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Introduction

Keep in mind that you are on a lifetime journey, and your conversion beit din/mikvah is like your wedding day, it’s simply the beginning of your life, not an end goal.  There is NO way a convert could know everything at the time of conversion.  

Stages of Thinking During Conversion

1. 1st think about conversion and anxious/stressed wanting to do it NOW

2. Learning and hopefully experiencing the mitzvot and in a rush to learn it all and be Jewish NOW

3. Convinced we know what we are doing and frustrated that our rabbi does not think we are ready NOW

4. Convinced that we will never know all we need to so we will never be ready to convert - and this is frequently when your rabbi starts talking about taking you to the beit din - because this is when they know you are ready - when you are the one slowing things down and feeling uncertain

Stages

I believe there are 4 stages/phases of conversion.  Below are my thoughts on this topic.

Stage 1 

Just getting interested, reading some books, surfing the net, thinking about it, hopefully getting to know Jews both observant and non-observant.

Stage 2

Starting to implement the mitzvot (cutting out pork and shellfish, tznius dressing, making Shabbat a different day), hopefully spending some time in Jewish communities for yomin tovim and Shabbat, listening to Jewish music (helps towards learning Hebrew sounds), start keeping a journal or PersonalStatementTemplate.doc  tracking your journey (what was your introduction to Judaism, what mitzvot you've taken on, what's gone well, what hasn't – look at and update at least every few months), making good use of your library or the local shul library to read books - but do NOT forget the importance of learning with people as books are written for a specific audience and based on ideal situations.

Stage 3

Looking for a rabbi/community, adding more mitzvot (kosher style, more Shabbat/at least all the "positives", beginning Hebrew, beginning prayer, studying laws on honoring your parents), letting your family know what your plans are, spending more time with observant Jews and confirming that you actually like us (yeah this sounds funny but its true - some people are drawn to Judaism but don't actually like the Jews they know - and those people end up being unhappy and angry converts since they must move into a community in order to convert).

Stage 4

Working with a rabbi and becoming more careful in your mitzvot practice and talking to the rabbi when you have the urge to eat a cheeseburger or a situation where you won't be able to keep the mitzvot - depending on where your are he may give you different advice than you'd expect (like have that cheeseburger).

Summary

In the first 3 stages doing things like eating non-kosher food, not keeping any mitzvot totally is ok.  These stages should be used for phasing in the mitzvot. I found adding the positive first and then later taking on the prohibitions made this transition easier, getting to know and find out if you like Jews, figuring out your life, and figuring out how you are going to move to a community and how your family and friends will adjust to your conversion.  Its important to be implementing new mitzvot or getting more careful in the ones you practice but remembering that you are a non-Jew and until you are working with a rabbi don't beat yourself up or feel like you have to being doing everything at once.  Feeding your pets chometz during stages 1-3 isn't a big deal.  Are you cheating if you aren't keeping the mitzvot prior to being formally in the process with a rabbi or Beit Din? Are you cheating if you are working with a rabbi/Beit Din but still don't have a conversion date?  Does it change if you have a conversion date?  At what point are you supposed to be fully observant and at what point do you have "leeway"?  These are all questions to take into account for what you can do when situations arise.

Doubts

I found that I had most of my doubts when I had either taken on too much too quickly or when I was making major decisions about the conversion and the lifestyle.  Doubts are a normal thing, they happen before going to a rabbi, after you start working with a rabbi, frequently when you get a beit din/mikvah date, as well post-conversion.  When you are feeling doubt you need to look at what is going on in your life and determine what might be causing the doubt.

Taking on Observance

When you start learning kashrut it is good to slowly start taking it on – kosher style, then only kosher food but still on non-kosher dishes, and depending on your rabbi finally kosher food on kosher dishes (some say before conversion is ok others say you have to replace all post-conversion so simply split your current dishes/pans/pots). Took my husband and I 2 years to go shomer kashrut.  Same thing with Shabbat (we did them somewhat in tandem).  I started with kosher 1st and then after a few months of kosher style we started doing more for Shabbat having started with candle-lighting, Friday night dinner, and Saturday synagogue attendance.

And same with Passover, as you learn DO, 1st year do at least kitchen and dining room totally, and at least cursorily the rest of the house, switch to only kosher for Passover food but using regular pots/pans, attend or do your own Seders.  2nd year do more intensive preparation, switch to using as much disposable stuff for plates/silverware/cups/aluminum pans and maybe buy a couple of totally kasherable metal pans for the stovetop, attend/do sederim paying more attention to the halacha around the Seder.  And by the 3rd or 4th year pre-conversion you should be doing it all and hopefully will have begun (or better still mostly completed) preparing for post conversion by buying stuff and putting it away that you will need to keep kosher, keep Yom Tov, keep pesach, as well as ritual objects. Look for a word document called JewishHouseholdCosts.doc where I

tried to put together a list of everything one needs or wants in setting up a Jewish household.

And I am NOT talking start after you have a rabbi.  If you are on this list considering converting but do not yet have a rabbi you should be at least adding the positive mitzvot to your practice and keeping kosher style as much as possible ("cheating" at this stage is ok, what you are trying to do is build the habits/get comfortable with the practice). If you are spending years prior to actually talking to a rabbi your practice should be steadily increasing. If you are working with a rabbi you should be talking to him about where you are at in practice every 3 months and setting goals for the next 3 (this is NOT something most rabbis think to do so you need to take the initiative).

I'm often surprised at how many people read books and think wow this is for me but do not implement what they are learning. For a short personal story, the 1st mitzvot I took on was tznius dress, so by the time I met an Orthodox rabbi I'd been dressing tznius for 2-3 years.  Both my sponsoring rabbi and av beit din told me that they thought I was FFB (frum-from-birth) and it was my husband (the born Jew) that needed to convert when they met me (we think because of the dress & "lingo" I used), and this made them want to work with me and to move my conversion along smoothly with lots of support.

There are so many things that you can do pre-conversion that makes living as a Jew post-conversion richer, easier and helps you to be sure that the lifestyle is for you.  Learn the before and after food Brachot, change your dress style, keep kosher/kosher style, buy only kosher products, keep Shabbat/yomin tovim to some extent, learn and implement the laws of honoring your parents, learn and implement the laws around lashon hara, and every few months pick something to be what you work on next.

Reading from books is great.  Being on Internet lists and learning is great. But without implementing you have no idea how much you don't know/understand nor can you truly know if this lifestyle is for you.  Judaism is a religion based on action and community.  So the most important things to determine early on is do the actions work for you?  Do you like the Jews in the community/type of community you will be in?  And surprisingly many of the theological issues we struggle with during conversion go away through doing the actions. What did not make sense before does now - like not touching a pen/pencil because you might write becomes more understandable the 1st time you write on Shabbos by accident.  I struggled with many of the normal things pre-working with a rabbi - tznius, women's place in Judaism, the picayune details, rabbinic fences - but once I started spending time in the community and putting into practice what I was learning the struggle for the most part ended.  I still have bad days where something just doesn't make sense/seem reasonable but now I know what to do - call the rabbi to talk to him and work on implementing whatever I've learned, as conversion is in many ways just the beginning of a lifetime journey of learning and increasing your practice as well as your knowledge.

-Malka Esther

http://lennhoff.com/jewish_links.htm 
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