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Ruth. A revered and respected convert. Great grandmother to Kind David. Ruth was not 

the first convert to Judaism, but she is one of the most recognized because of her love and 

loyalty for the Jewish people. In the Book of Ruth 1:16 and 17, she converted to Judaism 

and was readily accepted and married into the Jewish people by saying these few, but 

eloquent words, “Where you go I will go, and where you stay I will stay. Your people 

will be my people and your God my God.” Even though Ruth’s story is held up as a 

model for Jews-by-choice or converts to Judaism, this allegory does not hold true today 

in Israeli society. Converts and their descendants are not fully accepted into Israel. 

Neither on a legal level nor on a sociological level. 

 

Erin Kopelow grew up in North America in the 1980’s and 90’s. Besides living part of 

her childhood in the United States and Canada, she had a typical upbringing. But just as 

her life was split between two physical places, so was her religious life. Erin’s mom 

converted through a Conservative Rabbi in Canada before her parents married and she 

was born. Erin can’t recall a specific time that she was told about her mother’s 

conversion, it was something she always knew, just as her own Jewish identity was 

always known to her. Even though her family had a Christmas tree and put up Christmas 

lights, Erin never once doubted her Jewish identity. If anything, Erin led her family 

toward becoming more Jewishly observant. After her Bat Mitzvah, Erin began to seek out 

a Jewish lifestyle and requested of her parents to begin lighting candles and having a 

Friday night Shabbat dinner.  

 

After college Erin continued to find new ways to actively connect with Judaism. She 

described it as a prevailing internal compass that directed her towards a Jewish life. “It 

wasn’t a conscious decision that I made, but there were conscious steps that I took. I was 

looking to connect more with my heritage and tradition. It was something that was 

important to me. I was definitely seeking it out. I started going to chamush (Torah Study) 

class,” said Erin. As part of her journey, Erin participated in Otzma, a one-year volunteer 

program in Israel in which she says she found her place. “Israel just fit me. The more and 

more I learned about life here, Jewish history, Jewish texts, and religion, I realized that it 

was what I was looking for.” 

 

Over 3,000 years ago, when Ruth decided to become a part of the Jewish people, she did 

so by telling her mother-in-law that she would accept the God and nation of the Jewish 

people as her own. Her conviction, dedication, and loyalty were not judged by a 

Rabbinical court, instead her relationship with the Jewish God and nation was solely 

between her and the Almighty. Ruth stated, “May the Lord deal with me, be it ever so 

severely, if even death separates you and me.” Her sincerity and devotion were never 

subsequently doubted, not by man or presumably divine being.  

 

Today, conversion is a much more formalized process and the procedure depends on the 

sponsoring denomination. The procedure in most denominations consists of extensive 



and intensive learning of Jewish texts and traditions, acceptance of the Jewish God and 

laws, immersion in a ritual bath (mikveh), and religious circumcision for men. The 

strictness and extent of the conversion process depends on the denomination. The 

recognition of conversions by other denominations is an issue that is fraught with 

religious politics.  

 

In today’s Israel, the rift between the denominations in general, and specifically in 

regards to conversions, is particularly evident and fraught with many consequences. 

Because of this rift, the ultra-Orthodox Rabbinate in Israel (the Jewish religious 

governing body in the State of Israel with jurisdiction over Jewish ceremonies such as 

circumcision, conversion, marriage, and death) is particularly suspicious of Jewish 

immigrants to Israel when applying for marriage.  

 

When Jews from abroad apply for Israeli citizenship, they solely need to prove that they 

have one Jewish grandparent or that they had a Jewish conversion from any 

denomination. This standard meets the definition of Jewish according to the Right of 

Return Law which allows all Jews to receive Israeli citizenship. However, when it comes 

time for these same immigrants to marry in Israel, they face a much stricter definition. 

The only way for a Jew to be married in Israel is through the ultra-Orthodox Rabbinate. 

