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I was thrilled that Rabbi Strassfeld asked me to talk about my journey to Judaism because 

it gives me a chance to express my gratitude for SAJ community. The title of my talk is 

“A Nerd’s Journey to Judaism.” 

 

My journey began with George and Sheila, my Irish Catholic parents, who always 

admired Jews. My parents felt that Jews deserved and had earned respect. They were 

happy to participate enthusiastically in Eamon's Brit Milah and also to perform an honor 

at Fiona's Bar Mitzvah, which took place at this bima. When I told them I was 

converting, their response was simple: "If you feel called to do it, it must be a good 

thing." 

 

I grew up in Ann Arbor, Michigan and enjoyed all that a quirky college town had to 

offer. My childhood was filled with hockey, Michigan football, good schools, and a 

thriving entertainment culture fueled by the disposable income of the students at 

University of Michigan.  One of my favorite adventures as a pre-teen was to take the 

university bus to central campus and strike up a conversation with a student. My 

development as a nerd occurred first through an obsession with magic, then through 

learning the technology and craft of printing, and also through high school debate. 

 

But always, there were Jews around me, people to whom I made deep connections. Most 

of them were not religious, but all had a strong sense of identity, and all of them were 

nerdy. 

 

My career has been excessively nerdy. I am a computer scientist and a writer. I have 

worked at big companies, startups, and newspapers. In the last decade, I have combined 

those skills to create what is known as a content marketing agency. If you have a better 

mouse trap, my job is to help explain it and get the message out.  

 

The first step toward my conversion occurred when Daniele and I agreed to have a 

Jewish home for our children. As a secular Jew, Daniele said she could accommodate my 

urge toward religion only if it were expressed through Judaism. When she told her 

equally secular father that we had decided to raise the kids in religiously Jewish way, his 

response was, “That’s what happens when you marry out.”  

 

I never considered conversion at the time of my marriage because, in a sense, I thought it 

impossible. The tribal nature of Judaism that so many people emphasize was all I saw. It 

seemed pointless to pretend I could be a member of the Tribe with my genes and Irish 

looks.  

 

More recently, a big step happened when Rabbi Joy explained the meaning of the word 

Isra-el, one who struggles with God. This struck a deep chord. I seemed to me that I have 

been Isra-ing with El all my life. In my case, for obvious reasons, I am also a member of 

the tribe of Isra-Daniele. 

 

As I have educated myself in Judaism, at the Derek Torah class at the 92nd street Y and 

through the ConText class at SAJ, I have come to love the nerdy complexity of Judaism. I 

have always been delighted with the codifications, the levels of meaning, the methods of 

Judaism. Of the four layers of meaning in the Torah defined by the kabbalists, my 

favorite is the Sod, the secret mystical interpretation. In studying, I have always found 



myself going for the Sod, and sometimes finding it. In a talk like this, I want to make sure 

that there is a Sod for all of you to find as well. 

 

My latest Sod is the realization that the word Awe in Days of Awe is actually an 

acronym. AWE stands for Awareness, Willingness, and Energy. During the Days of Awe 

we are asked to become Aware of how we have missed the mark, to develop the 

Willingness to grow and change, and to summon the Energy to make changes happen.  

 

Up until recently, I have been a fan of Judaism; pro-semetic as my friend Barry 

Ensminger would say. Maimonides is my favorite Jew, because of his profound nerdiness 

and his bravado in reshaping Judaism. Many of you have seen me watch the services 

from the balcony. But the shift to wanting to be a Jew happened in this room. Daniele, 

Fiona, and Eamon have become Bnai Mitzvah who can read the Torah. On one Shabbat, I 

saw them all read, and I realized that I wanted to join them.  

 

Daniele pointed out that wanting to read Torah with your family might not be a sufficient 

justification for conversion. In searching myself and in reviewing what I have learned 

about Judaism, I felt a strong desire not toward faith in God but to engage with God, to 

use God through the Torah and the traditions.  

