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To the B’nai Mitzvah Student:  
 

Welcome to the Journey of Jacob, the journey to adulthood. In Genesis Chapters 32 & 33, Jacob, 

Isaac’s son, is finally ready to truly grow up. He is about to cross the river, to face both his past 

(the anger of his brother Essau) and his future. He must prepare and examine himself, do a 

"Ḥeshbon haNefesh," a "soul accounting." He will wrestle with God and with his own shadows. 

In order to succeed he must prepare intently. He must also know himself, be honest with himself, 

and be ready to risk being known. When he does this, he becomes "Israel," the God-Wrestler.  

 

The passage of Bar/Bat mitzvah allows you, in the context and support of community and 

mentors, to step out of your childhood and onto the path towards Jewish adulthood, Jacob’s path.  

This is the first of several times a Jewish person has a life-cycle event of their own accord; 

crossing a river to become something more on the other side. Like Jacob, you must prepare as 

intently and as best you can, not really knowing what will happen, or what you will find on the 

other side.  

 

The Bar/Bat mitzvah process at B’nai Havurah has evolved to give you an early experience of 

challenges that will come later. By engaging in this learning process, you will be stronger, know 

yourself better, and be better able to face with integrity (and as a Jew) the challenges that lie 

ahead in high school, college, and beyond.   On this Journey you will be assisted by your family, 

your tutor and the Rabbi. They must engage and prepare with you in order for you to succeed. 

This means you also need to figure out how to include them, without letting them take over the 

process, just as Jacob had to figure out how to meet his brother Esau.  

 

At the end of all your preparation for this day, our B’nai Havurah community will celebrate with 

you as you help lead our Shabbat service that day.  You will join the Rabbi for the service, and 

you will leyn/chant Torah and Haftarah. Your preparations won't be easy, but along your journey 

you will truly become a "response-able" Jew in the eyes of the community. You will be more than 

just a kid in your family. You can begin to be called upon for adult responsibilities among the 

Jewish people.  

 

Services are also called in our tradition "prayers of the heart." It is an opportunity to use the vessel 

of Jewish tradition to carry your unique soul and to join it with your community, as well as the 

Jewish people past and present.  You will need to learn the 

traditional framework for a Jewish service and many of the prayers. As Reconstructionists we 

place a high value on the traditional prayers, which will connect you with the Jewish people from 

Abraham until now. They will allow Jews of many streams to join with you. They will in the 

future also allow you to join with Jews in services anywhere.  We also highly value creativity.  

You and your family will be able to join this traditional framework with your own creative 

choices, to make a service that works for both you and our community.  

 

We look forward to being part of your team, to escort you on this first conscious crossing in your 

life. May you go from strength to strength. 

 

B’nai Havurah Ritual Committee                                 Rabbi Evette Lutman 

 

B’nai Havurah Religious School Committee         Carol Morris, Education Director
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I.     INTRODUCTION    WHAT IS A BAR/BAT MITZVAH? 
 

Though the actual practice of the bar and bat mitzvah emerged relatively recently, it has 

ancient roots in Jewish tradition.  The second century sage Judah ben Tema taught that "at 

five, one should study Scripture; at ten, one should study Mishnah; at 13, one is ready to 

do mitzvot; at 15, one is ready to study Talmud; at 18, one is ready for the wedding 

canopy; at 20, one is responsible for providing for a family." 

 

Subsequently, it became customary to mark the passage of a 13-year-old boy as a "bar 

mitzvah" (literally, "Son of the Commandment") with the following blessing recited by 

his father:  "Blessed is the One who has freed me from punishment on account of this 

one."  With this prayer came recognition that a boy was now becoming responsible for his 

own actions.  It was not until the 16th century that the bar mitzvah was marked by calling 

a 13-year-old to the bimah to read the Torah and haftarah (Prophetic) portions on Shabbat 

morning.  This ritual has continued with some variations until this day. 

 

The practice of marking a bar mitzvah with a special ceremony is primarily a product of 

contemporary American Judaism. According to Jewish tradition, a boy automatically 

becomes a bar mitzvah on his 13th birthday - the ceremony is simply recognition of this 

fact.  Today however, the Bar mitzvah ceremony has become an important adolescent rite 

of passage throughout the American Jewish community. 

 

The bat mitzvah ceremony for girls is an even more recent phenomenon.  According to 

the Talmud, Jewish girls come of age at their 12th birthday, though it was never 

historically celebrated with a special ceremony.  The first bat mitzvah occurred in 1922 

when Judith Kaplan, daughter of Reconstructionist founder Rabbi Mordecai Kaplan, was 

called to the Torah at a Reconstructionist congregation in New York City.  Since that 

time, the bat mitzvah has become as much a staple on the American Jewish scene as the 

bar mitzvah for boys.  In the liberal Jewish community, it is generally celebrated after a 

Jewish girl's 13th birthday. 

 

The bar or bat mitzvah ceremony is not a private family celebration.  A bar or bat 

mitzvah takes place in the context of our B’nai Havurah community.  It offers our 

Jewish community an opportunity to celebrate and welcome members in one of the 

primary Jewish communal gatherings - the Shabbat morning service.  The bar or bat 

mitzvah can now be counted as an adult member of our community, and celebrates that 

fact with us.  

 

Practically speaking, the bar or bat mitzvah does not mark the endpoint of childhood and 

the beginning of adulthood.  This may have been true in the past, when children accepted 

adult responsibilities at the age of 12 or 13.  Now, however, we see becoming an adult as 

a process, consisting of many turning points along a continuum of experience - a lifelong 

journey. Becoming a bar or bat mitzvah signifies that an individual is taking the first step 

on that journey.  The ceremony thus aims to ensure that the beginning of this odyssey is 

filled with simcha, blessing, connection to community, and a seriousness of purpose. 
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II.     REQUIREMENTS 

 

A. Membership The student’s family must be a full member of B’nai Havurah.  

The account must be in good standing at least 6 months prior to the bar/bat mitzvah. 
 

