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Mazal tov! We’re so pleased that you and your family may be preparing to celebrate your 
child’s becoming a bar mitzvah or a bat mitzvah as part of the FTJC community. B’nei mitzvah 
are Jewish young adults who take increasing responsibility for their Jewish choices, and who 
earn the respect of being counted in the prayer minyan and having leadership roles in the 
minyan and in the community. 
 
At FTJC, we place the highest value on the learning that comes before the big day, and on the 
ability of young adults to participate in Jewish life after the big day. The big day itself—the 
celebration of becoming b’nei mitzvah—is a collaboration between the community and the 
family, with the family and guests joining the regular services of the community. These 
guidelines seek to reflect these values. 
 
To have a conversation about b’nei mitzvah, please be in touch with Rabbi Guy Austrian. Rabbi 
Guy is always happy to sit down over coffee or in your home and to get to know your family. 
 
 
LEARNING GUIDELINES 
 

 At what age can a child celebrate becoming bar/bat mitzvah at FTJC? 
Boys may do so at age 13 (by the Jewish calendar). Girls may do so at age 12, or may wait 
until 13, and Rabbi Guy can consult with families about what would be most appropriate. 
 

 Do we need to be members of FTJC? 
Yes. If not already members, families are asked to join us at least 2 years before the 
expected date. Your celebration and learning will be much more meaningful if you make 
yourself an integral part of this warm, inclusive community. Special circumstances? Please 
talk with Rabbi Guy. 

 

 When do we start? What’s the timeline? 
It can vary depending on the child’s current skill level and family practice, but in general we 
recommend: 

o 2 years out: set up an initial get-to-know-you meeting with Rabbi Guy, and start 
looking for a date and Torah portion. 

o 1-2 years out: work with Rabbi Guy to create an individual learning plan for your 
child and family, hire a tutor, and begin regularly scheduled learning; children should 
be attending the pre-b’nei-mitzvah children’s service on Shabbat mornings at least 
twice a month. 

o 6 months out: children should be attending the main service at least twice a month. 
o 6 months out: work should begin on the Devar Torah (teaching of Torah, a.k.a. 

sermon) 
o 1 month out: Devar Torah and other skills should be complete 
o 1 week out: rehearsal on site 

mailto:rabbi@ftjc.org
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 When the big day is past, what’s next? 
We hope and expect that your family will have many more years to grow in and with the 
FTJC community. 

o Young adults can join our Teen Leadership Team and participate in social hangouts, 
volunteer opportunities, Jewish learning, and weekly teen services. 

o Within six months, young adults can expect to read Torah again, lead a service, or 
learn a new skill. 

 

 What is the role of FTJC’s rabbi? 
Rabbi Guy’s goal is to build a positive personal relationship with the child and family. 
Typically, his roles would include: 

o meeting 1-2 times with the child and family to get to know you and to help create an 
individual learning plan, 

o meeting with the child 2-3 times individually, at a pizza place or café, to discuss the 
Torah portion, help with the Devar Torah, and hear about anything else that’s on the 
child’s mind, 

o being present for a rehearsal in the week prior, 
o being present at services on the day of the celebration, 
o offering words of Torah and blessing to the child at the conclusion of services 

Rabbi Guy’s presence at parties or meals depends on timing and availability. 
 

 What will a bar/bat mitzvah student be expected to learn and do? 
There’s no standard or cookie-cutter here.  Our approach is to ask: What Torah learning and 
skill learning would be a meaningful stretch for this child to accomplish in the time 
available? Every child brings different talents, background, and prior Jewish education. 
Rabbi Guy will work with the family to create an individual learning plan that will set up a 
child not just for the “big day” but for a lifetime of being able to participate and feel a sense 
of belonging in Jewish communities.  An individual learning plan would typically include 
something from each of the following components: 

o Hebrew reading and pronunciation 
 being able to say aloud words of Torah and prayer, while relying on English 

translations for the meaning 
o Home ritual skills 

 being able to lead Friday night blessings over candles, wine, bread; Saturday 
morning blessings over wine and bread. 

