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RITUAL, LAW, AND PRAXIS:
AN AMERICAN RESPONSE/A
TO BAT MITSVA CELEBRATIONS

Modern American Judaism is marked by its attention to the public
practice of religion. Additionally, fews. like many Americans, came to
place an emphasis on individual performance. In that enviromnent,
women's active presence or ahsence hecame a cause of concern fucling
the contemporary feminist eritique. During the last century, the Re-
form, Orthodox, Conservative, ad Reconstructionist movements cach
reacted to these concerns with distinet progriams and structures, Bat
Mitsva ceremonices, developed during the twentieth century, present a
noteworthy example of the denominational variatibns and shifts in
practice and outlook that mark this period

Histovieally, rites de passage® for women i Judaism, other than mar-
viage and death, were minimal and most often celebrated privately.”
Daughters were named in the s

ymagoguce in absentia, in aceremony that
uswally involved the father only. Puberty rituals, for the most part, did
not exist. In the latter part of this century an inere

ase i the public
celebration of a girl's “coming of age” transpived. The ensuing Bat
Mitsva ceremonics, paralleling Bar Mitsva service

for hoys, increased
in popularity, allowing some women (o take a central role in public
synagogue rinals,

The terms Bar and Bat Mitsva refer to one who is subject to the

law and connote membership in the commumity. By the second half’

of the twenticth centiny, Reform, Reconstructionist, and Conservative
congregations welcomed this opportunity 1o tuclude women and to
allow them an opportunity to participate publicly in and stand at the
center of communal celebrations. Even segments of the Orthodox
world willingly included some form of ritval recognition for twelve-
year-okd girls. Thus, the Bat Mitsva celebration became the entry poim
for women into the Jewish world today, a valid rite of passage that
marks the transformation of the individual from one status in society
to another. In this context, it represents an important vehicle for affiy-
mation and cndorsement of fenkle Jews, Given the curvent populavity

of Bat Mitsva ceremonies. one might contend that woten’s practice of

religion is no longer an invisible or nanginal
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The validation of Bat Mitsva ceremonies in and of themselves is
not earth shattering. Yet, the process of instituting them, the problems
faced, the strategies nsed, the argiments voiced, and the gains macle
reveal the tip of a feminist tansformative iccberg.t At issue is the ac-
ceptance of women as religious beings who sincerely need to publicly
participate in_and sometimes stand at the center of, communal cele-
brations. A issue is the vole of 1eligion in the lives of Jewish women
and in the Tmman macrocosm.”

The feministe critique stimulated women within certain religious
traditions to reexamine the levels of their participation and invisibility.
Some deeply religions women chose not 1o abandon fudaism or
tianity but instead demanded greater vecognition and p'\mup.nmn
That the demand has been greeted with denigration and opposition—
some might even sav hostility—oniy serves to indicate how threatening
and serious this new challenge is

RITPES OF PASSAGE FOR WOMEN

Fo require a rite of passage fov girls
ing and celebrating women as activ
married state. The celebration is signi

nilies the beginning of recogniz-
rdult” Jews, regardless of their
ant, within the contemparan
community as a2 (iamework for a response 1o modernity and to the
feminist critique. Women ave after all, part of the Jewish warld. They
are born, grow np, some marey, and dic as Jew

They work, celebrate.

and snffer as Jews. The Bat Mitsva phenomenon then recognizes an
entry point for women as Jews.® All sociological studies focus on the
importance ot these life evele rituals as vehicles for individual and cor-
porate learning, commitment, and identity.”

Rites of passage mark the entry of an individual into @ new status
and designate incorporation into the community. Some cultures claim
that the neoplhvte is shaped into the next stage by the ritual” Many
mitiates inderstand the ritnal in erms of their own selftidentity, but

there is always a communal aspect i which the individual is attached
to and supported by the commmity. The absence of these rimal mo-
ments has left many American Jew: women fecling detached. as
though they personify the weak link in the chain of tradition.” To be
requived to participate ina Bat Mitsva ritual is to be acknowledged as
an indispensable adule a responsible and accepted member of society,

Two points call for darification. Women have always been vinmlly
active in Judaisn. This essay focuses on the shift in the modern period
to different types of public participation as exemplified in initiations
such as Bar and Bar Mitsva. Sceondly, there were fewer public mo-
ments mud less emphasis on the individual's public display of belonging
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in the past. Jewish men and women of an earlier period were exclu-
sively part ol the corporate conmmunity. As such, their membership and
identity were self-evident. Lacking that sense of belonging in the mod-
crn period, the Jewish comnmnity has responded by claborating and
expanding upon a number of ceremonies and rituals of celebrations.
Bat Mitsva is one of them,

BRIEF HISTORY

Bat Mitsva ceremonies, apparently inaugurated in Germany, France,
and Ttaly in the nineteenth centry, have developed in twentieth-
century America along denominational lines." Beginning slowly, most
notably in 1922 with the Bat Mitsva of the daughter of Rabbi Mordecai
Knpl;m,” the 1950s and 1960s withessed a ceremonial evolution in the
Conservative movement. During the thirties and forties the Reform
movement still'coneentrared on confirmation ceremonies rather than
on the controversial Bat Mitsva. The ritmal celebration of Bat Mitsva
hecame ensconeed within Reform, Conservative, and Reconstructionist
congregations in the 1976s and 1980s. By the 1970s many in the Ortho-
dox movement songht ways to fit a Bat Mitsva into the established
order of ser

The variety ul styles and formats both invigorates and confuses.”

In the Conservative, Reconstructionist, and Reform movements, most
girls have a Bat Mitsva celebration in which their performance is identi-
cal with a Bar Mitsva. Even though in some communities this marks
the only time a gitl reads from the Torah or Haltorah, nonetheless,
the members fecl it appropriate (o acknowledge her coming of age
with a Torah ritual. For some the ceremony is held on Friday night;
for many others it takes place during Sabbath morning services. In the
Orthodox communities, as will be scen, there is great resistance to a
public performance in the synagogue. Some prefer home- or school-
based rites. Others permit the use of synagogue when there are no
prayer services.™ Many prefer a ceremony that is based on an educa-
tonal format rather than as a form of worship. Noteworthy are the
increasing numhbers who celebrate their Bat Mitsva at the scparate
women's prayer services for Rosh Hodesh. In this array, one fact stands
out—in almost every Orthodox community today, there exists some
format for the recognition and celebration of a girl's initiation as an
adult Jew on her twelfth bivthday. !

RESPONSA INQUIRY

In an attempt to clarify the process of institutionalization of this new
ritwat ceremony, 1 will examine the work of one leading rabbinic jurist,
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Rabbi Moses Feinstein, as he responds to requests for permission to
cclebrate this moment in a synagogue setting. His position, often
hailed by conser \nln( s 10 he proseriptive, is far more ¢ nmphml(d than
dut term indicates.™ It is profitable o pl e his dee

ion in the context
of some of his colleagues to determine a more comprehensive ap-
proach to this change in ritual.

