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Abstract

Where has the current conversion policy failed?

After approximately 20 years of state conversions the number of
converts from the The former Soviet Union (FSU) has remainded
low—only approximately 25,000 people have converted, which
comprises 7% out of a total of the 340,000 non-Jewish immigrants.
The average annual conversion rate stands at 1,800 men and women,
of whom 1,000 go through the civilian track, and 800 through the
military track, which together is less than 20% of all the non-Jewish
immigrants and their non-Jewish children who are born in Israel
every year (approximately 10,000).

This situation accelerates the rate of assimilation in Israel and
places Jewish coherence and Jewish identity in this country at risk.
Moreover, without the recognition of their Judaism, the immigrants’
basic rights are harmed and many of them have difficulty in fully
integrating into Israeli society. However, the fact that approximately
40% of the young adults (up to the age of 30) are indeed interested in
conversion shows us that the potential is far from being realized and
that it is possible to greatly increase the number of converts.

However, we must understand the obstacles to conversion.

Why is the number of converts so low?

1. Not many are interested in conversion, and many drop out of
the process.
The rate of all immigrants interested in conversion is not high
(approximately 25%). Many of them see conversion as an act
which does not fall in line with their other identities (Jewish—
Israeli—Russian). Others, who could be interested in conversion do
not bother starting the process because of the very high religious

iii



The Challenge of Conversion to Judaism in Israel

v

bar which has been set for them and out of a fear that their
conversion will not be recognized. There are also various practical
problems preventing some from begining this process such as
the geographic distance from the classes, a lack of free time, and
personal problems which do not allow them to keep up with their
studies. Among those who do join the conversion studies, more
than 50% drop out in the middle of the process. The situation has
reached a point where the number of dropouts is higher than the
number of converts.

. The political leadership does not promote conversion.

The country’s leaders starting with the the President and the Prime
Minister and all the way down to the ministers and members of
Knesset, publicly declare the importance of conversion but in
practice they cut the budgets, cause the bureaucratic process to be
onerous, and do not implement the decisions of the government in
this matter (for example — despite the decision passed in 2008 to set
up a ministerial committee and independent authority, nothing was
done in this regard). Generally speaking, the state has not initiated
any strategic plan in furtherance of realizing its declarations that
conversion is a ‘“national mission”.

The religious establishment does not encourage conversion.

The rabbinical conversion courts are under constant attack. Those
tending to be stringent claim that these courts are converting too
many people and demand that they stop converting, whereas the
moderates accuse the courts of national irresponsibility, which
manifests itself in the low number of conversions. In response,
the rabbis have adopted an intermediate policy — they convert
hundreds of candidates each year, but reject many others; almost
50% of the candidates from the FSU are rejected at the time of the
first hearing. This policy, which contradicts widespread halachic
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approaches that were prominent for many years throughout
Jewish communities, means that the potential for conversion is
not realized.

4. The Conversion Administration promotes a centralized policy.
Even though the entry of new bodies into the field of conversion is
essential for stimulating the system, the State does not encourage
their entry. Instead, with the passing of time, “The Joint Institute
for Jewish Studies” has become a quasi-monopoly in the field of
preparing for conversion. As a result of this, successful private
nonprofit organizations in the area of conversion have been closed
down, and others have found it difficult to continue to operate and
develop new initiatives for public relations, to increase the number
of students, and to prevent dropping out.

5. Israeli Society in general has not enlisted in favor of conversion.
Israeli society in general is apathetic to conversion, or focuses
its attention on criticizing the rabbinic judges. Obviously such
an atmosphere is not conducive to encouraging the non-Jewish
group to join the conversion process. The attitude of the national
religious society is also hesitant and it too finds it difficult to
galvanize its members in favor of this challenge; certain parts
of Haredi society have gone further and are conducting a war
of delegitimizing conversion. The result of all this is a lack of
activities in aid and support of the converts and a continuation of
opposition to conversion on the part of Haredi and Hardal entities
without providing an appropriate religious-halachic solution.

What can be done? Which recommendations should be adopted
to bring about a significant increase in the number of converts in
Israel, within a state framework and on the basis of solid halacha?
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Practical solutions for promoting conversion in Israel

The basic assumption is that it is possible to promote conversion and

to

significantly increase the number of convertes. This, however,

involves a systemic change. Each one of the factors, independent of

any of the other factors, could improve the appalling situation with

which we are unfortunately all too familiar.

