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b’nei mitzvah parent handbook

At Congregation Emanu El, our goal is to build Bar/Bat Mitzvah experiences 
that create an important milestone in a journey of lifelong Jewish learning 
and growth for your child and your whole family. We believe that both your 
child’s Bar or Bat Mitzvah service, as well as the months spent preparing for it, 
will deepen your family’s connection to Jewish prayer, Jewish living, and our 
Jewish community. 

Specifically, our intended outcomes of the B’nei Mitzvah experience are:

•	 Student and family feel more connected to the Emanu El 
congregational community

Leading to a deepened engagement with the congregation

•	 Student and family find personal meaning in, and connection to, the 
ritual of Bar/Bat Mitzvah

Leading to a continued investment in the development of their 
Jewish identities

•	 Student engages in meaningful acts of Jewish learning and teaching
Leading to the exciting discovery that Jewish learning can 
enrich his/her life

•	 Student feels pride at having accomplished something challenging 
(the Bar/Bat Mitzvah should be, for each student, a task that was 
difficult but not impossible)

Leading to a sense of self confidence and pride in Judaism

•	 Student has a sense of familiarity and ownership with a core set of 
Jewish prayers

Leading to increased confidence in Jewish prayer settings
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b’nei mitzvah program
eligibility
To be eligible to celebrate becoming Bar/Bat Mitzvah and lead services at 
Emanu El, students are required to be enrolled in Helfman Religious School 
and:

•	 Register and regularly attend 7th grade or the class they are in during 
their B’nei Mitzvah year.

•	 Attend Tuesday/Thursday (5:00 p.m. - 6:30 p.m.) B’nei Mitzvah 
preparation classes for approximately six months (48 sessions) prior 
to their ceremony 

•	 Attend the Tuesday Gesher class (5:00 p.m. - 6:30 p.m.), if they are in 
7th grade, until they enter the B’nei Mitzvah program 

•	 Have completed a minimum of three years of Hebrew classes. Students 
in public or private school must enroll in Hebrew classes at Helfman 
Religious School beginning in 4th grade. Students who attend a Jewish 
Day School must attend Religious School in the 6th grade 

•	 The family must be current with all financial commitments, 
including dues and all fees. See page 9 for a list of all fees as per our 
Temple by-laws

We strongly encourage all students to continue their Jewish studies at 
Helfman Religious School through the 12th grade.

b’nei mitzvah classes & study goals
Please make sure your children come to class on time with all their Bar/Bat 
Mitzvah materials.  If you have any questions about the B’nei Mitzvah program 
at Emanu El, please contact Stefani Carlson, Director of Congregational Learning 
at 713.535.6400. Your child’s first visit is at the start of the 48 sessions. A parent 
should attend this meeting with your child.

pre-meeting: rabbi hayon (30+ weeks prior to bar/bat mitzvah weekend)

•	 Overview of Bar/Bat Mitzvah Process
•	 Overview of Torah portion
•	 Receive book containing Torah and Haftarah portions and commentaries
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b’nei mitzvah program welcome meeting with parent(s): stefani carlson (24 weeks prior to 
bar/bat mitzvah weekend)

•	 Receive practice books
•	 Discussion about the importance of practicing
•	 Receive information about the Bar/Bat Mitzvah program
•	 Parent(s) share any special requests or issues of which we should be aware

intro session with parent(s): rabbi fixler (24 weeks prior to bar/
bat mitzvah weekend)

•	 Discuss themes of Torah portion 
•	 Learn about the D’var Torah writing process

intro sessions, midpoint check-in & final preparations: cantor 
simmons (23-20, 13, & 6-1 weeks)

•	 Receive Torah portion assignment and practice materials
•	 Three initial Torah learning sessions
•	 Midpoint check-in and receive Haftarah portion assignment and 

practice materials
•	 Review chanting of all prayers and Torah and Haftarah portions
•	 Choose musical setting options for some prayers in the service

teachers:  torah, haftarah & prayer (24-1 weeks)
•	 Learn all Hebrew Prayers
•	 Begin chanting specific prayers (V’ahavta, Amidah, Kiddush)
•	 Begin chanting Torah prayers (Before & After Torah & Haftarah Blessings)
•	 Learn Torah and Haftarah portions
•	 Note choreography of service

progress checks: stefani carlson (20, 16, 12, 8, 4 weeks)
•	 Check progress of Torah and Haftarah portions, blessings and 