B. Education 
 

Religious Education:  At least three years of religious school training at B'nai Havurah 

or the equivalent must be completed before the start of the 7
th

 grade year.  The 6
th

 & 7
th

 

Grade weekend intensives and Social Action Sundays are mandatory, as they provide 

necessary Jewish knowledge that every bar or bat mitzvah should possess; they help build 

a sense of community among the students.  

 

Hebrew Preparation:  At least three years of B'nai Havurah Hebrew School  (If the 

student has received a Hebrew education elsewhere, he or she must successfully pass a 

Hebrew proficiency test with the Rabbi 

 

C. Preparation 
 

BAR/BAT MITZVAH TRAINING:  Private tutoring of your child’s torah and haftarah 

portions should begin approximately 12 months prior to the bar/bat mitzvah.  Be sure to 

secure the services of a b’nai mitzvah tutor 12 months before the event and have 

him or her approved by the rabbi before a long-term commitment is made.  

 

We are lucky to have several qualified b’nai mitzvah tutors in our B’nai Havurah 

congregation from which our students may choose.  There are usually two or more tutors 

working with the students in any one class.  Choosing a tutor who is knowledgeable 

about Reconstructionist liturgy and practices, and is willing to maintain a close working 

relationship with the rabbi, will help ensure a smooth process.     

 

 

  

   

   

 

  

MITZVAH PROJECT:  Your child’s mitzvah project is a huge part of his or her 

journey.  With the Religious School class and on Social Action Sundays your child will 

learn about opportunities for doing mitzvot. Students should begin formulating their own 

personal mitzvah project during 6
th

 grade. Ideally the project should be on an issue or 

topic that really pulls your child.  The Rabbi will usually ask, “If I handed you a magic 

wand that could fix anything in this world that you thought was unjust – where would 

you waive the wand?”. 

  

Cynthia benEzra-Heller, 303-759-1357, benezraheller@msn.com; 

Ilana Fishman 303-756-3803, immaof2@comcast.net; 

Miriam Rosenblum, 303-718-2116, mrosenblum4@gmail.com; 

Rabbi/Cantor Birdie Becker, 720-849-5270, rabbibirdie@gmail.com; 

Risa Aqua, 303-883-4270, risaaqua25@gmail.com.  

mailto:benezraheller@msn.com
mailto:immaof2@comcast.net
mailto:mrosenblum4@gmail.com
mailto:rabbibirdie@gmail.com
tel:303-883-4270
mailto:risaaqua25@gmail.com
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SERVICE ATTENDANCE:  During the 12 month period prior to the service, the 

student/family is required to attend at least 10 Shabbat morning services at B'nai 

Havurah, not including High Holy Day services. (Up to two services at other 

synagogues/locations can count towards this requirement.) Record-keeping: on the 

Sunday following the service(s) the student attended, the student or parent should e-mail 

a list of those services attended over the weekend to the rabbi.  If the student attends a 

service at a different location, he or she should include this information in the e-mail to 

the Rabbi  (rabbi@bnaihavurah.org). Use the subject header: “B’nai Mitzvah Service 

Attendance Requirement”. 

 

Attending regular shabbat services will allow you to feel part of our community.  It will 

help you practice and learn what you need to prepare in your own service in a much more 

organic way.  While the attendance requirement is primarily on the student, at least one 

parent should accompany the student for the purpose of this requirement.  Each student 

will be expected to lead individual prayers, or other parts of our regular shabbat services, 

as his/her preparations progress (leading up to the day of the bar/bat mitzvah). That way 

the community becomes familiar with your child, and your child will gain confidence 

leading prayers. 

 

7
th

 Grade Class Invitation Requirement:  You are required to invite your child’s 7
th

 

grade class. It would be lovely if you could invite the 6
th

 grade classmates as well, as the 

6
th

 & 7
th

 grade are combined. You will be given a class roster at the beginning of the 

school year. 

 

 

C.  The Service     see sample bar/bat mitzvah service outline on p. 21 . 

 

Minimally, the Bar/Bat mitzvah candidate is required to: 

 

 Lead some basic parts of the service [Birchot haShachar (the morning blessings) 

Barchu, Sh’ma, V’ahavta, Torah blessings, etc.]. 

 

 Chant at least three aliyot of the Torah reading for that week and the appropriate 

blessings. (At B’nai Havurah an aliyah consists of at least 3 verses, so the minimum 

expected is at least 9 verses total.) 

 

 Chant the haftarah (prophetic reading of the week) and the appropriate blessings.  

 

 Deliver a short d’var Torah (Torah talk/speech) or commentary about their parsha (5-

7 minutes), or with assistance from the rabbi, lead a Torah discussion. 

 

 

The above are what we expect all candidates to accomplish.  In special situations these 

can be adjusted, in consultation with the Rabbi.  We recognize that language abilities 

vary widely.  The goal is for the student to find meaning in his/her preparations, to feel 

challenged but not overwhelmed.  If you would like to read significantly more Torah, but 

to do so you would need to do less haftarah (to keep equal effort), the proportions of 

Torah and haftarah can be adjusted by consulting the rabbi.     

mailto:rabbi@bnaihavurah.org
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III.    THE CEREMONY 

A. Selecting the Date         
 

Age 13: A bar or bat mitzvah celebration at B’nai Havurah is generally held on a Shabbat 

(Saturday) morning. For both boys and girls it is held after the child’s thirteenth birthday. 

It is also appropriate to delay beyond the 13
th

 birthday, in order for the student to feel 

properly prepared. There is no shame in having a bar or bat mitzvah at the age of 14, or 

whenever that child is ready.  [Rabbi didn’t have her bat mitzvah until she was 39!] 

