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T started out as the textbook
romance. Jessica Lynn* met the
man of her dreams, fell in love,
started to dream about getting
married and having children.

Then her partner hit herwithwhat
could have been the deal breaker: the
children had to be raised Jewish, he
said.

“It wasn’t negotiable,” said Jessica,
38, a project manager from Sydney,
who isn’t Jewish.

With Judaism passed down
through the mother’s line, she knew
immediately what that meant – she
would have to convert to Judaism.

But for many would-be converts,
deciding between themultiple paths to
conversion can prove tricky because
no uniform conversion process exists.
The upshot: not all Jewish conversions
are recognised by all Jews,withOrtho-
dox rabbis – both in Australia and the
world over – refusing to accept non-
Orthodox, or Progressive and Conser-
vative conversions.

“There is nothing wrong with one
conversion for all, but to be possible,
the standards must meet those put
forward in the code of Jewish law,”
Rabbinical Council of Victoria presi-
dent Rabbi Meir Shlomo Kluwgant
told The AJN. “Unless this is the case,
Orthodoxy will not permit or
endorse a conversion.”

It’s a prickly issue that cuts deep
into the explosive “Who is a Jew”
debate, highlighting the fractures
between the movements. But perhaps
more troubling, especially for those
directly affected, is the perpetual
cloud of doubt that hangs over Pro-
gressive converts – and the children of
converts – whose Jewish identity
could be called into question later
down the track.

“One of the hardest areas we’ve
had to deal with on an on-going basis
is where people whose parents have
been converted through a non-
Orthodox Beth Din believe they are
Jewish, and then come to get married
and discover at that stage that their
Judaism is not recognised,” said Syd-
ney Beth Din registrar Rabbi Jeremy

Lawrence. “They get a very unpleas-
ant wake-up call.”

It was a scenario Jessica was deter-
mined to avoid, so she chose an
Orthodox conversion. “I never
wanted my Jewish identity, or my
children’s, to come up for debate,” she
said.

Surprisingly, her partner, who
wasn’t observant and didn’t particu-
larly want to start then, wasn’t quick
to jump on board. “[We] got into
heated debates. It took six months to
sort it out,” she said.

Even then, it still wasn’t easy get-
ting through the rabbi’s door. Unlike
Christianity, Judaism shuns prose-
lytising. In fact, Orthodox tradition
calls for rabbis to reject seekers not
once but three times to test their
sincerity.

Converting is like [hiking]
the Kokoda Trail in Papua
New Guinea. It is the most
life-changing journey.

JESSICA LYNN*
Orthodox convert

After being turned away a few
times, Jessica was finally accepted as a
candidate in July 2005. More than
three years later, she’s still walking the
path.

For Orthodox converts, there’s no
set timeframe to complete a conver-
sion, said Rabbi Lawrence, who esti-
mates that about 30 families –
sometimes women and their children
– convert through the Sydney Beth
Din each year. That figure is lower in
Melbourne, which has, on average,
about six conversions approved each
year. “A person is ready to convert
when they’ve accepted the obligation
of the Torah,” he said.

To get there, applicants commit to a
demanding regime: weekly study ses-

sions with a tutor, regular written and
oral exams and observance of the 613
mitzvot (commandments).Men must
also be circumcised, and applicants
examined by the beth din before com-
pleting the final step, a visit to themik-
vah (ritual bath).

For Jessica starting out, it came as
a shock to the system, especially
becoming Shabbat observant and
kosher.

“For us, it was terrible. We
thought, ‘Whose idea was it to give up
all these modern comforts that you
have to be still for 24 hours?’ It takes a
while to adjust. But we did it, and it
was probably one of the best deci-
sions we ever made,” she said.

Things moved along, and then
the unexpected happened. Jessica
fell pregnant. She initially thought
getting pregnant out of wedlock
would put an end to her conversion,
but to her surprise the rabbis were
supportive.

