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Barmitzvah    -  Son  of  The  Law”

Whatever the state of his body, whatever his degree of maturity, a Jewish boy becomes a man at thirteen, when he has his Barmitzvah.  In more liberal traditions, girls at the age of twelve may go through a similar ceremony, called Batmitzvah. Most Barmitzvah ceremonies today involve a synagogue service and a reception.  Actually, the ceremony involves three parts:  the Release (called Shepterarni), the Sermon (called Derashah), and the Meal (called the Seudah).  The emphasis on any or all of these parts is determined by the family and  therefore varies from one family to the next.

The Release involves the Barmitzvah boy and his father.  To begin, the father prays, “Blessed be He who has relieved me of this obligation”.  (**Midrash Genesis 63:10 – see footnote below).  From then on, the Barmitzvah is responsible for himself, thus releasing his father from that responsibility. 

Next, the young man receives the call (aliya) to the bema (lectern) to read from the Torah (the five books of Moses) and the Haftorah (the prophets).  He also recites various blessings as he leads the congregation in worship.  As the boy reads in (hopefully) flawless Hebrew, his father, mother, and the remainder of his family kvell (look on with pride), doubtless reflecting on the months and years of preparation that have culminated in this day. 

Over the years, the Derashah has changed from a talk to show that the Bar Mitzvah has understood the Scriptures, to a speech in which the Bar Mitzvah thanks his parents and the others who have helped him arrive at this event in his life.  

The Seudah, the festive meal, was originally a simple time of refreshment and celebration.  Today parties – complete with dance halls, bands, and elaborately-catered meals – are more the rule than the exception.  Some rabbis have commented that they see more bar (drinking) than mitzvah (commands or good deeds)!  During this time gifts are given to the young man in recognition of his achievement.  It is not uncommon these days for the bar mitzvah boy to receive a large financial present, a healthy boost to his future university fund.

Once he has become Barmitzvah, the young man has four privileges bestowed upon him.  First, he is counted with the men to make up a minyan (the group of ten men needed to conduct a service of public worship).  Second, he puts on phylacteries (two small square leather boxes containing slips inscribed with scriptural passages and worn on the left arm and head) each morning for the rest of his life as he recites the morning prayers.  Third, he can be called upon at any time to go up (aliya) to read from the Torah.  Fourth, he can now be a part of the Jewish court (beth din).  
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** the word 'Midrash' is based on a Hebrew word meaning 'interpretation'. "Midrash Genesis" is a book of interpretive readings explaining the book of Genesis.
