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n every interfaith couple, at least one 
partner has probably been asked 
about the possibility of conversion to 

the religion of his or her spouse. While 
many Jewish and Christian congrega
tions are moving toward an openness 
that decreases institutional pressure to 
convert before a wedding, some less 
liberal denominations and a great 
number of families still encourage— 
subtly or not—the conversion of a 
prospective spouse. H o w do interfaith 
couples respond to such pressure? 
Perhaps they dismiss the questions 
without thought. Maybe the pressure to 
convert disappoints or angers an 
interfaith couple who has spent time 
and energy discussing its commitment 
to both of the two faiths it has brought 
together. Or perhaps the question leads 
to serious reflection and an eventual 
decision by one partner to convert. 

Conversion happens when an indi
vidual wants to enter into a new relation
ship w i t h a chosen religious community. 
Conversions can happen when a quest for 
a new religious identity is successful, 
when a divine revelation changes one's 
life, or when the human bonds of family 
encourage closer ties and commitment to 
that family's religion. 

Drs. Egon Mayer and A m y Avgar, in 
their 1987 study Conversion Among the 
Intermarried, suggest that there are 
three major variables that influence a 
partner in an interfaith marriage to 
convert: "(1) the strength of an 
individual's o w n religious commitment 
measured against that perceived in 
one's spouse; (2) the religious convic
tions of one's family of origin vs. those 
of the spouse's family; (3) the power and 
status of one side i n the marriage vs. 

that of his or her spouse." 
Some partners in Jewish-Christian 

relationships see conversion, especially 
just before marriage, as a Jiypocritical act 
which belittles religion in general. Others 
see such conversion as a way to pul l an 
interfaith family closer together and offer 
a single religious identity to children. 

Conversion is commonly very differ
ent in Christianity and Judaism. As Judy 
Petsor\ and Jim Remsen write in The 
Interfaith Handbook, " I n Christianity, 
you convert to a faith; in Judaism, to a 
people and way of life." A convert to 
Christianity affirms God's forgiveness 
and accepts the teachings of Jesus Christ 
as the basis of his or her beliefs. A 
convert to Judaism enters into the 
covenant between God and the Jewish 
people and declares his or her commit
ment to the worldwide Jewish family. 

Unti l the 1950s, when Jewish-Christian 
marriage began to emerge as a significant 
phenomenon i n the United States, 
American Judaism made no organized 
effort to attract converts. Most branches 
of Christianity, on the other hand, have 
historically been committed to proselytiz
ing and have welcomed the conversion of 
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anyone who didn't previously believe 
in Jesus as Saviour. Nevertheless, the 
question of conversion bums much 
more brightly today for the Jewish 
community than for the larger Chris
tian mainstream. 

As you w i l l see i n this issue of 
D O V E T A I L , i t is much easier among 
interfaith families to f ind converts to 
Judaism w i l l i n g to share their stories 
than it is to f ind converts to Christian
ity. One obvious factor that tips the 
balance toward conversion to Judaism 
is that religion's concern w i t h survival 
and population stability. More subtle 
factors include Judaism's emphasis on 
individual connection w i t h a 
peoplehood (which discourages Jews 
from converting out of their religion) 
and the increasing tendency among 
liberal Christians to accept the t ruth 
and val idity of other religions (which 
discourages Christian proselytizing 
and makes conversion to Christianity 
less important). 

Despite these tendencies, more 
people have converted out of Judaism 
than have converted into it . More 
than 210,000 American Jews have 
converted to another religion, and 
there are about 190,000 converts to 
Judaism, or "Jews by Choice," in the 
United States today (see chart on page 
7). From the 1950s to the early 1980s, 
conversion into Judaism increased 
very signficantly, more than keeping 
pace w i t h the increases in the rate of 
intermarriage. I n the last ten years, 
however, rates of conversion into 
Judaism have declined. Many i n the 
Jewish community fear that as inter
marriage becomes more acceptable, 
the motive to convert w i l l further 
decline. 

I n the m i d 1980s, approximately 
28% of Jewish-Christian marriages 
involved conversion: 15% out of 
Judaism and 12% into it . A t least one-
third of these conversions happened 
some years after the marriage. Today 
about 9% of the Christian partners 
convert to Judaism, and about the 
same number convert out. Of the 
converts out of Judaism w h o are 
married (84%), nine out of ten are 

married to people of another faith. 
Two-thirds of those who leave 
Judaism are women. 

Sociologist Egon Mayer wrote i n 
his 1987 work. Love and Tradition: 
"The question of w h y some Christians 
convert to Judaism when most do not, 
and why so many Christians convert 
to Judaism when so few Jews convert 
to the religion of their Christian 
mates, draws our attention to the 
social characteristics of the i n d i v i d u 
als involved." Mayer noted that most 
conversions to Judaism are entered 
into by Christian women. He found 
that "those coming from a Catholic 
background are the least likely to 
convert to Judaism, followed by those 
who come from a family in which 
there was no identification w i t h any 
religion." Christian women who 
came from families w i t h a history of 
Protestant-Catholic intermarriage are 
most likely to convert. 

"The fact that those Christians who 
choose to become Jewish are dispro
portionately women, disproportion
ately from backgrounds in which 
there is no distinct or exclusive 
religious tradition, and disproportion
ately people who themselves were 
unidentified w i t h a religion before 
marriage, all suggest that the need for 
conversion may be felt more keenly 
by those whose identity is less wel l 
grounded i n a religious or etlmic 
tradition than that of their husband or 
wife. . . . This formula appears to 
favor the Jewish mate i n most inter
marriages." 

