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 ESPECIALLY FOR PARENTS 

BECOMING A BAR/BAT MITZVAH AT WCT 
 
 

Introduction 
Now that your child is well into the “process” and your plans are well underway, the ceremony still awaits you.  

This guide will focus on the specifics of the Shabbat service during which your child will become Bar/Bat Mitzvah, 
your participation as a family in that service, and how Woodlands can be of help to you 

This brief guide is intended to make life easier for our B’nai Mitzvah students and their families (B’nai Mitzvah is 
the plural of Bar/Bat Mitzvah).  To be sure, it will not alleviate every worry in the minds of parents.  Would that it 
could!  However, these pages can clarify the background, policy, procedures, and format of the Woodlands 
Community Temple Bar/Bat Mitzvah program.  

In it, we will address issues related to the time period beginning eight months or so prior to the ceremony, 
culminating with the Shabbat Evening Service and the Shabbat Morning Service.  If at any time this outline is unclear, 
please feel free to contact the temple office for clarification. 

Please read all of it carefully. 
 

Prior To Your Child Becoming Bar/Bat Mitzvah   
It is customary for tension to rise during this period of time.  Obviously, it would do no good to tell you to forget 

about that, because each of us responds differently to different situations.  Nevertheless, much can be done in a timely 
manner to make your life a bit less tense.  We have included a checklist in these pages.  Fill in the appropriate dates 
and transfer them to your schedule book for peak task-maintenance.  This should ease the strain a bit.  To be sure, the 
list is not entirely complete, and we welcome any additions you might have for our next edition. 

 

Bar/Bat Mitzvah:  Its Meaning 
Judaism believes that children are given to us that we may care for them and help them grow, not just physically or 

lovingly, but with hope and confidence in our religious way of life.  In this sense, parents are partners with God in 
creating life, in giving it meaning and in imparting values.  The parent of a Jewish child is a teacher too – in assisting 
children to learn the meaning of life, to feel the presence of God, and to begin to understand Judaism.  Jewish 
education – from both the home and the synagogue – is one of the means by which the spirit of the individual is helped 
to grow and mature. 

The ceremony of becoming Bar/Bat Mitzvah marks an important step in the spiritual growth of every young person.  
It does not and should not suggest that one has reached a stopping point, or even a resting point, in the acquiring of 
Jewish knowledge and experience.  Rather, becoming a Bar/Bat Mitzvah is a mile-marker along the way.  It indicates 
that the coalition of child, parent(s), and community, has assumed its responsibilities for the continuing of Jewish 
ethical and ritual practice for the next generation.  This is the mitzvah (the religious obligation) for each of us in that 
coalition.  And it is this continuity that we all celebrate on your child’s Bar/Bat Mitzvah day. 
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What Is The Origin Of Becoming Bar/Bat Mitzvah? 

The beginnings of becoming a Bar/Bat Mitzvah are obscure.  It is not mentioned in the Torah, nor is there any 
biblical indication that thirteen was the age one became an adult member of the religious community.  Most scholars 
feel that the association between the age thirteen and mandated religious observance began during the Second Temple 
period (between 515 BCE and 70 CE).  A section of the Babylonian Talmud (the famed collection of Jewish teaching 
and commentary on Torah law) affirms that “until the thirteenth year, it is the father’s duty to raise his son.”  Then, as 
we are taught in Pirkei Avot (“Ethics of the Fathers,” from the Mishnah, an older text upon which the Talmud is based) 
states that at age thirteen, a boy is responsible for the mitzvot himself (Pirke Avot 5:42).  In other words, a Jewish boy 
of thirteen years automatically became a Bar Mitzvah without any public ceremony. 

While the beginnings of “our” Bar Mitzvah ceremony appeared as early as the 6th century CE, it was not until the 
Middle Ages that a fully developed ritual emerged.  By the 13th or 14th century, the custom of calling a boy up to the 
Torah was established as the way of recognizing his entry into adulthood.  The Bar Mitzvah boy would chant the Torah 
blessing, all or part of the Torah portion of the week, and/or the Haftarah section from the biblical books of the 
Prophets.  He would often give a scholarly address on the parashah (Torah portion) or some section of the Talmud.  
Then followed a gala feast, called seudat mitzvah (the mitzvah meal), to which family, friends and sometimes the entire 
Jewish community would be invited.  In short, then, almost all the elements we associate with the modern ceremony of 
Bar/Bat Mitzvah were present by the Middle Ages. 

 

But What About Becoming A Bat Mitzvah? 
Starting with the 2nd or 3rd century CE, Jewish girls at age twelve took on legal responsibility for the performance of 

the mitzvot.  As with age thirteen for boys, twelve probably corresponded to the hormonal changes in the body.  Girls, 
however, were subject to far fewer mitzvot than boys.  Since the Jewish society of that time saw females solely as 
mothers and housewives, women were exempted from a whole series of mitzvot that had to be observed at very 
specific times of the day, on the assumption that their work and presence in the home took precedence.  

In the 1800's, Reform Judaism actually abolished the ritual surrounding a child’s becoming Bar Mitzvah in favor of 
10th Grade Confirmation for both boys and girls.  The idea of Confirmation was to create a more “mature” (that is, 
stately and dignified) form of religious experience in “enlightened Europe.” 

Within the 19th century traditional community, some families held a seudat mitzvah for a daughter on her twelfth 
birthday, with the girl sometimes delivering an appropriate talk.  But, the first known Bat Mitzvah was Judith Kaplan, 
daughter of Mordechai Kaplan, in 1921.  Dr. Kaplan, founder of the Reconstructionist Movement, scheduled the 
service during which his daughter became Bat Mitzvah on a Friday night.  Judith recited Torah blessings, read from a 
Chumash (a printed, bound version of the Torah) but not the Torah scroll itself, and its English translation.  Thus, the 
Bat Mitzvah was born.  Reform Judaism, which by this time had reintroduced the ritual surround a child’s becoming 
Bar Mitzvah, quickly adopted those for becoming Bat Mitzvah, although in a form which recognized the equality of the 
sexes. 
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So Is My Child Becoming An Adult? 

Well, yes and no.  The ceremony of Bar/Bat Mitzvah cannot magically turn our kids into members of the adult 
community.  In fact, we’re fairly sure that’s not something you (or they!) really want ... just yet.  Full-time jobs, bills, 
maintaining a home – a few more years of growing up sounds better and better.  We think even your kids will agree 
that age 13 isn’t really the time to get into all that. 

On the other hand, your child is growing up.  No longer a baby, not even the little kid, of just a few years ago, 13-
year olds have more developed capabilities – physically, intellectually and emotionally – that help them accomplish 
more and more in their everyday life.  You count on your child to be more and more responsible with every passing 
year.  And we – your community (both your synagogue and around town) – are counting on them to be more 
responsible too. 

So yes, they’re growing up.  When your child becomes a Bar/Bat Mitzvah, we will celebrate what they are right 
now (a terrific, “growing up” young person), as well as what they are becoming (a little ways down the road):  a 
grown-up who understands his/her responsibilities to Judaism and to the world around you. 
 
Your Child’s Written Assignments 

There are five written assignments for each Bar/Bat Mitzvah student which are part of the ceremony. While Rabbi 
Billy and Rabbi Mara are involved in helping with these written assignments, they are easier to do (and more 
enjoyable) when the entire family participates (that is, when there is demonstrated support for your child). 

 
These are the specific assignments. Rabbi Mara will be in touch with you about beginning the following writings. 

DON’T START THESE UNTIL ONE OF THE RABBIS TELLS YOU TO DO SO. 
 
A. Writings #1 and #2. Read (together as a family) the entire assigned Torah and Haftarah parshiyot (portions) 

and help your child understand it so he/she can write an introduction to each portion, much like a mini-book 
report. There will a one-paragraph Introduction for the Torah and a one-paragraph Introduction for the 
Haftarah. 

B. Discuss with your child the background of his/her Jewish (and/or English) name as preparation for writing a 
two-paragraph Name Statement. This will be read during our Chain of Tradition ceremony. As your child 
holds the Torah passed from generation to generation, the name “story” unfolds, enhancing even more the 
meaning of this ceremony. 

C. Discuss the idea of tzedakah (justice, doing the right thing) and help your child choose one specifically Jewish 
and one specifically non-Jewish cause to make a contribution (of dollars or time) in honor of becoming 
Bar/Bat Mitzvah.  The Woodlands guide, “Tzedakah and You,” (in your child’s handbook) can provide 
invaluable assistance. Your child’s selections will also serve as the basis for a two-paragraph Tzedakah 
Statement (one paragraph on each cause). We recommend that donations (of time and/or money) be in 
increments of 18 (since eighteen is the numerical equivalent of the Hebrew letters khet and yud, “Khai,” 
meaning “life”). 

D. Rabbi Billy will assist your child in preparing a D’var Torah (a written, creative statement about the message 
of your child’s Torah parashah). He will hold two work-sessions with your child to discuss and outline this 
project.  

Your support would be appreciated in seeing that, when assigned, the project is:   

1. completed; and, 
2. Well-written (content-wise and grammatically). Your child will be asked to write it, then revise it, then 

show it to you for comments and suggestions (we’re really counting on your help at this stage!), then 
revise it one last time before bringing it to the second meeting with the rabbi. 
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About The Required Shabbat Service Attendance 
We want to remind you that attendance at five Shabbat Morning Services (during which there is a child becoming 

Bar/Bat Mitzvah) and five Shabbat Evening Service (all here at Woodlands) – student and parent(s) together – is an 
important part of your family’s preparation.  These must be completed prior to the service during which your child 
becomes Bar/Bat Mitzvah.  Service attendance will be coordinated through the Cantor’s office.  Keep track of your 
attendance using the form on the inside cover of your child’s handbook.  Please note that our focus is not on forcing 
attendance, but on creating a sense of confidence and familiarity (for both student and parent) within our worship 
environment. 

 

Your Participation In The Shabbat Evening Service 
Unless there are unusual circumstances that pertain, at the Friday night service your child will recite V’ahavta (just 

after the Sh’ma) and the Friday night Kiddush (blessing over wine).  In addition, one or more family members (male or 
female, any age) will be invited to light Shabbat candles. 

As far as the Oneg (refreshments after the service) goes, other members of the Temple will be “doing” the Oneg.  
You are welcome to bring additional goodies.  Please note, however, that as a synagogue member, sometime during 
the year you will be asked to participate in another Oneg. 

 

Invitations And Service Time 
There are many invitations available from different sources.  There is no “right” way to do it.   We do encourage 

you to incorporate the mitzvah of tzedakah into your invitation, using the examples reproduced elsewhere in this 
handbook as your guide.  If you would like the rabbi or cantor to review your proofs for any Hebrew text or 
transliteration, please feel free to call. 

Please note:  Our Shabbat Morning Service begins promptly at 10:30 a.m.  We would appreciate your not listing 
the start time in your invitation any earlier, since this can mislead guests to thinking we’re late in getting started on 
the actual morning.   

The office can provide you with a sheet of directions to Woodlands, along with appropriate behavior information 
(which we strongly encourage be printed on the back of the directions card). 

As far as who to invite, obviously the choice is yours.  We encourage you to invite, as a matter of courtesy, the 
rabbi, cantor, Rabbi Mara and youth director.  But even more importantly, sending an invitation to each of your child’s 
past and present religious school teachers provides an appropriate expression of gratitude and esteem to those who 
have assisted you with your child’s Jewish education. 

 
Appropriate Dress  

Shabbat services are a time when we express the highest values by which we want our children to live and by which 
we ourselves want to live.  Modesty is one of those values.  Young men and women who are becoming B’nai Mitzvah 
should wear clothing during worship that exhibits modesty – girls attire should cover their shoulders (please do not 
rely on a tallit to perform this function). 

 
At The Shabbat Morning Service 

We provide many opportunities for family and friends to participate in our Shabbat service.  We try to make it very 
personal and will be happy to work with you to insure that this happens.  Included in the front pocket of this Handbook 
is a sheet of “Aliyot/Honors” opportunities.  The completed form should be submitted to the Cantor’s office two weeks 
prior to your service date. 
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A Few Additional Items of Importance 
While we can’t squeeze absolutely everything we want to into this bulletin, we can sure have fun trying.  Here’s a 

whole bunch of stuff that, while it doesn’t get its own heading, is still important.  Please make note of them all. 
 
• Still photography is only permitted prior to the beginning of our service.  Consult the “Video & Photography 

Policy” in the enclosed Facility Use Documents for information about having the service videotaped. 
• Extremely important note about your pre-service photographs.  No family member or photographer is 

permitted to remove the Torah from the Ark.  The Torah scroll can be damaged if not handled properly; we 
rely upon your cooperation in this matter.  You may open the Ark, but not touch the scrolls. 

