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From Stranger to Convert:
Turning a Biblical Outsider into a Rabbinic Insider

Rabbi Ethan Tucker— tucker@hadar.org

Fall Lecture Series 2017, Session 2

I Second Temple Background
proselutos/ paroikos
11. Converting the Biblical Ger into the rabbinic convert
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Sifra Kedoshim Parashah 3 Perek 8
If a person comes and says, “I am a convert”, is it possible that we accept him? Scripture teaches:

“with you”—one who is established to you. If witnesses come, how do we know [that you accept
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him]? Scripture says: “If a convert lives in your land.” From here I only know that this is true in the
land, how do I know it is true outside of the land as well? Scripture teaches: “with you”—wherever
you are. So why did it say “in your land”? In the land he must bring proof, outside of the land he
does not need to bring proof.

“Do not oppress him”—Don’t say, yesterday you were worshipping idols and now you entered
under the shelter of the divine presence?

“Like a native-born”—Just as the native-born accepted upon himself all the words of the Torah, so
too the convert who has accepted on himself all the words of the Torah. From here we learn that a
convert who accepted all the words of the Torah on himself except for one thing should not be

accepted...
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Mekhilta de-Rabbi Yishmael Beshalah, Amalek Parashah 2

R. Eliezer says: The Lord swears by His throne of glory: If there comes a man of all the nations to
be proselytized, he will be accepted; but Amalek and his household will not be accepted, viz. (11
Samuel 1:13) "And David asked the youth who told him: Where are you from? And he said: I am the
son of an Amalekite convert." David remembered at that time what had been told to Moses our
teacher, that if there comes a man of all the nations of the world to be proselytized, he should be
accepted, but if he is of the house of Amalek, he should not be accepted, whereupon (II Samuel ,
Ibid.) "David said to him: Yout blood is on your own head, for your mouth testified against you."

This is the intent of (Exodus 17:17) "from generation to generation."
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Mekhilta de-Rabbi Yishmael Mishpatim, Nezikin Parashah 18

"And a stranger you shall not afflict and you shall not oppress him":...Beloved are the strangers, for
by every epithet that Israel is called, the strangers atre called. Israclites are called "servants," as it is
written (Leviticus 25:55) "For unto Me the children of Israel are servants." And the strangers are
called "servants," as it is written (Isaiah 56:6) "... to love the name of the Lord and to be servants
unto Him." Israelites are called "ministers," as it is written (Ibid. 6:6) "And you, 'priests of the Lord'
shall you be called; 'ministers of our God' will it be said of you." And the strangers are called
"ministers," as it is written (Ibid. 56:6) "... and the strangers who join the Lord to minister unto
Him." Israelites are called "lovers," as it is written (Ibid. 41:8) "the seed of Abraham, My lover." And
the strangers are called "lovers" (i.e., beloved), as it is written (Devarim 10:18) "And He loves the
stranger." "Covenant" is written of Israel, viz. (Genesis 17:13) "And My covenant (i.e., citcumcision)
shall be in your flesh." And it is also written of strangers, viz. (Isaiah 56:4) "and they hold fast to My
covenant." "Acceptance" is written of Israel, viz. (Exodus 28:38) "for acceptance for them before
the L rd." And "acceptance" is written of strangers, viz. (Isaiah 56:7) "their burnt-offerings and their
sacrifices for acceptance upon My altar."...Beloved are the strangers (i.c., the proselytes), as witness
Abraham's not being circumcised until the age of ninety-nine. For if he were circumcised at twenty
or thirty, a stranger could become a proselyte only if he were younger than thirty — wherefore the
Lord prolonged commanding him until he was ninety-nine, so as not to bar the door to future

proselytes. ..
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Vayikra 17:15-16
Any person, whether native-born or ger, who eats what has died or has been torn by beasts shall
wash his clothes, bathe in water, and remain unclean until evening; then he shall be clean. But if he

does not wash [his clothes] and bathe his body, he shall bear his guilt.
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Sifra Aharei Mot Parashah 7 Perek 12
“Any person”—Could this include a Gentile? Scripture teaches: “ger.”” If a ger, could this include a
ger toshav? Scripture teaches: “Native-born”—]Just as the native-born is a ben b’rit, so too the geris a

ben b’rit.
C. Sacrifice and Ritual
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Mekhilta de-Rabbi Yishmael Bo, Pisha Parasha 15

"A toshav and a sakhir may not eat of it": "toshar": a ger toshav; “sakhir’: a Gentile...

