QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION

* Golin describes two different ways of thinking about intermar-
riage between Jews and non-Jews. The first sees intermarriage
as bad, or at least “not ideal,” because it pulls Jews away from
Judaism and diminishes the “tribe.” The second sees intermarriage
as positive because it has the potential to increase understanding
between cultures and enlarge the community of Jewish “fellow
travelers.” Which understanding about intermarriage is closest to
what you were raised with? What aspects of Golin's discussion of
the benefits of intermarriage ring true for you today?

Golin calls for the Jewish community to be more thoughtful
about ways to invite non-Jewish spouses into Jewish services and
wisdom traditions. If you were going to design a “welcome to Ju-
daism—here’s what you're going to love” program for non-Jewish
spouses and partners, what would you include?

At the end of this conversation, Dan and Paul have a dialogue
about “particularism vs universalism” in which they articulate
arguments both for and against each of these fundamental orien-
tations. What value do you see in particularism? In universalism?

What might it look like to hold both orientations?
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— Juan Mejia

. “Judaism is resonaring in places that we don’t
. imagine, and in places that we can’t control.”

Becoming Jewish on the Web

Rabbi Juan Mejia is rabbi-in-residence for Be'chol Lashon, an or-
| ganization that “grows and strengthens the Jewish people through

ethnic, cultural, and racial inclusiveness.” Mejia is an innovator in
international Judaism who has been on the front lines of exploring how
internet technologies can support geographically and culturally isolated

! people in learning about Judaism, forming Jewish communities, and

becoming Jewish.
An exemplar of Jewish diversity in his own life, Juan grew up Cath-

: olic in Colombia but became curious about Judaism when he learned
of his father’s Sephardic Jewish lineage. His spiritual curiosity led him

to convert to Judaism and eventually become a rabbi. He was ordained

‘ by the Jewish Theological Seminary in 2009.

Today, Juan is an activist and educator on behalf of emergent Jewish
communities in Latin America. He lives in Oklahoma City with his

~ spouse, who is also a rabbi, and their three children.

Dan Libenson: I think that the best place to get started is for you to
tell a little bit about your story, because it's an extremely uncommon

and interesting one.




Juan Mejia: I was born in Colombia 39 years ago to a middle-class
Catholic family. My father’s doctor, my mother was an artist., | grew
up with the benefits of that class in a Latin American country, which
included an elite private Catholic School run by American monks, |
always was very spiritually curious—for a while I even considered a
Catholic vocation,

But when I was 15 years old, I discovered that my father’s family had
Jewish origins. They were very distant, going back to Spain, but some

measure of it had survived until the latest generations. My grandfather
remembered that his grandfather self-identified as a Jew and had some
odd practices that he really couldn’t explain. And that really got me
curious.

I'started to read about Jewish history, about Sephardic history, the
story of the Jews of Spain where my family apparently came from.
And when 1 graduated high school, I started studying philosophy at
the National University of Colombia, and that gave me exposure to

Maimonides and Spinoza and Hermann Cohen, and the wealth of
Jewish philosophical tradition, which only deepened my interest,

In 1998 1 took a little break from college to travel through Europe
and ended up spending two or three months in Israel, And for me it
was a great revelation, because in Colombia there’s very little Jewish
visibility and culture. There’s no Yiddish in the television, there’s no
Hanukkah portrayed in the local [TV] series. People know that that
building with the copper dome is a synagogue, but there's no repre-
sentation in the outside culture, There are about 3,000 to 5,000 Jews
in the entire country of 40 million.

Seeing Jewish life in Israel really being lived as a vibrant culture—
religious and linguistic—was a game-changer and really led me to 2
lot of soul-searching, So, when T returned to Colombia I started to
research Judaism quite diligently, and in the end I said, “This is my
spiritual home. This is the wisdom that T can really get behind. This is
a way of life that I could endorse. It Pleases my reason, it connects to

my heart.” And—back then it was much more important—*“It connects
to my own personal family history.”

I decided to convert to Judaism when T was 19 or 20 years old,
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d that’s when a lot of the challenges that I am now addressing as a
bbi started to manifest. In Colombian culture, where Jews are not