Not surprisingly. the religious legal issues and debates provide
clues to the smromnding political and moral climate as well as to the
prevading American norms affecting the Jewish community. Inguiry
into R, Feinstein's decisions and pattern of fegalization illuminates the
process wherehy one traditionalist accommodates new ways while also
refusing change. therehy advocating resistance (o the modern world.
Morcover, the Bat Mitsva cclebration is an important example of a
response to a grassroots phenomenon. As in the case of welcoming/
naming rinnals for diughte
came from “the community,”

the demand for inclusion of females
from wonien of all ages, from mothers
and fathers for their danghters. Thus, this investigation allows us to
explore the responsiveness of responsa (legal decisions) and of the Jew-
ish comnmnit

1t also highlights the significant place of rimal in the

Jewish feminist quest for religious participation and spiritaal expres-

ston. Consequently, this inquiry sheds light on attitudes towards
women as practitioners within the religious community.

LEGAL PRECEDENTS

Precedents are scaree, sinet even the Bar Mitsva celebration is rela-
tively new™ and was never legally mandated. One need not have a “Bar
Mitsva” celebration in order to be a Bar Mitsva.'” Moreover, the hiblical
age of majority is usially twenty. Only in the Talmud. the fifth-century
sonrce of rabbinic kay and commentary, do we find the ages of twelve
and thirteen as signifiers of adulthood. The Tahnud advances the con-
cept of a male and famale age of matority as a juridical status, referring
to a person who is no fonger a child and nust legatly act as an adule.™
Thus, after their vespective fwelfth and thirteenth birthdays, girls and
boys mmist fast on Yom Kippur.” For a woman this involves acting on
her own behalf—for example, being no Jonger dependent on her fa-
ther, mother, or hrother inomarital arrangements. lronic

v, many sce
the changes in a bov's staus as pivotal, while this radical change in a
female's dependency mostly goes wmoticed.

The category of both Bar and Bat Mitsva depends on two criteria:
age and physical signs. Having attained one or both of these measures,
bovs and givls are then considered to be of age: persons who are obli-
ed to ohserve the precepts of Judaism, There is no Talnndic discus-
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ston of any related ritwal celebration. Boys arve tabeled Bar Mitsva in
their fourteenth year and gisls Bag Mitsva in their thivteenth year.™ The
term B Mitsva appears five times (TB BK 15a. BAT 96a, San. 81h,
Men. 93b) and Bar Mitsva onty once in the Talmud (TB BK 15a). The
Mishna”! the third-century collection of religious Taw that is the basis

of the Talmud, asserts that thivteen is the

ar of commandment. In a

diffevent section, the Mislog
twehie and one

sperifies that the vows of a gir who is
are valid, as e the vows of o boy who is thirteen
and one day, The Falmud® clarifies that a boy is of age when physical
signs appear after he is thirteen plas one dav. The great medieval phi-
tosopher and Tegatist Maimonides? stipulates that a girt's signs of adult-
hood awe those that appear only after her twelfth bicthday
dav. The concern exhibited in the cited texis

plus one

for the clarification of

the Tegal autonomy and obligation of the individual.

There is only one hint of a public ceremonial recognition of this
change in status for a boy of thivteen who i< blessed by the elders.* In
fact, some claim thai theve is no deseription of any ceremonial act
hefove 100, nd even then it is only deseribed in the lands of Ash-
In the sixteenth centary there
was still no evidence of a Bar Mitsva celebration Among Sephardim
(communities originating in Spain or using Spanish custom). The cele-
bration for the male that developed in the medieval period focused on
his participation in the realm of public pray tefillin (phylacteries),
aliyah (participating in the public reading of the Tovah), and minyan
(prayer quuorum).
female. Farly references 1o the celebration for a girl are found in some
nincleenth-cenmry sources, most notabhy and unambiguously in the
book Ben fsh Hay by Rabbi Joseph Hayyim b, Elijalc of Traq.™

Despite this initinl littde-known approval. the contemporary res
ponsa literature on Bat Mitsva vemains divided. Some rule against any
celebration, others fimit the context, and still others are more accept-
ing of the concept. For the traditional hakakhists, there are major ques-
tioms to be settled helore innovative practices

kenaz (Centeal and Fastern Farope

I'here is no reference 1o for a

1y stmilar patre

such as celebrating a Bat
Mitsva may take place in synagogues, Al acknowledge that givls over
the age of twelve and one day have attained religious adulthood. Subsc-
quent to that day a ginl is a Bat Mitsva, a person obligated inall arcas
ol Jewish faw that pertain to women. There is no ceremony required
to achic

this transition: the same applies to males. The accompanying
ceremony merely acknowledges the change that has antomatically oc-
curred on the appropriate bivthelay.

Instituting a new and aptional ceremony for women raises many
legal questions. The central issues include what a woman may do or
say on this oceasion, where it may take place, who can participate, and
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what legal and Hitrgical vesponsibilities may ensue, Equally important
is the Tegal guestion of where this idea originated and sho introduced
it. For some, the entive project is tainted because of its sonree in the
non-Orthodox sector® There is also v vderlying concern, (requently
anstated. that pnblic ceremonies such as o Bar Mitsva celebration will
tead 1the comnmmity 1o unacceptable aciions and 1o a loss in the ac
cepted pattern of Jewish life if women take on new roles, espeeially in
the synagogue,

RABBL MOSES FEINSTEIN (1R05- 1086)

For Rabbi Muoses Feinstein: one of the grem legalists of twenticth-
centunry American orthodox

-, the latter concerns of who introduced
Bat Mitspa and how it will change Jewish life weigh heavily upon his
decisions. I five different tests in his famous collection of responsa.
Iggerot Moshe, R, Feinstein consistently demonstrates his recognition of
Bar Mitsvar as o juridical eategory while maiptaining his dishike for the
Bat Mitsva ceremony.™ His stance shifts slightly over the few years the
te 11 position remains one of resistance. Within
that realin of general disapproval. however, he provides subtle di
tions th

span, but his over:

stine-
pecial importance in the context of this
article, he disavows any implication that women's celebrations ave for-
bidden or less important hecause women are somchow inferior. De-
spite the very real legal differentiation, with which he does not wish to
interfere or diminish, he naintains that there is the same simha. jov.
involved for a gitl as tor a hoy.