"And if there live with you a stranger (i.e., a proselyte), etc." I might think that as soon as he
becomes a proselyte he offers the Pesah; it is, therefore, written (Exodus 12:48) "and he shall be as
the citizen of the land." Just as the latter (offers the Pesah) on the fourteenth (of Nissan), so the
proselyte. R. Shimon says: If one became a proselyte between the two Pesahs (Pesah rishon and
Pesah sheni), I might think he offers the second Pesabh; it is, therefore, written "and he shall be as the
citizen of the land." Just as the first, who did not offer the first (though normally being obliged to do

so), offers the second, so, a proselyte, who did not offer the first offers the second, (to exclude one

who became a proselyte between the two Pesahs, who was never obliged to offer the first Pesah.)...
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"One Torah shall there be for the citizen, etc." What is the intent of this? Is it not already written
(Ibid. 48) "And he shall be as the citizen of the land"? From "And if there live with you a stranger
and he would offer a Pesah to the Lord," I would think that the proselyte is equated with the citizen
only in respect to the Pesah. Whence do I derive (the same for) all the mitzvot of the Torah? From

"One Torah shall there be for the citizen and for the stranger."
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Sifrei Bemidbar 108

"And if a stranger sojourn among you": This tells me (as being likened to an Israelite in this regard)
only of a proselyte who had converted before (i.e., one who had left Egypt with them). Whence do 1
derive (the same for) one who converts now? From "and who shall be in your midst throughout

your generations." "

and he shall offer a fire-offering": kinds of blood (i.e., animal sacrifices involving
blood). You say sacrifices involving blood, but perhaps only a meal-offering (which is entirely
burned)! — It is, therefore, written "Thus shall he do." Just as you (in the desert offered) kinds of
(sacrifices involving) blood, so, converts offer kinds of blood. — (In that case,) why should we not
say: Just as Israel (in the desert offered) blood of a beast ([and not of a fowl] viz. Shemot 24:5), so,
converts (are inducted only) through the blood of a beast. It is, therefore, written (Bamidbar, Ibid.

16) ("One Torah and one judgment shall there be) for you (and for the stranger who sojourns with
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you") — To you (in general, as requiring blood for induction into Israel) have I likened him and not
to (the specifics [i.e., beast versus fowl] of) your offerings. Rabbi says: Just as Israel entered the
covenant only with three things — circumcision, immersion, and acceptance of the offering — so,
the proselytes, like them. — But perhaps just as Israel through peace-offerings, so, proselytes,
through peace-offerings. It is, therefore, written "And he shall offer a fire-offering, a sweet savor to
the L-rd." Come and see: Which kind of blood (sacrifice) is relegated entirely to the fire, nothing
remaining of it? Only a fowl burnt-offering ([but in a beast burnt-offering, the skin reverts to the
Cohanim]). I might think (that the induction of the proselyte can be satisfied) even with a
meal-offering; it is, therefore, written ("As you are) thus (shall the stranger be"). To bring one bird
(as a fowl burnt-offering) is impossible. For we do not find a single bird serving as an offering in the
entire Torah — whence it was stated: All the bird couples in the Torah — half is a burnt-offering;

half a sin-offering, except for that of a proselyte, which is entirely (relegated) to the fire.