general Hebrew
24 weeks - Welcome to the program. Receive practice manual and 
other materials
20 weeks - Check delivery of Torah portion.  Discuss Mitzvah/Tzedakah 
Project ideas in preparation to start working on the D’var Torah
16 weeks - Progress check
12 weeks - Progress check
8 weeks - Progress check
4 weeks - Progress check
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cantillation: cantor david axelrad (16-1 weeks)
•	 Chant all Hebrew prayers
•	 Learn basic cantillation marks in Torah and Haftarah portions
•	 Chant Torah and Haftarah portions

d’var torah: rabbi fixler (15-7 weeks)
•	 Develop outline
•	 Write and compile elements of speech
•	 Email speech edits to Rabbi Fixler on time

english service rehearsal: judy stein (10-6 weeks)
•	 Practice all English portions of service
•	 Note basic choreography

d’var torah rehearsals - dolores wilkenfeld / lisa brooks (6-1 weeks)
•	 Presentation of D’var Torah; possible changes
•	 Delivery of English portions of service (Friday and Saturday)

rabbi hayon meeting (4 weeks)
•	 Read from Torah, practice blessings, etc

sanctuary rehearsal: rabbi silk (2-1 weeks)
•	 Practice choreography of entire service
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practicing at home
The most important step in preparation is practicing.  In addition to class time, 
students are expected to practice at home regularly. Students should plan to 
practice at home 5 days per week for approximately 10 minutes per session.

Students should practice out loud, preferably with someone listening (even if 
parents don’t know Hebrew). Audio files are available as QR codes throughout 
your child’s materials and can be accessed with a smartphone - and can also 
be downloaded to your computer or smartphone. (Additional instructions 
regarding QR codes are located in the front of the student practice manual.) 
Listening to the prayers is a valuable and necessary learning tool for our 
students. In addition, all prayers are accessible on the Emanu El website at 
emanuelhouston.org/BneiMitzvah.

attendance
If your child is going to miss class for any reason, please contact Gail Shapiro, 
Administrative Assistant, at 713.535.6400 or gails@emanuelhouston.
org as soon as possible. If a student misses more than four sessions, it may 
be necessary to receive supplemental tutoring. If a child requires private 
tutoring assistance, we will provide a list of approved tutors. Parents will be 
responsible for all financial costs.

mitzvah projects
Acts of loving-kindness and deeds of compassion are at the very heart of 
Judaism. Becoming a Bar or Bat Mitzvah is part of the covenant between God 
and the Jewish people. Performing mitzvot, fulfilling God’s commandments, 
is also our responsibility as part of the covenant. In Judaism, mitzvot are 
believed to bring about Tikkun Olam (repairing the world).

Our tradition teaches that each of us can make a difference in our congregation, 
our community, and our world. Congregation Emanu El, since its founding, has 
been committed to responding to mitzvah opportunities.   In order to fulfill 
this Jewish responsibility, each B’nei Mitzvah child is expected to undertake a 
mitzvah project of his/her own design. The project should have some significant 
impact, and should be completed before the student finishes writing his/her 
D’var Torah, about ten weeks before the Bar/Bat Mitzvah service.

tzedakah
We suggest that our students, upon becoming a Bar/Bat Mitzvah, observe 
the tradition of contributing a tithe (10%) of the monetary gifts they receive 
to Tzedakah.  Students and their families may choose a cause or organization 
that is meaningful to them.
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service information
service times & locations
Shabbat evening services will generally be in the Proler Chapel, as part of the 
congregation’s main worship service.  Shabbat morning services will usually be 
in the Barish Sanctuary. Your invitation should reflect that the Shabbat evening 
service begins at 6:00 p.m. and the Shabbat Morning Service begins at 10:30 a.m.

invitations
One of the benefits of our temple-based B‘nei Mitzvah preparation process is 
that it helps create a strong and vibrant community among our students. We 
encourage you to include in your celebration all the B’nei Mitzvah teachers 
and the students in your child’s cohort.

dress at b’nei mitzvah
The Bar/Bat Mitzvah and family are requested to dress in a manner which 
reflects the special religious nature of this ceremony.  Ties and jackets, modest 
dresses/skirts or pantsuits are examples of appropriate attire for the bima.