1 are significant. Of

The legal ctegories are very dear and unyielding. Girls become
Bat Mitsva at age twelve, He does not hesitate in using that nomencla-

ture™s in fact, he neither cites sources nor presents a fegal argument
for its nse. Furthermore, the attainment of Bat Mitsva might be cause
for an official simha. a joyous celehration of some sorts. His concern is
related 10 the location, source, and method of celebvation, These are
the only topics of discussion. Without any vaciltation R. Feinstein rules
that the ceremony does not enter the realm of a ritual commemorative
preseribed feast, a se'udat mitsea.™ His discussions center on (he permis-
sibility of optional celebrations. Tlow, where, and what are the issues
that concern him.

The (ollowing close examination of the responsa texts is unusual
in a socdiohistorical investigation, vet the material at hand is vich in
information. I carefully explicated, these five documents can disclose
agreat deal about the transformation of ritual in a veligions community
and about the process of American cultral adaptation,
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RESPONSA UEXTS

Rabbi Feinstein’s fust responsun, Jggerol Moshe Ovah Tayyim 1:104,
written in 1956, is his imost negative and most often cited. In it he
maintains that nothing can be done incthe synagogue {or o Bae Mitsva,
Any such celebration or service is “worthless”™ (his word) sinece it is
optional and all optional acts are deemed forbidden in the sanctoary.
Corvespondingly, “It is never 1o be considered a preseribed feast nor a
communded act.” He insists unequivocally and steadfastly that the Bat
Mitsva celebration can never be of the same genre as aboy's Bar Mitsva

There is no clement of mitsoa, veligions duty, tnvolved. He then gives
grudging permission for some celebration in the home, but even so he
displays his disapproval and he warns that it cannot artain the signifi-
cance ol a prescribed feast. Tnterestingly, he includes Bar Mitsva cele-
brations in his condemnation

indicating that the worthiness of the fe-
male is not the issue, nor is her status as a juridically obligated Jew
questioned. Only the ceremony, with all its attendant improprictics, is

unworthy. Contrary 1o popular opinion and to current psychosocial
studlies, he sees no henefit gained from any such cefebrations, even for
hoys.*
Fundamentally, R. Feinstein coneedes that there are no prohibi-
tions regarding a home celebration for girls but he would rather not
pevinit something “new.” In conclusion, he forbids any form of celebr:
ton in the synagogue. even when it is not being nsed as a synagogue.
His disapproval of the celebration, of the stimulus and source (the Con-
servative and Reform communities), and of anything innovative, has
led him to opposc the whole enterprise in general.

The second wext, Iggerot Moshe Ovahy Hayyi

2:97, from 1959,
nuikes no substantive cdianges. In it R, Feinstein presents sonre sources
and establishes the reasons for not applying the category ot se'wdat
mitsun to the Bat Mitsva celebration. He also clarifies key clements of
his position. A gir] reaches the status of a Bat Mitsva when she s twelve
and one day, and on giat day she becontes fully obligated inder fewish
Faw. The diffed

rence between boys and girls with respect to this category
of cclehration rests on the distinctive nature of male-female vitual par-
ticipation. Boys become men who are commted in the quoram. When a
boy turns thirteen, his change of status has a public {ace to it. When a
gir] turns twelve, her change of status remains private, invisible, and is
not readily apparent in any communal form.™ For R, Feinstein the is-
suce is not of singular vitaals like tefillin or aliva. The issuce is once of
public representation that confers significance upon the act. The boy/
man stands up 1o be counted: he can represent the conmmunity in
prayer and, theretore, has aseudat mitsea. On the other hind, when a
gitl becomes obligated in Jewisle vitimal faw. no discernible change of

Ritual. Law, and Praxis 211

commmumal status occwrs and, henee there can be no equivalent cele-
bratory vitual feast.”™

In the course of this responsunt. R, Feinstein makes two interesting
comments. He affivims that theve is the same simha for a gitl as for a

boy. His usage of the word simha s interesting if ambiginons. 1t vefers
to both an emotional state as well as an event in which that state of jov
is formally expressed. By applying the category of simha to the Bat
Mitsva. R. Feinstein concedes that itis a proper occaston for a celebra-
tory format that wonld express the emotional state. He allows that
there is a great sense of joy experienced by the girl and her family on
this occasion equal to that of any similar cvent. Morcover, as seen i
the next text, in accepting the American pattern of celebrating family
and personal events in the symagogue. he is compelled to permit a
synagogne format precisely hecanse he is not willing to treat the female
experience as a less worthy event, Thus, despite the very real diffevence
in stractural significance. he seems to believe that there is no differ
ence at the communal and aflective level,

I this text, R, Feinstein also makes a striking legal observation that
he does not develop. He mentions that it would not be correet to pro-
hibit the festive meat simply on the grounds that there is no known
soree specifically permitting it In other words, each case must be
presented on its own legal meris, and prohibitions cannot be derived
from absent sonrees. This is avery significant aspeet of his legal reason-
ing. mentioned in this responsim meyely as an aside that would scem
to contradict the first text. In Jggeror Mashe Orah Haytim 1:104, R
Feinstein argues against allowing even a private party in the home,
because it is new. T this responsum, R. Feinstein savs that we cannot

claimy that the seudat mitsoa is prohibited simply becanse we have not
heard of it hefore, Newuess is not in and of itsell sufficient in helakha,

Jewish faw, 10 ereate a prohibition. Consequently, although he lets us

know in no uncertain terms that he does not like the novelty of the
Bar ane Bat Mitsva, nonctheless, he will not forbid it He is

consistent.
Uhltimately, R. Feinstein does not forbid a celebration, nor does he ar-
grie against it on the basis of its novelty. Rather. he limits and forbids
on specific legal grounds such as se wdat mitsoe and sanctity of the syna-
goguc. He manages (o separate what he belicves the law dictates rom
his personal prefevence.

The next text, Iggerof Moshe Ovah Havyiny 436, dated 1959, reveals
an interesting shifi. He vestates the prohibition and then amends it By
using certain words he manages to permit that which had been forbid-
den and questionable. A ceremony—na: an ohligatory meal—no: in the
SYNagOgUe—-no; at any 2 in the home—preferably not: this had
been his position. The new responsim permiits a kiddush, blessing over
wine with refrestunents in the sviagogue in celebration of a girl’s Bat

C—1
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Mitsva. He further permits her to say some “words,” milim, at the table.
in the synagogue. There are no sources presented, no argument ad-
vanced. Al that we have is a change of terminology. A givl then, cannot
have a Bat Mitsva ceremony in the synagogue, but she can celebrate
her twelfth bivthday there. 'There can be no festive meal, but they can
have a feast. She cannot deliver the teadittonat devasha, formal Tearned
discourse, hut she can make a speech that will honor the oceasion, In
R. Feinstein’s world, since words of Torah are the appropriate vehicle
of such a commemoration, wilim most likely vefers to a speech that
contains some Torah insight.

