Meeting with the Rabbi


Ok, so you have called a rabbi and scheduled a meeting.  Now what?

Conversion typically takes between 1-4 years after you start working officially with a rabbi.  
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Rabbis

Most rabbis are not specialists in working with converts.  Even the ones that are do not always have a set plan so it is important that you talk to your rabbi about your mitzvot observance and what is appropriate for you to be doing.  Remember that there is no set path for learning for conversion, and that some of the suggestions we make here may be different from your rabbi’s preferences.  Trust your rabbi over this (or pretty much any other) document.

Preparing for 1st Meeting

Most rabbis are not specialists in working with converts.  Even the ones that are do not always have a set plan so it is important that you talk to your rabbi about your mitzvot observance and what is appropriate for you to be doing.  Remember that there is no set path for learning for conversion, and that some of the suggestions we make here may be different from your rabbi’s preferences. Trust your rabbi over this (or pretty much any other) document.

Take deep breathes.  Expect that you may leave the meeting feeling discouraged.  If he tells you "do this" or "read this" and "come back" - believe him - don't think he is saying no to taking you on.  These meetings are always stressful and can be very emotional so don't be surprised if you feel like crying, agitated, angry, etc. before, during, and after the meeting.

1. Read our FAQs on meeting the rabbi/beit din in the FAQ database (http://tinyurl.com/kcg6g)

2. Be prepared to be turned away gently or not so gently by the rabbi(s) so be prepared for the emotional toll that finding a rabbi consists of

Write down (see PersonalStatementTemplate.doc)

Bring a pad of paper and a pen to write down your discussion with him.  Speak from the heart.  There are very few right or wrong answers to the rabbi’s question.  He is trying to get to know you and to find out what you know.

1. Why you want to convert - your first introduction to Judaism, what attracts you, what you can offer the Jewish people

2. What practices you've taken on and why

3. Questions and problems you've had so far

4. Your previous religion and why it no longer works for you

5. Anything else that you think might be pertinent (married, single, dating, Jewish father/grandfather/step-parent, etc.)

6. What books you've read so far (you might want to do a spreadsheet including book name, author, publisher, and what you thought of the book as well as any questions that came up while reading the book). Go through the suggested books in the Book database (http://tinyurl.com/kcg6g) and mark off which you have read and which you haven't then see if your local library carries the book - or if any of the libraries that they inter-library loan programs have the book.  Do NOT read all the books its just good to have a list of what you have read and what you are intending to read to take to your rabbi to confirm you are reading the right materials (bring 2 copies with you to your meeting)

You may want to have someone review your personal statement to make sure that you are including everything and that you are using a good tone of voice.

Questions to Ask:

1. A list of books you should read

2. Classes you should take

3. What he thinks your next step should be

4. If there is a family or person that might be willing to have you over for shabbos/yom tov

5. If there is a family or person that might be willing to mentor you

6. May I attend shul for services and/or classes

7. Is there anyone that you know in the community that has converted that might be willing to talk/work with a potential convert Always ask for clarification, never, ever assume anything when talking with rabbis.  If you don't think of a question until a couple days/weeks after a conversation/meeting pick up the phone and call and ask it (or corner him in shul)

8. Any other questions you've already thought of

What to Do If He Says Yes

1. Start a journal or use your personal statement as a journal – keeping a list of what mitzvot you have taken on and when as well as questions associated with the various mitzvot

2. Keep updating your book spreadsheet including the date that you read a book (month is good enough)

3. Keep a list of questions based on classes you have attended

4. Schedule regular meetings with the rabbi to ask the questions that have come up from your reading, classes, and practices

5. Call the rabbi as questions come up about your practice asking him for clarification or how you should be practicing x or even if you should be doing x yet 

If You Think He Said NO to Working with You

If he does say he is unwilling to work with you ask listen to his answers carefully. Write them down so you can go home and think about what he has told you and maybe go back to him later with your response. Do not try to answer him at this time.  You want to avoid “rabbi hopping” so going to another rabbi before resolving the below with the rabbi you have just met with will make your process harder

1. Why?

2. Is there anything I can do to show you that I am sincere and that I really want to do this? (you may want to do this automatically and then ask him again about taking you on)

a. Attending classes for 3-6 months

b. Attending synagogue for 3-6 months

c. Calling with questions about what you are learning/taking on

3. Is there someone you can refer me to that might be willing to work with me? (Ask this if he says he doesn't work with converts)

I found having this information in hand helped both the rabbi and I. The list I made from the above, I updated with my progress and brought it to my Beit Din - they found it useful information and it helped us by my having answered many of the personal questions vs. halacha/Jewish knowledge so we were able to focus on my knowledge and I wasn't tongue tied trying to answer difficult/emotional questions.

Discouragement

Rabbis do a lot of discouraging.  Some is obvious.  But much of it is subtle - like missed meetings, lack of returned emails and phone calls.  A lot of people think once they have made it past the magic number of 3 they will get support from the rabbi and are hurt when they continue to get discouragement.

I have seen/heard a total of 5 beit dins and 4 out of the 5 had a rabbi discouraging the convert while they were standing in the mikvah.  Two comments most frequently heard were "you know many jews will never fully accept you because you are a convert" and to the single ones "you know you'll never find a spouse no one wants to marry a convert".  Now both of those statements are exaggerations but still pretty overwhelming to hear while standing in the mikvah.

