
Since the beginning of the Book of Genesis, Bereshit, the narrative goes from the most universal 

themes, such as creation of the world, to more specific themes, such as the Garden of Eden, 

Noah and the Tower of Babel. 

With this week’s Torah Portion, Lekh Lekah, the narrative will zero in into the story of Abram 

and his family. This means that we identify a clearly delineated process that starts with the 

universal and then moves into the particular; the origins of the Jewish People. 

Let’s agree that it is premature to refer to Abraham and his family as the first Jews. But, as a 

matter of fact, they are! 

The opening verses of this week’s Tora portion include God’s call, God’s promise to the new 

nation, and the listing of the individuals who left with Abram. These include: his wife Sarai, his 

nephew Lot and ‘the persons that they had acquired in Haran.’ (Genesis 12:5) 

Who are the ‘persons that they had acquired’? 

The Midrash seems to indicate that these are individuals who embraced Abram’s faith as if it 

was their own; what today we would refer to as ‘Jews by Choice’ or ‘Converts.’ 

It is fascinating to me that the moment this new group comes into being, there are those who, 

by their own choice, decide to join them. We take pride in the fact that Judaism has never been 

a religious group which actively pursued the conversion of others. Always a minority, we never 

tried to increase our numbers through massive conversions. Actually, the opposite. 

When someone comes to a Rabbi with the intention to convert, the Rabbi should convince the 

candidate to stay they way they are; we should push back and discourage the candidates. 

Furthermore, we should strongly advise against what they are about to do. Only if they show a 

firm determination and a robust conviction, they are welcome into the fold and accepted as 

full-fledged Jews. 

It is obvious from this and other narratives in the Bible, that what today is a very specific and 

clearly defined path towards conversion, it was not so in Biblical times. 

We have no evidence that Abram or Sarai went to any type of Mikvah as part of their 

conversion process. Abram went through Brit Milah. We don’t have the same evidence about 

the ‘persons that they had acquired’ in Haran. 

When we fast forward and look at the Mount Sinai narrative, we have an element of 

washing/purification through water which becomes part of the preparation for that holy 

moment. When God instructs Moses what needs to be done before receiving the Torah, God 

includes the instruction to be ‘nechonim,’ which, in practical terms, meant washing. 

Let’s conclude then that the process that will lead to conversion to Judaism is a very involved 

one and is one that must include both physical steps and spiritual steps. 



Conversion to Judaism today might not look like the same as conversion to Judaism in the times 

of Abram and Sarai. 

Both then and today, conversion must include a spiritual component. 

We, those who are Jews by birth, should become the role models who will inspire those who 

would like to explore this spiritual path. 

Shabbat Shalom! 
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