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Dear Parents, 
 
A Bar or Bat Mitzvah is an important Jewish Ritual filled with tradition and the potential to be 
one of the most meaningful experiences in the life of a young Jew.  However, without an 
understanding of the significance of the event, it can easily be reduced to the level of a very 
elaborate and expensive birthday party. 
      
In order for the ceremony to become truly meaningful, wholehearted participation by both the 
B’nai Mitzvah student and their family are essential.  If the child feels that the ceremony holds 
true meaning to the family, than it can truly become a ritual that will create a life long bond to 
Judaism. 
 
This guide is meant as a starting point to help understand the meaning of the B’nai Mitzvah, 
and to help the family prepare logistically for their special day.  It will not address the 
requirements of the Religious School or Hebrew School of Congregation Beth Chaverim, but 
will attempt to lay out the expectations and options facing the family and the B’nai Mitzvah 
child, so that all will be aware of their rolls and prepared to face this important day. 
 
Any questions about the requirements of the Religious School or the Hebrew School should be 
directed to the Director of the School, or to the Rabbi.  Any clarifications about any of the 
suggestions or explanations in this booklet should be directed to the Rabbi or to the Ritual 
Committee. 
 
Mazel Tov, 
 
 
 
Ritual Committee of Congregation Beth Chaverim. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

 
What is a B’nai Mitzvah?  
 
The Bar/Bat Mitzvah is one of the most meaningful events in the lifetime of a Jew, and the first 
in which the young adult has any input. The B’nai Mitzvah is an occasion that the young adult 
will hopefully look back upon with pride throughout their entire life. 
 
B’nai Mitzvah means ‘child of Mitzvah’ or Child of the Commandments. Bar Mitzvah means 
Son of Mitzvah, and Bat (or Bas) Mitzvah means Daughter of Mitzvah. 
 
The B’nai Mitzvah, while viewed by many as the central ceremony in the life of a Jew, is 
actually not mentioned in the Torah.  There is also no indication that 13 was the magic age of 
adulthood.  As a matter of fact, the Torah in Exodus and 2 other places cites 20 as the age of 
full participation as far as paying taxes and bearing arms. 
 
However, the records seem to show that from the 1st century CE, 13 for a boy and 12 for a girl 
were the ages at which they had to observe the full commandments and rituals of the 
community.  The Talmud mentions 13 only, but the rabbinic authorities interpret that as an 
implied 12 for girls.  At that age a minor’s word is valid in a court as well. 
 
The Talmud in Avot 5:21 says “At age 13 one becomes subject to the commandments” This 
statement seems to be the final authority on the age of B’nai Mitzvah. 
 
But what does that mean?  Does it mean that a child is expected to be a full adult at the age of 
12 or 13? 
 
No it does not.  It does however mean that at the age of 13 a child is responsible for his 
Religious Actions as an adult. He knows right from wrong, and can make his own informed 
decisions as to his religious conduct.  He/She can participate in a minyan, be called to bless the 
Torah, lead a service, fast for Yom Kippur, or do any other act that Jewish Law allows or 
requires of an adult.  This happens at 13 whether or not there is an actual ceremony of B’nai 
Mitzvah performed. 
 
In Reform tradition both girls and boys are B’nai Mitzvah at age 13. Usually the ceremony is 
scheduled for the first Saturday after their birthday, but can be held anytime after that. It can be 
a month later for a more convenient date for scheduling, or can be years later if the child and/or 
family do not feel ready for it at the time.  We have had more than one case of a child waiting 
until they were 16 or older to hold their B’nai mitzvah ceremony, if they didn’t feel it was 
relevant to them at 13, but returned to their commitment at a later point. 
 
The B’nai Mitzvah therefore marks the point at which the child can take up the responsibilities 
of an adult Jew, but going through the ceremony should help the child confirm to himself and 
the community his/her commitment to those responsibilities. 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
What are the Requirements? 
 
As mentioned before, theologically the only requirement is turning 13.  However the Religious 
School and Hebrew School have set minimum requirements for study/preparation in order to 
have a B’nai Mitzvah celebrated by our congregation.  For the specifics of these requirements, 
please see the B’nai Mitzvah Handbook put out by the religious school. 
 
