ASK THE RABBI
David A. Spey

Question: I am a Jew by choice, do I say kaddish and sit shiva when members of my family of origin die?

Answer:	As usual the answer is not simple.  Most traditional sources view the process of conversion as a process of rebirth, where the conversion candidate is reborn with new parents when the conversion is complete.  The new name adopted by the convert reflects this as they are known by “(their name) son or daughter of Abraham and Sarah.”  Following this train of thought, a Jew by Choice (our preferred term for one who has chosen to be Jewish though not born Jewish) would be divorced from all the members of their family of origin.  Since their relationship was dissolved, there is no obligation to observe any of the familial responsibilities commanded by our tradition.  
		However, contemporary Jewish thought, and in particular progressive Jewish thought, tends to incorporate the influence our prevailing culture and thought.  The development of the study of psychology has had great influence on contemporary Jewish thought.  Today, many progressive and especially Reform rabbis believe that our personalities are the result of genetics and a lifetime of experiences.  Many of our formative experiences are those we have with our families of origin, making our families of origin an integral part of who we are.  The traditional notion that we can divorce ourselves from our families of origin is no longer thought to be psychologically possible.  
		One repercussion of our new understanding is that many rabbis, me included, name our Jews by choice “(their name) son or daughter of Israel” acknowledging the ongoing relationship that they share with their families of origin which is not severed when they are reborn into the people known as the Children of Israel.  As a result, we are faced with a new situation, Jewish children of non-Jewish families.  
		Jewish mourning rituals traditionally begin after the deceased has been buried.  At this time, the rituals and tradition seem to change their focus of concern from the deceased to the survivors.  As a result, we are now concerned with the Jewish child.  Therefore, if sitting Shiva, reciting kaddish, and observing all of the mourning rituals of our tradition will be helpful to promote a healthy grieving process then there is nothing that would prohibit the Jew by choice from following them.  It may even be that observing them would be fulfilling the commandments.  
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