parent rehearsal
You will receive a letter and a packet of information several weeks prior to 
the ceremony notifying you of the time and date of the parent rehearsal.  The 
parent rehearsal is usually held the week before the B’nei Mitzvah service on 
Thursday at 6:30 p.m. This rehearsal is critical for parents as well as students. 
Please bring the completed forms from your parent rehearsal packet at this 
time. This rehearsal takes place with a member of the clergy team in the 
Barish Sanctuary.

parent participation
On the weekend of their child’s Bar or Bat Mitzvah, parents are invited to light 
candles during Shabbat evening services, pass the Torah to their children at 
the Saturday service, and offer a blessing to their child.  In interfaith families, 
non-Jewish members are invited to participate in the ceremony in any way 
they feel comfortable.  Our entire clergy team is available to help answer your 
questions and discuss any concerns you may have.

parent blessings
Before your child reads from the Torah scroll, you will have the opportunity 
to offer a special blessing to your child at this very important time in his/her 
life. Please see the “Suggestions for Writing a Parent Blessing” supplemental 
handout for more information.
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service information passing of the torah
Parents, grandparents, and great grandparents may participate in the passing 
of the Torah during the B’nei Mitzvah service.

ushering
Emanu El encourages each family to provide two ushers for Saturday 
morning before services. The ushers will greet congregants and guests and 
help distribute the Shabbat handout.  Ushers need to be at the entry doors at 
10:15 a.m. Saturday morning.

aliyot
An aliyah is the honor of being called to the Torah. Each student is given an 
aliyah by being called up to read from the Torah during the Saturday morning 
Shabbat service. Each family will have two additional aliyot.  An aliyah consists 
of being called up to the bima by the Cantor, reciting the Hebrew blessing 
before the Torah, staying on the bima while the Torah is read, then reciting 
the blessing after the reading of the Torah. This can be a single person or a 
group of up to 8 people, but they must be at least 13 years old and comfortable 
reciting the Torah blessings in Hebrew.

other opportunities for family participation
Family members may be invited to open/close the ark, and to participate 
in the Kiddush and Motzi blessings. Please see the “B’nei Mitzvah Family 
Involvement” chart for further information.

kippah & tallit
Each student becoming a B’nei Mitzvah has the option of wearing a kippah 
Friday and Saturday and/or a tallit on Saturday. Students who choose to wear 
a tallit will put it on and recite the appropriate blessing in the robing room 
prior to the service. We teach the blessing to the B’nei Mitzvah students as 
part of their preparation.

clergy requests
If you have any special requests regarding clergy participation, would like to 
ask Rabbi Walter to give the closing benediction, or have any other special 
needs of which we should be aware, please discuss these issues with Stefani 
Carlson at the Welcome Meeting.

board member preference
Please select a member of the Board of Trustees to present the congregational 
gifts to your child by completing the “Board Member Preference” form online.
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live streaming
Congregation Emanu El will live stream the Shabbat services of your B’nei 
Mitzvah weekend. For those who cannot attend your simcha, the live stream 
can be accessed on the front page of Emanu El’s website, emanuelhouston.org 
and on the Emanu El Facebook page. Your child’s B’nei Mitzvah will be recorded 
and available for playback on our website for a few months.  If you want to save 
a copy of the service on your own computers, you may call Jason for the link to 
download.

videography
A videographer of your choice may videotape the service from Feld Hall. The 
folding wall doors will be slightly opened. Only existing lighting may be used. 
Your videographer can connect with our sound system by speaking to our 
sound engineer, David Tanner or Nathan Malek. Since we have room for only 
one platform, we encourage partner families to share a videographer. Please 
notify Jason if you wish to do this.

photography
In order to preserve the sanctity of the ceremony, please pass these rules along 
to your photographer:  Pictures may not be taken in the Barish Sanctuary 
during the worship service.   However, photos may be taken without flash, 
from the south (Sunset side) lobby through the doorway. The photographer 
should move into position (middle set of doors), take the snapshot, and then 
move away from the doors in order not to block people entering or leaving 
the Barish Sanctuary. Please call Jason Plotkin at 713.529.5771, ext. 216 to 
arrange for photography in the Barish Sanctuary on Friday afternoon or early 
Saturday morning before the service. Photography must be completed before 
10:00 a.m. on Saturday morning.

flower fund
The Sisterhood Flower Fund provides beautiful pulpit flowers for each 
worship service. Please make a donation towards the flowers in the Proler 
Chapel and/or the Barish Sanctuary for your child’s B’nei Mitzvah. Sisterhood 
requests a minimum donation of $75.00 per family, to be collected at the 
Parent Rehearsal. 

