Halakhic Aspects of Bar-Mitzvah
and Bat-Mitzvah
by Leon Katz

A study of the Halakhic foundation of
the Bar and Bat-Mitzvah, a religious
milestone which has assumed such
importance on the American scene, is
long overdue. In this presentation [
shall merely survey the rabbinic litera-
ture concerning Bar and Bat-Mitzvah
in the hope that it will deepen our
understanding of its significance in
Jewish life.

I. THE BAR-MITZVAH

The term Bar-Mitzvah occurs twice
in the Talmud.! It is applied to every
grown Israelite - Ish devar mitzoah ein,
katon lo. In the name of R. Judah ben
Tema in the Mishnah and in the name of
Shemuel Hakatan in the Beraitha who
lived at the close of the first century,
the age thirteen is designated as the age
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of mitzvot, Ben shelosh esray lemitzoot, mark-
ing the transition from childhood to
adolescence.? Before that age, the lad is
a minor, free from performing mitzoot.
He cannot be counted in any religious
function where a minyan is required and
thus, cannot be numbered in the shivah-
keru'im. Upon reaching the Bar-Mitzvah
age, he becomes a gadol (an adult), a
Bar-Mitzoah, legally bound to fulfill the
obligations of Jewish law and practice
and a bar onshin, liable to punishment for
his own misdoings. He has the power,
as the Mishnah states, of making vows
and of consecrating property for holy
purposes, and he is held accountable
for his own transgressions.> The Ram-
bam decides this to be the Halakhaht and
repeats the same point in his commen-
tary to the Mishnah.
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Yet, there is no trace in the entire
Talmud of a Bar-Mitzvah ceremony.
This prompted Leopold Low in his
work, Die Lebensalter in der Judischen Litera-
ture, to say that the Bar-Mitzvah rite
had become a fixed custom only in the
fourteenth century in Germany. He
attributes the Barukh Shepetarani blessing
which the father recites during the
celebration, to the degenerated state of
Talmudic learning among the German
Jews of that age. Solomon Schecter fol-
lows this point of view and apparently,
without making a complete study of the
sources, declares “That the Talmud, the
Geonim {6th to 11th cents.) and even R.
Isaac Alfasi ((11th cent.) and Maimo-
nides (12th cent.) knew of neither the
term Bar-Mitzvah nor of any ceremony
connected with it.”s

This view is completely erroneous.
Whileitis true that the Talmud s silent
about a Bar-Mitzvah ceremony in the
sense known to us, the Poskim construct
for us a full-fledged ritual observance
similar to the one practiced in our time,
drawing their information from Mase-
khet Soferim which was composed in the
fifth or the sixth century, from Midra-
shic sources and from the literature of
the Geonim. .

In Masekhet Soferim we are given a gra-
phic description of how the Bar-Mitzvah
ritual was then observed.” We are told
of the formal ceremony in Jerusalem
when a man introduced his child to the
observance of mitzvot by degrees in con-
sonance with the obligations of hinukh.
After the child had attained thirteen
years of age, he was taken to the elders
and scholars who blessed him and
prayed for his well being. Then, all went
in procession with him to the greatest
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of the scholars before whom the boy did
reverence and asked for his blessing.

Another source from the eighth cen-
tury informs us that R. Yehudai Gaon,
head of the Academy of Sura from 757
to 761, rose to his feet when his son was
called to the Torah for the first timeand
recited the benediction, “Blessed be He
who has freed me (Barukh Shepetarani)
from being responsible for this young
man'’s conduct.”® The Midrashic sources
are many. The Midrash on the verse in
Gen. 3425, Vayikhu shenei venei Ya'akov
Shimom ve-Levi ahei Dinah ish harbo ("~=-----
that two of the sons of Jacob, Simeon
and Levy, Dinah’s brethren, took each
man his sword ----- "), states that Levi
was thirteen years old when the Torah
refers to him as ish.? Consequently, one
who is thirteen years of age becomes
Bar-Mitzvah and a bar onshin since he is
in the category of ish o ishah ki ya‘asu mikol
hatot (“When a man or woman shall
commit any sin”).1° Another Midrash
interprets the verse in Gen 25:27, Vayig-
delu hane'arim vayehi Esav ish yode'a tzayid, ish
sadeh ve-Ya'akov ish tam yoshev ohalim (“And
the boys grew; and Esau was a cunning
hunter, a man of the field; and Jacob
was a quiet man, dwelling in tents) to
mean that at the age of thirteen, Jacob
and Esau became gedolim, entered into
the category of ish ‘and thus became
responsible for their actions.1?