I11. Finding the Convert in the Biblical Text
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Mekhilta de-Rabbi Yishmael Bo, Pisha Parashah 10
“Among the ger and the native-born”—Since this is an action performed by Jews, the Torah must

include the ger; so too in all places that involve an action by Jews...
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Sifra Aharei Mot Parashah 5 Perek 7
“Native-born”—this is the native-born. “The native-born”—this includes the wives of the native
born. “Ger”—This is the ger. “The Ger”—this includes the wives of gerim. “In your midst”—this

includes women and slaves.
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Sifrei Bemidbar 78

"To the place of which the L-rd said: It will I give to you" — and proselytes have no portion in it.
How, then, am I to satisfy (Ezekiel 47:23) "And it shall be, with the tribe with which the proselyte
dwells, there shall you give his portion"? If it cannot speak of inheritance, understand it as speaking
of atonement — that if he lived among the tribe of Judah, he was atoned for with (the communal
offerings of) the tribe of Judah; (If he lived among) the tribe of Benjamin, he was atoned for with
the tribe of Benjamin. Variantly: If it cannot speak of inheritance, understand it as speaking of burial

— that proselytes are allotted burial in Eretz Yisrael.
IV. Ger toshav—The rabbinic remnants of the Biblical Ger
A. Shabbat
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Mekhilta deRabbi Yishmael Mishpatim

"And the stranger": This refers to a ger foshav. But perhaps it refers to a ger fzedek? (This cannot be,
for) (Ibid. 20:10) "and your stranger within your gates already refers to a ger fzedek. What, then, is the
intent of "and the stranget"? A ger foshav. He is on the Sabbath as a Jew on a festival. If one buys

uncircumcised servants from the gentiles, they are on the Sabbath as a Jew on hol hamo'ed (the
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intermediate days of a festival). These are the words of R. Yoshiyah. R. Akiva reverses this.
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Mekhilta de-Rabbi Shimon b. Yohai 20
“And the stranger in your gates”—If the verse is speaking about a ger tzedek, it is already stated that
“The community shall have one rule for you and for the ger who lives in your midst.” So what is

the meaning of “the stranger in your gates?” The verse is speaking about the ger zoshav.
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Yerushalmi Yevamot 8:1

R. Yehudah says: A ger foshav on Shabbat is like a Jew on Yom Tov. Just as a Jew bakes and cooks
but is forbidden in all other kinds of melakhah, so too a ger toshav on Shabbat.

R. Yose says: a ger foshav on Shabbat is like a Jew on o/ hamo’ed. Just as a Jew on hol hamo’ed can
gather sticks from the field but is forbidden to do other work in the field, so too a ger foshav on
Shabbat.

R. Shimon says: A ger toshay on Shabbat is like a Jew on the regular days of the year. Justasa Jew

plows, sows and reaps the rest of the year, so too a ger foshav on Shabbat.

B. Economic Protection
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Sifra Behar Parashah 5 Perek 6
“When your brother falls low and his hand slips with you” do not allow him to go down...How do
we know that even if you supported him several times you should support him again? “And give

him strength”—Ger—this is the ger fzede; Toshar—This is the ger who eats carcasses...
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Yerushalmi Yevamot 8:1

A ger ve-toshay 1s like a Gentile for all purposes.

A. Capital crimes
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Shemot 21:14
When a man schemes against his neighbor and kills him treacherously, you shall take him from My

very altar to be put to death.
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Mekhilta de-Rabbi Shimon b. Yohai 21:14

“Against his neighbor”—this excludes others, i.e. Gentiles. “His neighbor”—this excludes a ger
toshav. Perhaps I will exclude others who do not have mitzvot like Jews but will not exclude the ger
toshay who does have mitzvot like a Jew? Scripture teaches: “his neighbor”—this excludes the ger

foshav.
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Mekhilta de-Rabbi Yishmael Mishpatim, Nezikin Parashah 4
“A man”—this excludes a child. “A man”—this includes others, i.e. Gentiles. “His
neighbor”—this includes a child; “His neighbor”—this excludes others, i.e. Gentiles. Isib. Akiva
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says: Before the giving of the Torah, we were commanded not to spill blood; after the giving of the
Torah, instead of the matter getting stricter it got more lenient?! In truth, they said that one is

exempt from the judgment of flesh and blood but the judgment is handed off to heaven.
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Devarim 19:4-5

