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How to Write Your Bar/Bat Mitzvah Speech 

 
Mazel Tov on your upcoming Bar/Bat Mitzvah. By now, you've done a lot of work preparing for this 
special celebration. And now comes one of the most challenging parts, preparing a Bar/Bat Mitzvah 
speech. Don't get worried! We are here to help you! 
 
Why do I have to give a speech at my Bar/Bat Mitzvah? 
 
Every culture has a special way of marking the time when a child begins the process of becoming an 
adult. In some primitive cultures, you would go out and hunt a bear or a lion to prove your strength and 
courage. In other cultures, you might fight a battle to prove your bravery. The Jewish People has always 
believed that growing up means learning, being part of a community, and accepting responsibility. 
Therefore, as a sign of growing up, you will lead the congregation in prayer, you will read from the 
Torah, and you will teach us. That's the purpose of the speech: you are invited to teach the 
congregation as a sign that you are beginning to becoming an adult. Yes, it is difficult. But consider it an 
honor. 
 
What am I supposed to say? 
 
Your Bar/Bat Mitzvah speech is a time for you to share some wisdom from our tradition and to share 
some of your own thoughts with the community. There are three topics that should be included in the 
speech: 
 

1. Read through the selections from the Talmud that we have provided. Pick one teaching of 
the Rabbis that speaks to you. Tell us which you have chosen. Tell us what it means.  How 
does the saying apply to your life? How does it apply to our time? 

2. What does becoming a Bar/Bat Mitzvah mean to you? 
3. What do you hope for - for yourself, for the Jewish people, for the world? 

 
(1) The Wisdom of the Talmud and the Tradition: 

 
This is a project you might do with your mom or dad or some other older person. Sit down together, 
take out the text and study the teachings. The text in the regular print comes from the rabbis of the 
Talmud and later tradition. In the bold, you’ll find some study questions to help you learn the text 
and think about it.  Keep a list of the interesting ideas you find in your study together. Then, pick out 
one of the teachings of the Rabbis to discuss in your speech. Write out one page on what you've learned  
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from your reading.  Remember to think about how this applies in your own life.  Think about how this 
idea gets expressed in our time. Think about what you might add to the teaching. 
 
 
Most of the selections contained here come from the Talmud. The Talmud is a collection of Jewish 
ideas, laws, and teachings from the years 200 BCE until 500 CE. Some of the selections come from the  
Books of the Midrash. Midrashim are other teaching from the great rabbis who lived from 300 CE until 
900 CE. Some of the selections come from books of the rabbis composed in later centuries.  The 
Talmud, the Midrash and the later rabbis took the ideas of Torah and weaved them into a way of living 
a good and holy life. Each of these teachings shows us a part of that special way of living.  
 

(2) What does becoming a Bar/Bat Mitzvah mean to you? 
 
 What does this special moment mean to you?  
 How are you a different person, now that you are a Bar/Bat Mitzvah?  
 What charity have you chosen to share your Bar/Bat Mitzvah gifts with? Why have you 

chosen that charity?  
Write one or two paragraphs answering this question.  
 

(3) What are your hopes for yourself, for the Jewish people, for the world? 
 

Write a one-paragraph prayer. Imagine that God is really listening, and this "counts": What would you 
ask God for? 
Stuck? Begin with, "On this special day, I pray that ______."  “My blessing for this day is . . .”  
 
What do I do now? 
 
Take your one-page explanation of the Talmud’s wisdom, your one-paragraph on becoming a Bar/Bat 
Mitzvah, and your one-paragraph prayer, and read them all together.  
 
You might want to see if there is some idea in your Talmud section that can be brought into your 
explanation of Bar/Bat Mitzvah or into your prayer. For example: "Just as Hillel teaches us not to be 
only concerned for ourselves, my Bar/Bat Mitzvah means it is my turn to accept the responsibility for 
my people..." 
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Read it out loud. Are there words or phrases that need to be changed to make it sound a little better? 
Does the speech say what YOU want to say? Remember, it's YOUR Bar/Bat Mitzvah -- not your mom 
and dad's and not the rabbi's. The speech should say something important that YOU want to say. 
 
Now, type it up, or write it out neatly, so your tutor and the rabbi can review it with you. 
 
