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Lambeth Hochwald is a freelance writer in Man-
hattan and a frequent contributor to The Reporter.

Judaism”’

Being Jewish may not win
you any popularity con-
tests these days with Eu-
rope facing more incidents of
anti-Semitism than ever and the
Mideast conflict looming large
in the headlines. But Judaism’s
lure persists.

It’s possible that few feel this
more strongly than the following
five women who converted to Ju-
daism for a multitude of reasons.
Each took a different path to
achieve her own sense of Jewish
identity, but what they share is a
profound ability to inspire.To read
their stories is to rediscover Ju-
daism’s rich and enduring cus-
toms and traditions, something
many of us may sometimes take
for granted. Let their stories re-
new your own sense of wonder.
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“When | was growing up in Lexington, Kentucky, I
went to church every Sunday. But at age 23, a friend
told me about Kabbalah. At my very first class, it clicked
for me immediately. As | studied it in more depth, |
found a completely different level of spirituality. The
impact was unexplainable.

“When | told my family | planned to convert, they
thought | was nuts. I'm from the South and Jesus is a
big deal there. At first the news wasn’t well-received.
Over time, however, my family has seen me become a
happier person, and they know that’s what’s important.

“The conversion process took two years. | stayed
with Orthodox families | didn’t know. | observed .S/iab-
bar and kept kosher for over a year and learned /alacha
(Jewish law) inside and out. | consider myself Ortho-
dox—1I keep kosher and observe .S.abbar—but I'm more
spiritual than religious.

“I ended up marrying an Orthodox man a year af-
ter my conversion. | love the customs of Judaism and
especially the holiday of .S/avuor, when we celebrate
having received the Torah on Mt. Sinai. It marks such
a powerful, tremendous event.

“I think that on a spiritual level, it’'s not a popular
time to be Jewish because a lot of Jews don’t want to
take seriously the responsibility of sharing. For me, it
makes my sense of responsibility greater. Being Jew-
ish makes me want to share more.”

“The Zohar explains the
‘why’ of the Torah and breaks
down each chapter on a
spiritual level. It helps me
understand what the

Torah is trying to say.”

Age: 31

Job: Marketing Director,
Kabbalah Centre International

Former affiliation: Episcopalian

Favorite Jewish symbol: The Zohar.

Ruth Wagner-Zilberstein

Photo by Lori Sherman.
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“My parents gave me a Star of David necklace when they visited the
museum_for the first time and suggested I wear it the day I converted.”

Andi Rosenthal

“l was raised as a Catholic, complete with a parochial
education and weekly mass. At the same time, | grew
up inamostly Jewish neighborhood, went to my friends’
bat mitzvahs and experienced Jewish ritual at the hands
of the Jewish family next door, who were my parents’
best friends. Around that time, | remember attending
a confirmation ceremony at a synagogue. | distinctly re-
call hearing Hebrew—and that | perceived it to be the
language in which God spoke.

“While | was a student at the University of Delaware,
| began to think seriously about converting. By then, |
had delved into my family history and discovered that
my father was Jewish. So was his father, and my grand-
mother, his wife, had converted. She died in her 40’s
and, when she was dying, she was nursed by nuns. One
told my father that my grandmother was doing penance
for her conversion. Not surprisingly, that turned him
off to all things religious.

“In 1999, | came to work at the Museum of Jewish
Heritage and, after spending four years studying the
literature of the Holocaust, | felt intimately close to
this event. | also started learning about Jewish cul-

Photo by Lori Sherman.

Job: Assistant Director of ture, religious ritual and history. | decided | was ready

Communications, Museum to convert.

of Jewish Heritage “My father was the first person | told. He was sur-
prised, but supportive. My mom was supportive but re-

Former affiliation: Catholic gretted that I wasn’t doing it to get married. (Ironically,
I’'m marrying a Jewish man next year.) My sister was the

Favorite Jewish symbol: most difficult person to tell. I'm the godmother to her

Star of David. first baby and was afraid | might be betraying him. But

my sister was my strongest supporter and told me | was
doing the right thing.

“l converted because | admire Judaism’s values and
because it’s important for me to bear witness. | want to
be one of the ones who stands up to the latest violence
and fears to say that through the ages, we’ve survived.
By converting, | created a link back to my family—a
chance to find something that was nearly lost to us.”
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“l grew up Presbyterian and my parents went to church
regularly. I was in a religious youth group and went to
Vacation Bible School, but in high school, | became dis-
illusioned. My parents hadn’t wanted me to go to col-
lege and | went to discuss it with my minister.\When he
supported my parents, | felt betrayed. | ended up going
to college anyway and one of my roommates was Jew-
ish. I started hanging out with her friends, and met a
man who later became my husband.

“When | met his parents, it was like entering anoth-
er world. It was around the time Martin Luther King had
died, and we stayed up and talked about it. His father
asked me what | thought, which seemed amazing to me
because | grew up in a household where you didn’t say
what you thought. There was a dialogue and | was ex-
pected to argue and defend my answers. The discussions
and openness appealed to me. There were no secrets.

“His family was very secular (they even had a Christ-
mas tree) and never expected me to convert. But one day;,
a Jewish woman | knew suggested | meet with her rab-
bi. I started studying with him and
knew | wanted to convert. My father
died shortly after | got engaged and
my mother didn’t argue with me, but
she never really understood my choice.
My husband and | divorced two years
later. | think | married him because
I loved his family and the idea of be-

Age: 54

Job: Rabbi, Temple Emanuel,
Beaumont, Texas

Former affiliation: Presbyterian
ing Jewish and what that meant, but

we had different goals.