The responsa of the Maharil and the
Magen Avot of the Tashbatz quote a Mid-
rash that interprets the word zu from the
verse in Isaiah 43:21, Am zu yatzarti li
tehilati yesaperu (The people which I
formed for Myself, that they might tell
My praise) referring to those who have
reached the age of zu-thirteen. Sim-
ilarly, another Midrash played on the
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word ¢had to emphasize its numerical
value, which is thirteen, and states that
the thirteenth year of one’s life is a time
when the Jew should be at one with his
God and fellowmen. The Rosh simply
states that the age of Bar-Mitzvah is
Halakhah Lemoshe Missinai like all she'urim. 12

To be sure, the Bar-Mitzvah cere-
mony has known many changes and
gone through many stages since it first
emerged in Jewish religious life centur-
ies ago. But these sources clearly dem-
onstrated that the rite was practiced
long before the Middle Ages and that
the central idea has remained. This idea
is that the boy who has reached thirteen
years and a day is considered legally
bound to fulfill the obligations of Jewish
law and practice, and in becomeing a
Bar-Mitzvah is a child of command-
ments and a bar onshin, liable to punish-
ment for his own misdoings.

BAR MITZVAH PROCEDURE
ACCORDING TO THE POSKIM

The procedure prescribed by the Pos-
kim for the Bar-Mitzvah consists of five
parts: (1) The Tefillin; (2) the Aliyah

Latorah on the first Sabbath after thir-
teen years and one day as one of the
shivah keru'im; (3) the benediction of
Barukh Shepetarani which the father of the
boy recites; (4) the seudah- the festive
meal in celebration of the event; and (5)
the derashah - the address given by the
Bar-Mitzvah.

THE TEFILLIN

The connection of Tefillin with Bar-
Mitzvah is essential to a proper under-
standing of the concept. Actually, a
minor may observe many mitzvot. In fact,
it is incumbent upon the father, as part
of hinukh, to expose his child to the
observance of mitzvot. Indeed, the Tal-
mud declares that the father of any boy
who shows himself capable of behaving
respectfully when wearing Tefillin and
who knows how to care for them is
obligated to buy him Tefillin.13 Why then
has the privilege of putting on Tefillin
become the chief distinction of the Bar-
Mitzvah? The solution of this problem
is to be found in the Mekhilta on Exodus
13:10, "And thou shalt keep this ordi-
nance in its appointed time from year to
year.”
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Most Halakhic authorities did not ex-
pect a katan to meet the requirements of
shimur and therefore decided that no
minor may don Tefillin. Thus mitzvot Tefil-
lin became a significant token marking
the attainment of gadlut. The Ramban
even holds that the Bar-Mitzvah should
recite the Shehehiyanu blessing when he
purchases the Tefillin.14

ALIYAH LATORAH

In reference to the Aliyah Latorah the
Mishnah states that, Hako! olin leminyan
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«1°?%5n Yioey viive voa
shivah ve'afilu katan (Even a minor may be
called to the Torah among the first
seven).15 Nevertheless, it is stipulated
by the Ramban that only a minor who is
mature enough to understand what he
prays and to whom he addresses the
benedictions can be counted in the
shivah keru'im.16 I submit, therefore, that
it is precisely for this reason that the
practice developed that no katan is called
to the Torah. The Aliyah given to the
Bar-Mitzvah was a token of recognition
of his new status, that he has



Halakhic Aspects of Bar-Mitzvah and Bat-Mitzvah

become a gadol. The well known Levush
(chap.11) thus decides that, with the
exception of a groom on the day of his
marriage, the Bar-Mitzvah is called to
the Torah in preference to all other
hiyuvim. The Aliyah was the first public
occasion in which he participated as a
gadol in the presence of a Minyan. This
fact is regarded to be so significant a
feature of the celebration that among
the Sephardim the usual term for be-
coming Bar-Mitzvah meant simply “to
enter into Minyan.” In many communi-
ties if the Bar-Mitzvah was blessed with
a fine voice and proficient Nusah, he
would also be honored to lead the con-
gregation as a Sheliah Tzibbur.

BARUKH SHEPETARANI

We now approach the benediction
Barukh Shepetarani whose origin Leopold
Low attributes to the degenerate state
of Talmudic learning among fourteenth
century German Jews.