o Synagogue service – personal prayer skills 
 being able to follow along in the siddur for major prayers, feeling oriented in 

the structure of the service 
o Synagogue service – public ritual skills 

 being able to chant aloud and/or lead some combination of Torah reading, 
Haftarah (reading from Prophets), and a part of the prayer service; there is 
no minimum or maximum, as long as it’s a meaningful stretch for the child 
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o Learning Torah and teaching it publicly on the big day 

 a 5-10 minute Devar Torah is the typical format but we could discuss other 
formats according to a child’s talents, such as visual art or others 

o Chesed Project / community service 
 no need to invent something new – this could be participation in an existing 

service project operated by FTJC, or elsewhere; ideally it need not end after 
the big day but could be an ongoing commitment; it should involve face-to-
face relationships with people affected by an issue (i.e., not just collecting 
stuff and sending it off to unseen recipients); we will help you identify such a 
project 

o An additional learning project (optional) 
 children may want to explore some particular Jewish topic of interest; many 

families find that the b’nei mitzvah process is a beautiful and fun opportunity 
to learn together; the more parents are involved in the learning, the more 
children see that this really matters and take it seriously. 

 

 What kind of support will we have? 
Rabbi Guy will sit with your family to help you create an individual learning plan and find a 
tutor to work with your family on skills. Rabbi Guy will help with the Devar Torah and other 
aspects. As the number of families with b’nei-mitzvah-age children increases, we intend to 
establish supportive cohorts of families and children who are preparing to become b’nei 
mitzvah and can learn, reflect, and socialize together. 
 

 How can our learning and engagement continue after the big day? 
Great question! Jewish life doesn’t end after becoming bar/bat mitzvah. We are developing 
a Teen Leadership Team which offers opportunities to hang out with peers, learn about 
Jewish topics, develop leadership, and perform community service. The teens also run their 
own Shabbat morning service, and keep up their skills by taking ritual roles in the main 
service. 
 

RITUAL GUIDELINES 
 

 At what services can the bar/bat mitzvah be celebrated? 
The typical celebration takes place on Shabbat morning, our community’s largest gathering 
time. Another good option is Shabbat minchah and ma’ariv (the Saturday afternoon and 
evening prayers, separated by se’udah shelishit, a meal similar to a luncheon). Purim and 
other holidays can be special opportunities and may be discussed with Rabbi Guy and the 
Ritual Committee. 
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 What honors and roles can the family give out for a typical Shabbat morning? 
o Petichah (opening and closing the ark) 
o Aliyah (being called up to the Torah) – four including the child. Note: parents and 

children, and blood relatives, may not be called consecutively 
o Hagbahah (lifting and displaying the Torah) 
o Gelilah (wrapping and dressing the Torah) 
o Leining (reading from the Torah) – we limit the total number of leiners to three, and 

each should read consecutive aliyot 
o Haftarah (reading from other biblical books following the Torah reading) 

The Ritual Committee will share an Honors Worksheet with families to aid in decision-
making and reserves final say on an appropriate balance between honorees from the family 
and its guests and the community at large. 

 

 Where in the service is there a role for younger siblings to participate? 
We welcome the inclusion of youngsters according to ability and comfort levels. Petichah, 
gelilah, “Adon Olam,” “Ein Keloheinu,” and other opportunities exist. 

 

 Can my family members have joint aliyot (i.e., be called to the Torah together)? 
No. An aliyah at FTJC is an honor for only one person at a time. Additional family members 
may join us at the Torah reader’s table for related ritual moments but not for the aliyah 
itself. 

 

 Is there any role in the service for family members who aren't Jewish? 
We honor the vital contributions that non-Jewish spouses and relatives make to the Jewish 
life of their families and the Jewish upbringing of children, and we welcome them at our 
services and in our community. Non-Jewish parents may: 
o accompany a Jewish parent at the Torah reader’s table to receive words of blessing from 

the rabbi, 
o accompany a Jew who is performing petichah (opening the ark) 
o serve as greeters or ushers 
o speak and offer toasts during non-service times such as a luncheon 
However, they may not recite Jewish blessings, receive their own aliyah to the Torah, or 
perform other Jewish rituals per se. 

 

 Who can give a speech about the child at services? 
The rabbi alone will address the child with words of Torah and blessing at the conclusion of 
services. Parents or family members may not do so during Shabbat morning services, but 
are welcome and encouraged to do so at Friday night or Saturday night services, and at 
meals and private events. 
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 May the bar/bat mitzvah lead services on Shabbat morning? 
Children with high-level Hebrew and liturgical skills may be able, at the discretion of the 
rabbi and Ritual Committee, to lead Shacharit or Musaf on Shabbat morning. We aim to 
achieve a balance among our normal service experience, the family’s needs, and the child’s 
demonstration of skills. 