According to the Rabbinate in Israel, a Jew is defined as someone who was born of a 

Jewish mother (either a mother born Jewish or converted with a Rabbi recognized by its 

Rabbinate) or a convert who converted with a Rabbi recognized by its Rabbinate.  

 

Because the ultra-Orthodox Rabbis do not accept the converts of other denominations 

into the Jewish people through marriage, they are skeptical of many immigrant Jews who 

are applying for marriage in Israel, especially from Russia and North America. While 

native-born Israelis, who have parents with an Israeli ketuba (religious marriage 

certificate), have a fairly simple time getting approval for marriage, many immigrants 

face a much different situation.  

 

When Julia, an American who made aliyah to Israel from the East Coast, needed to prove 

her Jewish identity for the Rabbinate, she presented the Rabbis with pictures of her great, 

great grandparents’ tombstones, her parent’s Ketuba from a Reform Rabbi, her Bat 

Mitzvah certificate, letters testifying to her Jewish identity from two people in her 

community, and a letter from her Rabbi from the Conservative movement. However, all 

of this proof was not enough for the Rabbinate. 

 

Morgan, another American immigrant to Israel was told by the Israeli Rabbinate that the 

Reform Rabbi who married her parents was basically goy. Her mother, along with other 

family members, was interrogated by a Rabbi from the Rabbinate. But, this is not just a 

problem that women face. Male immigrants to Israel from the United Stats also face 

skepticism and interrogations. In 1986, Dan Shwartzman went to register for marriage 

and the Rabbi assigned to his case “made me pull down my pants and show him my 

private parts” to see if he was circumcised. But the Rabbi didn’t accept that as proof 

because afterwards he said, that “it could have been done by a doctor.” Dan was 

subsequently asked to bring in his ninety-two year old great uncle to testify. Michael 



(name changed for privacy) was asked to provide additional letters testifying to both his 

mother’s and father’s Jewish identity from Orthodox Rabbis.  

 

While the Rabbinate did eventually allow the above immigrants to get married, they do 

not allow a Jew who was converted by a Rabbi not accepted by the Rabbinate or the child 

of such a Jew, to get married in Israel. For Erin, this meant that while she could become a 

citizen of Israel, she would not have the right to get married in the country. The first time 

that Erin learned about this was during her volunteer program, before she moved to 

Israel. She explained that it was during a learning seminar when “This kid in my group 

said without any sense of compassion, ‘You’re not really Jewish’ and I remember 

thinking ‘You a** hole!’ What do you mean that I’m not really Jewish?!’ That was the 

first time that I was ever exposed to it. And then once I started digging a little bit, I 

realized that according to the Rabbinate’s eyes, he was right.”  

 

Despite this new knowledge, Erin did not really understand the full impact of the 

situation and she decided to move forward with her decision to make aliyah to Israel. She 

explained her decision, despite the limitations forced upon her, “The Rabbinate has no 

hold on my life. I almost, in a way, don’t care what they think. It is irrelevant to me. My 

level of practice is not what dictates. For me, it is self enforced, it is internal and it is not 

something that anyone can tell me one way or the other who I am. This is something that 

I’ve always known about myself and has been important to me for as long as I can 

remember, even though I was never a very religious person as a kid. The Rabbinate can’t 

take that away from me. To me it is just a political issue. It is not in any way real. So, it 

had no bearing as to whether or not I was going to make aliyah. I’m not going to let them 

dictate to me what I do.” Proving that she was Jewish for immigration purposes was not 

difficult for Erin – after all she had at least one Jewish grandparent. The country accepted 

her with open arms, as it does most immigrants in her situation.  

 

When Erin had moved to Israel, she was on the path to becoming more religiously 

observant. She had decided to keep Shabbat, but still won’t go as far as to define herself 

as traditional. “I don’t know. I still don’t know what I am really,” Erin says, with a 

playful laugh. For a few years in Israel, the history and the implication of Erin’s mother’s 

conversion did not affect her daily life. Erin focused on becoming acclimated to Israeli 

society and building a life in her new home.  

