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To Susie Learmonth and Jane Curtis, dear friends and matriarchs, who have always embraced us both individually and together

PREFACE

As we approached the project of writing a book prompted by our lives and stories, we were immediately faced with the how of it. We, Michal and Jon, are writing this book together, but also separately. The lessons we are learning, or attempting to learn, are often similar and sometimes the same, but not always or entirely. The nature of this book, and of our stories, which begin in such different places, urges each of us to fully express our thoughts and experiences before we consider our shared ideas or outlook. And so there are times when we are writing alone, either as Michal or Jon, and the text will appear in this typeface with our names at the beginning for clarity. When you see this typeface, we are speaking in one voice. When writing alone we are often sharing parts of our personal stories, but we also take these opportunities to bring our perspectives and opinions, as well as Michal’s professional experiences.

We are not experts. We are living this and continually figuring it out and we want to help others do the same. Our experiences are mostly in Judaism and Christianity. Today, about 2 percent of North Americans identify as Jewish, 75 percent as some sort of Christian, and 20 percent as “nones”—self-described as without any formal religious identification. If you do the math, that’s most of us. But regardless of your own background, identification, or practice, we believe that the issues and examples we share, the questions and concerns we raise, will feel relevant to your situation and your experience.

We all have our unique journeys to take, and each of ours is both similar to and surely different from your own. Yet, if you are part of an interfaith couple of any constellation, we are confident that you will see some signposts from your own pathway in the world as you “look in” on ours. Or if you are someone interested in understanding religious life, who believes that all of our diverse paths can support, or empower, or bolster divine work in the world, you are welcome here.

Thanks for making us a part of your journey.

INTRODUCTION
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Unequally Yoked?

MICHAL It happens all the time, whether I am discussing my family constellation or making an introduction. But I often don’t realize it’s happening until the spelling actually starts.

“My husband is Jon, J-O-N. As in Jonathan.” Somehow, clarifying that Jon isn’t a J-O-H-N seems to soften the coming blow, at least for me. I hate to admit that I only discovered Jon’s full name some months after our courtship had begun and that, yes, I was more comfortable that he wasn’t a John.

I never actually spell Sweeney, since it is clearly so far away from Levine or Goldstein. Why bother? That is, unless I am trying to convince the customer service rep from the phone company to speak directly to me, in which case I am more likely spelling M-I-C-H-A-L while trying to explain to them that there is no Michael at our house; I am not Michael’s wife; and I am a registered customer on the account! But that’s an entirely different story. As it happens, I graduated from rabbinical school with a Rabbi Megan Doherty, and the very first bar mitzvah in the history of the synagogue I served in Woodstock, Vermont, was named Sam McWilliams. So, a lovely Irish name doesn’t necessarily prove anything.

Of course, because I am a rabbi, people often assume that Jon has converted to Judaism, which would make the entire name issue irrelevant. But instead, they have to assimilate the information that Rabbi Michal is married to Sweeney, John or no John.

The funny part of all the name stuff is that Jon has always seemed to me to be more connected to his Italian roots than the Irish, whose name he bears. Way back when, the family name was San Romani, and I have heard many stories of the past generations, including his rogue cousin Achilles. I have often joked that our daughter’s full name is Sima Aleeza San Romani Woll, and I like to sing this name to the tune of one of our favorite Shabbat melodies, most often used for Psalm 121. Yes, that’s S-I-M-A. It means treasure, a joyful treasure. And she is one.
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JON It happens all the time. The real trouble begins at about the sixth line of dialogue:

“How are you doing, Jon? Great to see you! What are you up to?”

“Good. I’m good. Really good, in fact.”

“I heard that you became a Catholic, and got married—and, wow… you’ve lost a lot of weight!”

“Yeah, that’s true. How are you?” But, polite as they are, they doggedly stay on me and my changes… no luck changing the subject. Sometimes, Michal is standing beside me, in which case there is also a toddler in one of our pairs of arms at that moment, and their eyes clearly shift in her direction.

“Yes, that’s right. This is my wife, Michal Woll.” They greet. Hello. Hello. Smiles all around. Nice to meet you.

“And this is our daughter, Sima,” I explain.

Oh, she’s so cute. So precious. What beautiful eyes. And those thighs! Yes. Yes. Smile.

“Sima… how do you spell that? It’s unusual.”