 

 If our celebration is on Shabbat morning, can our family have roles in services on Friday 
night and Saturday evening? 
Yes, in keeping with the values and balance described above. 

 

 If there is an overflow of people or multiple simchas, can there be a parallel minyan in 
another room? 
No. We will pray and celebrate together as one community, and we need to work within the 
capacity of our current main sanctuary space. 
 

 Can services be held in the Sanctuary at Hebrew Tabernacle? 
Our regular service space for Shabbat mornings is the Social Hall, and we will not move to 
the Sanctuary unless HT makes the Social Hall unavailable for other reasons. We have found 
that the Sanctuary doesn’t serve families well without microphone amplification. Using the 
Sanctuary may be a possibility for services other than Shabbat morning, especially Saturday 
night ma’ariv when microphones may be used. 
 

 Should children acquire a tallit and tefillin? 
Yes! Young adults of all genders who become b’nei mitzvah ought to wear a tallit at all 
Shabbat and weekday morning services, and tefillin on weekday mornings. We are happy to 
help families learn about, practice wearing, and affordably acquire these deeply meaningful 
ritual items. 

 
 

LUNCHEON AND PARTY GUIDELINES 
 

 Can the family sponsor kiddush (refreshments after Shabbat morning services)? 
Absolutely! We do ask that families sponsor the community’s typical kiddush for the 
congregation and all guests on the day of the celebration.  This can range anywhere from 
light snacks to a more deluxe luncheon.  If cost is a hardship, please speak to Rabbi Guy. 
 

 Can the family host a private luncheon for invited guests in the shul’s communal space? 
Yes, depending on space availability. The community and guests can enjoy a light kiddush 
for a short while before invited guests proceed to a private luncheon. It is not necessary to 
invite the entire congregation, although families may want to be thoughtful about including 
other families with children who are at b’nei mitzvah age around that time. 
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 What are the catering options for luncheons and parties? 
FTJC works with our fabulous in-house caterer, Jack Greene, who prepares food for the 
weekly kiddush and many other events, and families are welcome to hire Jack for their 
luncheon or party.  Families may also choose to hire an outside caterer from the list 
provided in the FTJC Kashrut Policies.  Please note that FTJC does not provide on-site 
kashrut supervision for outside caterers; if the caterer requires that, it will be at the family’s 
expense. 

 

 How do I reserve space at FTJC’s rental location for a luncheon or party? 
If the celebration requires additional hours beyond FTJC’s regularly contracted hours at the 
facility, then the family will need to contract privately with the facility to cover the 
additional time. FTJC is happy to help facilitate that connection between the family and 
facility.  
 

 What are the kashrut and Shabbat observance requirements for a private celebration held 
in FTJC’s rental space? 
If the celebration takes place in FTJC’s normal rental space, even if beyond our usual rental 
hours, then FTJC’s policies for kashrut and Shabbat must be observed (for example, 
preparation for a Saturday night party cannot begin until Shabbat has ended that evening). 
Rabbi Guy is happy to help families navigate these guidelines to ensure a beautiful 
celebration that honors our traditions and works for the family and guests. 
 

 Is there any additional fee we must pay to the rabbi or synagogue? 
No, there is not. The efforts of the rabbi and congregation to support families’ learning and 
celebration is a part of membership. Of course, if you are moved to do so, we certainly 
appreciate and welcome donations to the Rabbi’s Discretionary Fund and/or the 
congregation’s general operating fund. 

 

 Should we make a donation to charity in honor of our family’s celebration? 
What a great idea!  As we enjoy the abundance of our meals and feel gratitude for these 
blessings, we strongly encourage families to make a donation of 3% of the cost of the 
celebration to an organization addressing hunger, such as Mazon: A Jewish Response to 
Hunger, or the food pantry at the Jewish Community Council  of Washington Heights and 
Inwood. We also encourage families to be creative about additional ways to express and 
teach the values of gratitude, modesty, sustainability, inclusion, and justice through these 
joyful opportunities to celebrate. 

 

http://www.ftjc.org/kashrut
http://www.ftjc.org/kashrut
http://www.ftjc.org/support-us
http://www.mazon.org/
http://www.mazon.org/
http://jccwashingtonheights.org/
http://jccwashingtonheights.org/