 

Day of Week & Time of Day:  Strictly speaking, a bar or bat mitzvah can be held any 

day and time that the Torah is read in a Jewish prayer service (shabbat morning/shachrit;  

shabbat afternoon/mincha; Monday morning; Thursday morning).   At B’nai Havurah we 

read torah on Saturday mornings; we don’t hold prayer services on Saturday afternoons, 

or Monday or Thursday mornings.   Therefore we strongly urge you to schedule your 

ceremony for a Shabbat morning, as this is the customary time for the B'nai Havurah 

community to gather for services and it will therefore be more likely that the community 

will participate in the celebration.   

 

If a family needs to have their service at a time other than the regular Shabbat morning 

service time, there are options. If for any reason you feel you need to consider something 

other than a shachrit/morning service that the community can attend, please consult the 

rabbi as soon as possible.   

 

Additional Requirement for Services Not Held Saturday Morning:  One additional 

consideration with regard to a service held on Monday morning, Thursday morning or 

Saturday afternoon, is that your child will have to leyn torah on two separate occasions.  

In addition to leyning at his/her own bar/bat mitzvah, your child will be scheduled to 

come into B’nai Havurah on the Saturday following his/her bar/bat mitzvah and leyn the 

torah portion again with the regular davenning community at B’nai Havurah.  Leyning in 

our sanctuary with our regular davenning community will help strengthen community ties 

and give your child the opportunity to be welcomed by our community as an official 

adult member.  [The parsha is the same on Shabbat Mincha/afternoon, Monday and 

Thursday mornings, as it is on the following Shabbat morning.  So your child will not 

have to learn anything new.  Some children have actually found that the second time 

around they are much more relaxed.] 

 

Other Considerations For Choosing A Date:  Many families choose a date based on 

convenience (and the birthday) alone.  Some families, however, will look at the content 

of specific torah portions on or after the 13th birthday of the child.  If your child finds a 

certain torah portion particularly meaningful or relevant, that is a good criterion for 

choosing the shabbat on which that portion is read for your child’s bar/bat mitzvah. 

 

In the event of an off-site morning bar/bat mitzvah service, the community is always 

invited to share the simcha at the off-site location your family has chosen. (see page 9 for 

details)  Be sure to allow room for the B’nai Havurah community when booking your off-

site venue.  The office can help you determine how many additional seats will be needed 

to accommodate the likely number of B’nai Havurah attendees. 
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Some additional scheduling notes: 

 

 Only one individual bar/bat mitzvah service per Saturday.  This means that if 

someone else has already scheduled their service for the morning, you cannot 

schedule your service for the afternoon.  You CAN however decide to have the 

bat mitzvah together!  See below. 

 More than one celebration can be held in a single service (just like when twins 

have a b’nai mitzvah together).  There are exciting, creative possibilities of what 

this might entail.  A ceremony for two or more students could strengthen 

community ties for the students and their families.   

 B’nai mitzvah services will not be scheduled on major Jewish holidays including 

Rosh Hashanah, Yom Kippur, and Holy Days when Yizkor is recited.  

Ceremonies scheduled on other Jewish holidays must be held in our facility and 

must use our siddur. 

 B’nai mitzvah will not be scheduled at B’nai Havurah during special events 

weekends. 

 

   

B. Creating the Service Outline 

 
The Siddur:  B’nai Havurah has a long history of creating its own liturgy and services.  

Part of that was out of necessity, as the Reconstructionist movement had not yet created 

its own siddur, but part of that was also because the community values personal 

involvement in the process of creating a prayer experience.  Now our movement does 

have a siddur, Kol Haneshamah (Shabbat v’Hagim). The tradition of personalizing the 

prayer experience also continues.  So most families choose to supplement the service 

with a few readings/poetry they find personally meaningful, many of which are already in 

our printed siddur. Some families choose to put together a simple supplement with the 

torah/haftarah portions, a couple of readings and explanations.  The printed supplement 

normally takes a few hours to complete and can easily be done with equal participation of 

the parent(s) and student.  We recommend families begin to formally compile their 

supplement at least two to three months in advance.   

 

B’nai Havurah has over 175 siddurim.  You may also purchase extra siddurim on-line 

from the Reconstructionist bookstore, http://stores.jewishreconbooks.org/.  

 

The Shabbat Service:   

SEE THE SAMPLE BAR/BAT MITZVAH OUTLINE AT THE END OF THIS HANDBOOK.  

It is strongly encouraged that the family attend a series of regular B’nai Havurah Shabbat 

services during this time with a service outline in hand, so you can better familiarize 

yourselves with the service and think about what melodies and readings you will want to 

include in your ceremony (see attendance requirement, above). The rabbi can answer 

service questions and also aid families in finding additional readings, poems and songs 

for inclusion in the service.   

 

http://stores.jewishreconbooks.org/
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Carla Sciaky, (303) 733-5565, cpsciaky@comcast.net; 

Hal Aqua, B’nai Havurah Music Director, (720) 668-0448, 

halaqua@q.com; 

Rabbi/Cantor Birdie Becker, (720) 849-5270, rabbibirdie@gmail.com; 

Susan Spero, (303-929-8309, speroandco@comcast.net. 

 

 

 

C. Service Extras 
        

Music is an integral part of our services at B’nai Havurah.   If you would like to have a 

musician to help lead the service, you are encouraged to do so.  Our musician members 

participate in leading music, are familiar with our service and are the easiest choice. 

Whomever you choose you need to contract with them independently.  Be sure to 

book well in advance.  Here is a list of our musician members with their contact 

information: 

  

 

 

 

Passing the Torah, literally, from Generation to Generation is an optional ritual in 

which some families choose to participate. Before the Torah service the grandparent 

physically holds the torah scroll, then passes the torah scroll to the parent (next 

generation) who passes to the bar/bat mitzvah. You do not need to be a Jewish parent in 

order to participate in this ritual.  