And all this is done without any recogni-
tion that it in any wav contradicts previons decisions, Nor is there any
acknowledgment that women who are exempt from the study of Im,|h
are now learned in words of Torah. In Iggerol Moshe Orval H:
104, he mentions women's exemption from study. A known I.n('l.”
Here he recognizes and gives implicit approval 1o women becoming
learned and publicly sharing their knowledge, thereby disregarding any
catlier prohibitions. This is of conrse consistent with his entire position
on the education of females: the significance here is the tacit accep-
tance that an exemption is not a prohibition.”

Despite this understated acceptantee, R. Feinsteire repeats his dis-
like of the whole puberty ritnal, made or female. Thus his attitude to
the “why” of a Bat Mitsva ceremony remains consistent, Tt is a simha

like any other jovous occasion, but the ceremony has no religious sig-
nificance. There is no fo'elel, purpose, 1o a synagogue ceremony for
cither a boy or a girl. Furthermore, he adds that although some excep-
tional individuals may benefic from the celebration, the majority of chil-
dren do not. Rather, for most Jews the ceremony involves deseeration
of the Sabbath and. therefore, should he eliminated. ‘The claim of the
individual is sccondary 1o the requirements of the majority, and R,
Feinstein does not create a separate category for the clite, which he
docs in other sitwations.™ Finally, his condemnation docs not extend
to thie rabbi who, it appears, would like to allow some celebration to
be scheduled.™ Consistently, his concern for the local rabbi's position,
honor, and anthority, as well as his desire to avoid local controversy,
yiclds a somewhat flexible text.

The significance of this responsum Hes in its consistent rejection
of anything new that nonetheless resuits in substantive changes. Pivot-
ally, this responsum ereates a new venue for a futnye rabbinic decisor.
Asked whether a family can celebrate a Bat Mitsva in the synagogue,
another rabbi relying only on R, Feinstein’s first text would necessarily
have 1o say no. Given this third text. that vabbi has room to maneuve
leeway in which to satisfy the communal search for a proper recogni-
tion of a girl’s induction into rital responsibi
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he fourth sowree, fggerol Moshe Ovali Tayyim 2:30. dated 1961,
not directly concerned with the Bat Mitsva. The main text focuses on
the proper nse of a svnagogie. A sanetary exists for praver and not
foy parties. Praver requites a place dedicated exelnsively to holiness.
For R, Feinstein. synagogue memns sanctirary and not a social hall. In
a separite responsum, Jgaerol Moshe Orale Hlay

im 4:35, he discusses
the atse of other rooms in the synagogne building. He declares tha
they do not have any sanctity and, therefore, all general activities ave
permitted. However, he firmly prohibits cards, bingo, and mixed danc-
ing.
only it it is devoted exclusively to praver (and study). Any other activity
is inappropriate. Nonetheless. he recognizes that there ave proper uses
for rooms in buildings that also house praver rooms, thongh their syna-
gogue statns might be compromised.

In the final pavagraph of Iggeror Moshe Orah Hayvim 2:30. he turns
to the gquestion of celebrating o Bat Mitsva in the synagogue. Since it
does not involve an obligatory meal

gnificantdy, for R, Feinstein the synagogne has special sanctity

it cannot be held in the svnagogue
is onc of those dedicated to both
. then it has the status of a social hall and not a
sanctuary, Thus. a proper cclebration with a festive me
place. In other words, il the synagogue is not “kaddosh.
then a proper Bat Mitsva celebration can take place there.

Once again, by cmphasizing intent and changing words—syna-
gogie to “hall"—R. Feinstein incveases the possibilities for a pnblic cele-
bration when a girl reaches nugority, While expanding the possibilities,
this decision appears to contradict the previous one. Is it only a kiddush,
wine and refreshments. that is allowed in a proper synagoguer In Ig-
govot Moshe Orah Hayvim 136, R, Feinstein specifies that in the svna-
gogue, the designated tocation of praver, no optional feast—se udat
reshul—can take place, But a kiddnsh can he held even in the sanctnary.
T this text, it wonld appear that a festive meal and Bat Mitsva celebra-
tion can take place only in a place not dedicated primarily to praver.
Combining the two positions. it seems that a girl's twelfth bivthday can
be celebrited only with a kiddush and milim, words, in the synagoguce
proper. A different type of celebration can take place in public build-
ings sometimes associated with synagogues, but R. Feinstein never
specifies what such a ceremony wounld ook like or is named. This res-
ponsum confivms the shift from Iggerot Moshe Orah Havyim 1:104. In
the former. no synagogiie involvement was allowed. Now a kiddush can
be held in a proper synagogue and ajovful meal can be held anywhere.
In the first decision, no public celebration was permitted. and even
one in the privacy of the home was disconraged. Now a celebration in
the public arena has two possible venues.

proper. I however, the “symagogie
praver and party

al can take
sanctified,
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In the firal docwmeny, fggeror Moshe Yoreh Detah 3044, dated
1977, R. Feinstein rales on the requiirement for the recital of « special
thanksgiving blessing, sheheheyamie. For our purposes, its main signifi-
cance is that he 1y ike in this vitnal act. Boys who
thirteen and g ‘e not renewing their obligs-
tons; vather, they have reached alevel where their previons exemp-
tions no longer apply. Therefore, the
renewal.” Both males and females e

s boys aned g
who are twely

do not recite this blessing of
ch a level of growth where they
are nolonger exempt by virtiue of age, even though women ave categor-
ically exempt from specific ritmal obligations. Nonctheless, in principle
women are like men—at the proper age they become juridical adlts,
responsible for the corpus of Jewish law. The Bat Mitsva, according to
R. Feinstein's legal interpretation, is on some grounds eqnal to, thongh
on others unlike, the Bar Mits

Itis interesting to compare this stance (o the Ben Ish Hay. In the
nincteenth centry, Rabbi Joseph Hayyim b. Elijah wiote about having
a simha tor a girl on the day she becomes a Bat Mitsva," He declared
that even though it was not the cistom i his community (Baghdad) to
make a se'ndat mitsva tor her, nonctheles

the event should be cele-
brated on that day and the girl should wear special (shabbat) clothing.
Additionally, if at all possible, she should put on something new so
that she could say the benediction shehehey
carly document, pos

me. R Hayyim, in a vather
its that theve is an equal sense of simha for boys
and girls as they reach juridical responsibitity. He also anticipates R.
Feinstein in saying that theve is no se’ndat mitsva for the girl, but his
legal gronnds are quite different. Different too is his brief note that it
is appropriate to celebrate this wonderful occasion. He also finds a way
to inchide the prayer sheheheyanu for both girls and boys. Although
both agree that the proper place for celebration is in the priv
one's home, there

cy of
is a very different tenor to the two docnments.”