• No bimah furniture (including microphones) is to be moved during photographs. 
• It is customary in many families to present the Bar/Bat Mitzvah (boy or girl) with a personal tallit (prayer 

shawl).  If you would like further information about this, please feel free to ask the rabbi.  Please note if your 
child receives such a gift, you should:  1) bring it to the Rabbi’s Study for the pre-service family meeting; and, 
2) encourage him/her to continue using it at any Shabbat Morning Service they attend after becoming Bar/Bat 
Mitzvah. 

• A member of our temple leadership will present a Kiddush cup and Tzedakah box to each Bar/Bat Mitzvah, as 
well as a Certificate of Bar/Bat Mitzvah eminently suitable for framing and mounting on the bedroom wall.  
We encourage you to assist your child in displaying their certificate rather than simply leaving it in its 
envelope. 

• It is customary for the Bar/Bat Mitzvah family to provide floral arrangements.  We have a beautiful Sanctuary.  
This is always enhanced by flowers and we encourage our Bar/Bat Mitzvah families to arrange for a floral 
presentation to make the setting even more beautiful.  They should be delivered sometime before Friday’s 
Shabbat Evening Service. 

• On Shabbat morning, we will have asked 3 to 4 temple families who will soon be celebrating their own 
children becoming B’nai Mitzvah to serve as ushering families.  They will help with certain small set-up 
arrangements, distribute the prayerbooks, and assist in helping people be comfortable while in our synagogue.  
Please note:  Inappropriate behavior during the service is your responsibility; you should take whatever steps 
necessary (both before and during the service) to see that decorum is maintained.  

• By the way ... it’s a wonderful idea to find out from the office who the ushers will be that morning, and to 
phone them ahead of time to thank them in advance for their assistance. 

• A choreographic note:   Near the end of our Shabbat Morning Service, we will send your child off the bimah to 
stand with you during the Kaddish.  You do not need to provide a seat, since he/she will be needed back on the 
bimah immediately following Kaddish. 

 
All in all, we want to make the Shabbat service during which your child becomes Bar/Bat Mitzvah to be as personal 

and as Jewishly meaningful as possible.  Each of the components described above will help ensure such an experience 
for the entire congregation. 

 
Your Family Rehearsal 

The cantor will arrange a rehearsal to run through the Friday evening and Saturday morning services.  Typically, 
this rehearsal takes place at 11:00 am on the Friday of your simkha weekend.  Parents should plan to join the Bar/Bat 
Mitzvah student for this 2-hour appointment.  While siblings are welcome, usually they do not attend. 
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Appointments with The Rabbi 

The rabbis are always available to you.  You need only to give them a call.  A series of more specific appointments 
will be arranged with you and your child to take place during the month preceding the Bar/Bat Mitzvah celebration, but 
feel free to speak with them at any time. 
 
Parents’ Tzedakah Contributions 

The Rabbi and Cantor do not accept fees for the performance of life-cycle, pastoral or personal services for 
members of the congregation.  Throughout the ages, however, Jews have expressed thanksgiving for happy events by 
appropriate gifts in support of the synagogue.  The Rabbi’s Mitzvah Fund and Cantor’s Discretionary Fund help those 
in need and supports those causes which Reform Judaism has always valued.  A donation to the Rabbi Mara’s Mitzvah 
Fund can be made to honor the teachers that your child has learned from throughout the years.  It is customary, 
therefore, to make a generous contribution to these funds.  Through your simkha (your great joy), and by virtue of your 
tzedakah donation, others may be blessed by your blessings. 

 
Mazon 

Woodlands is really committed to making our deeds match our words.  That’s why we suggest and encourage you 
to add MAZON participation as part of your Bar/Bat Mitzvah celebration plans. 

The Hebrew word, Mazon, means “food.”  The program, MAZON, is a Jewish response to hunger.  You participate 
by voluntarily writing a check equal to 3% of the cost of your celebration as a contribution to MAZON.  If your 
expenses are $5,000, add $150 for MAZON.  It’s not a whole lot of money, and the principle is crucial.  Nationally, 
MAZON has raised and distributed over millions of dollars (with very little overhead, at that) to feed a lot of very 
hungry men, women and children.  Please send your check to:  MAZON, 1990 South Bundy Dr., Suite 260, Los 
Angeles, California, 90025, 310- 442-0020.  Visit www.mazon.org for more information on how MAZON does its 
excellent work. 

 
Purchasing Keepot And Tallitot From Our Judaica Shop 

If you are making any Judaica purchases for your celebration (a tallit and/or yad for your child, keepot for your 
guests), we hope you will visit our temple Judaica Shop in the lobby of our Sanctuary.  Not only can we offer you 
great Judaica at great prices, but you’ll be supporting Woodlands Community Temple at the same time.  Please call the 
temple office for more information.  Remember:  supporting your synagogue is a tzedakah project too! 

 
If You Purchase Keepot 

While it is by no means necessary to have keepot at the entrance to the Sanctuary (the temple makes its own 
available), you are certainly welcome to do so.  If you are inscribing your keepot, please refrain from using the default 
text, “Bar/Bat Mitzvah of Jordan Greenberg.”  As you know, we encourage you to use the term correctly.  Since it is 
the child who is the Bar/Bat Mitzvah, we suggest: “Jordan Greenberg, Bar/Bat Mitzvah.”  As always, we appreciate 
your helping us educate our community. 

 SOME QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS   

Is It Our Family’s Private Service or The Congregation’s? 
In our tradition, when a child approaches the age of thirteen, the community gathers to celebrate the ceremony of 

Bar/Bat Mitzvah.  By its very definition, the moment of becoming Bar/Bat Mitzvah is a public one in which a young 
person publicly demonstrates the knowledge of Jewish life skills not simply before family and friends, but before the 
entire congregation.  This is why such ceremonies are held in the synagogue, as a part of our regularly-scheduled 
Shabbat (or holiday) worship service.  It is why a wedding blessing or babynaming may be part of the morning’s 
sacred events.  It is also why the temple bulletin lists your child as a participant in our service. 
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Is Our Family Permitted to Custom-Design The Service to Make it More Personally Meaningful? 

Absolutely!  While it is necessary to create a meaningful worship experience for all congregants during a service, 
there are many opportunities for you to place a personal imprint on the service.  Shabbat Evening candlelighting, the 
Chain of Tradition, Shabbat Morning aliyot, the Parent(s) D’var Torah, carrying the Torah scrolls, opening and closing 
the Ark, helping unwrap and wrap the Torah, and even special additional readings (not to forget your child’s many, 
many contributions) – these are all wonderful opportunities to play a role in making the service during which your 
child becomes a  Bar/Bat Mitzvah a cherished, lifelong memory which our entire congregation can celebrate together. 

 
How Many Family Members May Participate in The Service? 

Actually, as many as you wish.  While there is a limit to the number of particular opportunities, please feel free to 
explore how many individuals actually participate in each activity.  This means that on Shabbat Evening, a group of 
family members and friends may join together in lighting Shabbat candles.  And on Shabbat Morning, each Torah 
blessing may also be said by as many friends and family as you like (for example, all the cousins or all the 
grandparents) rather than just one or two people. 

 
How Many Guests May I Invite? 

This is certainly a significant moment in your family’s life that you want to share with relatives and friends.  But 
before making your invitation list, please understand that space is limited in our Sanctuary.  With the back doors open, 
and using our regular chairs, we can seat a total of 270.  If you are sharing your simkha with another family, you’ll 
have to divide that number so be sure to speak with them before settling on how many each of you will invite. 

If you prefer, you may rent folding chairs to increase the total number of seats (to as many as 350).  Please contact 
the temple office to do so. 

 
What If I Have Non-Jewish Family Members Who Would Like To Participate? 

Woodlands Community Temple has two roles to play here:  first, we are committed to ensuring that our 
congregation and our services welcome and embrace individuals we love who may not be Jewish; and second, we are 
responsible for maintaining the distinct Jewish identity of our building and our programs.  We need not be exclusive to 
accomplish both goals, but we do need to act with integrity and sensitivity. 

To this end, our synagogue’s Jewish Life Committee has made a simple but important decision:  non-Jews may 
participate in our programs and services to the extent that, when acting as shaliakh tzeebor (a leader in our community 
worship), we do not ask them to recite words (in English or Hebrew) that would acknowledge them as full Jews-by-
Choice.  It is neither fair to ask them to deny their personal religious identity, nor to present anything to the community 
that is untrue.  Non-Jews may, therefore, read any Hebrew or English in the service that does not identify them as 
Jews-by-Choice.  And they may certainly participate in any component of the Torah Service that is without spoken 
words (including carrying or lifting up a Torah scroll). 

The one exception is the receiving of an aliyah (“coming up” during the Torah reading) which identifies the 
participant as being Jewish, whether words are spoken or not, only Jewish men and women may participate in a Torah 
(Aliyah). 

Any prayer that includes the words asher kidshanu b’mitzvotav v’tzivanu (“who commands us through Jewish law”) 
also identifies the participant as being Jewish. 

A non-Jewish parent has certainly played a significant role in “passing the Torah” to their child and, if you desire, 
is welcome to participate in the Chain of Tradition.  Non-Jewish grandparents are most definitely invited to stand with 
their grandchild to share in your family’s great joy. 
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What About the Financial Obligations to The Temple? 
We recognize that, even when modestly executed, creating a family simkha is an expensive proposition.  But please 

remember, we all share the responsibility together for the fiscal health of Woodlands Community Temple.  Please be 
certain that you have done your fair share, and have remitted any outstanding balances to the temple.  Your family 
must be in financial “good standing” for your child to become a Bar/Bat Mitzvah. Thank you in advance. 

 
Photographs in Front of The Ark 

We know that many families want to take photographs in our Sanctuary and often in front of the Ark.  This is easily 
done.  Because Shabbat mornings are rather hectic, some families arrange (through the temple office) to come in at 
another time.  Whenever you make your arrangements to do so, you’ll need to abide by a few important policies. 

 
1. On Shabbat mornings, our religious school uses the Sanctuary between 9:00 and 9:30 am.  When they are 

done, you may use it for photography.  But it’s important that you arrange this with the office so we don’t 
schedule anything else in there at that time. 

2. On Shabbat mornings, the bimah will have been set for the service.  The reading table may not be moved, nor 
the rabbi’s lectern, nor any of the microphones. 

3. While you are welcome to open the Ark to take photographs in front of it, no one may remove a Torah from 
the Ark.  

4. If you are sharing your simkha with another family, please coordinate with them on use of the bimah for 
photographs.  While awaiting your turn, you may certainly use the lobby area (or even outside) for additional 
photography. 

 
What If I Have Other Questions? 

Every family is unique.  As you prepare for this truly wonderful moment in your family’s life, you may have 
specific questions not answered by the information supplied to you in these publications.  Please feel free to contact us 
and share your thoughts.  We want to be helpful to you and will do everything we can to ensure that your child’s 
becoming Bar/Bat Mitzvah will be just one of many highlights of your Jewish life at Woodlands. 

 
Family Class 

During 6th and 7th grade, you will be asked to attend three family classes to address issues specific to becoming a 
Bar/Bat Mitzvah – issues relating to the service itself, issues of family involvement, ways in which to make this special 
event even more meaningful to the entire family, and how to make this time as stress-free as possible. 

 
7th Grade Family Torah Class 

During 7th grade, students and their parents are given an opportunity to study Torah in a fun and challenging way 
with the Rabbi.  There will be eight sessions scheduled during one-half of the year. 

 
Advance Advice For Bar/Bat Mitzvah Celebrations 

Peer pressure is a double-edged sword.  Used wisely, it can motivate us to wonderfully loving acts of concern for 
humanity.  Used less wisely, it can propel us headlong down a road of comparisons that not only make us feel 
uncomfortable, but can really hurt financially.  True, your child’s special day is cause to celebrate.  By all means, do 
so.  But there’s nothing wrong with a simpler style, as well.  In effect, less “bar” and more “mitzvah.”  Food for 
thought. 
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Books That Can Help 

Books and pamphlets are available at many book stores to help guide you through the process.  The very best is 
called Putting God on the Guest List (Rabbi Jeffrey Salkin, Jewish Lights Publishing) and we highly recommend that 
you read it early and cover-to-cover. 

