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Abstract

This thesis examines how Conservative synagogues can more effectively welcome and integrate
Geirei Tzedek (Jews by Choice) and Geirei Toshav (non-Jews) through the development of a
grounded theory of synagogue inclusion. Drawing on eleven intensive qualitative interviews and
a quantitative survey that includes 34 responses, this research identifies patterns of belonging and
engagement among interfaith families. An original and replicable program called Challah My
Way was created at Beth El Temple in West Hartford, Connecticut, to be an example of a
program interfaith couples could participate in to help foster inclusion and belonging. From the
data in this research emerges the AEIOU Model of Synagogue Inclusion (Authenticity,
Experience, Inspiration, Optimism, and Understanding), a practical and pastoral framework
designed to foster genuine belonging while respecting the boundaries of Halakha (Jewish law).
The thesis situates this model within Conservative Jewish thought by analyzing conversion
literature, the status of Conservative rabbis and the officiation question regarding interfaith
unions, responsa on status and descent, and contemporary scholarship on interfaith marriage.
This thesis argues the status of Geirei Toshav according to Halakha brings non-Jews who seek to
raise Jewish children with their Jewish partner fully into focus as a viable and worthwhile path
forward for interfaith families. The question this research aims to answer is as follows: How can
Geirei Tzedek and Geirei Toshav who are committed to raising Jewish families within the
Conservative movement feel supported as they traverse their journey of identification and
learning? This research aims to demonstrate the intentional inclusion of Geirei Tzedek and Geirei
Toshav not only supports interfaith families but also strengthens the spiritual vitality and

communal resilience of Conservative Judaism.
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Introduction

The way the Conservative movement has treated interfaith couples has evolved and changed
over time. Do they belong, or are they taboo? Is there a place for interfaith couples in the
Conservative movement? Are interfaith couples welcomed as full members of the community, or
do they feel inferior because one person in the relationship has not undergone a formal
conversion process? This thesis is focused on developing a grounded theory for synagogue
inclusion Conservative synagogues can use to support Geirei Tzedek (Jews by Choice) and
Geirei Toshav (non-Jews) in their communities and within the movement to feel fully welcomed
at the table of synagogue participation. Intermarriage is the legal union between someone who is
born Jewish and someone who is not born Jewish or has not yet converted, returned, or embraced
a Jewish way of life. By creating a space for belonging and connection for Jews by Choice and
non-Jews who are supportive of raising Jewish families, Conservative synagogues can take an
inclusive and open-minded approach based on the grounded theory of this research called the
AEIOU (Authenticity, Experience, Inspiration, Optimism, Understanding) Model of Synagogue
Inclusion when relating to interfaith couples and non-Jews in their communities. The grounded
theory approach has been the research method used to develop the AEIOU Model of Synagogue
Inclusion for this thesis based on five themes derived from eleven intensive interviews
summarized and examined in Appendix Three along with data extrapolated in Appendix One
from thirty-four respondents who provided valuable insight into the Jewish journey of the Jew by

Choice and the non-Jew 1n the Conservative movement.

The question this research aims to answer is as follows: How can Geirei Tzedek and Geirei
Toshav who are committed to raising Jewish families within the Conservative movement feel
supported as they traverse their journey of identification and learning? To try to uncover the
answer to this question, I conducted eleven intensive interviews along with a formal survey.
Meaningful data was collected to address this question and to develop an original grounded
theory called the AEIOU Model of Synagogue Inclusion, that communities can implement to be
welcoming and inclusive to Jews by Choice and non-Jews. The AEIOU Model of Synagogue
Inclusion was created by analyzing the eleven intensive interviews or the qualitative data and the

thirty-four responses to the survey which was both quantitative and qualitative in nature. Pillars
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of belonging for the Geir Toshav were created in this thesis to serve as a first step to
acknowledge and bring back this unique status within the Jewish community. Geir Toshav status
is different from a Geir Tzedek, as the sources in this paper will highlight, and if fully embraced,
could position the Conservative movement in a powerful place of inclusion and acceptance
without going against Halakha or conversion status issues within the movement. The ultimate
vision of this research has not been to redefine Halakhic boundaries. The objective, rather, has
been to develop a compassionate and religiously serious framework that honors the Conservative
movement’s dual commitments to tradition and change, balancing Jewish law with a modern

approach.

Approximately 72% of Jews in non-Orthodox communities who married after 2010 are
intermarried according to Pew research (Deitcher 2025). The 72% statistic is based on data from
A Portrait of Jewish Americans, a study conducted in 2013 by the Pew Research Center. The
intermarried rate in the Jewish community between 1950 and 1999 was at roughly 40%. The
1990 National Jewish Population Survey concluded that 52% of Jews who married between 1985
and 1990 intermarried according to Case (Case 2019, 16). There are approximately 7.5 million
Jews currently living in the United States according to the 2020 survey by the Pew Research
Center. Roughly seventeen percent of Jewish adults identify as Conservative Jews in 2025 (Pew
2021). The movement used to be the largest denomination in North America. In the 1971
National Jewish Population Survey, Conservative Jews comprised 41% of the five to six million
Jews living in America at the time (Y1 2013). There are Conservative synagogues that are
thriving, while other houses of worship are being forced to close their doors because of a

dwindling membership base. Some communities choose to merge to stay together.

The consistent approach in Conservative Judaism has been to openly and in a non-dogmatic way
encourage non-Jewish potential spouses to convert and fully participate in Jewish life by raising
an engaged Jewish family. Three factors define a religious movement; one, the school that trains
the clergy known as the educational arm; two, the rabbinic association that links all the clergy
together, helping clergy to network, to learn, and to grow; three, the overarching governance

body linking communities together helping to support the actual synagogues worldwide. The
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three main arms' of the movement include the United Synagogue of Conservative Judaism
(USC)), the lay leaders of the denomination, the Rabbinical Assembly (RA), or clergy
association, and the Cantors Assembly. All three organizations were represented in a working
group and issued a formal apology for excluding interfaith couples in December 2025. Currently,
the RA and the USCJ have merged with one executive director, leading and thoughtfully guiding
the efforts of this united organization serving the Conservative / Masorti movement worldwide.
The leaders of this impressive working group announced, “For decades, our movement’s
approach to families where one partner is Jewish and the other is not, was rooted in disapproval
and shaped by fears about Jewish continuity. But today, as we connect with countless families
who want to learn, participate, and belong, we are committed to welcoming people as they are.””
The report goes on to recognize the feelings of people who have felt excluded from the
movement because of their interfaith families by directly addressing the issue through
expressing, “We acknowledge that our movement’s historical stance has resulted in hurt,
alienation, and disconnection from our community. We deeply apologize.” When the USCJ
voted in 2017 to accept a measure allowing their affiliated communities to openly accept non-
Jewish congregants as members, the door was cracked open in the denomination to the idea of

moving in the direction of accepting interfaith unions (Markoe 2017). In 2018, clergy associated

! The three traditional arms or branches of the Conservative movement are the following: Firstly, the Jewish
Theological Seminary of America serves as the premier institution of learning that trains Conservative clergy, along
with the Ziegler School of Rabbinic Studies. In 1886 in New York, the Jewish Theological Seminary (JTS) was
founded which institutionalized the Conservative movement in America. After a reorganization in 1902 under the
leadership and guidance of Rabbi Solomon Schechter, JTS became the center which officially began training
Conservative clergy. In 1985 JTS began ordaining women as rabbis. The main philosophy of the movement is that
Jewish law is binding but can evolve and change over time when a thoughtful approach is applied. Through
scholarship, historical analysis, and a commitment to modernity, Jewish practice can be shaped to truly balance
tradition and change. Secondly, the Rabbinical Assembly is the professional association of clergy helping to support
the movement. Thirdly, the United Synagogue of Conservative Judaism helps to professionalize Conservative
movement affiliated congregations in a network of support.

In 1913 the United Synagogue of America, currently called the USCJ, was founded to bring together all the
Conservative communities under one organizational umbrella. The mission of the USCIJ is as follows: USCJ
supports and strengthens Conservative synagogues through leadership training, strategic consulting, education, and
program development. The USCJ is the professional organization supporting Conservative Judaism. They focus on
building innovative communities driven by mission and vision. With a strong emphasis on welcoming LGBTQ+
Jews and Jews of Color, Jews by Choice, people with disabilities, and interfaith families, the USCJ boldly stands at
the front of the movement linking most but not all Conservative communities together.

2Elia-Shalev, Asaf. “Judaism’s Conservative Movement Apologizes for Decades of Discouraging Intermarriage,
Signals New Approach,” Jewish Telegraphic Agency, December 18, 2025,
https://www.jta.org/2025/12/18/religion/judaisms-conservative-movement-apologizes-for-decades-of-discouraging-
intermarriage-signals-new-approach
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with the RA lifted the ban on their clergy attending interfaith marriages after a 40-year restriction
when the members of the RA voted through the Committee on Jewish Law and Standards
(CILS).? RA rabbis can now attend interfaith marriages but are still forbidden from participating
or officiating at interfaith weddings. In this sense the RA is still enforcing the ban on performing
weddings. The recent article by Elia-Shalev cited in footnote two speaks to the movement
shifting in feeling and sentiment in connection with interfaith families, possibly signaling more

change might be in the future.

The movement continues to balance tradition and change, modernity, and the historical
development of Jewish law, while aiming to adhere to a strong and wholehearted commitment to
Halakha. The CJLS issues Halakhic rulings that provide guidance on how to answer specific
questions and issues. On the issue of clergy associated with the Conservative movement
officiating at interfaith marriages, the answer has been clearly negative because it breaks with the
parameters of the role of Conservative clergy. In February of 2025, the USCJ asked for feedback
for its Intermarriage Working Group because they were noticing, “disapproval has not
discouraged intermarriage but instead has discouraged affiliation (Deitcher 2025).” The future of
interfaith marriage remains uncertain within the Conservative movement. Rabbi Aaron Brusso,
the Senior Rabbi at Bet Torah in Mount Kisco, New York, recently wrote, “The American
Jewish communal conversations about marriage and intermarriage began by using sociology and
demographics to feed a debate on continuity versus inclusion. For my work as a rabbi, that has
always been the wrong place to start (Brusso 2025).” The interfaith factor continues to be a point
of meaningful conversation within the Conservative movement. While Conservative rabbis are
not allowed to officiate at interfaith weddings, Conservative rabbis work diligently to develop a
meaningful relationship with interfaith couples within their congregation and are there for their
interfaith constituents in a pastoral context. Is this enough? Will the prohibition of Conservative
rabbis officiating at interfaith marriages last? The status of interfaith couples within the
movement remains ambiguous and unsettled. Even though interfaith marriages are still forbidden
within Conservative Judaism, the CJLS and the RA are serious about welcoming and including

interfaith families in the community. Supporting the non-Jewish partner is essential and by

3 Sales, Ben. “Conservative Rabbis Can Now Attend Intermarriages.” Jewish Telegraphic Agency, 22 Oct. 2018,
www.]jta.org/2018/10/22/united-states/conservative-rabbis-can-now-attend-intermarriages.
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taking on a pastoral role, RA rabbis can honor human dignity and maintain integrity associated

with Halakha when they focus on inclusion rather than rejection.

Although the Conservative movement is shrinking in size, a large number of people still find
great value and meaning in converting through the Conservative denomination. Approximately
2,500 to 3,000 people decide to convert to Judaism each year in the world within the
Conservative movement (Heilman 2014). This number was estimated by extrapolating from
roughly 350 people converting in the Los Angeles area each year, multiplied to estimate a global
total, according to Rabbi Julie Schonfeld. Rabbi Schonfeld served as the Executive Vice
President and Chief Executive Officer of the RA from July 1, 2009, until June 30, 2019
(Rabbinical Assembly 2025). Of those people converting through the Conservative movement,
two-thirds are non-Jews in an interfaith relationship with someone who is Jewish, according to
Rabbi Adam Greenwald, former director of the Miller Introduction to Judaism Program at the
University of Judaism in LA (Heilman 2014). Roughly four in ten Conservative Jews are
intermarried, according to Dr. Steven M. Cohen of Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of
Religion. The other one-third of Jews by Choice who convert within the Conservative movement
are people seeking spirituality in their lives, from young adults who became interested in
Judaism through their peer group in college to older adults and even single parents looking for
direction in their lives, according to Rabbi Greenwald (Heilman 2014). These numbers are
approximate because the movement does not maintain a comprehensive tracking system for all
Jews by Choice. The RA asks its members to send in copies of the conversion documents their
clergy officiate over; however, some rabbis comply, and others do not. Conservative leadership
has noted that there has been no significant decline in conversion rates, but also no major growth
either, with most converts coming through interfaith relationships or converting because they are
spiritual seekers (Heilman 2025). The conversion process within Conservative Judaism continues
to be a valuable and meaningful avenue for non-Jews to embrace a Jewish life through a deep

and everlasting connection with the Jewish people.

What happens during and after conversion is left up to each individual community. Stephanie
Cubba, in her thesis for a Masters of Theology in Interfaith Spiritual Direction for Capstone
University titled Spiritual Care in the Context of Conversion: Spiritual Needs, Spiritual Well-

12
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Being, Spiritual Distress of Jews by Choice Post-Conversion, comments on what should happen
after conversion. Cubba writes, “Given the level of spiritual care needs among Jews by Choice, it
is important to provide spiritual care post-conversion (Cubba 2024).”* Spiritual care in this sense
then connects the Jew by Choice with a meaningful attitude of belonging when relating to the
Jewish community. Faith is a process, as James Fowler points out in Stages of Faith: The
Psychology of Human Development and the Quest for Meaning. Meaning comes into our lives
when we focus on specificity or as what Fowler calls the “Absoluteness of the Particular (Fowler
1981).” In honoring specific moments, people, and commitments, faith becomes grounded and
lived and not abstract or theoretical. It is through this attentive engagement with the particular
that individuals discover purpose and begin to discern the deeper patterns of meaning, giving

coherence and relevance to their lives.

To foster this sense of spiritual care and faith development in congregants before or during the
conversion process, the Challah My Way program was created at Beth El Temple in West
Hartford, Connecticut, in September 2024 by Dr. Eliyahu Krigel and the clergy team at Beth El
to welcome Jews by Choice and non-Jews in the Conservative movement. The Challah My Way
program is a unique yet replicable opportunity for adult couples in a Conservative synagogue
who were born Jewish, a Jew by Choice, or a non-Jew who are supportive of raising a Jewish
family. The vision of the program is to help couples gain a deep appreciation of Jewish culture
and food by learning how to bake challah. Challah My Way is underwritten by the Resnick
Family Fund, a fund named within The Endowment Fund of Beth El Temple. The purpose of
Challah My Way is to provide tools and scaffolding so congregants in interfaith relationships can
learn the process of baking bread in a nurturing and supporting environment. Inviting six
different congregants to teach the group how they make challah along with all the accompanying

anecdotes they shared added the individualized spark that fueled the journey.

Participants in the Challah My Way program, from September 1, 2024, to May 18, 2025, were

interviewed to demonstrate their unique perspective, which highlighted their evaluations and

4Cubba on page 7 notes the importance of nurturing spiritual growth after conversion. Conversion is a beginning and
not an ending. By focusing on spiritual care after the conversion process is complete, Cubba expresses the
importance of continued attention needing to be devoted to how life can meaningfully move forward post
conversion.

13
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reactions to the program, focused on supporting interfaith couples in the Conservative
movement. All the names used in the interviews are pseudonyms to protect the identity of the
individuals who participated in the survey. The interviews with Kelsey Mitchell, Caleb Bennett,
and Connor Ellis represent the perspective of the Geir Tzedek. These conversations focused on
their experiences in the Challah My Way Program as participants and Jews by Choice. Maya
Keller-Coleman, Kaitlyn Edwards, and Kyle Montgomery were interviewed to represent the Geir
Toshav point of view. Maya participated in Challah My Way while Kaitlyn and Kyle did not.
Danielle Lawson-Fischer was interviewed to document her experience leading one of the
workshops when she demonstrated for the group how and why she makes challah consistently

every week for Shabbat.

Along with those seven interviews, four experts in the field were interviewed to effectively
analyze the value of the interfaith family to the Conservative movement. Their names are
preserved in the public record, so anonymity was not considered. Rabbi Jim Rosen, senior rabbi
at Beth El Temple in West Hartford, Connecticut, was interviewed to explore his pastoral
relationship with interfaith couples. Rabbi Rachel Zerin, associate rabbi and cantorial soloist at
Beth EI Temple in West Hartford, Connecticut, was interviewed to demonstrate her holistic and
individualized approach to working with Jews by Choice and interfaith couples. Cantor Heather
Hoopes-Seid, the assistant cantor and Berman Family Chair in Jewish Learning at Adath
Jeshurun Congregation in Plymouth, Minnesota, was interviewed to analyze and understand the
recent policy change for clergy at Adath Jeshurun regarding their involvement and association
with interfaith marriages. The interviews with Cantor Hoopes-Seid from Adath Jeshurun, Rabbi
Rosen from Beth El, and Rabbi Zerin from Beth El helped to gather data related to how interfaith

couples are treated in two contemporary Conservative communities.

Edmond Case, author of Radical Inclusion: Engaging Interfaith Families for a Thriving Jewish
Future, was interviewed to fully grasp the landscape and potential interfaith families represent
for the future of Jewish continuity beyond the boundaries of the Conservative movement.
Radically inclusive Judaism, as formulated by Case, relates to Jewish status in a new and
different way when compared to Jewish status within the Conservative movement. This thesis

explored the elements of radically inclusive Judaism as well as other forms of conversion

14
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perspectives and protocols through a programmatic and a Halakhic lens. The Halakhic Jewish
status of children was analyzed in this research to bring to light the complexities and compassion

needed when exploring issues of status and identity in families and children.

In addition to the eleven intensive interviews, which comprise the qualitative data of this
research project, a quantitative survey was given to measure the attitude of the Geir Tzedek and
the Geir Toshav in the Conservative movement. The patterns in the quantitative survey, which
also contained two open-ended qualitative questions, as well as the patterns in the qualitative
interviews in this research project were analyzed to create the AEIOU Model of Synagogue
Inclusion to welcome Jews by Choice and non-Jews into the Jewish community. This original
model is based on the grounded theory developed from the quantitative and qualitative data in
this research project that serves as a framework communities can adopt to better integrate the
Geir Toshav and the Geir Tzedek fully into their communities without reservation or hesitation.
This research helps identify key aspects of belonging and identity formation through the lens and
experiences of the participants in the Challah My Way program.

The Halakha of conversion is analyzed in this thesis. The responsa literature is summarized to
address matrilineal descent in the Conservative movement. Special consideration was also spent
on the relevant Halakha questions regarding the Jewish status of children in the interfaith family.
The AEIOU Model of Synagogue Inclusion provided in this thesis helps interfaith families
navigate their way ahead in connection with an engaged Jewish community. This thesis provides
opportunities for growth for interfaith couples involved with the Challah My Way program to
engage in the method of interfaith dialogue without losing their own individual identity and still
remain in deep connection with the Jewish community. The intensive interviews combined with
the information collected in the survey help to articulate a grounded theory to increase belonging
and the inclusion of Jews by Choice and non-Jews in Jewish communities associated with the

Conservative movement.

As the Conservative movement continues to seriously grapple with the reality of intermarriage in
the community, Conservative rabbis are on the front line feeling and working with their

intermarried constituents. Across the board, these clergy do not take their leadership role lightly

15
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and have been consciously working hard on ways to move forward while also staying consistent
with the tradition and the standards the movement has set forth. Rabbi Amy Wallk, PhD, senior
rabbi at Temple Beth El in Springfield, Massachusetts, writes in her recent article entitled “I
Didn’t Officiate at Her Wedding — And I Still Showed Up” in the Washington Jewish Week in
January 2026 of her experience working with a close family friend for over 30 years when she
married a non-Jew. Rabbi Wallk recounts, “Sarah attended Jewish day school and grew up in a
kosher home where Shabbat and Torah study were part of the rhythm of life (Wallk 2026).”
When Sarah announced she fell in love and was marrying a non-Jew, Rabbi Wallk felt the
tension of wanting to show up to support her dear family friend while also maintaining fidelity to
the standards of the RA and the Conservative movement. As a leader within
Conservative/Masorti Judaism, Rabbi Wallk found a way to show up for her close friend while
also maintaining her boundaries. Rabbi Wallk acknowledges, “Throughout the late 20" and early
21 centuries, the movement made the non-Jewish partner in an intermarriage invisible (Wallk
2026).” The research and perspective of this thesis is that this narrow and closed mentality must
clearly come to a full stop. There are ways such as elevating the Geirei Toshav status that
Conservative clergy can move forward while also staying within the parameters of Halakha. The
Intermarriage Working Group’s sincere apology was a first step in the right direction of healing
and renewal. Rabbi Wallk writes, “The report’s authors understood that binary language around
intermarriage is short-sighted and reinforces sloppy thinking and lazy policies (Wallk 2026).”
The apology and acknowledgment of hurt feelings was one step in the direction of healing, and
this research points toward a view that more steps can be taken in this direction while also

staying consistent with the standards of the Conservative movement.

The hurtful feelings, whether they were intentional or unintentional, have been an obstacle for
both congregants and rabbis in the movement. Regarding how the movement used to react to
intermarriage in the past, Rabbi Wallk goes on to document, “These marriages were not
announced in the synagogue bulletins, the spouse was not listed in the synagogue directory or
permitted on the Bima (podium) at their child’s Bar/Bat Mitzvah (Wallk 2026).” While those
sentiments occurred in the past, other Conservative rabbis such as Rabbi Ari Yehuda Saks have
left the RA all together. Rabbi Saks resigned from the RA. “He (Rabbi Saks) considers helping

Jews chose to wed outside their religion part of a rabbi’s duty to bless and embrace all who seek
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connection, even if his denomination calls it a violation (Elia-Shalev 2025).” Rabbi Saks is a
third-generation Conservative rabbi, and his decision was not made flippantly or in a vacuum.
His clear decision to leave the RA was made before an official investigation related to whether or
not Rabbi Saks officiated at an interfaith ceremony actually began. Rabbi Saks believes,
“Welcoming interfaith families in the broad tent of Conservative Judaism through rabbinic
participation in intermarriage ceremonies is perhaps the most moral and ethical act we can do
(Elia-Shalev 2025).” Other rabbinic leaders in the movement have taken this direction as well
including Rabbi Amichai Lau-Lavie who publicly severed ties with the RA in 2017 and Rabbi
Lizzi Heydemann, founder of Mishkan Chicago who acted in a similar way. Many if not all
Conservative clergy have grappled or will be faced with the question of officiating at interfaith

marriages. The road ahead continues to be marked with nuance and ambiguity.

The CJLS has found ways to work within traditional Halakha in the past, such as when they
allowed women to be counted in a minyan or prayer group or when they recognized same-sex
unions, so many in the movement wonder why there is not a way to work and wrestle within the
boundaries of Halakha in the case of Conservative clergy officiating at interfaith marriages as
well. Rabbi Wallk has found a solution that has worked for her. When confronted with her close
family friend’s decision to marry outside of the religion, she notes, “It wasn’t hard for me to hold
all of these emotions at once. Excitement and disappointment. Joy and sadness (Wallk 2026).”
She was able to host a bridal shower and be there for her close family friend while also
maintaining her own boundaries by declining an invitation to officiate. She writes, “I gave advice
about incorporating Jewish values and rituals into the marriage ceremony and their home.
Because my voice was loving and supportive, | was able to ask questions that helped Sarah think
more about what it means to ask a non-Jewish man to make a Jewish home and raise Jewish
children (Wallk 2026).” By meeting the moment with compassion rather than fear, Rabbi Wallk
was able to delicately walk the tightrope of showing pastoral care in an emotional way while also
working within the parameters of the movement. Rabbi Wallk found a way to move forward with
her congregation regarding intermarriages as well. She writes, “In my congregation, we invite all
couples for an aufruf (Torah blessing) on the Bima before their wedding. We send
announcements about the engagement. And I meet personally with interfaith couples, helping

them find ways to bring more Judaism into their homes (Wallk 2026).” While Rabbi Wallk may
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be an outlier, she is looked up to by many in the movement and beyond for her leadership and
strength, and the path forward she has forged works for her and her community for the time
being. She proposes a “middle road” which seeks to “find a way to thread this needle (Wallk
2026).” The road forward can bring more Jews into the community and not stigmatize or isolate
those who feel left out because of the decisions of their hearts to love who they love. The
AEIOU Model of Synagogue Inclusion is one way the Conservative movement can continue to
heal the broken and welcome the interfaith family into the community in a consistent manner.
Elevating the status of the Geir Toshav who commits to raising a Jewish family with their Jewish
spouse is an additional method which could be used to welcome non-Jews while also
maintaining and supporting the standards of Halakha practiced by Conservative communities.
While these two factors are both the recommendations of this research, the framework of the
AEIOU Model of Synagogue Inclusion and bringing to awareness the potential of Geirei Toshav

status are possible solutions the movement can embrace to thread the needle.
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The Process of Developing a Grounded Theory

The purpose of this thesis is to generate a grounded theory that I call the AEIOU (Authenticity,
Experience, Inspiration, Optimism, and Understanding) Model of Synagogue Inclusion which
focuses on supporting the Geir Toshav and the Geir Tzedek in synagogues affiliated with the
Conservative movement. Another objective of this thesis is to document a replicable program
called Challah My Way. Synagogues and Jewish communities across the denominational
spectrum can use the Challah My Way program to welcome the Geir Toshav and the Geir
Tzedek. Qualitative data was collected from eleven intensive interviews in writing this thesis to
develop a grounded theory approach. A quantitative survey was used to help guide the data and
direction of the grounded theory. Grounded theory is a type of research that captures and then
describes the experiences of people through a systematic process approach. Barney Glaser and
Anselm Strauss, in 1967, developed the notion of a grounded theory in their groundbreaking
book called The Discovery of Grounded Theory: Strategies for Qualitative Research. Glaser and
Strauss write, “In this book we address ourselves to the equally important enterprise, of how the
discovery of theory from data, systematically obtained and analyzed in social research, can be
furthered. We believe that the discovery of theory from data, which we call grounded theory, is a
major task confronting sociology today, for, as we shall show, such a theory fits empirical
situations, and is understandable to sociologist and layman alike (Glaser and Strauss 1967).” The
research in this thesis shaped and created the grounded theory of synagogue inclusion which

represents the fruits of this effort.