 

While Erin was able to leave the conversion issues behind her, for the time being, there 

are many converts that feel a sense of discrimination or a lack of acceptance in their daily 

life in Israel. While many Israelis are secular, they still accept the ultra-Orthodox’s 

legitimacy as the sole authority on Judaism. This is exemplified by the expression that 

“the synagogue that Israelis do not go to is Orthodox.” According to Israel Democracy 

Institute’s (IDI) The Findings of the Third Guttman-Avi Chai Report: A Portrait of Israeli 

Jews, 76% of Israeli Jews keep kosher, 67% do not eat hametz (leavened bread) on 

Passover, 68% fast on Yom Kippur, 66% light Sabbath candles, and 60% make Kiddush 

on Friday night. While these percentages seem to imply a highly religious nation, many 

Israeli Jews who self-define as secular can still be “fiercely loyal to Jewish rites of 

passage.” According to Israel’s Central Bureau of Statistics, 43.4% of Israelis are secular. 



Despite this figure, according to the same IDI report “a majority of Israeli Jews (73%) 

accept the official position that Orthodox conversions are the path leading to recognition 

of a person's Jewishness (even if he or she does not observe the precepts) and fewer 

(48%) accept non-Orthodox conversion.”  

 

Boiled down, this means that less than half of the country accepts Erin as Jewish, even 

though she, as someone who observes the Sabbath, might actually be more observant 

than most Israelis. Only about a third of Israelis “observes the Sabbath meticulously or to 

a great extent,” according to the IDI’s A Portrait of Israeli Jews in 2009.  

 

This dichotomy between how Israelis practice Judaism compared to what their beliefs 

are, especially in terms of conversion, is what makes many Jewish converts feel as if they 

are never fully recognized as Jewish or fully allowed into the “tribe.” This feeling of not 

being accepted also holds true for those converted through the Israeli Orthodox 

Rabbinate. Whether it is from the fact that converts are not allowed to marry Jews who 

are considered descendents of high priests (people with the last name Cohen or Katz) or it 

is off the cuff comments, converts seem to continue to struggle with ideas of acceptance 

and identity, even into their adult years. 

 

Sivan Levine (name changed for privacy) is an American Jew who moved to Israel and 

subsequently converted, married, and divorced with the Jerusalem Rabbinate. Having a 

Jewish father and non-Jewish mother, she was able to immigrate to Israel, but was still 

not considered Jewish by the Israeli Rabbinate and therefore decided to go through a 

conversion. In order to complete her conversion process, which took one and a half years 

in total and quite a lot of money, Sivan went to the mikvah (ritual bath). She explains “I 

did feel something. I can’t explain exactly what it is. I did feel it was significant. It was 

cathartic. It was emotional for me. Finally getting through it and being accepted. I’d been 

accepted into the tribe. One thing though, it didn’t really, totally solve my identity crisis. 

I still felt and feel half Jewish.” 

 

While this struggle for identity may be internal, it is often one that is experienced 

externally for many converts. According to Jewish law, Jews are never supposed to 

remind a convert that they were not born Jewish, but many converts and descendant of 

converts are faced with situations of having to defend their Jewish identity. Tom, an 

immigrant to Israel from France and who also happens to be the son of a mother who 

converted to Judaism, was sitting at a restaurant in Tel Aviv having a meal with two male 

friends, one of whom was married to a Bulgarian woman who converted with the Israeli 

Rabbinate. The other friend, an Israeli native, while eating a cheese-covered hamburger, 

said to the other friend that his wife was not really Jewish and neither was their son. 

When Tom questioned this line of reasoning compared to his observance, his friend 

replied, “I can do what I want since I was born Jewish.”  

 

Combining the legal discrimination of converts and their descendants with the society’s 

attitude towards converts, it is not surprising that many converts feel like second-class 

citizens in Israel and second-class Jews in general. Luckily for Erin, unlike many other 

converts or children of converts, she did not carry around this same baggage.  