 
A Special Request 

We want to develop a wonderful relationship with each family and child in our school.  Everyone is different and 
we know that.  But, sometimes we don’t know the extent of that difference.  If you or your child has special needs we 
should consider in planning a beautiful ceremony, please let us know.  These could include learning styles, 
developmental issues, family issues and more.  All conversations will be held in the strictest of confidence.  We just 
want to help ensure the very best experience possible for everybody.  Thanks for your help. 

 
GUIDELINE FOR BECOMING A BAR/BAT MITZVAH 

/While we hold dear to the idea that each child is an individual to be nurtured and treated like a mensch (i.e., with 
compassion and gentleness), we do have guidelines to maintain the educational and spiritual integrity of both our 
synagogue and the becoming of Bar/Bat Mitzvah. 

   
• Our Jewish studies are geared to progressively increase knowledge in history, liturgical Hebrew, sacred texts, 

sacred moments, contemporary issues and social justice.   
 
• Our youth program seeks to bond each student to the synagogue and wider Jewish community in social, 

emotional, spiritual, and informal educational ways.   
 

• Our synagogue, as a whole, strives to provide a meaningful religious home for all of our members, from the 
very youngest to the very oldest. 

 
Woodlands believes that all three of these areas is inextricably interconnected.  They not only serve as the basis of 

our religious education program, they are the very basis of all our Jewish lives.  We are not “a Bar/Bat Mitzvah mill” 
and never will be.  We rely on your support and participation to keep “the mill” far away from 50 Worthington Road! 

 
REQUIREMENTS FOR BECOMING BAR/BAT MITZVAH AT WOODLANDS 

 
(1) Participation (with parents, when scheduled) in all class programs and projects. 
(2) Utilizing the recording provided by the Cantor, learning to conduct assigned Shabbat prayers and the Torah 

and Haftarah service, prior to beginning lessons with the Cantor. 
(3) Complete required written and reading assignments in preparation for the Shabbat service during which the 

Bar/Bat Mitzvah ceremony occurs.  The Rabbi, Cantor and Rabbi Mara will coordinate these assignments: 
 (a) Your reading the entire assigned Torah and Haftarah portion – together as a family – and helping your 

child understand it so that he/she can select the verses to be read during the service. 

 (b) Your discussing with your child the content of the Torah and Haftarah verses he/she will be reading, in 
order to write a one-paragraph introduction to each. 

 (c) Your discussing with your child the background of his/her Jewish (and/or English) name as 
preparation for writing a Name Statement. 
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 (d) Your discussing the idea of tzedakah (justice, doing the right thing) and helping your child choose one 

specifically Jewish and one specifically non-Jewish cause to make a contribution (of dollars or time) 
in honor of becoming Bar/Bat Mitzvah.  The included Woodlands guide (“Tzedakah and You”) will 
provide invaluable assistance.  Your child’s selections will also serve as the basis for a one-paragraph 
Tzedakah Statement (one paragraph on each cause). 

 (e) A D’var Torah (written creative statement about the message of your child’s Torah or Haftarah 
portion) developed via two work-sessions with the rabbi. 

 

Please note: The rabbis and cantor, will be happy to assist you in any of these areas ... but the primary 
concept is for each student to work alongside the parent(s). 

(4) Attendance – by parents and student – at five Shabbat Morning services and five Shabbat Evening service at 
Woodlands during the twelve months prior to your Bar/Bat Mitzvah date.  The Shabbat Morning services must 
all include a Bar/Bat Mitzvah ceremony.  These must be completed prior to the service during which your 
child becomes Bar/Bat Mitzvah.  Service attendance is coordinated through the Cantor’s office.  Please note 
that our focus is not on forcing attendance, but on creating a sense of confidence and familiarity (for both 
student and parent) within a worship environment. 

(5) Serve as an Ushering family for two services during which we celebrate a student becoming Bar/Bat Mitzvah.  
The office will assign and notify you of your dates and instructions. 

(6) Payment of all financial obligations due Woodlands as well as all Bar/Bat Mitzvah fees and charges prior to 
the ceremony. 

(7) Not required, but strongly recommended – that your child participate fully in our youth program.  It’s one of 
the very best ways to become truly “at home” at Woodlands, with the students from our many geographic 
locations, and with being Jewish. 

 
 

3-PART BAR/BAT MITZVAH AGREEMENT FOR A “PAINLESS” EXPERIENCE 
 

We have come to understand that a beautiful ceremony – cherished by the family and easily conducted by our B’nai 
Mitzvah students – is the result of a covenantal relationship.  Everyone has responsibilities:  parent(s), child and 
synagogue.  We work as a team to create the very best experience possible.  Here’s how we understand it. 

 

A. Parent responsibilities: 

1. Read the material, understand what the process is, and agree in full to the outline of Bar/Bat Mitzvah 
requirements stated in this Handbook; 

2. Support and actively involve yourself in fulfilling the guidelines, and share a growing sense of enthusiasm 
with your child. 
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3. In your child’s seventh grade year, whenever assignments are given: 
a. Help your child understand and prepare all written material; 
b. Help your child establish a set pattern of study time (30 minutes a day); 
c. Review progress reports and positively encourage your child; 
d. Be enthusiastic, finding time to make that enthusiasm and support obvious; and, 
e. Do not panic or worry.  We’re here to help (really). 

 

B. Your Child’s Responsibilities: 

1. Agree in full to the outline of Bar/Bat Mitzvah requirements stated in this Handbook; 
2. Be excited! 
3. Whenever your studies begin: 

a. Commit yourself to 30 minutes of work a day; 
b. Fulfill each weekly assignment as set by the rabbi and cantor; and, 
c. Do not panic or worry.  Your parent(s) and Woodlands family are here to help you. 

 
C. Woodlands’ Responsibilities: 

1. Provide a solid, religious education; 
2. Serve as a support system for parent(s) and child; and, 
3. Help to create a meaningful Bar/Bat Mitzvah experience for your entire family. 
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May 2018 • Iyyar 5778  
 
 
 

Letter to the 2018-19 B’nai Mitzvah families 
 
 
Mazal tov on the forthcoming simkha of your child becoming a Bar/Bat Mitzvah! Be prepared for the most exciting, 
emotional and memorable year ahead!  
 
It has been the custom at Woodlands Community Temple for the B’nai Mitzvah families to make a group contribution 
to our synagogue in honor of your special celebrations. These gifts are traditionally in addition to any personal 
contributions you might make. Collectively, the money is used to buy something of practical purpose for the temple 
(one class paved the driveway, another made improvements to the downstairs Youth Lounge) as an expression of 
support for the place that helps us make our religious lives vibrant and meaningful, as well as a long-term reminder of 
what you and your children have given back to our synagogue.  
 
Contributions are generally in the $60-100 range, but most importantly, it should be what you can (and want) to afford. 
You’ll be hearing from class representatives in time to come.  

 
Thank you and, once again, mazal tov! 
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OPPORTUNITIES AT WCT FOR ENRICHING YOUR FAMILY’S 
BAR/BAT MITZVAH EXPERIENCE 

 
Dear Bar/Bat Mitzvah Family, 

Looking to add more meaning to your celebration?  Want to make sure your simkha (moment of joy) is more than 
“a service and a party”?  Then read through the list below.  It is by no means complete, but it may help you to identify 
some concrete strategies to make sure that your family’s experience of the Bar/Bat Mitzvah will be as Jewishly 
meaningful and fulfilling as you’d like it to be.  And please be sure to let us know if you come up with any terrific 
suggestions to add to this list; we want to be of as much help as possible to all our Bar/Bat Mitzvah families in the 
years ahead. 

 
Opportunities for Shared Jewish Learning 

A commitment to Jewish learning is critical to imbuing the becoming of Bar/Bat Mitzvah with significance.  
Discuss with your child why it is important that they consider Jewish learning a lifelong pursuit that they need to 
continue their religious education through Confirmation and, even better, Graduation. 

To demonstrate to your child, the seriousness of your commitment to Jewish learning, sign yourself up for an adult 
education course.  And don’t miss invitations to join your child for family learning programs. 

 
Opportunities for Shared Jewish Ritual 

You and your child are required to attend five (5) Friday Shabbat services and five (5) Saturday morning services at 
Woodlands (during which there is a young person becoming Bar/Bat Mitzvah) in the twelve months prior to his/her 
becoming Bar/Bat Mitzvah.  Attending these services with your child will communicate your own enthusiasm toward 
Jewish worship.  By attending services here at Woodlands in which one of our kids is becoming Bar/Bat Mitzvah, you 
will begin to feel more comfortable with the mechanics of your family’s own upcoming celebration. 

Don’t stop there.  So many wonderfully spiritual moments await you.  Read your temple bulletin each month, and 
select worship services (Friday evenings, Saturday mornings, and Jewish holidays) that are right for you! 

 
Opportunities for Shared Jewish Ethics 

Your child has been asked to select two tzedakah organizations to which to contribute some multiple of $18 in 
honor of his/her becoming a Bar/Bat Mitzvah.  Why not share with your child two of your favorite tzedakah recipients 
to which you will contribute, as well? 

MAZON, a North American tzedakah organization that collects dollars from concerned individuals and families, 
disburses these dollars to organizations throughout our community and beyond which are doing the very best job of 
getting food to those who need it.  The way it works in this: Anytime we celebrate a simkha (a moment of Jewish 
happiness), we contribute 3% of the cost to celebrate that simkha to MAZON.  It’s a relatively small amount of money 
that helps us feel terrific about ourselves and makes us think about those huge bills that can amass in putting our 
celebration together.  The address is available at www.mazon.org. 

Visit a retirement or nursing home.  Ask if your child can come and read his/her Bar/Bat Mitzvah Torah portion at 
services there a week or two before the actual Shabbat of the Bar/Bat Mitzvah.  This is a great opportunity for 
rehearsing “in front of an audience.”  And what a mitzvah!  Call the temple office for info. 

Spend a Sunday as a family, cleaning out your drawers and closets and (also as a family) driving your old clothing 
to a location where it will benefit the needy (e.g., Salvation Army, Goodwill, etc.) 
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A Word About Opportunities for Doing Mitzvot 
      Concerning Bar/Bat Mitzvah “themes”:  Some families select a theme around which their celebration revolves.  We 
have one recommendation in this regard.  The theme of becoming Bar/Bat Mitzvah is mitzvah.  Everything we can do 
to support, nurture, and further our children’s understanding of this theme will serve them, quite literally, a lifetime.  
So look for opportunities to discuss this “theme” as a family, and to do everything you can to make use of it 
throughout your family’s “big day.” 
      Perhaps you will want to select an issue of social justice (the environment, the needy, children’s rights, etc.) and 
have your invitations, centerpieces, decorations and tzedakah projects all reflect this choice.  What a positive message 
to your child and your guests!  And what a positive project for your family! 
      If you would like to sit down and discuss, brainstorm, sketch out a strategy for, any of the suggestions listed above, 
our doors are wide open.  Let’s set up a time to have this important and truly worthwhile conversation. 
Kol tuv ... all the very best in celebrating the beginning of your child’s “journey toward adulthood.” 

 
 

HERE’S AN IDEA! 
B’NAI MITZVAH CHOCOLATE ONEG HAVURAH 

A great way for B’nai Mitzvah classmates and families to connect is through a Chocolate Oneg Havurah.  Groups 
of five to ten families take turns chocolate-dipping strawberries and preparing other sweet treats for each other’s 
Chocolate Oneg (the Friday night service of your Bar/Bat Mitzvah weekend).  The group – often including siblings 
and sometimes even good friends from beyond the temple – gathers at a member’s house on a Friday afternoon to melt 
the chocolate, dip the goodies, and then arrange them on platters for the Oneg. 

Kids can also make cards for a memory book, or decorate a vase for a personalized centerpiece at the Chocolate 
Oneg table.  If there’s a shared B’nai Mitzvah celebration, vases are made for both children whether or not they both 
belong to the Chocolate Oneg Havurah.  Aside from the chocolate and crafts, the kids usually find some time to hang 
out and play, inside or outside, and whatever parents can attend enjoy each other’s company.  And looking forward to 
all that chocolate at the Oneg is a definite plus when it comes to attending a Friday night service! 

The logistics of forming a Chocolate Oneg Havurah vary year by year depending on the needs and schedules of 
families.  If you’re interested in this, contact the rabbi or Rabbi Mara.  We’ll work with you to get things going. 

 
Recipe for A Chocolate Dipping Party 

Families schedule hosting dates according to convenience and need.  It’s great if each member family takes a turn 
hosting, but if that’s not possible it can generally be worked out. There are many ways to help and participate! 

One to two weeks before their hosting date, the host family sends out a group email inviting the Chocolate Oneg 
Havurah members (and sometimes, significant friends).  
 