Grounded theory connotes a form of qualitative research centered on the idea that the experience
people have can be seen, witnessed, and described as a process. This process can then be
developed further into a theory of how that specific process works. The researcher uses the data
of the study to generate the grounded theory. The theory is concluded from the data in the study
and not from other outside resources. The fundamental form of data collection in grounded
theory is focused and molded around the intensive interview process. How well the interviews
are organized and thought out from the beginning impacts the whole process and correlates to the
level of organization related to the data collection procedure and the results it produces. The

open-ended questions asked in the interview process were focused on the core phenomenon of
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the experience of the Jew by Choice and the non-Jew in the Jewish community. The reflections
documented in Appendix Three relate to the research collected from the eleven intensive
interviews. The verbiage of the interviews were organized and transcribed on a google

document. The answers were then evaluated based on the grounded theory of this thesis.

The goal of this research has been to derive a theory grounded in the data observed and analyzed.
Robert Craig in Grounded Practical Theory: The Case of Intellectual Discussion notes the
notion of grounded theory is that through data collection and systematic analysis, the researcher
can derive a theory from the phenomena that make up the research environment, including the
interactions and activities that took place throughout the study (Craig 1995, 169). By using the
constant comparative method when looking closely at the data, the theory has the potential to be
rooted in research with multiple data entry collection points. The patterns that arise, the themes
that boil to the surface, and the categories that emerge because of analyzing the data all have

contributed to the overall grounded research in this study.

The qualitative interviews in this research were focused on addressing the needs of committed
adult couples in Conservative synagogues where one of the people in the relationship didn’t
grow up Jewish. Interviewees were asked to explore their specific relationship with being or
relating to an interfaith or multifaith lifestyle in the Conservative movement. The survey was
sent to Conservative synagogues around the globe affiliated with the USCJ as well as to
members of the Jewish Educators Assembly, JEDLAB on Facebook, and staff associated with
Camp Ramah, Solomon Schechter Day School, and United Synagogue Youth. The survey
administered was based on multiple choice questions as well as a 10-point Likert scale. Status
and 1dentity were explored in the qualitative interviews and in the quantitative survey to
determine if there was a pattern of behavior when Jewish communities in the Conservative
movement act or behave in a specific way. The ensuing results of those behaviors were analyzed
to develop a grounded theory. The research results regarding the survey are summarized in

Appendix One.

The limitation of this research is that the small sample size was restricted in quantity. With a

small sample, it is difficult to say that their exclusive experience speaks to the array of
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experiences within the Conservative movement for everyone in their relationships with the Geir
Tzedek or Geir Toshav. Eleven intensive interviews are presented in this research. Do the
experiences of the four leaders and the seven congregants demonstrate a verifiable outcome? Do
their experiences speak to all the experiences of Jews by Choice or non-Jews in the Jewish
community worldwide? Absolutely not, but they do give a complex perspective that together
represents a diverse viewpoint. To work and be cognizant to avoid the use of generalization
whenever possible, effort was taken to address these two questions by observing without

evaluating. A total of thirty-four responses were received when the survey was distributed.

The feeling of belonging of the Geir Tzedek and the Geir Toshav was the focus of the qualitative
interviews in this research. The USCJ focuses on big tent Judaism, where a diverse community is
welcomed that includes interfaith families, LGBTQ+ individuals, Jews of Color, and those
people from various racial and cultural backgrounds, as being critical and essential for
congregations to thrive (Inclusion USCJ 2025). True belonging, according to the USCJ Inclusion
and Diversity webpage, means offering spiritual and communal homes to anyone drawn to their
way of Jewish life. According to their website, United Synagogue Youth (USY), the youth
movement of Conservative Judaism, defines belonging as the sense of attachment young people
experience to their chapter, synagogue, movement, and to the broader Jewish people and
humanity. Belonging in this context means becoming a significant part of the whole, feeling
emotionally and spiritually connected to community and to Jewish values (Leadership 2019).
How can the journey of the interviewees best be supported to feel like they belong in the Jewish
community before, during, and after the conversion process? Stephanie Cubba’s research on
religious belonging has been used in this research to measure belonging. The grounded theory of
this thesis was influenced by quantitative research in addition to the intensive interviews, which

comprised the qualitative aspect of this project.
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The Survey

Accompanying the structured and intensive interviews in this thesis is an electronic survey
distributed to Jews by Choice and non-Jews associated with the Conservative movement. As a
component of this qualitative analysis, this survey sought to further investigate the nuances in the
relationship Jews by Choice and non-Jews have with their communities. Based on a ten-point
Likert Scale along with multiple choice questions and short answers, the survey aimed to
determine and measure the engagement level of Jews by Choice and non-Jews in communities
affiliated with the Conservative movement. The survey link below can be accessed by pasting
the URL in the web browser. The questions of the survey are included in Appendix Four in this
thesis. The results of the survey are analyzed in Appendix One and the actual survey can be

viewed by clicking on this link below as well as in Appendix Four:

https://tinyurl.com/AEIOQOUSurvey

Analyzing the Data

Eleven interviews were conducted and then analyzed according to themes in this thesis to include
a variety of perspectives. The results of these conversations are shared not to point flaws or
deficiencies but rather to highlight areas of growth and potential. Five primary themes became
clear when the interviews were categorized and analyzed. The open-ended quality of the
questions in the interviews allowed for the potential of less inhibited responses to be elicited. The
grounded theory approach of this thesis called the AEIOU Model of Synagogue Inclusion is
based on five themes derived from the intensive interviews summarized and examined in

Appendix Three.
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Literature Review

The Literature Review of this thesis summaries the overall picture of where the Conservative
movement stands regarding non-Jews and Jews by Choice to help the reader understand the
nuances and complexities of the issue by being sensitive to the dynamic nature and the way the
perspective has begun to shift over time. The review of literature is relevant to give the reader
context and background. It provides a broad summary of where the Conservative movement now
stands in terms of interfaith marriage. The interface between hashkafa (outlook) and Halakha
was explored in this literature review to demonstrate the malleable nature of Jewish law and
customs. The Geir Tzedek and the Geir Toshav, along with the relevant background associated
with interfaith relationships within Judaism, were explored in rabbinic literature to provide a
useful vocabulary for describing and relating to Geirei Tzedek and Geirei Toshav in the Jewish
community. Dr. Keren McGinity seminal works which include Still Jewish: A History of Women
and Intermarriage in America and Marrying Out: Jewish Men, Intermarriage, and Fatherhood
were analyzed to document the historical development of intermarriage in North America since
the 1930’s. Edmand Case’s perspective of radical inclusion within and beyond the Jewish
community, along with other modalities of inclusion, was explored as well in this literature
review in order to present alternative models of including Jews by Choice and non-Jews outside

the boundary of the Conservative movement.

Chapter one of this Literature Review is meant to analyze the Geir Tzedek and the Geir Toshav
through the spectrum of hashkafa and Halakha. Chapter two of this Literature Review
specifically focuses on interfaith marriage within the Conservative movement. While studying
and examining interfaith attitudes in general in Judaism within all the denominations is a
worthwhile topic for further investigation, this study was limited in the hope of gleaning tangible
and usable protocols that might be implemented in specific faith-based Conservative
communities throughout the nation. Chapter three focuses on issues related to gender in interfaith
marriage. Chapter four surveys diverse models of programming for interfaith couples in the
Conservative movement as well as radical inclusion developed by Edmond Case which stretches

beyond the boundaries of Conservative Judaism.
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Chapter One: Understanding the Geir Tzedek and the Geir Toshav
through the lens of Hashkafa and Halakha

Understanding the relationship and interplay between hashkafa and Halakha helps to illuminate
the future of interfaith marriage in the Conservative movement. The hashkafa of a particular
society represents the norms and world view of the group. It serves as a guiding compass that
helps contextualize the world outlook and broader perspective. By picking up on the hashkafa of
the time, each community within Judaism has developed their own hashkafa. The codification of
Jewish law has been a process, and this legal journey has continuously been informed and
influenced by hashkafa. Halakha is defined as Jewish law. The word also means to walk in the
ways of God because the root or shoresh of the word means to behave. The practicality of the
law, however, varies with the Halakhic perspective. Even though the nuances may contrast when
comparing the Jewish legal rulings of Rabbi Moshe Feinstein with the perspective of the Satmar
Rebbe, the Halakhic core remains the same. Distinct variations in Halakha arise when
comparing practices and behaviors of Reform, Conservative, and Orthodox Jews. In modern
times, the RA of the Conservative movement and the Central Conference of America Rabbis of
the Reform movement serve as two separate and distinct Halakhic outposts of debate and
responsa from a non-Orthodox perspective. While the hashkafa of the Conservative movement
leans towards accepting interfaith marriage, the Halakha of the movement has put up a strict
boundary forbidding the bond even if it’s based on love and mutual respect and the couple

commits to raise their family in a Jewish home.

In Between God and Man, Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel writes, “The body without the spirit
is a corpse; the spirit without the body is a ghost.” In this case, the spirit is the hashkafa and the
body is the Halakha. Whereas the hashkafa of the Conservative movement leans towards
accepting interfaith unions, the Halakha forbids the marriage of a non-Jew to a Jew. Both are
needed, however, for a healthy system of legal code to accurately reflect the societal norms of
the community. Halakhic judgement is dynamic and complex. Because Halakha is not static or
set in stone depending upon who you ask, the dynamic nature of Jewish law is a corpus or body

of work that is ever evolving as a reflection of societal norms and values. To some, the Halakha
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was set in stone on Mt. Sinai. For others, Halakha is continually being written and

developed. Bamidbar Rabbah 13:15 mentions the “seventy faces to Torah,” which emphasizes
the multiplicity of interpretations within the Jewish tradition. Regardless of perspective or
observance level, the interplay between hashkafa and Halakha has always helped shape and

catalyze Jewish tradition and practice.

One area where Halakha is informed by hashkafa is in the case of the treatment of the Geir or
stranger. Many in the Jewish community might be cautious of the stranger because of past
relationships. Even though this feeling might be true for some, Jews have always been
encouraged to embrace the other, which signals the overlap between Halakha and hashkafa. In
Leviticus 19:34, Jews are obligated to love the stranger as themselves. Numbers 15:15-16
demands the same ritual obligation on the children of Israel and on the stranger who is with
them. By mandating that there is one law in Numbers 15:15, for both the Geir and the Jew, the
Torah here is expanding the notion of the responsibilities related to the yoke of Heaven to
include non-Jews living in symbiotic partnership with Jews in the community. The Geir or
stranger singled out in Leviticus 19:34 is to be approached with love, 12 p23x3, when the text tells
the reader to love him. The Torah in this case encourages worshipers to welcome non-Jews who
reside in the land instead of castigating or ostracizing them. In Deuteronomy 29:9-12 when the
importance of an accepting and welcoming narrative to the outsider who is now within the
community. Leviticus 19:2 says, “2%7%°7°12 n1y=2272% 121,” speak to the whole Israelite
community which includes the stranger. Leviticus 25:53 teaches the importance of letting the
Geir Toshav “live by your side.” King David in the Psalms also addressed the need to welcome
the stranger. “The Lord watches over the stranger; God gives courage to the orphan and widow
but makes the path of the wicked tortuous (Psalms 146:9).” Geir is given the status of a non-Jew
in the Torah and yet Geir is also the same word that is used to reference Jews by Choice in
Judaism. Toshav appears in the Bible 14 times, most commonly in reference to the Holiness

Code.

The Torah in Deuteronomy 7:3-4 teaches, “You shall not intermarry with them: do not give your

daughter to his son or take his daughter for your son, for they will turn your children away from
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following Me to worship other gods.” This foundational text prohibits intermarriage by
specifying intermarriage as a union with an oved elil (°9% 721v) idol worshiper. Exodus 34:15-15
and Malakhi 2:11 also prohibit marriage with a foreigner because of the spiritual ramifications
and disloyalty to God this act may imply. The Talmud in Kiddushin 68b states that a marriage
between a non-Jew and a Jew is not valid according to Jewish law. Since this bond is not
symbolic of kiddushin, Jewish marriage, a divorce or get is not needed if the marriage ends up
not working out. The Talmud in Avodah Zarah 36b goes a step further and forbids Jews from
having sexual relations with non-Jews to prevent the possibility of idol worship and assimilation.
Through the CJLS connected with the RA in the Conservative movement, Jewish laws strictly
prohibit marriage between a Jew and a non-Jew. A non-Jew in the case of possible intermarriage
must go through a Halakhic conversion which includes meeting with a beit din (rabbinic court of
three observant Jews), brit milah (circumcision), tevilah (immersion in the mikvah or ritual
waters), and full acceptance of the mitzvot (sacred obligations) as binding to move forward with
a Jewish union. Hatafat Dam Brit (n°72 07 nov3) the drawing of the blood of the covenant, might

also be taken if circumcision already occurred through a medical procedure after birth.

While the Hebrew word Geir or Geir Tzedek typically refers to converts otherwise known as
Jews by Choice in the modern vernacular, a Geir Toshav (resident alien) 2%in)=23 refers to a non-
Jew who lives in the land of Israel in the Hebrew Bible. In Rabbinic literature, a Geir Tzedek is
also referred to as Geir Emet, a true proselyte, and even a Geir Ben B rit, a convert who is a
child of the covenant. Exodus 20:10 refers to the settler convert as a Geir Ha ’sha’ar, or proselyte
of the gate (Epstein 2025). A Geir Toshav is committed to following the Seven Noahide Laws®.
The Geir Toshav 1s found in the Holiness Code in Leviticus 17-26 and also in the discussion in
the Torah regarding who is permitted to consume the Pesach sacrifice in Exodus 12:45 along
with the obligations for the Sabbatical year in Leviticus 25:6. The Torah encourages Jews to treat
the Geir Toshav with kindness and respect, reminiscent of the way the Israelites were treated as
strangers in Egypt. Numbers 9:14 unites the obligations for Jews and for Geirei Toshav when the
text teaches, “And when a stranger who resides with you would offer a Pesach sacrifice to the

Lord, he must offer it in accordance with the rules and rites of the Pesach sacrifice. There shall

5 The Seven Noahide Laws include not worshiping idols, no murder, no theft, no sexual misconduct, no vain speech,
no eating flesh from a live animal, and the obligation to create courts which follow moral laws.
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be one law for you, whether stranger or citizen of the country.” By linking the ritual obligations
to Jews with Geirei Toshav, the Torah here is symbolically elevating the status of the Geir
Toshav because of their present behaviors and actions and regardless of their past history of faith
and community. The prophet Isaiah in the Hebrew Bible addresses Geirim with strong moral
clarity and with no uncertain terms. When referencing Jews by Choice, Isaiah teaches, “I will
bring them to My sacred mount and let them rejoice in My house of prayer. Their burnt offerings
and sacrifices shall be welcomed on My altar; For my house shall be called a house of prayer for
all people (Isaiah 56:6-7).” This vision of Isaiah welcomes Geirei Toshav with open arms and
without judgment and symbolizes a clear example of the overlap between hashkafa and Halakha

in contemporary times.

Non-Jews have always been a part and played a role in the Jewish community. From the days of
the mixed multitude who were present at Mount Sinai in the Hebrew Bible, non-Jews such as
Geirei Toshav have played a pivotal role in positively shaping the Jewish future. Dr. Shaye J.D.
Cohen, Nathan Littauer Professor of Hebrew Literature and Philosophy at Harvard University,
identifies the following seven ways non-Jews are connected and associated with Judaism without

going through a formal conversion process:

1. Admiring an aspect of Judaism or Jewish life.
Acknowledging that the Jewish God is powerful.
Receiving a benefit from Jews or being friendly with Jews.
Practicing some or many Jewish rituals.

Praising the Jewish God.

A i

Joining the Jewish community.

Cohen’s seventh category is conversion to Judaism (Epstein 2025). Regardless of which category
the proselyte falls into, according to a traditional Jewish approach, the Geir Toshav has played a
critical role in the lives of the Jewish community since first being mentioned in Genesis.
According to Rabbinic tradition, the first Geir Toshav was Abraham in the Torah when he self-
identifies himself in Genesis 23:4 as "D2ny "231% 2y/iN)™73” meaning “I am a stranger and a

sojourner among you." Abraham asserts himself when he negotiates as a Geir Toshav for the
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final burial site at the Cave of Machpelah for his beloved wife Sarah. Rashi® interprets Genesis
23:4 and teaches Abraham does this to symbolize his dual status: he is from a place on the
outside from his birth, but he has now settled in the land God has provided through God’s Divine
promise. Abraham is also known as the first Jew, so his identification as both a Geir Tzedek and
Geir Toshav elevates the status of the Geir Toshav because of the value they add to the

community.

Abraham was not the only Geir Toshav in the Hebrew Bible. In Sanhedrin 96b:8-9, Naaman the
Aramean was also a Geir Toshav, as taught in a Baraita, and so was Nebuzar. Naaman held back
and did not commit idol worship and yet he also refrained from converting to Judaism in II
Kings Chapter 5. In Exodus 20:10 when the text references “the stranger who is within your
settlements.” Rambam’ teaches, “In line with the plain meaning of Scripture, the stranger of the
gate is always the Geir Toshav, who came to dwell in the gates of our cities and has taken upon
himself the Seven Laws of the Noachides.” By accepting the seven laws, the Geir Toshav is a

symbol of moral courage and fortitude.

6 Rabbi Shlomo Itzhaki (1040-1105): Rashi’s commentary on the Pentateuch changed the way scripture would later
be interpreted. The French rabbi also raised grapes on a vineyard in the Rhineland. Rashi’s commentary is focused
on illuminating or explaining something that is bothering him about the text, whether the text is from the Torah or
the Talmud. He repurposes the text and inserts his own interpretation to help illuminate what the text is trying to
illustrate. He is mainly concerned with the pshat or literal meaning of the text in the case of his Torah commentary.
His commentary is primarily uncomplicated and represents a straightforward reading of the text. He tries to
minimize cognitive dissonance. Rashi’s commentary on the Talmud was the first of its kind and along with his
Torah commentary serves as the backbone of traditional textual interpretation.

7 Rabbi Moses Ben Maimon (1135-1204): Rambam was an extremely influential medieval Spanish scholar and
physician who composed the Mishnah Torah, or repetition of the Torah. The Mishnah Torah is rooted in history as
the first formative step in articulating a clear vision of Halakha. His view on Halakha remains influential to this day.
The 14 volumes cover all the laws and legal discussions of the Jewish cannon in that point in time within the Talmud
and beyond. Rambam synthesized and organized the material of the Talmud. He was not only a halakhist but an
Aristotelian philosopher. He also wrote the Guide of the Perplexed to speak to the intellectual and questioning
community. He was a physician to the Sultan and was a well-respected Sephardi leader who tried to bridge the gap
between Jewish law and the norms of society during the Middle Ages. Rambam was a community leader who didn’t
live in an ivory tower. He was the head of the Jewish community but still took time to visit with individual

people. The Rambam wrote the Mishnah Torah to help in the process of codifying Jewish law. When the Bavli or
the Yerushalmi are looked at, they do not represent clear legal rulings. The Mishnah Torah was written to highlight
and systematize Jewish ritual and legal behavior.
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Meaningful attention is given to the Geir Toshav in Rabbinic literature in Avodah Zarah 64B
when the status of the Geir Toshav was debated by the sages in the Talmud®. The Talmud is the
Jewish portable homeland. The following three categories are documented in the Talmud in

Avodah Zarah 64B related to the Geir Toshav:

1. A Geir Toshav strictly renounces idolatry.
2. A Geir Toshav accepts the Seven Noahide Laws.

3. A Geir Toshav is observant of many of the ritual mitzvot or sacred obligations.

The primary concern of the rabbinic sages of the Talmud is behavior because the work is the
basic source book of Halakha. The behavior of the Geir Toshayv is highlighted because their
participation in the Jewish community has always been consistent and relevant. Like the way the
Talmud has disagreements and conversations on every page, the Halakha too represents an
ongoing process of debate and dialogue. The Talmud studied in contemporary times reflects the

lives and thoughts of the Jews in the Greco-Roman world of the time.

The main body of the Halakha was developed in the Greco-Roman world of the first century of
the common era by rabbis who balanced the traditional approach of Halakha with the hashkafa
of their time. The ancient rabbis’ who shaped the Halakha continue to influence how Judaism is
practiced in contemporary times. The boundary hashkafa can reach goes to a place beyond where

the Halakha is permitted to reside like the area of interfaith marriage. The hashkafa can be more

8 Because of the destruction of the Second Temple by the Romans in 70 CE, the tradition had to be preserved. The
Talmud was the Jewish way of continuing. The Talmud represents the Jewish reaction to the tragedy of the Temples
being destroyed. Always making Judaism available, the Talmud is the Jewish way of expressing religiosity through
inquiry. Written against the background of the destruction of the Second Temple, the Talmud created normalcy in an
abnormal world. Comprised of 63 tractates mostly in Aramaic with some Hebrew and Latin as well, the work is an
extrapolation of the Tannaitic Mishnah and is also referred to as Shas or Gemara. In the Talmud, the Gemara
represents Tannaitic discourse that is both Halakhic or ritual based and aggadic or ethically rooted in nature.

 Rambam was one of the most influential Halakhists but later commentators and Sages such as Rabbi Jacob ben
Asher (1270-1343) who wrote the Arba’ah Turim (The Tur) and Rabbi Yosef Karo (1488-1575) who wrote the
Shulchan Aruch among many others have significantly contributed to the formation of the Halakha as well. The
Shulchan Aruch or set table until this day serves as the definitive work of Halakha. The hashkafa that has developed
and emerged since the formation of the Halakha has been guided by laws and an intentional, legal process. The
Vilna Gaon (1720-1797), who was well versed in the Halakha, also encouraged the people that followed him to read
and study Josephus because it would help direct their hashkafa. The Gaon did this so his community would be well
versed in the ways of the greater society as well as Jewish ritual observance.
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tolerant as compared to the stringency of the Halakha. A Halakhic ruling or decision issued by a
Poseik or religious authority derives from the hashkafa of a society or community. Hashkafa is
dictated not only by legal principles but also by the universal qualities of morality and virtue,

which bind all Jews together in a powerful network of support, ritual, and tradition.

Rambam weighs in on the issue of treating a Geir Toshav with justice because he didn’t leave
any issue uncovered when related to Jewish laws and customs. Rambam in Hilchot Melakhim
8:10-11 agrees most with the second category of the status of the Geir Toshav. Known as a
Chassid Umot HaOlam, a righteous among the nations, the Geir Toshav is a person who would
then have a place in the World to Come, known as Olam Haba. The Torah in Genesis 25:35
singles out the importance of supporting the Geir who is down on their luck by treating them
with as much dignity as they would someone who was born into the Israelite community. In
Exodus 13:18, Rashi focuses on the word Chamushim which can mean armed, but it can also
mean one-fifth. Rashi interprets this verse to mean that only one-fifth of the Jewish people in
Egypt left during the Exodus. This means that from this perspective four-fifths were left behind,
and since 80% stayed back, they had no physical part in Yetziyat Mitzriam, the revelations at Mt.
Sinai. Although they didn’t leave Egypt, many remained integrated into the society of the time.
Rashi’s interpretation highlights that most of the Jews of the time didn’t leave Egypt just like
many Jews didn’t leave Babylon when the Second Temple was constructed in Israel. The
contemporary interfaith marriage statistic is not the first time in Jewish history where Jews have
been highly assimilated. Rashi’s interpretation counters the anomaly of assimilation by noting
the Jewish community has continually dealt with issues of assimilation since the origins of the

faith.

The formal institution of the Geir Toshav fell out of practice after the destruction of the Second
Temple in 70 CE by the Romans and the suspension of the Jubilee year. Medieval commentators
such as Rambam state that even without the Jubilee regulations, Jewish courts may not formally
grant Geir Toshav status to non-Jews. However, the medieval teacher Rabbi Menachem ben
Solmon HaMeiri (1249-1315), suggest Christians and Muslims, because of their monotheistic
approach, could be considered Geirei Toshav if they live by the ethical standards of the Seven

Noahide Laws. Sanhedrin 56a in the Ta/mud reinforces this idea that righteousness is not limited
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strictly to Jews and can be applied to non-Jews'® as well who lead an ethical life. Although the
rabbis of the Mishnah and the Talmud have positive views regarding Jews by Choice, after the
destruction of the Second Temple and then the loss of the Bar Kochba rebellion in 135 CE,
Jewish existence in the Diaspora for 2000 years in association with Jews by Choice was mixed
with prohibition and persecution. Jews by Choice were persecuted and harassed by Domitian
between 81-96 CE when their property was confiscated and they were sentenced to death or
banishment (Epstein 2025). Hadrian outlawed circumcision and the public teaching of Torah in
131 CE. In 200 CE, the Emperor Severus issued new decrees aimed at chastising and punishing
those who sought a Jewish lifestyle. Constantine followed pursuit in 325 CE when he brought
back Hadrian’s law by saying Jews could not engage in any conversion activity. Constantine
then took his repulsion with conversion to Judaism to a new level by then taking away all

property of any Christian who went through a conversion to Judaism.

