Rabbi Said

Below are some responses rabbis have given various people I’ve talked to during their meetings with a rabbi with reasons for why the Rabbi may have said that.

1. Go to the Noahides

Tell him why that won't work for you - why you are drawn to Judaism - show him that you've studied the Noahide laws and are living by them now but still feel drawn to convert.  Also if you are NOT in a position to convert at this time because of your living situation or work situation this may be your only option.  For example if you are married/involved with a non-jew.  If you live at home with parents/children that are not converting you may not be able to keep kosher and Shabbat.  If you have a job that requires you work on Saturday you will be unable to keep Shabbat.

2. Just learn about Judaism on the internet

Put together a "personal statement" that tells the rabbi what you've learned (bring 2 copies one for you and one for him), what mitzvot you've taken on, when, and for how long, what things you've found easy, what things you've found hard.  Create a second list that includes a list of the books you've read.  Ask him if he has a list of books for potential converts and if he'd let you have a copy of it.

3. It's not that I'm not here for you. I'm just VERY busy with all the work I do as rabbi.

Ask him if he can recommend a rabbi that will work with you.  Or if you could attend shul and any classes and social functions at the shul even if he can't work on you one-on-one.  Many times once a rabbi sees you are sincere and will put in the time and effort they may take you on as the only convert they ever work with.  But many rabbis are busy.  Quite a number have full-time jobs in addition to their job as the community rabbi.

4. I'll get back to you later (he does, maybe much later, but manages to not connect with what you're really on about)

Call once a week under these circumstances.  Ask detailed questions; ask for a meeting, ask for advice on something you don't understand related to the mitzvot you are practicing.

5. First you need to do x (which may be a massive like leaving one's family, moving, changing jobs, city, etc) then we'll talk.

Unfortunately at some point you will probably need to do this so be aware that this is a real requirement for conversion.  In the meantime follow the above - personal statement and books you've read, advice for books to read, ask about attending shul/classes/social functions, questions related to specific mitzvot, that you understand for your conversion to be complete you will need to do x, but that for now you'd like to do what you can while you work towards that goal.

6. I'll get back to you later (but he never does).

Call at least once a week, etc.  This is one of the "tests" - are you persistent and driven. Also many time emails are lost in the “flood” and phone messages are accidentally buried; fall in the trash, etc.

7. A confusing display of crankiness

Again this may be one of the tests. Not all Jews will accept you as a Jew after you convert - they may be suspicious of your reasons, they may watch you to see if you know what you are doing and are sincere, they may not want to marry you or your kids – if you can't handle the rabbi's reactions then he may be concerned how you'll stay observant when these other things happen.

Summary

As you can see from the above the rabbi told the potential to go do something and implied in that was to come back after you'd done whatever it was he suggested you do.  Unless he tells you explicitly "do NOT come back to me" you've been given an opening with him and the possibility of studying with him if you do what he has told you to do for at least some time.  This is one of the hardest things for many potential converts to understand that they've been given advice and a rabbi has actually agreed to at least help coach them - but because he doesn't explicitly tell the convert to come back they don't - and that is seen as a lack of sincerity/drive/commitment.  The journey to become a Jew can be a long and difficult one.  But too many converts (in my opinion) make it harder on themselves by the constant looking for a "helpful" rabbi and not finding one that they like (from listening to in shul, taking a class, etc.) and then becoming a pest until that rabbi will work with you one-on-one.  Now most of what I've said applies to conversion in the US.  Different countries have different ways that conversion is handled - in the US in most cases you find a sponsoring rabbi, study with him (or someone he suggests), and he coaches you through the beit din process when he thinks you are ready.  In other countries you may need to contact the beit din (again, and again, and again) to get them to accept you for study and they will then assign you a rabbi or teacher to work with, and at set intervals (or when your rabbi/teacher thinks it’s the right time) have you meet with them again (several times prior to your actual conversion)

-Malka Esther
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