CES AND

AL REASONING

Rabbi Moses Feinstein bases his entire argument on two primany legat
distinctions or judgiments. One concerns the proper nse of the syna-
gogue and the other involves the required conditions for obligatory
celebrations. His legal reasoning is sound and consistent given those
two premises. He claims that a synagogue may be nsed only for pre-
seribed activities; it cannot be used for merely permitted functions.
Accordingly, a festive meal, even one for a charitable henefit, cammot
take place in the synagogue (Iggerot Moshe Ovah Hayyim 2:30)." The
distinction is not between the permitted and the forbidden: obvionsly
an event 1o raise moncey for charity cannot be considered forbidden.
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The legal issue vevolves avound the location of the event and the cate-
gories of what is permitted and prescribed. Things may be permitted,
thongh they cannot take place in certam locations. For R. Feinstein
reshut has no place in the beil knessel, sanctnary, Inan carlier respon-
swm, fggeror Mashe Orah Uayvim 145, he does admit that Hasidin,
pious Jews. do permit optional celebrations to take place in the syna-
gogne, but he forbids it without presenting any argmment or grounds.
On the other hand, o meal such as a se'udat mitsea can be held in the
sanctuary. He insists that he does not vefuse a Bat Mitsva ceremnony
because it is a ceremony for gitls but becnise it remains in the optional
vealm: not being prescribed. it cannot take place in the simctwary.
Within this consisteney, one gharing exeeption must be mentioned.
R, Feinstein acknowledges that a kiddush is permitted in the sanctuary—
cven one in honor of a girl's birthday. 1t is possibie to argue that the
Fiddush is in the vealm of an obligatory Sabbath and holiday ritual, for
it allows the community 1o vecite the vequired ble

ings over wine and
cake. But what could be his justification for allowing her to say words
of Torah? After all, according to R, Feinstein it is not a devasha which
wonld ¢

ablish o se'wdat mitsea. 1t is mevely optional, since a girt is
not obligated in Torah study. Why is this optional item allowed in the
sanctuary? Morcover, why if the kiddush is permitted can it not be trans-
formed into an anthoritative festive imeal? R, Feinstein never entertains
these questions.’ For him, items with distinet purposes and disparate
tegal categories must be kept separate, and different words help keep
the necessary separations. His continned insistence on separations, es-
pecially between men and women, is at odds with many American
norms and patterns of behavior yet consistent with his own legal and
moral standards and ashoral context.

The primary problem with this vuling is finding vabbinic sources
for it and discerning R, Feinstein's reason for vestricting the preseribed
category and its ;\ppli( ation. He never once mentions any sonrces to
corroborate his assertion. It is merely stated. as thongh all agree. At
the outset. there ave serions halakhic positions that forbid any food in
the sanctiny.™ Yet there is no mention of this prohibition nor of the
complex exemption for a seudat mitsea.™ None of his responsa ever
alludes to the debate over food as the basis for the distinction between
a prescribed event and a “merely” permitted one. R, Feinstein does not
explain why a kiddush may be held in the sanctiary. Nonetheless, he is
very deliberate in his choice of words. He does allow food in a syna-
gogue dedicated to prayer in honor of a Bat Mitsva while refusing to
bestow on it the classification of a se’udat mitsva. Why? More impc
tantly, from where does he generate this discrimination of the optionat
and its concomitant exclusion from the synagogue? There ar
discussing the prohibition to cat and drink io the synagogue when the

sowrces
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celebration does ot emanate from a commanded act.” Why does he
not refer to thel
whiclr

He docs not even refer to his own carlier responsum
ises some of these issues (fggerol Moshe Orah Hayyim 1:45). His
decisions on synagogue practice—such as Iggerot Moshe Orah Hayy
B0—advance an cvident standard that forbids the permissible. This
must he seen as the paramount halakhic enigma. What woukd he mile
ahout permi

m 2:

ible acts or ceremonies that do not involve eating? His
discussion of the Bat Mitsva ceremony always hinges on its status as a
se‘udat mitsea. What i there were to be no food involved?
definitive contradiction in this sector resides in R. Feinstein's s
chisapproval of Bar Mitsva ceremonies in light of his categorizing them
as prescribed and therefore authorized. In an carlier vesponsum, he
questions whether the Bar Mitsva actually retains the classification of a
preseribed event (fggerol Moshe Orah Hayyim 1:45). Without ever en-
gaging the mnjor sources that codily the Bar Mitsva as a seudat mitsoa
(he does fectingly list them in Ovah Hayvim 2:97), e shilts his posi-
tion of doubt 10 a definitive stance. 1n the above texts the Bar Mitsv
ceremony has imdeniably beeome obligatory in R, Feinstein's
tion.

His sccond major justification for denying the Bat Mitsva syma-
gogue ceremony depends on the category nikar, that whicl is recogniz-
able. A boy may legitimately celebrate his Bar Mitsva in a public syna-
gogue ceremony because his chinge of status is publicly in evide
Here he is not veferring 1o the rabhinic discussion of visible growth, of
having those physical signs that we all associate with adulthood. 1t is
quite clear in the discussions in the Tabuud and Maimonides that the
rabbis also considered the female signs of physical maturity as signifi-
cant and determinative of Bat Mitsva adulthood. R. Feinstein's distine-
tion hetween a boy's ceremony and a girl's ceremony lies in the realm
ol minyan, the quorum of ten males essential for Orthodox public
prayer. Both boys and gitls, upon reaching their respective age of ma-
Jority, have a personal obligation to pray. However, communal halakhic
prayer is the preferred mode of fulfilling that obligation,™ and only
males constitute that quorim. Males are connted in the public obliga-
tory quornms of ten and three.™ That is nikar: a public ritual recogni-
tion, which entitles the boy of thivteen to a synagogue celebration. 1t is
the absence of any equivalent position that prevents the female cere-
mony from taking place in the synagogue, according to R. Feinstein.™

Where is the support for this mling? The distinction based on pub-
Hicly evident aits” or actions is certainly well established in Jewish law.
The question rests with R Feinstein's use of it ity this case. From where

ce.

