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 When I was in high school, I studied German and I went with my class to the 

Germanic countries on a spring break trip in 1982.  Among the sites we visited was the 

concentration camp at Dachau, outside of Munich.  My grandfather ran the prisoner of war 

camp that followed General Patton through North Africa and Europe.  I was always curious 

about the war.  One thing I knew going there, Dachau was the first camp and it was for 

political prisoners, people like me.  Dachau had ovens even though prisoners were not 

actively killed there.  There is a granite monument on the path from the main camp to the 

ovens that says, in German, “Denkt daran wie wir heir starben.”  “Think about how WE died 

here.”  We died.  In that moment I knew, I stood with the Jewish people. 

 I just didn’t know much about this Jewish people.  I knew one Jewish kid in my 

neighborhood in grade school and I had two heroes who I knew to be Jewish, Albert Einstein 

and Karl Marx, just no idea what Jewish was.  I grew up going to many churches because at 

first my mother was looking.  She had left the Mormon Church and then found the 

Unitarians.  I knew what Mormon and Unitarian were.    

 In college, I made new friends, some Jewish, none particularly active.  I was also 

reading the work of an impressive number of Jewish thinkers, in Philosophy and Psychology.  

In fact, I went on to do my MA in Religious Studies partially to answer the question, “why the 

disproportionate number of famous scientists who were Jewish?”  Turns out the answer is 

easy:  As Judaism had long cultivated intellectuals, in the form of rabbis, it had a deep well 

of potential when the Enlightenment swept Europe.  
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 As an undergraduate I began spending some time in a kosher household, visiting 

Suanne’s parents.  She and I would visit for Pesach and that was my first exposure to the 

home rituals.  While working on my Master’s Degree, I took a job at a Conservative 

synagogue in Boulder as their Shabbos Goy.  I set up tables and put out food, that sort of 

stuff.  I got to be a fly on the wall for services and other gatherings.  By this time, I knew 

what I was watching.  For a scholar who studied the history of religion and ancient mystics, 

though, it was especially informative to be able to watch real people participate in real rituals 

-- the religion I was studying actually being lived.  I also started attended services 

occasionally at the campus Hillel and was getting familiar with the prayers from both sources.  

I even toyed with the idea of converting then so I could become a Reconstructionist Rabbi. 

 Suzanne and I separated for some years after I finished my Masters, and during that 

time I had no contact with Judaism.  My research then was theoretical and so not focused on 

any one religion.  When we got back together, in 1998, I resumed regularly attendance at 

the family Seder and other holidays.  More exposure to a kosher lifestyle.  We were not 

especially focused on Judaism in those days.  At the time, I was working on my PhD, and 

that education was decidedly Christian even though my emphasis was still general and 

theoretical.  As the token atheist, I was a curiosity at Claremont, but a welcomed one. 

 When we decided to get married we began a slow embrace of Judaism.  The Reform 

rabbi at the Hillel at Claremont would not marry us so we had to find someone who would.  

We found a Reconstructionist woman who performs ceremonies, a Mesader Kiddushin.  It 

was quite the adventure.  Most amusing was the Ketuba.  We wanted a Ketuba but the 

masader didn’t read or write Hebrew so she couldn’t fill it out (brief aside, I called the 

Reconstructionist headquarters to ask the proper term for her role, and they were entirely 
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mystified that anyone would call them with a Hebrew question, but one rabbi did figure it out 

eventually).  Some of my friends at school, people who spent their lives studying Hebrew and 

other ancient languages, couldn’t make heads or tails of the Ketuba’s modern Hebrew.  

These people could write books in biblical Hebrew but couldn’t read street signs in Israel.  It 

just shows how different language gets over time.  Eventually we convinced that Hillel rabbi 

to fill it out for us.  We procured all the other necessary accessories to have a Jewish 

wedding, and were married on the beach in Malibu under a chuppah.   

 After we returned to Seattle, in 2001, we began trying out services on the High Holy 

Days.  Organized Judaism just was not speaking to us.  We kept trying.  Then, in 2004, when 

Kira was just a baby, Suzanne met Rabbi Michael walking around Hiawatha Park one day 

with Noa.  We joined Kol HaNeshamah immediately.  Over time I started talking about 

formally converting, conveniently just before Rabbi Michael left.  With help then from all 

three of the rabbis, we have had, Rabbis Michael, Anson and Zari, I finally converted under 

Rabbi Zari’s supervision in late 2012, took my Hebrew name in early 2013, and did my Bar 

Mitzvah just last year.  It was probably about three years from my first conversation with 

Rabbi Michael to actually going in the Mikvah, the last step in the conversion ceremony.  It 

was complicated figuring out my relationship to a religion that still sees itself as theistic.  

Here it might be worth mentioning for those who do not know, my specialty is religion and 

my current work involves developing the idea of non-theistic religion.  God never made sense 

to me, but religion does.  The conversion worked in the end because Judaism is not a 

dogmatic religion.  There is no belief requirement, just belief conversations.  What really 

matters is ethics and community. 
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 From the beginning of my study of religion 30 years ago, Judaism has been attractive 

to me.  For scholars who convert, especially those of us in the Humanities, the attraction 

seems to be the egalitarian moral system at the heart of Judaism.  For me the sociality of the 

ritual life is a significant attraction as well.  Judaism, if nothing else, is an organized system 

of caring for one another, wrapped around some interesting, pleasing and ancient rituals.  I 

feel deeply connected to this morality – to humanity – in the presence of those rituals; and 

deeply connected to love and perseverance as well.   

 Our Siddur sums up my thinking perfectly with the familiar reading on page 113: 

I am Jew because 
the faith of Israel demands of me no abdication of the mind. 
 
I am a Jew because 
the faith of Israel requires of me all of the devotion of my heart. 
 
I am a Jew because 
in every place where suffering weeps, the Jew weeps. 
 
I am a Jew because 
the word of Israel is the oldest and the newest 
 
I am a Jew because 
the promise of Israel is the universal promise. 
 
I am a Jew because 
for Israel, the world is not completed, we are completing it. 
 
I am a Jew because 
for Israel humanity is not created; we are creating it. 
 
I am a Jew because 
Israel places humanity and its unity above the nations and above Israel itself. 
 
I am a Jew because 
above humanity, in the image of the divine unity, Israel places the unity which is divine. 


