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There is a famous Yiddish Art song called In Cheder, ’In School. A teacher describes his first 

lesson with a young student. 

(sung) “Kum aher yingele, nehen ter tsu mir, un tu a kuk in di kleine oyselech.  Kicher, kicher 

kum a her.” 

He looks in the child’s eyes, and says, let’s start. 

“Kometz alef, oh; kometz beis, bo; kometz gimel, goh; kometz dalet, doh.”  The lesson 

continues. At the end the teacher says: “Remember my child, Holy Teachings are your finest 

possession.” 

I often hear this melody with my inner ear when I teach kids Bat and Bar Mitzvah: and on a 

Saturday morning I sneak in its sounds here and there during quiet moments on the piano. 

Recently I spoke about Bar and Bat Mitzvah at the annual meeting, and I saw there was 

considerable interest in my remarks.  I’d like to go further this morning, and give you 

observations and reminiscences of a tutor about this Bar and Bat Mitzvah process, which is 

nothing short of a recurring miracle. 

You know a lot about Bnei Mitvah, of course.  You adults probably came to Woodlands 

thinking, “I have to get my kids a Bat or Bar Mitzvah.”  Of course then you learned that the word 

more properly refers to the students themselves, who become Bar or Bat Mitzvah. In any case, 

you knew that your kids needed a Jewish education.  As a Cantor, I see this process as young 

people picking up the cultural inheritance of previous generations, and making it their own.  It is 

a continuing marvel of birth and rebirth, redeeming the valiant efforts of people in the past, while 

the current generation has its inner life enriched and deepened. 

When I first came to Woodlands the search committee asked me what was my favorite part of 

my job as a cantor.  I quickly blurted out, “Teaching bar and bat mitzvah.” I think they were 

surprised. But it is the best.  

Our 12 year olds are great, funny, smart, spirited, and open.  I love being there while they grow 

and change in positive ways you can really see; as they become b’nai mitzvah. 

Now you are hearing from a Cantor this morning, so I am going to focus on the ritual studies our 

kids get. There is so much more that our Rabbis and school give them: critical thinking, family 

involvement, experiential education, wrestling with the meaning of the text, and much more. 

And that all is vital.  

As Cantor, tho, I am primarily concerned with devotional materials.  Cantors pray, and help 

others to pray, especially in the Jewish way. It’s what we do.  



I teach our kids to pray.  How to voice the Hebrew language.  How to chant and sing.  I make 

sure that our youngsters can say specific prayers in the Jewish service. And intone our holy 

books in ways that are as much as 2500 years old. 

Here is a story. 

After a bat mitzvah service a fellow came up and told me he had fled from Poland in the 1930’s 

as a young man. 

They were denied entrance to the USA, (There is a political lesson here, but that is a matter for a 

different discussion) his ship found its way to Buenos Aires.  As he and his family approached 

the port they stood on deck, wondering what life would be like for them in this foreign and 

exotic place.   

The Jewish community had hooked up loud speakers on the beach; sound reached across the 

water to the boat.  

They heard music- a famous recording by Cantor Mordecai Hershman singing a piece of Jewish 

liturgy- (sung) “Eylu dvarim sh’ayn lahem shiur- she adam ochel peroteychem baolam ha ze vha 

keren kayemet lo l’olam haba vaylu heim kibud av va’aym.”    

“These are the things that have no limit, that bring credit in this world, and credit in the world to 

come.  To honor your father and mother, pray with sincerity, robe the bride, care for the dead, 

make peace, and study Torah.” 

Hearing this, they knew it was going to be alright.  The culture, the values, the color and fibre of 

Jewish life would be found.  Here were prayer, and devotion, things worthy of respect. 

When I consider his story, I see it in against the world of today. Every generation faces a new 

shore, an uncertain situation in a changeable world.  Our customs and our teachings give us 

ground under our feet, they affirm that we can organize around values that abide, no matter 

where we are or what the world brings to us.   

Studying their traditional materials requires a lot of our young people.  They come to weekly 

lessons, they work at home 5 or better 6 days a week for a half hour, all in addition to the myriad 

of other things they have to do, including coming to religious school. 

A labor of love is still a labor! I give them something back, tho. 

Do you know that I give the kids baseball cards after each lesson? 

