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A) Ezra - “The Holy Seed of Israel”

Ezra Chapter 9

1 Now when these things were done, the princes drew near unto me, saying: 'The people
of Israel, and the priests and the Levites, have not separated themselves from the peoples
of the lands...2 For they have taken of their daughters for themselves and for their sons;

so that the holy seed have mingled themselves with the peoples of the lands...
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Ezra Chapter 10

1 Now while Ezra prayed, and made confession, weeping and casting himself down
before the house of God, there was gathered together unto him out of Israel a very great
congregation of men and women and children...{S} 2 And Shecaniah the son of Jehiel,
one of the sons of Elam, answered and said unto Ezra: 'We have broken faith with our
God, and have married foreign women of the peoples of the land; yet now there is hope
for Israel concerning this thing. 3 Now therefore let us make a covenant with our God to
put away all the wives, and such as are born of them...5 Then arose Ezra, and made the
chiefs of the priests, the Levites, and all Israel, to swear that they would do according to

this word. So they swore...


mailto:jfox@yeshivatmaharat.org

7-R 9290 R
DUWI WIS TR 3170 DX YN NP1 DTONT 103 °397 22000 7193 INTNT NYTY 7220797 (V)
WTTIRD A7YR NI RUY? WRDPY D "33 980 13 MI2W 197 (2) © <7123 7377 097 103 72 2T
DY 22 XYY ITORY 1912 121 1AV (3) [NRT DY ORIWYH mIpn W aRY) YIRD Hyn N9 00w 2w
D WY PIT THY MTIRY 1270 LY 02 0P (7) AP A7 IR MIXN2 00770 TR DYV 2on 779

AVIWN D 1272 NWY? PR 9210070 03527 MY DY VAW XY 071 (7)

Nechemia, Chapter 9
1 Now on the twenty fourth day of this month the children of Israel were assembled with
fasting, and with sackcloth, and earth upon them. 2 And the seed of Israel separated

themselves from all foreigners, and stood and confessed their sins, and the iniquities of

their fathers.

2-R,0 P90 M
X I 10T (D) DY TRIXL DRYI 018D PXNYY 13 1908 MpT W2 YR 0Ty oh (V)
DN MY D DNET 7Y 1T TR 123 "33 931

Notice what Ezra does not even seem to consider or offer to these families - conversion.
The bar for entry to the Jewish People is too high. If we think about the Jews as

fundamentally connected through ¥77, seed, then we are closer to a race or an ethnicity

than a religion or a culture.




B) Ruth - Your God is my God

The Bechdel Test:

For a given narrative to pass the test, the work must:
1. have at least two women in it, who
2. talk to each other, about
3. something other than a man.

The Book of Ruth appears to be the only book of Tanach to pass this test!

There is a debate as to whether or not Ruth actually converted -
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converted! And witness [the prooftext], “To her nation

and to her God'”

We are going to proceed on the assumption that in fact she converted, at least enough to

be considered part of the family / community.

" If both Ruth and Orpah are considered to have converted at the beginning of the story, then
what are we to make of Naomi’s plea to her daughters’ in law to leave her? What does that mean
about Orpah?



Ruth, Chapter One
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11) But Naomi replied, “Turn back, my daughters! Why should you go with me? Have I
any more sons in my body who might be husbands for you? 12) Turn back, my daughters,
for I am too old to be married. Even if I thought there was hope for me, even if I were
married tonight and I also bore sons, 13) should you wait for them to grow up? Should
you on their account debar yourselves from marriage? Oh no, my daughters! My lot is far
more bitter than yours, for the hand of the LORD has struck out against me.” 14) They
broke into weeping again, and Orpah kissed her mother-in-law farewell. But Ruth clung
to her. 15) So she said, “See, your sister-in-law has returned to her people and her gods.
Go follow your sister-in-law.” 16) But Ruth replied, “Do not urge me to leave you, to turn
back and not follow you. For wherever you go, I will go; wherever you lodge, I will lodge;
your people shall be my people, and your God my God. 17) Where you die, I will die, and
there I will be buried. Thus and more may the LORD do to me if anything but death parts

me from you.”