Raba and Rav Ashi, sages from Babylon from the 4™ Century, were proponents of encouraging
Jews to be more Jewish. In a discussion regarding the diversity of seeds that are sowed in the
field, the sages of the Talmud discuss promoting positive relationships with gentiles. The Talmud
teaches, “One may uproot diverse kinds with him, in order to reduce impropriety (Avodah Zarah
64a).” Working with a non-Jew in this case reduces impropriety because the work acknowledges
the gentile is coming from a beneficial place and does not have malicious or divisive intentions.
The non-Jews modern day Jews interact with daily are not the gentile idolaters of the past. The
Jewish community can flourish when positive relationships are achieved with the non-Jewish

community.

10 Regarding Jews by Choice and Jews by birth, in Ezekiel 37:27 the text teaches, “And I will be their God, and they
shall be My people,” regarding Jews and the relationship Jews have with God. Contrast that pasuk, verse, with
Jeremiah 30:21-22 which states regarding the Jew by Choice, “For who is he that has pledged his heart to approach
Me, says the Lord. And you shall be my people, and I will be your God.” These verses teach that Jews by Choice are
not drawn to be near to the Divine until they first connect themselves to God. Although Jews by Choice are typically
seen as being more meticulous in their observance of the mitzvot, the Talmud in Kiddushin 70b:15 calls the Geir or
convert as difficult as a scab or a soar. Kiddushin 70b:15 notes, “Converts are as difficult for the Jewish people as a
scab.” This problematic position highlights the complicated life of the Jew by Choice. Rashi says Jews by Choice
are difficult because they are not experts regarding the commandments. Other commentators point to the notion that
all Jews are responsible for each other to rectify this negative position. Rabbi Abraham the Convert says Jews by
Choice are difficult because they are actually exacting and true experts in the commandments.
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The tractate of Gerim outlines a ritual for the conversion process to unfold. Kiddushin 73a
documents a lengthy discussion regarding the mamzer, the shetuki, and the convert. A mamzer is
someone born from a forbidden relationship (adultery or incest) and a shetuki is someone who
knows who his mother is but not his father. “It is permitted for a convert to marry the daughter of
a priest, and it is permitted for him to marry a mamzeret (Kiddushin 73a:7).” By outlining these
relationships, the Talmud is acknowledging their status by creating an entry point into the
community through providing alternatives and guidance in these extreme relationship and status

situations.

In the modern period, interest in the Geir Toshav model has reemerged. Geirei Toshav status
supports the growth and development of raising Jewish families engaged in Jewish communal
life. The Noahide movement, promoted by Orthodox groups, encourages non-Jews to adopt the
Seven Noahide Laws as a form of ethical and spiritual identity. Although these groups are mostly
led from an Orthodox perspective, they share a core belief in the moral value of the Geir Toshav
perspective. This concept has also been revisited in the Conservative movement. By embracing a
dual commitment to the continuity and moral progress of Halakha, the Conservative movement
stands at the precipice of creating fertile ground for reconsidering the Geir Toshav in today’s
pluralistic society. Although the Conservative movement has not issued a formal teshuva,
responsa, reinstating Geir Toshav status, it has engaged the concept in spirit in some sense.
Rabbi Daniel Siegel, a rabbi closely associated with Jewish Renewal, has written on the potential
to create a Geir Toshav style status for non-Jews involved in Jewish communities. He recounts
how Rabbi Zalman Schachter-Shalomi (1924-2014), the founder of the Jewish Renewal
movement, proposed an intermediate status for non-Jews who commit to ethical monotheism
without full conversion. Conservative feshuvot on interfaith marriage often recognize the
contributions of non-Jewish spouses who raise Jewish children and participate in Jewish
communal life. While these teshuvot affirm conversion as the ideal, they also articulate a
theology of partnership and covenantal involvement, which echoes the values embodied by many
non-Jews in the Jewish community. The 1995 Statement on Intermarriage by the RA emphasizes
“welcoming the non-Jewish partner with respect and dignity,” while affirming the centrality of
Jewish commitment. Such positions, which avoid both rejection and full assimilation, reflect a

modern connection to the Geir Toshav. According to McGinity, “Assimilationists refer to
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individuals who supported the idea that immigrants should melt into the majority culture and the
majority people (McGinity 2009, 222).” With full assimilation on the one hand and conversion
on the other hand, the tightrope the Geir Toshav walks is nuanced with how they agree with their

partner to raise their children.

There are many rituals or activities which use customs and practices that help build Jewish
identity and belonging. While the research in this thesis concentrates on baking challah'', any
mitzvah done in an experiential way where anyone can participate could work in helping to
welcome the Geir Tzedek and the Geir Toshav. The Geir Tzedek and the Geir Toshav can
experience the ritual of baking challah together because of the accessibility factor of the baking
process. The challah they make together can be a uniting touch point helping to support Jews,
Jews by Choice, and non-Jews in the pursuit of living richly engaged Jewish lives. Challah is a
metaphor that symbolizes genuine longing to be close to the Divine. The Hebrew root of the
word challah, chet/lamed/lamed, means hollow, space, or pierced. The first connection linking
challah to the bread consumed on Shabbat was in the 15" Century. Rabbi Joseph bar Moshe
noticed how Rabbi Israel Isserlein, a leading German Jewish scholar, would welcome Shabbat
with three loaves of bread. Among Ashkenazi Jews, braided challah became a staple on Shabbat
in the 17" Century for Jews throughout Europe. In Beresheet Rabba 1:4, Rabbi Hunna says in
the name of Rabbi Matanah that the world was created in the merit of three things: challah,
tithes, and first fruits. The importance of challah can’t be understated. Challah is a critical
component of the Jewish experience. Because challah plays a pivotal role in shaping Jewish
lifecycle and ritual events, this common denominator of making challah can be a shared
experience in the process of integrating the Geir Tedek, the Geir Toshav, and the greater Jewish
community. As will be seen in the next chapter, exploring interfaith marriage in the Conservative
movement is more than simply baking challah because this exploration symbolizes the place

Jews find themselves within American culture.

! Challah dough is a uniting factor which has the potential to bring the community together. The Kitzur Shulchan
Aurkh in 35:1 teaches, “Dough which is made of more than the 1.6 kilograms of the five grains (wheat, barley, spelt,
rye, and oats) requires the separation of challah.” To separate the challah, a blessing is recited and a piece of dough
the size of an olive is taken and then burned in the fire as a symbolic sacrificial offering. In the Torah in Numbers
15:17-21, the text teaches to eat the bread of the land once the land is settled. While the challah in Numbers refers to
a portion of the dough, challah in the Jewish tradition represents the bringing together of family and community.
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Chapter Two: Exploring Interfaith Marriage in the Conservative

Movement

The Conservative movement within Judaism grew out of the Reform movement and the rigid
traditionalism during the 19™ century in Europe. The goal was to preserve Jewish tradition and
balance allegiance to Halakha with change and modernity. The Positive Historical School, led
primary by Rabbi Zacharias Frankel (1801-1875), serves as the philosophical origins of this
denomination. Frankel was opposed to the radical reforms of Reform Judaism because he
emphasized the importance of Halakha rather than personal autonomy when relating to the
mitzvot. In 1854, Frankel became the spiritual leader and director of the Jewish Theological
Seminar of Breslau, the seminary credited as the first school that taught rabbis from a
Conservative viewpoint by balancing a commitment to tradition with an awareness and embrace

of modern values.

According to the 2020 Pew Research Center study called Jewish Americans in 2020, 17% of
American Jews affiliate and identity with the Conservative movement (Cooperman, 2021). The
survey was conducted from November 19, 2019, to June 3, 2020, and surveyed 4,718 adults in
the United States who identify as Jewish, a category of both Jews by religion and Jews of no
religion. The survey shows that of the Conservative Jews who married between 2010 and 2020,
42% were intermarried, meaning that they were married to someone who was not born Jewish
and had not converted to Judaism. For comparison’s sake, the study goes on to demonstrate that
72% of Reform Jews are intermarried, 79% of Jews with no denomination are intermarried, and
2% of Orthodox Jews are intermarried (Cooperman 2021). Of the Conservative Jews who were
married before 1980, only 17% were intermarried. The study goes on to summarize that 93% of
in-married Conservative couples raise their children Jewish whereas 35 to 40% of intermarried

Conservative couples raise their children in a Jewish home.
Although Conservative Judaism remains one of the four main denominations in Judaism

alongside Reform, Orthodox, and Reconstructionist Judaism, in 1950 in America nearly 43% of

American Jews affiliated as Conservative Jews. The report goes on to note, “About 42% of
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married American Jews have a non-Jewish spouse, with the intermarriage rate reaching about
60% of those who have wed since 2010 (Elia-Shalev 2025).” Despite this decline and the
demographic challenges the Conservative movement faces, there is a strong base of committed
Conservative Jews as well as vibrant leaders in the denomination who balance the importance of
a serious commitment to Halakha with the practical ramifications of fully living and immersing

in modernity.

In the 1950’s in America, the Conservative movement reached a peak with affiliation with
around 800 affiliated synagogues in North America (Kellner 2013). Since that time, however, the
movement has suffered a decline in affiliated membership across the board. The Conservative

movement’s

26% in 2000, to 18% in 2013, and to 17% in 2020 (Hoffman 2022).” The current membership

market share across all the age groups combined slipped from 43% in 1990, to

base is approximately 560-580 congregations. There are 514 registered Conservative synagogues
in the public domain. The USCJ reports to have approximately 600 affiliated congregations in
the United States, Canada, and Mexico. Most but not all Conservative synagogues affiliate with
the Conservative movement through the USCJ. Along with JTS in New York, the Ziegler School
of Rabbinic Studies in Los Angeles are the two seminaries in America which train Conservative
clergy. The Schechter Institute in Israel has expanded the movements global reach by focusing

on the Masorti movement, which represents the Conservative movement in Israel.

The Conservative movement’s view on intermarriage might be a factor in this steep decline of
the Conservative movement’s affiliation. Along with the challenge of an aging membership base
and the desperate need to engage adults and families with young children, the movement
continues to grapple and debate policies related to interfaith marriage and the role of clergy in
the Conservative movement related to officiating at intermarriages. The movement continues to
redefine itself and its commitment to pluralism and inclusion practices. The RA, representing
Conservative clergy, prohibits its members from officiating at interfaith weddings between a Jew
and a non-Jew who has not gone through a conversion process. The RA has made forward
motion in relation to the intermarriage question. As chair of a RA working group to evaluate the
RA’s prohibition against allowing member rabbis the opportunity to officiate at an interfaith

marriage, Rabbi Brusso recounts reading in the RA archives, “A 1973 teshuva issued by the
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CJLS instructed that a rabbi “may not grace by his presence either during or immediately before,
or immediately after, the ceremony or reception or any celebration of a marriage in which a
partner is non Jewish without any type of conversion (Brusso 2025).” RA rabbis who do officiate
at interfaith weddings risk disciplinary action or expulsion from the RA. Because approximately
60% of Jewish marriages since 2000 are categorized as being interfaith, many Conservative
communities strive to be welcoming and inclusive. Rather than officiate at the actual interfaith
marriage, RA rabbis are encouraged to offer interfaith couples an aufiruf as an alternative to
officiating at the interfaith wedding itself. What can Conservative clergy do in relationship and
connection with an interfaith couple? They can encourage the couple to receive a blessing by
being called up to the Torah on the Shabbat before their wedding. Students at JTS and Ziegler
are encouraged to welcome and support interfaith families while also simultaneously maintaining

boundaries within the parameters of Halakha.

Why undertake this research project now? Currently, the Conservative movement is having an
identity crisis when it comes to interfaith marriage. In July 2025, Adath Jeshurun Congregation
in Minneapolis, Minnesota, formally made a policy change that goes in direct contradiction to
the rules of the Conservative movement. The clergy at this large Conservative synagogue can
now “participate in, but not officiate, weddings of Jews who marry outside of their faith (Elia-
Shalev 2025).” What this new policy does is allow the clergy at Adath Jeshurun to offer
blessings, teachings, or music for intermarrying couples. The ceremonies cannot include rituals
other than Jewish rituals. Someone who is not clergy would officiate. The Adath Jeshurun clergy
can now play a role in the ceremony but would not be the primary people facilitating or
officiating at the interfaith wedding service. Hazzan Joanna Dulkin, the past president of the
Cantors Assembly and senior cantor at Adath Jeshurun, also signed the policy change along with
the clergy and the board of the congregation. Rabbi Aaron Weininger, the senior rabbi of the
congregation, said, “The goal is to make the congregation of some 1100 households more
welcoming and inclusive while recognizing that intermarriage is a common reality among
congregants and American Jews at large (Elia-Shalev 2025).” Adath Jeshurun recognized there
were interfaith relationships within their own community and rather than turning a blind eye,
they fully met the challenge by changing their policy instead of rejecting the reality. Weininger

goes on to note, “We hope we can play a role in being a living lab for the movement and
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working for change from within the system as a USCJ congregation.” His comments reflect a
policy change the movement will have to face if more communities follow suit. Adath Jeshurun
was at the forefront of societal change when it was one of the first Conservative congregations to
allow girls to become Bat Mitzvah, daughter of the commandment, in the 1920’s and then when
it hired Rabbi Weininger in 2023 as the denomination's first openly gay rabbi of a large
community, the community again pushed the boundaries of the movement. It is yet to be seen in
this early stage how this policy change might impact other Conservative congregations and the

RA policy on their clergy officiating at interfaith weddings.

Interfaith couples are a reality for clergy in the Conservative movement. In 2023, the Board of
Directors at Beth El Temple in West Hartford changed their bylaws to include the acceptance of
non-Jewish synagogue members on the board and various committees of the Temple. Whether
more Conservative synagogues will follow in the footsteps of Adath Jeshurun or Beth El is yet to
be seen. Now, with Conservative communities such as Adath Jeshurun and Beth El struggling
with how to effectively interact with intermarried couples while not driving them away, will the
Conservative movement adapt with the times to ensure the survival of the denomination or will
the traditionalists in the movement remain steadfast in keeping with the ways of the traditional

model? The future continues to unfold and develop in the present moment.

Although the RA does prohibit its rabbis from officiating an interfaith wedding ceremony, RA
rabbis are now allowed to attend interfaith wedding ceremonies. Even though some may be
offput and reject the RA’s understanding of Jewish law and ritual, the essence of the limitation is
rooted in Halakha. The framework of kiddushin, sanctified Jewish marriage, is strictly limited to
two Jews and when a non-Jew comes into the equation, the sanctification, according to a
traditional perspective, does not come to full fruition. The tides are changing when it comes to
interfaith relationships in the Conservative movement. The basic attitude regarding interfaith
families has shifted within the movement from being ostracized to being fully embraced. Most if
not all Conservative synagogues welcome and actively embrace interfaith families by providing
ways to fully include non-Jewish partners or spouses. The USCJ actively encourages keruv

(outreach) to interfaith families but also does not fully embrace the idea of an interfaith marriage.
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There are real and apparent reasons many rabbis, even many Conservative rabbis, push for
change to the existing limitations of officiation at an interfaith wedding. By refusing to officiate
at an interfaith wedding, these rabbis and Jewish leaders argue that the couple will just find
another place to get married. This creates distance from the leadership and the congregation.
Synagogues of every denomination must think seriously about membership growth and their
revenue stream. The resistance is strong, however, because others within the movement assert
officiation at interfaith weddings would be asur (forbidden) according to the Halakha. This
perspective supports the notion that a union between a non-Jew and a Jewish person is not a

valid marriage according to a traditional interpretation of Jewish law.

The CJLS and the RA clearly promote Conservative or Masorti rabbis to officiate at a wedding
only if both the individuals getting married are Jewish. Officiating in this context means signing
any marriage documents like the ketubah, the marriage contract, or the secular marriage license.
As of 2024-2025, the Conservative movement and the RA are clear about their stance of
allowing their rabbis to officiate at interfaith weddings in an update regarding their standard of
practice (Rabbinical Assembly 2025). In 2024 the RA created a Standards Working Group of 12
rabbis who engaged 200 Conservative rabbis in a dialogue about interfaith marriage within the
movement (Wecker 2024). Pastoral inclusion without changing the boundaries of Halakha was a
goal of the working group. Momentum is building towards nuanced engagement, even though
officiation remains out of the boundary of Halakha for now. Rabbi Jacob Bluementhal, CEO of
the RA and USCJ in 2024 said, “Our standards remain unchanged regarding officiation, but we
are committed to deepening our welcome and support for interfaith couples and families. We
want them to feel that our synagogues are their Jewish home, regardless of their marriage
ceremony (Rabbinical Assembly 2025).” Balancing the feelings of inclusion and acceptance with
assimilation and a rejection of interfaith marriage continues to be a fluid topic within the
movement. Rabbi Ashira Konigsburg, RA COO, commented on rabbis attending interfaith
weddings by noting, “Our rabbis want to show up for their congregants with compassion.
Allowing attendance was a step toward honest, caring pastoral presence (Sales 2018).” Showing
up allows for Conservative rabbis to be authentic and present for their congregants but falls short

of allowing Conservative clergy to officiate at interfaith ceremonies.
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There are specific middot, values, that help to illuminate the essential values which unfold when
welcoming Jews by Choice and non-Jews in the community. In my opinion, there are four
primary Jewish values related to intermarriage: Kedushat Yisrael (holiness of the Jewish people),
B’tzelem Elohim (created in the image of God), Ahavat Yisrael (love for all Jews), and Tikkun
Olam (healing or repairing the world). Kedushat Yisrael encourages the prohibition of
intermarriage so that Jewish identity will be preserved. This preservation model, however,
encourages intermarried couples to seek spirituality and community in other communities which
contradicts the need to focus on the holiness of the people. B 'tzelem Elohim reminds us that all
living creatures are created in the image of God. When we interact with everyone as if a spark of
Divinity exists inside them, whether they are Jewish, in the process of becoming Jewish, a non-
Jew who is supportive of Jews, or a non-Jew who has never met a Jew before, coming from the
place which acknowledges that every living being has a piece of the Divine within gives agency
and autonomy to the human spirit. Ahavat Yisrael helps to encourage and direct clergy,
regardless of their denomination, to deal compassionately with interfaith couples and not to
outright reject their union. Tikkun Olam is a value that fully embraces the diversity within all
Jewish families as a quintessential ethical model representing the need to make the world a better
place. According to the Halakha, the Conservative movement is in line with traditional sources
which prohibit interfaith marriage. Even though interfaith marriage is still forbidden, there is a
difference between marriage according to the Halakha and the importance of building an
inclusive community. The Halakhic principle of Shinnui Ha-ittim, times have changed, has
resulted in the Conservative movement openly accepted same gender marriages when both
partners are Jewish. On the one hand, non-Jews aren’t allowed to marry Jews in the Conservative
movement. On the other hand, however, non-Jews are still welcomed into many aspects of
Jewish communal life. The movement continues to grapple and balance allegiance with the
Halakha with the reality of Jewish life in a pluralistic environment. As the Conservative
movement continues to face the difficult conversation regarding interfaith relationships and
whether or not clergy trained within the movement can indeed officiate at interfaith marriages,
analyzing gender and exploring interfaith marriage remain a perennial obstacle as seen in the

next chapter, representing more of an opportunity rather than a challenge.
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In contemporary society in America, most non-Orthodox Jews live integrated in society rather
than in a ghetto. Viewed from a historical perspective, the ghetto of Eastern Europe once had
great value and utilitarian purpose, but that is not the case any longer. Prior to the French
Revolution, and then during the Haskalah (Jewish Emancipation), segregation was not primarily
a sign of withdrawal but a strategy for survival. Jews had to segregate to fully function in a safe
environment. Jews were often legally restricted from owning land, joining guilds, or
participating in civic life. Living in concentrated Jewish quarters allowed communities to
function with a measure of stability and safety often in a hostile society. Within these ghettos,
Jewish life flourished in meaningful ways. They provided the infrastructure necessary for
religious observance, education, economic cooperation, and mutual aid. Synagogues, houses of
study, charitable societies, and family networks created a self-sustaining ecosystem which
preserved Jewish identity and the Jewish tradition. Far from being merely spaces of confinement,
these communities nurtured learning, spiritual growth, and a strong sense of collective
responsibility. While emancipation opened new doors and possibilities for the future, it also
marked the end of a society structure that for centuries had enabled Jewish life to endure and
adapt under difficult historical and social conditions. The conditions that unfold for Jews in
modern times continues to develop. By focusing and analyzing gender and interfaith marriage in
the Conservative movement in the next chapter, the objective is to bring to light contemporary

issues related to gender issues interfaith couples face when building a Jewish family together.
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Chapter Three: Analyzing Gender and Interfaith Marriage

Historian and educator Dr. Keren R. McGinity has written two monumental histories of gender
and interfaith marriage in America. Still Jewish provides a detailed history of women and
intermarriage while Marrying Out gives the intermarriage perspective related to men and
fatherhood. In Still Jewish, McGinity ask women, “how are you Jewish” and not “how Jewish
are you” (McGinity 2009, 16). This approach recognizes the women for her own sake rather than
some artificial standard. McGinity studied and analyzed the histories of 46 women who
intermarried between 1901 and 2000. She notes, “The evidence illustrates that women who
married later in the century were more likely to raise their children with strong ties to Judaism
than women who intermarried earlier in the century (McGinity 2009, 8).” Before 1930,
McGinity writes that only 2 to 3% of Jewish men and women married non-Jews in America
(McGinity 2009, 203). By 1960 the rate had nearly doubled and then in 1972 the rate went from
32% to 52% in 1990. McGinity describes how some in the Jewish community went from

“outrage to outreach” while others shunned intermarriage all together.

Through her detailed research, McGinity brings to light the reality of intermarriage in how it has
played out for real people who intermarried in America, rather than relying on inuendo or false
pretense. McGinity summarizes, “Looking at intermarriage and Jewish identity from a historical
perspective underscores that Jewish women who intermarried remained Jewish and that their
descendants may very well turn out to be Jewish as well (McGinity 2009, 214).” Her research
highlights that many intermarried couples still raise their children in a Jewish home. McGinity
writes, “Although promoting endogamy is not in itself prejudicial, suggesting that one must
marry a fellow Jew (or someone who converts to Judaism) in order to be Jewish is exclusionary
(McGinity 2009, 212).” By rejecting this exclusionary practice, McGinity is coming from an

inclusive place of welcoming non-Jews rather than shunning or ignoring their existence.

Interfaith marriage in modern society doesn’t always produce assimilated families or families
who lack any Jewish identity or background. Rabbi Brusso goes on to note when commenting on
the RA archives, “In RA documents from the ’60s to the ’80s, rabbinic leaders sought to stave

off communal fears of assimilation by instructing peers to respond to intermarriage with
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messages that ranged from not “giving approval,” attempting to “dissuade,” actively
“discouraging,” to even applying social “sanction” towards Jews dating and marrying people of
other backgrounds (Brusso 2025).” By not giving approval and dissuading their congregants,
Conservative rabbis are stuck between a place of supporting all their congregants and adhering to
Halakha. The debate is real and the tension exists because of the reality of practice is that

Conservative synagogues have members who are in interfaith relationships.

In Marrying Out, McGinity explores the many reasons Jewish men marry outside the Jewish
tradition. Fishman and Parmer, in Matrilineal Ascent / Patrilineal Descent write, “Intermarried
men who have negative feelings about Jews and Jewishness are the weak link in contemporary
American Jewish life (McGinity 2014).” This sociological critique of intermarriage views multi-
heritage families not as an opportunity for further engagement but as an obstacle leading to
assimilation. Alan Dershowitz in 1997 goes even further in The Vanishing American Jew by
noting, “A decision by a young Jewish man or women to marry a non-Jew is generally a
reflection of a well-established reality that their Jewishness is not all that central to their identity
(McGinity 2014).” Rather than view intermarriage as a chance to engage the whole family in
Jewish living, the perspective of Dershowitz, along with Fishman and Parmer, is that
intermarriage represents a clear and present threat to Jewish survival and Jewish continuity.
Their perspectives are based on two assumptions according the McGinity when she writes, “Two
assumptions color these concerns: that an intermarried Jew becomes fully assimilated into the
majority Christian population, religion, and culture; and that an intermarried Jew will not raise
Jewish children (McGinity 2014, 3).” To address these concerns, McGinity goes on to note,
“However, in recent years research about intermarried Jewish men and women has begun to
undermine these assumptions (McGinity 2014).” The assumption has been undermined because

interfaith doesn’t necessarily always mean full assimilation.