I offer an unopened pack of 1986 Topps cards. Waxpacks, with inedible 30-year-old bubble 

gum.  Yes- it is the year of the Miracle Mets.  I have discovered why I do it, tho’ it was years 

before I realized it.  Here is a simplified version of what happens in their  

studies. They get a taste of the past they can share with their parents and each other.  Baseball is 

gentle and beautiful, and worthy of respect.  It has history, it is honored. It is beautiful in itself, it 

gives delight.  It’s like our Jewish studies.   

I get to know these kids pretty well over the months we tutor.   



Some confide in me about their personal lives. My office becomes a club house to some, they 

come in for candy or to kibitz whenever they are in the building. Some relish the attention and 

understanding they get in a tutorial. I remember many of them long years after. 

I recall two kids I taught who were soldiers killed in Afghanistan. Ben Sklaver and Eric Soufrine.  

I will not forgive the leaders who engineered that military occupation, even as I honor the 

idealism that led those boys to serve.  May their memories be abiding blessings. 

The desire to do something noble, the impulse to be willing to sacrifice for a larger cause- these 

are things I think these youngsters got at least in part from their Judaism.  We say, “Do not call 

them children, call them builders,” a pun on the similar Hebrew letters between the words.  

All of our young people receive inspiration to do great things from their training.  

Think of the prayers they learn. “God has chosen us to serve.”  “God has given us Prophets to 

teach us truth and righteousness.” “God of our ancestors, may we find merit in Your eyes as did 

the greatest of those who came before.” 

Jewish education empowers every young citizen with the knowledge that they are noble, and 

have a duty to serve, and they can exemplify the best that is within the human soul.   

We teach our kids to do, to act; not just to remember words on paper. 

And all our kids learn, they all succeed.  They get the ability to voice Jewish prayers in the 

Jewish way. 

I got a text from my friend Hallie yesterday, a photo of a bear making mischief at Temple Israel 

up in Croton. And on the High Holydays!  This of course leads us to the old chestnut: “How do 

you get rid of a bear in a shul?  Give it a Bat or Bar Mitzvah, It’ll never set foot near a synagogue 

again.”  

Of course that joke is completely wrong.  Here at Woodlands most of our kids do go on to 

confirmation and graduation, thanks to our magnificent rabbis and education programs. 

But every kid who becomes Bar and Bat Mitzvah receives a gift of the past that cannot be 

underestimated. They have learned to voice prayer in the Jewish way. 

William James wrote about the nature of Jewish experience.  He described “the will to believe” 

that human beings possess.  This inclination toward faith can be strengthened, encouraged.  It 

can be tested.  It can also wither on the vine. 

Let me tell you my story.  I got no religious education as a kid.  I knew I was a Jew, but my folks 

believed religion was an outmoded concept, irrelevant to modern people like our family. 

I, on the other hand, always believed in God.  My housekeeper was a Gospel recording artist who 

sang hymns in the house. My friends were Roman Catholic kids who talked about what they had 

discussed in parochial school. I spent lots of time walking in the prairies of Illinois, always aware 

of the holy presence of God round me. Doing Civil Rights work in the South I lived in churches.  

I did political work with the Quakers against the War in Vietnam.  But my own religious ideas 

were unformed. 



When I was a 20-something conservatory student I was hired by Max Janowski, the man who 

composed our Avinu Malkenu,  to sing in Chicago Jewish choirs. I felt I had found a spiritual 

home in the shul and the prayer book.  I am so fortunate I was led to the synagogue. 

Your kids are even luckier- they get a Woodlands Education. 

There is a Jewish instruction that parents must teach their children to make a living. “One who 

does not teach a child a  

trade, teaches them to be a thief.”  If one does not know how to contribute to the world, one will 

only be able to take from it. 

I would apply this to religious education, as well.  If you don’t know how to pray- if one does not 

feel part of a group where faith is respected, if one is not part of an ongoing spiritual encounter- 

what then?  One might turn to another community for religious experience.  Or, even worse, one 

may simply let the inner spiritual life lay fallow, to shrivel unstimulated.  

We teach music here-  lots of religious music, filed with zest, with yearning, with values, and 

with joy.  

“What is prayer” Heschel asked.  Prayer is a song- and a person cannot live without a song.   

One cannot be fully human unless one is more than human.  We say, Baruch atah Adonai, 

shomea t’fillah.  Blessed is God who hears prayer. 