The source for this blessing is the
Midrash Rabbah.17 It has previously been
stated that R. Yehudai Gaon admitted
having recited this blessing when his
son became Bar-Mitzvah. Concerning
the form however, there is a division of
opinion as to whether this blessing is to
be recited with or’ without the Shem
Umalkhut. While the Rema holds that it
should be made without Shem Umalkhut,
the Gaon and many others disagree.18

There are two reasons offered for
reciting this benediction. One, by the
Magen Avraham who maintains that the
father thanks God for removing from
him further responsibility for the sins
of the son. The other, expounded by the
Levush who asserts that the father ex-
presses gratitude that the son will no
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longer suffer because of the father’s
failures.

As to when this benediction should
be uttered there are three opinions.
One holds that it should be recited
when the Bar-Mitzvah begins to lead
the congregation in prayer. Another
view is that the father should recite it
when the Bar-Mitzvah is called to the
Torah. And a third view maintains that
it is to be recited when the boy delivers
his derashah.19

THE DERASHAH AND SEUDAH

The first to mention the derashah and
the se’udah is the Maharshal.2e He declares
that a Bar-Mitzvah occasion is equal in
festivity to that of a wedding.2? The
Zohar, too, compares the Bar-Mitzvah
festivities to that of a wedding.22 The
Maharshal further quotes the Talmudic
sources to the effect that our Sages
were accustomed to make a feast when
one assumed a mandatory religious
responsibility.23 He also quotes a Midra-
shic source to substantiate his decision
that a Bar-Mitzvah festivity is a se'udah
shel mitzvah.24 The Rif explains that we do
not find the weaning of a child to be an
occasion for a family feast in Jewish tra-
dition. Therefore, he concludes that
when Abraham made the feast men-
tioned in the Torah, it was to celebrate
Isaac’s Bar-Mitzvah.2s

The se'udah and the derashah were
interrelated. The procedure was that
the Bar-Mitzvah would first deliver a
Talmudic dissertation before the scho-
lars of the community. This discourse
was delivered either at the synagogue
or at home and was climaxed by the
se'udah which was held in honor of the
occasion. The se'udah originally consisted
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of simple refreshments. By the six-
teenth century it had mounted tosuch a
degree that it began to constitute an
abuse. The community, therefore, tried
to restrict the degree of expenditure
and ostentation. The Vaad Arba Aratzot
decreed in 1659 that no more than ten
strangers might be invited to a Bar-
Mitzvah s¢'udah and in Krakow a com-
munal tax was levied on the se'udah in
order to discourage extravagance.

The derashah developed as an out-
growth both of early training in the
study of the Talmud and of the desire of
parents to display the brilliance of their
children. It is my contention, however,
that the derashah was introduced as
another Bar-Mitzvah token to indicate
that the obligation of hinukh which until
this day was the duty of the father, is
now being transferred to the son.

1. THE BAT MITZVAH

All Halakhic authorities agree that a
girl upon reaching the age of twelve
years and a day becomes a gedolah. The
Mishnah compares her rights at that age
to those of a boy of thirteen.26 Like the
thirteen year old boy, she, at twelve, has
the power of making vows (Bat shetem
esreh veyom ehad nedareha kayamin.} The
Talmud asks, “Why does a girl mature
one year earlier?” And the answer given
by Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi is that God
has endowed woman with special intui-
tive understanding (Vayiven Hashem et
hatzela, melamed shenatan Hakadosh Barukh
Hu bina yeserah be'ishah yoter mibe'ish). As a
result, the Tosafists2? establish the rule
that twelve years and one day for a
female child is as thirteen years and one
day for a male child. And the Rosh (No.
17)inhis responseasserts that thedesignation
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of the age is Halakhah Lemosheh Missinai
(Ki Halakhah Lemosheh Missinai, sheben yud
gimel shanah hu bar onshin uvebanot bat shetem
esreh shanah.)

None of these authorities, however,
mention the term Bat-Mitzvah. Many
are the causes - economic, social, and
political, which contributed to the weak-
ening of the position of women as a
religious factor in Judiasm. From the
standpoint of Halakhah, however, three
factors stand out very forcibly and pre-
eminently: (1) Rabbi Eliezer’s dictum
“Whosoever teaches hisdaughter Torah,
teaches her, as it were, levity”.22¢ Many
generations accepted this statement as
aguiding principle regarding the educa-
tion of their daughters. Indeed, some
authorities believe that the command-
ment of Torah education incumbent
upon every father applies only to sons,
but not to daughters.29 (2) The fact that
women were exempt from affirmative
laws that are operative only at special
seasons (mitzvat asay shehazeman gerama).
(3) The principle of kol kevodah bat melekh
penimah which suggests that women'’s
duties be confined to the home and lim-
its her participation in public
functions.