In This Issue 
Throughout this issue of D O V E 

T A I L , the message is clear that 
conversion is not something to be 
taken lightly. I n the Forum section, 
Lena Romanoff, herself a convert to 
Judaism, explains when conversion is 
not the right decision, and Amy 
Krieger Rippis describes her journey 
from Judaism to Eastern Orthodox 
Christianity. Lawrence J. Epstein, 
author of a book on welcoming 
converts, suggests some questions to 
ask yourself when considering 
whether or not to convert. A n d 

Cheryl Lawrence, former editor of 
Interfaith Today, an earlier newsletter 
for Jewish-Christian families, de
scribes the personal joys and pains 
she experienced after choosing to 
convert to Judaism. 

For those considering conversion to 
the faith of their spouse, these articles 
w i l l offer an array of opinions and 
straightforward advice. Even for 
partners i n interfaith marriages who 
have chosen not to convert, these 
conversion stories, suggestions, and 
statistics can help clarify decisions 
and increase understanding of 
another piece of the complex religious 
context i n which Jewish-Christian 
families live. T 
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How Does One Decide to Convert to Anottier Religion? 
^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ B LENA ROMANOFF 
^^^^^^^^^H|| is the Director of the 
^^^HJI^^H Jewish Converts & |̂ ^̂ B& Iriterfaith Network. 
,^^^B^B V She is author of Your 
^^^HE'^^^^ People, My People 
VHHv I ^ I P (Jewish Publication 

' Society, 1990). 

Twenty years ago, when I became 
a Jew, there was very little 
information on conversion. 

Conversions were handled as quietly 
as possible. Intermarriage was 
considered a gross offense, and it was 
vehemently discouraged. However, if 
the impending union could not be 
stopped, then conversion was coerced 
as a last resort, w i t h skepticism and 
misgivings on the part of the Jewish 
parents. Christian parents felt left out 
and their beliefs negated. The convert 
made the decision to convert w i t h few 
resources other than academic infor
mation provided by books. 

M y personal journey to Judaism 
probably began when I was five years 
old and was nearly expelled from 
Catholic catechism classes. " A bright 
g i r l , " the nuns would tell my mother, 
"but does she have to ask so many 
questions? She makes it so difficult 
for us to get on w i t h our teaching." 
Many years later, after a long and 
arduous quest for a religion I could 
embrace, I found that Judaism spoke 
to me. 1 remember many revelatory 
moments, but one of the most out
standing was when I discovered—to 
my great surprise and delight—that 
Judaism not only permits questions, it 
sometimes even requires them. 

No one knows the pain or joy that 
leads a person to conversion. Conversion 
requires clarity of thought and intent, 
emotional strength and determination. 
There is an invisible line between coerced 
conversion and encouraged conversion. 
The truth is that no one can sincerely 
convert to Judaism unless he or she owns 
the decision. 

Many factors influence conversion, 
among them family background, life 
experiences, and the type and 
strength of a person's ties to a reli

gious tradition. One does not throw 
away a cross and decide to become 
Jewish. Becoming a Jew is not an act 
or an event, it is a life-long process. 
The first step is for one to evaluate 
one's present faith and commitment 
to those beliefs. The second step is to 
do some personal introspection and to 
ask oneself a few probing queshons: 

• Why do I wish to convert? 
• What does being Jewish mean to me? 
• What effect w i l l my conversion 

have on myself, my family and friends? 
People who have converted for the 

wrong reasons have found that the 
process was empty and meaningless, 
at the very least. But converting for 
the wrong reasons can also make 
some people feel deeply resentful, 
bitter and burdened, as the fol lowing 
story demonstrates: 

Jacob Reed gave a moving D'var Torah 
at his conversion ceretnony. Even his 
mother-in-laiv, who once had refused him 
admittance to her home, was moved to 
tears. His wife ivas all smiles. 

Every Shahbat Jacob Reed davened 
with fervor as he pulled his enormous 
tallit around his body like a giant protec
tive cocoon. Most of the time he went to 
shut alone. His wife, a Hebrew school 
teacher, no less, preferred to sleep late on 
Saturday mornings because she claimed 
that she "had her fill ofjewishness all 
week." It was Jacob who banished the 
pepperoni from their home. He attended 
to Shabbat dinner, often lighting the 
Shabbat candles himself when his wife 
was late coyning home because she had 
gone shopping. Jacob's Jewish family 
joked that he was more religious than they 
were. It was not a joke. It zvas a fact. 

Jacob Reed, tall, handsome, with clear 
blue eyes and wavy black hair, is manager 
of an advertising agency. He commands a 
staff of fifty and keeps his cool under the 
daily stresses of management. 

Howeivr, yesterday, Jacob Reed sat in 
my office hunched in his chair like a broken 
tree. As he spilled out his story, he 
valiantly struggled to keep from crying, but 
his emotions triumphed over his resolve. 

His conversion had been motivated by 
his passionate love for his wife. She had 

given him an ultimatum, "Convert or I 
will end the relationship." He felt that he 
had no choice. He vowed he would not so 
easily give up the object of his ardent 
desire. His in-laws and the rabbi held out 
conversion as the magic cure. Conversion 
would reward him with permission to 
marry his belo'oed, a Jewish wedding, and 
accepting in-laws. His conversion was 
motivated solely by his love for his -wife, 
not by his love for Judaism. He had set 
aside his ozvn beliefs and his own feelings. 
No one knew that he had once entertained 
the thought of becoming a priest. 

Jacob tried! Oh, how he tried to be a 
committed and practicing Jeiv. He 
desperately wanted his Judaism to drive 
away the Jesus-god, but the conversion 
just refused to have the desired effect. 
Inwardly, he was in great pain. He felt 
alone. He could not suppress his personal 
need for Jesus in his life. Living a lie zvas 
taking an enormous toll on him. He 
renounced his conversion. His zvife felt 
betrayed and angry. Yesterday she zvas 
married to a Jezv, today she finds herself 
living zoith a gentile. 