The host family coordinates the purchase of: 
• chocolate for dipping, fruits and other goodies (apricots, pretzels, marshmallows) to dip 
• doilies for trays, drinks for those attending 

 
In practice, there are leftover supplies from earlier purchases, so most host families are filling in, not purchasing 

from scratch.  Often, others bring home-baked, or sometimes purchased baked goods to add to the platters. 
• Kitchen materials needed: double boiler, wax paper, cookie sheets  

 
The chocolate-dipping parties are Fridays, 3:30-5:00(ish).  Good music is a plus for an open-house, festive 

atmosphere.  Strawberries are washed and dried, and (with other goodies) are dipped in melted chocolate.   
In warm weather, it helps to clear space in a cool room or refrigerator for trays while the chocolate dries.  Kids 

decorate cards and vases, and hang out and play too. 
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When the chocolate has hardened, goodies are arranged on platters with whatever other baked goods families have 
dropped off.  Platters are covered with foil and placed in cars to be brought to the temple for the Oneg.  Someone takes 
responsibility to bring the memory books for the B’nai Mitzvah, and to bring the vases and flowers. 

 

TZEDAKAH PROJECTS TO ENRICH YOUR CELEBRATION 
Or, When the Meaning of Becoming Bar/Bat Mitzvah Goes Through the Roof! 

 
Yep, we love doing nice things for other people.  Especially when those folks can’t necessarily do these for 

themselves.  Take a look at the list below, and we bet you’ll find a wonderful idea or six the really deepen the 
kindness-quotient of your family simkha.  Holler if you’ve got questions. 

 

Ordering Kippot (Head Coverings) As A Tzedakah Project 
We’ve Got Two Off-The-Top-Of-Our-Head Ideas for You: 

1. MAYAWORKS (www.mayaworks.org).  It defies the imagination that such a simple item, a kippah has the 
power to transform the lives of so many women and their families in a far-off place in Guatemala.  You can 
add this special touch to your family gathering, and help families-in-need improve their lives. 

2. ECO-SUEDE KIPPOT (http://jessyjudaica.com/store/kippah-gallery/eco-suede-kippah).They look like 
suede but are made of recycled cardboard!  Bring a touch of environmentalism to your celebration.  And 
they’re from Israel too! 

Inviting Guests to Bring Tzedakah Donations 
The “Tzedakah Habit” is strong here at Woodlands.  Think of the good your guests can do by bringing 

canned/boxed food (or clothing, or blankets, or anything you can think of to help someone in need) to Woodlands on 
their way into our Shabbat Service.  By enclosing a simple note with your invitation, you can set something wonderful 
into action.  Be sure to set-up a decorated box to hold what everyone brings! Visit www.charitycards.com for easy 
ordering. 

 

Deliver What You Collected 
Whatever it is your family and friends donate, it would be a powerful Bar/Bat Mitzvah memory for your child to 

have your entire family deliver the food or clothing, etc., yourselves.  This demonstrates your own commitment to 
social justice, along with an unmistakable affirmation that this is part of what being Jewish is all about. 
 
Dancing to The Kindness-Vibe 

While the music’s blaring, and the lights are flashing, pull out a couple of tables and, right there on the dance floor, 
take 20 minutes to invite everyone to participate in a tzedakah project.  Make meals for the Midnight Run, or goodie 
bags for kids at Blythedale Children’s Hospital, or anything else your creative heart devises.  That’ll sure make it a 
party folks will remember!  Some families invite their child’s friends to spend a pre-celebration afternoon doing 
something like this. 

 
Tzedakah Centerpieces 

Use books, baskets of food, or toys as centerpieces for your tables.  Then (as a family) take them to the agency, 
hospital or nursing home of your choice.  We’ve seen centerpieces made of new sneakers for delivery to the Special 
Olympics or an inner-city school.  We’ve seen families return from the bookstore with armloads of children’s books, to 
be incorporated into the centerpieces, and later delivered to the local children’s hospital.  We’ve seen baskets full of 
toothbrushes and toothpaste for the Midnight Run.  In all cases, including a note on the table will help others 
understand your project AND encourage them to do the same when their simkha comes along. 
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Trash The Goody Bags! 

We certainly understand that our kids want their friends to take home something to remember this great celebration.  
But why not consider making this a tzedakah project too?  A couple of possibilities:  1) Purchase your “goodies” from 
a non-profit organization, so the money goes to a good cause and the kids take home a lesson as well as a 
monogrammed gift; 2) Imprint your child’s tzedakah projects on the side of a pushka (a tzedakah box), along with 
his/her name and celebration date, and send your guests home with an invitation to continue the mitzvah.  Visit 
4imprintUSA for an example:  https://www.4imprint.com/product/112786-T/House-N-Home-Bank-Translucent 
Turn Over Your Leftovers 

We’re so lucky; we don’t have to worry about our next meal.  But many people do.  Here’s a sacred mitzvah:  the 
Food Bank for Westchester will work with you to get your leftovers onto the plates of those who might otherwise go 
hungry.  Contact them foodbankforwestchester.org) for more information.  See the flyer elsewhere in this handbook.  
Be a mensch; turn over your leftovers! 

 
Invites With Insight! 

Some families print their invitation on a card that both promotes and supports a favorite tzedakah organization.  The 
Jewish National Fund, for example, will give you blank tree-planting cards on which to print your invitation.  Or it 
could be World Wildlife Fund cards, or Environmental Defense Fund cards.  You’re limited only by your imagination 
and the goodness in your heart. 

 
Flower The People You Love With Love! 

The flowers displayed on our bimah on Friday nights and Saturday mornings help beautify and lift the spirit of our 
worship.  In honor of your child’s becoming Bar/Bat Mitzvah, we encourage you to arrange with our temple office the 
purchase of these flowers ... as a tzedakah project supporting our synagogue.  And then, after our Shabbat Morning 
Service, drop them off at a local hospital or nursing home. 

 
Share The Kindness 

Include a note in your invitation saying: “It would honor me if you would make a donation to ______________, my 
favorite tzedakah fund.”  Don’t forget to include an explanation of why this is important to your child, and how you 
are supporting this fund.  We’ve provided lots of examples elsewhere in this handbook. 

 

Show You Care…Cut Your Hair! 
Some of our B’nai Mitzvah find that donating 10 inches or more of their hair to kids who have lost theirs is a very 

personal and powerful statement that makes this occasion even more meaningful for them.  If you think this might be 
right for your own child, please visit locksoflove.org for information on how to make this mitzvah happen. 
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ZEDAKAH INVITATIONS ADD MORE HEART  
TO YOUR CELEBRATION 
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SOCIAL ACTION PROGRAMS FOR YOU! 
COLLECTIONS, DONATIONS AND VOLUNTEERING 

 
There are many ways to add mitzvot to the preparation, service or celebration of becoming Bar/Bat Mitzvah. 
Often Woodlands families find a personal connection to an organization or activity that enhances their 
journey to becoming Bar/Bat Mitzvah. Some choose to volunteer as a family; others work individually on a 
project. Your guests can also participate in a collection of items by including an explanation within your 
invitation, or you can organize a collection drive at the temple. Centerpieces can be created with baskets of 
items to be donated. We encourage you to participate in any of the Social Action Committee programs 
offered at Woodlands. 
 
Bima Baskets: This new program enables you to “rent” decorative food oriented baskets for the bima  and 
for centerpieces as a way of generating funds to support local food pantries. Contact Nicole Lesser at 
socialaction@wct.org. 

 
Breakfast Run: Through Midnight Run in Dobbs Ferry, we serve breakfast and distribute personal care 
items and clothing to working poor and homeless in NYC on Sunday morning. In addition to providing food, 
we provide conversation, understanding and caring. Whether you go on the Run or not, we depend on 
donations for the items we bring. Collections of new t-shirts, socks and underwear, as well as breakfast food 
items, such as granola bars, juice boxes, fruit cups, small toiletries and clothing. Reusable shopping bags are 
also needed. Before the run, volunteers are needed to sort toiletries and clothing. Contributions can be made 
to the Midnight Run Fund. Contact Michael Silverman and Julie Fischer at 
MidnightRunBreakfasts@wct.org. 
 
Project Ezra: Assists elderly living on the Lower East Side. At the winter luncheon at WCT, congregants 
host a dairy lunch to share along with conversation and companionship. We also provide Passover food 
boxes for this community. Contributions can be made to the Project Ezra Fund. Contact Harriet Kohn, Elise 
Wagner Ballan and Janet Weinstein at projectezra@wct.org. 
 
Domestic Abuse Task Force: Helps women and children who have been victims of domestic abuse. 
Volunteers are needed to run one-time or ongoing programs at Hope’s Door, a shelter for women or children. 
Teens must be accompanied by an adult. You can donate household supplies for families moving out of the 
shelter or make a monetary donation to DATF. Contact Judy Stiefel, Bill Woolis and Jennifer Trevor 
Hochman for specifics at domesticabuse@wct.org. 
 
The High Holy Days Food Van: On Yom Kippur, there’s a lot to do to support our largest food collection 
of the year. Donate nonperishable food, help sort food at the van, deliver food to the pantries afterward, or 
make a monetary donation. Contact Sandi Lieb at Sandi.LG@gmail.com. 
 
Food Cart: Ongoing nonperishable food drives to benefit Hudson Valley Community Services and a local 
Greenburgh pantry. Food insecurity remains a critical issue in our area in every season. Contact Val Fox and 
Sandi Lieb at SocialAction@wct.org. 
 
The Sanctuary: Join with friends or family and cook a Sunday dinner for a teen shelter, schedule organized 
by the Greenburgh Interfaith Caring Community. Contact Val Fox, and Allison Pray at 
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ShelterDinner@wct.org. Or provide desserts for a week. Contact Jeanne Bodin and Natalie Werner at 
desserts@wct.org. 
 
Blood Drive: Assist during our blood drives in March and November. Contact Margie Berman, Jill Garland 
and Steve Sagner at Blood@wct.org. 
 
Knitting and Crocheting: Join this group in making blanket squares for Hope’s Door families or 
chemotherapy caps for patients. Contact Angela Adler at Knitting@wct.org. 
 
Children’s Village: A residential facility in Dobbs Ferry that provides a safe, structured, family-style 
environment for children and teens whose families are unable to take care of them. The largest group is older 
teen boys. We provide holiday gifts from a wish list for specific boys. Contact Jeanne Bodin and Natalie 
Werner at socialaction@gmail.com. Also, a Books for Boys Collection, contact Joanne Levine at 
joanne.doron@verizon.net. 
 
Lois Bronz Children’s Center Backpack Collection: 
Donate backpacks and school supplies for in-coming Kindergartners (including pencils, markers, notebooks, 
composition books, erasers, crayons, folders, glue, glue sticks, rulers, and pencil cases). These children are 
from low-income families and really need our help! Bin outside temple office. Contact Lisa Izes with any 
questions at socialaction@wct.org. 
 
Disaster Relief: The bad news is that disasters keep happening – the good news is that Woodlands is always 
ready to lend a hand. To learn about current projects and needs, contact socialaction@wct.org. 
 
COMMUNITY INVOLVEMENT 

 
AFYA: With an inspiring idea to reuse surplus medical supplies from the US, volunteers organize and 
repack items to be shipped overseas. Donation drives for medical supplies and equipment are needed. 
Contact afyafoundation.org or 920-5081. 
 
Bead for Life: Throw a bead party to help Ugandan women create sustainable businesses making beautiful 
bead jewelry. For information beadforlife.org. 
 
Birthday Boxes: Help a child in a local shelter celebrate their birthday by creating a party-in-a-box. Collect 
party supplies such as paper plates, cake mix, frosting, goody bags, and a small present. Contact family-to-
family.org. 
 
Cabrini Immigration Services of Dobbs Ferry: This organization offers immigrants a haven of support, 
empowerment, and service. Contact 914.674.1937 to volunteer to help with afterschool homework sessions. 
 
Coachman Family Center: Organize a special youth program or help with homework at this family shelter 
in White Plains. Various collections are needed for school supplies, winter gloves, baby items, gift cards. 
Contact Julie Stein at SocialAction@wct.org for current needs. 
 
Family-To-Family: A Dobbs Ferry based organization helping with food, clothing and education locally 
and across the country.  Contact family-to-family.org. 
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Dobbs Ferry Food Pantry: Works with our neighbors who are food insecure. You can organize a food 
drive or volunteer at South Presbyterian Church to sort or repack food donations. Contact 
dobbsferrypantry.org for more information  
 
Green Faith: This multi-faith organization provides ideas for environmental action projects based on 
religious values. Contact greenfaith.org. 
 
