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F E A T U R E

Aliza and her mother, Oralee Stiles-Hamilton

tions been part of the majority. 
Her family never experienced 
the hatred and anti-Semitism, the 
pogroms or the Holocaust that so 
marks Jews. While she knew with 
a full heart she wanted to be a 
Jew, only recently has she begun 
to understand that although she 
may be a Jew for more years than 
the 20- and 30-year-olds in her 
class, in some ways she is 3,500 
years behind them. 

Aliza notes that our history 
makes us all miraculous sur-
vivors. “Any Jew alive today, 
who knows that he or she is 
Jewish,” Aliza likes to teach, 
“is here because their ancestors 
chose to remain Jewish – in the 
face of great adversity, survival 
against all odds. Jews, whether 
they are baalei teshuva, religious, 
or secular, carry the generation-
al trauma/drama, the victims 
baggage, with a history of 3,500 
years of persecution. Jews have 
been thrown out of almost every 
country they have lived in, were 
slaves in Egypt and were threat-
ened in Persia, Greece, Rome, 
and by the Spanish, the Cossacks, 
the Germans, the Arabs (to name 
a few).  We have also suffered 
tremendous losses through in-
termarriage.  

We born Jews are Jews today 
because every one of our mothers 
and grandmothers survived as a 
Jew, maintaining her Yiddishkeit 
despite all odds and all enemies, 
and passed on her identity on 
to us.  

As a Jew by choice, Aliza 
doesn’t come with history, cer-
tainly not as a victim; only a 
future. Converts generally, are 
excited and freed by the beauty 
of the Torah. 

Converts and Baalei Teshuva
Converts and baalei teshu-

va have at least one thing in 
common: they both have siyatta 
d’Shmaya.  Our rabbis and many 
witnesses will testify that their 
desire to change is often reward-
ed by Hashem with a special 
ability to ascend great spiritual 
heights. These “new” Jews have 
so much to offer, whether it is 
professionalism, enthusiasm or 
just the history of-giving-up-on-
secularism-by-free-choice that 
FFBs find so enriching. 

Aliza offeres another insight 
about converts. She had been 
bothered by the almost harsh 
insistence of the policy of turning 
the want-to-be Jew away. She 
knows that we learned the tech-
nique from Naomi’s handling 
of Ruth, whom she discouraged 
three times before accepting her 
into the Jewish fold. Now, years 
later, Aliza has a new take on 
the whole procedure. Although 
Jews are classically known by 
three principle traits, chesed/lov-
ingkindness, rachmanus/tender 
mercy, and busha/shame, Jews 
are also known to be stubborn 
(stiff-necked). It’s a trait neces-
sary for Jewish survival across 
the millennia. Now she sees that 
by pushing the potential convert 
away so strongly, the rabbis are 
ensuring that he or she has a neck 
stiff enough to not only become 
a Jew, but to face the challenges 
that will arise and remain a Jew.

Two Births 
“Why do we have the custom 

to eat an egg before the seder 
meal?” Aliza Bulow asks her 
students. She wants to present 
a reason beyond the usual “eggs 

are a symbol of 
mourning, and 
the seder is al-
wa y s  o n  t h e 
same day of the 
week as Tisha 
B ’Av.”  When 
someone offers 
that reason, she 
acknowledges 
that it ’s true. 
“But that is a 
reason rooted 
in the past and 
in sorrow.  As 
a Jew by choice, 
I choose it be-
cause of mean-
ing and hope, a future focus. So 
here is the reason that resonates 
with me. Chicks, like the Jewish 
people, are born twice. First 
the egg is squeezed from the 
hen, and is born, through no 
effort of its own. Then, after it 
incubates, the chick itself has to 

crack open the shell and peck 
its way out with a lot of effort 
in order to be fully hatched, 
completely born. The Jews were 
taken out of Egypt with G-d’s 
strong hand, through no effort 
of their own – it was their first 
step to nationhood. Then after 

they incubated in the desert, the 
Jewish people exerted their own 
effort to receive and commit to 
keeping the Torah at Har Sinai. 
With this, the Jewish people 
were fully born.” 

Aliza, too, had two births. 
At age four, her eldest daughter 
asked her non-Jewish grand-
mother, Mrs. Oralee Stiles-Ham-
ilton, “Grandma, you are not 
Jewish, right?” 

“That’s right Elisheva, I am 
not.”  

“So, how did you have a Jew-
ish daughter?”

With a sparkle in her eye and 
a heart full of pride she replied, 
“It beats me, but somehow I 
did.” Grandma Oralee is now the 
proud grandmother of six Jewish 
grandchildren and 8 (k”ah) Jew-
ish great-grandchildren. 

Aliza, wife, mother, grand-
mother, teacher, mentor, Jew by 
choice, is an inspiration to us all.  

A JEWISH CONNECTION

Her ancestor Reverend Ezra Stiles was the minister of the Congregationalist Church in Newport, Rhode Island 
– the site of the first shul in the Colonies.  In March 1773 a ship carrying a Sephardic Chacham, HaRav Chaim 
Yosef Carigal, traveling to his post as rav of Congregation Kaal Kodesh Midhi Israel in Barbados, docked in 

Newport.  Chacham Carigal spent about six months in Newport, where he became a friend and tutor to Ezra Stiles. 
By the time the Chacham departed, Stiles and he were exchanging letters in 
Hebrew and discussing Hebrew and its grammar extensively.  After this, Stiles 
began translating major portions of the Hebrew Bible into English.  Stiles 
and the Chacham kept up their correspondence until the Chacham’s death 
in 1777.  When he became president of Yale College, Stiles commissioned 

a portrait of the Chacham, which he had hung 
in the library “that the students should benefit 
from the countenance of wisdom.”

Reverend Stiles was known for his love of 
Hebrew and his advocacy that the new nation 
(America) should make its language Hebrew.  
The seal of Yale University bears the words 
“Urim” and “Thummim” probably due to Stile’s 
influence. If Aliza’s ancestor had been successful, 
all Americans would be speaking Hebrew. 


