resolved to become converted under any circumstances.”™’ At this point, the

midrash states that Naomi began to tell Ruth about certain laws of the Israelites that she
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would have to obey if she really wanted to convert. Naomi states that [sraelites do not
“frequent gentile theatres and circuses.” And Ruth replies with, “wherever you go, I will
g0."™™ Naomi continues by saying that Israelites only live in houses with mezuzot to
which Ruth responds, “Wherever you lodge, | will lodge.” Naomi then shares with Ruth
some punishments of not following the rules and Ruth replies with *“Your people will be
my people,” and when Naomi speaks of specific mitzvot, Ruth answers with, “*And your
God, my God.™ All of these answers given by Ruth to Naomi's questions lead to future
similar questions asked by 1"7 N2 and rabbis to potential proselytes for generations to
come. Once Ruth replied correctly to Naomi's attempt and proved that she was indeed
sufficiently motivated to convert, Naomi stopped speaking of the obligations. There is a
balance between safe warnings and dissuasion to the point of harming the proselyte and
denying the Israelite nation a pure, good soul.

Continuing the step-by-step instructions laid out in the Talmud for the 1™ n*2
regarding the conversion procedure, Masechet Yevamot continues to explain that if the
proselyte 1s accepted because he correctly answered the previous question of the % n°2,
he is to be circumcised immediately afterwards.”” The reason for his immediate
circumcision is that the rabbis of the Talmud believe circumcision to be a commandment
and obligation, and the performance of a commandment should not be delayed if at all
possible.”’ The issue of whether or not he is already circumcised at the time of his
conversion arises as previously discussed. If the circumcision ts done at the time of
conversion and if not fully successful, he is to be circumcised again.

The Talmud, understanding the risk of infection, states that the male proselyte’s

ritual mikveh immersion must take place only after he has healed from his circumcision.
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Thus, the Talmud states. "*As soon as he is healed, arrangements are made for his
immediate immersion. Only after he is healed but not before! What is the reason? —
Because the water might irritate the wound.™ Masechet B™3 specifies that he is to be
immersed initially up to the middle of his body.”

The matter of witnesses is addressed here stating that two learned men must stand
beside him at the mikveh and must once again teach him about some of the major and
minor obligations.” This is done to remind the proselyte to accept the mitzvot as he
completes his or her conversion. According to some Talmud teachings, after the man
immerses the men speak kindly to him, assuring him that he made the right decision.”
Rabbi Hiyya clarifies that previously in the Talmud (only one page before!) the ruling is
that a "3 N"2 must be present and a 1™ '\ requires three people. Rabbi Hiyya states in
the name of Rabbi Johanan that one should read three learned men instead of two.”
Masechet Yevamot clearly agrees with the previous majority that both circumcision and
ritual mikveh immersion are necessary for a proper conversion procedure as it state that
directly after he comes out of the water from his immersion, he is considered, an
“Israelite in all respects.”™’ For a woman however, circumcision is impossible and the
Talmud states that, because she also needs witnesses and a % 11*2. she must immerse
herself up to her neck and the witnesses, two (or three) learned men, will stand outside
the mikveh teaching her about minor and major obligations as well.” Other Talmudic
sources states that men witness a man’s immersion and women witness a woman's
immersion.”’

Not only does this series of statement lay out very specifically the entire

conversion procedure form start to finish, but also the last declaration claims something
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about the status of a "3. The statement, an “Israelite in all respects™ declares that there is
no difference in regards to land acquisition, marriage rights, legal rights, inheritance laws,
prayer rights, and more between a 73 and a born Israelite. However, other statements
present in the Talmud, Mishnah, and Tosefta are less accepting in regard to the convert’s
equality with other Jews. It is as if this remark means nothing but fluff. However, it is
possible that there is a different between an Israelite as a nationality and a 23 as a status
or tribal title. For example. Levites, Cohanim, and Mamczerim, are all Israelites. However,
their rights according to their status differ greatly in regards to marriage laws. Thus,
perhaps the 23 is a full-fledged Israelite but with the status of 73. The Talmud later
clarifies this declaration, “Israelite in all respects,” by stating that after his immersion,
even if he were to withdraw his conversion, return to his idolatrous ways, but betroth
himself to an Israelite woman, his betrothal would be valid and he would simply be
considered an apostate.'® Simply put, once his immersion is complete (assuming all
other aspects of the procedure are complete) the proselyte has converted and may not
convert out of Judaism or undo his or her conversion in any way.

The question of a child’s conversion complicates the proselyte issue. A minor
cannot answer the questions posed to an adult with sufficient understanding in order to
merit allowing a conversion. However, the rabbis saw helping someone “enter under the
wings if Shechinah™ as a mitzvah and thus would not want to deny anyone that right if at
all possible. Therefore the minor child would need someone to act as an advocate and
speak on his or her behalf. Rav Huna states that a '3 N2 may act as an advocate and
ritually immerse a child.'"® The Stam layer tackles the issue of a father who acts as the

advocate for his children’s conversions. That too is allowed, however in both cases, the
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children may protest their conversion when they come of age to make their own legal
decisions and, when no adults, protest the conversion, their conversion as children will be
nullified.'® As seen before, this kind of retroactive annulment is not allowed for adults
undergoing the conversion process. This child-advocate conversion is the only one of its
kind, which allows for a later nullification of the act. The issue brought up in the Talmud
by Abaye is what to do if a child convert grows up as a Jew, marries a Jew, and lives her
life as a Jew, until she wishes to cash in on her ketubah and then protests her conversion.
The Talmud responds by saying that the child convert must protest “at the age™ of
decision making and no later. The Talmud states “As soon as she was of age for one hour
and did not protest her conversion, she may not protest any more.”™**

Throughout Jewish history, some rabbis hold more lenient views on conversion,
accepting more people in a more accepting fashion, while some rabbis hold stricter
viewpoints, thus holding the ©*13 to a higher standard. In the Talmud, Shammai and
Hillel personify these two types of rabbis. As seen above, the house of Shammai and the
house of Hillel disagreed about the proper procedure for conversion, but these sages
themselves disagreed about who had earned the right of conversion in the first place. This
is one of the earliest places we see where the heart and intentions of the convert come
into play.

In the Masechet dealing specifically with proselytes, there exists only one good
reason for becoming a proselyte. A person may become a proselyte for religious
intentions. People wishing to convert for marriage are refused. Those wishing to convert

out of fear or out of love are refused. This section even goes on to say that all those non-

Jews who converted during the time of Esther in order to escape the wrath and fury of the
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Jews who massacred Persians who follow Haman, are not real proselytes. Potential
proselytes may only convert for true and pure religious reasons.'™

The Talmud brings in a baraita discussing a potential proselyte who approached
Shammai. He, clearly having some knowledge about Judaism, asks Shammai how many
Torahs the Jewish people have. Shammai replies that there are two Torahs, the oral and
the written. The potential proselyte asks to be converted on the condition that he will only
believe in the written Torah and not the Oral Torah.'” Later, Jews who follow this line of
belief will be known as Karaites and they will have a difficult road as to whether
mainstream Judaism accepts them as true Jews. Shammai, evidently agreeing with future
generations, which will deny the Karaites the right of Jewish status, refuses to accept the
potential proselyte. The Talmud states specifically, that Shammai, threw him out in
anger,'%

This same potential proselyte, when he approached Hillel with the same belief
statements, was accepted immediately. The baraita continues with Hillel teaching this
proselyte slowly, building trust as the process continued. Hillel then tells the proselyte
that if he believes him for the early knowledge, he should also believe him with regards
to the oral Torah.'”” Ultimately. it seems that the moral of the baraita is that if a proselyte
is accepted, one can convince him to believe the entire religion.

The concept of Hillel accepting more potential proselytes than Shammai
continues throughout baraitot involving them both. While Shammai consistently
dismisses potential proselytes for their lack of seriousness or correct intentions, Hillel

accepts then despite these same concerns. Hille] manages to teach Judaism slowly in
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order to ease the proselyte into a sincere conversion process, while Shammai refuses to
begin until the proselyte has reached a higher state.

The most well known example of Hillel and Shammai’s different attitudes
towards potential proselytes occurs in a subsequent baraita in the Babylonian Talmud. A
potential proselyte appears before Shammai and offers to begin the conversion process if
Shammai will teach him the entire Torah - oral or written is no specified in this situation

— while he stands on one foot.'®

Shammai’s response to this potential proselyte is even
harsher than his response in the first baraita. Shammai threatens the man with a builder’s
cubit until he leaves. This same potential proselyte approaches Hillel and makes the same
request. Hillel immediately responds by saying. “What is hateful to you, do not to your
neighbor. that is the whole Torah. while the rest is the commentary. Go and learn it.”!%
This statement greatly simplifies the Torah and all it’s varied lessons, but Hillel clearly
finds it sufficient in order to draw the potential proselyte in to the conversion process
where he will undoubtedly continue to teach him the rest of Judaism’s rich culture and
history.

The idea that a person would wish to convert to Judaism knowingly believing
only part of the tradition is one thing, an impatient person wishing to leam it all easily
and quickly is another. However, the Talmud takes these questionable intentions one step
farther. The Talmudic sages bring in yet another baraita concerning potential proselytes
and their relationships to Shammai and Hillel.

The baraita tells of a potential proselyte who wishes to convert in order to become

a High Priest.''® A good reader may infer from this statement that the potential proselyte

has little or no knowledge about Judaism and how tribal and status roles function,
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According to the baraita, the potential proselyte only pondered converting when he
“Passed behind a w17 n'2" He had not been thinking about becoming a proselyte
because he believed in the traditions and theology of Judaism, but rather because he
overhead a teacher speaking of great rewards given to High Priests.''’ The Baraita even
tells the reader the man’s thoughts saying, [ will go and become a proselyte, that | may
be appointed a high Priest.”

The man comes before Shammai and tells him the truth: that he wishes to convert
to Judaism in order to become a High Priest. Just as in the previous baraita involving
Shammai and the potential proselyte who wanted to learn the entire Torah while standing
on one foot, Shammai chases the man away with a builder's cubit. Once again, the man
then turns to Hillel who agrees to begin the conversion process with him. Hillel does not
however, agree to make him a High Priest as that would be illegal according to Jewish
law and tradition. Rather, Hillel begins his studies in the hopes that with proper
education, the proselyte will come to understand the laws and precepts. This indeed does
occur. The proselyte later thanks Hillel for “bringing me under the wings of the
Shechinah™"'*

There 1s no evidence except for this last baraita telling of the future of any of the
people converted under the auspices of Hillel. In the most recent baraita, the proselyte
learns much, teaches what he has learned even to Shammai, and ultimately accepts his

lowly status as a 13 and not as a High Priest.!"?

The moral of this parable is two-fold.
First, that 22 is a status like that of Levi, or high Priest. While all are considered Jews,
there are still tribal and status concerns to deal with. Second, all three baraitot paint the

two extremes in judgments concerning who may be accepted to begin the conversion
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process. Shammai of course represents the strict judgment, saying no to all who don’t
already possess the characteristics considered perfect for all Jews, while Hillel accepts a
person where he is. He is prepared to accept a potential proselyte “as is” and work on the
specifics afterwards.

The next issue of course, is what to do with a person who claims to be a proselyte
but was converted somewhere else, outside of the auspices of the town in which they
reside now.'"* Rabbi Judah states that the proselyte must bring witnesses or proof of his
conversion if the proselyte is in the land of Israel. If the situation occurs outside of the
land of Israel, no proof is needed and he is to be accepted as a proselyte without any
proof. However. the Sages refute that to say that the proselyte must bring proof of his
conversion whether inside or outside of the land of Israel.'’” Through various
hermeneutical principles and arguments the Talmud deduces that the reason one might
have though the Talmud needed proof of a proselyte’s conversion within the land is that,
even if there is strife regarding Jews all over the world, there is still leket, shich 'chah, and
other good agricultural benefits from which one may wish to reap good rewards only
present in the land of Isracl.''® Thus arises the issue of intention. However. this
differentiation, although supported by scriptural proof texts, seems to treat this individual
unequally. Therefore Rabbi Hiyya bar Abba states that in or outside the land of Israel, a
proselyte, to be accepted as a true convert, necds to bring proof in the form of witnesses
or in some other way.'"’