Hazon: Works to create a healthier and more sustainable Jewish community and world. Outdoor programs 
and New York Bike Ride. Contact hazon.org. 
 
Hudson Valley Community Services: Dedicated to providing services to individuals living with 
HIV/AIDS. They need healthy food collections, cleaning supply collections, and turkey collections at 
Thanksgiving. Contact SocialAction@wct.org. 
 
Kids Kloset: A WJCS agency providing clothing for children in need. You can volunteer at their White 
Plains office to sort clothing and match outfits, or run a children’s clothing drive. Contact 
kidskloset@wjcs.com or 831-7616. 
 
Neighbors Link: Their mission is to strength the whole community by actively enhancing the healthy 
integration of immigrants. Volunteer to play with immigrant children or serve a family meal. Contact Lesli 
Cattan and Steve Glusker at immigrantfriends@wct.org. 
 
Open Book Program: Collect gently used children’s books for distribution at the Westchester Medical 
Center Clinic that hands out thousands of books to children sitting in the waiting room. Contact Suellen 
Havsy at sgh103@aol.com. 
 
Ronald McDonald House: Cook a meal for families staying at the Westchester Medical Center complex in 
Valhalla. For details and current schedule: rmh-ghv.org or call 493-6455. 
 
Sandy Hook Promise: 
Sandy Hook Promise is a national non-profit organization founded and led by several family members whose 
loved ones were killed at Sandy Hook Elementary School on December 14, 2012. Based in Newtown, 
Connecticut, our intent is to honor all victims of gun violence by turning our tragedy into a moment of 
transformation by providing programs and practices that protect children and prevent the senseless, tragic 
loss of life. For more information, https://www.sandyhookpromise.org. 
 
Save The Children: Global organization fighting for children’s rights and providing humanitarian aid 
during crises. Donations of animals, such as goats and chicks for families to raise, sports equipment, 
educational supplies for girls, clean water and health can be used as themes or project ideas. Contact 
savethechildren.org. 
 
ZERO WASTE 
Led by our Environmental Task Force, our temple has begun a “zero waste” project – an attempt to reduce 
the amount of waste we create. For information on how you and your celebration can be part of this effort, 
contact Kirsten Kleinman at Environmental@wct.org. 
 
 



23 
 

COLLECTIONS 
We love collections at Woodlands and are constantly running a collection. Many of our collections support 
the organizations above. So if you’re interested in sports, books, cooking, toys, educational review books, 
animals, clothes… the list is endless - start a collection of your own. But please let us know before you do! 
We need to coordinate collections to eliminate any conflicts. Contact Rabbi Joan Glazer Farber and Roberta 
Roos at SocialAction@wct.org to talk about your plan and timeframe. 
 
CENTERPIECES 
Creating centerpiece baskets of items as an alternative to floral arrangements is a beautiful addition to a 
celebration. You can choose a theme based on your interests or relate them to an organization you care 
about. Baskets of pet toys and food for an animal shelter, art supplies for Hope’s Door, sports balls for Afya, 
reusable decorations to brighten a nursing home… or any interest or theme. Please talk to the specific 
organization about their needs before making the baskets and make a plan to deliver the items to the 
organization. 
 
ONEG 
Following services, the oneg is a perfect time to do a service project. Talk to us about supplying food for 
Midnight Run food bags and a sandwich making oneg, Snack bags for children in local after school 
programs, or other service projects you would like to organize. Please check with the temple office about 
specific dates and availability. 
 
ADVOCACY OPPORTUNITIES 
How about using this important life cycle ritual as an opportunity to try to change the world? You might 
want to get involved in a voter registration drive or advocate for sensible gun safety laws or work for 
immigrant rights. If this is your passion, the Social Action Committee will help you develop a project. 
 
The Social Action committee can help you with any program you’d like to develop. Contact Rabbi Joan 
Glazer Farber and Roberta Roos at SocialAction@wct.org to talk about your ideas. Please note that you must 
contact us prior to any collection in the temple. We will also help to advertise your collection in the temple 
emails prior to your service date. 
 
 
 
The Social Action committee can help you with any program you’d like to develop. Contact Rabbi Joan 
Glazer Farber and Roberta Roos at SocialAction@wct.org to talk about your ideas. Please note that you 
must contact us prior to any collection in the temple. We will also help to advertise your collection in the 
temple emails prior to your service date. 
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A WORD ABOUT APPROPRIATE BEHAVIOR AT  
WOODLANDS COMMUNITY TEMPLE. 

 
Whether it is a service you and your child are attending, or it is the service during which your child becomes 

Bar/Bat Mitzvah, standards for appropriate behavior at Woodlands Community Temple (of both children and adults) 
are important for everyone to understand.  Here are some guidelines for you to read as a family: 
 

Families Sit Together at Woodlands 
When you and your child (ren) attend any service, it is important that you sit either with your child (ren) or in their 

immediate vicinity.  While we understand that they would probably prefer it otherwise, you are necessarily responsible 
for your child (ren)’s behavior.  We appreciate that we can rely on you to assist them (or any of their friends) in 
understanding what constitutes appropriate behavior.  It will make for a more positive, uplifting worship experience for 
all (a result we know you will appreciate when your special day arrives). 

 
Conversation During a Service 

We understand that occasionally you will need to whisper something to a person next to you, but there are times 
when people maintain ongoing conversations.  Even when kept at a whisper, these are disruptive to the service.  Again, 
we appreciate that we can rely on you to help keep conversation during services to a minimum. 

 
When Children Cannot Behave Appropriately 

We understand that some children need the limits of acceptable behavior to be clearly drawn. When it becomes 
necessary, the rabbi, cantor, usher or other adult member of the congregation will inform children of the need to 
participate appropriately in our worship service.  If a child is unable to do so, preventing others from participating 
fully, we will instruct the usher to escort that child to the temple office.  A phone call will then be made so that a 
parent can immediately take the child home.  As follow-up, in order to further assist parents in helping their children to 
understand the limits of acceptable behavior, any child asked to leave a service will need to meet with our rabbi, along 
with his/her parent(s), before being allowed to attend any future service. 

 
Children Leaving the Sanctuary During A Service 

Seventh and eighth graders should be able to sit for an entire Shabbat service at Woodlands.  Unless there is a need 
to use the restroom, this particular group of children should remain in the Sanctuary.  To deter inappropriate behavior 
elsewhere in our synagogue, they will be permitted to leave the Sanctuary two at a time only.  Also, there is never any 
reason for them to go anywhere beyond the steps outside the Sanctuary. 
 
Woodlands Community Temple Seventh Graders 

When one of our own seventh grade children becomes involved in disciplinary action during a service, credit 
toward fulfilling the Bar/Bat Mitzvah worship service requirement will be forfeited.  Depending upon the severity of 
the behavior, that child’s Bar/Bat Mitzvah ceremony may be postponed.  

Should you have questions about any of the information presented above, feel free to contact the leadership of our 
Jewish Life Committee. 
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A FEW ARTICLES WORTH PERSUING 

What Does It Mean to Be Thirteen? 
What does it mean to be thirteen?  The night before my son became a Bar Mitzvah, I decided that I would say good-

night and “tuck him in,” something I had not done for years.  I went to his room and found that he had already fallen 
asleep with his light on.  As I tiptoed in to turn off the light, I saw that under one arm he clutched his old teddy bear, 
and in the other he held a copy of “Everything You’ve Always Wanted to Know About Sex.”  That’s what it means to 
be thirteen.   
 

A Bar/Bat Mitzvah Recipe 
How to make a Bar/Bat Mitzvah ... Take one child.  Carefully measure equal amounts of parental guidance and 

benign neglect.  Add unknown quantities of peer influence and sibling rivalry.  Butter up occasionally, cuddle 
regularly, beat rarely, and watch closely.  Sprinkle with liberal amounts of Judaism.  Simmer without either of you 
boiling over.  Do not baste, but on occasion allow to steep in his/her own juices.  Let rise to full height, while keeping 
the lid on.  After thirteen years, hope that he/she is warm, mature, and well-seasoned.  Cover with an appropriate 
dressing and serve to friends and family. 

 – The Jewish Family Book, Strassfeld & Green 

The Bar/Bat Mitzvah Factory 
Bar/Bat Mitzvah is the only rite of passage in Judaism which requires a minyan (a quorum of ten, a congregation).  

You can be born with only your mother.  You can have your b’rit milah (circumcision) with your father as the mohel 
(circumciser).  You can get married to your spouse in the presence of just two witnesses.  And you can and will 
ultimately die alone.  But in order to become a Bar/Bat Mitzvah, you must be called to the Torah and that can be done 
ONLY in the presence of a congregation.  For this ceremony and only this ceremony, the congregation is not just a 
nice addition.  It is a necessary pre-condition.  For it is by their existence that the adolescent is able to become an adult.  
It is in their presence that this occurs.  It is INTO their midst that he/she enters. 

                                                                                                                Rabbi Lawrence Kushner 

“I Want Them To Choose For Themselves” 
 “I want to let my children make up their own minds about religion.”  Such comments are sometimes used as 

arguments against traditional Jewish education.  But it is naive or self-deceptive to believe that one can be truly neutral 
and exert no influence one way or the other.  Furthermore, no child is given a choice when it comes to values or 
behavior expectations about which the same parent feels strongly.  Parents are constantly telling their children what is 
“nice” and “not nice,” restricting their behavior when it is “dangerous” or “bad for them” or runs counter to a parent’s 
set of ethical or moral norms.  If, in the area of religious practice, parents do not offer such guidance, and do not permit 
others to do so, that in itself says something to the child. 

When children from a non-observant environment are denied religious training, they are in effect being denied a 
choice.  The doors to religious experience are closed to them.  Separated intellectually and experientially from 
religious contact and influence, they are denied the information on which to make choices and truly “make up their 
own minds.” 

If non-observant parents are honest about wanting to give their children a real choice in the matter of religious 
commitments, they should seek to offset their own negative or indifferent views about Judaism with someone else’s 
positive views.  They should choose to balance their own non-religious environment with a strong religious one.  It can 
never be a fair match anyway because the home’s influence is always much stronger.  But having come in contact with 
both, the child is at least given some basis upon which to later make a choice, either intellectually or emotionally. 

                     from To Raise a Jewish Child (Donin) 
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The Jewish Dropout: “He’s Been Bar Mitzvah’ed” 
While on the one hand, the Bar/Bat Mitzvah is widely credited as being one of the major incentives for whatever 

Jewish education most children do receive before the age of thirteen, it has also become the most common excuse for 
terminating Jewish education.  “He’s been Bar Mitzvah’ed.  He’s had enough.”  Usually the child shares this feeling.  
And this has created the problem of “the Jewish dropout.” 

It is precisely during the post-Bar/Bat Mitzvah years, between the ages of thirteen and eighteen that young people 
mature, that their lifelong views begin to crystallize, and that the values instilled by their parents are tested, either to be 
confirmed and absorbed, or revised and discarded.  It is during these years that questions of substance regarding faith 
and morals, philosophy and science, interpersonal relations and public problems, begin to interest our children and, 
perhaps, to trouble them.  It is precisely at this time that it becomes important for them to remain in regular contact 
with a rabbi, with religious school teachers, with the synagogue, with leaders of Jewish youth organizations, and with 
all who are able to respond maturely and responsibly to their questions.  It is a most important time for them to be 
exposed to Jewish ideas and values, both for the positive contribution they can make toward the development of their 
personality and character, and for the balancing influence they can provide for the non-Jewish, secular, and agnostic 
influences that dominate the surrounding world.  

After all, a good elementary Jewish education is only a building block designed to prepare our children for serious 
Jewish study.  To stop after elementary religious school is like teaching children to read and then refusing to give them 
books.   

If the first five years of a child’s life are crucial to the development of lifelong personality, then the teenage period 
is as crucial to the development of a lifelong value system.  Both crucial formative periods of a person’s life need to be 
filled with meaningful Jewish experiences and significant Jewish influences.  The years from five to thirteen are the 
quiet, middle years.  They are devoted to learning the skills on which a good post-elementary education can be built, 
but which do not and cannot provide the crucial lasting ingredients. 

        from To Raise a Jewish Child (Donin) 
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Bar/Bat Mitzvah: The End Of Jewish Education? 
When kids ask you for the reason they have to go to religious school, please, please never say, “In order to become 

Bar/Bat Mitzvah.”  Unless children come into contact with an unbelievably exceptional teacher who will succeed in 
touching and inspiring them with a real personal love for Jewish knowledge, this reason is bound to boomerang. 

