
THE�MOMENT�I�FIRST�SAW�MARC is a focused snapshot in 
the blur of my mid-twenties: I walked into Friendsgiving 
at my friend Leslie’s apartment, and there was her older 
brother, Marc, laughing in the kitchen. I’d known Leslie 
had a brother who lived nearby. I hadn’t known he was 
cute. I felt instant guilt—I was there with my boyfriend 
of two years—but I couldn’t stop glancing at Marc. 

Of course, he was very off-limits. Not just because of 
my boyfriend. And not just because Leslie was one of my 
closest friends. It was mostly because I knew she came 
from an observant Jewish family, and she and her  
brothers were expected to date within their religion.  
I was a confirmed Catholic—a onetime altar girl who 
could recite the Hail Mary in English, French, and Latin. 
When I was growing up in Maine, my only knowledge of 
Judaism came from Catholic school, of all places (we 
celebrated Passover one year, and Sister Janet broke  
a matzoh that reminded me of a giant saltine), and via 
my dark teenage obsession with The Diary of Anne Frank.  
I went to the University of New Hampshire, where I  
had exactly one Jewish friend. By the time I met Marc in 
New York City, I knew just enough to realize we were  
not beshert (Yiddish for “meant to be”). 

Initially, that wasn’t a problem. I had every intention 
of keeping my secret little crush both secret and little. 
And I managed to for months, until he kissed me. We 
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were with a pack of friends at a dive bar, chatting for 
hours, then it happened suddenly. After that, there  
was no ignoring our connection. Still, we kept it in 
stealth mode. As I worked through a drawn-out breakup 
with my boyfriend, there were texts and more kisses in 
dark drinking establishments. Then we started meeting 
up after work. We tacitly understood the need to keep 
things casual and covert; dating a friend’s brother is  
dangerous even without religious obstacles. Yet the  
more I tried to talk myself out of liking him, the more  
I noticed things we had in common: We both came  
from close-knit families, were low-key in a high-strung 
city, grew up in tiny religious schools (Holy Cross for 
me, Hebrew Academy for him). 

He was also different from anyone I’d ever dated—
funny and chill, yet secure and grown-up, with almost 
unsettling reserves of focus and patience. A tech nerd,  
he could easily spend five hours tinkering 
with a friend’s broken MacBook without 
threatening to throw it out the window. 
That was riveting to me, as I get over-
whelmed adjusting my bike helmet. He 
had a similar knack for untangling my 
cluttered thoughts and defusing my career 
angst. I loved the way he spoke to his mom 
on the phone and how he always addressed 
the waitress or cabdriver by name. I loved 
that he’d saved up to buy his studio apart-
ment, which contained no futon and felt 
like a real home. “He’s a man,” as one 
friend put it, even though he was only 29 to my 27.   

Eventually, he asked if he could be my man—you 
know, out in broad daylight. When we made the situa-
tion known to our crew, Leslie heroically didn’t have a 
meltdown (although my brunch invites were on ice for  
a while). Things felt serious fast, and within a few  
weeks he came out and said what I already feared  
deep down: He was starting to care too much about  
me, considering he couldn’t marry someone who  
wasn’t Jewish. He respected his parents (and their  
parents) too much, and raising Jewish kids was too 
important to him. He couldn’t see himself as the  
Jewish dad with a Christmas tree in the living room.  
I cried and asked why he’d let me fall in love with  
him. He apologized repeatedly and offered to leave  
my apartment, but I couldn’t let him go. 

I know: It’s intense to throw the word marry around 
after dating only a couple months (much of that in 
secret). Yet there we were, using the M-word, and I  
wondered whether this gem of a guy was worth going 

Jewish for. I was still Catholic enough for the very 
thought to feel blasphemous. But could choosing  
such a good person really be bad? Not to make  
Marc sound completely unsexy (our chemistry was—
and remains!—very real), but he was a walking checklist 
of the values emphasized in my parochial school:  
kindness, integrity, loyalty. I knew he was a catch.  
So one day I put it out there: What if I were to convert? 
“You’d do that for me?” he asked. I was willing to investi-
gate. Crazy, possibly, but breaking up seemed crazier. 
The Torah is just the Old Testament, I told myself. 

