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BAR/BATMITZVAH AT KEDEM

A. BACKGROUND

What is Bar/Bat Mitzvah?

Barmitzvah for a boy and batmitzvah for a girl means becoming a Jewish adult. At 13, a Jew becomes a son or daughter of the commandments. The bar/batmizvah becomes morally responsible for his or her own behaviour. He or she accepts certain responsibilities – obeying Jewish law and observing Jewish practice. In return he or she receives certain rights including the right to count in a minyan (quorum) and to be called to the Torah.

A brief history

In the Talmud, boys were considered to reach maturity at 13 years and one day, girls at 12 years six months.

Thirteen is significant in Midrash, the literature of Jewish legend, and in ancient Jewish practice. At 13 Abraham was said to have rejected the idols of his father, Jacob to choose Torah and Esau idol worship. A 13 year old boy could sit on the Beth Din (rabbinic court), own property and count in a minyan.

The first form of Bar Mitzvah rite is described in the Talmud. After a boy fasted on Yom Kippur for the first time he was taken to the elders to be blessed. In the Middle Ages a boy was called up to read from the Torah and often to deliver a drasha, a talk demonstrating his learning.

Similar ceremonies were introduced for girls by Reform Judaism in the 20th Century.

A beginning not an end

Bar or batmitzvah is not a question of public display  but something finer. On this day the child who has entered fully into the religious heritage of the Jewish people has, for the first time, the privilege of leading the congregation, of reciting a passage from the Torah and of giving thanks to God for the gift of being a Jew. On this day the young person begins his or her adult Jewish life.

It is important that the celebrations do not overshadow the significance of what the child has achieved on the day and in the months of study preceding it. Indeed concern about the nature of celebrations dates back to 1595, when the communal leaders of Cracow, Poland were so concerned about lavish parties they placed a tax on barmitzvah feasts.

It is also important that the young person who is the focus of the day understands the enormous step it represents. In the traditional prayer book there is a bracha in which the father of the Bar Mitzvah says : “Blessed be God who has freed me from the (religious) responsibility for this child.”

The bar or batmitzvah becomes a full adult member of the Jewish community, bearing a lifetime’s load of responsibilities and receiving the full inheritance of the riches of Jewish life.

B. PROCEDURES AT KEDEM

1. Belonging to Kedem

1.1  Communal affiliation

Kedem is an intimate, self service congregation which expects all our members to participate fully in communal life. We want our children to grow up and become bar or batmitzvah in a community which models a lifelong commitment to Jewish communal involvement. For this reason we only provide bnei mitzvah to families with a commitment to our congregation.

Our community is run by volunteers and as Kedem members you are expected to volunteer. This could be in the form or co-leading a service, reading a prayer, helping to set up and “set down” the Shule, or bringing contributions for Kiddush.  Please don’t wait to be asked, but offer instead!

Kedem was established in 1995, and includes a variety of people who have sought an alternative to the existing congregations in Melbourne, both Orthodox and Progressive. We belong to the Victorian Union for Progressive Judaism (VUPJ) which encompasses all the Progressive synagogues, The King David School, Netzer and ARZI.

1.2  Mentors

A key component of the experience of a Kedem Bar/Bat Mitzvah is the mentor relationship. Each student has a mentor from within the Kedem community to coordinate the various tasks and to establish a connection with the student; acting as a guide, role model and teacher.  The mentor is usually involved in teaching at least one aspect of the service preparation, and is responsible for ensuring that the individual needs and requirements of the student are taken into account.  Assigning mentors and other teachers is done in conjunction with the Bnei Mitzvah Coordinator.

2. Requirements

2.1 Membership
The family of the bar/bat mitzvah child must have been a financial member of Kedem for at least two years by the date of the bar/batmitzvah . 

2.2   Fee

An up front fee is paid to Kedem. This contributes to but does not fully cover the costs of administration and tuition. You will also need a copy of Gates of Prayer siddur, which is sold through the Temple Beth Israel Office.

2.3   An adequate basic Jewish education

Kedem requires that every candidate for Bnei Mitzvah must have completed instruction in Hebrew and Jewish studies to adequately understand what it means to become a responsible and committed member of the Jewish community. This means at least two or more years at a Jewish day school or at a VUPJ/UJEB religious school or an equivalent level of instruction.