The decision has to be " r i g h t " for 
each individual . It should be based 
on the person's exposure to Jewish 
experiences and Jewish study. One 
cannot convert into a religion that one 
does not understand or know. Yes, 
Jews should be open, welcoming, and 
encouraging of conversions under the 
right circumstances. Anyone who 
seeks information about conversion 
should be embraced and shown the 
way—no one can decide to convert 
into a religion in a vacuum! There 
may wel l come a time when a person 
is no longer content to passively 
observe the Judaism of others by 
standing on the sidelines. Instead, 
the person w i l l want to be an active 
participant. 

The choice to convert is seldom 
simple. It often is complex and conflic-
tive, intertwined wi th the feelings of 
significant others. It is a choice which 
can only be made in a private moment 
of introspective thought, and the 
moment of that decision is known only 
to the individual. T 
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MERYL NADELL, M S W , 
^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ B I former director of the 
PIP̂ ^̂ ^̂ K Intermarriage Out-

I I ^ ^ S ^ H reach Service of Jewish 
Family Service of Metro-
West, New Jersey, has 

' '^T'^^T pioneered intermarriage 
''\ja^f and conversion services. 

Choosing a new rehgious 
identity is a complex process. 
After one's gender and race, 

religion is the most strongly felt 
marker of identity. When a person's 
b ir th religion no longer answers life's 
difficult questions or there is a spiri
tual void, life can feel unsettled. 
There is a need for new responses, 
new possibilities, new fulfillments, 
even though it may be beyond one's 
conscious awareness. 

The paths to Judaism are as varied as 
the people themselves. Perhaps it 
begins as an intellectual, spiritual or 
religious quest; perhaps it results from 
knowing and liking Jewish people and 
their heritage; perhaps there is a 
marriage, or di i ldren needing a unified 
family tradition; perhaps there is a 
desire for greater family togetherness. 

Regardless of the reasons, in 
working w i t h couples before, during 
and after the conversion process, 1 am 
struck by their depth of commitment 
and longing to be counted as Jews. 
Jews by Choice take on not only a new 
religious identity; they take on a 
history, a peoplehood: the extended 
Jewish communal family. 

As i n any family, there is a wide 
range of response to this newly Jewish 
family member. For some, the 
journey to Judaism is fairly smooth. 
A m y speaks lovingly of her mother-
in-law, Barbara. It had been no secret 
that Barbara had wanted a Jewish 
wife for her son. But she opened her 
arms to this Irish Catholic young 
woman from the beginning, sharing 
her traditions, beliefs, recipes and, 
eventually, love. For Amy, her 
marriage and decision to convert was 
the culmination of a feeling she had in 
high school and college when she had 
Jewish friends and roommates and was 
strongly pulled to Judaism. Becoming 
Jewish was like coming home. 

Other new Jews have had more 
difficult transitions. Sharon speaks of 
her father-in-law who still calls her his 
"shiksa daughter-in-law" ten years 
after her conversion. She has been 
unable to let h im know how much this 
hurts her. She also has been unable to 
say how wrong he is; she is a Jew. 

Cathy has yet to tell her parents she 
has converted to Judaism. She is 
afraid to hurt them. She also indicates 
that she doesn't quite feel Jewish yet, 
even though it has been a year since 
her conversion. Cathy is impatient. It 
takes a long time to grow into a new 
identity. Perhaps when she feels 
more secure, she w i l l be able to f ind a 
way to let her parents know that she 
really is true to the values they taught 
her about the importance of religion. 
What is different is her choice of how 
to carry out those values. 

Margaret reports her Jewish hus
band had been and remains opposed to 
her conversion. She is currently 
studying w i t h a rabbi and is beginning 
to put into practice many of the things 
she is learning. Her husband tells her 
that if he had wanted a Jewish wife, he 
would have married one. 

Jewish Family Service helps 
families deal w i t h the problems that 
may arise when people from different 
backgrounds fall in love. The goal of 
our Intermarriage Outreach Service is 
to strengthen the Jewish family. It is 
the family who has the primary 
responsibility of enhancing the well-
being of each of its members. 

Children need a solid, coherent 
foundation from their parents to help 
them develop a strong identity and 
confront the pressures of modern life. 
Parents need to take the responsibility 
for the religious upbringing of their 
children. They cannot leave as 
complex a decision as religion to their 
children. A single religion i n the 
home, w i t h or without conversion, 
makes a statement a) that the parents 
are i n charge and are there to guide 
them, b) that religion and traditions 
matter, and c) that families can grow 
and deal w i t h differences. 

Leslie Goodman-Malamuth and 
Robin Margolis i n their book. Between 
Two Worlds, express it poignantly: 

"not having a religious affiliation, nor 
even having been exposed to either 
Judaism or Christianity. . . has been 
one of the worst stumbling blocks in 
my life. It caused me embarrassment 
and fear as a child, and caused me to 
lie on many occasions. I don't feel 
part of anything. . . " 

Religion is a key factor in shaping 
children's identity. It gives them tools 
to help bui ld a sense of security and 
belonging. It gives them resources to 
answer the difficult questions they 
must confront as they grow up. 