 

Photography and videography are limited in our sanctuary during the Shabbat service 

in order to avoid distraction. For close-ups, at the family’s option they can schedule a 

photography appointment in the sanctuary with the torah & rabbi prior to the date of the 

bar/bat mitzvah. During the actual service the photographer must remain back and be as 

unobtrusive as possible.  No flash or lights may be used. A video recorder is permitted 

on a tripod in the back of the room.   

 

Live broadcast: In the case of an immediate family member who is too ill to 

travel, at the family’s option they can arrange for a live broadcast if the procedure 

will not disrupt the service.  

  

Publicity:  B’nai Havurah announces your celebration to the B’nai Havurah 

community via our electronic newsletter, What’s Nu. If you’d like a photograph to 

accompany the announcement, give the office a clear, head and shoulders photo 

(electronic attachment of a scanned school photo is fine).  B’nai Havurah no longer 

sends bar and bat mitzvah notices to the Intermountain Jewish News.  The family is 

free to place a notice in that publication on its own. 

 

A Hebrew Calendar may be useful in helping with your planning.  www.Hebcal.com,  is 

an excellent resource on the web.  This website has almost everything connected to the 

Jewish calendar – dates, parshiyot, holidays, sunset times, etc. 

 

 

mailto:cpsciaky@comcast.net
mailto:halaqua@q.com
mailto:rabbibirdie@gmail.com
mailto:speroandco@comcast.net
http://www.hebcal.com/
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IV. LOCATION AND FACILITIES 
 

A. Using Our Facility  
 

B’nai Havurah’s building is available for both the service and any celebration following.  
Families who are planning to hold any part of the service at B’nai Havurah will need to 

contact the office at least two months before the event to discuss your simcha. The 

Facility and Administrative Worksheet is due 3 weeks prior to the event.  For facility 

clean-up and usage, you will be assessed a $100 fee.  

 

The sanctuary can hold up to 160 guests.  We have 120 black matching chairs and 50 

orange plastic chairs.   If you need additional chairs please notify our office so we can 

help you arrange for their rental.  Parking will be an issue for larger groups; the family 

may wish to consider using a valet service. 

 

A list of caterers is available in our office.  B’nai Havurah has a dairy kitchen; fish is 

permitted, but no meat or shellfish of any kind.   
 

B. If the Service is Held Off-Site 
 

There are numerous details to consider in having the service off-site.  While this booklet 

is not a comprehensive planning guide, there are some aspects of this choice that require 

coordination with the office, particularly if the family needs access to the building when 

staff is not here.  The Facility and Administrative Worksheet is due 3 weeks prior to 

the event.   

 

1) Where to have the service:. An off-site service must be held in a venue that is 

wheelchair accessible, and on a bus route. Thus the venue for your service 

should be just as accessible by bus and by wheelchair as B’nai Havurah is. The 

family may opt to provide transportation to a chosen venue not easily accessible 

by public transportation. 

a) Examples of previously used venues: The venues listed below are 

wheelchair accessible, and allow for those who ride the bus to attend the 

service. 
i) Carson Elementary School 

ii) Four Mile Park 

iii) JCC 

 

2) Other Details to arrange with an off-site service:  

a) Portable Ark – B’nai Havurah has a portable ark available to hold the Sefer 

Torah at off-site locations.  Make arrangements with the office to pick up the 

ark at least 45 minutes before closing Tuesday through Friday of the week of 

the service. You will not need any tools to assemble the ark. In addition to the 

wooden ark you will also need to take the curtains, and four black blocks 

which will be risers for the table you’ll read the Torah on. The family (or its 

volunteers) must return the ark to the storage room after the service. 
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b) Lectern or music stand: for the student to use while delivering his/her d’var 

torah, to be returned immediately following the service.  

c) Sefer Torah – Care and respect should be given at all times to our sacred 

Torah.  The Rabbi will bring the torah scroll to the off-site location and return 

it to B’nai Havurah..  

d) Kippot and Tallitot – Baskets of kippot and tallitot can be borrowed from the 

B’nai Havurah facility for use off-site, and must be returned at the same time 

as the prayerbooks and the portable ark, to be returned immediately following 

the service..  Alternatively, the family may purchase special-order kippot from 

various providers.  

e) Kol Haneshamah/Prayerbooks – Our Reconstructionist siddurim 

(prayerbooks), Kol Haneshamah, may be picked up at least 45 minutes before 

closing Tuesday through Friday of the week of the service.  The office will 

give you covered plastic carrying boxes, and the family or their volunteers 

will fill them from the book carrels in the sanctuary. The family (or its 

volunteers) must return the books to the book carrels after the service. 

f) Sound System and/or Sound Tech: – In most locations a sound system will 

be required for the service.  It is the family’s responsibility to rent the 

appropriate sound equipment and a sound technician to run that system, as 

recommended by the musician you have hired.  Yes, many off-site venues do 

have their own sound systems, however experience has taught us that without 

a sound tech to run that system real problems can develop – mics cut in an out 

and feedback disrupts the service.  If you are hiring musicians for your 

service, be sure to follow their recommendations on the sound system/sound 

tech rental.  

Protocol  

A B’nai Havurah bar or bat mitzvah is a community event, so the entire B’nai Havurah 

community is welcome, and your child’s religious school classmates should all be 

invited, whether the service is at B’nai Havurah or somewhere else.  The easiest way to 

invite the community is in the weekly What’s Nu e-mail distribution.  The office can help 

you estimate the number of people to plan for at the Kiddush following the service. 

 

C. Food 
 

Kashrut: B’nai Havurah’s kitchen is dairy-vegetarian. Fish is permitted but no meat or 

shellfish may be brought in by the family or the caterer. 

 

At off-site locations, out of respect for Jewish tradition, our community, our rabbi and 

your guests, we request that all food served at any part of your celebration - oneg and 

meal served directly following - should be kosher or “kosher-style.”  This means no pork 

or shellfish, and no mixing of meat with dairy.  Please be sure your caterer understands 

this. (The dietary restrictions can be more relaxed if you are having a separate party at a 

later time and at a different location from the service.)  
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Grape Juice vs. Wine -A Note on Kiddush Wine… 

Often families offer a choice of grape juice or wine.  Make it easy for your guests to 

identify which is which by choosing different colors  - White grape juice and red wine, 

for example. (This fulfills the Jewish mitzvah of not putting a stumbling block before the 

blind.) It is also acceptable to serve only grape juice if the family chooses. 

