Meeting with the Beit Din


Meeting with the Beit Din

Below are a variety of things I’ve written over the years to help people in preparing and knowing what to expect from their beit din.  This is my attempt to put it all together in one place.
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Preparing Once You Have a Beit Din Date

1. Ask what the cost will be for the beit din and if necessary discuss alternative financial arrangements/discounts/waived fees

2. Go through the holiday/halachic questions in StudyGuide_Questionaire.doc and Sydney Bais Din conversion syllabus.doc. (some of these questions will be asked by the beit din – typically about 10).  Fill out what you know – you may find out you know way more than you realize which should help you relax.  If this stresses you out STOP.
3. Another useful pre-Beit Din resource is the 'Test Yourself' section on the Israeli ITIM website:  (http://tinyurl.com/8b637 ) - this test has some questions that have more than one correct answer in some cases – it should be used as a ‘study guide” and NOT a “proof that I know everything”

4. Update your personal statement (you will be asked why you want to convert).  You may want to have someone review your personal statement to make sure that you are including everything you do and know as well as making sure that you are using a good tone of voice.  Highlight/bold the “reason for converting”.

5. Update your book list

6. Relax and do NOT cram.  If doing any of the above stresses you out STOP the above should help you feel better prepared NOT stress you out

7. Pick out a name and confirm that your beit din will let you use that one

8. Relax and pamper yourself between when you find out your beit din has been schedule and the beit din.  

9. The night before try to "pamper" yourself - a nice dinner out, a bubble bath, a glass of wine, a silly book to read.

10. Try to keep busy in any way you can by spending extra time socializing with friends or doing extra hours in the office but do not try to “cram” for the beit din.  

11. Expect to be a nervous wreck until after the meeting. Accept that that is normal and that many of us have been there.

12. Ask your rabbi/beit din if a friend can come with you – even if the person cannot be in the room during the beit din questioning it can be helpful having them wait with you – and any friend will be honored to be asked to be with you for this

13. Ask your rabbi/beit din if you can bring a friend to be your mikvah lady (if you are female) – again most if not all of your female friends would be honored to do this for you

14. Plan to get together with friends afterwards and celebrate – this doesn’t have to be anything big or expensive – go out for pizza or something with everyone chipping in for the meal.  But schedule it a bit loose or give yourself more time than the beit din told you it would take - and yes you can ask the beit din how long this typically takes as you will be meeting people afterwards.

15. Prepare to give out brachas on the day of my conversion - to the beit din, friends, and family, and to pray for those in need as on the day of the conversion one is at the highest level they probably will ever be at - no avairahs to count against you - but all the mitzvot and good deeds you've done prior to conversion come forward with you and so your brachas "go further" (don't know how to explain this). Brachot could be something like “may you live to be 120 with good health, parnasah, a life full of simchas and nachas from children/grandchildren, and merit to see moshiach in your lifetime” customizing the bracha (add specifics if they are in financial, emotional, or other needs) for your friends/family specific situations.  You can also call other friends or just say the brachot out loud with them in mind (I recommend the latter for family that may not understand and may still be having issues with your conversion).  

16. If married ask if/when/how you need to separate or when you should plan for your wedding

Day of Beit Din Preparation

1. Bring 4 copies of your personal statement as well as an update on any new practices/steps you've taken since you submitted that wonderful statement to them a few months ago.  

2. If you filled out the study guide questionnaire bring 4 copies of that as well (this questionnaire asks many of the basic questions about kashrut, Shabbos, yomin tovim that you are likely to be asked - even if you never refer to it knowing its there my help calm you)

3. Make sure you eat something – at least toast and tea (or equivalent) within a couple of hours of your beit din meeting

4. See the section titled “Mikvah Experience” and make sure you do this at home – check it the night before so you remove any nail polish and other time consuming things so that the morning of you are well prepared physically

5. Dress appropriately – think how you would dress on a typical Shabbat.  

6. Be yourself.  Remember while they have control over your future they are good and caring people or they wouldn't be on a conversion beit din. 

7. Bring a siddur, bencher, and tehillim – this way if you are asked to say a bracha or the shema you can ask if you can open up siddur/bencher and read it.  Tehillim can be calming to read while waiting.