Religion gives people the historical 
rooting which connects them to the 
community beyond the family. People 
need to know where they come from 
before they can decide where they are 
going. Shaping a religious identity is a 
complex process. But who ever said 
life was simple? • 
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An Intermarried Woman's Journey Ttirough Conversion 
by Cheryl Lawrence 

ast December, I formally 
adopted Judaism, my liusband's 

^ • r e l i g i o n and people. Conversion 
seemed the natural culmination of six 
years of study, introspection and 
gradual embracing of a Jewish 
lifestyle. It was not easy—and still 
can be dif f icult—to put aside a 
childhood of Presbyterian upbringing. 

Although my husband Keith never 
put direct pressure on me to convert, 
he had insisted from the beginning 
that our children be raised Jewish. 
Even though he is not religious, he 
feels strongly about belonging to the 
Jewish people. 

Conversion was a simple matter 
w i t h our Reform rabbi. I later learned 
that a frequent criticism of Reform 
rabbis is that they make it too easy. 
This is partly w h y some Conservative 
and Orthodox rabbis do not accept 
Reform conversions. Our rabbi knew 
that I had studied Judaism and that 
Keith and I tried to have a Jewish 
household. He required that I recite 
the She'nia and that I wri te an essay 
on w h y I wanted to be Jewish. The 
ceremony itself lasted maybe ten 
minutes. 

I n the essay, I wrote that I felt 
Jewish, that I loved the Jewish tradi
tions and holidays—especially 
Shabbat. Another of my reasons for 
converting—rightly or w r o n g l y — 
centered around my family. I want 
my children to feel they are on solid 
ground, religiously. There are some 
couples who are able to walk the 
interfaith tightrope: teaching their 
children both traditions fairly, and 
even somehow explaining God i n 
both Christian and Jewish terms. I 
didn' t feel up to the challenge. 
Having come from a family split 
between the religions of the parents 
(and two Christian denominations, at 
that!), I wanted something different 
for my children. I felt that I could do a 
better job of raising Jewish dii ldren if I 
were Jewish. In the essay, I also wrote 
that studying Judaism had allowed me 

to see God i n a different way. 
I ' l l be honest. Although my 

spiritual life since conversion often 
has been upl i f t ing and exciting, it has 
not been all happiness and light. I 
was i n for some shocks. 

M y first surprise was the reaction 
of Jewish friends to the news of my 
conversion. Often, instead of the 
expected "mazel tov! ," I received a 
puzzled "why?" One person told me 
he didn't know whether to offer his 
congratulations or his condolences. 
Their reactions made me uneasy. 
Naturally, few Christian friends or 
relatives were thril led about the news. 

While studying to become a Jew, I 
rehed heavily on books. I gradually 
realized that you can't live a Jewisli 
life based on books. Judaism needs to 
be experienced; often I feel to be 
Jewish requires childhood memories 
of blessings, rituals, food, language. I 
suppose these memories can be 
forged as an adult. But unfortunately, 
there is a painful shortage of support 
and encouragement for Jews by 
Choice i n sections of the country, 
including my own, where the Jewish 
population is small and generally not 
observant. A new convert desperately 
needs a mentor or a knowledgeable 

Jewish family to take h i m or her 
under the wing . Judaism is more than 
just a religion, and there is so much to 
learn in order to feel even vaguely 
comfortable. I never had that mentor, 
and even now, when I 'm i n a group of 
Jewish women, I feel like I stick out 
like a sore Protestant thumb. 

Also, it is common for marriages to 
encounter some friction when one 
spouse converts. After all, as the old 
joke goes, if my husband had wanted 
a Jewish wife, he w o u l d have married 
one! H o w often I have wished for 
some sort of Jewish "Marriage En
counter." After my conversion, I was 
br imming w i t h my Jewishness. I 
wanted to be observant; I wanted to 
celebrate all the Jewish holidays, even 
the minor ones like Purim and 
Sukkot. 

A t first Keith was proud of my 
conversion, but as time passed, he 
grew weary of my exhilaration. He 
dislikes observing many Jewish 
holidays. He enjoys eating non-
kosher foods and isn't about to give 
them up. He w o u l d prefer to attend 
religious services infrequently, 
perhaps just on Rosh Hoshanah and 
Yom Kippur and a few other times a 
year. Talking about God makes h i m 
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feel i l l at ease. 
So Keith and I strike a balance. We 

attend Shabbat services about once a 
month. I gently encourage Keith to 
get into the spirit of the hoHdays, but I 
try not to push. In September, we 
built a sukkah in our backyard and 
decorated it w i t h our children's 
enthusiastic help. We held a wine and 
cheese party under it one cool after
noon. Almost every Friday evening, I 
prepare a Sabbath dinner, and we light 
the candles and say the blessings. 

But there are certain times—like 
Passover and Yom Kippur—when I 
feeled overwhelmed by my lack of 
understanding, and I tell Keith that if 
he wants our family to be "observant" 
during these times, then he must take 
the lead. Generally, he does. 

I must say that our children, ages 4 
and 2, adore the rituals of Jewish 
family life, and they eagerly look 
forward to our Shabbat dinners and 
holidays. I feel they are secure in 
their religious identities. 

I have tried to illustrate some of the 
positive and negative aspects of 
conversion. But perhaps the most 
difficult issue a potential convert must 
tackle is theology. 

After my marriage, I gradually 
became uncomfortable w i t h aspects of 
Christianity: its emphasis on faith 
over action, as well as the notion of a 
human sacrifice to atone for the sins 
of humankind. I detest the egotistic 

CONVERSIONS INTO AND OUT OF AMERICAN JUDAISM 
Date Number of 

Intermarriages 
How Many Involved 
A Conversion 

Converted 
Out 

Converted 
In 

Number of 
Converts Out 

Before 
1965 95,000 56% 36% 20% 34,000 

1965-74 100,000 39% 21% 18% 21,000 

1975-84 265,000 28% 15% 12% 39,000 

1985-90 211,000 
Source: 

18% 9% 9% 
Egon Mayer, as cited in Reform Judaism magazine. Fall 1991, page 6. 