And this is the matter of the killer who shall flee there and live: one who strikes his neighbor without
knowing it, and who did not previously hate him. Or one who went with his neighbor into the
forest to chop trees and he swung his hand with the axe to cut the tree and the iron slipped off of
the wood and met his neighbor and he died. That is a case where someone shall flee to one of these

cities and live.
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Sifrei Devarim 181

“His neighbor”—This excludes the ger foshav
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Sifrei Bemidbar 160

“For the Israelites”—This only teaches me [that the cities of refuge are relevant] for the Israelites,
whence do I learn about converts? Scripture teaches: “For the ger.” And when the toshav?
Scripture teachers: “and those who dwell in their midst.” Could it be that just as the ger is exiled for

killing a Jew so a Jew is exiled for killing a ger? Say thus: If when a Jew kills him [deliberately] he is
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exempt from capital punishment, all the more so he should not go into exile on his account! Rather,
if a ger is [unintentionally] killed by a Jew, the Jew is not killed, but if the ger kills a Jew, the ger is
killed.

B. Property damage
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Shemot 21:35
When a man’s ox injures his neighbor’s ox and it dies, they shall sell the live ox and divide its price;

they shall also divide the dead animal.
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Mekhilta de-Rabbi Yishmael, Mishpatim, Nezikin Parashah 12
“A man’s ox”’—this excludes a child’s ox. “A man’s ox”’—this includes the ox of others, i.e.
Gentiles. “His neighbor’s ox”—this includes a child’s ox. “His neighbor’s ox”—this excludes a

Gentile’s ox, a Samaritan’s ox and the ox of a ger toshav.

C. Economic Favors
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Devarim 15:2-3
This shall be the nature of the remission: every creditor shall remit the due that he claims from his

fellow; he shall not dun his fellow or his kinsman, for the remission proclaimed is of the LORD.
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You may dun the foreigner; but you must remit whatever is due you from your kinsmen.
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Sifrei Devarim 112

“His fellow”—this excludes others, i.e. Gentiles; “or his kinsman”—this excludes the ger zoshav.

D. Economic Fairness
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Talmud Bavli Bava Metzia 111b

...It is taught: The verse states: “You shall not oppress a hired laborer who is poor and needy,
whether he be from your brothers or from your stranger that is in your land within your gates”
(Deuteronomy 24:14), which is interpreted as follows: The term “from your brothers” serves to
exclude others, i.e., gentiles, who are not your brothers. As for the term “your stranger,” this is
referring to a righteous convert. As for the term “within your gates,” this is referring to a ger toshay
who lives in Eretz Yisrael and eats unslaughtered animal carcasses...And in all of the above cases of
delaying payment they transgress all of these prohibitions which apply to delaying payment...

Rabbi Yosi, son of Rabbi Yehuda, says: One who hires a ger zoshav is subject to the prohibition of:

“On the same day you shall give him his wages,” but is not subject to the prohibition of delaying
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payment of wages...

VI.  Who Qualifies as a ger toshav? Dueling Definitions
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Talmud Bavli Avodah Zarah 64b

Who is a ger toshav? 1t is anyone who has accepted upon himself before three paverim not to worship
idols. This is the statement of Rabbi Meir.

And the Sages say: Anyone who has accepted upon himself observance of the seven mitzvot that the
descendants of Noah accepted upon themselves is a ger foshav.

Others say: These have not entered the category of ger foshav. Rather, who is a ger toshav? This is a
convert who eats unslaughtered animal carcasses, which are not kosher, but who has accepted upon
himself to observe all of the mitzvot that are stated in the Torah except for the prohibition against

eating unslaughtered carcasses.

RRIARY=)-

MECHON HADAR

15