When comparing Jewish men to Jewish women who intermarry, the surface level interpretation
is that Jewish women are more committed to their Jewish tradition when compared to Jewish
men who are in a multi-heritage relationship. McGinity addresses this misconception by
expressing, “I argue in this book that intermarried Jewish men offer insight into a form of

gendered ethnicity stemming from their religious and cultural heritage that increases their ability
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to raise Jewish children equally effectively as intermarried Jewish women (McGinity 2014, 7).”
According to traditional Halakha, Jewishness is passed through the mother rather than the father
which is known as matrilineal descent. While Reform and many Reconstructionist and Renewal
synagogues recognize patrilineal and matrilineal descent, Conservative and Orthodox
denominations strictly recognize matrilineal descent rather than patrilineal descent. Because
matrilineal descent in these contexts is the way Judaism is passed down through the generations,
when Jewish men marry outside of the faith, the chances their offspring will be raised Jewish
depends on the level of commitment of the couple in question rather than assuming Jewish
status. McGinity summaries and concludes, “Intermarried Jewish men can raise Jewish children
equality effectively as can Jewish women (McGinity 2014, 192).” Whether their offspring will
be recognized as members of the Jewish community is a reality that is currently unfolding. Each
community is different and unique, and even though gender trumps ethnicity in this study,

whether men step up to the fatherhood plate is subjective and individualized.

McGinity identifies four key similarities between intermarried Jewish men and women, each
revealing how gendered experiences overlap even within the diverse landscape of interfaith
relationships. The first similarity is foundational: Jewish men who partnered with non-Jews, like
their female counterparts, continued to identify as Jewish. This continuity underscores an
important reality, that intermarriage did not inherently weaken Jewish self-understanding.
Instead, both men and women preserved a sense of Jewish belonging, challenging assumptions

that intermarriage automatically results in assimilation or loss of identity.

The second similarity highlighted is, “Men who intermarried may have switched denominations
from more traditional to more liberal, but this change over time entailed an enhancement, not a
diminishment of their Jewish identity (McGinity 2014, 193).” When read in context, this
suggests that both men and women used denominational shifts as tools for navigating complex
religious landscapes. Such changes often reflected a process of adaptation rather than
abandonment, which highlights an effort to find a Jewish expression that aligned with their
familial reality. This invites reflection on how religious identity evolves across life stages and

whether interfaith families may catalyze deeper engagement rather than disengagement.
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The third similarity McGinity observes is, “both men and women were influenced by a parent’s
intermarriage,” mirroring larger demographic trends showing that Jewish adults with
intermarried parents are significantly three times more likely to intermarry themselves. This
pattern raises important questions about the intergenerational transmission of identity and
partnership norms. Rather than framing this as a simple replication of behavior, McGinity’s data
encourages the careful reader to consider how growing up in an interfaith household shapes
comfort with, and openness to, religious diversity. It suggests that personal family history may
play as powerful a role as broader cultural forces in shaping partnership decisions regarding

Jewish belonging and observance.

The fourth similarity concerns the dissolution of interfaith marriages. McGinity emphasizes that
when these relationships ended in divorce, religiosity was seldom the decisive factor. Instead,
she writes, “Intermarried Jewish men and intermarried Jewish women divorced...for reasons
unrelated to religious differences and most often involving adultery, financial issues, or problems
with substance abuse (McGinity 2014, 194).” This finding is valuable because it challenges a
common narrative that interfaith marriages are inherently fragile due to religious conflict.
McGinity’s data suggests a more nuanced truth: The stresses that undermine interfaith marriages
are largely the same pressures that strain any marriage. This invites broader reflection on how
communities sometimes overemphasize theological compatibility while overlooking practical

and emotional dynamics that play a far more significant role in marital stability.

Along with the similarities, there were also stark differences when comparing intermarried
Jewish men and women. McGinity continues and succinctly notes, “Intermarried Jewish women
maintained the denominational affiliations in which they were raised after marriage, whereas a
majority of the men switched (McGinity 2014, 194).” This contrast suggests more than a simple
difference in behavior; it raises questions about how gendered socialization shape’s Jewish
identity. Women’s tendency to retain their original denominational ties may reflect a deeper
sense of stability or continuity in their religious lives, whereas men’s greater likelithood of
switching could indicate that they experienced marriage as a catalyst for reevaluating or

renegotiating their Jewish commitments.
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The Shoah, or Holocaust, also brought to light significant gendered distinctions. According to
McGinity, intermarried Jewish women primarily felt that the Shoah served as a motivating factor
in raising Jewish children, yet it did not play as large a role in shaping their personal religious
identities. For men, however, the Holocaust carried a more existential weight. McGinity writes,
“The legacy of the Holocaust played a much more significant role in men’s consciousness with
regard to their relationships with Judaism, challenging them to define what being Jewish meant
to them (McGinity 2014).” This reflects not only a historical trauma but also the ways men
internalize communal responsibility and self-definition. It invites reflection on how collective
memory interacts with gender expectations and why men may feel more compelled to articulate a
theological or existential response, while women focus on practical continuity through raising

children.

McGinity also observed other patterns that reveal subtle but telling differences. She notes that
men were more likely to express frustration or anger when rabbis refused to officiate at their
interfaith weddings, spoke about physical attraction more frequently, and encouraged their non-
Jewish spouses to be interviewed. Women, by contrast, tended to show more patience with
ambivalent clergy and seldom urged their spouses to participate in the interview process. Men
often gave more attention to their wives who were born Christian than Jewish women gave to
their non-Jewish husbands, suggesting that gender norms within both Jewish and broader
American culture shape emotional labor, communication, and expectations in interfaith

relationships.

McGinity concludes, “The ongoing issue of gender inequality in American society at large and in
the Jewish communal world continues to influence intermarried Jewish men’s identities, lives,
and families (McGinity 2014, 199).” Her analysis challenges the reader to consider how much of
what we attribute to individual preference is structured by systemic norms. She further
summarizes, “Gender will persist in influencing disproportionately low transmission rate of
Jewish identity to children of intermarried Jewish men compared to intermarried Jewish women
so long as men’s work outside the home continues to be socially valued more highly than
women’s work inside it and men’s identities continue to be fashioned by what they do rather than

who they are (McGinity 2014).” This observation not only synthesizes her findings but also
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prompts reflection on how shifting gender roles and the communal value placed on caregiving
might alter patterns of Jewish continuity in future generations. It raises the evaluative question of
whether communities can create structures that better support men’s involvement in religious and

family life, thereby reducing the disparities McGinity highlights.

Taken together the statements McGinity makes expresses findings which reveal a complex
landscape of both convergence and divergence in how intermarried Jewish men and women
navigate identity and religious life. On the one hand, their similarities challenge many
assumptions about interfaith relationships because both men and women continued to see
themselves as Jewish, often deepening or recalibrating their religious identities rather than
abandoning them; both were influenced by parental models of intermarriage; and when
marriages dissolved, the causes were rooted not in religious discord but in the same relational or
financial stresses found in any marriage. Yet, on the other hand, alongside these shared patterns
were meaningful gendered differences that point to the enduring influence of broader social
norms. Women tended to maintain the denominational affiliation of their upbringing and
experienced the Holocaust primarily as a motivator for raising Jewish children, whereas men
often shifted denominations, framed the Shoah as central to their personal religious
consciousness, and responded more intensely to communal gatekeeping such as rabbinic refusals
to officiate. Moreover, men more frequently foregrounded physical attraction, encouraged their
spouses’ participation in interviews, and gave greater attention to their non-Jewish partners,
reflecting gendered expectations around emotional and relational labor. McGinity’s research
shows that while intermarried Jewish men and women share many core experiences, their
identities and behaviors are still shaped significantly by the persistent gender inequalities
embedded in both American and Jewish communal life. Gender inequalities exist, and there are
many diverse models in the Conservative movement that aim to include Jews by Choice and
non-Jews in the community. By being a spiritual exemplar as demonstrated in the next chapter,
the rabbi as the spiritual leader of the community plays a pivotal role in shaping the mentality of

the community in this regard.
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Chapter Four: Surveying Models of Conversion and Radical

Inclusion Beyond the Conservative Movement

There are many diverse models of entry into the conversion process both within Conservative
Judaism as well as through all the Jewish denominations. How does one convert to Judaism?
Rabbi Jim Rosen, senior rabbi at Beth El Temple in West Hartford and an expert interviewee
who was interviewed while conducting this research writes, “A course of study is required,
followed by the examination by a Bet Din, a court of Jewishly knowledgeable leaders, immersion
in the mikveh, a pool of naturally gathered waters, and in the case of a male, where necessary,
brit milah, ritual circumcision (Myrowitz 1995).” The process can range from months to years
depending upon the community and situation. In the Midrash in Ruth Rabbah 2:16, the text
teaches that a rabbi should reject someone wanting to convert to Judaism three times before fully
accepting their decision to convert. Pushing away the desire to convert three times demonstrates
commitment and faith on the part of the Jew by Choice. Just like Naomi who encouraged Ruth to
return to her homeland and not convert to Judaism in the Book of Ruth by saying “return to
where you came,” in Ruth 1:8, Judaism has never embraced the idea of proselytizing or actively

trying to convert individuals or groups of people.

Many synagogues and communities across the nation offer introduction to Judaism classes,
which meet for about two hours each week over approximately 18 weeks or even a year or
multiple years at times. In some communities all the synagogue conversion students meet and
different rabbis and clergy from the community rotate teaching the class. At times these classes
might meet at the local JCC or even circulate from synagogue to synagogue, so everyone can
experience the options of community worship in the community. Rabbi Greenwald encourages
those seeking to convert to Judaism to have at least three months of living an engaged Jewish life
before immersing in the mikvah or spiritual waters (Heilman 2014). For other rabbis, the process
can last a year or longer, depending on the level of engagement of the Jew by Choice. 4 Taste of
Judaism: Are You Curious? is the name of a three-session class facilitated by the Reform
movement. As of 1994, the course had reached 35,000 people (Friedman and Case 2002).

Conservative synagogues, just like Reform communities, work diligently to support Jews by
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Choice within their communities just like all non-Orthodox denominations do because of the

reality of their constituency.

In my opinion, after having conducted this research, the traditional model held by the
Conservative movement outright rejecting interfaith marriage is not sustainable. Treating
intermarriage as forbidden drives people in pluralistic societies away from Judaism. Rabbi
Brusso reflects and keenly notes, “I wanted to figure out how to shift away from the well-
meaning but problematic late-20th century program of social engineering and towards a role that
would allow me to be a better rabbi (Brusso 2025).” The shift occurs for Rabbi Brusso when he
meets with interfaith couples, hears their heartfelt stories, and sees them for their own worth
instead of what they will become. Rabbi Brusso recognizes the faces in his congregation instead
of treating them like statistics and numbers. They are people with real stories and real feelings.
He reflects, “But when I looked out at my community, I saw interfaith couples raising Jewish
kids and non-Jewish parents playing active roles in supporting these kids, while some Jewish
parents expressed ambivalence or outright resistance (Brusso 2025).” The reality is that
Conservative rabbis are grappling with the balance of being there for their congregants in
interfaith marriages while also drawing the line when it comes to the question of officiation.
Rabbi Steven Wernick, former leader of the USCJ from 2009-2019, once said, “Intermarriage is
certainly not ideal but the Conservative movement in 2008 decided that it must welcome
interfaith families and help their spouses along their spiritual journeys (Case 2019, 177).” By
welcoming interfaith families, Conservative synagogues are taking that first step towards being
inclusive and open to interfaith unions. Rabbi Brusso goes on and comments regarding
intermarriage, “The question is not whether intermarriage is happening, it is. The question is
whether we will be there for families when it does, to keep the door to Jewish life open as wide

as possible (Sales 2018).” Being there for families in their time of need is the role of the rabbi.

The details can either fall aside or become an obstacle when a young interfaith couple seeks
guidance and support from their rabbi. Rabbis are spiritual exemplars and are meant to be there
for all their congregants. Rabbi Jack Bloom eloquently writes, “Being a rabbi means serving as a
symbolic exemplar of the best that is in humankind (Bloom 2002, 175).” In this case, the rabbi is

a spiritual role model, and the rabbi’s job is to motivate people to be the best they can be. Clergy
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can either talk about Jewish life and conversion in a way that is one sided or in a way that fosters
conversation and further inquiry into the matter. Rabbi Bloom goes on and expresses, “They
(rabbis) need to know that they are never talking only for themselves, that despite what they
think or hope, they are experienced as talking for God, for Torah, or for the people Israel (Bloom
2002, 137).” In this sense, no words the rabbi can speak can ever be fully heard as an
independent thought or idea because of the baggage and weight they carry. Rabbi Richard Israel
sums up the rabbinate by noting, “The rabbinate is practically the only self-defining profession
around (Israel 1970, 25).” Because many rabbis have flexibility in terms of the kind of pulpit
leadership they demonstrate, speaking about conversion can be a subjective narrative tied
intimately with the type of spiritual exemplar the rabbi aspires to be in the pulpit and community
they serve. In The Atlantic, an anonymous rabbi named Rabbi X summaries the role of the
synagogue by asserting, “If synagogues are meant to be communal gathering places, then the
responsibility to build a vibrant community must fall on the shoulders of all the community
members from the head rabbi to the youngest child (Rabbi X 2012).” The rabbi is just one person
in the mix; the community and their perspective is just as relevant and important as what the

leader thinks and expresses.

From the outside looking in, the restriction on Conservative rabbis officiating at interfaith
marriages might seem close-minded, out of date, and obtuse. The reason for the prohibition,
however, is to support a thriving Jewish family rather than work against the effort. “Though it
may sometimes stand in tension with inclusion, particularity is at the core of what we do and
who we are as Jews (Brusso 2025).” Particularity can be seen in a negative light when viewed
from an outsider perspective. When looking from the inside, particularity is beautiful and can
celebrate the full tapestry of the religious and spiritual experience. The Jewish notion of
chosenness means being obligated to stand up and be accountable. Amos 3:2 teaches, “You alone
have I singled out of all the families of the earth. That is why I call you to account for all your
iniquities.” Being responsible for our behavior highlights the very best in what it means to be
chosen. Isaiah 42:6 reminds that in this unique way Jews are called to be a “light unto nations.”
The prophetic messages of Amos and Isaiah speak to the challenge Conservative rabbis face by
balancing the tradition of officiating at marriages between two Jews and fully being present for

interfaith couples in their congregations.
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The reality of interfaith marriage within the non-Orthodox community is polarized. Some reject
it and others view it as an opportunity for growth. The foundational question Edmund Case asks
in Radical Inclusion is, “How open are our gates going to be (Case 2019, 137).” For Case the
clear answer is radical inclusion. This approach is beyond the boundary of the Conservative
movement, yet it symbolizes an honest effort to include interfaith families in all facets of Jewish
life. Case offers, “Three invitations that can be extended to interfaith couples to experience and
embrace the value and meaning that Jewish life an offer them, and three high-level road maps for
what Jews, Jewish leaders, and Jewish organizations can do to facilitate the Jewish engagement
of interfaith families (Case 2019, 2).” The invitations are to find meaning and spiritual
connection to Jewish life, to find belonging in Jewish community, and to raise children with
Judaism. The road maps to engage interfaith families start by focusing on attitudes, then
concentrate on policies, and finally conclude with a serious campaign to engage interfaith
families. Case defines interfaith by concluding, “An interfaith relationship is one between a
person with a Jewish background and a person with a background from another or no religious
tradition (Case 2019, 4).” In this context the term “interfaith” in this research does not connote
interreligious dialogue where Jews are meeting with Christians, Muslims, Buddhists, or any

other religion.

Case documents the rate of interfaith marriage to be 72% among non-Orthodox Jews in 2019
(Case 2019, 9), a startling statistic that highlights just how dramatically the American Jewish
landscape has shifted. By contrast, as Case notes, only 2% of Jews who married before 1925
were intermarried. The trajectory from 2% to 72% is not merely a numerical change. This
change reflects a window into the evolving social status of Jews in America. This rise in
interfaith unions reflects a society in which Jews feel increasingly integrated and confident in
both their personal and communal identities. Rather than signaling assimilation or abandonment,
the trend may instead reveal the strength and ease with which Jewish identity can be carried into

diverse relational contexts.

This perspective is reinforced by the groundbreaking work of sociologist Egon Mayer, whose
1985 book Love and Tradition challenged prevailing assumptions about interfaith marriage.

Mayer concluded interfaith unions, “did not necessarily mean a rejection of Jewish connections
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(Case 2019, 15).” In a 1989 interview, he went further, suggesting that interfaith marriage
“reflects the great tolerance that America has for religious minorities, it reflects the self-
confidence of Jews as individuals, and it reflects the unbridled primacy of love in mate selection
(Case 2019).” Mayer’s insights invite reflection on how modern Jewish life is shaped not only by
internal communal norms but also by the broader American ethos of pluralism and personal
autonomy. His work pushes readers to question ancient fears by asking whether interfaith

marriage might be a product of Jewish resilience rather than Jewish decline.

In a society that values openness and democratic choice, interfaith marriage is not an anomaly
but an expected outcome of living in a richly diverse culture. Love, as Mayer implies, operates
beyond communal boundaries and does not conform neatly to inherited categories. Case builds
on this understanding by viewing intermarriage as an opportunity rather than a threat, viewing
multi-heritage unions as an opening through which families can raise Jewish children in
authentic and meaningful ways. If the enduring measure of Jewish continuity lies in nurturing the
next generation, then radical inclusion becomes not only a moral stance but a strategic one. By
fully opening the tent and meeting families where they are, the Jewish community can transform
interfaith marriage into a powerful avenue for sustaining Jewish life that has the potential to

expand the circle of belonging.

Case records the words of InterfaithFamily’s former board chair, Mamie Kanfer Stewart, by
writing, “We have an opportunity to reframe the question who is a Jew into who is part of the
Jewish community (Case 2019, 137).” This shift may seem subtle at first, but it represents a
profound reorientation in how Jewish belonging is imagined. Moving the conversation from
boundaries to relationships opens space for curiosity and a sense of welcoming and belonging
rather than judgment. In many ways, this reframing challenges long standing assumptions about
lineage and legitimacy, which invite communities to focus less on policing identity and more on
nurturing connection. The gates, once narrow and heavily guarded, are flung open to those who
are interested or simply to those yearning for a place to belong. This approach aligns with the
lived reality of countless interfaith families who already experience Jewish life not as a fixed

category but as a dynamic process and practice.
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Case also argues, “It’s best for interfaith couples to choose one religious identity for their
children while exposing them to the traditions of their other parent and grandparents (Case 2019,
109).” This recommendation reflects a pragmatic and pastoral sensitivity that children often
benefit from consistency and a rooted sense of a spiritual home, even as they are enriched by the
diverse traditions of their entire family. Rather than forcing a binary choice or promoting an
either/or model, Case encourages a both/and approach which reflects an understanding that
holding a primary identity does not preclude honoring the fullness of one’s heritage. This
perspective invites reflection on what it truly means to raise children with integrity in an
interfaith household and how to offer them stability without erasing complexity, and how to

cultivate pride without diminishing the other strands of their story.

The idea of radical inclusion presented by Case reframes interfaith marriage not as a threat to
Jewish continuity but as a vibrant opportunity to expand and strengthen Jewish life. By fully
welcoming interfaith couples and recognizing the spiritual richness they bring, communities can
transform intermarriage into an avenue for deeper engagement and broader communal vitality.
This vision challenges the Jewish community to ask not who qualifies to belong, but how can

Jewish organizations become places where more people want to belong.
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Padlet of Jewish Conversion Models and Programs Worldwide

In working with Jews by Choice and non-Jews, my personal practice and advice is to start with a
local rabbi or Jewish educator who can help guide the journey based on community context and
personal engagement. Click the link below for a comprehensive resource listing the major Jewish
conversion programs categorized by denomination and region. Click on each individual post in
the Padlet below for details, official websites, and contact information. This original Padlet
presents an overview of Jewish conversion models and programs worldwide, offering
comparative insight into the Jewish process of conversion. There are many resources available
for people seeking to learn more about Judaism and who are interested in conversion. Rabbi
Greenwald offers a course workbook called On One Foot, An Introduction to Judaism
Coursebook, that provides an in-depth overview of what Gerei Tzedek need to know to feel
comfortable and engaged in living a Jewish life. This collection is dynamic and additional sites

will continually be added as they are discovered.

https://tinyurl.com/AEIOUconversion
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The Challah My Way Program at Beth El Temple

Creating an educational and practical program like Challah My Way specifically focused on
interfaith couples sends the message to these couples that they matter and are important. Challah
My Way is a program at Beth El geared towards Beth El members or potential members in an
interfaith marriage with children or just beginning to think about the idea of raising a family.
Congregants or prospective congregants in a committed relationship where one partner did not
grow up Jewish was the target population for this original program based on engaging interfaith
couples. In 2018, the Board of Directors at Beth El approved a resolution to allow non-Jewish
spouses of Beth El members to be on the board and serve on the committees of Beth EI Temple.
This movement forward by the board represents a positive way the board has addressed interfaith
relationships and membership engagement. Rather than callously ignoring the non-Jewish
spouse, by providing an opportunity for non-Jewish spouses of Beth El members to serve in
leadership roles, the synagogue is moving forward by recognizing the great value and dignity of

all its members.

Challah My Way is a workshop experience for couples to learn how to create and to sustain a
Jewish household and family through the lens of baking challah. Each class consists of time
studying and learning the sources and presents an opportunity for a hands-on experience to bake
challah together. During the hands-on time together, six different members of Beth El share their
favorite challah recipe with the class. They share challah their way. By relating to challah in a
particular way, the baker can not only provide their recipe to the group but also has the
opportunity to show the group how they make challah. Challah bakers and participants in the
Challah My Way program during the 2024-2025 year form the basis of the qualitative interviews
in this thesis although the program has continued with six new interfaith couples in 2025-2026 at

Beth El Temple.

Challah My Way is an opportunity for interfaith couples at Beth El to come together to learn
how to make challah and explore alternative and traditional ways to raise a Jewish family.
Embracing the stranger is an important precept in Torah. The Torah warns of wronging the

stranger in 36 or 46 places according to Bava Metzia 59b, which reflects the Jewish tradition of
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embracing the other. Creating interfaith dialogue highlights why it’s so important to welcome
and embrace the stranger from within the Jewish community and surrounding the Jewish
community. Embracing the stranger means creating a community that is welcoming, safe,
inclusive, and open. When we think about the stranger, we’re not talking about being unsafe or
talking to people we don’t know. We’re talking about welcoming people of all faiths and
perspectives into our community. Interreligious dialogue starts with knowing your own culture
and social location. Rabbi Shlomo Carlebach taught, “Jews are chosen to remind others they are
chosen too.” We might have a cultural bias, and by seeking justice and an awareness of our own
position, we can co-produce traditions in a meaningful way without weakening or losing our own

devotion or worship experience.

There are congregants at Beth El who feel alienated and left out because they are non-Jewish,
and they feel they don’t belong at the synagogue. These good people are the heroes of the story.
The barrier is that people who weren’t born Jewish who now belong to Beth El because their
significant other is Jewish don’t feel like they have a place at the table of learning in the
community. As a guide at the synagogue, Challah My Way was created to engage interfaith
congregants. The success of the program would be if people attend and then afterwards, they

continue to make challah and celebrate Shabbat from a joyous perspective.

The following are three aspects to the Challah My Way program geared towards strengthening

interfaith dialogue:

e Knowing Ourselves: We spend time exploring how we use food to help create
community and gather people. Whether it’s called challah or bread, we emphasize how
the Jewish tradition sees the component of food as a critical aspect in building
community. The kitchen or dining room table can be symbolically seen as the altar in the
Temple where sacrifices were made with intention. By knowing how tradition uses food,
we can begin to see further opportunities for engagement within the sacred practices of

the ritual commandments.
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Recognizing the Other: After we spend time knowing the other, we pair up and
recognize how Judaism uses food as an opportunity for sacred transformation. Curiosity
guides our conversation. Studying in dyads or pairs is the traditional method of inquiry in
Judaism called chavruta study. Chaver means friend and the process of studying together
helps sharpen ideas, clarify opinions, and enables the dialogue to take on new meaning.
We recognize the other by providing an opportunity for members of the Jewish
community to study rabbinic sources related to challah. The goal of this aspect of the
program is to see the other in their own personal connection to tradition, which helps

illuminate the reasons we do what we do with food in our own community.

Shared Values: One future aspect of the Challah My Way program might be to invite
Unitarians or another non-Jewish group to also participate in the experience of baking
challah together. Although welcoming Unitarians or another faith-based group that is not
Jewish was not part of the Challah My Way experience at Beth El, this aspect could
further be developed to incorporate this additional aspect of learning into the entire
experience. Unitarians and Jews have many shared values such as repairing the world
(Tikun Olam or the concept of social justice regarding changing the world for the better),
seeing the dignity within each person (B tzelem Elohim or the notion that everyone was
created in the image of God), and the value of gathering in prayer and festivity (Kehillah
Kedosha or creating a holy community). We could conclude the program by having a
feast together. The Jews would bring the challah, and the Unitarians would bring the
bread. We would fill in the other food for the meal by asking people to bring food potluck
style that is vegetarian or dairy. By focusing on the shared value of building sacred
community, we could come together for the greater good. The purpose wouldn’t be to say
that challah is more special or better than regular bread; rather the intention would be
geared towards appreciating what the other has to offer so we can deepen our own
religious experience. For the experiential aspect of the program, we could divide the

families into Iron Chef groups and have them prepare a meal together.