19,000 
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belief among many Christians that 
theirs is the true and only path to 
God. However, I also am uncomfort
able w i t h some aspects of Reform 
Judaism. I believe strongly in God, 
and I want our synagogue to help me 
teach my children a strong faith in 
God. But sometimes it seems to me 
that the Reform Jewish movement has 
replaced a devotion to God w i t h a 
preoccupation w i t h the Jewish people, 
Israel, and the Holocaust. Yes, these 
things are important and should be 
ingrained in every Jewish child. But I 
think that God should be the main 
focus of a synagogue. 

So I take it one day at a time. Even 
though I am now legally Reform 
Jewish, I am not totally comfortable 
w i t h my identity. 1 still feel blue on 
Christmas Eve and guilty for not 
being in church on Easter. I occasion
ally grapple w i t h my religious beliefs. 
I often feel like I don't f i t in w i t h other 
Jews. It may be an uphi l l struggle, 
but when I see the light in my 
children's eyes as I light the Sabbath 
candles and feel the leap of my o w n 
heart, i t is wor th it. • 

Cheryl Lawrence is a freelance writer living in 
Baton Rouge, Louisiana. She is the former 
editor of Interfaith Today, an earlier 
newsletter for Jewish-Christian families. 

Request for 
Jewish-Christian 

Life-Cycle 
Ceremonies: 

If your interfaith family or group 
has created any of the fol lowing: 

weddings, 
naming rituals, 
coming of age 
ceremonies, 

funerals, 
or 

other celebrations, 
we'd like to invite you to share 

your creations w i t h other 
interfaith families. 

D O V E T A I L is planning publica
t ion of a book of Jewish-Christian 

Life-Cycle Ceremonies. Please 
send a copy of your ceremony, 
along w i t h a brief cover letter 

explaining how you created it, to 
D O V E T A I L , A T T N : Life-Cycle 

Ceremonies, by A p r i l 1, 1994. 
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i 
How to Decide About 
Conversion to Judaism 
by Lawrence J. Epstein 

Have an opinion on an issue relating to interfaith families? Send 
it to DOVETAIL, and we may print it here. As always, inclusion 
in DOVETAIL does not necessarily imply endorsement. 

recently had the chance to do 
extensive research in the area of 
conversion to Judaism. In addition 

to reading the basic material on the 
subject, I interviewed or received 
extensive questionnaires from more 
than 300 people. Most of these had, 
wi th varying degrees of success, com
pleted a conversion to Judaism. Some 
of them were only thinking about it, 
and some had thought about convert
ing but had decided not to do so. 

Several lessons emerged from these 
discussions that I thought might be 
useful for anyone in the process of 
considering becoming Jewish. 

Let me preface these lessons w i t h 
an analysis of conversion in Jewish 
life. The crucial insight for would-be 
converts to remember is that marriage 
between Jewish and Christians is seen 
by many Jewish communal leaders as 
threatening the survival of the Jewish 
community. The reason for this is not 
an anti-Christian bias but a simple 
demographic recognition that Jews 
constitute, at most, 2.5 percent of the 
American population, perhaps some 
six mi lhon people in all. W i t h that 
small number, anything that seem
ingly w i l l diminish the numbers, such 
as marriage to someone not Jewish 
w i t h the distinct probability that the 
children emerging from such a union 
w i l l not be Jewish, is seen as threaten
ing. This demographic fact is supple
mented by a psychological sense that, 
after the Justorical legacy of anti-
Semitism that culminated i n the 
Holocaust, it is imperative for Jews to 
survive as Jews. Thus, there is deep 
concern in the Jewish community about 
marriage between Jews and Christians. 

This concern is tempered by the 
fact that some Christians are choosing 
to become Jewish. There are, by most 
accounts, about 200,000 people who 
have converted to Judaism in the 
United States today. 

Therefore, at least i n some romantic 
relationships between Jews and 
Christians, there w i l l be a discussion 

about conversion to Judaism by the 
Jewish partner or members of the 
Jewish family. Sometimes that discus
sion w i l l unfortunately include emo
tional, financial or other forms of 
pressure. Both Christian and Jewish 
families resistant to a relationship have 
been known to use pressure and even 
deceit to break up the relationship. 

For the Christian partner in the 
romantic relationship, then, the 
subject of conversion to Judaism w i l l 
emerge in many cases. The question 
for the Christian partner is how to 
handle that decision. 

For some Christians, of course, the 
answer is quite simple. They may be 
deeply involved w i t h their o w n 
religion and not even consider 
conversion a possibility. Many 
Christians, however, hold more 
tenuous views toward their o w n 
religious status, and for them the 
decision is more complicated. 

Here are a series of suggestions for 
those Christians who have been asked 
by their partner or partner's family to 
consider conversion to Judaism: 
1. Don't quickly accept or reject the 

idea. Learn about Judaism by 
reading books, taking a course that 
introduces Judaism, attending 
Jewish worship services and 
ceremonies, and talking to a rabbi, 
your friends, family, and people 
who converted. Learn about the 
conversion process. Learn the 
problems converts to Judaism face, 
such as non-Orthodox conversions 
not being recognized by Orthodox 
Jews. But also know that the very 
first Jew, Abraham, was not born 
Jewish, that almost all sacred 
Jewish writings about converts 
include extremely favorable 
statements, and that at one time i n 
their history Jews absorbed very 
large numbers of converts. Simi
larly, examine your o w n religious 
background. Know what you are 
being asked to leave. 