 

After moving to Israel, Erin met and began to date Ariel Beery, another American 

immigrant to Israel. Ariel, a traditional and observant Jew, had moved to Israel in 1998 

and spent two and a half years serving in the IDF Spokesperson Unit. After his service in 

the army, he had returned to his family following the 9/11 terrorist attacks, but missed 

Israel. Judaism and Israel continued to be central to his life and in 2005, Ariel, who has a 

Masters degree in Jewish History, started PresenTense Group, which is aimed at getting 

young Jews involved in the Jewish community to help create a better future. In 2008, 

Ariel moved back to Israel. 

 

While they were dating, Ariel says that Erin’s mother’s conversion never affected their 

relationship and it was never an issue that would prevent them from being together. 

However, once they started thinking about marriage, the conversion issue arose. They 

together, began to realize that it was a bigger problem than they had previously 

understood. Ariel always knew that her mom had converted, but didn’t realize that it 

would be a problem. “I don’t think we both really knew what it meant. I knew that in this 

body’s (the Rabbinate’s) eye that I wasn’t Jewish, but I didn’t really connect the dots to, 

ok, that means that if I stay here, that I can’t get married here, my kids can’t . . . all of 

these things. It was only around the wedding that it really started to come out what that 

means,” recalled Erin in a soft voice. 

 

Erin, along with Ariel, now realized the gravity of her situation. She was in the same 

situation that more than 300,000 Jews in Israel are in today, and that number grows by 

3,000 people per year. Erin was in the same position as two out of three American Jews. 

In order to get married in Israel, Erin would need to go through the Israeli Rabbinate’s 

ultra-Orthodox conversion.  

 

The conversion process through the Israeli Rabbinate consists of an intensive and 

rigorous study program of classes 2-3 days a week for 10 to16 months. Conversion 

students are expected to adopt the lifestyle of strict ultra-Orthodox observance – both in 

synagogue and at home. There are claims that there will be surprise checks in an 

individual’s private home to ensure a kosher and observant lifestyle. A conversion 

student is expected to reject her own family and is required to have a religious and 

traditional adoptive family. In addition, each convert is assigned a Beit Dein Officer, a 

religious court official. Following the intensive year of study, conversion students are 

tested on their knowledge of and commitment to Judaism. The test, which is very detailed 

and conducted by three ultra-Orthodox male Rabbis, can be very intimidating to many. It 

is at the Rabbis’ sole discretion to pass students or send them back for additional study. If 

students pass, they have a mikvah, and male converts undergo a symbolic or real brit 

milah (religious circumcision) ceremony. But, this is not necessarily the end of the 

process. In recent years, due to political rifts within the ultra-Orthodox community, 

conversions have been annulled years after they were performed. This means that not 

only would the conversion be annulled, but so would the marriage, the right of a woman 

to ask for any type of child support, and the Jewish identity of the children or their 

offspring.  

 



While this process can be logistically daunting for many, it can be psychologically 

devastating for someone who already has a Jewish identity. Erin was also troubled by the 

thought of having to go through a conversion with the Israeli Rabbinate. 

 

“There was never an issue of us being together where her mother’s conversion affected 

our relationship, but when we did start to think about getting married, and we first wanted 

to get married in Israel, for me, not understanding what Erin was going through, I was 

like, look, ‘How about you just convert and be done with it?’” stated Ariel. “I kept 

pushing Erin that it might be easier to just convert, not from a moral, or value-based 

perspective, but just from an instrumental perspective. But Erin was very adamant about 

saying, ‘no, that’s ridiculous. I’m not going to convert because that would be saying that 

is not who I am right now.” 

 

“The thought that I would need to do this was deeply insulting to me. For a system to say 

what you think and how you were raised and your family history, my dad’s side, the 

whole line, it doesn’t matter. That you have to perform this act, that those people and that 

history doesn’t exist to me, was just ridiculous. I just wasn’t going to give in. I just 

wasn’t going to do it. There was no way that I was going to have them control, to erase, 

my past that way. To erase who I was,” she says, still distressed. 