daces the equation of nikar with obligatory celebration come? He argnes
that it enanates from the Talmudic description of Rabbi Yosef. who

was blind.™ This story forms the basis of the laws of se'wdat mitsva. The
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question arose as to whether R. Yosel was exempt from public praver
becanse of his blindness. Prayer and attendance at public service are
two obligations incumbent upon the “novimal™ male. Nonnaley is nsu-
ally defined in terms of competence derived from possessing all of
s faculties. Hence, the question arose concerning R. Yosef hecause
of his blinduess. The decision that he was obligated allegedly pleased
him immensely in light of Rabbi Hanina's ruling that commanded acts
are preferred to merely volantary ones. in appreciation he declared a
festive day for the sages. R. Feinstein ¢k

ms that the only way to under-
stand that section is through the application of nikar as the distinctive
and hence qualifying eviteria that permits a se'udat mitsea. R, Yosef was
able to perform certain rituals on behalfl of others.™ Hence, as a repre-
sentative of others, his status was nikar. worthy of a se'udat mitsva.™
Furthermore, what is to be considered nikar ov publicly recogniz-
able? The Talmuad clearly discusses that a twelvevear-old female must
fast on Yom Kippur. Does that occur in the public realm? For R,
that ritual does not compris

cinstein
a sufficient distinction. He is consistent
in that, in his view, neither the male rinuals of alivah nov tefillin ave
sufficiently distinctive for the nikar status. A wonman's other ritnal obli-
gations. notably candle lighting on Sabbath and festivals, take plce in
the domestic realm. But one change seems quite nikar: after her twelfth
birthday, o givl may hetroth hersell: She is no longer dependent on her
father or brothers. Tn legal terms she is now a person.”’ Even this
change which is a very distinctive change of status, is not sufficient for
R. Feiustein, The only absohtte diffevence is that the boy/man now
stands i a quorim; he has not just enteved the conmmunity, he repre-
sents it and can perform, o contribute to the performance of. a com-
mnnal ritual obligation. 1t is of course exactly this absence of quorum
status and commumal represeptation that is at the core of a great deal
of the feminist critique.

R. Feinstein's rejection of a Bat Mitsva cevemony relies totally on
his singular determination of the se’udat mitsva category. Although
quite a few contemporary dectsors rale that a ginl's twelfih birthday is
a cause for ase'udat mitsva (R, H. Grossberg, R. Y, Nissim, R, O. Haa-
daya, and R. Ovadia Yosef).,” R. Feinstein refuses to confirm that cate-
gory here. Yet, even he recognizes that according to the general use
of the term, it would appear thar a Bar Mitsva might justify a se‘ndar
milsva.

s

The clearest deseription of the cviteria for a se'udat mitsea is found
in the sixteenth centary Yam Shel Shiomo.™ written by Rabbi Solomon
Lania. The Bar Mitsva is considered an especially appropriate justifica-
tion for this prescribed festive meal since it provides an opportunity
for praise to God on the occasion of the be attainment of his com-
plete vitual obligation. The disa arormd the Tahnudic

ssion revolve:
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concept ol the obligatory being preferred to the voluntary, as noted
above™

Rabbi Ovaclia Yoset, in two |('\~‘pun<;\,"N claims that the same is tme
for the female. At age twelve and one day a girl enters the world of
adnlthood precisely becanse she becomes obligated to all the Taws that
are incumbent upon a female. She is thus no longer voluntarily fulfitl-
ing her rvimal vole, but acting as commanded. She has visen from the
inferior halakhic status of not commanded and is now metstweh ve'oseh,
obligated. Hencee, she can have a se’udat mitsva 1o celebrate the attain-
ment of this status, conforming to the deseription in Yam shel Shiomo.
For R. Yoscl there can be no distinction between the girk and the boy

in the application of this halakhic category.™ He goes so far as to say
that it is a mifsoa to celebrate a Bat Mitsva, Accordingly, there should
be a festive meal, the se'udah, words of Torah, and a digniticd cclebra-
tion with appropriate simha. In fact, after citing many different sources
R. Yosef decides that not only is it legally appropriate but that there is
a moral imperative. By denving gitls the opportimity to celebrate, he
maintains that the opponents of halakhic Judaism gain in their claims
that the Orthodox version of Jndaisim diseriminates imfairly between
boys and girls.

Although sensitive (o the charge, R. Feinstein absolutely disagrees.
In this respeet hoys and girls are different. There can be no formal
halakhic ceremony for a givl’s transition into achilthood. He then must
vely on this imusial nse of the category of wikar, that which is evidemt
in the public ritual sphere, to prevent the equation of male and female
celehrations.

R. Feinstein's reasoning is as folfows: Only obligatory or prescribed
events can take place in the sanctary/synagogue. A se'udat mitsua con-
firms an event as obligatory or prescribed. At a boy's thirteenth birth-
day the change in his status has a public recognizable clement. This
nikar factor establishes this as ase'wdat mitsea. Hence, the Bar Mitsy
a fegitimate cause for a seudat mitsva. A givl enters the world of obliga-
tions and is “commanded™ at age twelve. There is equal simha value in
the occasion. There is no recognizable chimge in her public life, as she
can never represent the community, Without zikar there is no se’ndat
mitsva, ‘There can be no se’ndat mitsve for a givl. Hence no Bat Mitsva
ceremony or celebration may take place in the synagogne proper.

Given this intricate legal argnment it is worth noting not only how
he argnes but also what he neglects, In the absence of a clear definition
or legal delincation of the sendat mitsoa, it is difficult to nnderstand R,
Feinstein’s application of the term. According to him, the Bar Mitsva
ceremony can be labeled a se’udat mitsva because the boy's entry into
adulthood is nikar. Doces a marriage dictate a se’udaf mitsva becanse the
change is publicly cvident? In what way? What about the celebration

is

Ritual, Law. and Praxis 210

with i groom hefore his wedding. which R. Feinstein allows is a se’udat
mitsva (Iggerot Moshe Orvah Hayyim £:15)? What about that experience
is “recognizabl

? Just as there is no methodical use of sources to gen-
crate this concept. there is no systematic developnent of the term with
a classificatory design. It i imcdear how and when its use is necessary.™
Is it only used here 1o prevent the female celebration from taking place
in the synagogne? No, since R. Feinstein does allow a kiddush and
“words” in the sanctumy in honor of the Bat Mitsva. Yet, nikar is used
conveniently to di

crentiate the male from the female ceremony: to
censure that there is no analogy: to substantiate that ' the celebrations
are not indistingy

shable and to

feguard the separation.

THE CEREMONY

Interes

ingly, Rabbi Feinstein ignores the issue of the type of cevemony
and the swle ot the “party.” In one aside he indicates that it must be
modest and proper (Iggerot Moshe Ovah TTayyim 2:30)," Hut he again
docs ot claborate. To contemporary America, the debate is precisely
over this issue of content. The ceremony is in fact an r\‘t;l\'ing distin-
guishing mark between the denominations, His only relevant comment
is to repudiate the idea of a Bat Mitsva because of its having originated
in the non-Orthodox world. Not only doces he overlook the contempo-
vary debate, but he also nakes no reference to the rabbinie debate
concerning blessings. ‘There is a traditional parental blessing of formal
velease, barukh she-petarani. made at the time of a Bar Mitsva. Some
would apply it 10 females, 100, R, Feinstein is silent on this issue.
‘These Jacunae can be explained somewhat by the type of questions 1o
which he is responding. Bt since he frequently goes beyond the lim-
ited focus of a question, the ignored items offer clues to his majon
preocenpation. R. Feinstein’s generval. consistent pattern foctses on
protecting the sanctity of the synagogue. preventing any non-Orthocox
pattern from emerging in Orhodox synagogues, and promaoting the
separation between male and female,