 
How do I get ready for the Big Day? 
 

 Find a comfortable place in your home -- your bedroom, the living room, even the shower! 
And read the speech OUT LOUD five times through. Read slowly and emphasize each 
word. 

 When you get up to the Bimah on your Bar/Bat Mitzvah, take a deep breath, count 1-2-3-
4-5, and then begin. We're looking forward to sharing your thoughts! 
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Learning Torah 

 
 

Talmud Brachot 61b 
 
The Rabbis taught: Once the wicked Roman government issued a decree forbidding the Jews to 
study and practice the Torah. Pappus ben Judah came by and found Rabbi Akiba publicly teaching 
the Torah.  

Pappus asked him: "Akiba, are you not afraid of the government?"  
Rabbi Akiba replied: "You, Pappus, who are said to be wise, are in fact a fool. I can explain 

what I am doing by means of a parable:  
A fox was walking on a river bank and, seeing fishes rushing here and there, asked them, 

'From whom are you fleeing?' They replied, 'From the nets and traps set for us by men.' So the fox 
said to them, 'How would you like to come up on dry land, so that you and I may live together the 
way my ancestors lived with yours?' They replied, 'You - the one they call the cleverest of animals - 
are in fact a fool. If we are fearful in the place where we can stay alive, how much more fearful 
should we be in a place where we are sure to die!' So it is with us. If we are fearful when we sit and 
study the Torah, of which it is written, 'For that is your life and the length of your days' (Deut 
30:20), how much more fearful should we to be should we cease the study of Torah?!" 

When Rabbi Akiba was taken out to be executed, it was the hour for reciting the Shema. The 
executioners were combing his flesh with iron combs, while he was lovingly making himself ready to 
recite Shema.  

His disciples asked: "Our teacher, even now?!"  
He replied, "All my days I have been troubled by this verse, 'Love the Lord your God with 

all you soul' (Deut 6:5) which I understood to mean, 'Even if He takes your soul.' But I said, 'When 
shall I have occasion to fulfill this commandment? Now that I have the occasion, shall I not fulfill 
it?"  

He prolonged the Shema's concluding word, ehad  - “One,” until he died as he finished 
pronouncing it. A divine voice went forth and proclaimed: "Happy are you, Akiba that your soul has 
departed with the word ehad! 

 
In the 2nd Century, the Roman government of Israel decreed the study of Torah illegal, and 
promised the death penalty to anyone caught teaching Torah. Despite the risk, Rabbi Akiba 
went on teaching Torah. Why? Why did he risk his life?  
 
 
Maimonides, Laws of Torah Learning:  
 
Just as a person is commanded to love his father and respect him, so too is he commanded to love 
and respect his teacher -- but even more than his father. For his father provides him life in this 
world, and his teacher, who teaches him wisdom, provides life in the world-to-come. If one finds  
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the lost object of his father and that of his teacher - one must return that of his teacher before his 
father. If his father and his teacher are both carrying burdens - one must relieve the teacher first, and 
then his father. If his father and his teacher are taken captive - one must redeem the teacher first and 
then his father. But if his father is a scholar, he redeems his father first; And similarly, if his father is 
a scholar -- even if he is not as great as the teacher -- he returns the lost object of the father first, and 
the teacher afterwards.  There is no honor greater than that due one’s teacher. 
 
 
We all think of our parents as the most important people in our lives. But Maimonides, the 
great 12th Century rabbi, taught that teachers are even more important. Why? How do we 
show respect and honor to teachers? 
 
Midrash Peskita de Rav Kahana 12 
 
Rabbi Levi taught: When God appeared to the Israelites at Mt Sinai, it was as if God were a mirror. 
A thousand people may look at the mirror, but each one would see something different. So too, 
when God spoke, each and every person could say, “God’s word is addressing me!” 

Rabbi Yosi bar Hanina taught: [At Mt Sinai] God spoke to each and every person according 
to his or her own particular ability. And do not wonder at this! For when the manna came down for 
Israel, each and every person tasted it in his or her own way – infants in their way, the young in their 
way, and the old in their way. 

  
Some people say that they have the truth about God, and everyone else is wrong. What does 
this teaching tell us about hearing God’s voice? What part of you is made in the image of 
God? 
 