 

Erin and Ariel, decided to get married outside of Israel. Now, a few years later, happily 

married, Ariel admits, “I regret pushing for that previously. I think it was dumb.” He says 

this while their first-born daughter sleeps soundlessly in her bedroom in Tel Aviv, 

happily unaware that her identity is one of the most heated topics in the country. If the 

status quo remains, she too may face the same injustices and it will be up to Erin and 

Ariel to prepare their daughter for this situation. Under the best of circumstances, it is 

challenging to raise well-adjusted children who are equipped to deal with life challenges, 

but it can be even more difficult to prepare children for issues of acceptance and identity. 

 

Dr. Maya Cohen-Malayev, Professor at Bar-Ilan University’s School of Education, 

specializes in identity formation processes, religious identity and exploration, emerging 

adulthood, motivation and self-determination theory, and cultural psychology. Having 

grown up in both Israel and the United States, Dr. Cohen-Malayev has particularly good 

insight into the different Jewish cultures to help analyze the issues of identity. In 

discussing the possible issues that a child might face in terms of identity, Dr. Cohen-

Malayev recalls Erikson’s theories on identity as being a process that has two separate 

components - internal and social. 

 

“When I teach students about identity, I talk about the fact that identity isn’t what I think 

about myself, it is what I think about myself within the context I live in. Because, how I 

think about myself really depends on how other people are looking at who I am. This is 

when the issues of the Rabbinate arise. I might think of myself as Jewish; I see myself as 

Jewish; and I feel Jewish. This is the internal parts of identity. And then suddenly 

someone comes from the outside and says, no, you’re not. This causes a big discrepancy 

between how I feel and what people are telling me who I am. This is when it becomes 

complicated,” explains Dr. Cohen-Malayev.  



 

While parents can’t necessarily prevent any issues, they can help a child prepare. 

“Because identity issues are really issues about how I see myself and how my 

surroundings see me, I believe that the best way to deal with these issues is to give the 

child a good sense of who he is.” Dr. Cohen-Malayev explains that parents can provide 

children with surroundings that are differing from the Rabbinate’s view point which may 

help minimize any internal conflicts that could cause a type of identity crisis. A way to do 

this, in Dr. Cohen-Malayev point of view, is for parents to act as role models for their 

children by speaking openly at home about their sense of Jewishness and belonging. Just 

as it is recommended today to make a child aware from a very early age that he was 

adopted, so too should parents talk to a child about his Jewish identity. “Of course you 

have to adapt your conversation level to a child’s level of understanding. But I believe 

that having this conversation from an early age will mean that it will not be something 

that a child is suddenly dealing with as an adolescent.” The home should act as a secure 

base for children to explore their own identity and build their individual points of view. 

This will allow children to know that they are not alone while they are exploring their 

identity. 

 

“An identity process is when a person goes through an explorative phase regarding their 

identity. They ask questions about themselves and become committed to a belief system. 

Parents should help adolescents and young adults when they go through this explorative 

phase and be supportive of their child and to let them decide what is best for themselves,” 

Dr. Cohen-Malayev further explained. For instance, if a child decides that it is right for 

him or her to go through an Orthodox conversion, the parents should be supportive.  

 

However, these issues can impact a daughter differently than a son, because ultimately 

the Jewish identity of a child is based on the mother and girls are socialized to care more 

about what society thinks of them. This can create self-esteem and self-worth issues for a 

young girl or woman if she feels as if she is only valued for the label put on her instead of 

valued for who she is - especially within the framework of a romantic relationship.  

 

Anya, moved to Israel as a teenager from Russia, where her family had suffered anti-

Semitism. She made aliyah as part a group called Na’ale, which helps teenagers move to 

Israel without their parents. Identifying as a Jew, Anya had the same problem of many 

Russian immigrants – she had the right to move to Israel, but because her father is Jewish 

and her mother is not, she could not get married in Israel. Once in Israel, Anya was faced 

with some hard realities – her future children wouldn’t be considered Jewish or if she 

would be killed while serving in the army, her body could not be buried in a Jewish 

military cemetery. While serving in the IDF, Anya decided to go through a conversion in 

the IDF, which is considered to be less stringent than the Israeli Rabbinate’s. However, 

years after her conversion and her release from the IDF, she continues to think about her 

identity on a daily basis. Today, she is in a relationship with an Israeli, who is secular. 