8. Bring some change for tzedacka

9. Prepare a bracha to give to the members of your beit din after you come out of the mikvah and are dressed - something along the lines of “may you live to be 120 with good health, parnasah, a life full of simchas and nachas from children/grandchildren, and merit to see moshiach in your lifetime” – yes write this down so you can read it as you’ll never remember it and sometimes your beit din will actually ask you to do this and it is stressful coming up with it at that time 

What the Beit Din is trying to Determine

1. Is it in your best interest to convert?

2. Your willingness and readiness to live as an Orthodox Jew

3. Is it in the best interest of Am Yisroel (will you be good for the jewish people) for you to convert and join the jewish people?

The Beit Dins Responsibilities in Conversions

Beit Din members are held accountable to Hashem for anyone they convert.  So if they convert someone who then falls away from Judaism (off the derech) - Hashem holds that against them.  So for the sake of their own souls as well as the Jewish people they have to make sure that anyone converting is going to be able to live a halachic Jewish lifestyle.  Converts can either be a good or bad thing for the Jewish people.  Its a beit din's responsibility to make sure that anyone they convert will bring good to the Jews - that their mitzvot and example and learning will raise the Jewish people up.

Things to Do When Answering Questions

1. Speak from the heart

2. Remember to breathe during the Beit Din but NOT when immersing in the mikvah (grin)

3. Remember that there are very few right or wrong answers to the Beit Din’s questions about the “why you are converting”

4. It is ok to take a minute saying “I need a minute to think about this” and take a few deep breaths before answering to get your thoughts together

5. If you do not understand the answer put the question you think they asked into your own words and ask “did you mean to ask me x?” 

6. It is ok to ask for clarification on a question. Like if they ask how to cook on Shabbat and you answer “you can’t cook on shabbat” and they ask again so you know that wasn’t the right answer ask them for an example of what they are talking about.

7. It is ok to say “I don’t know so I’d go ask Rabbi x after looking at book or website x”

8. It is ok to talk your way through to the answer and let the beit din know that you are doing that “ok, I know I know this but I need to work my way to the answer so yada, yada, yada” – it is even ok at some point during this to say I just cannot remember right now

9. Take their questions seriously – when asked “do you understand the seriousness of becoming a jew” jokingly saying NO is a BIG no-no

Specific Questions About Faith and Commitment

Many Beit Dins ask the following.  

1. Do you accept the 13 principles of faith

2. Do you understand the difference from eating a cheeseburger prior to the dip and after the dip that you will be cut off from hashem/jewish people after the dip for eating a cheeseburger

3. That you commit to living in a Jewish community within walking distance of an O shul for life

4. That you commit to sending any and all children to day school

5. Observe and accept that all 613/620 relevant mitzvot are binding from the moment the first dip happens - confirm that you have no reservations on any single mitzvot

6. Accepting the oral and written torah as binding 

7. That if you are single you may never be able to marry because many Jews won't marry converts

8. That if single you must commit to marry an observant Jew (if marry)

9. That if you are involved with a Jew at the time of conversion that people may frequently suggest that you converted for “marriage” and not a sincere desire to be Jewish and therefore not accept you

I Got Some Questions Wrong, What is the Beit Din Going to Think?

1. I believe the beit din asks questions until you are unable to answer a few so that you know that you are really starting your journey as a Jew and that there is much still to learn

2. They understand that you are stressed and emotionally tense and that you will forget basic stuff (I forgot my name)

Circumcision

Men who are already circumcised require Hatafat Dam Brit.  Their Hatafah is usually done a couple of minutes before their immersion, in the presence of their Beit Din.  Men who are not circumcised (or only partly circumcised) require circumcision in the presence of a Beit Din (see below for more information).

One cannot go to mikvah right after full circumcision - the mikvah has to be put off until you heal.  So some rabbis/beit dins have the circumcision done a week or two beforehand - it is usually done by a medical doctor with the beit din watching and possible also a mohel participating to make sure its done properly and that the bracha is said.  If you've had your beit din and circumcision but not your mikvah there is debate as to whether you are a Jew or not and what you are obligated in or forbidden from.  So doing circumcision beforehand makes life "easier" for all involved.