articipating openly in the national discourse, and there is a compli-

cated security situation—most Latin American countries have similar
. issues of urban violence and kidnappings—the Jewish community is
; not very open toward outsiders. Unlike in America, it’s very hard for
an outsider in Colombia to, for example, enter a synagogue and see a
 Jewish worship service. So, I had to develop my own Jewish observance
and my own Jewish life on the margins of the community. I had to find
other like-minded people, both Jewish and seekers, who would lend
me books, and allow me to participate in their Passover seders. And I
 realized that that was kind of an untenable situation if I really wanted
to make this a part of my life.
" So,when I finished college I decided to do my master’s degree work
in a place where conversion was a thing. And there were only two
' places where that was a possibility, One was America and the other
' was Israel. And I applied to American and Israeli universities, and the
first place that actually gave me a positive answer was the Hebrew
University in Jerusalem, So, I did a Master’s Degree in Jewish Civi-
| lization and was able to attend services and go to classes, see what a
.~ yeshiva looks from the inside.
1.did my conversion and enrolled in the Conservative Yeshiva, which
 is a center for lay leader Torah development in Jerusalem. There I met
- my wife, who's from America, and that is kind of like the first chapter
of my Jewish story. I never expected to become a rabbi. I wanted to
keep working in academia—very devoted to philosophy, especially
Jewish philosophy—but something kind of woke me up from that
complacency and led me to the work that I do now as a rabbi.
Dan Libenson: How did you get from the master’s degree at Hebrew
University to becoming a Conservative-ordained rabbi?
Juan Mejia: It is all because of my landlady. When I married my
wife, we decided to stay in the Conservative Yeshiva for another year
of learning—not very different from the philosophical life. And we
rented a little apartment in Katamon, and my landlady was American.
I go to pay my rent, and she sits me down, she gives me tea.



|

The opening question is, “How come your English is so good? You
don't sound Colombian.”

“Oh, I went to this elite Catholic school where monks from North
Dakota taught us English...”

She said, “Really? How come a nice Jewish boy like you went to
Catholic school?”

And I tell her I was not always Jewish. So, I tell her my story, and
she says, “That’s a really good story. I want to interview you.”

And she does this interview for the Sokhnut—kind of a PR piece.
They feature students in different academic institutions in Israel in
the yeshivot.

And the next month that I go to pay my rent, she says, “I got some
emails for you.”

“What do you mean?”

“You got fan mail.”

‘This is because these stories are published in Hebrew, English,
French, Russian, and Spanish on the website of the Sokhnut. So, my
story about finding my Jewish roots and going back to them and
engaging in Torah learning in Jerusalem apparently hit the internet
pretty hard in Latin America.

And the emails that I was being forwarded were all the same, like:

“My name is Mario, I like to be called Moshe, I love Torah, I love
Israel, I love the Jewish people. But I'm in Guatemala, nobody gives
me the time of day.”

“My name is Maria, my ancestors lit candles in the closet, and I
really want to come back to my ancestral knowledge, but I live in a
place with no Jews.”

Those were the two scenarios that would repeat themselves. Either
people were in complete isolation—“I'm living in the middle of a little
town up in the Andes in Peru, and there’s no Jews, I can't learn, I can't

go to a community.” Or, the more common case was people from the
big cities with access to the internet. These were people who were a
little bit learned, who could find the website of the Jewish Agency and
find the story, said, “Look, I am really interested in Judaism,” either
because “I just love it, I think it's true, I think it’s beautiful,” or “I think

my ancestors were Jewish, and I can’t get the local Jewish community
to engage with me.”

And my wife, who is a very, very smart rabbi—but she wasn't a rabbi
back then—she said, “Look, we've studied Pirkei Avor together,” [The
Ethics of the Fathers] “and ‘In a place where there is no mensch, you
be the mensch. In a place where is not a man, you be that man.” It’s
a great saying from Hillel [the sage]. And I really took that to heart.

She said, “Look, this is a rabbinic problem—the communities, the
rabbis down there can't or won't engage with these people, so you
become the rabbi that engages with them, and you can get your Ph.D.
in Rambam [Maimonides] later in life, but right now I think there’s
this calling for you to be a liaison between the established Jewish
mainstream and this periphery that is being created by the web.”

I cannot stress enough how much of this spiritual revolution is web-
based. When 1 decided that T had a real deep interest in Judaism, I went
to my university’s library, and I checked out all the books they had on
Judaism. This is the biggest university library in Colombia, the largest
university in my country, and they had seven books about Judaism. And
it was only through the internet, which was then in its infancy—we're
talking late 90s—that I was able to live Judaism on my own, which is
what I had to do while I was still in Colombia. It was all web-based.

And right now this is what is creating this global interest in Juda-
ism——people find Judaism on the web. There’s 2 need to create resources
for them to learn. But most importantly, the internet is also allowing
these lonely people to find community. I still have people in the middle
of the Andes whose Judaism is exclusively lived online—or through
Facebook, through Yahoo! Groups. Through whatever tool they have,
they find other like-minded people in their proximity, and they create
communities.

