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JEWS BY 
CHOICE: 

A Quiet Revolution 

Lawrence J. Epstein 

Lawrence J. Epstein's most recent book is 
Zion's Call (University Press of America). 

So far it has been a quiet 
revolution. Each year, by most 
estimates, at least 10,000 non­
Jews choose to convert to 
Judaism, and the number 
appears to be increasing rap­
idly. 

Some estimates of the num­
ber of converts are even 
higher. Egon Mayer, one of 
the few national experts on 
conversion, suggests that some­
where between 14,000 and 
19,000 people become Jews 
each year. Even using the 
smaller number and ignoring 
the projected large increases, 
the current conversion rate 
means that at least 150,000 
people will choose to convert 
to Judaism between now and 
the year 2000. That number, 
combined with current con­
verts, will form a significant 
percentage of American Jewry. 
Most estimates are that there 
are now about 150,000 converts 
(or Jews by choice, as many 
prefer to be called). About one 
in 35 American Jews is a Jew 
by choice rather than by birth. 

This increase in converts has 
brought with it a change in 
Judaism of historic dimensions 
concerning Jewish attitudes 
toward converts. It has helped 
trigger religious confrontations 
within Jewry that some predict 
could result in a permanent 
split between Orthodox and 
non-Orthodox Jews. 

The change in attitude by 
American Jewry has been swift 
and remarkable. Traditionally, 
rabbis have discouraged 
would-be converts. Discussions 
of the hardships imposed by 
ritualistic obligations, and the 
legacy and prospect of anti­
Semitism mixed with just the 

slightest hint of exclusivity, _ 
formed the substance of the 
rabbinic side of dialogues with 
potential converts. 

In Western countries today, 
however, these concerns are 
less compelling. In addition, 
there are other factors that 
contribute to the resurgence of 
a proselytizing movement. Spe­
cifically in the United States, 
several factors in the social cli­
mate have combined to create 
an atmosphere congenial to the 
revival of a Jewish movement 
to seek converts. 

First, the widely noted legiti­
mation of ethnicity as an 
acceptable organizing principle 
for defining identity has given 
Jews the self-confidence to 
assert their right to put their 
"product" up for sale in the 
marketplace of ideas. 

Second, although most Jews 
would probably deny it, it is 
very possible that the Christian 
evangelical movement has iron­
ically prompted reaction by 
imitation. The fundamentalists 
have made the act of prosely­
tizing well known as a way to 
win over reluctant Jews. Jewish 
reaction may in some sense be 
seen as adopting the tactics of 
what many view as a religious 
threat. 

Finally, and most important, 
many Jews favor conversion as 
a form of demographic self­
defense. Most American Jews 
believe that American Jewry is 
committing a slow communal 
suicide. American Jews fear for 
their future because of a com­
bination of negative population 
growth (a birth rate below 
replacement level), intermar­
riage (frequently cited at 50%), 
a population that is older than 
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the average (approximately 40% devotes an entire section of his ment. Along with other prob­
of American Jews are over 45, book to reporting on the lems (such as marriage and 

I ' J _ I as compared to 30% of the movement, and he reaches the divorce procedures, the ques­
whole U.S. population), and as same conclusion as Egon tion of whether the child of a 
Jews move to the South and Mayer - that converts are Jewish father and a non-Jewish 
West, a population that is less religiously observant and faith- mother should be considered 
concentrated and thus with ful transmitters of the Jewish Jewish, and others), conversion 
diminished religious cohesion heritage. has been the focus - both in 

(, I. I and political power. Silberman's book will not the United States and Israel -

". ' This vision has spurred a put an end to the concern over of a battle for religious legiti­
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1­
survivalist mentality that has intermarriage and declining macy within Judaism. Some 

l- focused on various ways to Jewish numbers. The crucial Orthodox leaders are warning 
......... increase the Jewish population. point about it, though, is that, that within a few decades, 
e, One of these ways is to despite differing views of many people who think of 

increase converts. As American American Jewish survival, both themselves as Jews will not be 
Jews' concerns about the con- Silberman and those with dif­ considered Jews by the Ortho­

fi­
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sequences of declining numbers fering views see the conversion dox. Some observers believe 

: '1 grow, they are more willing to movement as both healthy and there is a genuine danger of a 
: .'j see conversion as a potential likely to continue. permanent rupture between 

. source for the replenishing of It seems clear that Jews will Orthodox and non-Orthodox 
~,- their population. continue to encourage this Jewry.

" .. 
trend for significant religious Despite a 2,000 year rejec­

-1(: I_I Charles Silberman I reasons alone, independent of tion of conversionary activity, 
the fluctuating rates of Jewish despite statistics that weaken a 

. r. I This view of a declining central argument of its propo-
Jewry is widely, but not uni­ nents, despite serious argument 

within the religious community, 
include Charles Silberman, the numerically major move-
author of the recently pub­ ments of American Jewry seem 
lished book A Certain People. determined to progress with 

">"/ .1: I Silberman dismisses the notion their intention to seek con-

Similarly, Silberman thinks Jews.