Midrash Pirke D’Rebbe Eliezer 
 
[Moses was already an older man when he went up to Mt Sinai to get God’s law. How did he manage to climb down 
the mountain carrying two stone tablets? And when he arrived at the bottom, why did he drop them?] 
When Moses took the stone tablets of the 10 Commandments and began down the mountain, the 
letters and words carried Moses down.  
 But when Moses arrived at the bottom of the mountain and saw the people of Israel dancing 
around the Golden Calf, the letters and words flew off the tablets. The stone tablets became too 
heavy for Moses, and he dropped them and they shattered. 
  
When do the words of Torah carry us? And when do they fly away? What must we do to 
deserve the Torah? 
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Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chaim 
 
We may sell the synagogue, any of its holy objects, or even the Torah scroll, to provide for Torah 
students, or to make a beautiful wedding for an orphan girl. 
 
There are certain things that are so important in a Jewish community that we are allowed to 
sell everything, even the Torah, to take care of them. Why these things? Why are we allowed 
to do something so extreme as to sell the Torah?  
 
Talmud Kiddushin 40b 
 
Rabbi Tarfon and the other rabbis were once studying when the question was raised: “Which is 
more important, studying the Torah or doing the things the Torah teaches us to do?” 
 Rabbi Tarfon answered: “Doing is more important.” 
 Rabbi Akiba responded: “Studying the Torah is more important, because it leads us to do 
the things the Torah teaches.” 
 
 
Besides the fact that you’re forced to, why do you go to school? What is school supposed to 
do for you? 

 
 

What Matters? 
 

Midrash Tehilim 
 
“Open the Gates of Righteousness for me  
That I may enter them and praise the Lord. 
This is the gateway to the Lord 
The righteous shall enter through it.”   (Psalms 118:19-20) 

When a person dies and goes up to the next world, he or she must stand before Judgment.  
They will ask: What was your occupation in the world below? 
If the person answers: “I fed the hungry,” 
They will say: “You who fed the hungry may enter [heaven]!” 
If the person answers: “I cared for the helpless,” 
They will answer: “You who cared for the helpless may enter!” 

 And the same for the person who cared for abandoned children, 
 And those who gave Tzedaka, 
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 And those who performed acts of love and kindness. 
 
 
 
 
The Rabbis imagined that each of us is judged in Heaven after our lives here on Earth are 
over. The question is: What is the Judge looking for? On Earth, what occupations bring 
rewards of money and respect? From the viewpoint of heaven, what occupations are 
important and respected?  
 
 
Talmud Shabbat 31a 
 
Raba taught: 
When a person is brought before Judgment [in the next world], he/she will be asked: 
 
 Did you do business with honesty? 
 Did you find time for Torah learning? 
 Did you give yourself to your family? 
 Did you keep hope in the future alive? 
 

Here too, the Rabbis imagined that when a person dies, he or she goes to Heaven, and God 
asks questions. But look at what God wants to know! And look at what’s not God’s list of 
questions. What makes some things important to God and others not so important?  
 
 
Talmud Taanit 
 
The miracle-working rabbi, Honi, was journeying on the road when he saw an old man planting a 
carob tree.   

He asked him, “Don’t you know how long it takes for this tree to bear fruit?” 
   

The man replied, “At least seventy years.”  
The rabbi responded, “In that case you are a fool for you will never see the fruit of your 

labors!” 
 The man replied: “Do you see these groves of trees around us? I found the already grown. 

And as my forefathers planted these for me, so I too plant these for my children.” 
 
What are the things we do for ourselves, and what are the things we do for the generations 
to come? 
 
 



 
 

 
 
 

Revised: 11/1/2011  Page 11  

Torah Study B’nai Mitzvah Guidebook 

Midrash Avot d’Rabbi Natan 
 
The rabbis of the Talmud taught: If you are planting a tree. And someone comes along shouting, 
 
 
“The Messiah is here! The Messiah is here!”  
 Finish planting the tree. Then go see if it’s true.  
 
The Jewish belief in a Messiah is the idea that one day the world will be perfect – cleaned of 
all its evil and pain. There are two Jewish ideas about the Messiah – that we should wait for 
the Messiah, and that we should work for the Messiah. Which do you believe in? 