I have a running map of communities—what I call emergent
communities—in Latin America. I have about 100 communities
documented. Every single one of those started online. The internet
is a key player on what is happening with conversion, in general, and
conversion to Judaism, in particular. Because it’s not just conversion
to Judaism.
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Religious migration is one of the key elements of contemporary
spirituality. The Pew report of a couple of year ago says that 50% of
Americans die in a different religion or denomination than the one
that they were born into-—one in two.

Latin America’s always a little behind the curve in social and spiritual
phenomena. But I see it in my own graduating class. T keep in touch
with my high school classmates. There’s 108 ofus. And I see who has
become evangelical, and I see who has become secular—like atheist,
like militantly secular. I know who's dabbling in Buddhism and in
Transcendental Meditation. And there’s me, and there’s another guy
who's now also saying, “Maybe this is a path for me.” Conversion to
Islam is also on the rise, to Buddhism, to Hinduism.

Can the Jewish community reach out to these people who are seek-
ing from the outside?

Dan Libenson: Juan, that is so fascinating, We have a million ques-
tions to ask you, but first tell us what are you doing now?

Juan Mejia: I was ordained in 2009. My wife went to school with
me. She was ordained 20 seconds before I was, 5o she is my senior, and
I need to listen to everything she says. It’s alphabetical. She’s Jacobson,
I'm Mejia—there’s only so much we can do, She got a job [in] the
Oklahoma City community, so we moved here in 2009, I'm now the
education director in her synagogue, but I've also been engaged since
then in outreach work at night, during the weekends, and during
the summers. This is mostly online, through Be'chol Lashon. I also
travel quite a lot to these communities, visit them, bring them rabbinic
services. So that is what I've been doing for the past eight years.

Dan Libenson: Please tell us a little more—who are these folks that
are reaching you, what is it that they’re trying toachieve, and what do
you do for them?

Juan Mejia: I think the conversation has changed a little bit. In the
beginning, in 2009, 2008, I heard overwhelmingly from people who
thought they had Jewish roots. It’s what's called anusim—other names
for that is marranos (although that’s a derogatory term), conversos.
"That was kind of like the hot narrative for these communities in Latin
America when [ was ordained and at the beginning of my work.
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How did they find me? They found me online. I had a piece written
about me in Ha'arerz [an Israeli newspaper]. I had a piece written
about me in the Jewish Week, in one of the Latino Jewish newspapers
in Uruguay. And when you put “rabbi,” “marranc,” and “anusim,” [in a
search engine] my name would come up.

So, when I opened up a website in 2009 to teach Torah, I said “I'm
going to be teaching parashat hashavua [the weekly portion of the
Torah read in synagogues on Shabbat] and Mishnah. I'm a rabbinical
student. And this is going to be in Spanish.” Because I saw that there
was a need. A lot of these people have decent English, they can access
Torah learning in English, but for people who don't have the linguistic

»

| ability, there is a huge handicap.

So, my goal then—and it’s the only goal that I have continued to

| uphold from my early rabbinate—was I want to create good Torah in
+ Spanish. I wanted it to be out there and available and accessible, and

to take into account the reality of where people are.
A lot of the Torah online is put there from the perspective of the

community that produces it. If I'm a rabbi in Long Island, and I have
| a blog, who is my expected audience? The people in Long Island
¥ who are my congregants. And if I'm a little bit more entrepreneurial,
i maybe I want to take this nationally. The same thing happens with
‘ stuff in Spanish. The main centers of Torah-teaching Spanish Jews

. are, on one hand, Argentina, and on the other hand, Mexico, and
Jerusalem-—mostly coming from the Orthodox world, mostly from

| the ultra-Orthodox world, and reflecting these values.

What I saw a need for was a Torah that is able to speak to people

¥ who don't have access to a synagogue, who don’t have access to Jewish
| Institutions. It’s not just that I am teaching in Spanish, but I'm always
b cognizant of this do-it-yourself aspect of the Torah that they need

to embody if they are going to eventually become Jews and join the

} Jewish people.

I had this great conversation in 2007 with one of my early stu-
P dents—a guy from Colombia. I'm texting with this guy morzei Shabbat
fon Saturday night, after the end of Shabbat], “Shavua tov [wishes for
& good week ahead], how was Shabbat?”



He said, “Oh, Shabbat was terrible.”

“What do you mean Shabbat was terrible?”

The president of the little 2avurab [prayer group] that this guy went
to in a city in Colombia took the siddur [prayer book].

“What do you mean #e siddur?”

“Yeah, we only have one.”

“What do you mean you only have one? It’s ridiculous. I can send
you a box of full of siddurim, T work at the library of the Jewish Theo-
logical Seminary—I have tons of stuff that is going to get genizahed
otherwise”[is going to get put in the closet for books of sacred writings
that are no longer being used but cannot be thrown away or destroyed
under Jewish law because they contain the name of God].