Why?  First, it practically closes the door in advance for studying beyond Bar/Bat Mitzvah.  If the only reason 
children are given for going to religious school is to prepare for “that day,” then they are led to believe right from the 
start that nothing beyond Bar/Bat Mitzvah is important or necessary.  Later, when you or we encourage your child to 
continue, we will usually find that your child has developed a strong resistance to further Jewish learning.  Where else 
do we say it’s okay to stop learning after a primary or intermediate education? 

Second, it is not long before children come to realize they really don’t have to know that much for the Bar/Bat 
Mitzvah portion of the Shabbat service itself.  Children are quite capable of quickly learning the necessary blessings, 
the Torah portion and even the Haftarah by rote and of reciting them just “beautifully.”  If the Service is the goal, the 
mere ability to read Hebrew, which your child learned to do by the end of fourth grade, supplemented by six months of 
tutoring is all the training he/she needs!  Why work hard at learning to read, speak or understand the Hebrew 
language?  Why struggle with Bible and Jewish history?  Why spend time on laws and customs?  At the age of seven 
or eight, a child may not realize that most of what is being learned is not essential for “that day.”  But, by the time they 
are ten or eleven, they’ll figure it out!  At this point, our religious school teachers, even the best of them, become (for 
too many children) “the worst,” and parents begin to hear the child’s daily complaint that all the kids are learning 
absolutely nothing! 

We are concerned with much more than preparing for Bar/Bat Mitzvah.  We want to work by your side to provide 
all of our children with a total Jewish upbringing and an entire Jewish studies curriculum. 

So please don’t focus either prematurely or too intensely on your child’s becoming Bar/Bat Mitzvah.  Tell your 
children the reason they are attend religious school is because they are Jewish children and must learn about the Jewish 
people, about the Jewish religion, and about our Jewish way of life.  Explain to your child that every Jew must study 
Torah, and the more one knows and studies the better person he or she can become. We need to let our kids know that 
they need to participate in Jewish learning not only until they grow up but throughout their lifetime.  Jewish study is a 
necessary part of Jewish life.  Have any of us recently asked our kids if they’d like to drop out of 7th or 8th grade in 
regular school? 

As important a moment as it is in the life of every Jewish child, the Bar/Bat Mitzvah must never be allowed to 
become the goal of a child’s Jewish studies or even the peak of a child’s Jewish experiences.  To become a Bar/Bat 
Mitzvah is a lifelong pursuit and a truly wonderful and meaningful opportunity to give to our children.  Let us all -- 
parents and synagogue leaders -- work together, to give one another the courage and strength to not only be advocates 
for Bar/Bat Mitzvah, but also for Jewish learning and Jewish living.  

          Rabbi Billy Dreskin 
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Invasion Of The Monster Bar Mitzvah 
For a long time now, we have prided ourselves with being wise enough to tell the right lie.  A simple fiction which 

probably fooled no one but at least gave the illusion of communal support for a norm. 
We surveyed other affluent Jewish suburbs, saw the way they chose to celebrate their kids becoming B’nai Mitzvah 

(and weddings) and proudly announced that we do not give in to such materialist extravaganzas.  We were, we said, 
not going to spend that kind of money, succumb to those kinds of communal pressures or sink into such excesses.  We 
would even tell one another about one Bar Mitzvah celebration or a wedding that happened in a faraway place and how 
the family was forced (that’s the key word) into putting on (another key word) a show far beyond their means and – 
worse – ridiculously beyond their own taste or anything mandated by the occasion.  Well, I am sorry to tell you that the 
myth is, as they say, blown. 

How, you are asking, does he know that Beth El now also features potlatch celebrations if he never goes to any.  (It 
has occurred to me to show up in a long black coat to three or four a year at random, just to keep folks on their toes.)  
The answer is particularly instructive.  People (lots of them) tell me.  But, and here’s the insight, they not only beg to 
remain anonymous, they are afraid to tell anyone else.  I was even thinking of having a little confession booth set up... 

 Congregant:  Rabbi, 
 Rabbi:  Yes, what is it. 
 C:  You won’t tell anyone that I said what I’m about to say, will you? 
 R:  Your name is sacred to me – now give me the dope. 
 C:  Not until you promise.  If anyone found out that I thought it was gross, I’d be ruined. 

R:  (So this is the meaning of social stigma.)  No, your name is not important as the gossip. Go on. 
C:  Well, I went to this Bar Mitzvah/wedding party last night.  It wasn’t at the Temple.  I think  

they were afraid to do it there. 
 R:  (Do what?)  Go on my child. 

C:  Well, it had about as much connection to a religious celebration as James Watt has to the Sierra  
      Club. 

 R:  Nu?  So not everyone is low key.  
 C:  They served roast suckling pig.  
 R:  So not everyone is kosher.  
 C:  It was served by the PLO.  
 R:  So not everyone’s a Zionist.  
 C:  It was sucking on T-notes. 
 R:  So not everyone is poor. 

C:  But no one even had a good time.  I remember when religious parties used to cost twenty  
     grand.  We’d have had the Boston Pops, eat a little bit, dance and go home.  Now it’s out of  
     control.  Ordinary, nice, modest folks are getting forced into putting on a show better than the  
     one they went to last month.  Where will it all end? 

 R:  Calm down.  No one’s forcing you to do anything. 
C:  How can I have the temple building when all my friends rent Shea Stadium!  (There was  
     actually a Bar Mitzvah celebration in the Orange Bowl and it was reported on the front page of  
     the Sports section.)  Excuse me, rabbi.  I’ve gotta run.  Little Marvin’s gonna be five and I  
     want to get a good caterer.  Bye.  

 
 I am not telling any of you how to entertain.  That is truly your business and none of mine.  But it is my business – 

you pay me to make it my business – to call your attention to communal norms for behavior which you collectively 
fashion.  Most of the time social intercourse is sufficient to safeguard standards of propriety.  But here, since most are 
understandably afraid to tell the truth to all but a few, it is my traditional and, I believe, sacred obligation to blow the 
whistle. 

There are at least five things you (not me, but you) can consider which may help control what may already be out of 
control. 
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1. As a barometer of your final league, you can take the total cost of the party (invitations, flowers, hall, caterer, 
band, whatever) and try giving 10% of it to tzedakah.  In other words, if you can shoot ten grand, you should 
be able to spare one grand for others who have less to be thankful for than you do. 

2. You can reverse the competitive social dynamic in the same way reverse snob appeal has had such a 
constructive impact on home heating.  It has now become gauche to heat one’s house to 74 and “in” to 
casually mention that “we keep ours to a constant 62" or whatever.  In other words, what is inescapable in 
human relationships is competition, but direction (of up or down) is well within our control.  “You had lovely 
printed invitations.  We wrote ours out by hand as a family and split the difference with Israel, cancer research, 
Torah fund, Tzedakah Collection, etc.” 

3. Remember:  It only moves one tiny step at a time.  There are no quantum social leaps.  It never goes from a 
solo pianist to a 35-piece band.  It goes from a duet to a trio.  In this way, no one notices.  It is an incremental 
vision. 

4. Ask yourself:  What values do we show our children by lavishing such extraordinary sums of money on them?  
(Perhaps in the same way that some undertakers get us by our guilt – that we were less than a perfect child – to 
buy a ridiculous coffin, caterers, et al, get us by our guilt – that we were less than perfect parents.)  Is the 
proper way to express love and joy through spending great sums of money?  Can money buy off guilt?  Do 
people really have better times at $20,000 parties than at $5,000 parties?  Do they love us more?  Respect us 
more? 

5. We all have a stake in creating a climate where everyone genuinely feels free to celebrate without spending much 
money.  Remember:  The weddings have yet to hit.           

 Rabbi Lawrence Kushner 

On Becoming a Man 
To my son, upon becoming a Bar Mitzvah: 
When you say you are like grasshoppers in your own eyes, that is a reasonable human response; but when you say 

that you were like grasshoppers in their eyes too, what possible good could it do to try to imagine how you might 
appear to someone else?  (Itturei Torah, vol. V) 

No matter how big you get, Zachary, there will always be people in whose presence you will feel like a 
grasshopper.  Indeed, I hope you will always be sensitive enough to be aware of that frequent and unpleasant reality.  
But know, my son, that what will keep you a little boy will not be your height, your weight, or even your strength.  
What will keep you a little boy will be saying to yourself (something I am sure every man in this room has said and 
will say to himself many times), “I hope they don’t think I’m just a little kid.” 

Not only is there no way to know what other people honestly think you look like, but even if there were, just who 
are they to judge your manhood?  What will keep you from being a man – is that they unconsciously give someone 
else permission to decide whether or not they are men.  You might say that the trick is to listen to other people, except 
when they try to tell you who you are. 

This is because even if the other person decides you are a man, you are not a man.  A man, a mensch, a real grown-
up, doesn’t permit anyone else to make that decision for him.  And conversely, if you stubbornly insist on deciding for 
yourself whether or not you are a man, even if you decide you are not, then you are a man.  You are also a conqueror 
of giants.  And the land you are scouting out belongs to you. 

Of the 600,000 who left Egypt, only two, Joshua and Caleb, submitted a minority report.  They said, “Yeah they’re 
big, we’re little.  But we know something they don’t.  We know we’re men.  Aloh na-ah-leh v’yarash-nu otah kee 
yachal nu-chal lah ... let us surely go up and take it because we’re able to do it (Num. 13:30).”  And of the 600,000 
who left Egypt, only two, Joshua and Caleb, lived to walk across the Jordan River – into that Promised Land of giants 
and grownups and men. 

The Promised Land is many things.  It is always in the possession of giants, even as the feeling of being puny in 
their presence is in us all.  Indeed your task from this day on, the central task of growing into manhood, is to take 
possession of that land – despite those childhood memories of being a little one in their presence.  I am taller than 
Boompa now, but he will always be a giant to me.  Someday soon, sooner than you think and much sooner than I want, 
you will be taller than I.  Go in and inherit the land, my son.  Today it belongs to you. 

         Rabbi Lawrence Kushner 
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Not-So-Petty Cash to Rock Bat Mitzvah 
History will forever record Elizabeth Brooks’ bat mitzvah as “Mitzvahpalooza.” 
For his daughter’s coming-of-age celebration last weekend, multimillionaire Long Island defense contractor David 

H. Brooks booked two floors of the Rainbow Room, hauled in concert-ready equipment, built a stage, installed special 
carpeting, outfitted the space with Jumbotrons and arranged command performances by everyone from 50 Cent to Tom 
Petty to Aerosmith. 

I hear it was garish display of rock ‘n’ roll idol worship for which the famously irascible CEO of DHB Industries, a 
Westbury-based manufacturer of bulletproof vests, sent his company jet to retrieve Aerosmith’s Steven Tyler and Joe 
Perry from their Saturday gig in Pittsburgh. 

I’m also told that in honor of Aerosmith (and the $2 million fee I hear he paid for their appearance), the 50-year-old 
Brooks changed from a black-leather, metal-studded suit - accessorized with biker-chic necklace chains and diamonds 
from Chrome Hearts jewelers - into a hot-pink suede version of the same lovely outfit. 

The party cost an estimated $10 million, including the price of corporate jets to ferry the performers to and from. 
Also on the bill were The Eagles’ Don Henley and Joe Walsh performing with Fleetwood Mac’s Stevie Nicks; DJ AM 
(Nicole Richie’s fiancé); rap diva Ciara and, sadly perhaps (except that he received an estimated $250,000 for the job), 
Kenny G blowing on his soprano sax as more than 300 guests strolled and chatted into their pre-dinner cocktails. 

“Hey, that guy looks like Kenny G,” a disbelieving grownup was overheard remarking - though the 150 kids in 
attendance seemed more impressed by their $1,000 gift bags, complete with digital cameras and the latest video iPod. 

For his estimated $500,000, I hear that 50 Cent performed only four or five songs - and badly - though he did 
manage to work in the lyric, “Go shorty, it’s your bat mitzvah, we gonna party like it’s your bat mitzvah.” 

At one point, I’m told; one of Fitty’s beefy bodyguards blocked shots of his boss performing and batted down the 
kids’ cameras, shouting “No pictures! No pictures!” - even preventing Brooks’ personal videographers and 
photographers from capturing 50 Cent’s bat-mitzvah moment. 

“Fitty and his posse smelled like an open bottle of Hennessy,” a witness told me, adding that when the departing 
rapper prepared to enter his limo in the loading dock, a naked woman was spotted inside. 

I’m told that Petty’s performance - on acoustic guitar - was fabulous, as was the 45-minute set by Perry and Tyler, 
who was virtuosic on drums when they took the stage at 2:45 a.m. Sunday. 