 

As I learn more about Judaism, it seems that it is obviously a program of psychological 

and moral improvement. For me, Torah study, Jewish ritual, and mitzvot are a gateway to 

awareness, balance, and gratitude that make us human. Awareness of a mitzvah causes us 

to ask what is acceptable, what is not, and where will we draw then line. As Mordechai 

Kaplan said, holiness is that which helps to make us truly human. 

 

And so, working with Rabbi Strassfeld, a little more than year ago, I set out to become a 

Jew, and I feel it happening. I am becoming Jewish  during the Days of Awe by 

performing searching and fearless moral inventory. I am becoming Jewish at Pesach by 

imagining I am still a slave in Egypt, and searching for my personal enslavements. 

Enslavement is a cunning, baffling, and powerful foe. We must use the Torah to battle 

against it constantly. Idolatry and slavery occur when we stop using our brains to 

understand the world and figure out the next best action. 

 

As humans we have strengths that have helped us survive in a deadly and challenging 

world for millions of years. We have imagination, we are efficient, we focus on solving 

problems. But now we are in a much less deadly world. Enslavement creeps up from 

these strengths. We are enslaved when our imaginations fool us into focusing on the gap 

between what we think is possible and what exists, instead of being grateful for where we 

are right now. Our tendency toward efficiency, can lead to sloth. Our focus on problems 

instead of the larger picture can lead to negativity. All of these aspects helped us survive 

in the wild. Now, we must moderate them with a higher sense of awareness that keeps us 

in the present moment, brings balance to these strengths, and prevents them from 

enslaving us.  

 

It is through this sort of Isra with El that that strong Jewish identity that I have always 

admired in others has begun to emerge.  

 

Right now, I'm on a pink cloud of excitement about becoming a Jew. As a rookie in the 

Reconstructionist minor leagues, what game will I play? For me, it is pretty simple. The 

Torah is there to help us increase our awareness of what it means to be alive and of the 

actions to take to lead a good life. What is a good life? A life led with self-discipline, of 



service to others and to ones self, in which you are helping perfect the world toward some 

lofty ideal, messianic or otherwise.  

 

I have attended services regularly for more than a year, and I am still pretty much 

clueless when it comes to the Hebrew. I am told by those who love me that I cannot sing. 

But the prayers no longer seem strange. I see each prayer, each song, and each mitzvah as 

a question: What am I going to bring to this moment? How can I use this prayer, this 

song, this decision to amplify my gratitude for my life and to extend my awareness? I 

may know only a little. I may sing off key. But I am completely sincere. I think 

Maimonides would like that. 

 

My favorite passage in the bible is Deuteronomy 30:11-14, the one in which Moses 

explains that this teaching is not so baffling that you need someone else to go far afield 

and figure it out for you. No, the teaching is close to you, it is in your heart and in the 

words of the Torah that you say with your mouth. To me, this is a call to all of us to Isra-

El, to struggle to understand what the Torah has to say. Rabbi’s may be our coaches, but 

we must do this for ourselves. The beauty of liberal Judaism is placing this truth front and 

center. 

 

What I love about Reconstructionism is that I don't have to check my brain at the door. I 

can think any thought, express any idea, believe in God or not, and it's all just fine with 

the rest of you.  

 

My favorite Aunt Judy, who was a deeply spiritual person, died this year. In her last 

conversation with me, she expressed that most of the important decisions in her life were 

directed by the wordless part of herself. It was this part of her that called her to be a nun. 

It was the same part that called here to leave her order, to marry an ex-priest, to have two 

children, to adopt an African-American child, and to live a life of love. I realized after 

talking to her that this wordless part is what people talked about when they referred to 

their soul, when they spoke of conscious contact with God.  

 

My friend Susan Finston, who has been rooting for my conversion for years, always said 

I had a Jewish soul. My conversion has been a search for that soul. I am so happy that 

through the Torah, the rituals, the prayers, and mitzvot, through my Irish 

Catholic parents, my ex-nun aunt, my secular wife and children, through Maimonides, 

Rabbi Michael and Rabbi Joy, and all of you at SAJ, that I have finally found it.  

 

Shanah Tovah 