There are two main groups of people represented in the Challah My Way Program. The first

group are people new to Judaism. These people were not born Jewish but are a part of the Jewish
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community. They might be in a relationship where their partner is Jewish, or they might also just
be newly Jewish because they chose this path on their own. They are interested in learning the
basics. They may be in the process of conversion or already have gone into the mikveh and
embraced Judaism. They are trying to accomplish a sense of belonging and want to build their
Jewish identity. The outcome they are looking for is that they feel they have a secure place at the
table of membership at Beth El and in the Jewish community. These people have social and
emotional baggage they need to overcome to put their first foot in the door at the Temple. The
challenge they face is their inner critic telling them they are not enough. As their guide, I want to
nurture their relationship with Judaism. [ want to be there for them every step of the way while
they begin or continue to embrace Judaism. I want to be there to solve their problem of not
knowing what Judaism is all about. These people might not know the questions they want to ask
but know they are on the path to learning more about their new faith. Success for this group
would mean that they belong to a community, feel they are part of a community, feel more than

enough, and have an emerging Jewish identity.

The second group are people who were born Jewish. They are curious and interested in learning
more about Judaism. These people know the importance of learning about other cultures and
religions but learning about their birth religion is important to them. They are trying to build
their Jewish identity. They want to feel they have a solid understanding of basic Jewish ritual and
prayer. The outcome they hope for is they can serve as a source of inspiration and knowledge for
those who aren’t as exposed to Jewish observance. They specifically want to know more about
Shabbat observance and the Jewish calendar. These people have not been exposed to richly
Jewish in-depth learning before. They are curious because they are genuinely interested in
learning more about Judaism. They might have social/emotional baggage as well, but they are
more about thinking in the future how can I learn more. They have busy schedules and even
though they have wanted to learn more for a while, they have not made the time. These people
are prioritizing their Jewish journey and development. As their guide on the side instead of a
sage on the stage, I want to fulfill their curiosity and interest. Based on an emerging curriculum, I
want to satisfy their longing to know more about Judaism. I want to create access for them.
These people know the questions they want to ask, and I want to give them inspiring texts and

teachings, so they satisfy their longing to learn more. These people might want to have an adult

57



Docusign Envelope ID: 6CA941AC-8F52-8072-8338-B5553B528E74

b’nei mitzvah. I will teach and learn with them to give them the skills they need to thrive in their
Jewish observance. Success for this group is that they are empowered to own their Jewish
observance and take control of their Jewish journey. Success looks like this group becoming
leaders and teachers of Torah in the community to any degree necessary, even if it’s just talking
about the Torah portion at Kiddush (Shabbat lunch) as opposed to giving a Dvar Torah during
Shacharit morning services. Success for this group might also mean becoming an adult b ‘nei

mitzvah at the Temple.

Both groups represent people who are passionate about cooking in the kitchen. They love to bake
and work in the kitchen to any degree or at least are curious about learning more culinary
techniques. They might not be the best chefs, or they might have culinary experience. They want
to master the skill of baking challah. The outcome they are looking for is that they acquire new
skills in the kitchen and are able to bake challah on their own. In addition to culinary skills, both

groups of people want to own their Judaism.

Knowing ourselves, recognizing the other, and sharing values all continue to be important values
in welcoming non-Jews and Jews by Choice in the Conservative movement. In this research,
interfaith dialogue has been focused on inside the Jewish community. Interfaith can also mean
different faiths getting together to learn and connect, not to say that one faith is better or has
more value than the other but rather to highlight commonalities and understanding differences.
The next chapter will explore the implications of interfaith dialogue in a broad sense. Challah
My Way is within the Jewish community and directly focusses on the needs of interfaith couples
associated with the Conservative synagogue. Interfaith dialogue, however, is a related topic
which presents an opportunity for the Jewish community to learn from others in a meaningful

and relevant way.
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Interfaith Dialogue

Interfaith dialogue is an important aspect of the Challah My Way program but in this context,
interfaith is inside the Jewish faith rather than bringing multiple faiths together. Interreligious
literacy is an essential value for every person, regardless of their faith, tradition, or cultural
background. In an interconnected world, the ability to understand and respectfully engage with
the beliefs of others is no longer optional because it is a vital form of cultural fluency. Interfaith
dialogue nurtures this literacy by inviting all to see one another in an illuminated and humanizing
way. Such dialogue does not begin with abstract theology. This conversation begins at home, by
knowing one’s own community, texts, rituals, and values. When we stand on solid ground in our
own tradition, curiosity about others becomes a natural extension of self-understanding rather
than a threat to it. From there, communication becomes fruitful, leading to shared stories and the
recognition that diverse religions often articulate similar moral impulses and spiritual longings in
different languages. In this sense, the interfaith encounter becomes a way to explore the ineffable

together, creating a shared vocabulary for wonder, gratitude, justice, and compassion.

The world’s religions, when approached with openness, have the potential to be woven into a
rich tapestry with distinct threads maintaining their integrity while contributing to a larger
pattern of harmony. Interfaith dialogue is therefore not merely an extracurricular activity but a
lifeline for the vibrancy and endurance of each faith represented in the conversation. When
communities acknowledge both shared values and real differences, they become better equipped
to collaborate on societal challenges such as poverty and human rights. Rather than diluting the
narrative of any one tradition, understanding the other acts as a mirror that clarifies our own
commitments and deepens our spiritual identity. This approach not only strengthens religious
communities internally but also helps them become more welcoming, compassionate, and

expansive in their relationships with others.

We do not grow in isolation, and neither do religious traditions. Approaching religions as co-
produced that are formed and continually shaped through interaction, exchange, and shared
human experience is a reminder that no tradition develops behind sealed walls. Every spiritual

tradition contains grains of truth and insight into the human condition. No single religion
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possesses a monopoly on ultimate wisdom. Each religious tradition offers a unique pathway
toward encountering ultimate reality. Like spokes on a wheel, fingers on a hand, or colors in a
rainbow, the traditions differ in form yet share a common orientation toward meaning and
transcendence. Judaism’s concept of peoplehood, which is particularistic and deeply rooted in
history and covenant, provides a powerful example of how identity can be cherished without
negating the identities of others. In this thesis, the exploration of status and identity aims to
illuminate these intersections and divergences, not to rank them, but to understand them in a

meaningful way.

These pathways operate horizontally rather than hierarchically. Interfaith engagement does not
ask any tradition to diminish itself. Interfaith dialogue invites each person to examine the depths
the religious life with integrity and courage. When we respect the boundaries and internal
coherence of another faith, we avoid the pitfalls of shallow comparison and instead dig deeply
into the spiritual potential present in every encounter. True interfaith dialogue therefore
transcends the debate over who is right or wrong. It encourages people to build bridges of
understanding, humility, and empathy. These critical bridges are strong enough to support
collaboration and mutual transformation. Interreligious communication reveals that learning
about another tradition is not an act of weakening but a profound way of strengthening capacity
for connection and shared human belonging. While the conversation regarding interfaith
dialogue and acceptance has been limited in this research to focus solely on within the Jewish
community in a Conservative context, interfaith dialogue in general is a chance for others to
learn from each other without reservation or judgment. The recommendations of this research in
the next chapter, developed out of the survey and intensive interviews, bring to light the
opportunity communities who are affiliated with the Conservative movement must have to help

interfaith couples feel a deep sense of belonging and connection.
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Recommendations: Developing the AEIOU Model of Synagogue
Inclusion to Welcome Jews by Choice and Non-Jews in

Communities Affiliated with the Conservative Movement

The purpose of this research has been to develop recommendations to welcome Jews by Choice
and non-Jews in communities affiliated with the Conservative movement. At its core, this
research has sought to articulate a framework that not only expands belonging but enriches the
spiritual and communal life of Conservative Judaism itself. The grounded theory that emerged
from the interviews and surveys in this research is called the AEIOU (Authenticity, Experience,
Inspiration, Openness, and Understanding) Model of Synagogue Inclusion. The AEIOU Model
of Synagogue Inclusion offers a new yet deeply resonant approach for helping Jews by Choice
and non-Jews find genuine connection within Conservative congregations. Though the model is
contemporary, its values echo the ancient Jewish principles of chesed (loving kindness), kavod
(respect), and hachnasat orchim (welcoming guests). The AEIOU Model of Synagogue
Inclusion is not intended as a prescriptive formula or a flawless solution, but rather as a set of
guiding recommendations that, when fully embraced, can transform communities into more
inclusive and compassionate spaces full of vitality. Its very name is based off the English vowels
as the first letter of each value. The vowels were chosen as a framework for this model because
they are accessible to non-Jews. They are familiar much like Hebrew or Jewish observance
might be familiar to Jews by birth. The AEIOU Model of Synagogue Inclusion provides a
welcoming posture the Conservative movement can embody to welcome and integrate interfaith

families into the general Jewish community.

Each of the following five facets below that comprise the acronym AEIOU play a crucial role in

illuminating the path toward deepening interreligious communication and communal belonging:

Authenticity: Acting in an authentic manner means showing up as one’s true self. For Jews by
Choice and non-Jews exploring Judaism, authenticity means trusting in oneself and in the
community. When individuals feel permitted to bring their whole selves, including their

questions, histories, doubts, fears, and hopes, they move closer to Judaism rather than feeling
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pressure to mimic a perceived ideal. Authenticity empowers seekers to integrate Judaism into
their lives in sustainable and meaningful ways. For interfaith couples, authenticity also
strengthens communication. When partners can voice their needs and spiritual longings honestly,
the relationship becomes a site of shared growth rather than hidden struggle. Authentic spaces
signal Jewish life does not require erasure and whitewashing but invites the fullness of the

human experience.

Experience: Since Judaism stresses deed over creed, experiences and programs such as Challah
My Way or interactive Jewish encounters help foster belonging and connection in the lives of
Jews by Choice and non-Jews. Shabbat dinners, holiday workshops, outdoor Havdalah
gatherings, interactive Jewish trivia, edible arts and crafts, or other Jewish hands-on learning
activities provide intuitive and accessible pathways into Jewish life. For Jews by Choice and
non-Jews, experiential entry points demystify tradition and ground theology in lived practice.
Experience allows individuals to feel Judaism before fully understanding it, and to build
memories that link them to the community. These embodied encounters support interfaith
families by giving them rituals to share, practices to explore, experiences to encounter, and

communal rhythms to adopt at their own pace.

Inspiration: Being a Jew by Choice or a non-Jew in a committed relationship with someone
Jewish is an act of inspiration. It reflects courage and love. Communities often benefit from the
fresh perspective and spiritual vibrancy these individuals bring to the table of leadership and
engagement. Their questions reinvigorate learning. Their commitment reaffirms what founding
members may take for granted because their presence expands the narrative of what Jewish life
can look like. Inspiration is reciprocal. When Jews by Choice or non-Jews draw inspiration from
Jewish practice, communities are equally inspired by the intentionality and enthusiasm of those
who choose to engage. This mutual inspiration strengthens interreligious communication by
acknowledging that every participant, irrespective of their religious or faith background, adds

beauty and depth to the collective.

Optimism: Optimism is the ability to look through a positive filter when seeing and relating to

the Jew by Choice or the non-Jew in the community. Optimism is the posture that allows
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communities to welcome Jews by Choice and non-Jews with sincerity and without hesitation. It
requires humility and flexibility. Optimism helps individuals and communities foster a
willingness to question assumptions about who belongs. When communities practice optimism,
they honor the diversity of the human experience and recognize the spiritual dignity within each
person by seeing the holy spark within each person. For interfaith couples, optimism creates a
safe, positive environment where both partners feel valued rather than tolerated. It also promotes
a culture where differences become opportunities for learning rather than barriers to belonging.
Optimism fosters trust which enables deeper conversations about identity and ritual in Jewish

communal life.

Understanding: Understanding is both a personal journey and a communal obligation. While
each person must integrate their own spiritual path, a congregation that actively seeks to
understand Jews by Choice and non-Jews demonstrates empathy and solidarity. Understanding
means resisting preconceived notions. Understanding in this context translates to listening
without judgment by appreciating the complexity of interfaith identities. It also means
recognizing the emotional sacrifices and aspirations often embedded in the choice to pursue
Judaism or raise Jewish children. Communal understanding cultivates compassion and supports

sustainable engagement. Understanding reinforces the bonds that sustain interfaith families.

The methodology of this research project has been qualitative in nature, grounded in the lived
experiences of Jews by Choice and non-Jews in the Conservative movement. The broad survey
gathered insights across a wider population, while the intensive interviews captured the spiritual
texture of individual journeys, situating conversion and belonging within deep personal
narratives. As with all qualitative research, bias is inevitable, but it is not a flaw. Intensive
interviews reflect the human richness that quantitative measures alone cannot capture. As Vogt,
Gardner, and Haeffele observe in When to Use What Research Design, the interview remains,
“An area of richly diverse practice about which few convincing generalizations can be made
(Vogt, Gardner, and Haeffele 2012, 32).” This study does not aim for generalization. This study
seeks depth of insight by balancing subjective perspectives with the broader patterns indicated by
the survey. Lapan and Quartaroli summarize in Research Essentials that larger samples provide

stronger data, yet even a small number of participants can yield profound wisdom if their
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experiences are deeply examined (Lapan and Quartaroli 2009, 89). The three Geirei Tzedek and
three Geirei Toshav interviewed represent a modest sample, yet their contributions offer
invaluable perspectives for the future of the Conservative movement and, by extension, the

enduring vibrancy of the Jewish people.

The AEIOU Model of Synagogue Inclusion represents an opportunity for the Conservative
movement to strengthen interreligious communication and deepen its commitment to welcoming
all who seek meaning in Jewish life. In doing so, it not only supports interfaith couples and non-
Jews but enriches the entire community by ensuring Jewish tradition remains accessible and
resonant for generations to come for all people. How should Jews by Choice and non-Jews
within the community be approached? Rabbi Brusso encourages rabbinic leadership to focus on
each couple as individuals when navigating the complicated waters of interfaith marriage. He
recommends, “Instead of playing the lifeguard, I’m teaching them, as the Tal/mud suggests, how
to swim (Marriage 2025).” By learning how to swim and navigate the waters of living a fully
engaged Jewish life, interfaith couples can successfully raise Jewish children. Rabbi Brusso goes
on to emphatically note, “Endogamy is an unhelpful Jewish communal value (Brusso 2025).”
When endogamy, or the custom of marrying only within a specific tribe, religion, or community,
is the sole focus and only drive for continuity, the trees are mistaken for the forest. If the trees or
endogamy in this scenario are mistaken as being more important than the forest or the big picture
of living a meaningful Jewish life, love finds a way to move forward, and the interfaith couple

flees rather than clings to the Jewish tradition.

The fence around the prohibition regarding intermarriage needs mending and attention. The
midrash in Avot D’Rabbi Natan gives justification for Eve being tempted by the snake to eat the
forbidden fruit in the Garden of Eden by bringing up the idea of fences around words. In Avot
D’Rabbi Natan 1:5, the text teaches, “Instead, he said this to her: God said not to eat from the
tree that is in the midst of the garden, nor to touch it, lest you die.” Adam makes a fence around
his words by saying more than what God had said to him. In Genesis 2:16-17, Adam makes a
fence around his words, and the snake contacts the tree and the fruit instead of Eve. Rather than
trusting Eve’s autonomy and her own decisions, an artificial fence is constructed around the

prohibition regarding touching the forbidden. In the same way the fence was built around the
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forbidden fruit, reexamining the fence or barrier surrounding the prohibition of intermarriage can
allow for flexibility in approach while also maintaining integrity and a connection to raising a
thriving Jewish family. Rabbi Brusso draws a distinct new line in this metaphorical fence by
poetically writing, “The fence surrounding the Torah on intermarriage was a piece of
prescriptive hardware built on assumptions that can no longer run the sophisticated new software
of identity (Brusso 2025).” Viewing the fence around intermarriage as assimilation does not give
autonomy to the couple to live out fully engaged Jewish lives. The fence must be viewed, rather,
as a steppingstone to transformation and self-identification so it will lead to meaningful

connections rather than separation and isolation.

The Torah is clear about viewing interfaith marriage with suspicion. Deuteronomy 7:3-4 teaches,
“You shall not intermarry with them: do not give your daughters to their sons or take their
daughters for your sons. For they will turn your children away from Me to worship other gods,
and the LORD’s anger will blaze forth against you, He will promptly wipe you out.”
Understanding the sincere approach of the Geir Toshav, however, helps move to the root of this
prohibition because intermarriage in contemporary society does not guarantee assimilation and
abandonment of Jewish practices and raising Jewish children. To rethink this perspective,
interfaith marriage could be reframed within the Conservative movement as a Jew who is
marrying a Geir Toshav. While this may feel like loose enforcement to some, this change could
be a first step in the direction of full acceptance. This profound Halakhic shift would fully
include the Geir Toshav as part of the Jewish community in terms of full synagogue participation

and involvement.

The Conservative movement currently exists in an increasingly complex communal reality. More
families within Conservative Judaism include one Jewish partner and one non-Jewish partner
who is nevertheless committed to building a Jewish home. While formal intermarriage
officiation remains prohibited by the RA, the lived experience of Conservative congregants
reveals that many non-Jewish partners embody a profound spiritual and ethical connection to
Judaism. The category of Geir Toshav, defined throughout this research as a non-Jew who

attaches themselves lovingly and loyally to the Jewish people, provides a historically grounded
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yet contemporary lens through which Conservative clergy and communities might better

recognize and support these individuals.

Each of the following pillars below presents a pathway that supports interfaith families while

remaining compatible with Conservative norms and communal expectations:

1. Living Ethically: Grounding Geirei Toshav in the Jewish Moral Tradition: The first pillar
of this research affirms individuals who align themselves with the Jewish people through ethical
living share meaningful spiritual common ground with the Jewish community. Modeled
conceptually on the Seven Noahide Laws, this framework allows Geirei Toshav to root their
connection to the Jewish people in universal values that have deep resonance within Jewish
tradition. In the Conservative movement, values/ethics, Halakha, and social responsibility are
inseparable. By integrating values, Halakha, and social responsibility, this approach emphasizes
that non-Jews who choose to dwell among the Jewish people and share their lives with Jewish
partners can do so in a way that reflects Judaism’s moral commitments. Geirei Toshav, in this
formulation, intentionally embraces a life of sensitivity to morality, compassion, justice, and
responsibility. These virtues strengthen the covenantal life of the family and the community.

By framing ethical living as a shared spiritual language rather than status according to Halakha,
Conservative rabbis can affirm the dignity and moral seriousness of interfaith partners while

maintaining integrity at the same time.

2. Participating in the Covenant: Engaging in Jewish Life Without Erasing Identity: The
second pillar of this research emphasizes that participation in Jewish communal life is not
synonymous with conversion according to Halakha. Instead, participation is understood as active
engagement in mitzvot. In the Conservative movement, which views mitzvot as both binding and
evolving, this approach encourages Geirei Toshav to take on covenantal behaviors without
requiring them to claim a Jewish identity they do not yet hold or relate to because of previous
barriers preventing them from fully engaging in Jewish life. This honors both their personal
integrity and the integrity of Jewish law. Participation in this case might include lighting Shabbat
candles with the family, attending Shabbat or holiday services, supporting Jewish education for

youth, studying Torah in adult learning settings, and contributing to communal life in a variety
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of modalities and ways. This pillar does not blur the lines of Halakha regarding who is and who
is not a Jew. This pillar affirms that non-Jewish partners can make substantial contributions to
Jewish family and communal life within a theologically coherent Conservative framework. By
recognizing participation as a covenantal partnership rather than conversion, Conservative
communities can empower interfaith families to build strong Jewish homes while leaving space
for personal autonomy and eventual choices about identity and Jewish status without closing the

door or shutting anyone out.

3. Being Recognized by the Community: Belonging as a Source of Dignity and
Commitment: The third pillar of this research focuses on communal recognition, which is
arguably the most essential ingredient for belonging. The Conservative movement has long held
that kehillah, community, is the beating heart of Jewish life. When Geirei Toshav are publicly
acknowledged and included in the relational fabric of synagogue life, they deeply internalize
they have a meaningful place within the community’s story. Recognition does not require
conferring Jewish status or formal conversion. For many reasons as previously stated, Geirei
Toshav are not ready to formally convert but they are ready to raise Jewish families. Recognition
in this sense involves honoring the non-Jewish partner's commitment, expressing gratitude for
their contribution, making space for their voice, and creating a place for them to be seen and

heard. Examples of this kind of recognition might include any or all of the following aspects:

1. Acknowledging Geirei Toshav during lifecycle events when appropriate.

2. Inviting Geirei Toshav to serve on committees or on the board of trustees at the
synagogue when constraints due to Halakha do not apply.

3. Welcoming Geirei Toshav to participate in adult education and spiritual programming.

4. Affirming the role Geirei Toshav play in raising Jewish children.

5. Creating language, rituals, and pastoral practices that honor the presence of Geirei
Toshav without diluting the categories of Halakha.

6. Providing opportunities for Geirei Toshav to share and speak of their past to interested

congregants.
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While these six forms of participation fall short of full ritual participation, they do provide access
for Geirei Toshav to integrate into the community in a way that was not there before. These
forms of recognition strengthen families by increasing engagement. These practices
communicate the Conservative movement values every individual who chooses to walk
alongside the Jewish people. By combining respect for boundaries within Halakha with deep
pastoral care, these pillars ensure Geirei Toshav experience genuine belonging rather than
conditional tolerance. Communities that do this well not only support interfaith families, but they

also strengthen the resilience and vibrancy of Jewish life itself.

These three pillars align with the Conservative movement’s understanding of Halakha as a
dynamic process, one rooted in precedent but open to moral imperatives and communal realities
through the guidance and support of the CJLS. The Geir Toshav is not a simple historical or
theoretical category of status. The Geir Toshav is a deeply Jewish model of ethical inclusion.
The Geir Toshav, from Abraham’s self-identification to rabbinic and medieval law, and then into
the modern conversation regarding Halakha, symbolizes the Jewish approach to justice and
hospitality. When Geirei Toshav are fully recognized as full participants in Jewish communal
life, they have a greater likelihood of feeling they belong and are a part of the community. Often
the Geir Toshav is the partner in the relationship who has a deeper commitment level to the

protocols of the synagogue due to past associations and memories.

When the ritual commitment is under consideration for the Geirei Toshav, special consideration
must allow for Derech Eretz, common decency, in the ritual lives of their Jewish children.
Recognizing Geirei Toshav as full members of the Conservative synagogue was a first step in the
direction of fully including Geirei Toshav in all aspects of the synagogue. The next step now is
to fully recognize Geirei Toshav status. In the Conservative movement, where fidelity to
tradition coexists with responsiveness to modern life, reviving the values and structure of the
Geir Toshav offers a meaningful way to include righteous non-Jews as partners in the covenantal

mission of Judaism.

The AEIOU Model of Synagogue Inclusion is the grounded theory of this research that emerged

from the data gathered in this study by examining the results of the qualitative survey and the
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quantitative intensive interviews. The AEIOU Model of Synagogue Inclusion offers
Conservative congregations a practical and pastoral strategy for engaging Jews by Choice and
non-Jews seeking connection to Jewish life. Each facet of the model reflects an emotional and
relational reality that surfaced repeatedly in the interviews and in the survey. The non-Jewish
individuals who join or accompany Jewish families in Jewish community are seeking genuine
belonging, meaningful encounters, encouragement, acceptance, and compassionate
comprehension. Typically, they are not the ancient idol worshipers referenced as taboo in the
Torah or later rabbinic literature or the vagabonds outside the ghetto of the past stirring up
trouble or provoking conflict. The AEIOU Model of Synagogue Inclusion provides Conservative
communities with a clear path forward to enact these important benchmarks to foster inclusion

and belonging.

When paired with the contemporary Conservative approach to Geir Toshav status articulated in
the three pillars above, this model becomes even more robust. Together they form a dual
framework. This paradigm balances pastoral and communal care on the one hand with an ethical
and a traditional approach rooted in Halakha on the other hand. Both can go together and can
guide communities toward practices that are both spiritually expansive and institutionally

responsible.

Authenticity, for example, is strengthened by the pillar of Living Ethically. When the
Conservative movement affirms that ethical living is a shared spiritual language, non-Jewish
partners feel free to bring their whole selves into the community without pretense or pressure.

Authenticity becomes a doorway into Jewish moral life.

Experience, rooted in Judaism’s action and deed mentality, aligns naturally with Participating in
the Covenant. When Geirei Toshav engage in rituals and learning they are treated as invested
partners. The experiential dimension of Jewish life deepens their sense of connection and

strengthens the overall Jewish identity of the family.

Inspiration emerges from witnessing the dedication and love that Jews by Choice and non-Jews

often bring to their Jewish households. That inspiration gains communal recognition under the
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pillar of Being Recognized by the Community, where a congregation acknowledges the vital role
these individuals play. They are not an afterthought when they are front and center in the process
of inclusion. The presence of Geirei Toshav in the community can become a source of uplift

rather than an anomaly.

Optimism, a core value in the model, is given structure through the sensitive recognition of Geir
Toshav status. Optimism here does not mean erasing boundaries. Optimism in this case means
creating positive invitations and opportunities for further communication and relationship
building. Conservative congregations can maintain clear Jewish parameters while still cultivating
a genuinely welcoming and optimistic culture committed to diversity within a framework that is

bound to Halakha.