This issue of whether or not to accept someone claiming to be a proselyte
continues in the codes many years after the Talmud. However, the Talmud, with its many

faces teaches via this issue that a proselyte needs witnesses, a claim not specified so

46




clearly previously. It also clearly reveals how the Talmud definition of the word 12
differs from the biblical definition.

The matter of women proselytes and their children differs slightly from that of a
male proselytes. If a man ritually immersed before or after his children were born, their
status as M. is affected, but their status as Israelite (assuming their mother to be an
Israelite) is unaffected since religious identity is determined by the mother. However, if a
mother becomes a proselyte only after her children’s’ births, her children must undergo
the conversion procedures in order for they themselves to be considered Israelite
proselytes. If a son is born prior to his mother undergoing the ritual immersion, he would
be circumcised on the day of his birth in order to welcome him into the covenant and

convert him immediately.'"*

If, however, the mother ritually immerses thus completing
her conversion process while still pregnant with her child, the child, when born, is
considered a full-fledged Israelite.'”” This is because the Talmud holds that the unborn
child is technically a part of the mother’s body and is therefore converted with her.
However, in other parts of the Talmud, the baby boy born after his mother immersed is
still called a proselyte. He is circumcised at eight days old, just like any Israelite boy, but
his status title is still that of proselyte and not Israelite.!*°

In both the Mishnah and Tosefta, the term 3" is primarily defined as a
“proselyte.” However. in Mishnah, Masechet Ma’aser Sheni 5:10. the 13 is the stranger,
parallel to the definition in the bible. This 23 is grouped with the widow and the fatherless
as people who need support from the outside [sraelite community. In Mishnah, Masechet

Demai, 6:10, however, a %3 is a clearly a proselyte as he has a gentile father but must

follow certain laws of ownership only required of an Israelite. The text states, “[f a 72 and
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a gentile inherited (the property) of their father who was a gentile, the 12 may say to his
brother, ‘you take the idols and I will take the money, you (take) the wine and [ the
fruit...”'*! The Tosefta says the same thing with only minute variations in wording. The
Mishnah states, “RINB 381 1™ AN AN SR A ATIOY AR S8 MO BT 9100 03
DaN DR W W3 237" The Tosefta states, “R1YD 38T I AAN 099 1IN DM5Y
AN 9 19 AT WA N3 R DRy w257 The only differences between the
two are the use of the words “goy™ versus “oved kochavin™ to mean gentile, and the
specifics of what the 13 is inheriting. Finally, the Mishnah adds one part that the Tosefta
lacks. The Mishnah states, “'v 'im mashavu [ 'reishut hager asur — If any (thing he is not
allowed to own) had already come into his possession, he is not allowed to use it or to
benefit from it."'** Both the Tosefta and the Mishnah define the 23 as an Israclite with
gentile relatives. This Israelite may not own things that may have been used for idol
worship, such as wine or idols. However, the Mishnah adds that if the proselyte already
received any of these things, he may not use them and cannot offer them to trade with his
brother. This runs against a ruling that will appear later in which neither the Mishnah nor
the Tosefta requires that the 7 separate himself from his past life. His relatives remain
his relatives and his right to inherit remains intact.

In a Jewish world defined by rules and obligations, the Talmud too ventures into
the world of the person’s life before conversion. If there are certain requirements Jews
must fulfill and the 7.3 did those things prior to his conversion, has he fulfilled those
requirements as a Jew or must he fulfill them again in his new life? Masechet Yevamot
states that, according to Jewish law, a man must procreate as it says in the Torah, “Be

fruitful and multiply” “227 175.”'** The question tackled by the Talmud is whether or
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not children born to the male proselyte before his conversion fulfills his now Jewish
obligation to procreate.'*® Rabbi Johanan states that the 23 has fulfilled his obligation,
while Resh Lakish holds that he has not fulfilled his obligation. Their reasons relay their
beliefs as to the status of the 73, Rabbi Johanan states the obvious, that the 23 has fulfilled
his obligation of procreation because he has children. He is concluding that what the "2
did before conversion, holds true for his life post-conversion. Resh Lakish, on the other
hand, states that he has not fulfilied his obligation of procreation because “‘one who
became a proselyte is like a child newly born.™**” These two concepts of the 13 weigh
heavily on more aspects of the 73’s life than just the status of his previous born children.
As previously stated, it can affect a ruling set out by the Mishnah that a 73 may inherit
certain items from his father.'* If. indecd, the 13 is like a newborn child, he has no
previous father and therefore can inherit nothing from him. Resh Lakish would follow
this line of thinking while Rabbi Johanan would disagree.

Therefore it is clear in both the Mishnah and the Tosefta that the 23 has the nght
to inherit from and share the possessions of his gentile family, while in the Talmud,
according to some, he may not. The Mishnah continues with the rights of the 73. The 13
has the right to loan money and property to other Israelites.'*’ The 23 has the right to
marry some other Israelites'*° or another 72."! The Tosefta stops there but the Mishnah
continues later on to deal with the status of a 73 as a full-fledged Israelite or not; a person
with a gentile past or no past at all.

In the Talmud there are, however, rather conflicting views as to whether the
changing status of a person from heathen to Jew affects their previous yet ongoing

actions or their property. The Talmud states that if an Israelite lends money to a gentile or

49




vice versa and then the gentile becomes a proselyte, the laws regarding the loan will still

refer to him and treat him as a gentile.'>

He may not be “grandfathered” in as a proselyte
in order to reap the benefits of interest that being an Israelite would award him. If,
however, the loan occurred after he became a proselyte, then he would be considered an

“Israelite in all respects™'*

and thus reap the interest status in regards to a loan. The same
before/after rules apply to situations involving the reaping of fields for the obligation of
gleanings and the baking of dough for the commandment of challah. If the proselyte
began either of these processes before his conversion, he is not required to give gleanings
or challah. The actions were the actions of a non-Jew and therefore have no bearing on
his Jewish obligations.'** However, if one cannot remember if something began before
his conversion or not, the Talmud states that the issue must be treated as if he were a
proselyte, and thus an [sraelite, and is therefore subject to all Jewish obligations and
allowed all Jewish rewards for his actions.'**

Thus, according to the majority rulings in these situations, a proselyte is not held
responsible for his actions prior to his conversion. However, Rabbi Jose states that
proselytes are punished for the sins they committed before cm.\nwerting.13 ® While Rabbi
Judah disagrees with him, quoting once again that a proselyte is “like a new-born
child,”"*” Rabbi Jose is not alone in his opinion that proselytes do indeed bear the
responsibility and therefore the guilt of any sins or actions they may have done prior to
their conversion. Assuredly, they cannot be held guilty for obligations only born by Jews
prior to him becoming one. Rather, Rabbi Jose states that proselyte suffers now because

when they were heathens, they transgressed the seven Noahide commandments,'*® which

apply to all people, Jews and non-Jews alike. Rabbi Chanina ben Gamaliel states that
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they are only punished for sins they committed prior to conversion if they were thinking
of conversion for a time before the process began or finished and they broke the laws
then.'*? His point is that once the thinking process about conversion has begun, if the
intention is pure, the person will begin to learn and act as a Jew as soon as possible. He
will not wait for the conversion process to be completed before accepting the
commandments. The issue is not really about whether or not the proselyte sinned before
he converted. It is about whether what he did prior to conversion carries over to his new
life or not. It is also slightly. thanks to Rabbi Chanina ben Gamaliel, a small debate about
when the conversion process really begins and the Jewish obligations begin to take hold.
Does the process begin when the potential proselyte begins to think about converting or
when he first stands before the T N'2 to ask permission. The Talmud states rather
definitively, when the process ends, but the tension lies here, in when it begins.

While the Talmud debates as to whether or not a proselyte has sinned prior to
conversion and whether he or she is responsible for her own personal heathen actions, the
Mishnah engages in debate regarding whether or not the proselyte retains their heathen
national heritage after conversion. In Mishnah Yadaim 4:4, Judah, an Ammonite
Proselyte. asks the Sanhedrin for permission to enter the congregation. To begin with. the
idea that he is described as a specific type of 73, an Ammonite 23, means that he is not
fully separated from his past. This only supports Masechet Demai’s statement that the 23
can inherit from his gentile father. Based solely on Judah’s past, Rabban Gamaliel states
that he is not permitted to enter into the congregation stating, "*An Ammonite or a
2140

Moabite shall not enter into the assembly of the Lord, even to the tenth generation. ..

Rabbi Joshua, however, allows Judah the Ammonite Proselyte to enter the congregation.
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His positive response does not separate Judah from his past however. On the contrary,
Rabbi Joshua simply states that the people living in the land of Ammon and Moav are not
the true descendants of the Ammonites or Moabites. Rather King Sennacherib of Assyria
had plundered the land and scattered the native people. Therefore, even though Judah was
an Ammonite Proselyte from the land of Ammon, he was not a biblical Ammonite, but
more likely a former Syrian and was therefore allowed to enter the congregation. His
conversion did not separate him from his people; they were simply a different people.
Despite their opposite opinions of whether or not he is fit to join the congregation both
Rabbi Joshua and Rabban Gamaliel imply that a proselyte is not a full-fledged Israelite
sharing an Israelite past, but rather, his status is one of 73 with his gentile past intact.

The issue concerning a proselyte as a newborn child with no previous familial
ties, coupled with the idea that a fetus is converted with the mother plays out in many
ways. One resulting situation is the issue of the levirate marriage. It is considered an
obligation of the brother to marry his brother's widow. However, the Talmud questions,
if two brothers become proselytes and therefore have no prior familial ties, are they
required to perform the levirate marriage for each other. The Mishnah states that a 73 who
married prior to his conversion remains married according to Judaism."! However, the
Tosefta then states the wife of a 72 or the 72 himself cannot enter the rite of Levirate

42 What is clear in both of these cases. is that the 13 is an Israelite, since his

marriage.
marriage is considered kiddushin. The Mishnah, which the Talmud interprets, states that
the two proselyte brothers are not bound by the obligations of the levirate marriage.'*

Although the Talmud finds the wording and the situation odd being that they obviously

came from the same mother and would be brothers-in-law to their brother’s wives, the
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ruling that a proselyte is like a “child newly born™'*

clearly trumps any other logical
reasoning why they should be at least allowed to marry their brother's widow.'*
However, the entire situation changes if the two brothers were both conceived and born
“in holiness,” which means that their mother had converted prior to becoming pregnant
with either of them. At that point, they are both born as Israelites and are thus obligated
to the same laws and rulings that apply concering levirate marriage as all other Israelite
brothers.'**

The issue of whether or not a proselyte retains anything from his or her previous
life or whether or not situations from his or her previous life affect or count for
obligations in his or her new life spark many other debates as well. For example, an
Israelite woman who gave birth would be subject to certain time periods of purification
and isolation after giving birth depending on the sex of her child. However, the Rabbis of
the Talmud taught that for the case involving a proselyte woman who gave birth only
moments before her conversion — the Talmud states specifically, “if the forehead of her
infant came forth from the womb when she was a heathen and she subsequently became a
proselyte” — she is not subject to the periods of purification and isolation because the act
requiring those periods was done by a non-Jew.'*’

In addition. there is a disagreement as to whether the children of'a proselyte male
who were born prior to his conversion have the right of his first born with regards to
inheritance. Masechet 03 states that if a convert had a son before he converted, he is not
required to perform the obligation of pidyon ha-ben. However, if his son was born after

the man converted, he is required.'*® This statement is an amalgamation of the argument
q g g

between Rabbi Johanan and Rabbi Simeon b. Lakish. Rabbi Johanan states that the man
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already had children in his previous life and thus cannot beget another first-born son.
Rabbi Simeon b. Lakish disagrees stating again that a proselyte is like a newly born
child."*® As already stated before, these two differing opinions led to these same Rabbis
debating as to whether or not the proselyte had already fulfilled his obligation to
procreate.