Contributions to the Sisterhood Flower Fund are printed in the Shabbat 
handout each week. We invite you to designate your contributions in honor 
of or in memory of loved ones. These designations should be submitted at the 
Parent Rehearsal with complete details in writing, using the form provided. 
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security

The congregation provides two uniformed guards on Friday evening. The 
additional uniformed guard required for the Saturday morning B’nei Mitzvah 
service is subsidized by a fee.  Fees are listed on page 9 and will appear on your 
temple statement. 

temple arrangements
Arrangements for activities at the synagogue building, including scheduling 
photographers, room set-up, fixing trays of refreshments, ordering linens, etc., 
should be made with Program Director Jason Plotkin, at 713.529.5771, ext. 216, or at 
jasonp@emanuelhouston.org. Please speak to Jason about catering arrangements. 
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Families are asked to notify Program Director Jason Plotkin by phone at 
713.535.6414 or by email at  jasonp@emanuelhouston.org regarding their 
intentions for hosting a luncheon, oneg, or dinner at the temple associated 
with their simcha at least six months in advance. Linen fees are $3 (for each 
round table) and $4 (for each banquet table). Labor fees are based on the 
amount of hours and individuals utilized specifically for your event. 

shabbat dinners
•	 multi-purpose room  $500
•	 board room  $400

b’nei mitzvah fees
All dues and fees must be paid in order to receive your Bar/Bat Mitzvah date 
and must remain current through the time of the Bar/Bat Mitzvah service.  
If you are not able to meet your financial obligation, please call Executive 
Director David Lamden at 713.529.5771, ext. 221 to make alternate arrangements.

b’nei mitzvah fee  $1400
This fee is to be paid in full prior to your first scheduled meeting with the 
rabbi. The meeting will take place no less than seven months prior to your 
child’s Bar/Bat Mitzvah date. Fees will be reviewed annually to reflect the 
actual cost associated with the program as closely as possible.

7th grade hebrew fee  $50 / month
Monthly charge for 7th grade students in the Gesher class prior to their 
beginning Bar/Bat Mitzvah preparations.

security personnel  $60 / family
For the safety of our families, we require a security officer at every worship 
service.  We ask that B’nei Mitzvah parents contribute $120 ($60 per each 
family) to assist in helping us provide this very necessary element. 

wine & challah  $60 / family
Sisterhood will provide wine & challah on Friday evening and Saturday 
morning worship services. Sisterhood will bill families for wine & challah a 
month prior to your celebration. 

building use fees  
kiddush luncheon
•	 multi-purpose room  $500
•	 feld hall  $500
•	 board room  $400
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b’nei mitzvah fees b’nei mitzvah staff
clergy
rabbi oren hayon, Senior Rabbi, rabbihayon@emanuelhouston.org
rabbi pamela silk, Associate Rabbi, rabbisilk@emanuelhouston.org
rabbi joshua fixler, Assistant Rabbi, rabbifixler@emanuelhouston.org
rabbi roy walter, Rabbi Emeritus, rabbiraw@emanuelhouston.org
cantor rollin simmons, Cantor, cantorsimmons@emanuelhouston.org 

administrative staff
stefani carlson, Director of Congregational Learning, stefanic@emanuelhouston.org
gail shapiro, Administrative Assistant,  gails@emanuelhouston.org
jason plotkin, Program Director,  jasonp@emanuelhouston.org

teachers & faculty
cantor david axelrad, Teacher, 346-255-7248
lisa brooks, Speech & English Teacher, htownlisa@gmail.com
steve daum, Haftarah Teacher,  ssdaum@sbcglobal.net
eileen elfezouaty,  Teacher, eelfezouaty@emeryweiner.org
moses glickman, Teacher, mag23@rice.edu
michael kronman,  Teacher, mrkronman@gmail.com 
orit levi, Teacher, 19zozo65@gmail.com 
emily moses, Teacher, emoses3@gmail.com
sarah perez-klausner, Teacher, smpk528@gmail.com
alyson resnick, Teacher, aresnick4@gmail.com
daniel schrager, Teacher, ds71@rice.edu
judy stein, English Teacher, jars66@aol.com
dolores wilkenfeld, Speech Coach, dwilken683@aol.com
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