Confessional Conversions: Christians – Jews – Muslims

Workshop at the Simon-Dubnow-Institute, 

June 9-11, 2002


On June 9–11, 2002, the DI held an international workshop entitled “Confessional Conversions: Christians – Jews – Muslims,” the product of a joint idea of. Dan Diner (DI), Reinhard Schulze (Bern) and. Friedrich Niewöhner (Wolfenbüttel). The workshop dealt with the phenomenon of religious transformation in modernity, the historical epoch of secularization. 

Dan Diner opened the workshop by presenting the fundamental questions and aspects expected to be raised throughout the discussions. He emphasized the anthropological and cultural approach for analysis, underscoring the questions of ambiguity and hybridity regarding the transformation of identity in modern times.

The first day was devoted to conceptions and epistemics. The first session was opened by Lewis Rambo, who spoke about “Conversion and the human sciences: Anthropology, Psychology, Theory”. He presented the current theoretical approaches for inquiry into phenomena of conversion and their historical background. He emphasized the need for a wide and interdisciplinary attitude to achieve a better understanding of the subject. Monika Wohlrab-Sahr (University of Leipzig) lectured “On Symbolic Emigration and Symbolic Battles – A Type of Conversion to Islam in Western Countries”. She presented a typology of religious conversion to Islam in present-day Europe and the US, and pointed to several characteristics of conversion motifs.

Wohlrab-Sahr’s lecture led on to the second session, which focused on conversion to Islam. Emanuel Sivan (Hebrew University of Jerusalem) lectured on “Muslims into Islamists: On Dialectics of Modernity”. He looked at the rise of the fundamentalist movements of Islam in Islamic countries, which he sees as a conversion of individuals and groups from modern secular ideologies and traditional Islam into a modern fundamental Islamism. Reinhard Schulze (University of Bern) spoke on “Textualities of Conversion: Muhammad Asad as Paradigm”; he remained in the Islamic sphere, but shifted from the typological social level to the biographical individual one. Schulze sketched the figure of Muhammad Asad, who was born as a Jew by the name Leopold Weiss in Galicia and received an Austrian education, and later traveled in the Orient, which led to his conversion to Islam. He described Asad as a representative of a certain career of gradual experimental conversion that was cultural (from West to East) by nature rather then religious, and as a direct product of its historical context.

The third session the following day dealt with “Conversion into Modernity”, focusing on conversion with and into Christianity in the 19th century. It started with Anna-Lea Staudachers’ (University of Vienna) lecture “Introducing Modernity: Converts in Vienna 1782 – 1868” that presented the major motifs for the crucial mass number of Jewish conversions into Christianity in 19th century Vienna, which held out an entrance ticket to society and marriage to a non-Jew. Kelvin Crombie lectured on “Redeeming the Jewish People: Michael Solomon Alexander and the Protestant Project”. Alexander, a German Jew who converted to Anglicanism in England in the 19th century, was appointed to be the Anglican bishop of Jerusalem in the 1840s by the British monarch. That was part of a Protestant project of ‘restoration’ to return the Jews to their land and convert them to Christianity as a tool for (Christian) redemption. The Austrian context was further discussed in the fourth session. In his lecture “’Los von Rom’: Catholics into Ethnic Germans”, Helmut W. Smith (Vanderbilt University, Nashville) presented the movement that acted to convert German Catholics in the Austro-Hungarian monarchy to Protestantism at the end of the 19th century as an attempt to convert them to being better Germans, rather than to a Protestant faith. This conception was rooted in the basic German national identity at the time: it identified Protestantism as the German religion and culture. Gerald Stourzh (University of Vienna) focused on the individual level in his An Apogee of Conversions: Gustav Mahler, Karl Kraus and fin de siècle Vienna, presenting the specific nature of the split and torn identities of the Jewish converts to Christianity in fin-de-siècle Vienna. 

Autobiographies of Jewish converts into Christianity were the core issue of the following session. SR. Waltraud Herbstrith (Tübingen) presented Edith Steins’ career from a Jewish girl to a Catholic nun through Husserlian phenomenology in Weimar Germany, in her lecture “Experience of Conversion: Edith Stein between Philosophy and Redemption”, based on Stein’s autobiography. Yaakov Ariel (University of Chapel Hill) lectured on “Migration and Conversion: Jewish Identities Confessed”, based on East European Jewish emigrants to the US at the end of the 19th century, who converted to Christianity after they reached their destination. These autobiographies prove that the converts did not abandon their Jewish identity, but rather reinterpreted it and perceived it as a source of ethnic identity and belonging.

The following session focused on the Holocaust as a foundational experience that transformed the meaning of conversion into Judaism. Friedrich Niewöhner’s “From Jew to Judaism: Jacques Presser’s Experience of Negativity” told the story of a Dutch Jew who had no Jewish identity before the Holocaust, but then discovered Judaism, without defining it, through an analysis of Presser’s writings. Niewöhner claimed that Presser’s conversion to Judaism was comprised of two stages – the first occurred as a direct and immediate respond to his experience at a concentration camp, and the second as a later development through the process of writing which transformed his experiences into a novel. Michael Philip (Jüdische Verlag, Berlin), who spoke in place of Daniel Ganzfried (Zurich), talked about “Transgressed Identities: The Invention of Binjamin Wilkomirski”. He focused on the scandalous case of Bruno Doessekker, a Swiss man who “discovered” through psychological therapy that he had been a Jewish child named Binjamin Wilkomirski, who had been a prisoner as a boy in Auschwitz, and then published his “memoirs.” Ganzfried’s discovery that there is no truth to this invented identity, and that Doessekker had no Jewish background, nor had he spent time in a concentration camp, has sparked an ongoing public debate. Philip presented an interpretation of Wilkomirski’s individual identity crisis as a post-war type of conversion to Jewishness, based on the Jewish experience of being the ultimate victim.

The final day the participants toured the Franckesche Stiftung in Halle/Salle, a missionary Pietist institute founded in the 17th century and active mainlyin the 18th century. In this connection, Jan Doktor (Warschau) and Pawel Maciejko (Oxford) spoke about the Frankists, a Jewish movement in 18th century Poland whose members converted in the end to Christianity.

Dan Diner concluded the workshop, emphasizing the blurring of borders, rather than their crossing, the hybrid rather than double identity, and the new interpretations that conversions presented, as evident from the various lectures. He pointed that this new approach has yet to be applied in research, and proposed continuing inquiry on the topic in a joint project centering on fin de siècle Vienna.
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