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Conversion of Gentiles to Karaite Judaism

With the arrival of the festivals coming as a blessing upon us it is our privilege to bring to the
attention of the public an important development in the history of our community. On July 31,
2007 the Karaite Jewish community accepted 14 new members from among the Gentiles who
converted to Karaite Judaism. The Council of Sages did not seek out these people; rather they
contacted us of their own free will and out of pure belief. As a result of this contact the Council
of Sages studied the issue of conversion over a period of several years and after intensive
investigation of the Scriptures and the books of our sages decided that the time had arrived to
implement this commandment. Six years ago the former Chief Rabbi, Rabbi Chayim ben
Yitzchak Ha-Levy, wrote the following on the issue of conversion:

The religion of Israel and especially Karaism is not monopolistic and it is as its name
describes. The proofs for this in the Torah and in the prophets of Israel are indeed many
and innumerable, in addition to those brought by yourself, also in the book of Isaiah
14.1." And thus also in all the books of our sages (peace be unto them) and especially in
the book Eshkol HaKofer of R. Judah Hadassi (the righteous of blessed memory) Chapter
133 from letter Lamed onward. It should be noted that the attitude of the author to
converts is extremely positive. Similarly all of our sages (peace be unto them), and
indeed the matter even finds expression in our prayers in all the synagogues on each and
every Sabbath. The Halachah sets three conditions for conversion, which are: 1)
Circumcision. 2) Washing. 3) “Making routine”, that is keeping the commandments in
practice after study.”

In the Torah it is written that after the convert is circumcised and accepts upon himself the yolk
of the commandments: “he shall then be as a citizen of the country”. The meaning is that the
convert becomes just like any Jew from birth and therefore “there shall be one law for the citizen
and for the stranger who dwells among you.”™ The prophet Ezekiel teaches that in the Latter
Days the converts will even receive an inherited portion of the Land of Israel together with the
descendents of our father Jacob:

You shall allot it as a heritage for yourselves and for the strangers who reside among you,
who have begotten children among you. You shall treat them as Israelite citizens; they
shall receive allotments along with you among the tribes of Israel. You shall give the
stranger an allotment within the tribe where he resides — declares the Lord Gop.*

" “But the LORD will pardon Jacob, and will again choose Israel, and will settle them on their own soil. And
strangers shall join them and shall cleave to the House of Jacob.” (Isaiah 14:1 [NJPS])

* Letter of Rabbi Chayim Ha-Levy to Mr. Reo Maynard, February 2001.

? Exodus 12:48-49 [NJPS].

* Ezekiel 47:22-23 [NJPS].



As Rabbi Chayim mentioned in his letter, for all these years we have been blessing the converts
in our prayers every Sabbath and he was referring to the “First Blessing” recited after taking out
the Torah scroll. In this blessing we bless the members of our community throughout the world
including “the widowers, the widows, and the righteous converts who are found in their
communities.” This blessing shows that in practice our ancestors did accept converts into their
communities. An example of this can be found in the history books concerning a group of
Christians who came to Egypt from Spain in the year 1465 in order to convert to Karaite
Judaism. Our ancestors welcomed these Gentiles and were proud that they saw the truth of our
way and chose to convert specifically to Karaite J udaism.®

We learn about our obligation towards converts from the words of R. Judah Hadasi who wrote in
his book Eshkol HaKofer:

We are required to keep the words of our Torah which said, “You shall also love the
stranger, for you were strangers in the land of Egypt.”’ The convert is simple and has
integrity; he believes through his integrity in the Lord and trusts him. It is proper that we
honor him just as we must honor any man of integrity, even if he lacks basic knowledge
but clings to the righteous believers because he has heard that God is with them and he
believes in his oneness. Such a person emulates the actions of the righteous and is saved
from the wrath of God.®

R. Judah Hadasi spoke about our duty to honor the ignorant convert — like Ruth the Moabite —
who converted out a simple awe of God and a pure faith in the one and only God, without having
a thorough knowledge of the Torah. In the reality of the 21* Century the Council of Sages has
approved an intensive curriculum which every candidate is required to complete before they are
accepted for conversion. If we are commanded to honor the ignorant convert how much more so
are we obligated to honor and appreciate the convert who has studied the principles of the faith
and the commandments of the Torah!

On the occasion of the arrival of the holidays and the joining of 14 new Karaite Jews from
amongst the nation we offer this blessing: Blessed are you Lord, our God, King of the universe,
who gives us life and sustains us so that we reach this time, Amen and Amen. May it be your
will, O God, that the nations awaken to your way, that our brothers the Rabbanites see the truth
of your Torah, and that the children of our community repent to keep your commandments,
Amen and Amen.

Respectfully,

Chief Rabbi of the Community Rabbi Eliyahu Marzouk

5 “First Blessing”, Karaite Jewish Siddur, vol. 1 p. 406.

% A. Strauss, History of the Jews in Egypt and Syria, Jerusalem 1970, vol. 2 pp- 106—-110; 552-556 [Hebrew]; W. M.
Brinner, “A Fifteenth-century Karaite-Rabbanite Dispute in Cairo”, in: H. Lazarus-Yafeh, et. al. (eds.), The Majlis,
Wiesbaden 1999, pp. 184-196; H. Hirschfeld, “A Karaite Conversion Story”, in: 1. Harris (ed.), Jews College
Jubilee Volume, London 1906, pp. 81-100.

7 Deuteronomy 10:19 [NJPS].

8 R. Judah Hadasi, Eshkol HaKofer, chapter 133 folio 50.
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