Religious songs reach out.  Faith informs us that there is a hand that reaches back.   That is the 

experience, the life lesson, we give our kids when we teach them to pray. 

Have you heard your kids singing their prayers in the car?  I’ve have heard them singing sim 

shalom and vsham’ru on the bus just for joy. They have gotten something from the past that goes 

right into the kishkes.  The prayers have become part of them. 

When I was interviewed at Cantorial School, Rabbi Morton Leifman, z’l., said to me, “ As a 

Cantor you will have more contact with Bnai Mitzvah kids than they will ever have with a 

clergyman in their whole life.”  Ahah, I thought, this could be interesting.  And it sure is. It 

works both ways.  They learn from me, I learn from them. 

A twelve-year-old girl came into my office in high heels, lots of makeup and her hair done up.  

She could have passed for 20. As we worked, she got flustered, and started sucking her thumb.  

At this age kids are half adult, and half not at all.  They are growing in really important ways.  

They see themselves as part of their family, but also are learning to be independent.  They are 

part of their peer group, but want power of their own.  They try out adult behaviors that seem 

powerful and dangerous.   

They are discovering their many relationships that make them full human beings. 

On this topic, there was a story that was popular in story books for Eastern European Jews.  A 

boy was uneasy, and wanted a sense of order in his life he could not seem to find. He decided 

one night to make a list where everything was located, for when he woke up.  “Shoes are under 

bed. Sock are in shoes. Pants are in the drawer. Shirt in closet.  Belt on table.” 

When he woke up, he read the list, and yet still felt anxious. 



He said, “But where is the boy?”  

We give our kids a religious education with powerful input about where they are.  We give them 

ties to the past, to the family, and to God.  We equip them with values and experiences that they 

cannot get any other way. 

They have prayers to send out when they need them.  They can go to Jewish services and join in 

the prayers of our people, knowing they belong there.  They can read our holy language, and sing 

our melodies.  

They have a spiritual toolbox to carry into the future. 

I’d like to conclude by speaking of the future. I direct these thoughts especially to the young 

people who are here this morning.  

 We have more information available to us, and more quickly, than we have ever had before, 

don’t we?   Heck, we have Google. Using a search engine is terrific for answering questions. But 

it has a major flaw.  It doesn’t tell which are the best questions to ask. 

We need more than answers; we also need education in asking questions.   

And our future world will be increasingly secular.  Public secular education is focused on how to 

eliminate problems, a very worthy thing as far as it goes. 

As Heschel famously said, “Show me a person without problems, and I’ll show you an idiot. It is 

the place of mankind to have problems.”  

Religious training helps us ask questions.  It helps us to face and  honor problems.  

Judaism leads us to reach into the mystery of the moment.  Through it we learn to live beyond 

our selves.  Judaism teaches us that life is a song of praise, a celebration, a fortunate opportunity 

to serve.  In an ever more concrete society, who will teach these things to our children? 

We will do it as it has ever been done over the long generations: Alef bet gimel dalet. These are 

the things that give merit in this world, and in the world to come.  Blessed is God, who hears 

prayer. You shall teach them diligently to your children. 

Let us say, amen. 

 

Benediction 

Years ago, after a service of Bar Mitzvah, an elderly man came forward to speak with me.  He 

was weeping, speaking in a mixture of Yiddish, Ladino, Hebrew and English.  I tried to follow 

along, until his daughter, a tall, elegant woman, came forward to help. 

She said, “My father wants to say how different this is from my wedding. We were Greek Jews 

in a small village in the mountains.  When the Nazis came to kill Jews, we fled up in the hills.   

We came to another village, where all was deserted and the cook fires were still lit.  We saw it 

was an emergency and people would have to split up in small groups. I was but a young girl, in 

my teens, but I had a beau.  We would not flee without one another, and we could not go 

together like animals.  So we had to make a wedding.  



The elders of the village would conduct the quick marriage ceremony, but there was no ring.  

Someone found a nail and twisted it into a circle for my wedding ring. 

Yes, it was very different then than now.  Standing in that fine, artfully appointed sanctuary in 

New Haven, this beautiful woman showed me her left hand, on which a nail still marked her 

wedding vows. 

Times change, and still, much is carried forward.  Our heritage of prayer and ritual ever 

expresses the great humanity within us. 

May we always pass it to the young.  