Step one was setting foot in a synagogue, which  
felt oddly familiar to someone who’d spent countless 
hours of her formative years sitting in a pew gazing at 
stained glass. Bizarre ancient rituals? Bring ’em on.  
As I quickly picked up the catchier Hebrew songs,  
I felt them fill a space I hadn’t realized was empty. It  

had been years since my voice had  
blended into a congregation’s or since  
I’d let a religious service tie up the loose  
ends of a crazy week. I realized I’d actually 
missed having religion around. Maybe it 
didn’t matter that the big stained-glass 
window depicted Moses’ tablets instead  
of a haloed infant.

Except, of course, it did. Beyond the  
theology, I worried about prioritizing 
someone else’s family and culture over my 
own. I worried that I was entrenching 
myself as the weaker half in our relation-

ship—before we’d had a single real argument. I worried 
that our religion gap was making us too serious too  
soon. I spoiled many a nice dinner with such topics. 
Marc, in his usual way, reassured me each time that  
we’d sort it all out together. I remember feeling relief 
when I learned, during the Judaism 101 course that he 
and I had enrolled in, that being Jewish involves admit-
ting you don’t have all the answers. Judaism actually cel-
ebrates doubt and questioning (my specialties in life!).

By the time I began my official yearlong conversion 
process, Marc and I had already been practicing some  
of the rituals: We lit Shabbat candles on Friday nights.  
I showed off my brand-new Hebrew at his parents’  
Passover table. We wandered Central Park without our 
phones or money on Shabbat (our “lite” version of the 
Orthodox practice of unplugging completely). I should 
mention I still had no ring on my finger. But I actually 
preferred it that way: Ring before rabbi would have 
meant I’d already made the decision, when for me, 
changing religions was a true process. 
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I’m sure some friends, and definitely our parents, thought we were crazy: 
Wouldn’t it have been easier to stay in our lanes? Yet when I finally had the 
chutzpah to address the topic with my mom, she only said, “We just want  
you to be happy.” Would I have been happier if Marc had been open to a  
Chrismukkah-style relationship? Weirdly, I don’t think so. The fact that he  
was so ride-or-die for his tribe wasn’t just kind of hot, it spoke to the rock of  
a husband he’d someday be. The one thing I asked for in return was that we 
would always go to my parents’ house in New England for Christmas. I know 
this stirred up some anxiety for him—was this the top of the slippery slope  
that led to the appearance of a “Hanukkah bush” in our apartment?—but he 
didn’t hesitate to say yes, knowing all the compromises I was making for him 
(not to mention the culture shock we were putting my parents through).

I officially became Jewish on a bright, cold February morning, about seven 
months after we got engaged. It is another crystal-clear memory: Three  
rabbis questioned me about my Jewish knowledge and reasons for converting, 
then I went to immerse myself in the mikvah, a ritual bath symbolizing a  

new start. (You can’t wear a thing, not 
even nail polish.) On my way out, the 
woman who served as my mikvah  
witness gave me a kiss on the forehead 
and whispered, “Be a nice Jewish girl.” 

Of course, I occasionally miss being a 
nice Catholic girl. When our idyllic New 
Jersey town lights up for Christmas, our 
house sits dark, and, inevitably, the  
twinkle lights trigger tears. I ugly-cry and 
mourn the best holiday ever, one I volun-
tarily gave up. Then I realize I’m not 
missing tinsel so much as my childhood, 
my grandparents. I refocus and picture 
our wedding’s chuppah, which my dad 

made from Maine birch. I think of our rabbi pronouncing us husband and  
wife in a Catskill mountain town, knowing the winding road we had taken  
to arrive at that place. I remember Marc’s parents and their friends hoisting  
my parents up on chairs during our hora, my fun-loving Italian and  
Midwestern relatives hopping right in. (“They sure know how to party!” my 
Aunt Marja observed.) I think of the new story we are weaving: my Grammy’s 
china on our seder table, Marc’s latkes that trash the whole kitchen but  
are worth it, family dinners in the sukkah, with its own twinkle lights.  
Traditions that once felt foreign, and then adopted, now just feel like us. The 
morning I converted, the rabbi read a verse from the Torah that comes back  
to me all the time. It’s from the Book of Ruth, and it never fails to make me  
cry: “Your people shall be my people.” And that is what marriage is all about. 

(continued from page 81)
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