2. After examining Judaism, see if its 

basic beliefs and activities make 
sense to you. Remember that 
becoming Jewish means more than 
accepting a new religion; it also 
involves joining a people. Judaism 
has many cultural as well as 
religious elements. 

3. Discuss your emerging feelings 
w i t h your partner very carefully. 
It is also vital to discuss your 
thinking w i t h your o w n family. 
Don't hide f rom conflicting feel
ings; they are natural. Many 
people who converted told me 
they maintained extremely warm 
memories of their early family life, 
including Christmas memories. 
Some converts save Christian 
mementos from their childhood. 
That is, of course, understandable. 
Becoming Jewish does not mean 
that you must give up your 
memories or your attachment to 
your family. But becoming Jewish 
w i l l include beliefs that inevitably 
conflict w i t h ones you were 
brought up w i t h , such as a belief in 
the divini ty of Jesus. 

4. Make a list of the positive and nega
tive effects of both converting and not 
converting. Each person wi l l have 
quite different lists. Probably no 
decision wi l l be completely positive or 
completely negative. 

5. Don't convert because of any 
pressure. Don't convert for anyone 
else. Only do it for yourself, if you 
wish to do so. Most of those I 
spoke w i t h were extremely pleased 
w i t h their conversion because, for 
example, it brought them closer to 
their partner, because it proved to 
be a fascinating spiritual search, 
and because they found some
where w i t h i n Judaism a way of life 
that was enjoyable. However, 
other people felt like they were 
abandoning their parents, or felt 
hypercritical about joining a 
rehgion they didn' t really accept, 
or had other reasons. 

continued on page 11 
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Help for Interfaith Couples Wtio Split: 
The Interfaith Family Mediation Project 

Debra, a Roman Catholic, and 
Steven, an active member of a " 
Reform Jewish congregation, 

have been divorced for 11 months. They 
had been married for 18 years and have 
two clnldren, Jason, 13, and Meg, 15. 
Debra loas awarded custody of both 
children, with the right to make all 
decisions about their upbringing except 
religious ones; Steven zoas aioarded 
"religious custody." Six months after the 
divorce, Debra married Andrew, also a 
practicing Catholic. Both Debra and 
Andrew attend daily mass, and the 
household —ivhere Jason and Meg live from 
Monday through Friday afternoons —is a 
place of daily prayer and contains religious 
symbols. The children spend each -weekend 
luith Steven, and attend synagogue with 
him. After seivral months, the children 
annmtnce that they resent being prohibited 
from attending church ivith their mother: 
"We just don't want to not be able to go 
with her," they say. At the same time, they 
do not -want "to not be able to go to 
synagogue -with dad." Wlxat they want is 
the right to attend both services and decide 
for themselves. Steven opposes this idea, 
and a court case looms. Wlio should decide, 
and on -what basis? 

No one likes to see the breakup of a 
marriage. Any divorce is painful for 
both spouses and for their children 
and extended families. Questions of 
child custody, parenting arrange
ments, property distribution, and 
financial support touch already raw 
nerves. A n d for an interfaith family, 
the pain can be heightened bv difficult 
questions about the religious upbring
ing of children. 

Often these issues are given to a 
divorce court to settle. "The worst 
thing that can happen is to have these 
decisions hashed out in the court
room," says one Illinois circuit court 
judge. "The process wreaks havoc on 
families and leaves scars that may 
never go away." 

Furthermore, when a divorcing 
couple places the issue of their 
children's religious upbringing before 

the divorce courts. First Amendment 
questions come into play. The 
amendment prohibits the government 
from establishing any religion or 
becoming too entangled in religious 
beliefs. A n d the Supreme Court has 
interpreted these rights as applying to 
state governments and their courts. 
So any court decision about the reli
gious upbringing of children may be 
judged unconstitutional and unenforce
able. Understandably, the courts are 
eager to avoid such decisions. 

N o w there is a program designed 
specifically to help interfaith families 
get through the emotional anguish of 
deciding religious upbringing for 
children of divorce, without dragging 
the decision through divorce courts. 
The Interfaith Family Mediation 
Project is co-directed by Professor 
Katheryn M . Dutenhaver and the 
Reverend Craig B. Mousin, both of the 
DePaul University College of Law, in 
Chicago, Illinois. 

Say Mousin and Dutenhaver: 
"Families have often avoided this 
religious decision, even when the 
marriage was not threatened w i t h 
divorce. Parents may never have ful ly 
articulated their own religious beliefs 
or never ful ly developed their o w n 
faith. In the worst of cases, parents 
may use control over the religious 
upbringing of children as a means for 
negotiating other benefits from the 
other spouse." A n d , after re-examin
ing their o w n beliefs, divorcing 
parents often recommit themselves to 
their religion, leaving little ground for 
negotiation about the children. 

The question of a child's religious 
custody is further complicated by the 
fact that many children of divorced 
parents spend the week w i t h the 
parent who has custody, and the 
weekend—when many religious 
observances occur—with the other 
parent. A n d often there is pressure 
from both extended families to rear 
the children in their o w n faith. 

The Interfaith Family Mediation 

Project, believed to be the first of its 
k ind, was begun in March 199L 
According to Rev. Mousin, the project 
tries "to enable the families to work 
together to minimize the difficult 
consequences of the breakup." The 
project is voluntary and designed to 
help families make a tough religious 
decision without judicial intervention. 
Voluntary agreement enhances the 
likelihood of compliance and fosters 
the best interests of the children and 
the parents. The voluntary participa
tion of parents may also remove 
constitutional challenges to later 
divorce proceedings. 