_I that intermarriage data is inad­ One possible answer to this 
equate. He concludes that puzzle lies in the peculiar 
about one Jew in four marries nature of American Jewry. Its 

births and intermarriage. At 
the same time, most Jews, and 
most Jewish communal leaders, 
strongly maintain the belief -
nurtured by observation and 
experience, and by a view that 
statistical data on Jewish mat­
ters are notoriously suspect -
that their population is 
declining, despite Silberman's 
optimistic counter-evidence. 
This perception will continue 
to spur these Jews and their 
leaders to support those who 
choose to become Jews. 
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Community Split 

The conversion movement's 
effects have not all been posi­
tive. Conversions by Reform, 
Reconstructionist, and Conserv­
ative rabbis have brought into 
the Jewish peoplehood mem­
bers not always recognized as 
Jews by the Orthodox move-

of a supposedly declining 
birthrate by pointing to inade­
quate, incomplete statistics and 
to a "quirk" in marital behav-

I . ior during the 1970s. ~-

who was born a gen-
Silberman cites the large 

numbers of Jews by choice and 
concludes that the net effect of 

near zero. In 

~;_I 
someone 
tile. 

intermarriage is 
his words, there is an 
"exchange of populations." 
Silberman does recognize the 
beneficial demographic and reli­
gious effects of conversion. He 

verts. Indeed, given t~e 

problems, it is an imP. tant 
question to ask why the con­
version movement has been so 
well received by American 

own fundamental character is 
voluntary. In a sense, all 
American Jews are Jews by 
choice. That is, people who 
are born Jews must choose to 
remain Jews. There are no 
legal forces that seek, reward, 
and support such a voluntary 
choice to remain a Jew - and 

(completed on page l8) 
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many ways make my life and 
the lives of my children more 
difficult. But by not becoming 
Jewish, I would be denying 
that very basic part of me that 
made me who I am. I believed 
in the Jewish doctrine regard­
ing God and God's relationship 
with us. I wanted to teach my 
children Jewish morality, cere­
monies, and customs. Most of 
all, I wanted to become a part 
of the Jewish people and their 
will to survive. It almost 
seemed too late to be able to 
make a choice - I felt Jewish. 

Our group continued to 
study together until May. Early 
in the morning on May 22, 
those of us who were not yet 
Jewish met at a mikveh (ritual 
bath) where our conversions 
became irreversibly completed. 
One at a time, we met with 
the bet din (Jewish court of 
three) and talked about our­
selves and our months of 
study. As I talked, I found it 
difficult not to cry. The emo­
tional and spiritual intimacy of 
the dialogue was at times over­
whelming. Following this meet­
ing we each, one at a time, 
disrobed and immersed our-

Jews by Choice
 
(continued from page 9)
 

religious, familial, and cultural 
forces have become much less 
powerful. Gentiles who choose 
to become Jews validate the 
choice of those born Jewish to 
remain Jews. The enormous 
step of conversion makes the 
smaller step of remaining both 
easier and more sensible. Jews 
by choice provide American 
Jews by birth with a sense of 
personal legitimacy. 

selves in the mikveh. My feel­
ings at that time of immersion 
were almost preverbal in 
nature. It was as if I was 
being reunited with a part of 
myself that had always- been 
there, but had never before 
had a home. 

Assessment 

This study program for con­
version allowed participants to 
learn about Judaism while 
experiencing very important 
spiritual and communal aspects 
of Jewish life. The course was 
taught by a well-recognized 
Bible scholar, making it possi­
ble for students to engage in 
whatever level of theological or 
liturgical discussions we 
desired. However, this scholar 
is also an unusually sensitive, 
intuitive person who encour­
aged the discussion of feelings 
- feelings of excitement, anxi­
ety, joy, uncertainty, and inti­
macy. I believe that this inte­
grated style of learning should 
be encouraged in all ways pos­
sible. 

I strongly recommend that 
serious efforts be made to pro-

As more Gentile families are 
affected, as Jews by choice 
speak out and continue to 
make major contributions to 
Jewish life, as the argument 
over conversion gets sharper in 
Jewish life, and as Jewish 
efforts to seek converts get 
more widely known, this quiet 
religious revolution will be 
quiet no more. 

That day is near. ­

, 
v.ide would-be converts with a 
personal relationship with a 
Jewish individual or family 
similar to our "adoption pro­
gram." There are so many 
aspects of being Jewish that 
can be learned only through 
becoming very personally 
linked to another person. 

The "Joining In" minyan 
begun by Ansche Chesed ­
although not established only 
for potential converts wanting 
to learn about Judaism - was 
helpful. It is something I 
would recommend for any 
group wishing to establish a 
study program to enable con­
verts to become a part of a 
religious community. Except 
for the fourth Shabbat of each 
month, when "Joining In" 
davened as a group, the 
"Joining In" study group met 
earlier than the regular min­
yans, so the members could 
daven with the other estab­
lished groups. This made it 
possible to integrate remedia­
tion with mainstreaming quite 
effectively. Ultimately, one 
cohesive religious community 
was created, instead of minyans 
made of "the new guys" and 
"the old guys." 

The key to the program's 
success was that it touched on 
all aspects of Judaism - doc­
trine, morality, law, custom 
and ceremony, literature, insti­
tutions, the people - and 
encouraged the student to learn 
abstractly and experientially on 
all levels of being - intellec­
tual, emotional, spiritual. We 
learned that Judaism is more 
than the sum of its parts. It 
became a whole that wrapped 
itself around all aspects of our­
selves and our lives. -
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