Working with your rabbi & on your observance
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Meeting with the Rabbi

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.

When you 1st meet with your rabbi bring a personal statement with you.  If you don’t do it for the first meeting it is not too late to do it later.  Talk seriously with him 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.

Required Mitzvot

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:

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. You must have an understanding of the basics of a number of other mitzvot possibly including loshan hora/speech, chesed, tzedacka, taharat hamispacha, blessings, 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 topics that your rabbi will probably either want to talk to you about or expect you to know/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

Next are romantic interests.  You cannot be in a "romantic" or marital relationship with a non-Jew (occasionally exceptions are made if you are both converting & the beit din will be convened when the slower of you is ready).  If you are involved with a Jew romantically your beit din must be informed of this and it can impact your conversion.  And you must be committed to marrying only an observant Jew.

-Malka Esther
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