“S-I-M-A. It was her great-grandmother’s name. It’s Hebrew. It means ‘treasure.’ ”

Then, they ask meekly if what they heard is true. Looking at Michal. “And did I hear that you are a rabbi?”

“Yes, I am… a Reconstructionist,” Michal replies simply, still smiling. And then, since this is one of my people, Michal looks to me like a circus performer who has just done something relatively simple on the floor, and I’m about to attempt something in the air.

“Yes,” I boldly begin [too boldly?], “that’s right…”

“How does that work for you, Jon?” There is a clear look of concern. You see, this person can ask me such a sensitive never-ask-religious question. We’ve known each other for a long time. We know all about each other and our whole religious milieu.

“Well, as you know, I am a Catholic, although not a very good one.” I see a smirk arising. “My [do I sound defensive?] primary spiritual practice these days is actually Jewish.” The facial contortions usually begin about here. “Michal and I keep a Jewish home. And we are raising Sima as a Jew.”

My friend or colleague, who “knows” all about me and my background, now has a look of worry and confusion that causes him or her to resemble one of those faces in a Picasso painting.

I try to joke: “I’m like Saint Peter… right?”
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It happens all the time. People meet, fall in love, get married. Just a few generations ago, you would likely have married someone down the block, or a friend of the family, maybe even your second cousin. Very likely this someone would be one of “your people,” someone who looked and thought a lot like you. A generation before that, your life partner might have been selected by your parents, and of course this still is the case in some places and cultures.

Once upon a time we lived much more segregated lives—when a Presbyterian dating a Baptist, not to mention a Catholic marrying a Jew, might upset not only a family, but an entire neighborhood.

We both grew up in the Chicago suburbs in the 1970s. In Skokie, Michal remembers fondly two special girlfriends in her junior high; both blondes named Maria, they went to catechism instead of Hebrew school on Wednesday afternoons. How exotic they were! And there was only one black boy in her class prior to entering high school. Meanwhile, in Wheaton, Jon cannot recall ever meeting a Jewish child in school, but does sheepishly admit to teasing the Catholic kids on the school bus, convinced by the teachings of his church that they were definitely wrong and probably doomed to hell. But times and people have changed. Society is more integrated, at least relative to race and religion. Within two decades, Michal’s elementary school could no longer justify closing for the Jewish holidays. Jon fell in love with the Catholic tradition he was taught to shun.

Religion is simply not the great organizer it once was. Spirituality, often disconnected from organized religion, has been on the rise for a while, and religious identity is more fluid than ever before. Exposure and access to multiple faith traditions creates opportunity for experimentation and multiplicity. Your religious identity can be hyphenated; or you can just as easily have none at all. Independent and alternative forms and sites of worship are emerging as traditional institutions and practice wanes. People who do choose to pray with a congregation might walk to a nearby home or travel far from their parish to pray at a church matching their values. These categories did not exist when we were in high school, or if they did, they certainly didn’t appear on any surveys of religious life.

Cultural divides have been replaced to some extent by divisions according to education level, professional status, and economics. At university, you can fall in love with someone from around the world. With men and women participating more equally at work, and work becoming a more encompassing aspect of contemporary life, the workplace is as likely a place to meet your spouse as your neighborhood pub or your church. And then, of course, there is the Internet, which has changed the whole concept of what it even means to “meet.”

In the 21st century, religion is only one of myriad labels young people might choose to use to identify themselves, if they choose any at all. Labels and differentiation seem to have much less value in our culture than they once did. In a world where even gender has lost the sense of binary, many traditional categories are now fluid, or simply absent. Couples are rarely using religion as a litmus test for whom to marry, compared to previous generations. For example, a 2007 survey of young Catholics done by the Center for Applied Research in the Apostolate at Georgetown University found that, among those who had never married, only 7 percent responded that it was “very important” to wed someone who was also Catholic.1 Meanwhile, people often recoil from words like “interfaith” and are less and less interested in qualifying at all who they love and who, or if, they marry. Previous generations could not have imagined such things.

Intermarriage is far from new and is growing steadily in this novel world where the boundaries between people are porous as they have never been before and religious difference is no longer threatening. For example, nearly one-third of all currently married Jews are intermarried and at least half of the Jews getting married today will marry a non-Jew. And intermarried Christians, according to the General Social Survey, are just as common and show the same trend. In total, 15 percent of all American households represented mixed faith in 1988. By 2006 this percentage increased to 25 percent. Recent surveys of young people in the Dharmic (Hindu, Jain, Sikh, Buddhist) and Muslim communities suggest similar trends, resulting in current intermarriage rates between 38 and 45 percent. All of this means there are at least 12 million more interfaith households in the United States than there were only a short while ago.

