Being and Becoming a Jew

I was born in South London in 1952, to parents from working-class backgrounds who were trying to leave their working-class roots behind and join the ranks of the suburban middle classes.  They succeeded to some extent.  We moved to Orpington, in Kent, when I was six, then to Maidstone when I was 11.

I was always aware, from the age of being aware of anything, that we had “Jewish blood” on my mother’s side.  It was all anecdotal and by way of a closely guarded secret that sometimes slipped out, a reference to a past not talked about openly, a joke or reference to some stereotypical (and anti-Semitic) supposed Jewish trait that one of us was exhibiting.

I never knew whether my grandfather was wholly Jewish, or had one Jewish parent, and it was only toward the end of his life that he began to speak more openly about being a Jew.  Unfortunately, this was when I was still in my teens: still too young and self-absorbed to suppose that the elderly had anything to say that was worth listening to.  Even then, he did not give any clear information about his parentage or cultural/religious heritage.  After his death, my aunt referred directly to “the Jewish uncles” and made other references to a past, completely lost to me but perhaps known, at least in part, to her.  One day, I hope to start piecing together the fragments of the past, tracing the records for my genealogy and rediscover my lost history.

It wasn’t until several years after my father’s death in the late 1980’s, that I heard from his sister a history of Jewish heritage on that side of my family too.  After I recovered from the shock of discovering that my ultra-racist, virulently anti-Semitic father was, himself, part Jewish; I was intrigued to learn that one of my great-grandmothers had been the daughter of a wealthy south London Jewish family, who had “married out” (or “in”, depending upon which side of the religious divide you are standing) to a Christian.  I was saddened to learn from my aunt that, for the rest of her life, my great-grandmother was never called by name by her new family, but referred to only as “Jew-girl”.  I wanted to learn more about what my aunt remembered of the visits to her childhood home by “men in skull-caps”; but she would not talk further.

On the face of it, we were all White, Anglo-Saxon, Christian; and had been for at least the 2 generations before me.  I was christened, confirmed at 13 and married at 20 in the Church of England.  Despite this, I always “felt Jewish” and, by the time I went to Grammar School, was introducing myself as such to my friends (although not to the teachers, who were having none of such nonsense.  My registration form for the school clearly identified me as `C of E`.).  At school, in Scripture lessons, I was always far more interested in the Old Testament stories and the adventures and misadventures of those people whom I regarded as “my people”, than in the miracles and ministry recounted in the Christian New Testament.  When the so-called `Six Day War’ came in 1967, I wished I had left school, so I could go to Israel and volunteer to fight.  (Never mind that I didn’t have a passport, couldn’t speak Hebrew, was a self-proclaimed pacifist, and had only a hazy idea of what the war was about).

I didn’t really do much more about being Jewish, or being or becoming a Jew, until I came to Lancaster University as a mature student in the 1980s.  For the first two years as an undergraduate, I was too afraid to approach the Jewish Society, fearing that I would be refused membership, as I was not `really’ a Jew.  Eventually, I mustered sufficient courage to approach the J-soc stall at the societies’ bazaar.  I was welcomed, and became a member.

Gradually, and with much hesitation, I became more involved in Jewish activities, both religious and cultural.  I began to light candle and recite the blessings at home on Friday evenings, and to cook a special meal in honour of the Sabbath.  Sometimes I attended Shabbat services and meals on Friday nights in the Jewish Rooms.  I started to follow the Jewish calendar of festivals and celebrations, introducing this new regime to my children by way of the attractiveness of delicious special foods and presents appropriate to the festival or season.

Over the years I have met countless people who have welcomed me, taught me, encouraged me and helped me in my learning and understanding of what it is to be a Jew and to live a Jewish life.  I have begun to learn Hebrew and to try to observe Jewish dietary and other laws.  I have read a lot, listened as well as I am able, asked a lot of questions and strengthened my sense of myself as Jewish, in both being and becoming.

Eventually, I reached the decision that I wanted to convert to Judaism, to “match the outside to the inside” and to declare publicly what I have already felt privately.  The big sticking point for me was that I am a lesbian; and having come late to my sense of self as Gay, had no desire to renounce, lie about or keep secret my identity with regard to my sexual identity, in order to gain acceptance into the religious community I wished to join, as I believed I would be required to do.

At Chanukah last year, I was explaining this to the then co-chair of Lancaster University’s Jewish Society, Flora Hoori.  I must mention her by name, as her actions have been so significant in shaping what happened next.   Flora told me about Liberal Judaism, put me in touch with a Liberal Rabbi, and within a few months I had attended a national Liberal Judaism Conference and met the Rabbi of Birmingham Progressive Synagogue, who is to be my teacher and mentor through the process of conversion.

At Birmingham Progressive I have been met with welcome, kindness, hospitality and acceptance, just as I have found in the Jewish Society at Lancaster University and in the Lancaster Havura group.  It seems that everyone is eager to help a new student to learn and understand, to welcome a proselyte into the community and to celebrate the return of an exile to their cultural and religious home.

So, what is a Jew?  This is a profound question and one that has been (and continues to be) debated by scholars, teachers, religious and community leaders and political factions.  Is one a Jew by race, or religion, or culture?  For the religious leaders, a Jew is anyone (whatever their racial or cultural background) who follows the Laws of Moses.  But there are, of course, numerous secular Jews, who regard themselves as fully Jewish, by virtue of their racial heritage, although they are non-practising in terms of religion, even atheist.

It is an interesting and complex question and one that demands more attention than I have space and time to devote to it here.  It is also one that reminds me of the debates within lesbian-feminist academic theory in the 1980s about `what is a lesbian?’ although, similarly, there is not the space to explore the similarities and differences between the two debates here; and I apologise if my comparing the two groups has caused anyone offence.

Speaking for myself, “being a Jew” has always been part of my personal identity.  I have always “felt Jewish”, even when I had little idea of what being Jewish or the religion of Judaism meant.  I may have some claim to a racial or cultural heritage as a Jew.  I am learning to live as a Jew and my religious and spiritual life is that of a Jew (albeit a not very developed one, as yet).  In a year or so, I am hoping that my process of conversion will be complete.  At the ceremony of my acceptance into the community, I shall be able to stand in front of the Ark at the Birmingham Progressive Synagogue and my adoptive community and say, with Ruth:

“Thy people shall be my people, and thy God my God.” (Ruth 1:16);

so both being and becoming a Jew.
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