MAINTAINING

ARANTIONS

In these five
davd of

to maintain his stan-
approval renains constant, as does
his equation of male and female vahe. Girls reach Bat Mi on their
birthday, as do boys. Some form of celehration can take place in a
public arena, even the synagogue. Food can be eaten and words of
‘Torah spoken, even by the girt herself. But men arve public figures with

short texts, Rabbi Feinstein manage
paration. His overall di
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conmunal responsibilities, and women are different. The rineal must
reftect those differences and all separations must be maintained.™

R. Feinstein’s Bat Mitsva responsa confirm and conthme his poficy
ol keeping the Orthodox world amcontaminated by non-Orthodox
communitics. In the first doctiment, he rejects the adea casily, espe-
cially since it enrapates from the Conservative and Reform movements.
Withont any serions analysis of the motivation for a celebration, of
the psychological impact, or of the sociological backgromnd, he merely
alludes 10 its source, implying that that is enough to automatically dis-
qualify something.

In contrast, Rabbi [. | Weinberg, twenticth-centmy author of the
Sridei Fsh, writing spe ally abont Bat Mitsva celebrations (3:03),
states that the smwee of the idea is irvelevant in determining permissi-
bility." He claims that theve is no violation of the biblical law forbid-
ding imitating gentile costoms (Lev, 18:3). Those wishing to instinite
the celebration do so out of a desire to strengthen the girl's fove of
conmandments and pride inher people. In his analysi

L application of
that Taw must depend on intention and not only on the somce. R,
Weinberg further explains that cartier generations did not need 1o in-
vest inspecific efforts to educate girls. The entire atmosphere was suf-
msed with Torah values and beliefs. Girls absorbed thei Jewish fieni-
tage withont any special action, “almost muvsing it from their mother's
breasts.” Sinee he finds the opposite to be trae today, he sees the Bat
Mitsva as one mechanism for attending to their necessary religious edu-
cation. In this text, Ro Weinberg pavs caeful attention to the gil's
personal feelings of discrimination, self-esteem, and spiritmal pride.

The dilference hetween the two decisors is one of attitnde and
context, not legal reasoning. In fact, both forbid use of the sanctuary
for the celebration and R, Weinberg approvingly refers to R, Feinstein.
‘The difference lies in the tone of the decisions and the approach used.
R. Feinstein looks with disfavor on the whole endeavor, fighting any
similarity or shared environment with the non-Orthodox. R. Weinberg
discomumnts the Conservative and Reform source and looks instead to the
psychological and emotional motivations. Both operate within the
same legal tradition but from different stmdpoints vis-aevis their com-
muity. R. Weinberg is concerned with the individual, with her feclings
of religions inclusion and sense of well being. R, Feinstein is concerned
with commumal boundaries. As just noted, one of R, Feinstein's goals
is to keep the Orthodox world separate from the non-Orthodox.

1t is important (o note the background of these contemporary rab-
binie differences. R. Weinberg functioned in a Kuropean context. R.
Yoscf wrote in Isracl. For these rabbis, the influence of the Conserva-
tive and Reform movements was negligible. R, Feinstein, working in
America with its great denominational divide, feh as thongh he must
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battle with all things non-Orthodox.* It is significant that he does not
forbid the celebration because of its sonree. Rather, his prohibition is
based on his interpreration of the leg
mn the course of responding. his ¢

2l nse of a sanctuary. Nonetheless,
aluation of the sonrce colors his
approach. Tartherniore, he uses the decision to contimie his barrage
against all things Conservative and Reform. e can find no good in
the proposed celebration. especially since it comes from “them.”

R. Feinstein's miling in this case remains consistent with his general
policy of making distinctions and keeping firm boimdaries. The syna-
gogue {male defined and dominated) nmist be protected in order to
keep its distinet chavacter and sanetite. It can be nsed only for the
purpose of mitspa. commanded or ebligatory rinnl expressions. Troni-
cally, a Bat Mitsva coremony. which will always remain in the realm of
reshuf, optional, is categorically forbidden in the sancunary. It wonld
appear that the miing is

not based on the fact that it is a girl's celebra-
tion, but yather on the gender distinction that the ghls” celebrations
are optional and not obligatory. permitted. not preseribed. At its core,
his ruling is quite simple. Stiipped of all his aside

and personal views,

the synagogne’s sanctity and dedicated purpose f
ment and detenmines the decisi

mes the legal argu-
ion. The synagogue—the place of praver,
of a conmanded male quorm—must never be misused. Bovs become
males and ave part of that obligatory quorum. Their celebration mav
take place in the simctified synagogne

Social halls. even those located
in close proximity to the sanctumy, ave fine for permitied optional
celebrations. Bat Mitsva celebrations of a kosher kind may take place
there. Despite all his misgivings and personal preferences, R. Feinstein's
Tegal mling sticks to the juridical domain of synagogue fimetion always
keeping distinet the optional and obligatory, as he delineates them.
Keeping the categovies of permitted and prescribed separate also
neeessitates differentiating between boys and girls. Boys and girls are
equally considered responsible adnlts, although they are differently ob-
ligated, and their position in the commmnity differs.” Accordling to the
vision of R. Feinstein, they have equat value and worth, but their ritual
and cormmmal environment is distinet and that must be maintained.
The girl is Bat Mitsva, a fully obligated female, just as a Bav Mitsva is a
fully obligated male.™ Notably, he insists the celebration quotient, the
simha level, is the same. Boys and girls sue of equal value, and their
birthdays, especally this one, are worthy of cqual festivity, As in other
texts (Iggeror Moshe Orah Flavvim 4:49). he is insistent that there is no
ascription of inferiority involved in the distinction. But the distinction
cannot be avoided, Bovs celebrate their Bar Mit in the sanctuary
and the feastis considered preseribed. Bove become men who are com-
ntaal representatives in public praver. Women can never attain that
status. Thebr ceremony is optional. never mandated. Initially, R. Fein-
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stein forbids the synagogue focation, bt eventually permits a pablic
venue for the Bat Mitsva; however, its litnrgical valie can never equal
that of the Bar Mitsy
males and female
the realm of ritnal,

Feinstein is unwavering in aflirming that

are equal, different, and must be k('pl separate in

IN AMERICA

The recent emphasis on Bar/Bat Mitsva ceremonies is characteristically
North American and symbolic of a major shilt in the modern practice
of Judaism. In the premodern cera Jewish celebrations focused on his-
toric and communal cvents. Rites de passage were minimal for the most
part. Cer

nly, they did not focus on the individual in the way that
today’s fife cycte ceremonies do. Bar Mitsva celebrations were festive
communal occ:

ions for emphasizing the integration, if not submer-
sion, of the individual into the community. The
partis a celebration of the individua anindi

his accomplishinent and singularity. This

contemporary counter-

dual, focusing on her/
shilt nannally fits into the
cultural context of American individwalism. It is a personal experi
that is not pri

cnoe
atized. 1 may take place in the conmunity, in the public
sphere, but its pnrposc is the glorification and display of the individual,
not the collective. ‘The battle for the Bat Mitsva hecomes comprehensi-
ble in this changed environment. It is about the refigions and commu-
nal celehration of women as individuals. Opportunities for personal
public rittal participation and support were once unavailable to women
anc umimportant for both men and women. The changed emphasis in
the general Jewish community has resulted in a shift o increase wom-
en's involvement and responsibility.