We met in Vermont, to where we each had moved for jobs years earlier. Both Chicagoans, we were separately but equally far from home. Introduced by a common friend, we were similar in age and had had similar experiences: college, grad school, careers, and prior relationships that had failed. We didn’t share one of those things that spouses were supposed to have in common, for one of us was a Jew, the other a Christian.

But our religious lives, which were seen as such a fatal difference, were actually something that drew us together. We both loved scripture, religious practice, and theology, and God and religion were part of our daily lives. Our religious approaches and commitments were well aligned and created in each of us values that we shared.

Still, when our story unfolds we find that others are surprised and we sometimes go on the defensive. Perhaps this is because we are not millennials imbedded in a culture that thinks in more conventional terms. We’re both in our upper forties. Perhaps because we have not disposed of our labels or shunned our traditions but have instead embraced each other and are creating a life together. Perhaps because while we are highly engaged with religious thought and practice, we have stepped out of line with the classic mind-sets of our Christian or Jewish counterparts.

We discovered early on that Christian and Jewish tendencies and concerns are different, and that we tend to shy away from both. For example, for those close to the world of Jon’s upbringing the looming question often is, “But what do you believe?” As you will learn, Jon does not find this question, or any potential answer, to be a good barometer of his religious or spiritual life. On the other hand, many in the Jewish world could hardly care less what you believe as long as you count. Jewish identity and Jewish population are practically obsessions in the Jewish world. But as Michal explains, genetic Judaism is not very interesting to her.

Some of the common reactions to, and assumptions about, our marriage come directly from these conventional models. Does intermarriage pose the greatest challenge to the future of Judaism since the Holocaust? Is the choice to marry a non-Christian a dangerous symptom of a faith that no longer means anything? We don’t think so.

So what is left in an era where belief is not essential for religious identity, or a world where religious identity is not necessary at all? What else do we need at a time when religious identity alone is insufficient for a rich spiritual life? Our answer is practice. At home, in community, on your own, with others, in prayer, through study or service, practice seems to be the essence of our spiritual life and the glue that holds our relationship, home, and our communities together.

In a traditional Christian context we would be called “unequally yoked.” The apostle Paul wrote in Second Corinthians: “Be not unequally yoked together with unbelievers,” according to the King James version of the Bible. More recent translations often render “unequally yoked” as “mismatched.” Knowledgeable Jew that he was, Paul surely got this idea from the Torah, where Deuteronomy 22 offers three specific instructions. “You shall not sow your vineyard with a second kind of seed,” it says, “or the whole yield will have to be forfeited, both the crop that you have sown and the yield of the vineyard itself.” “You shall not plow with an ox and a donkey yoked together.” And, “You shall not wear clothes made of wool and linen woven together.” While the original intent and extent of Paul’s turn of phrase is unclear, Christians and others have subsequently used “unequally yoked” over the centuries to justify or explain why people of different backgrounds, races, religions, and denominations should not be brought together, in marriage or even in community or in friendship.

When we first discussed sharing the story of our marriage as a book project, Wendy Grisham, our publisher, mentioned that New Testament phrase, “unequally yoked.” Michal did not have a context for it. She could immediately identify the biblical commandment against yoking together animals of unequal strength or size in order to protect the animals’ safety, but her primary understanding of “yoke” was from the rabbinic literature and liturgy. There, ol malchut shamayim, or “the yoke of the kingship of heaven,” describes the desirable life, one that is committed to following God’s commandments, the divine intention for the world. The daily liturgy describes angels who “receive upon themselves, from each to each, the yoke of heaven’s rule, and lovingly [they] give to one another the permission to declare their maker holy.” This is—intentionally and perhaps ironically—the life that we strive to create for ourselves, our family, our community.