Many of the rulings and decisions made regarding proselytes in the Rabbinic time
period come from a societal fear that the proselyte was indeed no more than a spy or in
some other way, untrustworthy person simply posing as a “good Jew.” Thus, they are
rarely trusted, even though the implication is that proselytes, once converted, are
considered Israelites and are bound by the rules and obligations that accompany that
status. The Talmud states that Raba commanded his children not to sit upon the bed of an
Aramean woman. The Stam layer of the Talmud shares that some explain this statement
to mean that one should not marry a proselyte woman.'*® The question arises as to why
someone should not marry a proselyte woman. Surely, marrying some non-Jew would be
condemned and one would think that marrying a proselyte would be one step up at least
from an intermarriage. However, the Talmud presents a case about Rav Papa, in order to
explain the disapproval associated with marrying a proselyte. The Talmud states that the
rule concerning not sitting on the bed of an Aramean woman came about because of an
unfortunately incident when Rav papa visited an Aramean woman who asked him to sit
on her bed. He replied that he would not sit until she lifted up the covers to reveal what
may be underneath. Sure enough, when she raised the cover, a dead baby lay underneath

the covers on the bed."”!
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This parable explains why one would not trust an Aramean, but why would the
term Aramean refer to a proselyte woman? While there is not clear answer, one thing
seems apparent, a proselyte woman, possibly only one of Aramean descent, cannot be
trusted as she may go back to her old ways, or may simply still be following her non-
Jewish ways. While Masechet Brachot refers to this Aramean woman who may be
defined as a proselyte, other places in the Talmud give her a different ancestry. However,
the warning is the same. In Masechet Pesachim. the reader is warned not to sit on the bed
of a Syrian woman. While some interpret that line to imply not going to sleep without
first reciting the Shema. others explain it again to mean that one should not marry a
proselyte.'** Again, the parable told in Brachot 8b concerning Rav Papa’s unfortunate
experience arises as the proof text.

Regardless of the woman's background, the fear is evident that a proselyte does
not leave their entire past behind them and should not be trusted to have fully turned from
their “evil” ways. Therefore, in this rather disturbing section, the fears of a battered
society run rampant resulting in warnings against trusting, consorting with, and most
certainly marrying a proselyte woman. On the other hand, many of our great Talmudic
sages claim that proselytes. once converted. are fully trustworthy and are even as those
who are reborn into purity and Judaism. The conversion process seems to support this
idea causing men to go through a brit milah like an eight day old baby and requiring both
men and women to immerse in a mikveh, which may very well symbolize the birth canal
and prebirth waters. Either way, the idea of cleansing oneself in the mikveh does connote

purity and rebirth in many instances, conversion being only one.
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Most likely due to an innate fear of the “other,” the status of a 12, although stated
as equal once immersed,'*® does not reap the same rewards for the 3 as for those born in
the faith. Mishnah Masechet Bikkurim states that the proselyte is not a full-fledged
Israelite due to the person’s past. Mishnah Bikkurim 1:4 states, that a proselyte has the
right to bring the first fruits sacrifice to the Temple, however he may not recite recitations
or blessings containing the words “our fathers...">* However, if the proselyte’s mother is
an Israelite, he may recite that blessing for his “fathers™ refers to her past. Not only does
this mishnah indicate that the 12 is not an Israelite with all rights and privileges, but it
also suggests that the child of an Israelite mother could still hold the status of 73. One
may conclude from this that the status of a child is carried through the father for some
matters, for example, the child is labeled a 23, but the mother’s lineage could be used for
certain rights (such as saying certain prayers.)

The verse continues that when the 13 that may not recite the blessing including
“our fathers,” prays privately, he is required to change the words to say, “O God of the
fathers of Israel,” In the synagogue, he should recite, “The God of your fathers.” These
statements clearly separate the "3 from the rest of the Israelite community. Once again,
the Mishnah reiterates that the 23 born of an Israelite mother may recite “our fathers™ at
all times.'™

Thus, the proselyte of a 72 father and an [sraelite mother holds the unique position
of being an Israelite man with the “tribal” status of 7. And in the Mishnah and Tosefta at
least, the status of “23" is not high on the socio-political ladder. In mishnah 5 of the same
chapter, the 72 is compared to a freed slave in relation to his children. If a 23 begets a

daughter, she is forbidden to marry a priest for ten generations. However, this

56




generational chain of prohibition is broken by anyone of the daughters having an [sraelite
mother."*® Thus, still while the “tribal” status of a child follows from the father's side,
religious status and marriage rights genetically come from the mother.

The idea that the status of 13 falls within the realm of tribal status continues in the
Mishnah in Masechet Kiddushin. Only women of specific status could marry into a
priestly family. The Mishnah takes great pains to specify exactly what combination of
parental status will qualify or disqualify a woman from marrying a Cohen. Rabbi Elezar
Ben Jacob says, ““an Israelite man that is married to a female 23, their daughter is fit to
marry a Cohen. A male 13 that is married to a female Israelite, their daughter is fit to
marry a Cohen. But a male 13 that is married to a female 3, their daughter is forbidden to
marry a Cohen. One "3 and one freed slave. even until the 10™ generation (which means

forever), until someone has an Israelite mother.”"’

(then presumably, the status of full 13
is removed.) Here we see a comparison between a 23 and a free or manumitted slave.
Although, as seen before, the 13 must follow all obligations set forth in the Torah, the 22
does not enjoy the same rights and privileges of an average [sraelite. For marrying
purposes at least, the 13 is closer in status to the freed slave, than he is to the Israelite
farmer. But Rabbi Jose says. “‘even with the case of a male 92 that is married to a female
m3, their daughter is fit to marry a Cohen.™*® While this notion is nice and probably what
a liberal, modern, movement might follow today, it seems a minority opinion in the
Mishnah, or at least an equal opinion, certainly not the accepted majority opinion.

The status of a 73 in the society rarely hits home harder than it does when dealing

with laws and judgment issues. For example, Rabbi Samuel b. Judah answered in regard

to a ruling needing five men in [srael answered that, for this particular situation a 7 N2
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of Israelites was required, but not a ™ 2 of proselytes.'’

This statement is confusing
because of the statement previously made in the same masechet that at the end of the
conversion process, the proselyte emerges “Israelite in all respects.”'®® Clearly, the idea
that, although they may be Israclites, they must create segregated 1 *n2 and also that
their 7 *N2 do not have the right to judge certain situations, strengthens the idea that the
term 12 refers to a status lower than that of some Israclites. Obviously this implies that
there is still a lasting difference between a 23 and a born-Jew.

The Talmud continues by clarifying which cases a 73 may judge. Thus, a
proselyte may sit in judgment on another proselyte. The scriptural proof text is “You
shall set him king over you, whom the Lord your God shall choose: one from among your
brothers shall you set king over you ; you may not set a stranger over you, who is not
your brother.™'®! If the judging proselyte has an Israelite mother, he may sit in judgment
on an Israelite. However, for Halitzah and Halitzah only. the judges must be full Israelites

162

with both Israelite parents in order to judge. "~ The proof text used for that is **And his

name shall be called in Israel...”'"’

The thrust of this proof text is that the only people
who can really call themselves “Israel” are those born of two Israelite parents.

From the Mishnaic works through the Talmudic text, already the requirements of
"3 have changed and evolved over time. Not everyone agrees on the process, the status,
or the intentions necessary to become a 13, All the post-biblical texts agree that the 73 is a
proselyte and not a stranger, but past that, there is little agreed upon as to how one

becomes a "2 and what is needed to be accepted as one. Evident though is the ability of

the rabbis over time to adapt their opinions involving conversion based on socio-political
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situations and the opinions of their people over time. As the Codes represent yet a

different time pertod for the Jews, more changes are bound to appear.
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The 23 in the Codes: From Maimonides to the Shulhan Arukh

Rabbi Moses Maimonides attempted to codify the Talmud into an easy to follow,
simply written document. In it, and using the same hermencutical principle, he abridged
the discussions of the Talmuds, with all their varied opinions and reduced the book to its
bare bones, listing only what he defined (and sometimes created) as the final answers to
the questions at hand. In Maimonides® Mishneh Torah. in the book of Holiness, while
discussing forbidden marriages. Maimonides delves into the issue of conversion. While
his choice to deal with this issue among a section entitle “forbidden relationships™ seems
less than favorable, Rambam’s views on proselytes actually continues the liberal
evolution we have seen through time so far. Shortly after Maimonides and his code,
Jacob ben Asher, in Toledo in the first half of the 14™ century, created the Arba’ah
Turim, a work also stemming from the Talmud.'** However, the Tur is really less of a
code and more of a compilation of varying viewpoints. Jacob ben Asher takes the bulk of
his information from the Babylonian Talmud, but also adds some statements directly
from Maimonides himseif, as well as from some other sources. Finally, circa 16™ century,
Rabbi Joseph Caro created the Shulhan Arukh. the definitive code of rabbinic literature
still used today by the majority of Jews searching for hard and fast rules and decisions.
Closer to the concept of Maimonides’ code and much less of a compilation, Rabbi Joseph
Caro based his work, it’s style of writing, and even it’s layout, on the Arba’ah Turim.
Therefore, citing the Shulhan Arukh will look remarkably similar to that of the Tur. This
next chapter will attempt to compare and contrast these three works in regard to their

views on conversion. All three discuss the physical requirements necessary in order to
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become a convert, including different permutations of circumcision, immersion. and
acceptance of the mitzvot.

Even in Rabbinic times, the proselyte had been characterized and defined as “one
who has entered into the covenant of the Jewish people.” Maimonides begins his
dissertation by stating that all Jews entered into the covenant at some point. He states,
“Isracl entered into the covenant by way of three rites...”"®* Thus, with this opening
statement, Maimonides says something very important. “All Jews are converts.” Rambam
goes on to state that the three rites were, “‘circumcision, immersion, and sacrifice.
Circumcision was performed in Egypt...Immersion took place in the wilderess before
the revelation of the Torah...the same is true of sacrifice...that is, they offered up the

sacrifices on behalf of all [srael.”'®®

Maimonides then goes on to say that one who wishes
to convert to Judaism must undergo the same three rites, however a woman must only
undergo two as circumcision does not apply.'®” Both the Tur and the Shulhan Arukh
disregard Maimonides’ call for sacrifice. Instead the Tur simply and clearly states that a
potential proselyte cannot convert until he is circumcised and ritually immersed.'®® Both
the Mishneh Torah and the Tur explicitly state immediately the two or three requirements
of a=a. The Shulhan Arukh explicitly states at the outset that a 93 requires circumcision.
However, the idea of ritual immersion only appears one page later, after the Shulhan
Arukh has spoken at length about circumcision.'®® The Shulhan Arukh states that a
person coming to the community for the purposes of conversion must undergo the rite of
circumeision.'”® Rambam'’s next statement may qualify as the most equalizing statement

of all times with regard to proselytes. Maimonides states, “just as you have entered the

covenant by way of circumcision, immersion, and the offering of an acceptable sacrifice,
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so shall the proselyte in future generations enter by way of circumcision, immersion, and

the offering of an acceptable sacrifice.” !

Here, once again, Maimonides claims that all
Jews are equal, whether they converted in generations past or whether they convert in
their own generation. The same that is expected of those whose ancestors converted
should be expected of those who they themselves convert, no more, and no less.
Maimonides continues to specify what an acceptable sacrifice would be (an animal, two
turtledoves, or two pigeons). However, he accepts that those sacrifices are impossibilities
without the Temple. Therefore, Maimonides writes that a proselyte wishing to convert to
Judaism in his time would only need circumcision and immersion with the agreement that
they would offer up the correct sacrifices when the Third Temple is rebuilt.'™

Why did Maimonides need a reason for the ways proselytes can convert to
Judaism? What is Maimonides saying? By stating that the Israelites leaving Egypt went
through the same experiences that converts must go through states two things: one, the
Israelites leaving Egypt are like converts and two, that all converts are like the Israelites
leaving Egypt. Either way, Maimonides makes a huge statement about the status of
converts. By Maimonides's definition, there is little difference between Jews-by-choice
and Jews-by-birth, no difference at all once the Third Temple is built. One may also
conclude that before the Third Temple's building, there is still no difference between
Jews-by-choice and Jews-by-birth as the final obligation, the sacrifice, is impossible.

At this point Maimonides lays out all the possible problems or issues that may
arise, such as if a person is immersed but not circumcised or if a minor wishes to convert.