 
 
What is expected of the child? 
 
In most cases, the young B’nai Mitzvah is expected to help conduct the service, bless and read 
from the Torah, and bless and read from the Haftorah, as well as to give a short discussion or 
interpretation on his Torah portion, called a D’var Torah.  In some cases reduced portions or 
English translations can be used at the discretion of the Rabbi. 
 
At Congregation Beth Chaverim, on the Friday night before the Bar Mitzvah service, it is usual 
for the Bar/Bat Mitzvah student to sit on the Bema with the Rabbi.  They usually help lead the 
service.  The specific prayers or number of prayers they lead varies with the level of comfort of 
each child, and should be discussed with the Rabbi in advance.  
 
The young person is then usually asked to say a few words to the congregation.  These often 
include a preview of the D’var Torah, thank a you to friends and relatives, or a few words on 
the importance of their B’nai Mitzvah.  Ideally these words should be distinct and different 
from the D’var Torah given the following day. 
 
The family of the B’nai Mitzvah is usually responsible for the Oneg (food after services) on 
that evening, and is usually called up to light the candles.  Additional readings by family 
members can be arranged with the Rabbi. 
 
The following morning, Saturday, is when the B’nai Mitzvah service is usually held.  This is a 
standard morning Torah Service. For the specific service number, consult with the Rabbi. 
 
The young Bar/Bat Mitzvah will help lead the service; with the exact amount of leading that 
they do once again varying with the level of comfort or preparation.  The Torah is removed 
from the Ark and is blessed by the B’nai Mitzvah.  The B’nai Mitzvah child than carries it 
around the congregation, often with help from the Rabbi or a relative. (Suggestion: this is not 
the occasion to try out that first pair of high heels).  He/She then returns the Torah to the Bema 
and reads or recites the assigned Torah portion, and blesses the Torah again.  
 
Once the Torah reading is complete, the young adult blesses the Haftorah, or books of the 
Prophets.  The Haftorah portion is read, and than the second blessing is performed. At this 
point the Torah is returned to the Ark. 
 
 
 



 
 
After the Torah is returned to the Ark, the B’nai Mitzvah is expected to say a few words about 
their portion.  This takes the place of the sermon and should be written by the child. It is 
usually an explanation of the portion, what it means to them, or a special statement as to what 
the entire ceremony means to them personally.  It also often includes statements of thanks to 
relatives and congregants. 
 
After this, the end of the service is conducted and the young person steps off the Bema having 
confirmed to the community their commitment to their faith and to their people. 
 
 
 
What is expected of the Family? 
 
The most important thing that the family can do for the B’nai Mitzvah child is to be supportive 
of their studies and to reinforce their Religious School and Hebrew School lessons with regular 
attendance to services and the observation of Jewish traditions at home. 
 
There are several ways that family participates in the ceremony itself. 
 
On the Friday night before the B’nai Mitzvah, the family usually hosts the Oneg Shabbat. This 
is the food provided for the congregation after the Sabbath service.  If you choose to not host 
the Oneg, please inform the Oneg Coordinator so she can make other arrangements. 
 
Usually the mother and female relatives of the young person are called to light the Sabbath 
Candles.  If you are unfamiliar with the candle lighting, the Rabbi can get you an English 
transliteration or otherwise assist you. 
 
During the Friday night service, it is also a Beth Chaverim tradition to call up the siblings of 
the B’nai Mitzvah to read (usually in English) one of the prayers.  Please let the Rabbi know 
the capabilities of younger siblings and if they can handle the readings.  
 
Other relatives can also be called to lead prayers. 
 
At the Saturday service, there are a number of opportunities for family participation.  
 
It is a common practice to begin the B’nai Mitzvah service with the gifting of a Tallis. This can 
be a family heirloom or a new purchase. It is usually presented by the parents or grandparents 
and draped around the B’nai Mitzvah with the appropriate blessing spoken. The Rabbi will be 
happy to coach you in these blessings if you wish. 
 
During the service, it is a usual practice to have relatives called to lead a prayer in Hebrew or 
in English. Please discuss with the Rabbi the relatives you wish to have honored and their 
proficiency with Hebrew in advance. 
 