 
 

 

IV. FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS 
 
 

1.   Will Bar/Bat mitzvah candidates need outside tutoring for their bar and bat     

     mitzvah?   

 

Yes, nearly all students need outside tutoring to be properly prepared. There are a number 

of tutors in the Denver area who help students learn to chant their Torah and haftarah 

portions, and reinforce the prayers and blessings necessary to help lead the service. See 

page 4 of this Handbook. Candidates should begin formal tutoring a year prior to the date 

of the bar/bat mitzvah, or even sooner, depending on the child’s Hebrew skills.  Tutors 

act as "independent contractors."  Details such as fees, frequency and length of sessions 

are arranged by the tutor and the families themselves.  (Typically, however, tutoring 

sessions take place once per week and last from a half hour to forty minutes in length.)  

Tutoring Scholarship assistance is available through the Rabbi’s Discretionary Fund.  

 

2.   Who helps my child write his/her d’var torah?   

 

The Rabbi enjoys working with students on their divrei torah/speech.  Families may also 

opt to hire an outside tutor for the d’var torah.  If the child has a good relationship with 

his/her tutor, then the tutor might might also be a logical choice. 

 

 

3.   Where does a bar/bat mitzvah service take place? 

 

The strong preference is that the service take place at our venue – B’nai Havurah.  If 150 

guests or less are expected to attend, families are encouraged to use the B'nai Havurah 

sanctuary for their child's Bar/Bat mitzvah service.  When our facility is used, the only 

“venue” cost is for an additional janitorial visit. Other possible expenses could be the 

rental of extra chairs, and the kiddush provided following services.  If your family is 

expecting more than 150 guests, you should rent an off-site venue that is both wheelchair 

accessible and on a bus line. 
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4.    Can a bar/bat mitzvah service be held on a Saturday afternoon rather than  

     Saturday morning? 

 

We strongly urge members to hold b'nai mitzvah services on Shabbat morning, as this is 

the customary time for our B'nai Havurah community to gather together. Some families 

may have a special need requiring them to hold their service on Shabbat 

afternoon/mincha.  The structure of the Shabbat afternoon service is different from the 

morning service.  Families that need to hold their Bar/Bat mitzvah in the afternoon will 

have to confer closely with the rabbi. Families should also clear their calendars for the 

following Shabbat morning, as their child will be chanting his/her portion again, at B’nai 

Havurah.  Please consult the rabbi before confirming an afternoon ceremony.    

 

 

5. What dates are available for bar/bat mitzvah and how are they set? 

 

In the Spring of the 5th grade year, our Religious School will invite all 5
th

 and 6
th

 Grade 

parents to an orientation on the B’nai Mitzvah process here at B’nai Havurah, as well as 

an orientation on the combined 6
th

 & 7
th

 grade experiential learning curriculum on life 

cycles, Jewish texts, Ethiccs and Jewish history.  Parents will learn about the available 

dates and corresponding parshiyot at that orientation.  At the end of that meeting parents 

of 5
th

 Grade Families will be asked to select their first three choices and return the form 

to the office.  The first choice will be honored whenever 

possible.[http://www.hebcal.com, is a great resource.] 

 

 

6. What about inviting classmates and other community members to the service or to a 

reception? 

 

Becoming a bar/bat mitzvah is a community celebration.  The service on Shabbat 

morning is also our community’s shabbat service.  Therefore it is expected that the whole 

community will be welcomed to the service.  Additionally, it is expected that all religious 

school classmates of each candidate will be specifically invited to the service. 

 

Ideally, it would be good if everyone could be invited to any kiddush or reception 

following the service, but we understand that this might present a financial hardship for 

some families.  Jewish tradition requires at least a small kiddush immediately after the 

service that is open to everyone. See #6 below. (The kiddush could be sponsored by the 

family or by a havurah.)  Many choose to have a more private family/havurah reception 

either after the kiddush or in the evening. 

 

7.  What are the dietary restrictions for providing food for our guests at B’nai  

Havurah? 

 

The kitchen at B’nai Havurah is kosher-style, dairy/pescatarian-only. This may be 

understood as: no meat can be served at the meal; and individual dishes cannot contain 

shellfish or pork products. Fish like tuna and salmon, or whitefish such as trout or cod are 

ok.  Food that is brought in for kiddush or a party must follow these restrictions.  In 

addition, the family should plan to provide challah, wine and grape juice for the end of 

the service.  Any questions on kashrut should be discussed with the rabbi. 

http://www.hebcal.com/
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If the service is off-site, it is appropriate to serve a kosher-style menu for any meal that is 

offered immediately after the service. This may be understood as: meat and milk should 

not be served together at the meal; no shellfish or pork products.  

 

8. Who sets up my Kiddush? 

Some families choose to bring in the food for their Kiddush themselves, instead of hiring 

a caterer.  In that case the family must arrange for its own volunteers (or pay someone) to 

set up the buffet and set out the food, drinks, etc., keep the table stocked, and clean up 

afterwards. B’nai Havurah staff are not in charge of setup or cleanup and are not 

available to help you.  Very often if the family is part of a havurah, the havurah members 

can be in charge of setup and maintenance of the buffet. Any questions on setup should 

be discussed with the Executive Director. 

 

9.   What is the rabbi's role in the bar/bat mitzvah process? 

 

The rabbi works with families in a number of capacities.  This includes: 

 Serving as a contact person to help families set a date, find a tutor, and respond to 

any questions the family may have. 

 Working closely with each family to help them with the service, with readings, 

assigning aliyot and other honors. 

 Conferring with the tutor to make sure that the child is making satisfactory 

progress. 