Maimonides clips out certain passages from the Talmud in his work. Clearly, as is

evident in the Talmud before him, Maimonides admits, by the very fact that there are
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exceptions to the rule, that not all conversions taking place are identical. Some people are
converting with only circumcision, or with only ritual immersion, or with merely two
witnesses and so on. There is no unified law, despite what's written in the “rule book.”
However, Maimonides rejects these circumcisions as valid, yet that does not imply that
they were not occurring, just that he did not accept them.

Throughout his work, Matmonides vacillates between being rather strict in the
rules and making lenient exceptions for certain circumstances. For example, a man must
undergo both circumcision and immersion. According to Maimonides, there is no
accepted conversion without both. The immersion must occur before a 7 n'2 and
therefore may not be performed on Shabbat, a festival, or during the night.'”> However,
Maimonides states that, after the fact, even if it was done at the wrong time, the man is
considered converted.'” Both the Tur and the Shulhan Arukh state that there must be
three witnesses for each step of the conversion process.' " In addition they both agree that
it, the ritual immersion at least, be done during the day.'’® All three works agree that this
is the correct procedure. However, the later two follow suit with Maimonides, who in
turn was continuing the lenient trend found in the Talmud, by stating that. “after the fact.”
if they did certain things incorrectly, for example, the times of the immersion, the
conversion is considered proper and accepted. Maimonides states that the procedure can

be done at the incorrect time.'”’

Nonetheless. Maimonides stands firm about the ruling
concerning three judges. That must be done properly. However, the Tur and the Shulhan
Arukh even state that if the procedures were done without a 7 n°2, that is with only two

people, or at night, the conversion will still be considered valid.'™ The Tur and the

Shulhan Arukh even go one step further declaring that even if a person immersed for a
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reason other than conversion, both discuss reasons of purity like post-menstruate
immersion, the immersion counts towards the conversion and the process is complete.'”

Rabbi Alfasi, known as the Rif, an 11" century scholar, adds an opinion to the
Tur that if a man underwent an incorrect conversion in some way, he is not actually
considered a proselyte and may not marry into the Israelite fold. However, the Riff
explains, if he is already married with children, while he must undergo the process again,
his children are born-Jews and do not bear the shame and repercussions of his mistake.'*"
The Rif and Maimonides agree on this point. The Shulhan Arukh actually quotes the Riff
which agrees verbatim with the Tur.'’

A minor who wishes to convert may be converted through the agency of the 13
n*2. They may supply the necessary legal will for him or her.'® Unlike the Talmud,
Rambam does not speak of the minor’s father having the ability or authority to act as the
conversion advocate for the child — only the 7 N2 holds that privilege. Later, the Tur
will once again add in the father as an advocate.™ and even later, the Shulhan Arukh will
add that the minor's mother may also act as his or her advocate for the purposes of
conversion.'™ The Tur and the Shulhan Arukh agree that the minor who converted by
some other advocate is the only type of person who has the right to retract their
conversion and return to their previous reli gion." However, both the Tur and the
Shulchan do put a time limit on when and how the child should retract if he so wishes.
They state that when the child comes of age, he either needs to make a statement
retracting his conversion or he can simply return to his gentile ways with no punishment.
However, if he comes of age and does not retract or return, he has lost his chance and can

no longer retract without repercussions. If he comes of age and continues to act as a Jew,
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he is fully converted. Then, if he returns to his heathen ways, he will be considered an
apostate Jew, unable to convert out.'*

One might believe that the rules concerning a minor would hold true for a deaf,
mute, or mentally challenged person, since, like a minor, rabbinic law considered them
legally lacking in informed will. However, the Tur, which is the only work to discuss this
issue, on the basis of the Ba'al Halakhot Gedolot’s opinion, declares that one may not act
as an advocate to convert the people stated former.'"” The reason is that the minor will
one day reach an age where he can make an educated decision about his conversion.
Socially and medically at the time of the Tur, clearly Rabbi Jacob ben Asher believed that
the deaf, mute. and mentally challenged person would not necessarily reach a stage at
which they would be competent to “‘choose™ Judaism and so it would be unfair to force
them into that situation. While some may see this as harsh and cruel, others may see this
as caring and watchful. Mostly, it is a means of maintaining conversion as an act of will
rather than one of force. Either way, it does not appear in the Shulhan Arukh for future
generations.

Maimonides goes on in the next breath to state that if a person immerses on his
own, he is not a proselyte. Maimonides does not consider, as the both the Tur and the
Shulhan Arukh later will, any sort of “after the fact™ consideration in this regard. Either,
you convert publicly according to Rambam’s rules. or you are not considered a true
convert."™ In addition, if a person comes to a town claiming to be a proselyte, even with
the name of the 1™ N2, which he claims as a witness, with no proof, he is not to be

accepted into the community. This idea of being “accepted into the community,” refers

to the institution of marriage. If a man states that he is a proselyte and we have no proof
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and he is not married, he is not believed in order that a non-Jew not marry into the Jewish
people.'*® Both the Tur and the Shulhan Arukh state similar ideas, not doubt derived
directly from Maimonides himself.

The idea of "'not believing™” someone about their conversion pulls in both
directions in the Tur and the Shulhan Arukh. The community can “not believe him” in
order to have him remain a gentile, and the community can “not believe him” in order
that he remain as a Jew. The question tackled by both latter works is, “what will benefit
the person as well as the Jewish community?" If an unmarried person, which is always
the default position, states, "l converted by 17 N2 ploni (such and such) exactly
correctly,” then, the Tur states that the community is not to trust him unless he brings
proof of his conversion. The Tur states that this declaration holds up whether in the land
of Israel or outside of the land.'® The Shulhan Arukh agrees with the Tur that we do not
believe a non-married person claiming to have undergone a perfect conversion process
somewhere else with no proof. However, the Shulhan Arukh states that this rule only
applies to cases outside of Israel where the majority of people are not already considered

to be Jews.'"!

Therefore. we regard him as a gentile so that we make no mistake in
causing an intermarriage. The Tur continues by stating that if he bring witnesses. the
community will accept hearsay witnesses — anything to give credence to his claim.'”
Why, asks the Rosh (Jacob ben Asher’s father) do we need any proof to accept this
person? What would be the situation? The situation related by the Rosh is the possibility
that the community knew the person or knew of the person as a gentile. Therefore, we

would need some proof that he converted to Judaism because our last memory of him

was as a gentile. If however, we did not know him, we can believe him, adds the Rosh'®’.
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The Shulhan Arukh disregards the Rosh’s interpretation except for some slight tweaking.
The Shulhan Arukh states that the person claiming to be a convert does not need to bring
proof in Israel. because we will have automatically accepted him as a Jew if he said
nothing as everyone is assumed in Israel to be a Jew.'*?

Maimonides goes on in the next breath to state that if a person immerses on his
own, he is not a proselyte. Maimonides does not consider, as the both the Tur and the
Shulhan Arukh later will. any sort of “after the fact™ consideration in this regard. Either,
you convert publicly according to Rambam’s rules, or you are not considered a true
convert.'”* In addition, if a person comes to a town claiming to be a proselyte, even with
the name of the *7 N*2, which he claims as a witness, with no proof, he is not to be
accepted into the community. This idea of being “‘accepted into the community,” refers
to the institution of marriage. If a man states that he is a proselyte and we have no proof
and he is not married, he is not believed in order that a non-Jew not marry into the Jewish
people.'®® Both the Tur and the Shulhan Arukh state similar ideas, not doubt derived
directly from Maimonides himself.

The idea of “not believing”™ someone about their conversion pulls in both
directions in the Tur and the Shuthan Arukh. The community can “not believe him" in
order to have him remain a gentile, and the community can “not believe him™ in order
that he remain as a Jew. The question tackled by both latter works is, “what will benefit
the person as well as the Jewish community?” If an unmarried person, which is always
the default position, states, “I converted by 1"7 N2 ploni {such and such) exactly
correctly,” then, the Tur states that the community is not to trust him unless he brings

proof of his conversion. The Tur states that this declaration holds up whether in the land
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of Israel or outside of the land."”’ The Shulhan Arukh agrees with the Tur that we do not
believe a non-married person claiming to have undergone a perfect conversion process
somewhere else with no proof. However, the Shulhan Arukh states that this rule only
applies to cases outside of Israel where the majority of people are not already considered
to be Jews."”® Therefore. we regard him as a gentile so that we make no mistake in
causing an intermarriage. The Tur continues by stating that if he bring witnesses, the
community will accept hearsay witnesses — anything to give credence to his claim.'”’
Why, asks the Rosh (Jacob ben Asher’s father) do we need any proof to accept this
person? What would be the situation? The situation related by the Rosh is the possibility
that the community knew the person or knew of the person as a gentile. Therefore, we
would need some proof that he converted to Judaism because our last memory of him
was as a gentile. If however, we did not know him, we can believe him, adds the Rosh™®.
The Shulhan Arukh disregards the Rosh’s interpretation except for some slight tweaking.
The Shulhan Arukh states that the person claiming to be a convert does not need to bring
proof in Israel, because we will have automatically accepted him as a Jew if he said
nothing as everyone is assumed in Israel to be a Jew.™”

Before one is permitted to convert. the Mishneh Torah warns us of the importance
of checking a convert's intentions. Maimonides cites us a story of King Solomon and
what we learn from his experiences. Maimonides claims that one should never presume
that King Solomon “married foreign women while these were still heathens.™*** Thus,
Maimonides therefore suggests that, while they were foreign women, they had converted
to Judaism prior to their marriages to King Solomon. Maimonides continues from there to

describe what one should do when a person wants to convert. The pre-proselyte should be
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examined, that is, their motives should be scrutinized. Rambam wants the Jew to make
sure that the pre-proselyte is not converting into Judaism to gain money, qualify for a
certain job position, or out of fear or apprehension.””® The Tur, on the other hand, states
that a woman who converts for the sake of marrying a man or vice versa, of a man who
converts for the sake of receiving something at the king’s table. or even a person who
converts due to fear of lions or because of their own dreams, is fully accepted into the
Jewish fold.**™* According to Maimonides, their motives must be pure even to begin the
process. In addition, Rambam adds that a man cannot convert because he has “cast his
eye upon’ an Israelite woman nor a gentile woman on an Israelite man. Therefore,
Maimonides fooks down upon their conversions.”” The Tur, however, seems to accept
that people may choose to convert for a variety of reasons due to sociological
expectations, love, fear, and so on.”® Therefore, one can see an evolution even from
Maimonides to the Tur, and certainly from the Talmud on, of leniency of reason for
becoming a convert.

After his listing of the reasons not to allow a conversion, Rambam continues with
what to do 1f the person’s motives are clear. Here he begins to explain the order of the
conversion process. There are two types of requirements for conversion: physical rites
and rituals, and verbal responses to spiritual questions. He states that the first thing, is
that one should inform the pre-proselyte of the heavy weight of the Yoke of the Torah.”®’
While the Tur disregards the importance of this topic and focuses more on the physical
rites involved in the conversion process, the Shulhan Arukh returns to Maimonides’
statements stating, once the potential convert has been examined, announce to him the

heaviness of the yoke of the Torah and the hard work involved in the doing of the
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mitzvot.>® For Maimonides too, one should continue with an acknowledgement of how
difficult the mitzvot are, specifically for a gentile. Maimonides straightforwardly states
that these are the first things to be said in order to “induce them to withdraw.™" If,
Rambam states, they still want to go through with it, we can be sure that their motives are
truly pure and that they have absolutely renounced their previous religion.*'® For
bolstering his opinion, he quotes from Ruth saying “‘And when she saw that she was
steadfastly minded to go with her, she left off speaking unto her.™'' This verse shows
that Ruth completed and fulfilled all of Rambam’s initial requirements for conversion and
now might begin the process that will lead to full conversion.