If you compare Ruth’s joining the family and Ezra’s sending away of the intermarried

families you find two competing ways of thinking about the nature of the Jewish People.

Ruth Ezra
Family Race
Relationship Law




Turning Ruth into Ezra
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Yevamot 47b

“And when she saw that she was steadfastly minded to go with her, she left off
speaking with her” (Ruth 1:18). Naomi said to her: On Shabbat, it is prohibited for
us to go beyond the Shabbat limit. Ruth responded: “Where you go, I shall go”
(Ruth 1:16), and no further. Naomi said to her: It is forbidden for us to be alone
together with a man with whom it is forbidden to engage in relations. Ruth
responded: “Where you lodge, I shall lodge” (Ruth 1:16), and in the same manner.
Naomi said to her: We are commanded to observe six hundred and thirteen
mitzvot. Ruth responded: “Your people are my people” (Ruth 1:16). Naomi said to
her: Idolatrous worship is forbidden to us. Ruth responded: “Your God is my God”
(Ruth 1:16). Naomi said to her: Four types of capital punishment were handed over
to a court with which to punish those who transgress the mitzvot. Ruth
responded: “Where you die, I shall die” (Ruth 1:17). Naomi said to her: Two burial
grounds were handed over to the court, one for those executed for more severe
crimes and another for those executed for less severe crimes. Ruth responded:
“And there I shall be buried” (Ruth 1:17)
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The Jewish People are both an ethnicity and a culture, a race and religion. There

are different ways to express this complexity.

On Shavuot we celebrate Brit (the covenant of) Sinai which is built on a legal system
that has a claim on every aspect of my life. The beauty of this covenant is that
people can choose to opt in, and many will choose to opt out. There is also Brit Avot
v’Imahot which is about a family into which people are born and can never truly
leave. The wonder of a family is that even when people choose a different path,

they remain related (except in extreme circumstances).

One of the major innovations of the Greek city-state and Hellenistic culture that
was spread after the death of Alexander the Great allowed for a new idea -
someone could live anywhere in the known world and pay tribute to the Empire
and still maintain their own culture. Hellenism allowed for the separation of
ethnicity and culture. A person could be a “citizen” of the empire and still carry on

with their own religious life.

The major religons of the West - Christianity and Islam - are post Hellenist and
both allow for the idea of a faith community which shares a set of beliefs but does
not also demand a bodily commitment at the same level’. Judaism predates
Alexander and Hellenism so we are stuck with a more complex notion of identity

that has both ethnic / racial components as well as cultural / religious aspects.

> This is not to say that Christianity and Islam don't have bodily rituals, but rather that embodied
ritual is part of Jewish identitity in a different way.



The Converts of Hillel and Shammai
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4 “Do not abandon your Friend and your father’s Friend” (Proverbs 277) — this is the Holy blessed One.
Do not violate God’s words, for it would be hateful to you if your friend would violate your words.
Another understanding: Your friend literally. Such as robbery, burglary and most of the mitzvos.”
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Bavli Shabbat 31a

It was taught in a baraita that a non-Jew came before Shammai and asked him,
"How many Torahs do you have?" Shammai responded, "Two, the Written Torah
and the Oral Torah." The non-Jew said, "I believe in the Written Torah, but not in
the Oral Torah. Convert me and teach me only the Written Torah.” Shammai
berated the non-Jew and chased him out. The non-Jew came before Hillel and
Hillel converted him. One day Hillel taught him the alef-bet, and the next day he
switched the names of the letters. He said to Hillel, "Didn't you teach me the
opposite yesterday?" Hillel responded, "Just as you trust me in the instruction of

letters, so to you must trust me in the instruction of Torah."