Theproject has three objectives: (1) 
to provide parents w i t h a means to 
resolve the question of the religious 
upbringing of their children without 
the tension of a court-ordered solu
tion; (2) to allow parents to participate 
in mediation w i t h the help of clergy of 
their o w n faith; and (3) to free the 
courts from making decisions that are 
both outside of their normal decision
making process and perhaps i m 
proper under the First Amendment. 

Mediation sessions are confidential 
and include the mediator, each parent, 
and a member of the clergj' from each 
parent's faith. The parents each 
present their case in a mock courtroom 
at the law school over the course of two 
or three days. No lawyers are allowed 
to attend, and the couple is asked not to 
bring the children. 

Professor Dutenhaver, an associate 
professor of law and a professional 
mediator since 1982, plans and 
conducts training for volunteer clergy, 
acts as the mediator, and is available 
for consultation throughout the 
mediation process. "We look at 
where the two parents live, the 
availability of religious services and 
schools in their community, and how 
they can best achieve their goals 
regarding the religious life of their 
children by choosing one faith or the 
other," she says. 

continued on page 11 
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Explaining Conversion to Ctiildren: 
Wtiat if Momnny Never Went to Hebrew School? 
reviewed by Joan C. Hawxhurst 

ow does a mother explain to 
her young child her decision, 
past or present, to convert to 

Judaism, her husband's faith? One 
way is to read Mommy Never 
Went to Hebrezv School w i t h 
her child. This two-color 
paperback, writ ten by Rabbi 
Mindy Avra Portnoy and 
published in 1989 by the 
Jewish children's publishing 
house Kar-Ben Copies, tells 
the story of young David, 
who learns that his mother 
was not always Jewish. 

David stays home from 
school one day w i t h chicken 
pox, and he discovers a box 
of old photos, including 
pictures of his mother as a 
young gir l under a Christ
mas tree. When he asks his 
mom about the picture, she 
explains that she grew up as 
a Presbyterian. When she 
was David's age, she told 
him, she went to Sunday 
school and to Christmas and 
Easter services at her 
family's church. 

David's mom tells h i m 
about her decision to convert 
to Judaism. David learns that conver
sion is "when you start off not being 
Jewish when you're born, but become 
Jewish later on. " His mom decided to 

convert soon after she met David's 
father, who was Jewish. 

When David's mom told her 
parents that she was going to convert. 

MOMMY N E V E R WENT 
TO H E B R E W SCHOOL 
Story by Mindy Avra Portnoy 
Drawings by Shelly 0. Haas 

"they agreed that even though they 
might pray in different ways and 
celebrate different holidays, they 
could still love and respect each 

other." David's mom describes the 
process of conversion, from studying 
and answering the rabbis' questions 
to immersion in the mikveh. 

Mommy Never Went to 
Hebrew School is writ ten for 
beginning readers or for 
younger children to share w i t h 
their parents. It does not 
address the complex identity 
questions faced by converts, nor 
does it mention that most 
Christians who marry Jews do 
not choose the path followed by 
David's mom. But for a family 
in which there has been or w i l l 
be a conversion to Judaism, this 
book is a sensitive and support
ive teaching aid. 

Rabbi M i n d y Portnoy is an 
associate rabbi at Temple Sinai 
in Washington, D.C. She is also 
author of Kar-Ben's Ima on the 
Bima: My Mommy is a Rabbi. 
She lives in Kensington, Mary
land, w i t h her husband and two 
children. 

Kar-Ben Copies, Inc., has a 
list of almost 100 Jewish books 
for kids and is widely regarded 
as the best publisher of Jewish 
children's books in the country. 

To order or to receive a catalog, call 1-
800-4-KARBEN. T 
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Epstein, continued from page 8 

Conversion is a process, not a 
single decision. It should be done 
over time. The decision you make 
today can change tomorrow. Some 
people who were sure they w o u l d 
never convert ended up doing so. 
Others planned to convert, took a 
course, and decided they were not 
really ready to do so. 

6. Enjoy the search. Ultimately, 
deciding about converting is 
extremely stimulating because it 
requires a journey to the self, 
making those who are considering 
it ponder the large questions of the 
meaning of life and the significant 
questions of identity and relation
ships to others. Such a search can 
not only be enlightening, but it can 
also be enormous fun. T 

Lawrence f. Epstein is autiior of The Theory 
and Practice of Welcoming Converts to 
Judaism (Lewiston, NY: Tlie Edivin Mellen 
Press, 1992), which argues in favor of "Jewish 
universalism," a religious interpretation of 
Judaism in which welcoming converts is 
central to the Jewish enterprise in history. 

Help, continued from page 9 

A typical agreement might give 
religious custody to one parent while 
encouraging the child to attend 
religious services w i t h the other 
parent, participate in readings at 

home or visit w i t h the other parent on 
religious holidays. If such an agree
ment is reached, it is presented to the 
court by the couple's lawyers as part 
of the divorce settlement. If the 
couple cannot reach an agreement 
through the mediation project, i t goes 
to the court to decide. 

Professor Mousin, executive 
director of the DePaul University 
College of Law Center for Church/ 
State Studies (which sponsors the 
mediation project), is also an ordained 
minister i n the United Church of 
Christ and an associate minister at the 
Wellington Avenue UCC. "To date," 
says Mousin, "most of the parties that 
have participated have found the 
program beneficial." A n d , given 
rising intermarriage and divorce rates, 
programs such as the Interfaith 
Family Mediation Project can be 
expected to crop up around the 
country. Says one rabbi who has 
worked w i t h the project: "Even a 
rabbi or priest may have to say there 
is more than one true path to God. If 
God is looking, he wants people to get 
to the top. Maybe he's not concerned 
about which path they take." T 

For more information about the Interfaith 
Family Mediation Project, contact the Rev. 
Mousin at the Center for Church/State 
Studies, (312) 362-8673. 