After all of this (forgetting about the first statement about Solomon's wives)
Rambam logically concludes that. due to the first two bad motives, money and
apprehension, the court of King David did not accept any proselytes during his reign.
Maimonides also claims, somehow, that King Solomon’s court did not accept any either.
Maimonides states that anyone who converts for worldly gains. is not to be considered a
righteous proselyte. Despite the rulings against conversion, says Maimonides, laypeople
did indeed convert people by way of Mikveh and Circumcision during the reigns of
David and Solomon. As the 7 I''2 was in a conundrum, they neither fully welcomed,
nor fully rejected these proselytes. They lived in a sort of limbo state until they could
prove themselves sufficiently to the Sanhedrin.”"*

At this point, Maimonides sees it fit to return to King Solomon. He states that
Solomon forced his wives to convert before marrying them. He deduces from this that the
court knew their impure motives and did not accept them as converts, thus causing them

to be considered in future Jewish history forever as foreign, heathen, wives. Maimonides
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proves their lack of sincerity by continuing with the rest of King Solomon’s life story.
His foreign wives built idols and temples for their gods. and Solomon is blamed as if he
himself practiced that idolatry and built those temples.*"?

As has already been stated in all three works, once one has converted to Judaism
and left their past life and relatives behind, they can never “un-convert.” Therefore, the
security of knowing that those who convert will remain faithful and diligent Jews is
extremely important. Thus, Maimonides, as stated above was extremely concerned with
their original intentions. However, even he admits, that if their intentions are wrong, if
they somehow fulfill the physical requirements necessary, they are true converts.
Rambam begins to deal with the situation of a person who has fulfilled the physical
requirements, but whose motives were never checked. Rambam sees no other choice than
to accept this person as a proselyte, but to accept him warily until he has proven himself
righteous.:” However, even until he has proven himself, while he is still not yet fully
accepted, he is not a heathen. Even if he returns to his heathen ways, states Rambam, he
is not a heathen but simply an apostate Jew. His marriages are still legal and all property
rights are still his. Rambam then connects this to the previous paragraphs by stating that
this 1s why Samson and Solomon kept their wives even after they worshipped idols etc.
They had already immersed and were therefore among and part of the Israelite people.
Maimonides quotes the sages saying that, “Proselytes are as hard to bear for Israel as a

™

scab upon the skin.™'* This statement, made in the Talmud by Rabbi Chelbo, refers to
many proselytes who become converts with ulterior motives. Rambam states that once
they are 1n the Jewish community and they begin to stray back to their pagan roots, Jews

may be enticed to stray with them and we cannot cut off relations with them so easily.
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They are now our responsibility.”'® Therefore, Rambam is subtly stating that we should
be very careful as to who we allow into your close family. The Tur agrees with
Maimonides to a point, by bringing in the viewpoint of the Ba’al Halakhot who says in
response to the Tur's idea that any reason for conversion is reason enough,”'” that
converts sometimes return to their former ways. Therefore, the Ba'al Halakhot restricts as
using their wine, bread. fruit, Sifrei Torah. and the like. because they are very likely
improperly prepared or are prepared with apostate intention. Nonetheless, the Ba'al
Halakhot agrees that these apostates are still Jews and their marriages are still valid, he
states warns about distancing them so as not to harm the remainder of the Jewish
community.”'*

Continuing with the proper order of the conversion process, according to
Maimonides, first the person comes forth inquiring about conversion possibilities. That
person is checked and investigated as to their motives and intentions. Then the 7 12
should inquire of them the reason they are asking to convert. The 7 N°2 should ask them
the question that, since Talmudic times has been the opening into the conversion
processes. Do you not know that Israel is at present sorely afflicted, oppressed. despised.
confounded, and beset by suffering?**'* The potential proselyte must once again give the
answer dictated in the Talmud or at least its equivalent. He must respond with something
like, I know, and I am indeed unworthy.™" At this point. the physical conversion
process — circumcision and immersion — should begin immediately. The person should be

accepted as one who indeed is worthy of joining the Jewish people and becoming a

convert.
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While Maimonides took some time getting to this point, both the Tur and the
Shulhan Arukh arrive at this discussion towards the very beginning of their chapters. For
these two slightly later works, the discussion flows directly from the circumcision
discussion to the questions one is asked during the actual process. In both these later
works, the same question in the Talmud and in Maimonides' Mishneh Torah, surfaces
again. The 7 N'2 asks the potential proselyte. “Do you not know that Israel is at present
sorely afflicted, oppressed, despised. confounded, and beset by suffering?™**' Once again
the potential proselyte must respond. 1 know, and I am indeed unworthy.™*** Of all the
evolving rites and rituals surrounding Jewish conversion, this question and it’s answer
have not changed in even one word. Regardless of the social reality of the times. the
eternal lesson here is that becoming a Jew is a serious commitment fraught with danger
and hardship.

Maimonides then adds specificity to the rules laid out in the Mishnah and Talmud.
While the early Rabbinic literature states that the proselyte in training be taught a few of
the specific examples of keeping the Sabbath and not eating forbidden fat,”*> Maimonides
adds that the proselyte in training be taught about the unity of God and the specific
prohibition of idolatry.”4 The Tur ignores this requirement set down by Maimonides at
this time, choosing only to highlight the same examples of Shabbat and forbidden food
written in the Talmud.”** Maimonides actually states that the discussions about God's
unity and the prohibition of idolatry, which the Tur leaves out, should be long and in
depth.*** The Shuthan Arukh combines both the Tur (and thus the Talmud) with
Maimonides, and states both decisions. In fact, the Shulhan Arukh places Maimonides’

thoughts first, stating that first the *7 N2 should discuss with the potential proselyte the
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unity of God and the prohibition of idol worship in depth and only then speak to him or
her about the lenient and stricter mitzvot.”*’

Maimonides agrees with the Talmud that the learning proselyte should be told of
the punishments of breaking certain mitzvot, but that that should not be stressed in excess
as one does not wish to drive the pure proselyte away with fear.>** Maimonides claims
that a person should first be attracted in to Judaism with pleasing words. He supports his
belief with a quote from the Bible stating. *'I will draw them with cords of a man, [and
only then] with bonds of love."*** Thus, Maimonides states. the }*7 n*2 should also teach
the proselyte about the varied rewards associated with keeping the mitzvot as well.**
Maimonides hearkens back to the everlasting statement concerning the pain and suffering
that the Jews suffer, which he stated earlier and which has its roots in the Talmud.
However. now, Maimonides claims that the distress inflicted upon the Israelites in the
material world is, first of all, not dedicated to their destruction, and secondly not to last
forever. On the contrary. the Israelite people, the Jews, will reap great rewards in the

world to come.”' Both the Tur and the Shulhan Arukh agree and repeat Maimonides"

statement that the reward of the righteous. who are Israel, is in the World to Come and

(3]

also that the hardships God gives the Jews are not overpowering.”
Maimonides, at this point, seems to try to sympathize with the thoughts of the
proselyte. He recognizes that the potential proselyte is absorbing a huge amount of
information with which he must grapple. While the }»7 N2 exalts the Jewish people, it
simultaneously diminishes the non-Jews of the world, to whom this proselyte used to
belong. Psychologically speaking, this may create a dilemma for the proselyte. Therefore,

when Maimonides states that when the I’7 I3 states that all the heathens (non-Jews)
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shall cease to exist in a perfect world, while the [sraelites shall thrive, the court should
draw this point out, in order to draw in the proselyte. Maimonides, however, gives the
proselyte a chance to change his mind, halt. and quit the conversion process with no
repercussions. According to Maimonides, the proselyte at this point, if he chooses to stop

Hz

his process, is allowed simply to **go on his way.”**? Maimonides states that if the
proselyte does accepts the explanation of Jewish suffering, reward, and final victory, we
process him or her through the procedures of conversion immediately. We only wait for
his circumcision to heal before his immersion takes place.”** If, however, the proselyte
does not renounce his process and continues, after all of this examining and learning, he
is to be circumcised immediately.

When dealing with the physical rites and rituals demanded of a potential
proselyte, all three works delve deeply into the specifics involved in how to perform each
ritual correctly and the stipulations surrounding them. The obligation of circumcision,
according to all three works, simply means that the convert must be circumcised.
However, the issue arises when a potential convert has already been circumcised or if a
person suffers from an incomplete or improper circumcision.

Maimonides states that if he is already circumcised. a drop of blood shall be
drawn forth, and after he is completely healed, he should be immersed in the mikveh.™*
The Tur states nothing of the idea that the circumcised male would need to heal before
immersing in the mikveh, but the Shulhan Arukh states that one should “make sure™ that
he is healed before immersing him.”*® Here, Maimonides is at his most concise. He

codifies the multiple opinions found in the Talmud about the correct order and physical

requirements of conversion into one, three-part sentence. According to Rambam’s
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gleaning of the Talmud, as stated above, both circumcision and ritual immersion are
necessary.”’ The Tur states that unequivocally as well.”" The idea of a ™2 BT nonM is
necessary if a person is already circumcised, and the reason for the original circumcision
does not matter at all to Maimonides.™*’

The Shuthan Arukh agrees with Maimonides, stating right at the beginning of the
section that if a person was already circumcised when he came to convert by means of
being circumcised as a gentile, the 7 N2 must order him to undergo a N™2 07 NaN,
or a spilling of one drop of blood from the necessary area. Rabbi Caro specifically states
that with a A"™2 ©7 RBA, no blessing is said.”* Later, the Shulhan Arukh will state,
agreeing with the Tur verbatim, that. for a circumcision ceremony of conversion,
normally a blessing would be said. That blessing is quoted as “Blessed are You God,
Ruler of the universe, who commanded us to circumcise the proselytes. The Shulhan
Arukh then states that after that, the one who recites the blessing would say, “Blessed are
You God, Ruler of the Universe, who commanded us to circumcise the proselytes and to
drop from them covenantal blood...For if it were not for the covenantal blood, heaven
and earth would never have been established, as it is said.”*' “Thus says God, ‘If my
covenant is not established with day and night, [ would not have not appointed the
ordinances of heaven and earth’ ™"

The Tur records, through the opinion of Rabbi Chananel,™ that a person who has
already been circumcised cannot convert. However, his children can. In the very next

244
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sentence of this compilation, the Tur mentions the view of the Ba’al Halakho
states that a person who is already circumcised, must have the 732 07 nann. The Ba’al

Ha’itur adds that one who 1s born circumcised, does not even need a N*12 07 N5NT. He
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holds that immersion is enough, as it is for women, for a valid conversion for a man as
well.*¥

However, the Tur goes on to state a different opinion, that if a person was
circumcised previously for a reason other than that of conversion to Judaism, he must
indeed undergo a n*12 87 NBNN, and the Rosh, The Tur’s father, ends the argument by
stating that in every situation, no matter what the reason or cause, if a man attempting to
convert to Judaism has already undergone circumcision, he must still undergo a n"™2 &3
noni for the conversion to be accepted.”™® The Rosh states further that if the man lacked
a penis, we rely on immersion alone for his conversion.”*” The Tur later will address the
issue of what happens when the circumcision performed by Israelites for the purpose of
circumcision, is not done correctly. The Tur states that if the circumcision is not
complete, the proselyte must be fully circumcised again before moving on to the next
step of the conversion process.”* Although the Shulhan Arukh skips the most of the
opinions mentioned in the Tur, it does restate the Rosh's explanation concerning the
improper circumcision verbatim and it states his opinion that if a person arrives
circumcised (for any reason), he requires a n™12 87 nonn.~*° The Shulhan Arukh simply
states the Rosh’s opinion as codified fact.

All three authors, also address the issue of a person with an incomplete
circumcision performed for only medical reasons, such as a prior infection. Maimonides,
Jacob ben Asher, and Joseph Caro agree that, if this person simply wants a complete
circumcision done, but is not pondering conversion, a Jewish person may not perform the
circumcision. However, if this person wishes to convert, his medical procedure may be

performed by a Jew and considered the circumcision of conversion.***There are slight
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differences in how these messages come across though. Maimonides states, that a Jew is
forbidden to complete the circumcision if the person is not pondering conversion, even
though healing someone is a mitzvah.”>' The Tur, leaves out the section stating that it is
forbidden for a Jew to correct the incomplete circumcision and simply says that if the
person wishes to convert, the Jews should circumcise him.***The Shulhan Arukh returns
to Maimonides by reiterating that is not worthy to correct the procedure unless the person
wishes to convert.”