Despite this, it is still important to him that his future wife and children be considered 

Jewish according to halacha. Her boyfriend has told her that if she hadn’t converted, then 

they probably wouldn’t have seriously dated. When she talks about this, the pain in her 

voice is apparent.  



 

Dr. Charles Greenbaum, Professor (Emeritus) of Social Psychology at Hebrew University 

in Jerusalem, who specialized in child development says that while there is no systematic 

research on the issues that converts or children of converts face, there are indications that 

there are numerous hypotheses that could be researched regarding issues of identity and 

acceptance. He theorizes that parents raising children who may potentially face some 

Jewish identity and acceptance issues could use a number of tools that are available to 

parents raising children who might face these same types of issues on a more acute basis, 

such as adopted children (whom he has researched) or children from mixed-race 

marriages. The four tools that he recommends are:  

 

1. Parents need to talk openly to their children about the issues - “It is important 

for any situation when there is a problem with identity to tell the child what the 

situation is in a way which is appropriate for his age and cognitive level. Indicate 

that he is not the only one like this. There are a lot of people like this. This is 

sometimes a little difficult because sometimes you can be talking down to him, 

sometimes you can be ‘snowing’ him in terms of what you are telling him or her. 

You can’t describe to a two year old the whole situation about the Orthodox and 

non-Orthodox and all types of complex concepts that he can’t understand, but as 

he grows older, this can be explained to him.” 

2. Developing a support group - “If the parents know other parents who have this 

issue in their background, they could perhaps get together a group, give each 

other support, give each other ideas about how to explain this to their children and 

if any problems come up as a result they could talk about it.” 

3. Parents need to act as an advocate for the child – Dr. Greenbaum compares 

this situation to a child being bullied because of any other type of characteristic. 

“If there is an issue, particularly in schools, for instance, if kids raise the issue of 

not really being Jewish in some way or another, the parents shouldn’t be quiet 

about it. They don’t need to start getting angry or aggressive. They should go to 

the school authorities, go to the teacher, go to the other parents to explain what is 

going on and try to have this behavior put aside. If people start to bother the child 

on that basis, the parents should be advocates for the child. Don’t avoid it, but on 

the other hand, don’t make it more than it is.” 

4. Therapy to help deal with any issues - “If the parents see that there is a problem 

with the child, on whatever background, and they have a doubt about that, then 

they should get professional counseling, support, or therapy – just as in any kind 

of situation.” 

 

These tools can help parents raise children who might face identity and acceptance issues 

in Israel to be best prepared for any problems that they might face either growing up or as 

adults, but Dr. Greenbaum notes, “The parent-child relationship is a central issue.” 

 

Erin and Ariel already have a strong relationship with their daughter. They have already 

begun to naturally implement some of these tools to help their daughter cope with the 

issues that society might force upon her. Open communication is central to their 

parenting, even at their daughter’s young age.  



 

“One thing that we do a lot in our family, and Ariel is pretty much the primary source for 

this, is to really put things in context by talking about the history and the holidays to 

really understand Judaism. I want her to grow up in a home that understands why we do 

things, not just that we do things,” explains Erin. “(Judaism) is a religion of questioning 

and digging and analyzing. It is a deep, deep rich tradition. For her to be able to grow up 

within that is really beautiful. I think that will be her guiding light. I don’t know how she 

is going to want to live her life and I’m open to her living it the way that she wants. I 

want her to be knowledgeable and then she will know who she is and doesn’t need 

someone to dictate that to her.”  

 

Both Ariel and Erin feel that they will be successful if in the event their daughter is ever 

in the same position as Erin was, in which someone tells her that she is not Jewish, that 

she will have the ability to eloquently voice her thoughts. They are focusing on giving 

their daughter the tools that she needs to make educated and intelligent decisions.  

