
My journey to becoming a Bat Mitzvah 

From the beginning of my now 67+ years I have held many roles.  I have been a 

daughter, a sister, a wife, a mother, an employee, a late in life student, an employer, a 

caregiver, a grandmother and an aunt.  The common denominator in all of these roles, 

except for the daughter part, is my participation in life was contingent on the behaviors 

and outcomes and decisions of other people.  I was independent but codependent at 

the same time.   

Now don’t get me wrong, my life has been full of adventures.  Some of these 

adventures have been thrilling.  They were exhilarating, delightful and joyful.  Other 

adventures, however, have been opportunities to learn, exhilarating in the heartbreaking 

space, and downright discouraging.  But all told, they were my adventures.  These 

journeys had very unlikely twists and turns. They took me from my birth home here in 

Denver to Los Angeles, San Diego, Tucson, Yishuv Nokdim in the West Bank of Israel 

and back here to Denver.  The sun came up every day and generally, there was always 

a silver lining.  You know, that take away we all get when we don’t think there was a 

reason behind what just happened?  We usually file those serendipitous lessons away 

without much thought to the why.   

As a member of the Hebrew Educational Alliance community in my youth and teen 

years, I was never afforded the opportunity to have a bat mitzvah.  It just wasn’t done.  

Some months ago, in the Kesher, I noted an adult B’nei Mitzvah class forming here at 

Temple Sinai.  Hmm, I said to myself.  Those lessons learned years ago, living for years 

in Israel.  Is this the unexpected connection to those adventures?   My contention is yes, 

of course.   

Rabbi Susan gave the class a selection of Torah portions from which we could choose 

to read.  This week’s Torah portion, Vayechi, spoke to my heart and soul.  My kids and I 

spent the last decade watching the deterioration and ultimate demise of my aunt, uncle 

and mom.  So they are pretty sensitive to the onset of memory loss.  As I am aging, my 

children jokingly give me a hard time about my memory – even though my memory is 

just fine.  Also I have vision challenges.  That is also a target for a good joke or two.  I 

particularly related to Jacob, in this week’s torah portion and the response he received 

from his son Joseph when giving blessings to his grandchildren, Ephraim and 

Menasseh.   

In this week’s Torah portion, Vayechi, laying on his deathbed, Jacob summons for his 

grandchildren, Ephraim and Manasseh. He wants to bless the sons of his beloved 

Joseph even before his own children, affirming the covenant of Abraham with the next 

generation. 



Joseph brings in his sons and places them in their birth order to receive their blessings. 

Creating a scene reenacted every Shabbat, Jacob places his hands on these boys and 

commences his words of prayer. 

The Torah reads: ―But Israel stretched out his right hand and laid it on Ephraim’s head, 

though he was the younger, and his left hand on Manasseh’s head—thus crossing his 

hands—although Manasseh was the first born.‖ 

Joseph urgently points out that Jacob has seemingly misplaced his hands by laying his 

right hand, the prominent hand, on the younger son. Joseph’s correction echoes 

Laban’s words to Jacob when he sought to marry Rachel before her older sister, Leah. 

Laban says, ―It is not the practice in our place to marry off the younger before the older‖ 

(Etz Hayim, Gen. 29:26). Similarly, common practice dictates that the oldest son 

receives the first, and perhaps the best, blessing.   

One might speculate that Jacob’s actions are related to his failing eyesight. We recall 

that this was one reason that Jacob himself was able to acquire the birthright blessing 

from Isaac. However, it would be myopic to understand this awkward moment tied to 

bad eyesight, when Jacob says: ―I know, my son, I know. He [Manasseh] too shall 

become a people, and he too shall be great. Yet his younger brother shall be greater 

than he, and his offspring shall be plentiful enough for nations‖ (Etz Hayim, Gen. 48:19). 

The Midrash relates that Jacob’s actions are connected to a sudden prophetic 

encounter foreseeing the greater actions of Ephraim’s descendants than Manasseh’s.  

This "father-knows-best" scenario is perhaps Jacob's way of trying further to rectify for 

himself his own birthright debacle with Esau. Or, more poignantly, perhaps Jacob is 

attempting to sack the prescription that birth order is more important than intelligence, 

good sense, and character. 

This exchange between Jacob and Joseph is more than a family struggle about 

authority. Repeated words, even letters in the Torah, inform us that more is taking place 

within our sacred text than meets the eye. In the above verse, when setting Joseph 

straight, Jacob says: ―Yadati beni yadati,” which translates as ―I know, my son, I know.‖ 

From the rest of the verse we comprehend this dying patriarch is explicitly aware of his 

action and the players around him (he is not suffering from memory loss). Yet he 

could have communicated this without saying ―I know‖ twice. 

This seemingly unnecessary repetition begs the question: why did Jacob say ―yadati‖ 

twice? Furthermore, since yadati means ―I know,‖ what does Jacob know that he wants 

to share with his family? 

In our physical world, mortal world, and our natural laws of physics and time, family birth 

order matters. In the ancient world, and even in many cultures today, birth order 

determines one’s familial and societal rights and obligations. Similarly, in Judaism 



the bachor (the first born) occupies an esteemed position. When the Temple stood, first-

born fruits and animals were considered the best sacrifices. Moreover, before the 

installation of the tribe of Levi as the caretakers of the Tabernacle, the firstborns had 

been originally intended to serve in this role. 

By blessing the younger child first, Jacob teaches future generations a valuable lesson. 

On one level, Jacob imparts that one’s actions and character matter more than birth 

order in achieving success and determining one’s blessings in life. Not even their being 

blessed first guarantees their future success.   

My kids all grew up, baruch haShem, and are successful and contributing citizens in our 

community.  But this Bat Mitzvah, which eluded me for years, my friends and my 

Temple Sinai community, is my serendipitous connection to Jewish life.  This Bat 

Mitzvah is for me.  My spiritual journey is for me.  At this juncture, I stand here alone, 

fully aware of my actions and fully able to see.   I am still the daughter, sister, mother, 

aunt and grandmother but today, at this time, I am for me, a Bat Mitzvah, daughter of 

the covenant. 

 