Another time a non-Jew came before Shammai and said, "I will convert if you can
teach me the entire Torah while I stand on one foot." Shammai pushed the
non-Jews aside with the ruler that was in his hand. The non-Jew came before
Hillel and Hillel converted him saying, "What is hateful to you, do not do to your

neighbor, that is the entire Torah, the rest is just commentary, now go and study."

Another time a non-Jew was passing behind the Beit Midrash and hear the voice
of the sofer who was saying, "These are the garments you shall make , a
breastplate, and an ephod" (Exodus 28:4) The non-Jews asked, "Who are these
garments for?" The sofer responded, "For the Cohen Gadol." The same non-Jews
said to himself, "I will go and convert so that they will make me the Cohen Gadol."
The non-Jew came before Shammai and said, "Convert me on the condition that
you make me Cohen Gadol." Shammai pushed him aside with the ruler that was
in his hand. The non-Jew came before Hillel, and Hillel converted him. Hillel said
to him, "We cannot anoint someone unless they learn the ceremonies of kingship,
go and learn the ceremonies of kingship.” The new convert went and learned the

ceremonies of kingship. When he arrived at the verse, "and the common man that



draweth nigh shall be put to death” (Numbers 1:51), he asked, "Who is this verse
speaking about?" Hillel answered him, "It's even relevant to David, King of Israel.”
The new convert made himself a "kal v'’chomer": Israel are called Children of God,
and out of God's love for them, they are called the first born children of God. If
even in regards to them it is said, "and the common man that draweth nigh shall
be put to death..." how much more so for me who comes to the Jewish people with
his staff and bag. He came before Shammai and told him: "How could I have ever
qualified to be a high priest? The Torah states: 'and the common man that
draweth nigh shall be put to death” He came before Hillel and told him: "You are
humble Hillel, may blessings rest on your head for moving me under the wings of

the divine presence.”

Eventually the three [converts] happened to meet somewhere and said:
"Shammai's strictness would have killed us. Hillel's humility brought us under the

wings of the divine presence.”
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Bavli, Yevamot 47a
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A non-Jew who comes to convert during these days we say to him,
“What have you seen that brought you to convert?”
“Do you not know that the Jewish People today are
afflicted, oppressed, downtrodden and harassed?”

If he says, “I know, and I am not worthy — we accept him immediately.”
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And we inform him of some of the lighter mitzvoth

and some of the heavier mitzvoth.
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And we inform him of the sin of not performing leket, shikcha, peah and maaser sheni

(agricultural gifts to the poor).

And we inform him of the punishments of the mitzvoth.
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We say to him, “You should know that until you came to us when you ate forbidden fats
you were not punished with divine excision and if you desecrated the Shabbat you were
not punished with stoning. And now, if you eat of the forbidden fats you are punished

with karet, and if you desecrate the Shabbat you are punished with stoning.”
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And just as we tell him about the punishments we also tell him of the rewards.
We say to him, “You should know, that the world to come is only for tzadikim and that the
Jewish People at this time are unable to receive an abundance of good or an abundance of

punishment.
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And we don’t tell him too much and we are not too careful with him.

If he receives, we circumcise him immediately.
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And two Torah scholars stand above him and inform him of

some of the lighter mitzvoth and of some of the heavier mitzvoth.

Once he immersed and came out — behold he is like a Jew for all matters.
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A woman — women place her in the water up to her neck and tow Torah scholars stand

outside and inform her of some of the lighter mitzvoth and of some of the heavier

mitzvoth.
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Sahkvah Balpialy

And it appears to me that the din that we do not accept a non-Jew who came to
convert and accept upon themselves all the commandments except one small
rabbinic matter, only applies when he makes a condition to not accept [upon
himself that matter] and that this particular prohibition should be permitted to
him according to the law. In that case, we do not accept such a potential convert
because there can not be conditions in conversion or partial conversion. However,
in the case of someone who accepted upon themselves all the commandments but
they know in their hearts that they will violate from a place of desire, this is not to

be considered a limitation in the acceptance of the commandments.
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