Understanding, the final element of the model, is made actionable when communities
acknowledge the complexity of the interfaith family. The Geir Toshav pillars provide pathways
to communal understanding that honor Jewish legal boundaries while also responding
compassionately to the lived realities of contemporary Jewish families. Understanding becomes

not only an internal disposition but a communal value to uphold and institute.

When combined, the AEIOU Model of Synagogue Inclusion and the three Geir Toshav pillars
create a holistic approach that honors the Conservative movement’s dual commitments to
tradition and change, Halakha, and pastoral care in a nuanced and sensitive way. This integrated
framework allows rabbis, cantors, educators, and lay leaders to support interfaith families in
ways that are spiritually meaningful, responsive to Halakha, communally sustainable, and
systematically engaging. These complementary approaches illustrate that the Conservative
movement does not need to choose between boundary maintenance and inclusion. Instead, the
Conservative movement can pursue a path forward that values sincere engagement, celebrates
diverse forms of covenantal partnership, strengthens Jewish continuity, and uplifts all those
dedicated to that continuity by embracing those who willingly choose to dwell among the Jewish

people.
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Appendix One: Survey Questions, Results, and Reflections

Data Collected from Question and Answer One

Please pick which answer below best describes you.

34 responses

@ | identify as Jewish and currently belong to a Conservative synagogue.

@ | identify as Jewish and currently am a prospective member at a Conservative synagogue.
| am a non-Jew married to a Jew and we belong to a Conservative synagogue.

@ | converted to Judaism and worked with a Conservative Rabbi. | currently belong to a Conservative
synagogue.

@ | converted to Judaism but not with a Conservative Rabbi.

Reflections on the Results of Question One

The results of this question portray interfaith families in the front and center light rather than in
the background in Conservative communities. Of the thirty-four respondents, a majority
associated themselves as Jews by Choice or as non-Jewish spouses who were in an interfaith
relationship. The largest group was 55.9% who reported they converted to Judaism through the
Conservative movement and currently belong to a Conservative synagogue. This target matches
the majority of the intended audience of the original survey. Only 26.6% identified as Jewish by
birth. Approximately 70% became connected with the Jewish community through their exposure
to or by being in an interfaith relationship, indicating interfaith marriage might not be leading to
disengagement but rather to deep religious commitment, formal conversation, connection to a
community, and sustained synagogue affiliation and participation. This data suggests when
education, participation, lifecycle, and ritual are intentionally sensitive then Jews by Choice and
non-Jews play a major role in catalyzing belonging and connection in Jewish communal life. The
data in this question positions Conservative Judaism as a central spiritual home for many

contemporary Jewish interfaith families.
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Data Collected from Question and Answer Two

To what degree has your Conservative synagogue help support you in your Jewish journey?

34 responses

@ A great deal
® Alot

A moderate amount

. @ Not at all

Reflections on the Results of Question Two

These results indicate the Conservative synagogue plays a decisive role in supporting individuals
from interfaith families through their Jewish journey. Fifty-five point nine percent noted the
synagogue helped them ““a great deal” and an additional 17.6% reported “a lot” of support from
their Conservative community. When combined, approximately 73% of respondents said they
received high levels of support from their synagogue community. Although only 20.6% reported
a “moderate amount” of the support they received, they still found meaningful assistance
although they did not maximize their engagement. Conservative synagogues are incubators of
Jewish identity where accessible education, meaningful pastoral relationships, and intentional
welcoming practices are supporting interfaith families and Jews by Choice along their growth as

Jews and contributing members of the community.
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Data Collected from Question and Answer Three

Have you participated in any programming related to welcoming interfaith families at your
Conservative synagogue and if so, how much of an impact did that experience have on you?

34 responses

@ A great deal of impact
@ A lot of impact

A moderate amount of impact
@ Notatall

Reflections on the Results of Question Three

These results suggest there could have been a polarizing experience for people answering this
question in the survey. Although almost half of the respondents reported no impact, possibly due
to lack of relevance or personal interest or availability, over 53% (18 respondents) indicated at
least a moderate level of impact. The data represents meaningful value for a substantial portion
of the community, while the community is aware of the need to reassess outreach and

accessibility issues to help support belonging and inclusion.
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Data Collected from Question and Answer Four

Who has been the most influential person for you on your journey in relationship with Judaism?
34 responses

® self

@ Spouse / Partner
Mother

@ Father

@ Mother and Father

® Sibling

@ Grandparent

® Friend

12V

Reflections on the Results of Question Four

The data in this question suggests a high relationship between personal agency and a close
individual connection in shaping Jewish identity. Family, and more specifically mothers, are a
guiding force and influence in this data, but the prominence of the “self” and “spouse/partner”
suggests marriage also plays a factor in the decision to move forward with conversion. When our
chosen relationships play a major role in the decisions we make, then that is consistent with
leading a mature adult relationship. The largest influencing factor, however, was Rabbi /
Educator / Cantor / Teacher coming in at 32.4%. This percentage speaks to the powerful and
important role rabbis and teachers play in mentoring and guiding throughout the conversion
process. The high percentage generalizes the strong influence these important teachers have on
their students and why it’s so critical for spiritual leaders to be sensitive and aware of the
complexities when working with Jews by Choice and non-Jews. They have the ultimate power to
inspire but they can also deflate the experience and might unintentionally turn people off to

follow their religious path even with the best of intentions.
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Data Collected from Question and Answer Five

In addition to your affiliation with the Conservative synagogue, what other Jewish organizations are

you connected with and support either financially ...h membership, participation, or school enrollment?
34 responses

@ The Jewish Community Center
@ The Jewish Federation
Jewish Family Service
@ Jewish Day School
\ @ Jewish Summer Camp
@ Jewish Preschool
@ Other Jewish Non Profit

Reflections on the Results of Question Five

The results in this question symbolize a diverse ecosystem of Jewish engagement that reaches
beyond the walls of synagogue life. The high percentage of respondents connected to “Other
Jewish Non-Profits” speaks to the idea that the people responding are involved in other Jewish
organizations that complement their synagogue affiliation. With a strong connection to JCCs and
day schools, Jewish life is multifaceted and diverse, and not all systems speak to all people. The
need for synagogues to work with day schools and community centers and a variety of other
Jewish organizations is critical to the overall success of community cohesion rather than viewing
each organization in a silo separated and exclusive from other institutions. The more
communities can collaborate, rather than work against each other, the more synergy Jews by

Choice and non-Jews might feel as they navigate their Jewish landscape and community.
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Data Collected from Question and Answer Six

How likely are you going to continue participating in programming and services at your Conservative
congregation?

34 responses

30

20

10
4 (11.8%)

1(2.9%) 1(2.9%)

1T29%)  0@%) 0@%)  0(0%) 0(0%)  0(0%)
0 I
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Reflections on the Results of Question Six

The data in this question demonstrates confidence in continued engagement. With over 94% of
respondents rating their likelihood at 7 or higher, the basic assumption can be understood that the
synagogue appears to be meeting the spiritual, emotional, educational, and communal needs of
Jews by Choice and non-Jews in an effective way. The near absence of low or ambivalent
responses points to a stable and committed community with intentions for long-term meaningful

participation that will be multi-generational.
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Data Collected from Question and Answer Seven

In a typical month, how much time on average do you spend at the synagogue or in the synagogue

community in general which is affiliated with the Conservative movement?
34 responses

15

13 (38.2%)

10

Reflections on the Results of Question Seven

Participation among the adults in the data to this question mirrors the high levels witnessed with
children, though with more respondents answering across the midrange. Over 73% of
respondents rated their synagogue involvement and participation at 7 or higher. This suggests a
deeply engaged response rate and level of communal participation. This data reinforces the
synagogue’s role as a pivotal institution for Jewish interfaith families in expressing and living

out their commitment to raising Jewish families.
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Data Collected from Question and Answer Eight

In a typical month, if you have children ages 0-18, how often do they spend time at the synagogue

affiliated with the Conservative movement? If your c...se answer this question "as if" in the hypothetical.
34 responses

20
15

10

4(11.8%) 4 (11.8%)

2 (5.9%) 2 (5.9%)

, 2 (5.9%)
1@29%) (0%) 0 (0%)

2 (5.9%)

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Reflections on the Results of Question Eight

The data collected in this question suggest families with children participate and are highly
engaged in the community. The clustering at the 10 on the top of the scale indicates the
synagogue programming, educational outreach, community lifecycle events, and overall
participation in communal life play an integral role in the lives of the people with children who
responded to this survey. The minimal engagement represented throughout the rest of the scale is
indicative to the survey limitations of asking strangers questions that are susceptible to

generalization.

83



Docusign Envelope ID: 6CA941AC-8F52-8072-8338-B5553B528E74

Data Collected from Question and Answer Nine

What is your understanding, experience, and perspective regarding interfaith marriage and

working with a Conservative rabbi in the process?

e  Mixed marriage is difficult and would strongly support conversion.

e That is an essay worth question. My own experience as spouse who comes from a different faith has
evolved and is still changing.

e  Working with a Conservative rabbi to solidify my conversion to Judaism made the whole process much
more accessible and real to myself and family. Ideally, I would have liked to convert with an Orthodox
rabbi, but it was just not in the cards for me to sell my house and move closer to a shul that I can walk to.
My Conservative rabbi really made my pathway accessible and solidify my Jewish journey for myself and
children (husband is a Jew by birth).

e [ did not work with a rabbi on interfaith marriage. I knew I wanted to convert and all of that happened prior
to any plans of marriage.

e Over the 36 years with this temple, I feel as if I have been a pioneer and conundrum for the rabbis. Initially
I was welcomed by the rabbi but excluded from any of the ritual. As time went on, I felt like a poster child
for interfaith marriage and was asked to share some of my story. Both invited in and excluded. I felt my
spirituality was understood but the rabbi was not sure what to do with me. I feel Rabbi Wallk and I have
developed a relationship and mutual respect. I was given the honor this year of reading the prayer of peace
during the high holidays in recognition of the ongoing volunteer support to the temple. She was not able to
officiate any of the weddings of our three children, though she did attend the ceremony and celebrate with
us for the first. She has provided guidance as we have helped to include key elements of the Jewish
ceremony into the wedding ceremonies of all three of our children who have married non-Jews. We have
not yet resolved the issues of our burials. This is also an area of segregation and exclusion.

e  Generally, it’s acceptable as long as the spouse any children will be raised Jewish.
e Over 50% of Jews marry non-Jews.

e [ converted years ago and my spouse was not Jewish. The rabbi had reservations about the conversion
because he felt he would be in-effect creating an interfaith marriage. He ultimately did allow me to
continue with conversion and a year later my husband chose on his own to convert after me. The rabbi I
worked with taught a class that was designed for both Jews and non-Jews and if non-Jews wished, they
could pursue conversion, some did and some did not. I think ultimately, he decided that a committed Jew
with a supportive spouse of another faith was preferable in the end. (There was no way to know my
husband would later choose Jewish life too).

e My father was Jewish and my mother Christian. We were raised Jewish, but I had never gone through
conversion. My nephew and I went through Intro to Judaism with Rabbi Greenwald, now of course rabbi of
Bnai Israel, which I joined because I knew his leadership would largely make it the right place for me. The
few younger people I know in interfaith marriages have mostly not committed to raising their children in
either faith. That is their choice. My nephew chose Judaism for himself although he went to Catholic school
as his father desired. My niece is considering conversion to Judaism but like a lot of twenty somethings
doesn’t consider marriage very important for her future.

e  Understanding interfaith relationships is by far the most challenging, complex and sometimes frustrating

aspect of understanding Judaism beyond studying texts. Relationship roles are much different than
expected for example, in fact sometimes role expectations are completely new, completely unknown and
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/or unexpected such as joint decisions, joint assets, joint socializing, co-parenting, equal beliefs and
practices, equal emotional intimacy as previously experienced.

e Very little. I converted before I married someone who is not Jewish. We did not have a Jewish wedding
because of how quickly we needed to have our ceremony due to health reasons. We are interested in
potentially having a Jewish ceremony of my partner decides to convert or if my rabbi is willing to do it as
interfaith, but I haven’t asked if he is willing to do so.

e [ took many intro to Judaism courses before converting.

e [ accept Interfaith couples even though I have personal/private questions about the Torah’s view of such
relationships. I also have questions about how it is possible to keep a Jewish home in an interfaith setting. I
am a convert and there were practical difficulties with my own family before I got my own home. I would
also be more likely to ask about their kashrut status if I was invited to eat at their home.

e  No experience but fully support.

e [T am Jewish by birth, and my husband is a Jew by Choice. It was an incredible journey to walk alongside
him during his conversion process. I learned so much about my Judaism and my own personal values along
the way as well. Our rabbi was life changing for the both of us. Truly a guiding light!

e I don’t need an interfaith marriage, despite Anglicization of “Lowenstein.”
e [ think it is great for interfaith families to be so supported and involved in the community.

e No personal experience. Conservative rabbis in my city will not conduct weddings or provide blessings
over interfaith marriages.

e The Conservative movement is at a breaking point when it comes to interfaith families. It has done research
recently in which it discovered the pain it has caused over the years and will not be able to pretend it
doesn’t know any more. Also, a number of Conservative rabbis and cantors perform interfaith weddings on
the downlow because they believe it’s unethical not to.

e My family and I we are in conversion Jewish process, and we are so happy, grateful and blessed to be
members of this community because we made a lot connections and even though we know some things
already about history, culture, prayer, holiday we started practice more. Our rabbi and the members they
are so nice and friendly, and they tried to teach us any Jewish stuffs. Thank you so much Dr. Krigel for
teaching us, helping us and being our friend.

e [ think everyone should be able to marry anyone they want.

e I see interfaith marriage as a journey of respect, understanding, and shared growth. My husband and I are in
the process of converting to Judaism, and having the guidance of a Conservative rabbi is deeply meaningful
for us. Especially as parents, it is incredible to be embraced by the community and to see our children
supported and nurtured in their Jewish learning. This kind of guidance and support allows us to build a
home filled with love, faith, and a deep connection to the Jewish tradition, where our family can truly
thrive.

e My rabbi does not conduct interfaith marriage.

e [t was critical to my understanding and decision to convert and participate in Jewish life.

e Interfaith marriage is all up to the participants I suppose. But if you're wife is Jewish, and your children will
be Jewish. I’'m not sure why a husband wouldn't convert.
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e T understand that interfaith couples and families can participate in the synagogue. If the interfaith couple
wants to start a family, I presume that there is an orientation towards raising the family with a strong
Jewish identity. Lastly, every community and rabbi will vary regarding working with and marrying the
couple. Lastly, presuming that the option for the other partner to learn and or convert is on the table.

e  We got married with a reform rabbi who was willing to work with a pastor in the ceremony. When we
started attending a Conservative synagogue, I had converted with a reform be it din. The rabbis welcomed
me as a full partner in the community, asking me to teach in religious school, inviting me to be part of
sisterhood, the mitzvah corp, and any classes I was interested. The rabbi was supportive and facilitated
meeting others like me, other Jews by Choice with kids too.

e I converted about 55 years ago. I don’t think the support services were the same years ago. I don’t think
that anyone expected much from me. My spouse was non supportive; he just wanted a Jewish wife in name
only. the first time I tried to make Shabbos he laughed at me. I keep a Kosher home, light candles can lead
services, read Torah, it was all self-generated.

e Interfaith marriage is not much supported by the rabbi.

e It works when both individuals respect each other and their beliefs.

Reflections on the Answers Related to Question Nine

The emotional responses in these answers reveal a complex, sensitive, layered perspective on
interfaith marriages. When analyzing the data and comments, six categories emerged as a
unifying factor. The divisions ranged from the following: Challenging but Real, Conversion as
Commitment, the Role of the Conservative Rabbi, the Institutional Tension and Change within
the Conservative Movement, the Jewish Identity of the Children and Jewish Continuity, and the
Value of the Journey as explained in further detail below. The voices together point to belonging,
access, relationships, and experience as mattering as much as formal boundaries to inclusion and
full synagogue participation. The strongest and positive encounters and reflections occurred for
respondents when people felt genuinely seen, guided, supported, and welcomed into Jewish life

unconditionally from the beginning of their relationship with the community.
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Challenging but Real

Many of the respondents frame interfaith marriage as inherently complex, even though they are
supportive of it to being with their soulmate and have taken the time to answer the survey and
share their thoughts. As the community navigates these issues of accessibility, the boundaries
within Halakha, personal journeys, and institutional change, the community as a whole and the
leadership in particular must realize authentic and lasting change takes time and can’t be rushed.
One person wrote simply and plainly, “mixed marriage is difficult and would strongly support
conversion,” while another respondent calls understanding interfaith relationships “by far the
most challenging, complex, and sometimes frustrating aspects of understanding Judaism beyond
studying texts.” Several respondents emphasize that interfaith marriage requires mutual respect
and clarity of values. One responded, “It works when both individuals respect each other and
their beliefs.” Other respondents to the survey expressed unresolved theological or practical
concerns such as “personal/private questions about the Torah’s view of interfaith relationships”
and uncertainty and ambiguity about “how it is possible to keep a Jewish home in an interfaith
setting.” Along with that statement, there is a strong current of affirming language supporting the
idea of autonomy and personal choice, as seen in this statement: “I think everyone should be able
to marry anyone they want.” The challenge is real to Jews by Choice. Judaism is not a
proselytizing religion, yet Judaism wants to last, grow, gain new members, and proliferate into
the future. The impetus to navigate the conversion landscape can be an obstacle to many

preventing full participation and a lack of belonging on multiple levels.

Conversion as Commitment

Throughout the responses, conversion emerged as a central theme. Conversion was addressed not
only as a solution to Jewish marriage but as an existential and emotional porthole or gateway into
practicing and living a Jewish life. One respondent noted working with a Conservative rabbi
“made the whole process much more accessible and real to myself and my family.” Another
describes conversion as “critical to my understanding and decision to convert and participate in
Jewish life.” Several respondents highlight how conversion strengthened Jewish belonging and

continuity within their specific interfaith families. One respondent concluded that “a committed
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Jew with a supportive spouse or another faith was preferable in the end,” even without specific
guarantees of future conversion. Incidentally, that particular spouse did later voluntarily convert
but chose to do so on their own volition. Many respondents recount long, meaningful journeys
driven from a sense of self even though structures might have been limited to support their
efforts. One respondent noted, “It was all self-generated.” The conversion process is genuine
when it comes from the self rather from an outside source like a family member, spouse, or
institution. Conversion lasts when the person converting has a sincere commitment outside of all
their other inclinations to spiritually intimately connected with the Jewish people for all time

rather for a fleeting moment in history.

The Role of the Conservative Rabbi

The range of experience with Conservative rabbis range from “life changing” to “painful
exclusion.” One supportive respondent remarked, “Our rabbi was life changing for the both of
us. Truly a guiding light!” Others expressed gratitude for being “embraced by the community”
and supported as interfaith parents raising Jewish children. One respondent was clear by saying
succinctly, “My rabbi does not conduct interfaith marriage” and another replied, “Conservative
rabbis in my city will not conduct weddings or provide blessings over interfaith marriages.” One
respondent commented and described issues surrounding weddings and burial as “an area of
segregation and exclusion.” Since the Conservative rabbi plays such an integral role in shaping
the conversion process, Conservative synagogues only benefit themselves when they empower
their clergy to use all the tools and skills at their disposal when working cooperatively with a

couple throughout the conversion process rather than limiting their authority.
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The Institutional Tension and Change within the Conservative

Movement

Many people who responded to the survey pointed out that the Conservative movement is at a
turning point. One responded by saying, “The Conservative movement is at a breaking point
when it comes to interfaith families.” Another person said, “The pain it has caused over the
years,” and then also mentioned her gratitude that there were clergy who quietly officiated
weddings because “they believe it’s unethical not to.” Rabbis in the RA are adherent to Halakha,
and they also balance many pastoral responsibilities as well. Most people who responded
expressed inclusion and the necessity of building and sustaining relationships as opposed to

adhering to formal barriers.

The Jewish Identity of the Children and Jewish Continuity

The role of children in an interfaith marriage demands constant communication and attention. A
reoccurring concern through the comments was the impact interfaith marriage has on children.
One person responded, “Generally, it’s acceptable as long as the spouse and any children will be
raised Jewish.” Another person noticed a difference in the younger generation of interfaith
couples by noting, “The few younger people I know in interfaith marriages have mostly not
committed to raising their children in either faith. That is their choice.” Other respondents
recounted hopeful outcomes which included their children choosing Judaism independently and

families finding great meaning and belonging through the conversion process.

The Value of the Journey

The path to embracing Judaism is not about the destination, it’s about the journey. The value of
the journey was a consistent theme throughout all the comments. One respondent said this topic
“is an essay worthy question.” Their viewpoint “has evolved and is still changing.” The value of
the journey demonstrates the true intention of Jews by Choice: to join the Jewish people through
good times and times of struggle because of the close connection they feel on the inside they are
now matching with institutional protocols and norms when they go through a formal conversion

process.
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Data Collected from Question and Answer Ten

Is there any additional information you would like to share regarding Jews by Choice, non-Jews,

or interfaith marriage?

o [ think that most Jews by Choice are essential in keeping the traditional observances intact for Conservative
synagogues, I think that often times, Jews by birth may take the traditions for granted vs the Jews by
Choice that have fought to be able to accept this path.

e Additional help anticipating and addressing issues in life related to non-Jewish family would be a huge
help. My grandfather died and I attended his funeral in a church. My husband felt that was very wrong and
I felt I needed to be there out of respect for him and my grandmother who had been with him since she was
18. Shiva? No Shiva? What about yearly? Navigating all of that plus learning all of the tunes through the
year was the hardest part for me. Learning to read Hebrew and starting to learn a bit to speak was just
study. That I knew how to do it.

e Though I did not convert, all three of our children went to the Mikva, had naming’s and bris, had Bar/Bat
Mitzvah, participated for many years at Camp Ramah and 2 of them travelled to Israel. My husband and I
were very active in supporting temple events related to the Hebrew school. We now live 45 minutes away
from the temple so our participation in services has declined. I continue to support the temple through
sending notes/calls on behalf of the rabbi. We periodically attend services in person or via zoom and other
programs. We observe with the entire family as many of the key holidays as we can collect them all
together. Our grandson attended two years of pre-K and K Jewish day school and is now in Hebrew school
in a Conservative shul in Charlotte NC.

e AsalJew-by-Choice, I do like that there is some barrier-to-entry in becoming a part of the Jewish
community. Working to become a part of it makes being in it rewarding.

e  The question re hypothetical children is not valid. It should have an N/A option

e [ have since moved and no longer with the congregation where I started. I find the “new” to me
congregation to be very supportive of Jews by Choice, as there is a long history of JBC doing great things
in the congregation, the congregation tries hard to welcome interfaith families and be accepting to the
degree ritual allows.

o Interfaith marriage adds an extra layer of a need for understanding and cooperation in a couple. In my
immediate family’s case, my dad was devoted to Conservative Judaism, and my mother was tremendously
supportive of him but didn’t want to convert. It was, looking back, a complex situation as the synagogue we
attended had an unspoken understanding, we weren’t technically Jewish even if my father, a highly
intelligent man, didn’t view things that way. [ went through Hebrew school and even had a Bat Mitzvah. It
gradually dawned on me I wasn’t “exactly” Jewish as I grew up. That was very perplexing. Because of my
own experience and observation of others in a similar situation, I am inclined to feel it’s better if religious
couples that intend to have children concur in their religious denomination. I do think love is the most
important bond between people, but in making the choice to marry someone of a different faith, a couple
puts their children at greater risk of having no faith because belief seems confusing, contradictory, and
perhaps outmoded. Note: I am single, no children, so some questions in survey don’t apply.

e  Without preparation for cultural differences and norms, i.e. inclusion in the current pre-conversion
curriculum, interfaith marriage may not be as successful as it might be.
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e My conservative synagogue has been welcoming to my non-Jewish spouse who regularly attends with me
and my daughter. He asks questions and enjoys attending. It has sparked his interest in potentially pursuing
conversion or at least wanting to learn more about Judaism.

e the Jewish day school for me as a convert was the best experience. Since my Jewish in-laws did not live in
this country - there was no way I could have raised my children Jewishly.

e Jews by Choice are just as Jewish as Jews by birth.
e Don’t be closed minded! :)

e  The first question was difficult to answer because I identify as Jewish and I converted. I know you meant
nothing malicious by it but it is indicative of the ways in which Jews by Choice are spoken about in many
spaces. For instance, I’'m very open about being a Jew by Choice and people regularly tell me I don’t have
to share it. This is an old idea and actually a bit offensive at this point. I share it because I want to. I share it
because I’'m proud of it being a part of me. People also say things to my in laws about how glad they must
be that I converted so they could have Jewish grandbabies.

e My husband and I are in the process of converting to Judaism, and this journey is deeply meaningful to us.
Being embraced by the Jewish community, having access to guidance, education, and a supportive
environment for our family is truly invaluable. This support helps us grow in our understanding and
practice of Judaism, inspiring us to live our lives with intention, commitment, and a deep connection to the
traditions we are choosing.

e  Your questions seem geared towards people new to Judaism. I converted 35 years ago and have been a
Jewish professional for most of my professional life. You may want to ask how many years ago you
converted to be able to control for that variable. Your question about other Jewish organizations doesn’t
allow you to choose more than one and also forces you to choose something (required question) but you
don’t have an N/A choice.

e  Most of our friends are from the synagogue community and being hosted by my rabbi was so important in
teaching me the home rituals.

o [ feel enriched by a very knowledgeable and vibrant community that is diverse and supportive.

e [ feel that finding Judaism later in my life was the right time for me personally. It helped fill the void I was
missing.

e T hope to see more resources to support those who are converting or resources for non-Jewish family
members to help them build a Jewish household or navigate family life, family systems, lifecycle rituals,

and interpersonal conflict. (classes, pastoral care, programming, support groups).

e There is a lot of judgment in the community about the “right “way to be a Jew. As interfaith couple, we
know that each couple has to decide what is right for them.

e It was very disappointing to have a civil ceremony and later delayed my decision to convert.
e [ donot belong to a Conservative synagogue. My apologies for the time you’ve spent on me. Thank you.

e [ am aproud Jew by Choice and wish I converted sooner.