 Serving as a basic "point-person" for families during the bar/bat mitzvah process 

 Assisting in creation of a d’var torah or torah discussion as a meaningful 

demonstration of the student’s understanding.  Rabbi’s responsibilities also 

include leading parts of the services, supervising the whole bar/bat mitzvah 

process, and serving as a resource for teachers and tutors. 

 

 

 

10.   What is the parents' role in the bar/bat mitzvah process? 

 

As is the case throughout a child's Jewish education, parent involvement is essential in 

preparing for a successful bar/bat mitzvah.  This includes, but is not limited to: 

 Finding a tutor and deciding upon the venue for the service 

 Working with the child and the rabbi to put together the service outline 

 Attending Shabbat morning services with their child (ten times in the year 

prior to the simcha) 

 Learning about the Torah and haftarah portions together with their child, and 

learning the blessings for their aliyah to the Torah.   
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 Clarifying complete Hebrew names for the student and any person of Jewish 

faith coming up for an aliyah at the service. 

 Helping their child think through the parsha (biblical passage) they have been 

assigned.  The actual work produced should be the words and the work of the 

child. 

 Making sure that their child is practicing his/her lessons regularly at home 

 Selecting and deciding with the rabbi how family members can be involved in the 

service. 

 One of the parents should prepare a blessing of their own to be spoken to the child 

directly during the service. Please write your brief remarks out on a few index 

cards. 

 

 

11.  What is the role of the community in the process and at your celebration? 

 

The B’nai Havurah community (as well as your havurah and family) is the Jewish 

community that literally provides the sacred space and is present to give witness to this 

important event in the Jewish life cycle of your family.  Please feel free to welcome their 

participation and assistance in any way possible.  Besides inviting them to the service, 

you might: 

a) choose an adult “mentor” from the community or your havurah who might be 

willing to tutor your candidate in the creation of the D’var Torah or Torah 

discussion 

b) offer the honor of leading a part of the service, or readings, opening the ark, 

aliyot, hagbah/g’lilah, etc., to members of the community you would like to 

include. 

In honor of the accomplishments of the new bar or bat mitzvah, the community presents 

the student with a chumash or a similar gift.     

 

 

12.  How does the family participate with the Shabbat morning community before    

      the event? 

 

It is strongly suggested that during the year before the ceremony, members of the family 

(adults, older siblings) offer to lead all or part of a regular Shabbat service, and/or to lead 

a Torah discussion.  Another way to participate would be for your family to sponsor a 

kiddush after a regular service.  These activities help the whole family feel more included 

in the process, inspire and model for your Bar/Bat mitzvah candidate, help the regular 

minyan folks feel more a part of your upcoming event, and help the Bar/Bat Mitzvah 

candidate feel part of the B’nai Havurah community.  

 

13.  What are the costs associated with a Bar/Bat mitzvah at B'nai Havurah? 

 

The parent is responsible for contracting and paying for a private tutor, the printing of the 

(optional) service booklets, rental space (if selected) for the service, and reception 

expenses.  There is no charge for use of the B’nai Havurah facility other than an extra 

janitorial service.  However the usual building use damage deposit is required.  Please 
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contact the office at least six weeks before your ceremony to arrange this deposit and any 

other building access assistance you will need.  

 

14.  What about tzedakah? 

 

Tzedakah is an important value and practice normally tied to any Jewish lifecycle event.  

To support our community and all that it does, you may wish to make a contribution to 

the B’nai Havurah General Fund.  It is also common for families to make a donation to 

the Rabbi’s Discretionary Fund for tzedakah in the name of the Bar/Bat mitzvah.  

Lastly, we encourage you to consider making a contribution to tzedakah of your choice 

outside B’nai Havurah, to model such giving and to raise the level of joy and share that 

joy of this sacred moment in the life of your family. Some b’nai mitzvah encourage their 

friends and family to offer tzedakah to the charity of their choosing in lieu of personal 

presents.  Many in our movement choose to make a contribution to Mazon: a Jewish 

Response to Hunger, or contact Jewish Family Services which provides decorative, food-

filled tzedakah baskets as Bar/Bat mitzvah table-toppers that are later donated to the 

hungry.    

 

 

 

VI.  APPENDIX 
EDUCATION AT B’NAI HAVURAH 
 

 

 
B'nai Havurah encourages families to begin informal religious training for their children 

as early as possible by bringing them to services and participating in family-oriented 

programming.  Additionally, observing Shabbat and holidays and other Jewish life 

practices and values in the home is truly the bedrock of a strong Jewish identity, and 

helps insure that an individual has something special to offer when in community. 

 

Formal religious school training is offered at B’nai Havurah from kindergarten through 

seventh grade and all children in the community are expected to attend.  The curriculum 

of the B'nai Havurah Religious School has been designed to provide the candidates with a 

strong foundation in Jewish history, holidays, text, ethics and prayer in accordance with 

the "Educational Goals of the Reconstructionist Movement" (JRF). 

 

Sunday morning Religious School is held for kindergarten through fifth grade.  Our 

program continues and expands from 8th through 12th grade in a more informal setting. 

We strongly encourage planning and participation in the eleventh grade Israel Study Tour 

(IST) program.  (B’nai Havurah will provide a subsidy for any student who, after 

attending at least two full years of our post b’nai mitzvah programming, wishes to go on 

the IST trip.) 
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SCHOOL CONTACT INFORMATION 
 

B’nai Havurah 

6445 East Ohio Avenue 

Denver, CO  80224 

303-388-4441      Principal: Carol Morris, extension 11 

 

Fax: 303-388-0150 

www.bnaihavurah.org 

 

6
th

 and 7
th

 grade teachers: 

Rabbi/Cantor Birdie Becker, Rabbi Evette Lutman 

 

THE SHABBAT SERVICE STRUCTURE 

The structure of the 2 – 2.5  hour Shabbat morning service (beginning at 9:30 a.m.) can be 

divided into four parts that lead to the Torah service, followed by a closing section. This outline is 

a guide to the morning service; it uses the Jewish "Four Worlds" template and is keyed to Kol 

Haneshamah.  