2.4 Age

Your child must be at least 13 years old.  The first date on which their Bnei Mitzvah ceremony can be held is at a Torah service after their thirteenth Hebrew birthday.

Appropriate learning and preparation is more important than the exact age and where a 13 year old has not had sufficient background, it may be appropriate to hold the ceremony a year or two later.

2.5    Service attendance

All candidates, accompanied by a parent, must attend synagogue regularly to become familiar with the Shabbat and Festival services and be ready to participate intelligently. 

Some time before their Bnei mitzvah, your child will be encouraged to take a small part in the Shabbat service as a way of gaining experience. This needs to be discussed and arranged with your child’s mentor and the service roster coordinator.

3. Components of Bnei Mitzvah tuition

3.1 Individual learning

Formal instruction for Bnei mitzvah begins twelve months before the ceremony. A mentor will be selected. This is a decision made by the Bnei Mitzvah co-ordinator in consultation with mentor, family and student. Other teachers may also be used, including those available through some Jewish schools. If your child’s school offers Torah teaching you will usually be expected to use that resource.
How much a bar or batmitzvah does on the day will depend on individual capabilities and inclinations. The kavanah (intention, attitude) is more important than performance and the ceremony should never be viewed as competition or mere display.
During the ceremony, the bar/batmitzvah will: 

· Recite the basic prayers of the Shabbat morning service in Hebrew

· Recite the basic blessings for the Torah and Haftorah

· Read some or all of the Torah portion

· Deliver a drasha, a talk on the weekly portion

Some students will also chant the Haftorah and lead additional prayers.

3.2 Group learning

Depending on the number of students in a given year, Kedem will provide group learning for students grouped according to school year.  The aim is to inform students and share the Bnei mitzvah learning experience.

3.3  Tikkun Olam project

Tikkun Olam is the Jewish concept of “repairing the world”.  It means social action to improve the world. All students are expected to complete a Tikkun Olam project, either individually or with a group. Parents are expected to facilitate these projects, with support from Kedem.

Preparing for the service

4.1 Call-ups 

A couple of months before the Shabbat service where your child will be Bar or Batmitzvah you will need to liaise with your mentor to establish how many call-ups Kedem will require as well as determining which of your own family and friends will be called up. Generally aliyot are given to the parents of the child, the grandparents, siblings or other close relatives. Remember this is a Kedem service, not just your child bar/batmitzvah and there may be other people who need honours for other reasons. You will need to fill our the details on the required form about six weeks before the service to enable Kedem to formally invite guests to be honoured..

4.2 Rehearsal
You may arrange to have a rehearsal. The time for this will depend on the schedule at the King David School. This rehearsal is the only time during which you will be able to take photographs or video. On Shabbat it is not permitted to videotape or take photos during the service.

4.3 Tallit

Traditionally at Kedem the parents of the Bnei mitzvah present their child with a tallit at the start of the service. Wearing a tallit symbolises a person’s commitment to the mitzvot and occurs for the first time at the Bar/Bat Mitzvah. Both boys and girls are expected to wear tallit.

4.4 Setting up

The Bnei mitzvah family needs to be involved in organising people to set up the shule, ensuring there are adequate chairs and returning the school to its usual state.

5. Celebrations

5.1 Inviting guests

Kedem welcomes guests but we are a small community and practicalities place a natural restraint on the number of people you can invite. Our hall holds 200. In calculating numbers remember to include those Kedem members who regularly attend our Shabbat morning services.

5.2 Kiddush

The Bnei mitzvah family is expected to host a Kiddush for the community after shul, as a way of sharing their simcha with the community.  It is important that the kashrut policy of the King David School be adhered to. Please liaise with our Functions Committee kiddush co-ordinator.

5.3 Private celebrations

Other celebrations are a matter of personal choice. The only restriction is that they should not overshadow the religious ceremony in the minds of your guests, your family and in particular, the young person who is the focus of the ceremony.

*******************

Becoming Bar/Bat Mitzvah is a very special and meaningful event. We recognise that this is a big year for you - and a busy one. In becoming Bar or Bat Mitzvah, you are making a serious commitment of time, energy and involvement. All of us at Kedem will do our best to make this occasion as meaningful and enjoyable as possible. We look forward to learning and celebrating with you. Please feel free to call us if you have any further questions. MAZAL TOV!
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