91



Docusign Envelope ID: 6CA941AC-8F52-8072-8338-B5553B528E74

Reflections on the Answers Related to Question Ten

When asked for any further information, respondents were forthcoming and candid about their
interfaith experience and journey. There were seven themes grouped together as categories
which emerged when the comments were analyzed: To Be a Jew by Choice is not a Choice,
Navigating Non-Jewish Family is Worthy of Attention, Interfaith Families Raise Jewish
Children, Education and Support are Critical in the Process, Using Sensitive Language, Spiritual
Fulfillment, and Autonomy and Judgement. Many of the themes affirm the centrality and
contribution of Jews by Choice while also calling out and naming gaps in education, support,
language, and general sensitivity to the conversion process whether intentionally or
unintentionally directed at a community many times marginalized and ignored. Together the
message of these responses brings interfaith family life and conversion to the root of the dialogue
about Jewish continuity rather than from a marginalized or alienated perspective. Interpreted as a
collective statement, these responses express Jews by Choice and interfaith families are deeply
invested and essential to Jewish life today. The opportunities for synagogue communities are not
to lower standards but to expand understanding, improve language acquisition and access,
strengthen social support structures, and provide support to Jews by Choice and interfaith

families post conversion.

To Be a Jew by Choice Is Not a Choice

Rather than view a Jew by Choice as a weak link, the respondents overwhelmingly placed the
Geir Tzedek as the guardian of Jewish practice. One of the respondents argued, “Most Jews by
Choice are essential in keeping the traditional observances intact for Conservative synagogues.”
Compare this with Jews by birth who “take the traditions for granted,” while Jews by Choice
“fought to be able to accept this path.” Other respondents wholeheartedly agreed when they said,
“Jews by Choice are just as Jewish as Jews by birth” and “I am a proud Jew by Choice and wish
I converted sooner.” In a society of instant gratification, conversion pauses the process and slows
down time. Many of the respondents appreciated conversion as meaningful because it is not
automatic. One respondent commented, “I do like that are some barrier-to-entry... Working to

become a part of it makes being in it rewarding.” The affirmative reflection that was consistent
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throughout these comments centers the Jew by Choice as following a path that is beyond a
simple choice of direction. When the choice is not just for one but rather two people, the process
can be even more impactful and rewarding. One respondent noticed, “My husband and I are in
the process of converting to Judaism, and this journey is deeply moving to us...inspiring us to
live our lives with intention, commitment, and a deep connection to the traditions we are

choosing.”

Navigating Non-Jewish Family Is Worthy of Attention

Rather than focusing on studying and learning as the main obstacle to engagement and
belonging, many respondents in the survey expressed the hardest part of conversion and
interfaith life and raising an interfaith family is navigating family dynamics. Respondents even
explicitly asked for more resources to help anticipate challenges interfaith families might
experience. They responded, “Additional help anticipating and addressing issues in life related to
non-Jewish family would be a huge help...Shiva (Jewish mourning practices)? No Shiva? What
about yearly? Navigating all that plus learning all the tunes through the year was the hardest part
for me.” Their comments speak to the growing programming and educational resources available
to interfaith families which are being integrated into communities, choosing to recognize and
concentrate efforts in this specific important direction. One respondent goes on along these same
lines and wrote, “Interfaith marriage adds an extra layer of a need for understanding and
cooperation in a couple...it gradually dawned on me I wasn’t exactly Jewish as I grew up. That
was very perplexing.” Interfaith frameworks and tools are not only important to give to clergy
and educators working with these populations, but they are also critically needed in the hands of
anyone going through the process. Another respondent summarized the process of balancing
family dynamics by writing, “Without preparation for cultural differences and norms...interfaith
marriage may not be as successful as it might be.” Rather than forgetting their past, non-Jews can
still stay connected to their non-Jewish family while also successfully raising Jewish children in

the Jewish faith.
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Interfaith Families Raise Jewish Children

Families with interfaith parents do raise engaged Jewish families. One respondent described
children who “went to the mikveh (ritual immersion), had a baby naming and a bris
(circumcision), had Bar Mitzvah, participated for many years at Camp Ramah and traveled to
Israel,” who continue to have an enduring connection with the Jewish people. When synagogues
position themselves in positions of power to support interfaith families, they succeed with their
full attention and participation. One respondent noticed their synagogue allowed a non-Jewish
spouse to feel comfortable enough that it “sparked his interest in potentially pursuing conversion
or at least wanting to learn more about Judaism.” While many families feel at home in a
synagogue environment, other families gravitate to an academic setting and find their home at
the Jewish day school. One respondent expressed, “The Jewish day school for me as a convert
was the best experience...there was no way I could have raised my children Jewishly.” The
Jewish day school, rather than a synagogue community, in this case fills a critical need for

community engagement and participation.

Education and Support Are Critical in the Process

Many respondents asserted the importance of preparation as being so essential to have through
the process of conversion. One respondent noted, “Without preparation for cultural differences
and norms...interfaith marriage may not be as successful as it might be.” Another wrote highly
of the learning experience by remarking, “Being hosted by my rabbi was so important in
teaching me the home rituals.” The day school kept coming up as a place for belonging and
inclusion for Jews by Choice and non-Jews seeking to raise their children in a Jewish
environment. One respondent commented, “The Jewish day school for me as a convert was the
best experience.” The need to help support families navigate an interfaith landscape is there for
them when they look for it at places like 18Doors or their local Conservative synagogue. One
person looked to the future by commenting, “I hope to see more resources to support those who
are converting or resources for non-Jewish family members...classes, pastoral care,
programming, support groups.” A similar respondent concurs by expressing, “Additional help

anticipating and addressing issues I live with related to my non-Jewish family would be a huge
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help.” Through education and support, Jews by Choice and non-Jews can continue to receive
support as they transition from recent Jews by Choice to life-long learners, even if they choose

never to convert and remain in Geir Toshav status.

Using Sensitive Language

A somewhat common and unfortunate experience reported by respondents involved concerns
about how Jews by Choice are spoken about, even when the language is unintentional. One
respondent felt a survey question felt “indicative of the ways in which Jews by Choice are
spoken about in many spaces.” Using sensitive language allows more people to feel included in
the communication process. The respondent goes on to note, “The first question was difficult to
answer because I identity as Jewish and I converted...this is an old idea and actually a bit
offensive at this point. I share it because I’m proud of it being a part of me.” Even in this
academic setting where deference, respect for the written word, and sensitivity to the language
are so important, someone still felt offended by the way the question was worded. How much
more so would they be upset if the divisions and exclusive language were intentional? Being
aware and using sensitive language is a move forward in addressing issues of inclusion and

belonging but the words must be backed up by action and authentic behavior.

Spiritual Fulfillment

Although there are indeed many challenges for interfaith families, many respondents wrote of
spiritual fulfillment as being the driving force behind their journey to embrace Judaism. One
person described feeling, “Enriched by a very knowledgeable and vibrant community that is
diverse and supportive.” They came to their Judaism later in life which, “helped fill the void I
was missing.” For many people being “embraced by the Jewish community” gave them access to
a living tradition full of meaningful spiritual rituals and practices especially focused on building
a Jewish home. One respondent mentioned, “I feel enriched by a very knowledgeable and vibrant
community that is diverse and supportive.” Spiritual fulfillment rises to the top of why people
convert because many potential Jews by Choice are seeking a spiritual connection to something

more than just themselves.
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Autonomy and Judgement

Some respondents felt the need to warn others of rigid communal norms. One person wrote,
“There is a lot of judgement in the community about the right way to be a Jew,” and pushed the
point, “each couple has to decide what is right for them.” Focusing on autonomy rather than
letting judgement control outcomes allows for interfaith families to move forward in a way that
is connected to their values and world views. One respondent simply said, “Don’t be closed
minded!” While personal autonomy might compel a Jew by Choice to become involved in
Jewish community, the judgment they might face could have the negative consequence of
turning them off to organized Jewish community. By balancing autonomy with judgement, Jews

by Choice can navigate the conversion stratosphere with sensitivity and perseverance.
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Appendix Two: The Interview Questions

1. When did you first become interested in learning more about Judaism?

2. How has your connection/relationship with Judaism changed over time? How have your

beliefs and practices changed over time related to Judaism?

3. Growing up, were you connected with a particular faith and how has that connection

changed over time?

4. Have you felt included at Beth El since becoming members? Has anything changed over

time? Anything stand out to you over the years in this regard?
5. What could Beth El do to include spouses who are not born Jewish?

6. What has your conversion experience been like? Could anything be better or improved?

How have you enjoyed the class experience and the individual meetings?

7. Can you please tell me about your experience so far in the Challah My Way class? What

has worked? What could be even better?

8. Do you think you will keep baking challah? How do you see this new skill developing in
the future?

9. What Jewish things have you done in the last six months and have they been meaningful

to you?

10. What emotions come up for you when you enter a synagogue?
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Appendix Three: Reflections on the Eleven Intensive Interviews

Eleven intensive interviews were conducted for this study from October through December 2025
via Zoom with seven lay leaders and congregants from Conservative synagogues, identified in
this research by the pseudonyms Kelsey Mitchel, Caleb Bennett, Connor Ellis, Maya Keller-
Coleman, Kaitlyn Edwards, Kyle Montgomery, and Danielle Lawson-Fischer. The names are
fictious and are used to protect the identity of the participants involved. Rabbi Jim Rosen, Rabbi
Rachel Zerin, Cantor Heather Hoopes-Seid, and Edmond Case were interviewed to represent the
professional perspective and experience. Because their names are in the public record, anonymity
was not used. The interviews with Kelsye, Caleb, and Connor help shed light on the Geir Tzedek.
The interviews with Maya, Kaitlyn, and Kyle help tell the narrative of the Geir Toshav in the
Conservative movement. Danielle was interviewed to hear about her experience related to being
a baker in the Challah My Way program and as a former board president who was involved

when her community decided to allow non-Jewish spouses to become full members of Beth El.

Lay leaders were interviewed and so were leaders in the field helping to provide background,
context, and problem-solving solutions to working with interfaith couples. Rabbi Rosen, Rabbi
Zerin, Cantor Hoopes-Seid, and Mr. Case were interviewed to glean the perspective of experts in
the field related to the conversion process and interfaith marriage. While all of these interviews
provide rich details and meaningful content, they certainly do not speak for all Jews by Choice,
non-Jews in the Conservative movement, lay leaders, or clergy involved in the conversion
process. They do elicit, however, valuable feedback and reflection helping to support and

develop the AEIOU Model of Synagogue Inclusion.

The recordings of each interviewee can be viewed by clicking the link below. All the interviews,

except the interview with Connor Ellis, were recorded:

https://tinvurl.com/AEIOQUInterviews

The full transcription of each interviewee, besides the interview with Connor Ellis, can be

viewed by clicking this link below:
https://tinyurl.com/AEIOUTranscrips
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Reflections on the Intensive Interview with Kelsey Mitchell, Challah
My Way Participant and Geir Tzedek at Beth El Temple

As a Geir Tzedek, Kelsey Mitchell was interviewed to highlight her Jewish journey and
conversion process. Her path to living an engaged Jewish life began with a transformative
Shabbat experience in Colombia. As a result of the connection, she connected to Judaism in
Colombia and began to live a Jewish life. She sought out Rabbi Juan, a Conservative rabbi, to
help guild her and her community. Converting to Judaism through the Conservative movement
was a deliberate choice for Kelsey. Conservative Judaism aligned with her family values by
providing a traditional approach to study and ritual while also honoring the role of women as
equals in Jewish life. This egalitarian perspective spoke to Kelsey and has continued to inspire
her to become involved in synagogue life in West Hartford, Connecticut at Beth El Temple.
Kelsey attended a Catholic school for 11 years for the academic opportunity the school provided
rather than the religious aspect. When her mother was involved in a Kabbalah (Jewish
mysticism) study group in Colombia, Kelsey became interested in learning more about Judaism.
Through weekly classes and in person meetings, although the community lacked resources to
establish their own building, the families interested in leading a Jewish life in Colombia rented a
house for religious services and pooled their funds to help bring Rabbi Juan to guild them along

their way.

Kelsey felt the Challah My Way class at Beth El was an effective program that was meaningful
and engaging. In 2025, her family constructed their own sukkah (booth) in their backyard.
Kelsey enjoyed the group dynamics of the Challah My Way class, and also liked learning various
styles of baking challah, which she viewed as a symbol that represented the different ways
people practice their Jewish observance. Her family sends their kids to the local Schechter day
school, and they also attend the religious school called SULAM at Beth El. They have
outstanding attendance and are actively engaged in their local Conservative community. Her
husband is a board member at Beth El Temple. Even though their engagement has only increased
over time in their Conservative community, Kelsey has a perpetual fear of antisemitic hatred and

violence against the Jewish people, which she is constantly reminded of when she sees the armed
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guards outside the synagogue. In general, Kelsey’s reflection regarding Challah My Way speaks
to the experiential nature of the program, which enabled her to feel welcomed and like she

belonged in the program in a meaningful way.

Reflections on the Intensive Interview with Caleb Bennett, Challah

My Way Participant and Geir Tzedek from Beth El Temple

The conversion process was driven for Caleb by his committed relationship with his loving wife
Sarah, also a pseudonym, and their desire to raise a Jewish family. Caleb was raised as a
Christian in a non-religious household. His parents held a liberal perspective and encouraged him
to explore any religious path that would work for him. Caleb’s sister converted to be a Jehovah
Witness, which made a positive difference for her in her life, and his sibling’s new religious
connection showed religion’s potential for living a positive life. Caleb’s decision to marry Sarah
and raise Jewish children prompted the conversion commitment. The decision to convert was
entirely up to Caleb. Sarah never pressured him, and he made the choice on his own to fulfill his
own spiritual direction. Caleb worked with the clergy team at Beth El Temple along his
conversion journey. His beit din consisted of Rabbi Jim Rosen, Rabbi Rachel Zerin, and Dr.

Eliyahu Krigel.

Caleb describes Beth El as a “wonderful, warm community,” which feels like a “little city.” Beth
El provided a familiar community Sarah grew up in and that made Caleb’s conversion process
feel like an integrated process. Caleb recalled joining Cantor Ness’s chorus and how the music
and prayers touched his soul in a profound way. Despite a few challenging interactions along
with way with congregants, Caleb is grateful for his experiences at Beth El. He recently was
invited to speak of his journey to Judaism at a Men’s Club event on a Sunday morning because
of the inspiration he brings to others when recounting his journey. Along with all the positive
reflections and feelings that came up for Caleb when reminiscing about his journey to Judaism

within the Beth El community, his experience is not all positive. Caleb recalls an embarrassing
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public scolding from a well-intentioned but over-stepping congregant for checking his phone
during Shabbat services in the lobby. Since his marriage and conversion, Caleb and Sarah have
dropped their membership at Beth El and they now belong to another synagogue. Their new
congregation is less than a ten-minute drive from their house compared to the thirty-minute drive
it took to get to Beth El. Caleb and Sarah moved synagogues for distance and their desire to raise
children with local peers from school and sports. They also enjoy their new community’s more
liberal, English focused Reform-style service because they feel it’s more accessible for them
currently. Caleb’s experience in Challah My Way helped support him along his path in a

meaningful way.

Reflections on the Intensive Interview with Connor Ellis, Challah

My Way Participant and Geir Tzedek from Beth El Temple

The purpose of this interview with Connor Ellis was to explore the challenges interfaith families
might feel and how Beth El can best support couples that have one partner who didn’t grow up
Jewish. Although Connor’s interview was not recorded and does not contain a detailed transcript
like the other interviews, the insights he shares and the evaluations he makes are just as
compelling, reliable, and relevant as the other interviews. Connor was a participant along with
his wife Pam, also a pseudonym, in the Challah My Way program from September 2024 to May
2025 at Beth El. The class met for six sessions for approximately two hours. The interview with
Connor demonstrates how a Geir Tzedek can be meaningfully engaged in raising a Jewish
family. Connor didn’t convert when he first was married but rather chose to wait until he was

ready. Forcing conversion might lead to superficial outcomes.
Connor took his time to decide to become a Jew by Choice and as a result his decision was

meaningful and impactful. When Jews by Choice are given time and space to feel their feelings

and deepen into the faith-based process, then they can come to the place of conversion on their
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own. Programs like Challah My Way are beneficial for people like Connor who is active and

seeks an experiential approach.

Reflections on the Intensive Interview with Kyle Montgomery, Beth

El Congregant and Geir Toshav

Kyle was interviewed to highlight his commitment to Judaism and his decision to choose not to
convert to Judaism. He has been in a supportive partnership with his wife for over 18 years. He
supports his wife’s connection with Judaism and has agreed to raise their two children in a
Jewish home. His conscious decision not to convert is related to a lack of spiritual calling, but he
has been fully engaged for nearly two decades in raising a Jewish family. Kyle has always felt
included at Beth El citing the consistent warmth of its leadership as the primary factor, not the
2023 policy change that allowed non-Jews to be full members at Beth El. Kyle’s clear decision
not to convert steps from a negative experience he had growing up with the “rigidity” of his
Catholic upbringing, which fosters a preference for personal spirituality over formal religious
commitment. The most meaningful Jewish events for Kyle have been his family milestones, like

his children’s b 'nei mitzvah ceremonies, which he found inspiring and deeply moving.

Kyle was raised Catholic and is now a “lapsed Catholic” who attends church to support his
mother rather than to connect religiously or spiritually to the community. He has had a
longstanding academic interest and knowledge in the Hebrew Bible stemming from his college
history of religion classes. His wife’s Jewish connection was a non-negotiable condition for their
marriage, which included raising their children Jewish. Kyle fully supports this connection,
driven by a strong connection to his wife, rather than a spiritual calling to convert. Kyle did not
feel a personal connection to Judaism as an organized religion, yet he still agreed to be in a
committed Jewish relationship and raise his children in a Jewish context. Conversion for Kyle
would have felt “not true and honest” withing a genuine spiritual connection. He notes it was
difficult at first to find a rabbi willing to officiate at his interfaith wedding, as some chose not to

do it when asked to officiate. Kyle has always felt included and welcomed at Beth El. The 2023
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policy allowing non-Jews full membership had no practical effect on his experience, as he
already felt like a full member of the community. Kyle attends services and events with his
family to support their Jewish connection. Kyle appreciates Jewish ritual, ceremony, and sense of
historical connection. He participates in Men’s Club activities, volunteer events like the Turkey
Drive, and social gatherings like Trivia Night. Kyle could not identify any other ways for Beth El
to be more inclusive, as his experience has been entirely positive. Kyle’s interview brings to the
surface the important role the Geir Toshav plays inside the Jewish community. Rather than seen
as a detraction, Kyle’s participation at Beth El has not only lifted his family up in a positive way

but also serves as an inspiration for others as well.

Reflections on the Intensive Interview with Kaitlyn Edwards, Geir
Toshav and member of Temple Beth El in Springfield,

Massachusetts

Kaitlyn was interviewed regarding her experience as a non-Jew in an interfaith marriage. Kaitlyn
felt like an outsider early on from her other experience with her Conservative synagogue. She
felt like there was an “S” on her forehead for shiksa (non-Jew). She faced a rabbi who spoke
negatively of interfaith marriage from the pulpit and a ritual committee that did not allow her to
read a prayer during the Bat Mitzvah of her daughter. Kaitlyn was committed, however, to
raising her kids Jewish even though she herself didn’t grow up Jewish. In her marriage, Kaitlyn
has adhered to a no-conversion policy and has focused instead on shared values like tikun olam
and tzedakah as her primary connections to Judaism. Recently the times have thankfully changed
for Kaitlyn. The same ritual committee that once kept Kaitlyn off the Bima, during a recent Rosh
Hashanah (the Jewish new year) prayer service in 2025 invited her to read the Prayer for Peace,
a ritual once forbidden to her because of her non-Jewish background. The Conservice

synagogue’s evolving stance for Kaitlyn and other Geirei Toshav represents a contemporary
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trend in Conservative Judaism to embrace the non-Jew in their community and work on helping

them feel like they belong and are accepted.

Kaitlyn was raised Southern Baptist. Her father was a minister. She later identified as
Presbyterian. She met her spouse in 1984. Ten months later they were married. Her marriage was
officiated by a rabbi who left the Conservative movement over its interfaith marriage ban. Their
wedding ceremony blended traditions. They used a chuppah (marriage canopy) with her
husband’s fallit (prayer shawl) and they included readings from Psalms and from 1 Corinthians
13. Kaitlyn’s father approved of the rabbi, saying, “Hun, there are two times in your life that you
should get exactly what you want: when you get married and when you die.” Kaitlyn’s spouse
felt a “post-Holocaust burden” to ensure their children were raised Jewish. Kaitlyn
wholeheartedly agreed, as her Christian background taught faith is a personal choice, not
something to be imposed or forced. Kaitlyn’s involvement in Jewish community was conditional
on her own self-imposed understanding of each ritual’s meaning. For the mikveh experience of
her children, the rabbi allowed Kaitlyn to be present, and she handed her baby to her husband for
immersion, which felt like a key act of inclusion for Kaitlyn. Kaitlyn and her husband
exclusively celebrate the Jewish holidays. They don’t have a Christmas tree, while their mantle
above their fireplace at home is decorated with greenery and ornaments, including some from her
spouse. The Pesach Seder they host each year has transformed from a rushed, Hebrew-only
event at her spouse’s grandparents’ house into an engaging, family-oriented ritual in their living

room.

When Kaitlyn was first introduced to the Jewish community, she felt like an outsider. In the late
1980’s and early 1990’s, the clergy team at her family’s synagogue was unsure how to handle
Kaitlyn’s status. Kaitlyn’s husband was asked to resign from the board to prevent him from
becoming president, because there was a synagogue policy at the time in the 1990’s that required
the president’s spouse to be Jewish as well. All three of her children had interfaith weddings
which incorporated Jewish ritual like chuppah, ketubah, and blessings as well as family
traditions into the ceremony. Her three children are in interfaith marriages, and they all seek
inclusive communities. Her oldest daughter belongs to a Conservative synagogue and also

attends a Reform temple in the community. Kaitlyn’s youngest daughter is actively searching for
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a synagogue in Brooklyn but has yet to find an inclusive community where she can feel at home

in her interfaith relationship.

Kaitlyn identifies as Jewish adjacent and feels it’s her role to educate others about Judaism, both
personally and professionally, as when she ensured the local food pantry could accommodate the
religious dietary needs of the whole community. Kaitlyn is currently actively engaged in her
Conservative community and now feels welcomed. Although it took time and perseverance,
Kaitlyn was not deterred and put off by behavior that made her feel like an outside nearly 20
years ago. Kaitlyn plays an important role in her Jewish community although she has chosen not
to convert. As a Geir Toshav, Kaitlyn successfully balances her commitment to Judaism while

maintaining her own identity.

Reflections on the Intensive Interview with Maya Keller-Coleman,
Challah My Way Participant, Beth El Temple Member (West
Hartford) and Geir Toshav (non-Jew)

Maya was interviewed to demonstrate her strong commitment to remaining non-Jewish while
also maintaining, supporting, and raising a fully engaged Jewish family in the Conservative
movement. Maya chose not to convert to honor her Catholic upbringing and because her husband
never requested it. Her active participation in the Jewish community at Beth El began with her
children’s Jewish education, which created a sense of belonging and community for her. She
feels “very, very included” at Beth El, citing her personal relationships and connections with the
clergy team, educators, and staff. The Challah My Way class was a valuable experience for her
relationship-building experience in the community. She suggested adding more discussion time
as well throughout the program and more opportunities to connect with interfaith couples

throughout their time in Challah My Way.
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Maya’s early exposure to Judaism came through the stories of her Polish grandmother from
before World War II and their Jewish friends, which created a positive early associate with
Judaism. She grew up Catholic but gradually distanced herself from the faith due to questioning
sermons and the strictness of her Polish church. Her primary decision not to convert related to
honoring her parents and grandparents and the values of her Catholic upbringing, which viewed
conversion as “crossing oft” that part of her history and past. Despite not converting, Maya feels
it’s important to provide a religious upbringing for her children and has actively managed their
Jewish education throughout their life. Maya felt like an “outsider” at Orthodox and
Conservative synagogues before having children. In Brooklyn she found a welcoming,
progressive community along with Jewish friends, which helped improve her experience. This
experience speaks volumes to the importance and influence individual people have on the direct
experience of Jews by Choice and non-Jews. In Ohio she joined a Jewish community for her
son’s Hebrew school experience, which led to regular participation and a sense of belonging. Her
oldest child’s Bar Mitzvah at Beth El was a deeply moving experience, which fostered pride,
gratitude, and a feeling of support from the West Hartford Jewish community. Maya and her
family chose Beth El over other congregations for its proximity and because her husband, who
grew up Conservative, wanted their children to be raised in a Conservative temple. Maya’s
personal recognition from staff has created a warm and welcoming atmosphere for her family.
She finds the sermons are most moving for her, and she sometimes struggles with following all
the prayers because of her unfamiliarity with Hebrew and the liturgy. Maya engages with her
Beth El community through her children’s activities and adult programs like the Gardening Club
and Challah My Way.