Even a cursory examination.of the
basic sources in Halakhah and responsa
indicates to what degree these principles
were accentuated and sometimes mis-
construed in the course of time. Scholars
are divided as to the motive and meaning
of Rabbi Eliezer’s view. There are some
who maintain that in Rabbi Eliezer’s
period many women were indulging in
missionary work for Christianity.30
Others maintain that this dictum refers
to a discussion on the efficacy of Mayim
Hame'orerim which immediately precedes
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it. Rabbi Eliezer holds that it is danger- zer’s view was not followed and many
ous to the morality of a woman to are the women who made names for
engage her thoughts with the details of themselves as prominent Biblical and
the law concerning a wife suspected of Talmudic scholars.3* Among these was
adultery. Still others maintain that Ima Sholam, the very wife of Rabbi
Rabbi Eliezer's view applies only to Eliezer.

immature women but not to those of While some authorities, as mentioned
ability and understanding.?* The Ram- above, deduce from that, that there is
bam’s position concerning this problem no specific obligation that the father
is unique. He accepts Rabbi Eliezer’s give Torah education to his daughter
view in reference to the oral law and and that the mitzvah of hinukh does not
Ben Azai’s view that hayav adam lilmod et apply to her, there are many sources
bito Torah in reference to written law.?2 which suggest the contrary. Following

Historically, we know that Rabbi Elie- are but a few:
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Extremely interesting and very real- in previous generations no longer exists,
isticis the opinion of the Chofetz Chaim in these times it is essential to emphas-
concerning Rabbi Eliezer’s view. In the ize the formal education of the girl in
Hilkhot Sotah, Likutay Halakhot he draws order to imbue her with the spirit and
attention to the fact that since the prac- content of Jewish tradition.

tical education which was the norm
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In order to formulate a Bat-Mitzvah apply to girls. The first feature that of
program based on Halakhah it is impor- wearing the Tefillin, though practiced by
tant to examine the five basic features Michal, the daughter of Saul, the daugh-
of the Bar-Mitzvah ceremony to deter- ter of Rashi and others, cannot be
mine whether they may Halakhically recommended for modern women. It is the
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decision of the Tosafist (Eruvin 86) that only at special seasons, they may not
even though women may perform any don Tefillin because of the principle of
mitzvah, even those that are operative shimur.
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In regard to the second feature, the leads the congregation in prayer, a cus-
participation of women in Aliyah Latorah, tom attributed to Rabbi Yehudai Gaon,3
a practice which was instituted by devi- and is thus not applicable to a Bat-
ationist movements, most authorities Mitzvah. A similar explanation is given
accept the opinion that because it is not by the Magen Avraham (201) as to why
in conformity with the dignity of the women are exempt from reciting the
congregation for women to conduct blessing of Hagomel. However, the re-
religious services or functions for men, sponsa of Bef Shmuel decides that a father
they should not be called to the Torah.32 is dutybound to recite the blessing Barukh

The final three features, however, Shepetarani when his daughter reaches
(1) the benediction of Barukh Shepetarani, the age of twelve years and one day for
(2) the se'udah, and (3) the derashah apply the same reason that he recites for his
to a Bat-Mitzvah as well as to a Bar- son. He makes no mention, however, as
Mitzvah and could, in our opinion, con- to when this benediction should be
stitute the Bat-Mitzvah ceremony. Two recited.
authorities discuss the problem of why The se'udah and the derashah aspects
the father does not recite the benedic- certainly apply to a Bat-Mitzvah and as
tion Barukh Shepetarani when his daugh- a matter of fact, have now been made
ter reaches the age of twelve yearsand a popular in Israel. The ceremony, how-
day. The Pri Megadim decides against re- ever, takes place either at the school
citing this blessing. He does not, how- which the girl attends, or at home. This
ever, give any reason for this decision. I practice has now been accepted by most
believe that it is because of the fact that religious authorities in Israel. In the
this benediction is usually recited betzib- Halakhah, it appears there are no objec-
bur, either at the reading of the Torah, tions to a Bat-Mitzvah ceremony based
or at the time when the Bar-Mitzvah on the aforementioned features.
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