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Batey Din Requirements

Many Batey Din have a community requirement that you must be within walking distance to a shul(s) in a community that your rabbi deems appropriate.  An appropriate community usually has a mikvah, synagogue (gets a minyan), day school for kids, adult learning, and kosher food readily available. 

It is really hard if not impossible to be observant without all of the above.  I've tried it and know others that have also tried it.  It is not so hard to become observant without a community (well lots of things to relearn properly as we misunderstand the books we read) because we are so enthusiastic about what we are learning and it is all new.  Its when something in our life goes wrong that the lack of a community makes it easy to slide backwards towards our old life. A friend helped me to understand this difference by sharing something he once heard a rabbi say: when working towards conversion one does not have as difficult time keeping the mitzvot and many are surprised post-conversion that things get harder, but this is easy to understand, prior to conversion your yetzer hara had no reason to work against your observance because you were not obligated in it but when you step out of the mikvah your yetzer hara becomes stronger because now you are obligated.  I have experienced this as have others on this list.

It is so hard emotionally to know that all that is keeping you from converting may be having the money and job in order to move.  But there really are good reasons for this requirement. And experienced rabbis have seen converts in small towns backslide when they hit hard times because the support system is not there if you do not have a good size community. This does not mean that converts in large communities don't also backslide but that it seems to happen more in small communities.

Painful as it is to wait the best thing to do is to focus on refining our practice, continuing to learn, making sure any children we have are being prepared so they can join a day school without being too far behind, and remember that it is G-ds will that we not convert at this time, and pray, not just the set prayers but your request for the obstacles in your way to be removed.  When the time is right things fall into place.  We have a number of stories from members on this list about how all of a sudden they got a new job out of the blue, found a house they could afford that they drove past on their way to shul, had a family situation change, just as they were at their lowest level of frustration, they were able to convert.   

And many of us look back and say "you know it wouldn't have hurt to have had it take another 6-18 months".  I know I can see how waiting longer until I was in a community would have been better for me.  But I can also say I felt like I was being drowned during the time leading up to my conversion, to not be jewish was like not being able to breathe.  All the platitudes on waiting, all the logical reasons why I should wait, just frustrated me more, I spent hours a week in tears wondering "when is this going to happen" or even "is this going to happen". What was holding me back was my husband that was not sure he wanted to be an observant Jew and so I was struggling with "do I divorce this guy that I love or do I stay in an intermarriage and continue to be a non-jew" and wow was that a stressful 3+ months as I waited for Larry to make his decision. Many of us get a major obstacle that prevents us from being converted, I think it should be viewed as G-ds last challenge for us to prove we really have to do this.

Another thing that I've noticed in reading posts here over the last few years is that many times we only get converted when we reach the stage of "convinced that we will never know all we need to so we will never be ready to convert".  This tends to happen at about the same time as whatever was preventing us from moving to a community gets solved.

So if you are in this situation take hope in our stories and know that many of us have been there and found ourselves unexpectedly able to do whatever was holding us back.  If you are meant to convert it will happen on G-ds schedule and most of us have gone through this and feel for/with you.  I was frequently heard to complain "but why can't G-ds schedule be...".

My Experience

I learned a couple of important things from having done my conversion and post-conversion years without a community.

It is hard, I mean hard, to stay observant post-conversion without a community.  When one is first learning there is much excitement and one takes on new mitzvot with joy (even the prohibitions). However, after a while of not being able to eat at other's houses so they don't come to your anymore because they can't reciprocate and being alone on Shabbos, well it gets harder rather than the easier I thought it would. The temptation to just "not be strict" this time gets stronger.  Your yetzer hara has much "fodder".  There is a theory within Judaism that our yetzer hara works harder to prevent us to do things that are required of us but that it really doesn’t care if we do things that we are not obligated in.

Being an orthodox Jew requires a community.  Men and boys over 13 need a minyan to daven with.  You need people to socialize, learn, and daven with. It is really hard if not impossible to be an orthodox Jew without a community.  You need a community to say kaddish for parents, hear the megilla, hear the shofar, share the joy and pain in living this lifestyle, find a mate, find kosher food, share Shabbos.

It's the responsibility of Rabbis and Beit Dins to make sure that they only convert people that not only want but also can be observant Jews; That you can integrate into a community; That you like orthodox Jews and that orthodox Jews like you. 

Yes it may be hard if not impossible to move at various points in time during the conversion process.  So use the time to study long-distance with a rabbi, to slowly take on mitzvot (took me 2 years to become Shomer kashrut and Shomer Shabbat), to educate your children, to really think about whether being a Jew is the right thing for you and your family (this can only be determined by living an observant lifestyle for some undetermined time period).  Know that when it is the right time for you to convert Hashem will remove the moving obstacle by "giving" you whatever it is you need to move.  Sometimes it feels like one needs to strike it rich in order to move and many, many converts have felt this way. But really it just takes the right job and housing to fall into place at the right time for you to move into a community.  And hashem will make it happen at the right time for you.

Conversion is a long, lengthy, difficult journey but if it is meant to be then Hashem will help everything fall into place on HIS schedule.  

-Malka Esther

http://lennhoff.com/jewish_links.htm 
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