 
 
Midrash Tanhuma, Vayakel 
 
In life, you discover that people are called by three names: 
 

 One is the name the person is called by his/her parents; 
 One is the name other people call him/her; 
 One is the name he/she acquires for him/herself. 
 The best one is the one he/she acquires for him/herself.  

 
What are your three names? What do you parents know about you? What do your friends 
know about you? What do you know about you? 

 
 

Doing What’s Right 
 

Talmud Sotah 14a 
 
How are we to understand the biblical verse in Deuteronomy 13:5: “After the Lord your God you 
shall walk”?  If God is like a powerful fire, is it possible to walk after the God’s Presence? It means 
that we are to imitate God’s actions: 
  
 As God clothes the naked, you clothe the naked;  
 As God visits the sick, you visit the sick;  
 As God comforts the mourners, you comfort the mourners;  
 As God buries the dead, you also bury the dead. 
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To “walk with God” means to be like God. But how can a person be like God? What are the 
kinds of things we might do to be like God? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Talmud Gittin 61a 
 
For the sake of peace [shalom], we don’t prevent non-Jewish poor people from gathering gleanings, 
forgotten sheaves and the corner of the field. [We share our charity with them.] 
 
 
Our Rabbis have taught us: “We support non-Jewish poor people along with Jewish poor people, 
and visit the non-Jewish sick people along with Jewish sick people, and we bury the non-Jewish poor 
person just like we bury Jews who die, for the sake of peace.” 
 
The whole of the Torah is for the purpose of making peace, as it is written, “Her ways are ways of 
pleasantness and all her paths are peace.” (Proverbs 3:18) 
 
If there are so few Jews in the world, and so many non-Jews, why must we share our charity 
and our kindness with non-Jews? What does peace have to do with sharing our charity and 
kindness? Here’s a hint: “Peace” means the end of fighting. But “shalom” means 
“wholeness.”  
 
 
Talmud Shabbat 31a 
 
A man came to Shammai and Hillel and said: “Teach me the whole Torah while I stand on one foot.” 
Shammai chased him away with a builder’s rod in his hand. 
  
Hillel said: “What is hateful to you, do not do to your neighbor. This is the whole Torah. The rest is 
commentary. Now go and learn it!” 
 
What is the most important part of being Jewish?  
 
Talmud Sukkot 49b 
 
Our Rabbis taught us: Gemilut Chesed, loving-kindness is greater than charity in three ways: 
 
 Charity is done with money.  Loving-kindness may be done with money or with one’s whole self.  
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 Charity is given only to the poor. Loving-kindness may be given to the poor and to the rich. 
 Charity is given only to the living. Loving-kindness may be shared with the living and the dead. 

 
What kinds of thing are acts of loving-kindness? Why are they even more important than 
charity? 
 
 
 
Midrash Vayikra Rabba 
 
Some people were sitting in a boat, when one of them took a drill and began drilling a hole under his 
seat. 

 
 
The others protested to him: “What are your doing” 
He said to them: “What has this to do with you? The hole is only under my seat!” 

 They responded: “But the water will come in and drown us all!” 
 
What happens when we think only about ourselves, our needs, and forget the rest of the world? 
 
Talmud Yoma 9b 
 
Why was the First Temple destroyed [in 586 BCE]? Because of three offenses committed by Jews 
of that time: idolatry, immorality, and murder. Why was the Second Temple destroyed [in 70 CE]? 
The Jews of that time studied Torah, kept the commandments and performed acts of charity? Because  
of causeless hatred. This teaches that causeless hatred is the equivalent of idolatry, immorality and 
murder. 
 
The Temple was our connection with God. But we began to hate one another, and we lost the 
Temple. When we hate, we push God out of our world. How does this happen? 
 
 
Midrash Kohelet Rabbah 
 
When God created the first man, God showed him all the trees in the Garden of Eden and said, “See 
how beautiful and perfect are My creations!  All that I have created, I created for you. Therefore, be 
careful: Do not abuse or destroy My world. For if you abuse or destroy it, there is no one to repair it 
after you.”    
How are you responsible for the Earth?   
  