 

“It is going to be a matter of herself and what she wants to do. But whatever choice she 

makes, I want her to own that choice. I don’t want her to be forced into anything like a 

victim in any way or to feel bad about herself if she was going to do some kind of 

conversion for any reason. It is about what her internal compass is telling her to do and 

why she would make those decisions. If it is from a position of strength and control, then 

whatever decision she makes will be ok with me. That is what I hope for my child and I 

hope that I, as a parent, can help her get to that point. And those type of decisions will 

happen not just in religion; there will be many other things she will face,” Erin says. 

 

Despite Erin’s clear goals, she still has some concerns. Erin and Ariel are often 

questioned by people, even well-intentioned friends, why they didn’t simply give their 

daughter a conversion with the Rabbinate when she was born in order to avoid some of 

these issues.  

 

Ariel gets particularly frustrated about these questions and defends their decision. 

“Fundamentally she (my daughter) is part of the Jewish people. There is no question 

about that. She should never even have a question about that. It just is. Just like she is 

fundamentally our daughter. She is fundamentally part of our family. She is 

fundamentally part of the Jewish people. Whether some people will consider her part for 

their own sake is their own problem.” 

 

While they are both resolute in their decision not to have converted their daughter, 

because it would have been allowing the Rabbinate to erase some of her past too, Erin 

reveals some concern.   

 

“I hope that I’m not causing, out of some stubbornness of mine, (our daughter) a lot of 

unnecessary . . . anything, I don’t want to say shame, but anything. I think, deep down, 

that this is going to change and . . . she is Jewish. There is nothing in my mind that thinks 

differently,” Erin says with the sound of tears in her throat.   

 



Even if they had converted their daughter, she might still face the same type of identity 

and acceptance issues. Dr. Greenbaum notes that even if a child is converted at birth, that 

he still needs to reaffirm it at bar mitzvah age. “Years and years ago, I was at a bar 

mitzvah where a child said, ‘I really felt that I wasn’t completely Jewish the entire time 

that I was a child because they demanded something of me that they don’t demand of any 

other child, which was that when I become bar mitzvahed that I reaffirm this. Why did 

they do this to me?” 

 

As of now, Erin and Ariel are not overly concerned about their daughter’s ability to cope. 

They jokingly laugh, saying that based on who she is now, they can’t imagine her having 

low self esteem. However, they have yet to decide how to bring this issue up to her.  

 

“I just always imagined that it would come up organically, just like I always knew my 

mom converted. It was just part of my story,” Erin explains. 

 

Ariel on the other hand is hoping that it won’t be a problem that his daughter has to deal 

with and there may be no need to bring it up. He believes that this fight is less about their 

daughter’s identity and more about the country’s identity. “My grandparents didn’t come 

to the land, build the land up, and create this State so that someone can say that their great 

grand daughter is not Jewish. The way I see it, we have twenty years to change it. And in 

those twenty years, which are the twenty years before I want her to even think about 

dating anyone seriously, one of either two things are going to happen. Either the growing 

ultra-Orthodox population is going to become a democratic force that can’t be stopped, 

and the state of Israel is going to fall into a downward spiral of fundamentalism and the 

State will be one that I don’t want to live in anyway. The alternative is that the State of 

Israel will overcome its petty sectarian rivalries and rise above it to be a focal point of 

global Jewish identity. And that is a State that I would want her to live in. In this twenty-

year window, it is just a question of what we do to push forward the changes that need to 

happen so that we can live in a State that we want to live in.” 

 

When Ruth made the decision to convert and subsequently approached Boaz for 

marriage, she rose above the limitations of society. Ruth transcended the opinions of 

others and expectations of society and thus connected with her own inner identity and 

self. Yet, her true accomplishment was heroically and humbly laying the groundwork to 

change the future for Jewish converts. However, her work is not complete. Today, Jews 

by choice and their descendants must still continue to work towards equality and 

acceptance. 