“l realized that | wanted to lead
amore observant Jewish life. | start-
ed making holiday dinners and Passover seders and de-
cided to move to New York. There, | became very involved
in the Stephen Wise Synagogue. | became friends with
a whole group of people, joined the board, became an
adult bat mitzvah and my life blossomed. I loved the mu-
sic, the liturgy and the sense of order.

“Soon afterwards, | had a rash thought—and decid-
ed to enter rabbinical school, at age 42. I'm now the rab-
bi of a 165-family congregation in Texas and | can’t even
imagine my life if I hadn’t converted. One of the things
converts struggle with is the question, ‘When will | re-
ally be Jewish?’ | don’t remember the moment | realized
it, but | do know that Judaism is a part of me.”

Favorite symbol: Her tallit.

“‘An artist friend made a tallit
for me in time for my senior
sermon. The atara (inscription)
is from Ruth (1:16) and says
Your people shall be my people

and your God my God.””

Photo © Pollack Studio.

Barbara Metzinger

www.waort.org « fall 2003 = THE REPORTER 21




Photo by Lori Sherman.

Betsey Peters-FEpstein

Job: Cantor, Temple Sholom of West
Essex, Cedar Grove, New Jersey

Former affiliation: Protestant

Favorite symbol: Challah.

“I was always fascinated by Jews. | remember watch-
ing a show called 7%e Tiventieth Century with Walter
Cronkite and identifying with the stories on the Holo-
caust. My parents had many Jewish friends and, in the
small Midwest town where I’'m from, the Jews owned
the businesses, read books and had liberal politics. |
remember, too, what it was like living inWisconsin dur-
ing the 1950s. My parents’ Jewish friends were the only
people with whom they felt comfortable discussing
their loathing for Joe McCarthy.

“At the University of Wisconsin, | was drawn to Jews.
I was comfortable with them and had many Jewish
boyfriends.When | graduated, | had a very serious Jew-
ish boyfriend, but | didn’t convert to marry him. | was go-
ing in that direction anyway and converted before | got
married. My family felt that my spiritual choice was a per-
sonal matter. | think my mother had a lot of respect for
Jews and Judaism; my father could not have cared less.

“I got divorced a few years later and came to Manhat-
tan. The man | started dating—and we’ve been married
now for 21 years—had a daughter at the day school at
Rodeph Sholom Congregation. | had an adult bat mitz-
vah there, and in 1984, the rabbi took me aside and told
me | should be a cantor.

“When | was ordained, my aunts all came and were
proud of what I'd done. Those of my relatives who are
religious have a greater understanding of my choice
and respect me for it.

“I think what appealed to me most about Judaism was
its love of learning and sense of justice. | also loved the
idea that the tribe takes care of each other.

“I've been Jewish since my early 20’s. People ask
me how | feel as a convert and | always tell them that
| prefer to think of myself as an ‘evert’ because | evolved
into this. My home and my religion are reflections of
my deeper self. | was always Jewish and just found my
way back.”

“My famuly is Norwegian and food is everything, just as it is for Jews. Jews

love to eat and food is such a celebration of life. My husband makes a
challah now and then and [ love the smell in the house. 1o me it is Shabbat”
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“| was raised Catholic and went to an Episcopal day
school but grew up in a very Jewish town. | was intro-
duced to the idea of S/abbar in high school. A friend was
becoming more observant and | would go to her house
on Shabbat and she would ask me to change the chan-
nels ontheTV. In college, there were always Jewish peo-
ple around, but after I graduated, | got into paganism. |
felt strongly that nature ran the planet. When | was 25,
I moved to California and on the way there, | was talk-
ing with friends about faith and realized | definitely be-
lieved in God.

“When my daughter was 3 and a half, | met a Jewish
guy through mutual friends and fell in love. We talked
about getting married and | began thinking about con-
verting. His mother keeps kosher and observes Shabbat
and made it clear that | would have to convert accord-
ing to the Orthodox tradition. The more | looked into it,
the more I wanted to go to Israel and be accepted as Jew-
ish by the entire community.

“Then | discovered a Reconstructionist congrega-
tion. | enjoyed the atmosphere and the debates. The
more | learned of this idea of God and a collective con-
sciousness, the more it appealed to me. | started ob-
serving the holidays and studying. | enrolled my daughter
in Hebrew school. I love this synagogue and often find
myself in tears because it’s so spiritually strong.

“I think Judaism is so beautiful. | love Shabbar in
particular—it’s so freeing to have nothing you need
to do all day except be in touch with
God. There may be a voice inside you

demanding that you do the dishes but Age: 20-something

you're able to say no, it’s more im-

portant to be with family. That to me Job: Actress

1s incredibly fulfilling.

“l would like to complete my con- Former affiliation: Catholic
version within a year. | don’t know if |
can follow all the rules forever, but | Favorite symbol: Mezzuzah her
want to convert in the Orthodox tradi- daughter made at Hebrew school.

tion and, right now, I think it’s impor-
tant to keep Shabbat. Going to synagogue
may be all I do, but it’s important to me.”

“She wanted to put a Mezzuzah on
her door. It made her feel safer.”

Heather Tarrant
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