 

In Jewish tradition, in order to pray the morning service we have to "warm up." There are 

two "warm up" sections designed to awaken and connect us physically and emotionally, 

before we join in communal prayer with the Barechu and Sh’ma.  

 

1) Birchot HaShachar: Morning Blessings 

This section, which begins on p. 140 and continues through p. 175, speaks about the 

blessings of the physical world, the world of creation and of our physical bodies. We 

need to connect to the physical world in order to truly pray.  

 

2) Pesukei D'Zimra: Psalms of Praise 

This section, which begins on p. 176 and continues through p. 243, consists primarily of 

songs of praise and gratitude. It is about awakening our emotions. We awaken our 

emotional selves with songs of gratitude.  

3. Sh’ma and Her Blessings:  

The Shachrit/Communal service proper begins here. In this section, which begins on p. 

246 and continues through p. 291, our intellect is engaged with core statements of 

belief.  

 

4) Amidah: Standing or Personal Prayer 

The Amidah was known in the Talmud as "Ha-Tefillah," or "The Prayer." It was 

considered the height of the prayer/service experience. The Amidah begins on p. 294 and 

continues through p. 321. On a weekday it consists of nineteen individual prayers, but on 

Shabbat the middle thirteen prayers of petition are replaced with one about the holiness of 

Shabbat (and God gets a rest from our petitions), leaving seven. Most Reconstructionist 

congregations sing the first three prayers together in community, and the rest are done 

individually. After warming up and entering communal prayer, the Amidah comes to give 

us the unique experience of individual/private prayer supported by community.  

 

http://www.bnaihavurah.org/
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5) Torah Service.  

The Torah service begins on p. 383 and continues through p. 441. After all the 

preparation before, here we have the opportunity to re-experience the receiving of Torah 

at Sinai, to enter the ongoing evolution of Revelation.  

 

6) Closing.  

From pp. 443-463 we have various prayers that bring our service to a close. The most 

important prayers here are the Mourners’ Kaddish (remembering the dead by honoring 

life) and Aleynu, which reminds us that "it is up to us" to take these ideas and take action 

in the world.  
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Parent/Family Timeline 

12 months  

 Family begins to attend Shabbat services to meet service attendance 
requirement (10 services required prior to bar/bat mitzvah). 

 Family meets with Rabbi to discuss day and time of service.  [While most b’nei 
mitvah take place during the Shabbat shachrit service held on Saturday morning, 
Saturday afternoon is also available (mincha), as well as a shachrit service on 
Monday or Thursday morning.] 

 Rabbi and family brainstorm mitzvah project possibilities. 

 Once the day and time of the service are determined, the Rabbi will assign the 
appropriate parsha. 

 Family contacts tutor and lessons begin.  If student is advanced this work may 
begin 9 months out (3 months after the initial family meeting with Rabbi).  
Discuss number of aliyot with tutor.  

 Family contacts the  musician(s) they wish to use (if any) as musical support 
during the service, and books date with them. 
 

-3 months 

 Meet with Rabbi and/or  musician(s) (if involved), to work on service re: honors, 
readings, divrei torah, prayers, dor l'dor, etc. 

 Parents work on choosing readings and assigning honors.    

 If there will not be enough Ḥumashim (Torah books) for the number of individuals 
anticipated in attendance, Family should begin assembling a supplement to 
contain the Hebrew being chanted for both Torah and Haftarah, and English 
translations. 

-2 months 

 Meet with Rabbi and/or  musician(s) to work on service  

 Finalize readings, honors, and all other major decisions  

 Photo and info for IJN press release to B’nai Havurah. office 

-1 month 

 Due to Rabbi and/or musician(s): rough draft of supplement containing the 
Hebrew being chanted for both Torah and Haftarah, and English translations, as 
well as any additional readings. 

-3 weeks 

 Send supplement to printer 

-2 weeks 

 Supplement back from printer in plenty of time to use for dress rehearsal 

-1 week 

 Dress rehearsal with Rabbi 
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Student Timeline 
12 months 

 Initial family meeting with Rabbi, confirm parsha (torah portion) and haftarah 
portion. 

 Begin working on Mitzvah project. 

 Begin fulfilling service attendance requirement (10 services prior to bar/bat 
mitzvah) 

 Begin studying with tutor. Advanced students may begin this work 9 months out 
(3 months after the initial family meeting with Rabbi).  Be able to show mastery of 
Level  1 prayers/blessings by the 6 month mark. (see page 3) 

-6 months 

 Meet with Rabbi:  
o report on the mitzvah project progress and service attendance 
o check progress of Torah, haftarah, prayers and blessings  
o add Level  2  and Level  3  prayers/blessings as appropriate per Rabbi & 

tutor. 
o study content of torah and haftarah portions (unless working with an 

additional coach/tutor),  
o begin thinking about dvar torah,  
o fill in any knowledge gaps. 

-3 months  Consult with Rabbi about d’var Torah orTorah Discussion 

-2 months 

 Mitzvah project should be completed 

 Ideally service attendance requirement fulfilled. 

 Outline of dvar torah (speech) to rabbi.   

 Rabbi checks progress of Torah, Haftarah, prayers and blessings 

-6 weeks 

 Dvar rough draft due to Rabbi by email  

-3 wks  

 Second draft of dvar torah due to Rabbi by email 

-2 wks  

 Final draft of dvar torah to Rabbi by email before meeting 

 Meeting with Rabbi 
o Practice reading from scroll 
o rehearse and fine-tune dvar torah with stage directions. 