 
 
 



 
 

 
 
When the Torah is taken from the Ark, there are some families who like to have it passed “d’or 
va d’or, (down the generations).  It is common for the Rabbi to hand it to the eldest 
patriarch/matriarch and than have it passed down the line to the newest family member who is 
about to take up the adult responsibilities.  The Rabbi can hold the Torah to be kissed if the 
older relatives are too weak to support the weight alone.  
 
Which relatives you wish to participate in this ritual should be discussed with the Rabbi in 
advance.  Many families prefer to have only the Jewish relatives handle the Torah, while others 
wish to include all relatives, regardless of their religious affiliation.  Make sure your wishes are 
made clear. 
 
The Torah is then undressed, removing the crowns and other dressings.  This is often an honor 
given to a younger relative/sibling. 
 
When the Torah Blessing portion of the service is reached, there is an additional opportunity 
for a special Aliyah (calling up) or honor.  In Reform tradition, it is not uncommon to have a 
single Torah blessing, performed by the young person, and a single reading.  However, in some 
families and some more traditional ceremonies, there are up to 7 sets of blessings and readings.  
It is considered a special honor to be called to bless the Torah, and relatives are often asked to 
come and do the before and after reading blessings.  In these cases the Rabbi usually reads the 
Torah portions unless there is a relative proficient enough to perform the honor.  
 
After the B’nai Mitzvah delivers their D’var Torah speech, it is usual for the parents to step 
forward and to say a few words about their new ‘adult’.  This is often a moment of great pride 
and emotion for the parent, and great embarrassment for the young adult. Other relatives can be 
called to say a few words if deemed appropriate.  
 
 
 
How do we prepare? 
 
There is a lot to remember and a great deal of preparation involved in the creating of a 
successful B’nai Mitzvah.  To that end, the members of the Ritual Committee of Congregation 
Beth Chaverim have created the following timeline/checklist to help you prepare for your big 
day. 
 
These are meant as guidelines, not as constrictions.  Choose those which are meaningful to you 
and to your family, and please feel free to discuss any variations or additions that you find 
important with the Rabbi.  
 
Please remember, this should be a joyous occasion that helps the young person enter into 
his/her commitment to Judaism and the People of Israel.  Take their wishes into consideration 
as the ceremony should have lasting significance to the participant as well as to the family and 
community as a whole.  The Rabbi will help you agree on the options that will best suit your 
family. 



 
 

 
 
 

Timeline and Checklist: 
 

 
B’nai Mitzvah Checklist 
 
1 year before 
 
     1.  Set the date and portion with the Rabbi 
     2.  Confirm the date with the Beth Chaverim Administrator, get it on the calendar              
     3.  Reserve the Beth Chaverim Social Hall if you plan on using it. A contract can be 
          provided by the Office. 
     4.  Find a venue if you do not plan on using the Beth Chaverim Social Hall for your 
          reception. Book it. 
     5.  Remember, if you plan on hosting a Kiddush or light snack after the Saturday 
          morning service, you need to make arrangements. Some people who have evening 
          receptions opt for a small lunch or Kiddush snack after the morning Service.  This 
          is by no means required, but if you choose to hold it, you must let the office know 
          to confirm availability of the Social Hall and tables. 
     6.  Confirm the meeting of the Religious/Hebrew School requirements.  A discussion 
          with the Religious School Administrator can be arranged if you are unsure or unclear 
 
 
9 months in advance 
 

1. Line up a caterer. (If they are going to use the social hall, make sure they understand the 
      rules of ‘kosher style’).   This basically means no meat/milk combinations, no Pork, no 
      shellfish, and no scavenger fish can be prepared or served in the Temple Kitchen.  A full 
      list of the rules can be provided by the office.  Reserve the date with the musicians/DJ. 

  
 
6 month in advance 
  
     1.  Order a Tallis if desired.  The Temple gift shop has catalogs available. 
     2.  Confirm date with Cantorial Soloist if you wish his services.  The office has the list of  
          fees. 
     3.  Confirm date with Temple Accompanist if desired.  The office has the list of fees. 
     4.  Confirm availability of tables; arrange the rental of extras if needed.  
     5.  Confirm with Oneg Coordinator if you wish to host the Oneg.  Make her aware if you do 
          NOT plan to host it. 
  