Talmud Shabbat 127a                   
These are the deeds which have immediate rewards and continue to reward in time to come:  
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 Honoring parents;  
 Doing deeds of loving-kindness;  
 Attending the house of study, morning and evening;   
 Providing hospitality to guests;  
 Visiting the sick;  
 Helping the needy bride;  

 
 
 

 Attending the dead;  
 Probing the meaning of prayer; 
 Making peace between one person and another, and between husband and wife;  
 And the study of Torah is the most important of them all.  

 
What makes the study of Torah most important?  How important is it that we see the 
benefits of the mitzvot we perform?  Are these mitzvot more rewarding than others? 

 
 

The Power of Words 
 

Talmud Bava Metzia 59a  
 
Just as there is wronging in buying and selling, so is there wrong done by words. Thus, one must not 
ask a shopkeeper, ‘How much is this?’ if one has no intention of buying.  

If someone was a sinner and repented, one must not say to him, ‘Remember what you used 
to do.’  

If his parents converted to Judaism, one must not taunt him: ‘Remember what your 
ancestors were,’ because it is written, “You shall neither wrong a stranger, nor oppress him." 
(Exodus 22:20) 

It was taught in the school of Rabbi Nahman bar Isaac: “One who embarrasses another in 
public is as though he murdered him.” “Rabbi Nahman responded, ‘This is true, because I have seen 
it! When someone is embarrassed, the color of the face departs and whiteness takes its place.’ 

 
“Sticks and stones may break my bones, but names can never hurt me!” Is this true? Or are 
there words that really do hurt? What damage is done when we ask the storekeeper for the 
price of something, even though we know we won’t buy it? What have we stolen? What 
damage is done when we remind a person about bad things they used to do, even though 
they’ve repented? How is embarrassing a person is like murdering them?  
 
Talmud Brachot 7a 
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Even God prays. What is God’s prayer? 
May it be My will that My love is stronger than My anger,  
And my loving side is stronger than My strict side; 
so that I treat My children with kindness and always forgive them. 
 
Here’s a remarkable idea: God prays. And what does God pray about? God worries about 
anger and its destructive power. And God prays for the power to forgive and love people 
who have done things that hurt. What does this say about what we might pray for? 

 
 

 
Each of Us is Special 

        
Talmud Sanhedrin 37a 
 
[When God created human beings, why did God create just one?]  
 To teach you that one who destroys a single life, the Torah considers it as if he destroyed the entire 
world. And one who saves but a single life, the Torah considers it as if he saved an entire world.  

And [why else?] For the sake of peace among people; so that no person will say to his fellow: 
"My father was greater than yours."   

And [why else?] To relate the greatness of God: For a human being mints coins with a single 
stamp, and they all come out looking the same. But God mints all human beings with the stamp of the 
first man, and yet they are all unique [not one is the same as another]. And therefore, every single 
human being must say, "For my sake, was the [whole] world created. 

One who destroys a single life, the Torah considers it as if he or she destroyed the entire 
world. And one who saves but a single life, the Torah considers it as if he or she saved an entire 
world 

 
It would have been more efficient to create a million people all at once. What did God try to 
teach in creating just one? What is the importance of each human being? 
 
The Hasidic Master Zushya 
 
“When I die and come before the heavenly court, if they ask me,  

‘Zushya, why weren’t you as great as Abraham?’ I will not be afraid. I wasn’t born with 
Abraham’s abilities. 

And if the ask me, ‘Zushya, why weren’t you as great as Moses?’ I will not be afraid. I wasn’t 
born with Moses’ abilities. 

But I am afraid they will ask, ‘Zushya, why weren’t Zushya?’ For that, I will have no answer. 
 

God doesn’t need us to be another Abraham or Moses. What does God need us to be?  
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Gratitude 
 

Talmud Brachot 58a 
 
Ben Zoma taught: “What labors Adam had to carry out before he obtained bread to eat!  He 
plowed, he sowed, he reaped, he bound with sheaves, he threshed and winnowed and selected the 
ears, he ground them and sifted the flour, he kneaded and baked till then at last he ate.  When I get 
up I find all these things done for me!   

And how many labors Adam had to carry out before he had a garment to wear?  He had to 
shear, wash the wool, comb it, spin it and weave it, and then at last he obtained a garment to wear.  
Whereas when I get up I find all these things done for me.  All kinds of craftsmen come early to the 
door of my house and I arise in the morning and find all these things before me!" 