A fewmonths later, she married in
a civil ceremony and gave birth to a
boy in March last year. Because she
hadn’t completed her conversion yet,
her son couldn’t have a brit milah
(circumcision ceremony), usually
performed on the eighth day; instead,
he was circumcised in a “symbolic
ceremony” at four weeks of age.

When Jessica reaches the end of
conversion –which she believes is near
– her son will join her in the mikvah,
and they will be converted together.

“Converting is like [hiking] the
Kokoda Trail in PapuaNewGuinea. It
is themost life-changing journey,”she
said.

LIKE Jessica, Sydney teacher
Robert Jandausch, who was
raised in the Catholic faith,
fell in love with a Jew.

But even before that, he said, he
also felt a pull to the Jewish religion.
“My old Catholic faith was not giving

me what I wanted,” said Robert, 37.
“Listening to a rabbi on the radio
years ago, I was fascinated about the
way the rabbis could answer ques-
tions. I actually thought of convert-
ing, but things came up.”

Thenhemet his futurewifeNaomi.
That was all he needed to push him
into action. “I decided to learn about
the faith, and I absolutely fell in love,”
he said. “The first service I went to on
a Shabbat morning, I felt like I had
come home. Deep down inside, I just
knew I was in the right place.”

In July 2006, Robert started on his
path to conversion – but unlike
Jessica, he chose to do a Progressive
conversion.

Ideologically, it was a better fit, he
said. “I really like the equality of the
[Progressive movement]. I can sit
next to my partner and pray with
her,” he said.

I get a little upset about
[the authenticity of my

conversion being
questioned] because I go
to shul regularly, support
Israel and the community.

ROBERT JANDAUSCH
Progressive convert

Still, it also demanded a deep com-
mitment. For more than a year,
Robert studied in weekly Torah
classes, attended shul on Shabbat,
studiedHebrew, sat exams and versed
himself in the practice of kashrut and
mitzvot.

Because he was already circum-
cised, which is also required for a Pro-
gressive conversion in Australia, he
underwent a hatafat dam brit, a
symbolic pricking of the penis to
draw a drop of blood.

Finally, in September 2007, after

interviewing with Sydney’s Va’ad (the
Progressive rabbinical court) and per-
forming a ritual immersion in a spa
pool – the Orthodox community
prohibits access to the mikvah – he
officially became a Jew.A fewmonths
later, he married Naomi in a Jewish
ceremony.

It’s estimated that about 30 people
convert to Judaism through the Pro-
gressive movement every year – but
contrary to some perceptions within
the community, it’s not an easy path,
said Council of Progressive Rabbis of
Australia chair Rabbi Jeffrey Kamins.

“The process takes an average of
15-18 months. I wouldn’t call that a
quickie [conversion],” he said. “The
major difference between [the two
conversions] in reality has to do with
the beliefs of the rabbis. Within
Orthodoxy, one must be committed
to practice the mitzvot according to
the halachah as taught by the rabbis.
Within ‘non-Orthodoxy’, onemust be
committed to the practice of mitzvot
according to an understanding of
halachah that allows for greater indi-
vidual choice within a range of
accepted practice.”

In truth, he added, most Jews who
identify as Orthodox within Australia
actually practice non-Orthodox
Judaism. “If prepared to consider it,
[they] might actually accept our
understanding of how the tradition
has evolved.”

Robert said he generally feels
accepted as a Jew within the greater
Jewish community, but admitted that
a few people have called his conver-
sion into question.

“I get a little upset about it,
because I go to shul regularly, support
Israel and the community.But they’ve
got their points of view. I’m still doing
what I believe is right, and that’s all
that really matters.”

*Name has been changed
to protect privacy.

Converting to Judaism is
daunting enough without
the procedural minefield
and status headaches that
can accompany it. Two
converts, one Orthodox, the
other Progressive, speak
to CHANTAL ABITBOL.

Robert Jandausch (left) converted to Judaism through the Progressive movement last year. Converts must learn the rituals of the faith, including candlelighting (right).

A tale of
two converts
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