Continuing with the intense concision codes are known for, Maimonides explains
in one single section, the ritual requirements of the mikveh aspect of the conversion
process. A man should stand in the water.” The Talmud states that it should be up to his
middle,25 ¥ Neither Maimonides, the Tur, or the Shulhan Arukh specifies. The Tur adds
the blessing said by the convert during his immersion. He is to say, “‘Blessed are You,
God, Ruler of the Universe, who has commanded us about immersion.™*®* While the
Shulhan Arukh does not specify the words of the blessing,. it does state that woman
blesses after her immersion, rather than before or during.**’

During a man’s immersion, three men™" stand directly with him — not in the
mikveh but close by — inform him a second time about the easy and difficult
commandments.”’ Both the Tur and the Shulhan Arukh agree with Maimonides
practically verbatim.”* Maimonides does not state specifically if these are the same
mitzvot taught to the proselyte earlier or different ones. However, since he states that it is
a second time, one may infer that it is a reminder session of the same mitzvot as before.

Mostly, the same situation applies to a woman with minor differences. A woman must

2 262
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stand up to her neck in the water.” This is directly from the Talmud.

78




the court, one can assume three men as is the case with a man, stand outside and remind
her of the two kinds of mitzvot while she stands in the water. Then, she immerses herself
in their presence but while they turn their backs to her.?®® Thus, for a woman, the men
judging her do not actually witness the act of immersion. Maimonides states nothing
about whether or not women can or should witness a woman’s immersion as stated in
Masechet ©:.°* However, the Tur and the Shulhan Arukh state, gleaning most likely
from Masechet D', that other women are present to witness the female proselyte’s
actual immersion.”®*

Both the Tur and the Shulhan Arukh imply that the immersion into the mikveh is
the last step in the conversion process. As soon as the potential proselyte emerges from
the Mikveh. he or she is “like an Israelite™*" according to the Shulhan Arukh, and “like

an Israelite in all things,™*’

according to the Tur. One can interpret this statement in two
ways. Either, it is a statement of equalization, thus stating that there is no difference
between a “Jew-by-immersion™ and a “Jew-by-birth,” or one can interpret that the most
important word in this sentence is “like.” For example, both texts could have stated that
once the proselyte emerges, he is an Israelite. However, they both states that he is /ike an
Israelite actually implying that there are differences. These differences will become
apparent specifically in all three works when discussing forbidden sexual unions.

The Tur and the Shulhan Arukh discuss the issue of a proselyte. after completing
the proper procedure to become a proselyte, returning to his or her heathen ways. They
state very clearly that such a person is still considered a Jew. Had they been married as a

proselyte, their marriage is still legal and they are still held responsible for things such as

ketubah, etc. There is, according to the Tur and Shulhan Arukh, no way for a proselyte
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who converted in his adulthood. to convert out of Judaism. Returning to his non-Jewish
religion would only force the Jewish community to view him as an apostate Jew.***
Maimonides also addresses the idea that a proselyte who turns away form Judaism is an
apostate Jew, but he only addresses it in the context of someone who was not checked
properly or did not receive all the information necessary to make a fully informed
choice.”®
After completing the ritual aspects of how one becomes a 13, coupled with the
necessary requirements for preliminary acceptance, Maimonides now turns to issues
which may arise from accepting someone who was not Jewish before, into the Jewish
fold. Even though. the Talmud states that a proselyte is like a newborn child,”’® and thus
should have no real connection with the people involved in his past life, issues
concerning biological relationships. inheritance, and sexual modesty may still arise. To
understand these issues, Rambam explains that the rules regarding forbidden sexual
unions are different for Jews and non-Jews. Maimonides sums it up in two sentences.
Maimonides states. “The only unions prohibited to a heathen are his mother, his father’s
wife, and his sister by his mother...All other forbidden unions are permitted to him.™"!
This then implies that all the unions mentioned, including those permitted to a heathen,
are forbidden to Jews. The question now arises, “are these Jewishly forbidden unions
now forbidden to a proselyte?” What if he is already married to his sister on his father’s
side?” What if he falls in love with and wants to marry his gentile father’s sister? Is she
forbidden to him or are they no longer related to one another?

Maimonides puts it as simply as possible. He states, A non-Jew who becomes a
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proselyte...is regarded as if he were a newborn child.”’~ All relatives prohibited to him
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while he was a heathen...are therefore no longer considered forbidden. If both he and
they become proselytes. he may not be held responsible for forbidden unions or sexual
intercourse with any of them.™">

Maimonides then goes on to say that a proselyte is permitted to marry even his
own mother or his sister on his mother’s side if both he and they convert. However,
Maimonides does bring in the opinion of the sages who say that he may not marry those
relations. Regardless, the proselyte having intercourse with anyone falling into these
categories is seen not as engaging in a forbidden union, but rather simply have sexual
intercourse with a non-Jewish woman, no different form any other non-Jewish woman.”™

The question now arises about the proselyte's actions he took while still a non-
Jew. How do they affect his Judaism? Maimonides states that for most Jewish forbidden
unions, if the proselyte married someone Jewishly forbidden to him while he was a non-
Jew and after the marriage they both became proselytes, their marriage is allowed to
remain intact, with no violation of the rabbinic laws. If however, the specific forbidden
marriage in question is the proselyte with his own mother or his sister (presumed to be
from the mother), they must be forced to separate according to Jewish law.””
Maimonides then goes on to state that, due to the above statement by the sages, the
proselyte is forbidden to marry any one who is related to him on his mother's side.
However, he may marry anyone he wished from his father’s side. The only exception to
this rule is the wife of a maternal brother who married the brother while he was still a
heathen.”’ For then, when either of them converted, and all the more so when they both

converted, they would lose their status as relatives. The proselyte would be allowed to

marry the woman, but not forced to do so if it were a case similar to Levirate marriage.
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An interesting dilemma enters with the situation of two twin brothers, conceived
before the mother converted, but born after the conversion. A pregnant woman who
converts, according to all three works, by default converts the baby. There is no need for
the baby to convert after birth. The baby is a Jew-by-birth.””” Therefore, are they
obligated or exempt from marrying the other brother’s wife should a levirate situation
arise? According to the Talmud, Tur, Shulhan Arukh, and Maimonides' Mishneh Torah,
the twins received full conversion as fetuses when their mother immersed. They. hke
their mother, emerged as newborn children. not related to anyone in their past. However,
the twins, actually did emerge later as newborn children in terms of their physical reality,
and thus were related to one another at that moment of birth. Therefore, Maimonides says
that they are liable for ail the laws regarding their brother's wife.””* The Shulhan Arukh
states that two twin brothers who were conceived outside of Holiness but born into
Holiness are obligated to the laws regarding their brother’s wife, excepting Chalitza and
Yibum, two laws involved in Levirate marriage.”” The Tur does not deal with the issue of
twin brothers, but rather two brothers born at separate times either related through their
mother or their father. (Twins would obviously be related through both father and
mother.) Jacob ben Asher states in the Tur that these two brothers, after they both
converted to Judaism would be forbidden to all the forbidden sexual relations as if they
were related.”™ There are two instances here of “even though.™ They are forbidden to
certain sexual relationships even though they would have been permitted under their
gentile status. They are forbidden to familial sexual relations even though, after
conversion they are technically considered no longer related to each other.™®' “Even

though™ number one is easier to understand. Even though certain sexual relations were
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permitted to them under their gentile status, they are converts now. Jews, and those
relationships are not longer permitted. The second “'even though,” that which

42

acknowledges the concept that a proselyte is “like a child newly born,"*** and yet forbids
them from marrying certain people because they are brothers, is more difficult to grasp.
Therefore Rabbi Jacob ben Asher states the reason for this confusing prohibition. Even
though the two proselyte brothers are technically not considered relatives, people in the
Jewish community may have known them before or at least know that in their past, they
*used to be” brothers. Therefore. the idea that one could marry the other’s sister for
example, may spread wide confusion throughout the Jewish community, causing other
prohibited unions to spring up.™* Therefore. the proselyte is actually held to a higher
standard in this regard, than a born Jew. In addition, it moves the idea of losing one’s
relationship to family members during the process of converting down a notch. That idea
is certainly challenged in the Tur.

Continuing with the concept of forbidden marriages and the connection the
convert has with his past life prior to conversion, Maimonides states that if a man, he
does not specify whether convert or born-Israelite, marries two proselyte women, either
sisters from the same mother or a mother and daughter. he must choose one woman to
keep as a wife and separate from the other. However. if the proselytes are sisters only
through the father's side, he may remain married to both.™ One exception to the rule is
when a man marries one female proselyte and she dies. Once she is no longer living, any

prohibition concerning her relatives becomes null and void. Therefore the widower may

marry even her mother, daughter, or sister from the mother's side.™
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Finally. and with this ending his diatribe against certain marital relations,
Maimonides lays out a length of relativity for which the prohibition against no longer
applies. Although the proselyte may not marry someone related to him on his mother’s
side, he may engage in marital relations with his maternal grandmother or a female
proselyte and he maternal grandmother or her great-granddaughter.™ There is a
limitation on how far back or forward the ban can go.

While some opinions between these three works vary, they vacillate rather
slightly within the evolving views of proselytes. As time moves on from the Mishnah and
Tosefta, to the Talmuds, to these codes, the questions grow, suggesting that more and
more people are converting over time. The rites and rituals become more and more
solidified even as they continue to be more and more varied. These variations
necessitated the creation of these three works as more people came looking for
conversion opportunities and more areas dealt with proselytes entering into their midst.
With so much attention being paid to forbidden sexual unions, it becomes clear that
born-Jews and proselytes, as well as proselytes and proselytes, are marrying each other
and mixing into the fold, creating a new and varied Jewish people. As time goes on,
although there are more rules. there are even more “after the facts™ and leniencies
involved. The bottom line, however remains the same as in the Talmud. Jews performing
and ruling on conversions are, for the most part, concerned about creating more loyal,
vibrant, and loving Jews, not destroying them. If, therefore, there is a way to consider
someone Jewish in order to keep peace, tranquility, and the Jewish heritage alive, the

"7 N2 and the Jewish community will, to the extent possible, choose that route.
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Conclusion: The Evolution Continues

“When individuals choose Judaism for the “right recasons.” it becomes our duty to
enable them to embark upon this new adventure, to help them grow in their new lives.™*
This statement, made by Rabbi Mark Washofsky, chair of the CCAR responsa committee
and HUC professor. reveals that the same questions haunting our ancient rabbis, still
trouble our modern Reform rabbis today. As the concept of the Proselyte has evolved

over time and the proper procedure and obligatory prerequisites have evolved over time;

consequently, Jewish and secular societies have continued to change. Therefore, the

T
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conversion process must reflect the changing times and yet retain the legitimacy of the
thinking process utilized by the great rabbis of our past.

Such changes are necessary for the continuance of the Jewish people. We cannot
afford to turn people away or become inaccessible at a time when religion is so malleable
and fragile. Therefore, it is my intent, now that [ have shown the evolutionary process of
conversion through time, to engage with one of the most recent codes regarding

conversion. in June of 2001, the Central Conference of American Rabbis created a work

entitled, "Guidelines for Rabbis Working With Prospective Gerim." The following pages
will represent my engaging with this modern-day code for conversion. The CCAR work
exists mostly in chronological categories creating guidelines for the Reform movement.
My first issue with this work is the statement, ““The following are offered as guidelines
for members of the Central Conference of American Rabbis when working with
individuals exploring the possibility of N3 (conversion).”™* The idea that the long

studied conclusions come to by the CCAR are only ser forth as guidelines hinder the
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worldwide acceptance of Reform converts. During Talmudic and rabbinic times, many
17 N2 existed, all with authority over their community and all with some form of
hermeneutical interpretation in common. Some }*7 *N2 trusted other 1*7 *N2 and some did
not. During the Geonic period, disputes between ™ 12 could be clarified and decided
by asking the academies. However, the world today is no long so centralized, especially
in terms of Judaism and the Jewish community. Now we have four major 17 'n3. |
essence out Jewish communities mostly consist of Orthodox, Conservative, Reform, and
Reconstructionist practicing Jews. These movements need to agree with themselves and
have a head }*7 n*2. There must be, for each of these movements, a head body that
carries the creed for the movement. We cannot trust sub-}*7 *n2 from the main P71 N2 if
our attempt is to achieve mutual respect and recognition. At this time, the Orthodox
community by and large will not accept Reform conversions. However, this may be for
two reasons. Either the Orthodox community does not approve of the process and
procedure brought forth by the Reform movement, or the Orthodox movement does not
know where the Reform movement stands. as each rabbi and synagogue can make their
own decisions, and thus cannot trust one who does mikveh versus one who does not as
they would not know. Therefore, the following should not be merely guidelines in
existence for interesting study and possible advice, but it should be a mandatory
directive. Thus, if any group of Jews disagrees with the Reform procedure of conversion,
they may, but there will be no excuse for not knowing the Reform stance, it will be
consistent.