1.

vi

Changing the numbers discourse: focusing on the group which
is most interested in conversion

We need to set a realistic target for conversions and focus our aid
on those interested in converting: young adults, especially females,
up to the age of 30, with strong Jewish roots (a Jewish father or
grandfather), where a relatively high proportion (40%) are in any
event interested in converting. It is important to mention: these
young adults will determine the rate of the non-Jewish citizenry
of Israel in the next generations. In the coming years it is possible,
and even desirable, to broaden the circle of convertees to include
children and teenagers.

A green light for conversion: Public relations and marketing
A national public-relations program should be devised with the
goal of encouraging non-Jewish immigrants to convert. Within this
framework, the conversion process needs to be presented gently
and sensitively without hurting those who are uninterested. The
program should enlist the support of the broader Israeli society
during this process and expose religious society in its proximity to
the halachic tradition of appealing to converts who are of Jewish
ancestry (“Jewish seed”).

. “Top-down” Conversion: Effective support of the state system

in conversions
The country’s leaders must become involved in promoting
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conversion, declare it a national project, and strengthen the
motivation to convert. The government and Knesset should
appoint appropriate executive committees who will create a long
term strategic plan and promote legislation providing a solution for
these pressing problems. The resources available for conversion
should be increased, and the system of supporting nonprofit
organizations should be changed into a system of equal budgeting
and one which grants financial incentives to organizations that
have a proven track record. The conversion executive should be
strengthened as an apolitical body and the conversion department
should be turned into an autonomous authority within the Office
of the Prime Minister, pursuant to previous decisions of the
government. It is also advisable to appoint a special advisor to the
Prime Minister in this regard.

. “Bottom-up” conversion: Enlisting civil society and
encouraging new initiatives

Up to now civil society has abandoned conversion, even though it
is clear to all that it cannot remain solely the State’s responsibility.
Without the active involvement of bodies, nonprofit associations
and communities the conversion project cannot take off. These
civil bodies need to arrange comprehensive public-relations
activities and need to open additional classes to those which exist
today, including conversion classes for youth at religious schools
and in the peripheral areas, and to run a teaching and a personally
supportive system for people with special needs. Philanthropic
foundations which up to now have avoided supporting conversion
activities should also get involved in extending assistance.

. Nefesh B’Nefesh for Conversions: Hands-on Support
A study of the policy has clearly shown that personal support
very much increases the prospects of success. A supportive and
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meaningful framework needs to be established for those interested
in conversion in order to avoid the high dropout rates over the
course of the process. Support needs to be done through district
conversion coordinators and a broadening of the scope of activity
of the conversion teachers and should be assisted by families who
accompany the prospective converts and who have themselves
received adequate training. Likewise, stipends should be granted
to students (through private entities and not from the government)
who find it difficult to cope with the financial burden entailed in
the protracted conversion process.

6. Adopting a more welcoming halachic attitude

Over the last 200 years there has been a widespread Jewish
tradition of a welcoming conversion of people of Jewish ancestry
who have linked their fate to that of the Jewish people: “Therefore
in my humble opinion any gentile who comes to be converted
and [...] his intentions are good, and even if there remains some
doubt, it is still permissible to teach him the order of prayer and
some other information [...] and then one may convert him.” Thus
wrote Rabbi Elijah Gutmacher, a leading disciple of Rabbi Akiva
Eger and one of the “Proto-Zionists”. This tradition has also been
adopted by important decisors of our generation, including Rabbis
Ovadiah Yosef, Shlomo Goren, Shlomo Dichovsky, Yaacov Ariel,
and Meir Mazuz. Even Rabbi Elyashiv, the former leader of the
Lithuanian stream, ruled that “it is worthwhile to convert a child
of a non-Jewish woman in order to introduce him to Judaism [...]
since they are from Jewish seed”.

Instead of hurling accusations, as is commonplace today, the public
should be exposed to these type of sources and a religious internal
discourse in this spirit should be encouraged. From an administrative
perspective, the independence of the rabbinical judges who hold a
welcoming approach should be strengthened, inter alia by opening

viii
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more conversion registration districts and cancelling the job of a
“chief rabbi’s representative”.

7. Giving complete validity to the conversion process
It is the State’s duty to insure the complete validity of the conversion
certificate. Therefore a mechanism should be created which would
allow a review of the conversion process but at the same time
would weaken the possibility of appealing its validity. For this
purpose, the rules of the hearing on conversion should be changed
by suitable legislation.

The challenge of conversion in Israel is a challenge of historic
proportions and the way to promote it is fraught with difficulties.
The combination of a realizable vision, appropriate leadership, and
the enlistment of civil society in this process could bring the long-
awaited change. Thus we can ensure the coherence of Jewish society
in Israel and the continued existence of the State as a Jewish and
democratic state.
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