Circumcision of adults can be fairly painful and take up to a week to properly heal.  Whereas the hatafat brit, the drop of blood, so I've been told, is painless (like a pin prick) and there are no problems with hopping in the mikvah right after having it done.

Mikvah Experience for Men and Women

If possible see if you can get a tour of the (or any) mikvah a week or two before your conversion as this will help ease some of your worries.  A mikvah is a bit like a small heated swimming pool – yes warm and with chlorine.  You can take a virtual tour of a mikvah here (http://mikvah.org/inside.asp?id=27).  

NOTE: If you have ear problems or water hysteria problems talk to your rabbi ASAP.  If you have to wear earplugs that may be allowed but you need to give your rabbi time to do the research.  Also if you have water fears it may be ok for you to take anti-anxiety medication.  If you have a cast or any other kind of covering that would be between you and the water you need to talk to your rabbi to find out how to handle this.

1. If possible get your hair cut/trimmed a couple days before your beit din date (do NOT do on the day of).

2. The night before your conversion you should take a bath, clip your nails, and remove nail polish.  If you have acrylic nails talk to your rabbi and be prepared to remove them. 

3. On the morning of your beit din make sure you cut and clean under your nails (again), take a shower, and wash your hair before going to the meeting.  Bring a comb, toothbrush, nail scissors/clippers, small bottle of favorite shampoo, fresh bar of soap or small container of your favorite body wash, nail polish remover, and anything else you think you might need while preparing at the mikvah itself 

4. After your beit din you will go and prepare for your mikvah – taking another shower, washing your hair again, making sure that everything is clean, and nothing will be between you and the water

5. When you are ready you let the mikvah lady know so she can tell your beit din and have you get in the mikvah

6. You may be asked to do several “test immersions” so that you get the “hang of it

7. When you immerse you must be totally underwater at one time, all of your hair as well as your body, and not touching the sides of the mikvah (this can be trickier than it sounds)

8. When the beit din is ready they will tell you to immerse and if you’ve done it properly they (or for women the mikvah lady) will call kosher – otherwise they will tell you to try again

9. Once you come up from your first “kosher immersion” most beit dins will have you say the bracha “al hativilah” 

10. Then you will immerse again – after this 2nd immersion some beit dins may have you say the bracha “Shehacheyanu” (not all do this)

11. Then you will immerse one final time after which the beit din will leave and you will go get dressed.  They expect you to take some time drying your hair and stuff so don’t rush yourself too much but do not dawdle either.

What is the Mikvah Like for a Woman – how do the rabbis “see her while still observing the laws of modesty”?

Depends on the beit din - and you should ask your rabbi to tell you what they are going to do.  These are the different methods we are aware of:

1. Men can see your head/hair but nothing else when you are standing - mikvah lady calls "kosher" after dips and the men loose sight of your head while you are down.

2. A sheet is spread over/around the mikvah after you get in it by the mikvah lady & the rabbis can see your "outline" through it for your dips.

3. The convert wears a very loose robe that allows the water to touch everything yet covers you for modesty's sake

Your rabbi should be able to tell you if any of the above or a different method will be used.

Mikvah Experience For Men

The entire beit din will be in the mikvah room to watch your immersion. There will not be a mikvah lady.

Pray for Yourself

Pray for yourself - for health, a mate, parnasah, and whatever else you need/want out of life.  For the same reason that we give brachot to others on this day we should pray for ourselves.  Take a few quiet moments after you have left the beit din to pray can be a good way to ground yourself and is a great way to express your commitment to our new faith.  You could also ask your rabbi for which tehillim matches your name and say that.

Conversion Documentation

A few thoughts regarding your certificate when you get it from the beit din.  Make a copy or two and put the original in a fire safe place/safe deposit box.  Also ask the rabbi where an(y) additional copy(ies) of your certificate are kept - I know my Av beit din keeps his own copy and some send an original copy to the RCA for storage.  Write down the names of the rabbis on your beit din and shuls/workplace/home addresses so that if anything happens to your certificate or additional questions need to be answered you have a starting contact point.

-Malka Esther

http://lennhoff.com/jewish_links.htm 
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