Henley, I hear, was grumpy at the realization that he’d agreed to play a kids’ party. 
I’m told that at one point Brooks leapt on the stage with Tyler and Perry, who responded with good grace when 

their paymaster demanded that his teenage nephew be permitted to sit in on drums. At another point, I’m told, Tyler 
theatrically wiped sweat off Brooks’ forehead - and then dried his hand with a flourish. 

Yesterday, Brooks disputed many details provided to me by Lowdown spies at the affair and by other informed 
sources, scrawling on a fax to me: “All dollar figures vastly exaggerated.” 

He added: “This was a private event and we do not wish to comment on details of the party.” 
       New York Daily News • November 29th, 2005 
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Tzedakah and Becoming Bar/Bat Mitzvah 
I used to collect all kinds of things:  baseball cards, model airplanes, football cards, coins, more baseball cards, 

miniature license plates, stamps, more football cards, pennants from places I had visited, and letters from friends.  
When my parents sold our big house, I think some of the collections went by the wayside.  Part of my childhood 
disappeared with those things, and I think my parents were telling me to grow up and start collecting new things... 

So I don’t collect so many things any more. 
There is a prize collection, though, that has grown in the past year, some documents that now number about 150, a 

beginning of sorts – invitations.  I collect invitations, mostly from kids who have become Bar and Bat Mitzvah, though 
some include other important life-transition events.  They have this in common:  all of them are connected to tzedakah 
in some way. 

I think it is best to preface this Study in Modern Collectibles with the negative.  Sometime in the beginning of 
March 1982, the Miami Herald had an article entitled, “Bar Mitzvah Party To Be Like One Big Shopping Spree”... 
Since her daughter loved shopping, she would write dozens of letters to department stores from Miami to New York, 
asking the stores to contribute something towards the party.  The trappings of the event included posters, balloons, hat 
boxes and the like from the various stores.  For eight months, the mother worked at this project, and with help (three 
men working five hours), the party room at the California Club Disco was indeed a sight to behold. 

I am certain a thousand sermons could be written about this article, the misplaced efforts, the unbalanced 
relationship between the ceremony and the festivities.  It reminds us of the “Bar Mitzvah in the Orange Bowl” and the 
ceremony I heard of for someone’s pet, something like a “Bow Mitzvah,” in honor of the dog. 

The ultimate was achieved, apparently, when a family from Westchester, NY, rented out the QEII, complete with 
full crew of 1,000 for an all-night bash-to-end-all-bashes.  The rabbi stated, “In a home that has everything, (the 
parents) stress to their children that which gives us purpose in life.”  Cost:  about $500,000. 

Returning to the piece in the Miami Herald, the reporter describes a Bar Mitzvah ceremony that same weekend at 
another shul in Miami, at Beth Torah, a congregation I know well.  I used to teach there, have admired the rabbi, Max 
Lipshitz, for years.  Learned many kinds of uplifting Torah from him.  There, at “B.T.,” Stephen Feldstein was sharing 
his celebration with 13-year-old Misha Smeliansky, who lives in Moscow.  I would have expected no less at Beth 
Torah. 

I did not manage to get a copy of Stephen’s Bar Mitzvah invitation, but I have gathered others.  Whenever I do a 
lecture, I ask people if they have invitations mentioning “Twinning,” or similar generous gestures – some efforts to 
fight off the enormous egocentricity of the Bar and Bat Mitzvah celebrations that emphasize the partying and hyper-
adulation of the child – leaving behind the broader significances of becoming a Jewish adult.  I have often met the Bar 
and Bat Mitzvah emerging adults themselves, the ones who have “Twinned.”  Each exchanges letters with his or her 
Soviet Jewish counterpart, a child in a refusenik family, struggling to leave the choking life in Russia.  I can’t tell you 
for certain whether or not the “Twins” over here beat the hell out of their siblings three times a week, or whether or not 
they are recalcitrant students in school.  But I can tell you from what many describe to me that the Twinning has had a 
very great impact on them. 

Another negative note, in the midst of all this enthusiasm:  when I ask fifteen, sixteen and seventeen year-olds if 
they think Bar and Bat Mitzvah kids would like to give away some of their money to tzedakah, there are mixed 
reactions.  On two separate occasions I have heard the following:  “No, they would not. They worked hard for it; they 
earned the money.  They deserve to keep it.”  I am appalled that becoming Bar and Bat Mitzvah has become a job in 
some places, like a job as a high tech computer specialist or a psychiatric social worker.  A person works, gets paid, 
keeps the wages and spends it as he or she pleases. 

A couple of years ago, a friend gave me another Bar Mitzvah invitation, in Waterbury, Connecticut.  It dates from 
1973, and it consists of two pieces:  the invitation, and a similarly- styled smaller piece of  
paper that reads ... Michael has expressed a desire to share the joy of his becoming Bar Mitzvah with those less 
fortunate than he.  In lieu of personal gifts, we have established a fund for various charitable organizations in his 
honor.  If you would like to participate in this fund, we invite you to do so try sending your gifts to:  Michael Camofsky 
Torah Fund ... 

And recently, I received another one from Southfield, Michigan, where the Bar Mitzvah says:  It would make me 
very happy if you choose to honor my special day by contributing to your favorite charity. 
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Another favorite of mine (one I share wherever I speak) is from Anaheim, California.  The young Bat Mitzvah, 
Marcia Levin, is twinning with Anna Shtein.  Furthermore, the speech she gave was all about tzedakah, and in 
addition, I received a personal letter.  The young woman wrote that she had subsidized a half-scholarship for camp for 
a Soviet Jewish immigrant’s child.  She also included a check for my Tzedakah Fund.  And she also explained that her 
younger sister, Meryl, who would become Bat Mitzvah on May 4, 1985, was already beginning to raise $3,000 in an 
attempt, somehow, to get one Jew out of Ethiopia.  (The older sister contributed $206.00 for that project.)  (I don’t 
care, really, if they do or do not shout at each other, or take swats at each other in sisterly fights.  That I leave to the 
psychologists.  For the Mitzvah of Tzedakah, though, they work together.) 

I needed a “Wow-experience” like that in my life. 
And, I felt a little left out.  Despite being raised in a generous home filled with the spirit and reality of tzedakah, 

somewhere along the way everyone forgot to tell me about this opportunity.  June 29, 1957, passed (a hot day in June, 
a long morning in shul), and I was shortchanged.  (No criticism of my parents intended.)  Perhaps that is why I am 
collecting these invitations ... so others won’t miss the chance. 

I have another astounding document from the younger generation:  a “Tzedakah Fund Report” from Chicago, 
issued by a Bat Mitzvah girl.  It details $727 in allocations – money given to her to distribute in Israel, plus 15% of the 
cash gifts she had received.  Contributions included Alyn Orthopaedic Hospital in Jerusalem, Life Line for the Old 
(also in Jersualem), Yad Vashem, Hadassah Levi’s home in Ramat Gan for infants with Down ’s syndrome, and other 
worthy projects. 

Part II of the report explains that another $2250 was contributed by others in her honor to four places in Israel. 
Part III lists six more places which received contributions in her honor, amounts unspecified. 
Part V has a pie-graph of the allocations according to categories:  care for the elderly, medical research and care, 

education, and children’s orthopedic rehabilitation, 
And Part VI says it all:  It makes me very happy to know that, as a result of my becoming a Bat Mitzvah, over $3000 

was contributed to make a better life for people now and in the future:  to learn from the past to provide assistance for 
the elderly, the handicapped, and the needy, so that they may lead productive lives, and to invest in the future through 
education and medical research. 

Wow!  (I would have included another report from Winnipeg, but it hasn’t arrived yet.  The younger woman who is 
sending it to me put all her Bat Mitzvah money into a fund from which she has $300 a year interest to distribute to 
tzedakah.) 

Wow!  There’s a million possibilities out there to fight the “Bar Mitzvah Party To Be Like One Big Shopping 
Spree” Syndrome.  If some people want to give it all away, that’s fine.  If some people want to take a portion of their 
gifts and gift money and give these away, that is fine.  (One rabbi, Rabbi Andrew Sacks, had a high rate of success in 
personal discussions with the children and their parents.  Something like thirteen out of fourteen or fourteen out of 
fifteen expressed the desire to give away either $100 or ten percent.)  If they want to twin that is fine.  And if they want 
to take the flowers left over from the party to a hospital the day after it is over, or to the local old age home, wonderful. 

Only let us hope that some of these become standard practice rather than the occasional exception.  Let us hope 
that the “kid” will speak from the gut on The Great Day – eliminating the trivia of most Bar and Bat Mitzvah speeches 
and getting down to the real issue – Growing Up, becoming a responsible member of the Jewish community.  It’s all 
right to shep nachas.  We can be proud if it is a cousin or son or daughter or nephew, or some relative of a friend.  But 
we ought to be proud because they are doing what is expected of them.  A giant hug is certainly appropriate at such 
moments. 

    An Invitation, Jewish Collectibles by Danny Siegel, Tzedakah Maven 
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The Truth Behind Bar/Bat Mitzvah Tears 
I don’t remember much about becoming a Bat Mitzvah many years ago, but I do remember this:  My father cried as 

he turned to speak to me after the conclusion of the Torah reading.  I can’t remember a single word that he said – not a 
one – but I do remember his wet eyes and that sound that your voice makes when the words come from your heart 
rather than your head.  He cried when he spoke to my brother a year later, when he told my sister how proud he was 
when she became a Bat Mitzvah four years after that, and he cried again in front of my baby sister, thirteen years and 
two months after he’d cried in front of me. 

Considering that I had only witnessed my father crying one other time during my thirteen years of existence – the 
sound of his sobs snuck under the crack of his bedroom door after he learned that his close college friend had died 
before his 34th birthday – I was stunned by his open display of emotion. 

The image of my father crying in front of me when I became a Bat Mitzvah came back to me this month as I 
witnessed two of my closest friends stand on the bimah facing their own children on two different Shabbatot.  Each of 
these lifelong friends became choked with emotion as they tried to express to their own kids the joy they had brought 
into their parents’ lives. 

My twelve-year-old daughter Rachel, after witnessing these two normally cool and collected mothers and their 
husbands become victims of their emotions, wondered why parents always seemed to cry when they speak to their 
newly celebrated B’nai Mitzvah.  I didn’t know the answer to that question when my father (and, it goes without 
saying, my mother) teared up when I was thirteen, but I think I understand it now. 

Here’s why. 
We cry because we can’t believe we’re old enough to have a thirteen-year-old child. 
And we cry because there are many people that we loved and desperately miss – grandparents, aunts, uncles, and 

sometimes parents or friends – who have died but should have been sitting among the other beaming friends and 
relatives that fill the congregation. We cry because it is one of the few times in your life where nearly everyone who 
cares about you will be in the same room, at the same time. 

We cry because we wasted so much time agonizing about finding the “perfect” caterer, invitation, DJ, 
photographer, videographer, choreographing seating charts, finding the perfect mother-of-the-Bat-Mitzvah dress, when 
it suddenly becomes clear that this is the moment that really mattered all along. 

We cry out of sadness that yet another chapter of your life is behind you. 
We cry because your innocent childhood years are steadily moving away, and angst-filled teenage years may lie 

ahead. 
We cry because we remember all of the moronic things that we did when we were teenagers (which could have 

ruined or ended our lives but didn’t) and we’re terrified that you might not be as lucky. 
We cry because we don’t want the opinion of the kids who sit together in the back row of the congregation, 

whispering during the service and checking out each other’s evolving bodies, to matter more to you in a year or two 
than the words of love we will always have for you. 

We cry because we wanted to leave you the world a better place than we found it, and it doesn’t look like we’ll be 
able to do that. 

We cry because we’re terrified that you might make one seemingly small mistake – forget to wear a seat belt, get 
into a car with a driver who’s had too much to drink, have sex with someone you don’t love, or become addicted to a 
drug – and forever alter the course of the life that we prayed would be yours months before your umbilical cord was 
cut. 

We cry because we are grateful that we live in a country that allows us absolute religious freedom. 
We cry because millions of Jews haven’t been as lucky. 
We cry because even though we spent hours thinking about what we would say to you at this moment, we really 

just want you to understand how much we love you –how much you are loved – but the words don’t exist. 
And we cry because we are frustrated that you can’t possibly comprehend why this day, this moment, is so 

compelling for us.  We know you won’t “get it” until you’re standing on the bimah talking to your own child many 
years from now.  We know this because we didn’t get it when our parents stood on the bimah of our childhood 
synagogue with tears in their eyes and with voices overcome by emotion. 
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But we promise you this:  If we’re lucky enough to sit in the front row seats reserved for grandparents when you 
stand on the bimah in front of your own child, we will cry then too – thrilled (and relieved!) that you will have 
received the precious and sacred gift of being able to shed Bar Mitzvah tears for your own child. 