Share DOVETAIL with friends and family! 
D O V E T A I L wants to grow. You can help by sending us the names and 
addresses of people you know who might be interested in D O V E T A I L . 
We'l l be happy to send them a free sample copy or a card announcing 
your gift of a year-long subscription. 

Please feel free to attach an additional sheet if your names won't fit here. 
G Send a free sample copy of D O V E T A I L . 

Q Send a gift subscription to D O V E T A I L . Enclosed is my check for a year's 
subscription at the special gift price of $19.99.* 

• Enclosed is $24.99* for my o w n subscription to D O V E T A I L . 
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Street Address 

I enjoyed reading the August/ 
September edition of your newsletter. 
I think you are doing a service to 
many i n the younger generation who 
have chosen to "intermarry." This 
term reminds me of a conversation 
w i t h my mother who referred to a 
light-skinned black person as being of 
"mixed blood." I said to her, " I am 
Scottish and Irish and English and 
German—yet I have never heard 
anyone call me 'mixed blood. ' " She 
agreed that the term was a question
able one. 

I wish I could see in a forum like 
yours a discussion of not just the 
process of intermarriage but of the 
substantive issues. For example, what 
does a Jew consider to be essential to 
his faith? A n d a Christian? 

I have lived half of my life as a 
Christian person and half as a Jew. I 
feel strongly that I gained from each 
religion things which I might have 
missed if I had only had the opportu
nity to be one or the other. I gained 
from Christianity the strong belief in a 
loving God and in loving others as 
oneself. A n d from Judaism, I have 
learned much about what those things 
mean. For example, what does it 
mean that God is one, and how do we 
love our fellow humans without 
imposing our w i l l on them? 

I f ind that my Christian back
ground has caused me to temper my 
impulse toward religiosity in Judaism. 
The perspective employed by Jesus in 
his approach to the commandments is 
very helpful. He insisted on looking 
at the commandments as being 
something to help man rather than as 
an all-compelling thing which usurps 
all one's time and energy without 
regard for the relative importance of 
the commandments involved. 

Mary E. M. Snitoiv 
Saratoga, CA 

Have a suggestion about DOVETAIL or a 
comment on one of our articles ? Send your 
letter to: DOVETAIL, 3014A Folsom Street, 
Boulder, CO 80304. Sorry, we can't promise 
that all letters will be published, but we try! 

City/State/Zip 
* Colorado residents please add city and state sales tax. 
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As you can see, we got a tremendous response to our announcement of a new Bulletin Board feature in DOVETAIL. Want to find an interfaith 
group in your area or let people know of one that already exists? Send your information to DOVETAIL, and we'll include it here in an upcoming 
issue. Happy networking! 

Amherst, Massachusetts 
Two existing local interfaith groups. 
Contact: Janet Lehan Bloom 
38 South M t . Holyoke Drive 
Amherst, M A 01002 
(413)253-3685 

New Haven, Connecticut 
Existing interfaith group. 
Contact: Christina Giebisch-Mohrer 
49 Brookside Drive 
Hamden, CT 06517 
(203)287-9110 

Hartford, Connecticut 
Interfaith Chavurah for Liberal 

Judaism 
Existing interfaith group looking for new 

members. 
Contact: Rabbi Steve Mason 
P.O. Box 270957 
West Hartford, CT 06107 
(203) 233-4932 

Capital District area. New York 
Interested in either joining an existing 

group or forming a new group in this 
area. 

Contact: John and Debbie Toy 
112 Crescent Village Apts. 
Clifton Park, NY 12065 
(518) 373-8564 

DOVETAIL: A Newsletter by and 
3014A Folsom Street 
Boulder, CO 80304 

South Jersey/Philadelphia 
Bifaithful FamiUes and Children 

Network 
"Bifaithful," a homemade term, means 

that both religions/traditions/cultures 
are celebrated in the home, even if 
children are given one religious identity 
(or none). 

Contact: Sue Hanna (609) 596-6962, or 
M i r i a m Gilbert (609) 753-1173 

Cincinnati, Ohio 
Interested informing an interfaith group 

in this area. 
Contact: Christine M . Segal 
7675 Shadowhill Way 
Cincinnati, O H 45242 
(513) 489-8840 x276 (day) 
(513) 793-2866 (evening) 

Louisville, Kentucky 
Interested informing an interfaith group 

in this area. 
Contact: Carolyn Humphrey and 

Fred Gross 
3904 Therina Way 
Louisville, KY 40241 
(502) 423-8583 

Chicago, Illinois 
Jewish-Catholic Couples Dialogue 

Group 
Existing interfaith group. 
Contact: Patty and David Kovacs 
4941 N . Fairfield Ave. 

Chicago, IL 60625 
(312) 275-5689, or 
Abbe and Dan Josephs 
(708) 963-4565 

Minneapolis, Minnesota 
T w i n Cities Support Group 
Existing interfaith group. 
Contact: Chris Simon and Judy 

Sharken Simon 
3446 44th Avenue South 
MinneapoUs, M N 55406-2902 
(612) 724-8947 

Houston, Texas 
Looking for an interfaith group in this area. 
Contact: Dan and Melinda Croft 
8026 Big Oak Trail 
Houston, TX 77040 
(713) 937-6589 

San Francisco Bay Area, California 
Existing interfaith group. 
Contact: Alicia Torre 
775 Buckland Ave. 
Belmont, CA 94002 
(415) 591-9434 

Los Angeles, California 
Newly formed interfaith group. 
Contact: Susan Berns 
4624 Mirador Place 
Tarzana, CA 91356 
(818)609-1832 
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