With that in mind, however knowing that the CCAR cannot force anyone to do

anything, the following engages with the most recent CCAR guideline dealing with
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conversion. The Guidelines state referring to the initial contact of a Rabbi with a potential
convert,
Following an initial inquiry, an individual who seeks to
explore the possibility of 1113, shall meet with a rabbi. The
purpose of this initial meeting is for the rabbi to:
» explore the religious and personal background of
the prospective N3/ and to discuss that person’s
motivation for wishing to explore N1

* share with the prospective N71"3/72 our joy at and

encouragement of a decision to pursue the
possibility of nts =%

This statement reveals that the Reform movement of today has rejected the highly
popular view from the book of Ruth to turn the potential proselyte away three times
before accepting him or her. Here, the convert is welcomed in simply for walking into the
Rabbi’s office. I agree here with the Reform movement. We stand at a point in time
where we as Jews simply cannot turn someone away even once unless we absolutely
mean it. In a world of lost souls searching for meaning, those who do find resistance
often turn to alternative paths. Judaism is not in the business of turning potential Jews
away in order to hand them over, completely vulnerable, to other religions of the world,
some incredibly dangerous. Instead, Jews should be welcoming of those coming looking
for holiness, spirituality, and acceptance.

In addition, continuing with the above quote, the Rabbi should indeed discuss the
potential proselyte’s past life knowing now, unlike the rabbis of our history, that a person
does not indeed leave their entire past behind. Their personal past will, in fact, affect their
new life as a Jew. In addition, their motivation for converting should be explored and

discussed, but I, unlike the Reform movement today as will be seen later, do not feel that
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motivation should affect whether or not to convert, simply what is the best way to go
about it.

The CCAR guidelines continue to explain the important pieces of knowledge to
impart to a convert. The person should be introduced to,

* the history of and present state of Jewish attitudes about
Mg

¢ the process of study and the various expectations and
mutual commitments between rabbi and student required
for N2

* the diverse standards of acceptance maintained by the
various streams of Judaism in North America, Israel, and
elsewhere. as well as our understanding that 7' means
becoming a member of PR O} as a whole, not becoming
a member only of the Reform Jewish community.™"

For a convert early in the process. many of the issues that must be discussed will
be difficult. At each point in time. we must remember to be neither too strict nor too
lenient (CHECK RAMBAM). The attitudes, specifically in the Rabbinic and post-
rabbinic time periods about M3 post their conversion are less than favorable and
acceptable in today's day and age. The convert should be made aware that some other
movements of Judaism do generally not accept Reform conversions. However, the
convert should be made aware that this is not fully following the laws laid out in the
codes. In some circumstances. even the most strict in their rulings, will find ways to
accept someone who has a questionable (in their eyes) conversion. That being said. a
conversation can now begin about what the physical requirements are for a conversion in
general and specifically a Reform conversion. As the CCAR guidelines continue, the
physical requirements will be explored in more depth.

According to the CCAR guidelines, in addition, the rabbi should ensure that the

prospective understands:
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* that the process of ™" is open-ended for both the rabbi and
prospective NM3/92 Among other things, this means that:

¢ the rabbi will be the final arbiter concerning the candidate’s
ultimate readiness for 913 or lack thereof; and

* no definite date for can be set at the outset of the
exploration process.

While the process of ruhd is open-ended for both parties involved, the convert
should be made aware of certain signposts, after which the possibility of “turning back™
severely narrows. For example, once the convert begins in an introduction to Judaism
class, he or she has committed himself or herself to finishing the class. This would go for
any adult student in any reputable class. In addition, once certain physical rites have been
performed (these are to be discussed later) the potential convert has crossed over a line
closer to Judaism than they were before. [f 119 N2 or N2 05 N and 7521 has
been performed. that person is a Jew. In the words of a the Shulhan Arukh, they emerge,
“Like an Israelite.”*”' Therefore, this requires an understanding that there are many steps
to become a Jew-by-choice and that at many points along the way, there exists an option
to walk back down the steps. It is a process and that does not necessarily mean always
reaching the goal originally set out. However, there is a goal in sight if someone is
coming to the rabbi in order to convert and there are ramifications for turning away at
certain points in the process.

Finally, the CCAR guidelines states that the rabbi should “inform the prospective
Nra/na that any partner or prospective partner will be required to participate in all of the

“:

appropriate components of the process of exploring n13."> This rather broad statement
needs a great deal of clarification. What are the “appropriate components of the process?”
Does the CCAR require that one spouse already be Jewish before the other spouse or

significant other converts? These questions bring us to the issue of the acceptable
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motivations for conversion. The CCAR guidelines states, “only if they decide that they
want to live their lives as Jews regardless of their marital status is a decision to pursue
appropriate valid 3% The CCAR gets this knowledge from the Babylonian Talmud,
which states that a person wishing to convert only for marriage is acceptable to begin the
process, but not to complete the process.”>* In later works, such as Maimonides, the
reason of converting for marriage is so unwelcome that those potential proselytes are not
allowed to even begin the process.

The Talmud states the “wrong reasons’ clearly. The Talmud states, **A man who
converts in order to marry a Jewish woman, a woman who converts in order to marry a
Jewish man, one who converted in order to receive financial support from the king or in
order to join Solomon’s servants — none of these are true proselytes. according to Rabbi
Nehemiah. For Rabbi Nehemiah used to say: those who converted because of lions,
because of dreams, or because of Mordechai and Esther (i.e.: out of fear of retribution)

22

are not true proselytes..”*** There is always, however, the lenient view — which in this
case became Halacha — the view of Rav who states, “The halacha is in accordance with
the view that all these are valid proselytes.”**® However. the ultimate halacha turns up in
the codes where it states, ... When a person comes to convert. we investigate him.
Perhaps he wishes to join our religion out of financial gain, or because he seeks to attain
power, or because he has been intimidated into this decision. If he is a male. we
investigate whether he has cast his eyes upon a Jewish woman. If she is a female, we
investigate whether she has cast her eyes upon a Jewish man. if no such pretext is

42297

discovered...”""" This long statement ends with then and only then may the conversion
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process begin. Thus we find that reasons of love, fear, or money are not sufficient in past
times to warrant a conversion.

However, let’s not forget Hillel who converted practically anyone who walked
into his office. From the impatient man standing on one foot to the man-who-would-be-
priest, Hillel defines the halacha in favor of a more welcoming community in which trust
1s a main aspect. This can be the Reform Jewish community. | am not advocating a
lackadaisical approach to Judaism. On the contrary, I believe we should be holding our
born-Jews, not just our Jews-by-choice to a much higher standard than we are. However,
before we place certain strict rules on a person, we should perhaps, open our hand to
them and welcome them in. By the time of the Tur, the opinion seen as Rav's in the
Talmud becomes more widespread and well-know. With the evolution of so many
aspects of conversion, | believe the time has come to look at our society and modify the
“right reasons’ to more appropriately reflect our widening community.

Rabbi Mark Washofsky attacks the notion of ““‘conversion for marriage™ as a
wrong reason. He states that the purpose of that rule was to stop the marriage. Jews could
only marry Jews at the time of that ruling, he posits. However. I believe that in today’s
day and age, two people can get married in a civil ceremony regardless of religion.
Therefore, denying the non-Jewish future spouse the opportunity to convert, only creates,
in the modern Reform movement, an intermarriage. The decision to deny one partner in a
marriage the ability to become Jewish only hurts the couple, their future children, and the
entire Jewish community. That being said, the CCAR speaks at length about the
significant other of the convert. The CCAR strongly encourages the partner in a

relationship “to participate in the process of exploring...”*" In keeping with idea of
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safeguarding families’ unity, the CCAR rightfully asks the question of the status of any
children. This applies more so when the mother of the children is the potential convert.
Regardless of whether or not her conversion will be accepted by the larger world, even
with that acceptance, her children. already born, would not be considered true converts
unless they too converted.

The CCAR guidelines state:

The Reform Movement, by its embracing of Reform Jewish
Outreach. has formally rejected the traditional practice of
strongly discouraging prospective N"1'3/93 three times and
formally endorsed the attitude of "joy and encouragement"
as articulated in this paragraph. This does not mean,
however, that some of the elements contained in the
traditional approach -- such as explaining the reality of
contemporary anti-Semitism, exploring the difficulty of
living a meaningful Jewish life in a non-Jewish
environment, and the like -- should not be included in
conversations with prospective throughout their exploration
of whether or not to become part of the Jewish people.””

While I fully and wholeheartedly agree that in today’s time, the Jewish
community cannot afford nor should they reject a potential proselyte three times. Rather,
the person should be welcomed into the community with open arms. However, the
Reform movements “watering-down™ of the most famous question asked to potential
proselytes throughout time disturbs me greatly. One can disagree with the tradition
intelligently without completely disregarding it or by merely watering it down. The
CCAR claims that the rabbi should simply “explain the reality of contemporary anti-
Semitism...”*™ Although the famous question, “*Do you not know that Israel is at present

sorely afflicted, oppressed. despised, confounded, and beset by suffering, ™"’

may not still
be true (thank God) as it once was, the symbolism of the statement states true

commitment on the part of the convert. In addition, uttering the correct response, *‘l know
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and I am still unworthy,”*” that has been acclaimed for thousands of years by generations
and generations of ohrd, connects the convert to a past that he can claim as entirely
Jewish and entirely his own. The words of our tradition are incredibly important and

powerful.
Next, the CCAR guidelines delve into the issues of what specifically should be

taught to the convert once the process has begun. It states. "Each prospective nara/as

should receive adequate instruction in the fundamentals of Judaism.™”

Such instruction should begin with a formal Introduction to
Judaism course or its equivalent. The UAHC Introduction
to Judaism Curriculum should be viewed as the minimum
foundation for all courses. Such a course should be
substantial in duration and cover Jewish observance in all
its various forms (daily, Shabbat. festivals, life-cycle,
communal and personal Jewish prayer). Jewish history, and
Jewish concepts of God, Torah, and Israel. Instruction to
achieve proficiency in reading the Hebrew of the W70 and
familiarity with the basic Hebrew terms used in Jewish
religious life should be offered during the course. An
evaluation should be used at the end of the course to
determine the level of comprehension of the material taught
achieved by a student and eligibility for receipt of a
Certificate of completion.

Following completion of the Introduction to Judaism Class
or its equivalent, individual instruction should continue for
the entire time that the prospective N1/ is considering
nma ™

With all of the above, I agree. In addition to private study with the rabbi, cantor,
or educator, the person studying for conversion should indeed study in a classroom
atmosphere. This will hopefully begin the sense of community so desperately needed by
newcomers to any religion in this day and age. The idea of having an evaluation, in
whatever form it takes and certificate of course completion is also a good idea as the low

attendance in 8™ grade at synagogues has shown, human beings work better when there is
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a reward or goal at the end. In addition, | agree with the CCAR statement that the
convert-in-training’s education should not stop simply because the course has ended.
Ideally, that person’s Jewish education would not stop even after the conversion process
is complete. Our goal of course, with Jews-by-choice and Jews-by-birth, is to instill in
them a lifetime love for Judaism and Jewish learning. [ stand by all of the above
statements. However, the next statement made by the CCAR, I take issue with. The
CCAR guidelines state:

The Introduction to Judaism Course should not be seen as a

"conversion class,” but rather as a part of the regular adult

education offerings of the synagogue or other Jewish

institution. In this same vein. it is beneficial for there to be

a variety of students taking the Course: Jews renewing their

knowledge of Judaism, other non-Jews simply learning

about Judaism for better interfaith understanding, etc. In

this way the first exposure of prospective R to Jewish

education is one in which they are not being singled out for

special attention, but rather are part of a great whole.™

While it is extremely important for the prospective 02 to feel part of the larger

community, this may be done in so many less detrimental situations than a classroom
setting. Apart from the spouse or significant other joining the class in order to “walk the
path™ with their loved one, the “introduction to Judaism class™ should be made 15, set
aside for potential £*73 and non-Jews who are interested in learning about Judaism.
Future Jews-by-choice do not have the same visceral reactions to brisket, bar/bat mitzvah
lessons, and grandparents who spoke Yiddish as Jews-by-birth most likely do. Thus, ina
class attended by both Jews and non-Jews, some Jews maybe tempted to offer up some
information informally that would speak as an “inside joke™ to the other Jews in the

room, no matter how secular they had become, whereas the non-Jews in the room would

sit silently, feeling even more isolated than had they been asked to leave. Therefore, there
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should indeed be some “knowledge about Judaism classes” offered at the synagogue for
all in which to partake. In addition, there should be an “introduction to Judaism™ class
offered for those who have never before been introduced.

