God of Whose Fathers?
Converts to Judaism and the Language of Prayer

Rachel Furst, Drisha Insitute

1. Mishnah Bikkurim 1:4

These bring [firstfruits] but don't recite [the
declaration]: The convert, since he cannot say: “[I
have come to the Land] which the Lord swore to
our fathers to give to us” (Deuteronomy 26:3). But
if his mother was an Israelite he brings and recites.
When he prays [shemonah esreh} in private,
[instead of saying: The God of our fathers] he says:
The God of the fathers of lIsrael and when he
[prays] in the synagogue he says: The God of your
fathers. But if his mother was an Israelite he says:
The God of our fathers.

2. JT Bikkurim 1:4

it was taught [in a baraita] in the name of Rabbi
Yehudah: A convert himself brings [firstfruits] and
recites [the declaration]. What is the reason? [it
says in Genesis 17:5] “For the father of a multitude
of nations | have made you” — in the past, you
were the father of Aram but now, from here and
henceforth, you are the father of all nations.
Rabhi Yehoshua ben Levi said: the halakhah is like
Rabbi Yehudah. They brought the matter before
Rabbi Abahu, and he instructed in accordance with
Rabbi Yehudah.

3. Tosafot, BT Baba Batra 81a

{R. Jacob b, Meir ‘Tam,’ ¢. 1100-1171)

.. and on the basis of that mishnah, Rabbenu Tam
did not allow converts to lead the Grace After
Meals, because [a convert] cannot say “that You
bequeathed to our fathers a good land”... And
Rabbenu Tam says that that [passage from the]
Yerushalmiis corrupted...

4. Ra'abyah, Vol. 2 (Megillah), no. 549

{R. Eliezer b, Joel Ha-Levi, c. 1140-1220)

A spirit came forth from God and rested on the
heart of this man, R. Abraham the son of Abraham
our forefather. And when the spirit rested upon
him he drew near to the service of God to seek out
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the Lord and to study Scripture and the Holy
Tongue. And he dwelt with us for many days and
was a pure person and upright a dweller of tents...
He also told me that in Wiirzburg they prevented
him from praying as a leader of the congregation.
And it seems to me that they dived into mighty
waters and brought up clay in their hands. For
although there is a mishnah in Tractate Bikkurim,
‘These bring but don’t recite”... nonetheless, in the
Jerusalem Talmud it is taught in the name of Rabbi
Yehudah that a convert himself brings and
recites... And since the sages of the Talmud rule in
accordance with Rabbi Yehudah and not like the
Mishnah, and there is even a case in which they
ruled thus, we uphold their ruling. And he [the
convert] prevailed upon me to state my opinion,
and thus | did.

5. Maimonides’ Letter to Obadiah the Proselyie
{translation from: A Maimonides Reader, ed. lsadore
Twersky. West Orange: Behrman House, 1972)

Thus says Moses, the son of Rabbi Maimon, one of
the exiles from Jerusalem, who lived in Spain; |
received the question of the master Obadiah, the
wise and learned proselyte, may the Lord reward
him for his work, may a perfect recompense be
bestowed upon him by the Lord of Israel, under
whose wings he has sought cover, You ask me if
you, too, are allowed to say in the blessings and
prayers you offer alone or in the congregation:
“Our God” and “God of our fathers,” “You who
have sanctified us through Your commandments,”
“You who have separated ws,” “You who have
chosen us,” “You who have inherited us,” “You
who have brought us out of the land of Egypt,”
“You who have worked miracles to our fathers,”
and more of this kind.

Yes, you may say all this in the prescribed order
and not change it in the least. In the same way as
every Jew by birth says his blessing and prayer,
you, too, shall bless and pray alike, whether you
are alone or pray in the congregation.

The reason for this is, that Abraham our Father
taught the people, opened their minds, and
revealed to them the true faith and the unity of
God; he rejected the idols and aholished their
adoration; he brought many children under the
wings of the Divine Presence; he gave them
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counsel and advice, and ordered his sons and the
members of his household after him to keep the
ways of the Lord forever, as it is written, “For |
have known him to the end that he may command
his children and his household after him, that they
may keep the way of the Lord, to do righteousness
and justice” (Gen. 18:19). Ever since then whoever
adopts Judaism and confesses the unity of the
Divine Name, as it is prescribed in the Torah, is
counted among the disciples of Abraham our
Father, peace be with him. These men are
Abraharm’s household, and he it is who converted
them to righteousness. In the same way as he
converted his contemporaries through his words
and teaching, he converts future generations
through the testament he left to his children and
household after him. Thus Abraham our Father,
peace be with him, is the father of his pious
posterity who keep his ways, and the father of his
disciples and of all proselytes who adopt judaism.
Therefore you shall pray, “Our God” and “God of
our fathers,” because Abraham, peace be with
him, is your father. And you shall pray, “You who
have taken for his own our fathers,” for the land
has heen given to Abraham, as it is said, "Arise,
walk through the land in the length of it and in the
breadth of it; for 1 will give to you” (Gen. 13:17).

As to the words, “You who have brought us out of
the land of Egypt” or “You who have done miracles
to our fathers” —these you may change, if you will,
and say, “You who have brought Israel out of the
land of Egypt ” and “You who have done miracles
to Israel.” If, however, you do not change them, it
is no transgression, because since you have come
under the wings of the Divine Presence and
confessed the Lord, no difference exists between
you and us, and all miracles done to us have been
done as it were to us and to you. Thus is it said in
the Book of Isaiah, “Neither let the son of the
stranger, that has joined himself to the Lord,
speak, saying, ‘The Lord has utterly separated me
from His people™ {Is. 56:3). There is no difference
whatever between you and us. You shall certainly
say the blessing, “Who has chosen us,” "Who has
given us,” “Who have taken us for Your own” and
“Who has separated us”: for the Creator, may He
be extolled, has indeed chosen you and separated
you from the nations and given you the Torah. For
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the Torah has been given to us and to the
proselytes, as it is said, “One ordinance shall be
both for you of the congregation, and also for the
stranger that sejourns with you, an ordinance for
ever in your generations; as you are, so shall the
stranger be before the Lord” (Num. 15:15). Know
that our fathers, when they came out of Egypt,
were mostly idolaters; they had mingled with the
pagans in Egypt and imitated their way of life, until
the Holy One, may He he blessed, sent Moses our
Teacher, the master of all prophets, who
separated us from the nations and brought us
under the wings of the Divine Presence, us and all
proselytes, and gave to all of us one Law.

Bo not consider your origin as inferior. While we
are the descendants of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob,
you derive from Him through whose word the
world was created. As is said by Isaiah: “One shail
say, | am the Lord’s, and another shall cali himself
by the name of Jacob” {Is. 44:5).

6. Shulhan Arukh, OH 53:19

There are some who prevent a convert from
serving as a [prayer] leader of the congregation,
but their words have been rejected...

7. Shulhan Arukh, OH 199:4

A idolater may not be included in the zimmun [for
reciting Grace After Meals], and even a convert
who was circumcised but did not yet immerse [in
the mikvah] may not be included in the zimmun;
but a full-fledged convert is included in the
zimmun and he may recite the Grace After Meals
and say: “that You bequeathed to our fathers.”

U QWO A1 |N'O ,0UN RN Y [N .6
..0NMATIATH XY NI 2 0 we

T W0 (10X [N'0,0"N NIX Y ine 7

720 N T R ORI anT PR DD TaY
7727 70 Y AT im0 7AN 1Y Pt PR
JeNINT nnIne Yy it T ena

Global Day of Jewish Learning, November 2012/Kislev 5773 4




