Congregation Sha’ar Zahav

Journey to Judaism Program

Congregation Sha’ar Zahav is an inclusive, welcoming community that is proud to be able to support those who are seeking to join the Jewish people and our way of life. 

Our community has been enriched by the many people who have completed our program and become active congregants. 

The Journey to Judaism program at Congregation Sha’ar Zahav consists of classes, discussion groups and one-to-one mentoring. Start by letting the synagogue office know that you are interested in our program and begin attending services, taking an Introduction to Judaism class, a beginning Hebrew class, or other adult education classes to learn more about Judaism. If after three months of getting to know our congregation, you feel that Sha’ar Zahav would be a good fit for you, then you may request an appointment with the coordinator of our Journey to Judaism program, Paul Cohen, by emailing him at cohenpaulj@gmail.com.

The Choosing Judaism discussion group typically meets once a month from November through March and explores issues that arise for people who are considering, or are in the process of, converting to Judaism. Topics include questions of identity, community, and family. This facilitated group is not an introduction to Judaism, and does not fulfill the requirement to complete an Introduction to Judaism class; rather, it is a place to ask questions and discuss issues with others who are also on this journey. Synagogue membership is not required in order to attend the Choosing Judaism group. Likewise, participation in the discussion group is not required, but is highly recommended for candidates for conversion.

Continued participation in the Journey to Judaism program past this point, however, including the assignment of a mentor, does require membership in the congregation. For those who are the spouse/partner of a current Jewish member, this is the time when you would be expected to officially join the synagogue as part of the Journey process.

Assignment of an individual mentor typically takes place after completion of the Choosing Judaism series and/or after completion of an Introduction to Judaism class. Introduction to Judaism and other adult education classes may be taken at CSZ when offered, or through another institution. Lehrhaus Judaica (www.lehrhaus.org) is an excellent resource for classes in the Bay Area.

Rather than requiring a test of knowledge of aspects of Jewish history, ritual, and liturgy, we complete the process when we believe that a candidate is “seeing the world through Jewish eyes.” We recognize the subjective nature of this decision, and carefully respect the responsibility we have to the Jewish people in accepting Jews by Choice.

The requirements before an individual is brought to the beit din (the “court” of three learned Jews that sanctions a conversion) and mikveh (the ritual bath that is part of the conversion process) include:

· Meeting with the coordinator of our conversion program, Paul Cohen

· Participating in our community for at least one liturgical year

· Taking an Introduction to Judaism class and a beginning Hebrew class

· Becoming a member of Sha’ar Zahav

· Being assigned and meeting regularly with a mentor

· Meeting with Rabbi Angel to discuss your spiritual journey

· Doing a mitzvah project based on your interests and skills which will give something to the community

· Choosing a Hebrew name

· Writing an essay (four pages) to be presented to the beit din that describes your journey 

In completing these requirements it is expected that an individual will begin to observe Shabbat, adopt additional home rituals and attend services on Friday evening or Saturday morning on a somewhat regular basis. Members are welcome to make use of Sha’ar Zahav’s library, located next to the sanctuary. We also strongly recommend visiting the Jewish Community Library (www.bjesf.org/library.htm) for books, magazines, DVDs and CDs; the Library is an excellent free resource for learning about the diversity of Jewish life. Attending services at other synagogues is recommended, as are taking classes at a Jewish Community Center (www.jccsf.org/) seeing films at the Jewish Film Festival (www.sfjff.org), and visiting the Contemporary Jewish Museum (www.thecjm.org). 

Judaism is both a religion and an ethnic identity. Our customs are diverse and have been shaped by the wider cultures that our people have come in contact with throughout the world. During the journey to Judaism you have the opportunity to learn about particular customs and adopt those new traditions to add meaning to your life. 

We represent a liberal, progressive, egalitarian Jewish tradition and welcome you to learn with us and become a part of our community. 

For more information about the Journey to Judaism program at Congregation Sha’ar Zahav, please contact Regina Wurst, synagogue administrator, at 415.861.6932 or Regina@shaarzahav.org.