-1 wk  

 Dress Rehearsal with Rabbi  
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 Student’s Hebrew Proficiency & Preparations 
 

The amount of Hebrew for which each student is responsible for 
learning varies.  The Rabbi will assign the amount of 
prayers/blessings and Torah and Haftarah sections in consultation 
with the student’s tutor. The goal is for the student to chant and 
lead as much as he or she can do proficiently.  
What standard does the Rabbi and tutor use for whether or not 
to add more blessings/prayers to learn?  The student should feel 
very challenged, yet not stressed out, by his/her preparations.   
 
At the beginning each student should be able to demonstrate 
familiarity with Level  1  prayers before beginning study of the 
assigned Torah or Haftarah portions.  Each tutor works a little bit 
differently, but in general, after the student has progressed sufficiently 
in learning the Torah leyning (chanting), the Rabbi and/or tutor will 
begin adding Level  2  and then Level   3  prayers, as appropriate 
based on the student's ability. 
 

 
Level  1  prayers 
Mah Tovu, Birchot haShachar, Psalm 121 (Esa Enai), Barchu, Yotzer Or, 
Shma/V'ahavta, Adonai Sefatai Tiftach, Avot/Gevurot, and Torah Service: 
Shma/Gadlu, Torah blessings, Haftarah blessings, Kiddush, Motzi. 
 
Level  2  prayers 
Hatzi Kaddish, Or Chadash, Ahavah Rabah chant, Mi Chamocha, L'dor vaDor 
(last par of Kedusha in Amidah), Ein Kamocha/Av Harachamim or Pitchu Li, 
Vay'hi/Ki Mitzion. 
 
Level  3  prayers 
Baruch sh’Amar, Psalm 150 (Halleluyah, halelu) Full Kedusha (in Amidah), 
Alyenu, Kadish Yatom (mourner’s kaddish), Ashrei [REQUIRED if doing a Mincha 
(afternoon) service]. 
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sample bar/bat mitzvah service outline 

All page numbers in Kol HaNeshama Shabbat v’Hagim 

 

Birchot Hashachar 

   Opening niggun –  

Musician(s) 

14  Level  1  Mah Tovu – 

student &  Musician(s) 

  Welcome -- Rabbi 

152  Level  1  Morning blessings 

(birchot hashachar) -- student 

  Reading here?  

Pesukey Dezimrah – verses of praise 

177  Level  3  Baruch She'amar 

chant? -- student &  Musician(s) 

201  Psalm 136 (Hodu 

Ladonai Ki Tov) –  Musician(s) 

215  Level  1  Psalm 121 (Esa 

Eynai) -- student &  Musician(s) 

231  Level  3  Psalm 150 

(Halleluyah, halelu..) -- student &  Musician(s) 

  Reading here?  

245  Level  2  Hatzi Kaddish -- 

student 
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Sh'ma and its Blessings 

246 As We Bless (chanting of the Kavanah below the line)-- student &                             

Musician(s) 
 

247       Level  1  Barchu / Yotzer Or -- student 

Reading here? 

269      Level  2  Or Chadash -- student &  Musician(s) 

273     Level  2  Ahavah Rabah -- student &  Musician(s) 

275     V'ha'er Eyneynu/V'havienu –  Musician(s) 

277      Level  1  Shma/V'ahavta -- student 

291      Level  2  Mi Chamocha -- student &  Musician(s) 

 

Amidah 

295      Level  1  Adonai Sefatai Tiftach -- student &  Musician(s) 

295-99       Level  1  Avot/Gevurot -- student 

301-5  Level  2  Kedushah -- student leads last paragraph. (l'dor vador) OR  Level  3  

student leads entire Kedushah 
 
307-21     individual prayer 

323     Oseh Shalom---  Musician(s) 

Torah Service 

383      Level  2  Ein Kamocha – student 

385      Level  2  Av HaRachamim OR Pitchu Li -- student 

385      Level  2  Vay'hi Binsoa HaAron/Ki Mitzion -- student 

??Dor l'dor chain?? -- Rabbi 

393      Level  1  Shma etc -- Student 

Processional --   Musician(s) 
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399      Level  1  Torah Blessings -- Student 

Aliyot (3? 4? 5?) 

Mi Shebeirach for healing -- Rabbi &  Musicians 

407     V'zot Hatorah – hagbah (lifting) & gelilah (wrapping) --  Musicians 

409-411 Level  1  Haftarah Blessings -- student 

D'var Torah -- student 

Blessings for the Student -- parents & Rabbi 

??Candy toss?? 

441     Eitz Chaim Hi Returning the Torah to the Ark—Rabbi,  Musicians 

 

Concluding Prayers 

Reading? 

445      Level  3  Aleynu 

Reading? 

451     Mourner's Kaddish -- Rabbi 

Closing song --  Musicians 

465      Level  1  Kiddush & Motzi -- student & class 
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Educational Goals of the Reconstructionist Movement 
 

1. Present Torah as the ongoing, creative and sacred search for 
meaning in life; a record of human encounters with the divine. 

2. Recognize that the Jewish people’s experience of God, Torah and 
peoplehood has changed and grown throughout history. 

3. Focus on Hebrew as the language uniting all Jews and provide 
programs that help develop language skills that allow for enriched 
connections with Jewish civilizations of the past, present, and 
future. 

4. Recognize praying, participation in ritual and text study as 
expressive modes of Jewish spirituality that can shape Jewish lives. 

5. Encourage active, egalitarian participation with a sense of 
responsibility for the Jewish community. 

6. Draw students of all ages into caring, committed and 
knowledgeable relationships with the land and people of Israel. 

7. Seek to understand the human spirit that lies behind diverse Jewish 
understandings of God and encourage individuals to reflect on the 
meaning of godliness in their own lives. 

8. Understand the concept of mitzvah as obligation and perpetuate 
Jewish values reflected in deeds of social justice and acts of loving-
kindness. 

 

We are dedicated to intellectually honest inquiry combined with 
faithfulness to our tradition and commitment to the continuity of the Jewish 
people. We believe this happens best with challenging, caring and 
supportive learning environments. 
 