For Maya, the value of the Challah My Way program was beneficial because it allowed her to
build relationships with other couples with a similar interfaith background. The timing of the
Challah My Way program worked well for Maya and others because the program was held
during the children’s Hebrew school experience, because that time was otherwise used as free
time. She suggests that Beth El explore a “menu of choices” for interfaith couples which could
be modeled after Challah My Way, that could also be offered during children’s programming so
as to reach and support a more diverse spectrum of interfaith couples within the community and

beyond.
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The experience Maya had with her Jewish community is common. As a non-Jew, she felt it was
hard to find the right community to enter and feel supported. Once she found Beth El, she was
able to fully be herself and maintain her own identity while also being fully engaged in raising a
Jewish family. Maya has no desire to convert to Judaism and has found the right balance for
herself and her family in navigating her Geir Toshav status. The Jewish communities who
neglected to embrace Maya for who she was and is lost out on her participation and the
participation of her family. Maya is involved in helping to shape the direction of the policy and
curriculum at the religious school at Beth El because she is a secular elementary school teacher
by training and cares deeply for the welfare of all children. Beth El has benefited from Maya’s
participation because she brings her whole self to the table of engagement in the community
without feeling she needs to hold back or back off from fully participating. The welcoming and
inclusive efforts at Beth El and at other Conservative communities throughout the nation have
the potential to help people like Maya feel belonging and inclusion rather than rejection and
displacement. When more communities approach non-Jews in their midst with open arms instead
of recalcitrant neglect, then Geirei Tosha can continue to become full and active members of the

community without giving up their own identity and historical connections.
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Reflections on the Intensive Interview with Danielle Lawson-Fisher,

Challah My Way Baker and Former Beth El Temple President

Danielle was interviewed to symbolize what a president of a Conservative synagogue might feel
like regarding the support of interfaith couples within the community. Danielle advocates for a
“fully open” Conservative synagogue, arguing that excluding interfaith families is a shonda
(disgrace) that breaks families apart. As a Jew by Choice herself, she converted as an infant,
Danielle deeply admires Jews by Choice and views interfaith inclusion as a moral imperative
rooted in Jewish values. After 25 failed attempts, Danielle began baking challah weekly. This
ritual became a multi-sensory act of creation for her, contrasting the challah baking experience
with simple actions like lighting Shabbat candles or pouring the grape juice. Danielles approach
to prejudice is to engage. After being physically assaulted by college students for her “Jewish
horns” when she was younger, she requested a dialogue with her perpetrators, rather than total

dismissal, in order to foster understanding and clear communication.

Danielle was raised in a Conservative home. Her parents were founding members of their
synagogue in Livingston, New Jersey in 1950. Danielle joined Beth El approximately 46 years
ago and served as the president of the community from 2015 to 2016, taking a leave from her job
to be fully engaged with synagogue affairs during her leadership. Danielle taught herself to bake
challah after marrying in 1971. For Danielle baking challah is a weekly act of creation that
engages all the senses, making it a profound ritual experience for her. When she taught the
Challah My Way class, she found the efforts of the Jews by Choice and interfaith couples
inspiring. Danielle’s core belief is that synagogues must be open and inviting to interfaith
couples. Her daughter’s interfaith marriage to her non-Jewish spouse demonstrates that inclusion
works. Daneille’s non-Jewish son-in-law respects Judaism and supports their children’s Jewish
upbringing as demonstrated by Danielle’s talk about the b 'nei mitzvah ceremonies of her
grandchildren and their Israel trip. Danielle believes the inclusion her non-Jewish son-in-law is
the reason why her daughter’s family remains connected to the community. Danielle fully
supports Beth El’s 2023 bylaw change allowing non-Jews to be full members. She was an

advocate of the bylaw change, and her leadership helped the organization change behind the
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scenes. She believes Conservative rabbis should officiate interfaith weddings to provide a
religious touch and a synagogue setting. Danielle believes Jewish identity is to be shared and not
just defended. The interview with Danielle demonstrates her strong commitment to supporting

interfaith couples.

Reflections on the Intensive Interview with Rabbi Jim Rosen, Senior

Rabbi at Beth El Temple, West Harford, Connecticut

Rabbi Jim Rosen is the senior rabbi at Beth El Temple. His many years of experience working
with Jews by Choice and non-Jews within the Conservative moment shed light on his unique and
sensitive approach. Rabbi Rosen wrote the forward to an excellent collection of personal
narratives written by Jews by Choice called Finding a Home for the Soul: Interviews with
Converts to Judaism, by Catherine Hall Myrowitz. Rosen writes on page xii, “The testimonies
contained in this book describe the life experiences, motivations, joys, and tribulations of those
who have chosen Judaism as a path in their lives.” Myrowitz was a former congregant who
worked with Rabbi Rosen at a previous synagogue and was inspired by his inclusive demeanor
and warm embrace of Jews by Choice. Myrowitz writes on page xxvii, “My attitude, therefore, is
that conversion is merely a point on a continuum of being Jewish, and the path that leads to
mikveh should not be more significant that the life led after emerging from the waters.”
Embracing or converting to Judaism for Myrowitz is just another lifecycle event, not more
important or quintessential than any other important and pivotal moment for potential Jews by
Choice. This perspective places the mikveh experience along a spectrum of religious observance
and highlights this ritual as a beginning to a life full of Jewish ritual, holiday celebrations, and
life cycle events. Related to memories and experiences, Rabbi Rosen eloquently notes on page
xiii, “Lacking ethnic memories in Jewish peoplehood, Jews by Choice create their own
memories by actively pursuing an attachment to God and the Torah of Israel through their
behavior, sincerity, and depth of commitment.” Rather than forgetting their past, Rabbi Rosen

notes how Jews by Choice are in the unique position to make new memories related to their
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Jewish future post conversion because of their openness and eagerness to move forward with

their Jewish journey ahead.

The interview with Rabbi Rosen highlights his core philosophy. Rabbi Rosen notes how a human
relations model related to the conversion process balances warmth and acceptance with clear,
consistent standards. His approach is effective because people respect boundaries when delivered
with genuine care. In the interview, Rabbi Rosen notes how the Conservative movement has
shifted from “fighting intermarriage” to a “welcome” model, driven by rising intermarriage rates
and how this shift was and is supported by the USCJ. He documents how Beth EI’s interfaith
cemetery, based on a 2006 feshuva, and the non-Jewish membership bylaws passed by engaging
all committees individually instead of from the top down. The process of creating an interfaith
location in the Beth El cemetery was a multi-year effort involving zoning, engineering, and
bylaw creation. The Beth El leadership engaged all committees individually to ensure members
felt heard and in order to prevent a new reality shock when the shift in synagogue policy was
instituted. The first non-Jewish spouse was buried in the interfaith section the day before the
meeting to pass the bylaw change. In terms of allowing interfaith or non-Jews to join Beth El, the
process was centered around another bylaw change that was then taken to a single vote. The
USCJ’s national shift from “standards” to “welcome” provided critical support for this inclusive
effort. The Beth El leadership led by Rabbi Rosen did not wave a magic wand: rather they met
with all their constituents, heard their reactions, and then were able to move forward with greater
consensus. This process ensured members felt heard and prevented a new reality shock. Rabbi
Rosen opposes congregations going it alone. He believes a uniform RA standard is crucial for
consistency in a mobile society which also helps protect rabbis who adhere to the rules from

internal pressure.

In the interview Rabbi Rosen remembers how early in his career in the 1980s, the Conservative
movement’s stance was to “fight intermarriage” as a problem, with policies like not announcing
interfaith weddings in the synagogue bulletin newsletters. The movement has now shifted to a
“welcome” model, which is catalyzed by rising intermarriage rates. The rationale for this shift
acknowledges the pain of saying “no” to long-term community members and seeks a balance

between tradition and embracing interfaith couples. Rabbi Rosen brings a genuine,
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individualized curiosity about non-Jewish members’ lives and backgrounds when he meets with
them. This builds authentic relationships, which moves beyond a transactional dynamic. The
outcome of this approach is well received. In working with interfaith couples, Rabbi Rosen’s
approach creates a safe space for exploration without commitment. In the past, this effort was
often driven by wedding deadlines. In the present, however, it’s more common among older
individuals in settled relationships, seeking personal meaning or a single-faith family for their

children to engage in the conversion process.

The going it alone outlook is opposed by Rabbi Rosen. He believes this approach undermines
RA uniformity and creates inconsistency for USCJ member congregations. He sees the value of
honoring committed non-Jewish spouses but notes their potential discomfort with public
recognition. It’s difficult for rabbis to attend a wedding and then offer no pastoral support. There
is a growing trend toward greater RA rabbi involvement that is moving in a specific, inclusive
direction. Rabbi Rosen praised the Challah My Way program at Beth El Temple geared towards
interfaith couples as an effective, replicable, low-barrier entry point for community engagement

for interfaith couples and non-Jews.

Pictured below: Challah dough from the Challah My Way class in November 2025 at Beth EI
Temple in West Hartford, Connecticut. Bakers leading the class can either come early at
7:00am and make their own dough so the dough has time to rise and then the class can work

with it at 9:30 or dough can be ordered from the Crown Market, a local kosher supermarket in

West Hartford, the P _— :. I - =
night before and 2 o :

kneaded in the
morning by the
Challah My Way

participants.
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Reflections on the Intensive Interview with Rabbi Rachel Zerin,
Assistant Rabbi and Cantorial Soloist, at Beth El Temple, West

Harford, Connecticut

Rabbi Rachel Zerin is the assistant rabbi and cantorial soloist at Beth EI Temple. Her approach to
the conversion process is systematic and very thoughtful. Rabbi Zerin sees the conversion
process as taking place with three main components throughout the exploration process:
intellectual learning, practical experience, and identity formation. For Rabbi Zerin, the only
commitment required is to show up and explore, rather than to mandate explicit conversion.
Rabbi Zerin distinguishes between Jewish status or formal recognition and Jewish identity that
has to do with personal feelings. This framework allows for affirming a person’s lived identity
while in conjunction addressing status requirements. Her approach is highly individualized, and
it recognizes that non-Jewish partners often drive Jewish life in a household. For Rabbi Zerin,
refusals to officiate are framed as a matter of a personal “fit” and non-negotiable boundaries like

no Shabbat weddings, rather than as a judgment on the couple.

Rabbi Zerin starts the exploration to convert when a couple or individual raises the subject with a
face-to-face conversation to better understand the individual’s journey and determine if the
partnership is a good fit. The intellectual aspect of the journey for Rabbi Zerin is about
understanding Judaism’s meaning and requirements. The practical part of the path forward is all
about trying on Jewish practices to see what best fits. The identity component of the exploration
phase integrates learning and practice into one’s sense of self. Because the only requirement is
simply to show up and explore, pauses or changes in direction are seen by Rabbi Zerin as
successes in self-discovery. Brit Milah or Hatafat Dam Brit (drawing a drop of blood) and
mikveh immersion after meeting with a Beit Din are non-negotiables for Rabbi Zerin for formal
conversion. Dividing the connection into status and identity is a helpful framework others would
benefit from following. Status in this sense is acquired via birth through a Jewish mother or a
formal conversion. Identity describes a personal sense of belonging. This distinction is crucial

for pastoral care in Rabbi Zerin’s opinion, especially for individuals who grew up feeling Jewish
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but lack formal status. For those with a strong identity, the process focusses on affirming status

through ritual, rather than on a full exploration of Judaism.

Rabbi Zerin’s unique individualized approach recognizes that non-Jewish partners often drive
Jewish life in a household and bring unique value to the community. She notes the rationale
behind Beth El’s bylaw change to accept non-Jewish spouses as full members allows non-Jewish
family members of Jewish households to become full members of Beth El. The leadership at
Beth El moved in this direction to support families like a non-Jewish mother who was raising her
Jewish child post-divorce, ensuring the child could have a Bar Mitzvah and access the religious
school. The impact of this shift in policy increased non-Jewish leadership roles and improved
conversations with prospective members, though a post-October 7" membership surge

complicates this analysis.

Rabbi Zerin’s grandfather-in-law was a Reform rabbi who declined to officiate at her wedding
by simply saying, “I want to be your grandfather.” Officiating is different from attendance or
offering a blessing, and this distinction emphasizes the nuance clergy navigate when asked to
preside over weddings of their family members. Rabbi Zerin works hard to avoid exclusive
language that assumes a shared Jewish past. Instead of saying “We all grew up celebrating
Hanukah,” her approach is sensitive and brings a variety of people in rather than sending an
exclusive message. Such phrases alienate Jews by Choice, interfaith partnerships, and Jews with
non-traditional backgrounds. Rabbi Zerin’s aspiration and goal is to use language that affirms
everyone’s place, regardless of their upbringing which is a “growing edge” for her. Other clergy
would benefit from using Rabbi Zerin’s three-part model and the helpful distinctions she makes
between identity and status. Her great success in working with interfaith couples and non-Jews in

the Conservative movement stems from her thoughtfulness and nuanced approach.
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Reflections on the Intensive Interview with Cantor Heather Hoopes-
Seid, Assistant Cantor and Berman Family Chair in Jewish
Learning at Adath Jeshurun Congregation in Minneapolis,

Minnesota

Cantor Heather Hoopes-Seid, the assistant cantor and Berman family chair in Jewish learning at
Adath Jeshurun Congregation in Minneapolis, Minnesota, was interviewed to hear about her
congregation’s unique stance and perspective regarding interfaith weddings. Clergy at Adath
Jeshurun Congregation can now participate in interfaith weddings, a move driven by a desire for
integrity and to better serve its community, where 72% of b 'nei mitzvah parents are in multi-faith
marriages. The policy change followed a year-long process of listening sessions and forums,
which revealed significant pain from interfaith families in the congregation who felt excluded.
Cantor Hoopes-Seid reflects that the community reaction was overwhelmingly supportive, with
only one person leaving the 1200-family community. The RA has not sanctioned Adath
Jeshurun, but some colleagues reacted with hostility, promoting disappointment over the RA’s

initial neutral stance.

The issue Cantor Hoopes-Seid and the clergy team faced in their opinion was that the
Conservative movement’s ban on clergy officiating at interfaith weddings creates a disconnect
between policy and practice. Many RA members officiate “under the table,” which Adath’s
clergy team found to be a crisis of integrity. The ban also alienates a significant portion of the
community. Cantor Hoopes-Seid’s personal experience as a Jew by Choice informed her passion
for creating a more welcoming system, as she experienced firsthand how the previous system
perpetuated hurtful attitudes. As a result, the clergy team at Adath Jeshurun initiated a process
which took a year to investigate the possibility of modifying the synagogue policy, building on
the synagogue’s history of being a wall breaker with allowing early Bat Mitzvah ceremonies and

having openly gay clergy.

There were three phases to this process for the Adath community. Phase one of the process

included listening sessions. The three sessions, two on Shabbat and one on Zoom, helped to
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gather community feedback. The feedback revealed significant pain from interfaith families who
felt the synagogue had “turned its back” on them. Phase two consisted of forums. The three
forums answered questions and clarified the proposal’s parameters. There were key parameters
to the forums. Their clergy can now speak to offer blessings but not lead the actual interfaith
ceremony. In this capacity, the congregation was interested in seeing if their clergy can
participate rather than officiate. To respect all members at Adath who might be uncomfortable,
no ceremonies could occur at the synagogue was another boundary they were not willing to
cross. The third parameter was that there would be no co-officiation. The non-Jewish partner
must find a non-clergy officiant, like a judge or a friend, to officiate rather than rely on the Adath
clergy to be the presiding authority. Phase three related to making a formal decision and the
rollout of the results. The clergy team consulted with Rabbi Blumenthal, the head of the RA and
the USCJ, who encouraged reinterpreting the rule to dismantle it. The board unanimously
approved the new policy. The policy was announced via a document with supporting texts.
Adath’s intention was to have a private community discussion. A JTA article forced them to go
public to control the narrative. Cantor Hoopes-Seid believes the Conservative movement must
align with modernity to remain relevant and serve its members. She sees Adath’s action as a

necessary step to dismantle an outdated rule and restore integrity to the clergy.

Reflections on the Intensive Interview with Edmond Case, Expert in

the Field of Interfaith Relationships

Edmond Case continues to be a strong voice for supporting interfaith relationships. The insights
and contributions he has made in the effort to reach out to and support interfaith couples continue
to inspire, particularly through the regular community email he sends to anyone who requests the
publication. Radical Inclusion: Interfaith Families for a Thriving Jewish Future offers historical
context and practical guidance for Jewish communities related to interfaith families. Although
Case’s uplifting concept of radical inclusion is beyond the scope of the Conservative movement,
additional research could be valuable material in helping to understand the landscape of

interfaith families. As a co-editor of The Guide to Jewish Interfaith Family Life: An
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InterfaithFamily.com Handbook and the author of Interfaith Families Making Jewish Choices,
Case has been a consistent champion for supporting interfaith relationships throughout his
impressive career. He established and is the president of the Center for Radically Inclusive
Judaism, a nonprofit dedicated to advocating for inclusive policies related to interfaith factors

within Judaism.

Radical inclusion was a driving force throughout the interview. Case’s theory treats non-Jewish
partners as equals, a stance that conflicts with current Halakha and is seen as radical for its
challenge to tradition. Case argues even with explanations that come from a good and heartfelt
place, the refusal of the Conservative movement to not allow their clergy to officiate at interfaith
weddings are perceived as rejection, loss, and many times causes the couple to leave the
movement or at least the community and rabbinic leadership that has given them this message.
Case says the Jewish community under prioritizes interfaith family engagement. For example,
Case recounts the recent 2025 JFNA General Assembly focused on LGBTQ+ Jews and Jews of
color, and unfortunately interfaith families were largely ignored although they comprised a much
larger demographic. Case attributes this to a lingering perception of interfaith marriage being not
as important as other pressing issues among some leaders. Case supports conversion but opposes
making it a prerequisite for inclusion. As seen in the interview with Connor Ellis who converted
15 years into his marriage, it’s better to not rush the process and force the change in status and

identity.

The Conservative movement’s view on interfaith marriage are influenced by politics and
Halakha. Case believes the politics have to do with the movement’s refusal to become
indistinguishable from the Reform movement and to split with colleagues in the Masorti
movement in Canada and Israel. The Halakhic factor is just as real if not more from Cases
perspective. When proposed with the Geir Toshav status, Case viewed the concept as a potential
step forward, but one that might risk creating new divisions. Case agrees with encouraging a
single commitment to raising a Jewish family, although he respects and honors the individual
decision of each person and couple. Case uses the Center for Radically Inclusive Judaism to
advocate for efforts related to interfaith families by sending newsletters, writing op-eds, and

analyzing data to raise awareness on the global stage. He founded Interfaith Family, now
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18Doors, to provide direct support and training for professionals working with interfaith families
in their communities. In his personal recounting, Case recalls a hurtful comment by a beloved

rabbi related to interfaith marriage that later became his impetus to advocate and support

interfaith families throughout his illustrious career.
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1.

Appendix Four: The Survey Questions

The survey can be accessed and taken with this link below:

https://tinyurl.com/AEIOUSurvey

Below are the survey questions:

Please pick which answer below best describes you. Choices include the following: I
identify as Jewish and currently belong to a Conservative synagogue, I identify as Jewish
and currently am a prospective member at a Conservative synagogue, [ am a non-Jew
married to a Jew and we belong to a Conservative synagogue, I converted to Judaism and
worked with a Conservative rabbi. I currently belong to a Conservative synagogue, and I

converted to Judaism but not with a Conservative rabbi.

To what degree has your Conservative synagogue help support you in your Jewish

journey? Choices include the following: A great deal, a lot, a moderate amount, not at all.

Have you participated in any programming related to welcoming interfaith families at
your Conservative synagogue and if so, how much of an impact did that experience have
on you? Choices include the following: A great deal of impact, a lot of impact, a

moderate amount of impact, not at all.

Who has been the most influential person for you on your journey in relationship with
Judaism? Choices include the following: Self, Spouse/Partner, Mother, Father, Mother
and Father, Sibling, Child, Grandparent, Friend, Rabbi / Educator / Cantor / Teacher,

Other Relative, I was not inspired by a particular person.
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10.

In addition to your affiliation with the Conservative synagogue, what other Jewish
organizations are you connected with and support either financially or through
membership, participation, or school enrollment? Choices include the following: The
Jewish Community Center, The Jewish Federation, Jewish Family Service, Jewish Day

School, Jewish Summer Camp, Jewish Preschool, Other Jewish Non-Profit.

How likely are you going to continue participating in programming and services at your
Conservative congregation? Rank 1-10, 1 meaning “Not likely at all to participate in
programming or services” and 10 meaning “Very likely to participate in programming

and services.”

In a typical month, how much time on average do you spend at the synagogue or in the
synagogue community in general which is affiliated with the Conservative movement?
Rank 1-10, 1 meaning “We rarely attend except for the High Holidays and an occasional
program or service” and 10 meaning “We regularly attend synagogue and participate in

synagogue programming.”

In a typical month, if you have children ages 0-18, how often do they spend time at the

synagogue affiliated with the Conservative movement? If your children are now grown,
how often were they at the synagogue growing up? If you don't have children yet or are
not planning on having children, please answer this question "as if" in the hypothetical.

Rank 1-10, 1 meaning “My children rarely attend or attended” and 10 meaning “My

children regular attend or attended.”

What is your understanding, experience, and perspective regarding interfaith marriage

and working with a Conservative rabbi in the process?

Is there any additional information you would like to share regarding Jews by Choice,

non-Jews, or interfaith marriage?
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Appendix Five: Challah My Way Programming Materials

Challah My Way Blurb for Synagogue Newsletter 2024-2025 and 2025-2026

Challah My Way

With Challah Bakers at Beth El Temple and Dr. Eliyahu Krigel

6 Sundays, 9:30-10:30am in the Community Room and Main Kitchen

This new program at Beth El is geared towards Beth El members in an interfaith marriage with
children or just beginning to think about the idea of raising a family. Challah My Way is a
workshop experience for couples to learn how to create and to sustain a Jewish household and
family through the lens of baking challah. Each class will consist of time studying and learning
the sources and will also present an opportunity for a challah baking hands-on experience.
During the hands-on time together, 6 different members of Beth El will share their favorite
challah recipe with the class. They will share challah their way. The cost of the program is $36

total per couple. The class will read How to Raise a Jewish Child by Anita Diamant as a source

book for our time learning. Each couple will depart from the workshop with 2 freshly baked
challot along with enough dough to make 2 challot later. Each couple will also receive a one-

month subscription to The Jewish Box. The textbook, the one-month Jewish Box subscription,

and all supplies for challah baking are covered in the course registration. The class is also open

to prospective Beth El Members. Please contact Dr. Eliyahu Krigel at ekrigel@bethelwh.org for

more information and to register. Space is limited to 13 couples on a first come, first serve basis

so sign up today. We are looking forward to working

Giant Chanukiah made by the Challah My Way class in December 2025
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Challah My Way 10/8/2024
Budget

Prepared
by Dr. Eliyahu Krigel

Income: Budget Actuals
12 Couples at Beth El 5 43200 5 252.00 7 couples
Resnick Family Fund 52,800.00 5 2,800.00
Total Income $3,232.00 5 3,052.00
Expenses:
Educator Compensation 5 480.00 5 1,000.00
Challah Expenses 51,950.00 S 1,292.00
Shabbat Box: Days United 5 4%4.00 5 435.45 7 couples, Dr, E, and SULAM Educator
Textbook and Materials S 247.00 § 215.00 For the Snap Fish Photo Book and Frame
Beth El Congregation Apprecation 5 60.00 5 60.00
$3,231.00 § 3,052.45
Net Difference: s 1 s (0)
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Beth E

emple
Be.

Join us for a class workshop experience for couples to
learn how to create and sustain a Jewish household and
family through the lens of baking Challah

Challah My Way
With Challah Bakers at Beth El Temple and Dr. Eliyahu Krigel
6 Sundays, 9:30-10:30am in the Community Room and Kitchen

This new program at Beth El is geared towards Beth El members or
prospective members who are in an interfaith marriage with children or just
beginning to think about the idea of raising a family.

) [

Each class includes of time studying and learning, as well as an opportunity for a
hands-on challah baking experience. The baking session will be led by 6 different
members of Beth El who will share their favorite Challah recipe with the class.
They will share Challah their way.

Challah My Way is $36/couple, with space limited to six couples on a first-come,

first-serve basis. Please contact Dr. Eliyahu Krigel at ekrigel@bethelwh.org for
more information and to register.

Challah My Way is being unwritten by the Resnick Family Fund, a named fund within =
The Endowment Fund of Beth El Temple. i
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Pictures from Challah My Way 2024-2025 at Beth El Temple, West Hartford
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Pictures from Challah My Way 2025-2026 at Beth El Temple, West Hartford
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