On a recent Friday evening before Shabbat dinner, as we stood in the kitchen with some friends we described our book to them and explained the idea of “unequally yoked.” When that metaphor didn’t register, we asked for advice on a title. Our friend Jay thought for a moment, then quickly said: “ ‘You are dead to me.’ Well, that’s what my parents would’ve called it!” Jay was mostly kidding, but his suggestion echoed a stereotypical Jewish response. It is true that what some Christians may have once called “unequally yoked” is what some Jews would have regarded as a kind of death: to family, to tradition, to peoplehood, should their Jewish child wed a non-Jew. There are even parents who would actually sit shiva for a child who “married out.”2

The Talmud often addresses situations by imagining the most extreme of examples, examples whose conclusions might help to create definitions and boundaries. For example, in explaining how to stand and say the Amidah, the central prayer of the daily services, there are some basic guidelines. But what if you are traveling? Or if you are traveling and can’t get off your donkey? What if you happen to be on a boat? Or in a place filled with beasts or robbers? Then, how should you say your prayer (Babylonian Talmud Berachot 28b)? There are ways in which we, as a couple, too feel like we might play that role, representing the boundaries of what is and is not possible in the ways of love and family. But there is no denying the presence and increasing frequency of interfaith relationships, so arguing with them can seem like disputing the tide schedule and analyzing them feels like describing life in a fish tank while standing thirty feet away. But we cannot claim that our relationship has been easy. Nor should it be. There are still many issues to be worked out between couples of different religious backgrounds, if it’s going to work.

So, are we unusual? Not by a long shot. As the world becomes smaller and as many different religious or non-religious people come to live in community together, there are interfaith or non-faith couples of all sorts. For example, there is the relationship in which neither partner is particularly religious, at least when they meet as single adults. Yet the immediate need to create a suitable wedding ceremony, which usually involves family and tradition, brings religion quickly from the background to the fore, at least temporarily. And the arrival of children does the same. Many a couple has not participated in a religious ritual since their wedding day or the birth of their last child.

It is also common to find couples in which one partner is connected to a distinctive tradition while the other is atheist, agnostic, disinterested, or even hostile, sometimes due to negative experiences in his or her own religious background. And then, of course, a full 20 percent of North Americans are now self-defined nones, checking the “none” box when asked for a religious affiliation. Each of these constellations provides its own set of challenges. Some couples may have it easier than we do; others may find their differences to be more of a struggle. You will learn more in the chapters that follow.

Plenty of books have been published that discuss interfaith relationships and marriage.3 Most are written by academics or religious professionals and based on research and surveys that point to an alarming cultural trend. They are full of statistics, case studies, and anecdotes from dozens of couples, as well as insights from clergy and relationship experts from all sorts of backgrounds.

We suspect, however, that these books mostly sit lonely on library shelves and very few people who are not professionally involved in some way read them. Why? Because by their very nature these studies lack the nuance and richness of real lives and firsthand experience that those of us involved in interfaith relationships need in order to relate to the topic in a personal way. Myriad examples of couples and their choices have made it clear that there are countless ways to deal with your wedding, your children, and your religious practices within or beyond your home. Whatever you envision for your family, rest assured it has been done before, perhaps by Joan and Ken in Cleveland.

We hope to do something different. We are animating the discussions of where society is at present, where it is going, what decisions face an interfaith couple, and what it all means, with our own life experiences. And we integrate our story of religious difference within the fullness of two complex lives, of which religion is still only a part. We share our passions and fears, our dedication and insecurities, the questions we have asked and are still asking, and occasionally we offer answers. Yes, one of us is Jewish and a rabbi. One of us is Catholic and works in Christian publishing. But that does not tell our story in toto, nor the stories of the other couples and families who appear in this book.

Mixed-Up Love addresses the challenges, compromises, and thoughtfulness that are inherent to creating homes and communities that are full of love and spirit in all of its forms. We write for intermarried couples and families who seek to create meaningful spiritual and religious lives in a time when belief is no longer what defines religious identity and yet the distinctiveness of religious traditions still matters. We write so that you might ask, and keep asking, the questions that will lead you along your path toward a life that fulfills your own yearnings for richness and meaning within a loving relationship.

In today’s parlance we are an interfaith couple, but that is not what we feel like with each other. A relatively new category of religious life, “interfaith” is neither appealing nor describes us very well; something about the word feels unsure, unstable. We really are none of those things. We are not a Jew and a Christian, separated religiously, united in marriage. Instead, we share a life infused with religious thought, spiritual practice, and personal choices based on shared values that stem from our belief in a God that works in the world. We believe that we are, to put it quite simply, and despite how it may look from the outside, equally yoked.
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