He said, “Yeah, you know what, that’s great, thank you for your offer,
but the book that you're offering me—it’s in Hebrew. We don't read
Hebrew yet. The translation’s in English, which doesn’t help us, and
it’s Ashkenazi [using the approach of Jews with Eastern European
origins], and we're a Sephardic congregation [using the approach of
Jewish with Spanish origins].”

1 go,“Oy! What do I need to do?” So, the first idea, the root that T've
been developing for the past decade, is that I needed to create a siddur
that was in Spanish, with transliteration, that followed the Sephardic
tradition, and that could go anywhere.

So, for the next year and a half, I developed the siddur that I decided
to call Ko/ Tuv Sefarad [all the wealth, or the goodness, of Spain].
thought it was a cute name, and I created a PDF of a siddur—trans-
literated, translated, commented Sephardic siddur for Friday night,
because that was the service that I saw that most of these emerging
havurut [prayer groups] were really focused on. And T posted it online,
and I said, “You are free to download it; you are free to make as many
copies as you want. Just don't change it, and don't sell it.”

And through that, people started to reach out, said, “We love the
siddur, thank you, it really helped us out.” And people started saying,
“We really want to learn with you.” So, I started teaching—every
Sunday—basic Judaism, and more people started to come. Once social
media started to kick in in 2008, 2009, the word spread, and I created

group of people who regularly study with me. .
' And among those people, there was a group from a city in Colombia
the beach in Santa Marta. They said, “We really love your Torah, we
ally think that you are the rabbi for us. Would you work with us fo,r
 eonversion?” And 1 said, “I don’t know. I'm in rabbinical school, I don't
know how to do this, this has never been done. Let’s wait a little bit.”
So, I learned more with them, and then on a trip to Colombia I went
and visited them, and we spent a week together with these people, and
I saw how they lived, and I fell in love with them, and I said, “Yc‘>u
| guys are awesome.” They'd been doing Jewish on their own .for six,
| seven years before I got to them. So I said, “I really want to guide you

| in this process.” o
L. We started studying for conversion with this pilot community in
5 Santa Marta, and after two and a half years of learning every week for
two, three, four, five hours sometimes, I thought “you are ready.” Why
l did it take so long? Because this is do-it-yourself Judaism. These people
. dor’t have an established synagogue where there’s printed siddurim.
f Nobody knows how to lead the prayers. We have really to take it from
} 2ero and give these people the tools to be autonomous. Even though
| they have my guidance, my guidance is always remote. So, they need a
" level of autonomy that most Jewish communities—brick and mortar
4 communities—don’t have.
And this really set the pattern for the work I do. I only work with

b four small havurot, and I really can’t do more than that because it takes
b 2 lot of time and a lot of effort.
| Lex Rofeberg: You've spoken about linguistic barsiers, communal
| barriers, and geographic barriers . .. what other barriers might there
! bein your work? Have there been folks resistant to the kinds of con-
| versions that you help perform? Is there resistance to working onli'ne?‘

Juan Mejia: Quite so. Long distance training for conversio'n is a
hot topic. The rabbinic establishment across the movements 1s.not
really comfortable with it. It has taken me about a decade to con’vmce
colleagues that this work can be done. It is ripe with blessing, It’s also
very tricky. The borders, the periphery, the frontier is always dangerous.

Right?




171 IN€ V¥1ld VVest, for every Loone Ranger that was doing good, you
had 20 mustachioed bad guys. In the periphery things get fuzzy, and
since we're doing things that are new, we don’t have the benefit of
experience. So, there’s been resistance. I think that resistance is eroding.

Once the internet becomes more pervasive and the leadership of the
Jewish mainstream are Gen Xers and Millennials and people for whom
the internet is not a secret and it’s a neutral tool—it’s actually more
than a tool, it’s kind of like our natural environment—it becomes easier
to persuade people that you can have deep spiritual connections online.

There are limitations, but, look, I've visited people in the hospital
through WhatsApp. WhatsApp is what they use in Latin America.
Here in America, it's FaceTime. While people are dying, I've said

' ‘The Ministry of Interior said, “You're Jewish. But your framework was
] wrong. The framework is that you should convert in a place that was

glready Jewish.”

But that is a framework that is very quiclly becoming obsolete.
People outside of the analog web of relationships of the established
Jewish communities are going to find our message compelling.

We have the most beautiful example—the community in Uganda.
With my rebée [rabbinic master] and one of my colleagues, Rabbi
Gershom Sizomu, the entire community conyerted in 2000. They have
a yeshiva, six synagogues, a hospital. Through their actions, they have
reduced the deaths of malaria in that area from 2,000 to zero—#4iddush
hashem, sanctifying God’s name, sanctifving the name of the Tewish