Application to Beit Din

1. Get from Beit Din when rabbi recommends (or if you are in a country where you go to the beit din 1st do so ASAP)

2. Fill out and make a copy (ask if you can do it in a word document)

3. Have a friend review and make changes

4. Go over with rabbi and make changes (if you already have a rabbi)

5. Make copy before sending to beit din (for some reasons many beit din organizations misplace these)

6. Send to beit din

7. Do follow-up about 2 weeks later to confirm beit din received your application

8. Update application as applicable based on changes in your life

Next Steps

Talk seriously with your rabbi over the next couple of meetings about what your learning has consisted of and what mitzvot you have taken on.  Talk with him about what you have found easy and what you have struggled with, and even the mitzvot that you may have taken a break from.

The next step is to find out what mitzvot he believes you should be working on NOW.  Ask him when he expects you to be "up-to-speed" on it – 1 month, 3 months, 6 months.  Then keep a journal on how it is going, questions you have, how you feel about the mitzvah, and after 4-12 weeks sit down with the Rabbi and your journal and find out what he thinks of where you are and what the next step(s) should be.  If at all possible try to get him to help you create 1, 3, 6, 9, and 12-month goals for your mitzvah observance.  You may only be able to get 1-3 month(s) of goals and that is ok.  Then every 3 months sit down with him again to go over the plan, see where you are on track, what you are ahead on, and what you are behind on.  Then set the next 3-month goals.

Remember that the orthodox conversion process is at minimum one year with a rabbi.  The only exception is if you have exceptional circumstances like years of leading a very observant lifestyle.  If you are not even working with a rabbi yet make sure you are putting into practice what you are learning.  By setting these goals you can better judge where your focus should be and where you stand.  It is better to go to a rabbi early and be properly guided then trying to learn all you can before talking to him. Jewish law and custom has a lot of local variation – if you learn entirely on your own you may learn things that are inapplicable or even incorrect for the community you are joining. The major mitzvot that you will need to be observing by the time you convert will probably be:

Required Observance

1. Kashrut in and outside the home.  I found that taking 12-24 months to get there is reasonable.  Start with cutting out either pork or shellfish, then when comfortable, cut out the other, then cut out meat and dairy combinations, then replace used food supplies with kosher alternatives, then separating your current dishes into "meat" and "dairy" labeling them for practice, and finally (preferably with your rabbi's supervision), going totally kosher in the house.  I found it helped me to be behind by 1-3 months on what I ate out versus what I ate in the house.  For example, when I gave up pork/shellfish at home I continued to eat it out until I took the next step at home and then giving up pork/shellfish outside the home.  This let me slide into kashrut without undue stress and guilt.

2. Shomer Shabbat/Yom Tov.  Again I found doing this over 12-24 months made it easy to get used to the changes.  I recommend starting with the fun stuff – candle lighting and kiddush, special foods for Shabbat and holidays, friends, synagogue services, davening, and food brachot.  Then start step-by-step to observe refraining from the melachot.  I did this starting with "yucky" chores like house-cleaning/laundry.  I only took on a new step, as I felt totally comfortable with the step I was currently on.  Don’t worry if you try to do something and have to fall back to an earlier step for a while- this is normal.

3. Hebrew - most converts are required to be able to read (without comprehension) at a speed that will allow them to stay with the congregation during services.  NJOP (http://www.njop.org/ ) has some great classes about to start up across the US and Canada - I think they "run" the classes every 3 or 6 months.  Also there is a selfstudyhebrew yahoo group that has multiple groups running  (http://groups.yahoo.com/group/selfstudyhebrew/ )

4. For women - take on tznius clothing as defined by your rabbi and community.  Again I recommend doing this slow.  Add a few skirts that are at least 4” below your knee.  Also get a couple blouses/shirts that at least cover the arm to the elbow, cover the collarbone, and are not tight.  As you get comfortable with the ones you have and get a feel for what style you like and what is appropriate for your community add to your wardrobe.  Do not feel bad if you are uncomfortable or only able to dress tznius for 1 day a week.  Maybe set a goal of “1 day a week I'll dress tznius” and monthly up that by a day until after 7 months you are dressing tznius 90%+ of the time. This can be a hard mitzvah to adjust to so take your time and if you find its too much drop back a "day a week" from your current practice.

5. Prayer Men must be davening 3 times a day and with a minyan when possible by the time they convert.  Some rabbis may be more lenient in how much of the prayers a woman should be doing 

6. Blessings/Brachot for food and other non-davening related brachot – takes 3-6 months to learn the before-food and non-food brachot.  For the after-food brachot you should use a bencher/siddur for grace after meals/benching as well as Bracha Achrona and you can probably memorize borei nefosh within 6 months.

7. You must have an understanding of the basics of a number of other mitzvot possibly including loshan hora/speech, chesed, tzedacka, taharat hamispacha, mezuzot (when should you buy & put up), tefillin laws (for men ONLY – should you practice with boxes without scrolls?  When should you do this?), tallit laws for men only (when should you start wearing?),

Other Required Knowledge

These are topics that your rabbi will probably either want to talk to you about or expect you to know and/or understand:

1. Basic Jewish theology

2. Rambam's 13 principles of faith

3. Jewish history

4. Jewish Ethics

5. Kabbalat ol Mitzvot – accepting the yoke of the mitzvot

6. Minhagim (customs) of your local community

Community

Many Rabbis 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, day school for kids, adult learning, and kosher food readily available.

Relationships

If you are involved with a Jew romantically your beit din must be informed of this and it can impact your conversion.  Your spouse will likely be required to take classes with you and will also be questioned by the beit din at the time of your conversion. 

Post Conversion

You should stay in touch with your rabbi letting him know how things are doing and where you are living.  You never know when you might need your conversion rabbi to verify your conversion so keeping up with him makes sure you both have up-to-date addresses and that he knows you have stayed involved Jewishly.

-Malka Esther Lennhoff

http://lennhoff.com/jewish_links.htm 

tasha@lennhoff.com 
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