 
 
 
 



 

 
 
3 months in advance 
 
     1.  Order the invitations. 
     2.  Arrange special pricing for out of town guests at a local hotel. 
     3.  Arrange rental of linens and any extra plates/utensils you may need.  Your caterer may 
          be able to do this for you. 
     4.  Pay deposit on Beth Chaverim Social Hall if reserved. 
 
2 months in advance 
     1.  Send out invitations to out of town guests. 
     2.  Include the names of hotels with special rates and directions. 
     3.  Arrange a caterer for Friday night’s oneg if needed. 
     4.  Confirm progress of the B’nai Mitzvah student with the Rabbi. 
 
1 month in advance 
     1.  Send out the rest of the invitations. 
     2.  Make a list of people who will be honored with readings: 
     3.  Honors can include but are not limited to: 
 
    English readings of prayers 
    Blessing the Torah  
    Carrying the Torah 
    Undressing/Dressing the Torah 
     
  (Honors can be given on Friday night or Saturday) 
    
 
Things to think about and decide upon: 
 
     1.  Will you be having a Tallit presentation at the beginning, and who will be presenting? 
     2.  Will there be any other presentations from relatives?  (Kiddush cup, family heirloom) 
     3.  Will the Torah be handed from generation to generation?  (Often this is done by 
           handing the torah to a grandparent, then a parent, then the child).  If so, who will be 
           handling the torah?  Is anyone to weak to hold it, but would still want to be brought up 
           to touch it? 
     4.  Will you have multiple Torah blessings, or just the one (1) by the B’nai Mitzvah? If  
           more than one (1), who will be asked to perform the others? 
     5.  Will any relatives other than the parents be called to say a few words about the B’nai 
           Mitzvah child? 
     6.  Shop for the Suit/Dress. Remember that an outfit is needed for Friday night and Saturday 
          morning. Girl’s dresses should be appropriate for Temple wear, and high heels can make  
          it tricky to walk down the steps while balancing the Torah. There is always the option of  
          changing before the party. 
 
 
 



 

 
 
 
2 weeks in advance: 
 
     1.  Parents begin to write their speech 
     2.  Confirm with caterer and other vendors. 
     3.  Order the Flowers.  
     4.  Check B’nai Mitzvah’s suit or dress to make sure surprise growth spurts have not caused  
          problems. 
     5.  Hire a sitter for younger children at the reception and/or service if you feel it needed. 
 
 
1 week in advance: 
 
     1.  Make up seating charts, if seating is assigned. 
     2.  Inform the relatives of the honors they have been assigned so they are prepared. 
     3.  Order the Challah if desired. 
     4.  Confirm with Oneg Coordinator as to needs for paper goods or other materials for Oneg.  
     5.  Arrange with Oneg Coordinator the time you will need to get into the building for set up 
          the Friday night before. 
     6.  Photographer: 

 
a) Discuss posed and candid shots with photographer and arrange the time for the 

posed shots.   
b) Discuss with photographer if you prefer shots taken from the back of the 

sanctuary, or prefer the photographer to be moving around during the service.   
c) Please remind your photographer that this is a formal ceremony and should be 

treated with proper decorum. 
 

7. Make sure the B’nai Mitzvah child has begun to write his/her D’var Torah.   
8. Confirm level of preparation with the student and the Rabbi. 

     9.   Schedule a quick walkthrough with the Rabbi. 
 
 
Day of: 
  
     1.  Make sure B’nai Mitzvah has all their notes with them. 
     2.  Make sure parents have notes with them. 
     3.  If you are hosting a Kiddush for all attending, announce this at the end of the service. 
     4.  If you are hosting a reception by invitation only, be sure to make this a clear  
          announcement to avoid inadvertent crashers.  
     5.  Make sure everyone arrives in time for the photographs. 
     6.  Make sure everyone has directions and times.  At Congregation Beth Chaverim, B’nai  
          Mitzvah services start at 10:30 unless otherwise arranged. 
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