       Wendy Jaffe • Adapted by Rabbi Billy Dreskin 

Tress Code 
Move over, Sy Sperling, Leslie Skalak has started her own hair club. After watching a television documentary last 

year about Locks of Love, a nonprofit organization that makes wigs for children who have lost their hair due to illness, 
Leslie decided to make the cause a community service project for her August bat mitzvah. 

She would cut her hair and, hopefully, others would follow her example. 
They did. Leslie’s gift of 21 ponytails — all at least 10 inches long — was among the largest the group has ever 

received. 
“At first I was a little unsure because I haven’t cut my hair since I was 4,” said Leslie, who had the work done on 

camera for WCBS/Ch. 2 News last week to generate publicity for the project. “I also didn’t know if anyone else would 
want to do it. My mom convinced me my hair would grow back, and it’s amazing how many people we got to donate.” 

Locks of Love, based in Palm Springs, Fla., was founded in 1997 and each year makes hundreds of wigs for 
children under 18. The wigs, which can cost up to $3,000, are furnished for what the recipient can pay, thanks in large 
part to donations like Leslie’s. 

“Kids can’t write checks for charity, but this is something they can do and we’ve found it’s a very meaningful gift 
for a young person like Leslie to make,” said Jennifer Cox, Locks of Love executive director. 

On Sunday, a dozen women and girls had their hair pared at Just Imagine U, a Croton-on-Hudson salon that 
donated its services for the project. The youngest donor was only 4, the oldest well into her 50s. 

Among those attending the designated “scissors day” was Jan Lorencen, a mother of three who knew Leslie. 
“She’s really a very special young lady,” said Lorencen. “So many girls are really vain, especially about their hair, 

and it’s wonderful that she did this.” 
Lorencen, who had hair below her waist, was pleased with her new shoulder-length cut. She was even happier with 

the idea that a child would benefit. 
Several weeks before the Just Imagine U session, Leslie posted flyers around town about the project. She also wrote 

to Patti Kneuer, owner of the salon, who was so impressed she volunteered her services. 
“It’s a wonderful project and we were delighted to help,” said Kneuer between snips. 
Leslie’s initial goal, she recalls, was to get 12 donations. By Sunday night, she had the 21. In addition to actual 

haircuts, several people who had cut and saved their ponytails heard about Leslie’s project and sent them in. 
Rabbi Helene Ferris of Temple Israel of Northern Westchester in Croton-on-Hudson, who has known Leslie and 

her family for years from their membership in her synagogue, was not surprised by the outcome. 
“This is a gift that really comes from the heart. I knew that once Leslie put her mind to it, she would accomplish it,” 

said the rabbi, who was at Just Imagine U to thank those who donated her hair. 
Leslie’s older sister, Sarah, 14, also cut her hair on camera last week. 
“She was really brave to do this, I think,” said Sarah, a freshman at Croton Harmon High School, who matched 

Leslie’s donation of 11 inches. “She gave something of herself and I’m very proud of her.” 
Leslie says she really likes her new look. 
“The kids in school all say that now I look just like my mom,” she said.  
       Jane Linker • Jewish Week • March 29, 2000 
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A Second Layer Of Mitzvah 
When it comes to B’nai Mitzvah celebrations, many kids are more concerned about cash than the service.  In this 

case, community service. 
But not David Minchin.  Following a recent trend to reintroduce the mitzvah into becoming Bar/Bat Mitzvah, David 

decided to throw a painting party at the Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Community Center on Lincoln Avenue in New 
Rochelle.  David, a tall boy scout who spends hours online, wasn’t at all sure his 12- and 13-year-old friends would 
join him in the quest to paint the senior citizen’s TV room. 

“When I told them I was celebrating by painting a room, some of them said it was the stupidest thing they’d ever 
heard,” laughed David, barely pausing as he rolled paint onto the wall.  “But they still said they’d come.” 

And come they did.  Young men and women, all instructed to wear their oldest painting clothes.   
David and his parents had carefully planned out the afternoon.  First step, wash the walls.  Second, dry them.  

Third, paint.  The color was Navajo beige, chosen by the Center, and paid for by David.  He also contributed the 
centerpieces from his reception – which were composed of canned food – to the Center’s pantry. 

The whole family had joined in discussing what kind of project David would do, David’s mom recalled, and all the 
Minchins came out in force, including David’s aunt and uncle from London and his two younger siblings, Felicia, 10, 
and Michael, 6. 

“David knew he wanted to do something physical, like building or painting.  He didn’t just want to donate money 
to a good cause,” his mom said. 

David’s rabbi, Amiel Wohl of Temple Israel, was very proud.  “We talk about the importance of community service 
a great deal and try to get across to these kids the need to give something back.  Clearly, David has taken this to heart.  
He’s a wonderful example for all of us.” 

Adam Nodiff, who is in the seventh grade at Albert Leonard Middle School with David, is seriously considering 
continuing David’s tradition.  “This is really fun.  I’d like to do something like this when I become a Bar Mitzvah next 
November.” 

David’s dad, whose field is home renovation, was impressed by the results.  “Paint rollers are very forgiving,” he 
pointed out, “and there’s nothing like a plastic sheet.” 

The painting began at noon and was finished by 3 pm.  The troupe then headed back to the Minchins for pizza and 
soda. 

David was satisfied with the day’s labors.  “I like anything that’s a challenge.  And it’s nice to do good for others.” 
       Jane Linker • Jewish Week • April 11, 1997 
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Adam’s Bar Mitzvah Project 
Adam he wasn’t sure how this different kind of celebration would be received by his friends and whether or not he 

could show his face in school again.  Well, Adam’s Bar Mitzvah project was a huge success!  
Adam and 55 of his friends, plus some parents, had a fabulous time at Gleaners Food Bank.  Adam actually became 

a Bar Mitzvah the week before and then celebrated with his friends by volunteering at Gleaners a week later.   
According to Sheri Noah of Gleaners, “Adam and his friends did a great job of sorting and packed more than 369 

cases of corn, totaling more than 3900 pounds or about 2 tons of food in less than 2 hours!  The fact that he was willing 
to bring his friends down was a great example and inspiration to others on how important it is to volunteer and work on 
behalf of the community.”  

Adam said that his friends had a lot of fun and that “it was the most unusual Bar Mitzvah celebration [his] friends 
had ever seen!”  He felt good about the project knowing that everybody had such a good time. 

Another aspect which he hadn’t anticipated but was very happy to have caused was that his friends who were not 
familiar with Jewish custom gained a better understanding that becoming a Bar Mitzvah is about growing up, taking 
responsibility, and providing service to others.  This idea of giving the occasion meaning beyond the usual party 
seemed to resonate well with the kids as well as their parents.  Many of his friends said that this was very meaningful 
to them and helped them to be more thoughtful about the occasion.  

Adam’s mom was “absolutely thrilled.”  She was pleased that all of the kids were enthusiastic and that they worked 
so well together.  She definitely would encourage other parents to consider this as part of their children’s B’nai 
Mitzvah celebration.   

As for Adam, he can walk the halls of Covington School with his head held high.  He and his friends did a terrific 
job.  They really worked hard and had fun.  And on top of all that, they learned a little about the hungry in our 
community and what they can do to help. 

 
Do The Rite Thing 

At a time when B’nai Mitzvah celebrations are becoming increasingly elaborate, a number of young people are 
determined to “put the mitzvah back in Bar/Bat Mitzvah” and celebrate this important Jewish rite of passage by doing 
something for their community.  Some use the occasion as an opportunity to raise donations for a cause they feel is 
important. 

Erica Kaitz, upset by the numbers of hungry people in Westchester County, decided to dispense with party 
centerpieces and asked her guests to bring canned food to her celebration.  The cans, used to decorate the tables, were 
brought to a food pantry in Dobbs Ferry the next day. 

“Lots of people donate money, which is good, but I wanted to make a statement that people should help those who 
need it.  Lots of kids worry about people copying their theme, but I hope this is a theme everybody copies,” said Erica.  
More than 300 cans of food were donated in honor of her celebration.  

Others, such as Zoe Wiener-Blotner, elect to do something that will bring them into direct contact with the less 
fortunate.  Zoe will be serving Thanksgiving dinner this year to more than 100 men and women at the Hebrew Institute 
of Riverdale.  None of the guests will know that the young teenager serving them Thanksgiving dinner is the sponsor 
of their meal.  Both Zoe and her family want it that way.  

“Months ago we decided we’d do a mitzvah and since Zoe’s Bat Mitzvah celebration fell on Thanksgiving 
weekend, serving and sponsoring a meal for the needy seemed like a good idea.  But we definitely wanted it done 
anonymously.” 

To Zoe, the choice of helping those less fortunate than she was an easy one.  “We’re all basically equal.  Life can 
go up and down.  Anybody can need help.” 

This trend of using the Bar/Bat Mitzvah ceremony to reinforce the core spiritual values of Judaism is one that many 
rabbis are doing their best to encourage.  Rabbi Jeffrey Salkin has encouraged thousands of families to look at the 
ritual a little differently through his book, Putting God on the Guest List:  How to Reclaim the Spiritual Meaning of 
Your Child’s Bar and Bat Mitzvah (Jewish Lights Publishing).  It has become required reading in many congregations 
(editor’s note:  including Woodlands!). 
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When it came time for Rachel Bowers to become a Bat Mitzvah, she and her parents decided that she would spend 
the year leading up to the ceremony showing that she is a responsible, caring member of the community.  She would 
commemorate the year through a series of gemilut hasadim – good deeds.  During the year, Rachel ran a blood drive to 
benefit the United Hospital Blood Bank, donated the money she and friends earned babysitting to help preserve rain 
forests in Costa Rica, collected used toys for a women’s shelter, and helped with her synagogue’s annual Rosh 
Hashanah food drive.  

“Standing up in front of the congregation and doing prayers is announcing to her Jewish friends that she is on her 
way to becoming an adult.  By behaving like an adult and doing these projects, Rachel is demonstrating to herself and 
to her community that she really is growing up,” explained Rachel’s proud mom.  

In his book, Rabbi Salkin – who firmly believes that doing ethical mitzvot makes Jewish values real, bringing 
greater meaning to kids who are becoming B’nai Mitzvah – provides a helpful list for parents of both ritual and ethical 
mitzvot, followed by examples of projects.  Although he certainly advocates that parents participate and guide their 
children in finding an appropriate project, he feels that the most meaningful projects are those a young person chooses 
for him or herself.  “The range of mitzvot young people can undertake is virtually endless,” says Rabbi Salkin. 

In one project, several girls decided to collect toiletries for the homeless.  They did it together, planned the whole 
thing, set up a collection box in their synagogue, and even arranged delivery. 

For many young people who have elected to commemorate their bat mitzvah by reaching out to others, the result 
has been far more than they or their family expected.  When Brooke Schepp began to prepare to become a Bat 
Mitzvah, she decided to share her celebration with a 44 year-old developmentally disabled woman who had never had 
the opportunity to participate in such an event before.  “I didn’t really know what to expect,” says Brooke.  She had 
never known anyone with the developmental disabilities.   

“But something about sharing the experience with someone who had never had the chance before appealed to me, I, 
guess.”  What followed was months of working together to teach her partner the blessings so she, too, could be on the 
bimah during the service.  The two B’not Mitzvah – separated by 30 years and a world of life-experiences – became 
friends as they prepared, sharing dinners and outings together.  It is a friendship that continues to this day. 

Brett Kasner was familiar with people with developmental disabilities.  He’d spent time at a group home operated 
by the Jewish Board of Family and Children’s Services.  When his to become a Bar Mitzvah arrived, Brett knew 
exactly what he wanted to do to help out the people he’d gotten to know.  

“I thought a lot about what people would like and I ended up with a list of CDs, hats, books about sports heroes and 
Nike socks and sweatbands,” said Brett, whose friends and relatives brought the gifts to his Shabbat service.  The day 
after, the Kasners delivered everything.  “The guys had a great time picking out what they’d like,” recalled Brett.  

For Rabbi Salkin, any effort a Bar Mitzvah or Bat Mitzvah makes to demonstrate adult responsibilities marks a 
positive step.  “It’s about ritual maturity.  It’s about growing up as a Jew.  It’s about becoming a fuller member of the 
community.  And it’s about moral responsibility – the natural result of connecting to Torah, to community, and to 
God.” 

      Jane Linker • Jewish Week • November 20, 1996 
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