Shavu'ot, the Holiday of Converts? 

Shavu'ot is known by a few names.  Shavu'ot is festival of weeks, denoting the counting of the Omer in the weeks between Pesach and Shavu'ot.  It is also Chag HaBikkurim -- festival of first fruits which forms a connection to the land of Israel.  This is the spring harvest festival of the spring wheat and the first fruits of the season.  Lastly, it is also known as Z'man Matan Torah -- the time of the giving of the Torah.  But I think there's an important name that could be added to this list: Simchat Gerei-Tzadikim -- a rejoicing in converts.  

Most of us are familiar with the connection between conversion and Shavu'ot through the Book of Ruth.  This story is purported to have taken place during the time of Shavu'ot and Ruth a Moabite woman is the central character in the story.  She could have stayed in Moab with her own family, but chooses instead to go with her mother-in-law Naomi to the land of her deceased husband -- a land that is not her own and to a religious tradition that is not her own either.  Indeed, hearkening back to early stories in Genesis, marriage with Moabites was strictly forbidden to Israelites, so her marriage would never have been looked upon as favourable.  Yet here she was, moving to Israel to support her Israelite mother-in-law and, most significantly, abandoning her Moabite heritage to adopt ours.  Who can forget "Your God will be my God" in her oath of loyalty to Naomi?  Ruth converts and marries Boaz and becomes the grandmother of King David.  

We think of Ruth as the quintessential convert and, indeed, in many Jewish communities all female converts to Judaism are given the name Ruth as their Hebrew name. (In Reform shuls, we tend to let our conversion candidates pick their own Jewish names.)  But this is not the only connection between Shavu'ot and conversion.  One of the traditions associated with the receiving of the Torah is that God first offered it to all the other nations of the world.  It was Israel who said "Na'aseh v'nishmah -- we will do and we will hearken".  That is a midrash, but in the Book of Deuteronomy, in Parashat Nitzavim God calls Heaven and Earth to witness and gives us the choice.  We could have simply said, 'thanks for getting us out of slavery and everything, but we're going to go our own way now.'  We could have said, 'we'll continue to worship you but all these laws, it's too much.  We were slaves for 400 years for heaven's sake, don't we deserve a good cheeseburger after all that hard work!?'  Okay, maybe we wouldn't have quite gotten away with that, but the point is we were OFFERED the Torah and in Nitzavim as well as many other places in the Torah it is quite clear that God is giving us a choice.  So, like all the other nations we could have said, 'No, thank You'.  It was our choice, and the choice we made was to say "yes". 

What is also significant is that once the Ten Commandments are given, the first installment on the Torah if you will, we ceased to be "Ha-Ivrim", the Hebrews.  We became "B'nei Yisra'eil", Israel.  We were a people, whole, with our own laws, justice system, customized diet, rituals and our own God.  The experience at Sinai was, in a very real sense, the conversion of our ancestors, from the pollution of idolatry, the deprivation of slavery, the darkness of ignorance to the embrace of the Creator of the Universe, the exercise of our will as a free people and the enlightenment of wisdom.  And because the Torah teaches that we were all at Sinai, that conversion was not just theirs, it was ours as well.  In contemporary circles, converts to Judaism are frequently referred to a 'Jews by choice'.  If you think about it, though, every time we choose to embrace our tradition, to engage in Jewish community, the study of Torah, in ritual and prayer we are all effectively Jews by choice, for we are choosing to affirm and reaffirm our commitment to our people's ancient covenant. 

I hope you will join me and embrace our tradition and our community as we gather for worship, study, and fellowship as a Jewish community this Shavu'ot. 

Chag Shavu'ot Sameach!


Rabbi Lindsey bat Joseph 