 
How many things in life do we take for granted, and not notice how remarkable it is that we 
have them? How can I remind myself that these are gifts? 
 

 
Believing in God 

 
Rabbi Menachem Mendel of Kotzk  
 
Rabbi Menachem Mendel of Kotzk was great Hasidic master of the 19th century.  

A young man once came to Menachem Mendel of Kotzk and complained, 
“Rebbe, I can no longer believe in God.”  
 “Why is that?” the Rebbe inquired. 
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 “I cannot believe in God because the world is so filled with pain, with suffering, with 
ugliness and with evil. How could there be a God in such a world?!” the young man answered. 
 “Why do you care?” asked the Rebbe 
  
 

“What do you mean, why do I care?” the frustrated young man explained.  “How could a 
person not care?! Innocent people suffer, the world is ruled by the cruel and the heartless, its beauty 
is drowning in evil. I care because it hurts me so and I can’t understand why a God would let it be 
this way!”  
 Again, the Rebbe inquired, “But why do you care?” 
 The young man grew even more exasperated. “Someone has to care! Someone has to 
witness the pain of the world and cry. If not, then all the suffering is meaningless. If no one cries, 
then the universe is a dark, lifeless place. I care because I want with all my heart to see a better world 
for my children and for theirs. I owe it to them to care!” 
 And again, the Rebbe asked, “But why do you care?” 
  
 
 
 
And now the young man lost his composure altogether and he wept. “I care. I have to care. I must. 
It’s what and who I am.” 
 “Well then,” the Rebbe responded, “If you care that much, then God exists.” 

 
A young man complains that he’s lost his faith in God. What’s the Rebbe’s answer? How is 
caring evidence of God’s existence? If we don’t care, does that mean God doesn’t exist? 
Why would the Rebbe choose the experience of care as the single most powerful proof of 
God?  
 
 
Talmud Kiddushin 39a   
 
 A father said to his son, “Go up to the loft and bring me the young birds from the nest 
there.” The boy went up. Before he took the baby birds, he shooed away the mother.  
 
In doing so, the boy fulfilled two commandments of the Torah, “Honor your father and your mother” (Exodus 20:12) 
and, “Do not take the mother together with her young, but let the mother go and take only the young.” (Deuteronomy 
22:6-7) These are two special commandments because the Torah details a reward for the fulfillment of each of them: 
For each, the Torah promises the reward of a long and good life. 
 
 On the way down from the loft, the boy fell and died. Where is his reward of a long and good 
life? 
 Perhaps it never happened? But Rabbi Jacob saw it happen! 
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 Maybe the boy was thinking sinful thoughts [and therefore deserved what happened to him]?  
 No, God doesn’t punish us for sinful thoughts [only sinful acts]! 
 [Ok, so how could this happen?] 
 
 It was a broken ladder, so there was danger. And where there is danger, you cannot rely on 
God’s miracles.  
 
 
Many people experience painful and unfair things, and they ask, How could God let this 
happen? Some stop believing in God. Here we have such an event. But the rabbis discover 
another way of understanding God’s role in the world. If the ladder was broken, was it God’s 
fault or God’s will that the boy fall? What is our responsibility in keeping ourselves safe? 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Mitzvot, A Tradition of Commandments 
 

Breshit Rabbah 
 
“God’s word purifies.” (Psalms 18:31)  Rav taught: The Mitzvot [commandments] were given so 
that human being might be purified by them.  Does God really care how people slaughter 
animals for food? Does God care which animals a person eats and which he doesn’t eat?  
Mitzvot were given us only to purify us. 
  
Why does God command us? Are the commandments for God or for us? What do the 
commandments teach us?    
 
Maimonides, Shemona Perakim 
 
If you examine all the mitzvot, you will find that they all have one purpose: to strengthen 
character and to offer discipline, guidance and training in strengthening of moral character.  Thus 
the Torah forbids revenge, the bearing of a grudge. Why? To weaken the force of anger and 
aggression.   The commandments, 'Before the aged you shall rise and honor the face of the 
elderly' in Leviticus, and 'Honor your father and your mother' in Exodus, are intended to do away 
with arrogance and to produce humility. 
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In Maimonides idea, we could take any commandment and ask, what kind of person does 
this commandment aim to make us? Try it with any commandment. 
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