The CCAR guidelines then speak of the psychological needs of the future Jew-by-
choice. It is not the purpose of this thesis to delve deeply into that topic. 1 can only say
that I do indeed agree with the 2001 CCAR guidelines for conversion on how important it
is to counsel the potential proselyte in situations involving their personal issues not
appropriate for a classroom setting, their possible issues with family, and to help them
learn more about and become more involved in synagogue life. The CCAR guidelines
also place requirements on the Jew-by-choice and their significant other regarding their
ongoing relationship to the synagogue. The CCAR guidelines state:

Regular attendance at Shabbat, festival, and holy day
services should be required, with weekly attendance at
Shabbat services strongly encouraged. For this purpose, it
is recommended that all prospective 03 (and their
partners, as applicable) be placed on the mailing list to
receive the newsletter of the synagogue/organization and
other congregational/organizational matilings, as well as be
given full access to all programs and services of the
syna-gogue/organization, including High Holy Day
services. and other religious, educational, social, and
cultural offerings... Involvement with the general Jewish
community should be encouraged...Each prospective
,ruhdqrd should be paired with a 121, or mentor. for the
purpose of ongoing support. **°

[ fully endorse these requirements as a people without boundaries cannot function.
These rules set out to support that conversion to Judaism is a very serious matter, as is
being an active Jew-by-birth. We expect that the Jew-by-choice, having chosen Judaism

for whatever reason, will somehow “get in the water” at some point. They do not have to

jump, they may step in little by little, but Judaism is not a passive religion. The final
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sentence, which will be claborated on in the next section, is by far one of the most
important statements made by the CCAR in this work. As is stated by Rabbi Joshua ben
Perachyah, *211 79 1391 27 7% 1wy, The idea of a mentor person or family for the
future Jew-by-choice can help create a sense of community and belonging in a very
unique way. In addition, through the verse above from Pirkei Avot, the mentor family,
just by being available can help connect the future Jew-by-choice to their new heritage.
The CCAR guidelines then state how important this personal connection can be. | could
not agree more. However. here the CCAR sets out certain rules for the mentor families
such as “to invite the prospective N1 1/72 (and partner, if any) to Shabbat dinner at least
once a month; to speak with the prospective N3/ either by telephone, e-mail. or in
person, at least once per week; to accompany the prospective N13/73 to Shabbat
services on those evenings when they are together for Shabbat dinner; to host the
prospective NM3/73 for any festival celebrations that occur...™ " In this instance, |
believe that every Jew-by-choice is different as is every mentor who might volunteer for
the program. By dictating what they can and cannot do as mentor, may actually stifle
someone’s engagement with the religion. Therefore. | would state my expectations in
broader terms such as that the mentor should share some Shabbat dinners and services
with the future Jew-by-choice, and that the mentor should be available for regular
meetings for any questions the potential proselyte may have that they do not wish to have
with the rabbs, cantor, or educator. I agree with all of the events listed above, simply not
in dictating a timeline for them.

The CCAR guidelines also state a very important path towards the goal of

welcoming in the N3/ and creating a sense of loving community. The guidelines
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state that many synagogue give “membership privileges” or even a “one year
complimentary membership™ to all those who have completed the goal of M. This is
a phenomenal tdea. In the age of membership dues, where synagogues all over the
country are becoming more like businesses and they are competing with other religious
businesses, coinciding with the lack of money running rampant in the country among the
middles class, this business model of acceptance and welcoming fits right in and will
most likely prove to be one of the most successful endeavors of the guidelines. It should
not simply be a mention that “many synagogue™ do this. but rather the URJ and the
CCAR should require this from any affiliated. dues-paying synagogue.

Finally, the CCAR guidelines did indeed create a list of necessary commitments a
potential Jew-by-choice must state. They are as follows:

* An acknowledgment that the prospective 1. is freely
choosing to enter into the eternal covenant between God
and the Jewish people;

* An acceptance of Judaism to the exclusion of all other
faiths and practices in his/her life:

e S8 992 sharing in the fate and faith of the Jewish
people

* Home & Synagogue observance of N2, &', and
amay oWNT

*  (Creation and maintenance of a Jewish Home

o 0% penn ! AT, and @vTon YA

* Some clement of Jewish dietary discipline

¢ Continued TN M2%N

* Affiliation with a synagogue:

* Marriage to a Jew (if not currently married);

Raising future children as Jews:

o ORI NPT

* The rabbi should make clear that this is a lifetime
commitment.'"

While it is admirable to have a cohesive list of commitments expected of the
future Jew-by-choice, some of these expectations do not seem fair when looking

realistically of what we require of Jews-by-birth. The most divisive expectation stated
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above is the expectation that the Jew-by-choice will only marry a Jew if not already
married. The Reform movement does not have a strong enough stance on intermarriage to
demand from any convert that he or she not intermarry. That may very well have been
their entrance into our religion and if their first marriage should sadly not work out, we
should not deny them the right to find love and possibly increase our numbers once again.
As for the remainder of the list of expected commitments, they seem reasonable,
if not difficult. but extremely important. The observance of “some element of Jewish
dietary discipline” is explained by the CCAR to mean at least “fasting on Yom Kippur,
eating n¥® at Seder, and abstaining from 21 during Pesach.™'" The statement regarding
raising Jewish children, the CCAR specifies to mean. “the celebration of appropriate life-
cycle events in the life of the children, enrolling them in available synagogue education
programs, and supporting their participation in such programs through Confirmation.™"
These requirements exist for Jews-by-choice as well and [ fully support them. The most
vital of these statements. in my opinion. is, “An acceptance of Judaism to the exclusion of

314

all other faiths and practices in his/her life.”™ "~ This statement needs clarification in

today’s day when a person does not emerge from conversion "like a newborn child,™"*
but rather as part of a blended family with two faiths present in the extended family. We
can ask a nuclear family of a Jew-by-choice to cease from having a Christmas tree and
celebrating Christmas. However, we cannot demand that the parents of the Jew-by-choice
give up their religion as well, and likewise we cannot require that the children of the Jew-
by-choice never see or share in the lives of their grandparents. Therefore, this vital

expectation needs to be individualized for each Jew-by-choice. We cannot make a

blanket statement assuming we know everything there is to know about a person, but
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rather, through clergy counseling, we can, with the future Jew-by-choice, create a
reasonable expectation for them and their family.

As it has been throughout time, there should be no time requirement per se for the
potential Jew-by-choice. It entirely depends on their involvement prior to their interest,
their educational intelligence. their motivations for conversion, and a multitude of other
circumstances. Therefore, the decision of time should be left up entirely to the rabbi or ™3
n*2 performing the conversion. However, if the rulings set up prior remain intact and
followed, the average convert who has not already been highly involved in synagogue life
(due to marriage or some other similar situation), would need to spend approximately one
full year at least studying before ready for conversion. The CCAR guidelines do state,
“The one year recommended minimum period of preparation should be interpreted to
mean the time from the beginning of a candidate’s education through the rituals and
ceremony.’'"

The CCAR guidelines now delve into the physical acts involved in the ritual of
conversion. It states that, “Rabbis should convene a *7 N2 consisting of rabbis, cantors,
and/or Jewish educators. Lacking their availability, knowledgeable and observant lay
members of the community should be utilized... public ceremonies of affirmation are
encouraged™"” This, in and of itself, seems reasonable and a nice gesture, however, the
following statement disregards Jewish law entirely with no good reason in favor simply
of combining two things for the ease of the clergy. This is unacceptable. The CCAR
guidelines state:

Public ceremonies of affirmation, frequently held in
conjunction with Shabbat services, include such things as

the bestowal of a Hebrew name, a public affirmation of
Judaism by the R1a/03, or a ceremony of welcome to the
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community. These ceremonies may at some times represent

a ceremony itself and at other times an affirmation of

rituals completed at an earlier time.*"
Public ceremonies are fine. However, to combine a ceremony of a changing status with a
Shabbat services is to make a mockery of the conversion process. There is nothing wrong
with acknowledging the conversion ceremony that took place earlier that day or the day
before is absolutely fine, however, to have the ceremony actually take place at a Shabbat
evening or morning service breaks with tradition for no good reason other than
convenience. The time of status change should occur at the last moment of the required
rites. Therefore if circumcision is required, it should be performed after the person has
completed the class, agreed to the expectations, and responded correctly to the questions.
The discussion concerning circumcisions will appear later in this conclusion. After the
healing process is complete, or if the future Jew-by-choice is a female, the person should
be ritually immersed in a mikveh and should recite the appropriate blessing. The
conversion is complete when the person rises from the mikveh. The close family and
friends should be nearby (once the person has covered up again with a robe) and the rabbi
and/or 17 n*2 should be present as well. At that point. the person is officially a Jew-by-
choice.

As for the physical requirements and rites to undergo for the privilege of
conversion, the Reform movement has evolved in an interesting way over time. [n 1893,
the CCAR simply declared all rites and rituals involving n%%2 n°92 or N2 07 NowT and
m921 to be “unnecessary.”™"'” However, in 1979, The CCAR opened the doors to these
rites again, very leniently stating, “‘we recognize today that there are social,

24320

psychological, and religious values associated with the traditional initiatory rites...
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This idea was reiterated again in 1988 in the Reform Rabbi's Manual. The CCAR
guidelines of 2001 state that there are two approaches to this dilemma — asking the future
Jew-by-choice, or for the rabbi/clergy to do his/her own research and make a decision.™!
In an ideal world, | would declare 2212 and 1792 12 both requirements. 1
would not however, demand 12 % NdWN. The idea behind B9 N2, circumcision, is
the sign that separate the Jews from other peoples. [t is not per se the drawing of blood or
the sacrifices made through the pain of circumcision. It is the sign of the covenant even
as it 1s called the blood of the covenant. However, socially and economically today, the
idea of circumcision for a grown man is a huge sacrifice. During an interview with the
wife of a Jew-by-choice who did not undergo circumcision, | learned that a man in need
of a circumcision cannot simply call up the local 9. He must see a urologist due to the
complexity of the procedure. This Jew-by-choice did his own research into the adult
circumcision and learned that the recovery time is at least six weeks with an inability to
even to go into work thus resulting a loss of pay. In addition. adult circumcisions are not
covered by health insurance in the United States and it costs anywhere from Three
thousand dollars to five thousand dollars.** Again, circumcision is about a sign of the
covenant, not about poverty and sacrifice. Therefore, in an ideal world, the community
would pay for the circumcision as well as providing a salary for any recovery time spent
outside of work. Therefore, circumcision at that point could be conceivably required.
However, today, it seems like something that the Reform rabbi could strongly
recommend but it would be an unfair burden to place as a demand on someone wishing to
convert. That having been said, | would then, if an uncircumcised male chose not to

undergo circumcision, encourage almost to the point of require them to undergo the rite
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of n™z &7 nawm. This would serve as a symbolic, affordable, less painful, alternative to
the 19" N2, 7930 is neither painful nor inordinately expensive. It has begun to make a
comeback in the Reform Jewish world recently anyway. and it can connect the potential
Jew-by-choice to Jewish history in a very physical way.

The CCAR guidelines then examine the legal ramifications and actions of the
conversion. It states to send the conversion certificate to the American Jewish Archives
as well as giving one copy to the Jew-by-choice and keeping one at the synagogue. This
is a very good safety measure for the convert.

While the CCAR guidelines do not go into detail about the forbidden sexual
relationships to the J<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>