Rabbi Feinstein does not reject all opportunities for increased par-
ticipation of females ina public ritual context (Iggerot Moshe Orah Hay:
yim 4:49). 1Cis only this public rinval that he renounces. He calls lh(‘
Bat Mitsva worthless or nonsense (hevel bealma, Iggerot Moshe Orah Hay-
yim 1:104), insinuating that since there is no purpose or fimetion
served by the Bat Mitsva, there is no reason to start something new.
His attitude is consistent, as he adds that the Bar Mitsva is in no way
beneficial (fggerot Moshe Ovah Hayyim 4:36). He admits quite plainly
that if he could, he would stop the entire enstom, even though it ovigi-
nates in a religions duty. In both texts he mentions the deleterious
cffects of the ceremony since it frequently causes people to viokate the
Sabbath. Thus. instead of celebrating and embracing God's law, it ulti-
mately involves a deseceration. Ro Fei

instein is so overwhehned by this
infraction, which he sees as conumon among Jews in America, that he
can sce no value in the celebration” He argues with his questione
(Jggerot Moshe Orah Tayyim 4:36) on just this point. There is no in-
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creased commitinent or devotion. “not even for one hour™ (JIggerot
Moshe Orali Hayvim 1:104). In all these comments his sense of outrage
is apparent and his disapproval is resohute. Tle is focused on the totality
of the celebration and sees only desecration.

Others tike Rabbi J. . Weinberg have concentrated on the individ-
nal and her need for religions and conmmunal affination. For many
rabbis and educators the celebration offers many benefits as a vehicle
of learning, commitment, and identification. They claim that anyone
who experiences this moment of public support, confinnation, and in-
clusion is often changed in subtle and everlasting ways.

This shift 1o highlight an individual as a_Jew does not reverberate
in R. Feinstein's decisions. He responds o individuals all the time: that

is the nature of vesponsa. He is neither nneonnected nor unfeeling. in
private matters such as birth control, he 1akes special care to consider
all the needs, physical and emotional, of the individual. ™ But in writing
decisions for the entire commmity, he is compeled to a juridical stan-
dard that serves the collective and maintains the historical pattern ad
he defimes it.

R. Feinstein’s measure is one of inunediate actions; he is not mea-
suring long-term identity or psychological factors, As'a decisor, he re-
sponds 10 his pereeption of the immediate act, rather than long-term
intangibles. At once point, he even admits that an exceptional girl niight
henefit in some way from the celebration. But hecause the majority will
not improve but will also, in fact, disgrace the community standard.,
the act must be banned. The needs of the individual are submerged in
the necessity to protect the group.

Fvidently, R. Feinstein is reacting ta the perceived threar of moder-
nity with its violation of the Sabbath and collapse of all barriers. His
method enforces separations, keeps legal categories protected. main-
tains distinctions, strengthens bowndaries, and deeries unchecked
change. is goal is firmly fixed on group preservation and solidarity.
In this discourse, unlike some other arenas of his work, R. Feinstein
doces not advocate or yield to the prevailing American version. He dis-
agrees with those who finly believe that there are notable and vital
benefits, He does got see that in America, the rituals of Bav and Bat
Mitsva do in fact bring youngsters and their families to Torah.* None-
theless, embedded in his poshre is an acceptance of a ditfevent Ameri-
can norm. The synagogue is the vital place to be protected from
change: it is the Tocus of religious practice.

CIANGE AND NO CHANGE

De facto, Rabbi Feinstein does allow a different configuration to
cmerge. Given his dislike of the entire process and his initial han on
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synagogue usage, his final decision is quite startling. Under the guise
ol opposition, of prohibiting any “new” ceremonial, R Feinstein in fact
opens the door to a new format with a synagogue celebration of the
Bat Mitsva. In Iggeror Moshe Ovah Tlayyim 1104, as previously dis-
cussed, he specificalty states that nothing can take place in the syna-
gopgne and, furthermore, it is better not ta start s()mvlhing new, cven
il there is no prohibition involved such as with a party at home. But by
Iggerot Moshe Orah Hayvim 4:36 he has shifted the discussion with a
change in terminology. By using precise categories and specific words,
his decisions do not appear to require innovative legal reasoning. They
appear to permit the established pattern to continue. The synagogne
kidedush is @ weli-established traditon. Historically, it was recited Friday

night after services. Ro Feinstein’s application refers specifically to the
North American custom of a Saturday morning recitation combinecd
with a comnumat social event. Claiming its applicability 1o the girl's
twelfth birthday requites no justification, accarding to him. Tt is mevely
a case of permitting the permissible without requiring extra judicial
explanation or authovization. ‘The introduction of this rital to honor
a fennale goes unnoticed as an innovation, as does his acceptance of the
Saturday morning congregational kiddush, and the institution of birthcay
celebrations in the synagogue.™ While resisting one aspect of American
culture, he readity accepts anather. There is simha on this occasion,
and we designate such jovons events with a kiddush in synagogue.
Henee, we mavk the ginh's birthday with this customary synagogue rit-
ual. No change in law has ostensibly transpired. hut the result is a defi-
nite change in practice. Wherceas in previous eras there was no mention
of a girl’s Bat Mitsva, no celebration in home, school, or synagogue, R.
Feinstein, while maintaining his disapproval, has paved the way for two
types of synagogue celebration. Thus, a girl can have a celebration with
a festive meal in the social hall of the synagogne building. She can also
consecrate the moment in the sanctuary itself with a kiddush and with
a speech. Innovation is permitted under the posture of preservation,
and those traditionalists who appear to oppose modern innovations,
often provide the vehicle of accommodation.

According to Rabbi Moses Feinstein'’s vesponsa, a ginl who is Bat
Mitsvi can he honoved in the sancruary and there can he a public rec-
ognition of her attainment of majority. The form of the ceremony is
not simikar to the Bar Mitsva for males, and it mnst signify their respec-
tive distinet fegal capacities. Most importantly, perhaps, the format will
not approximate the Reform or Conservative custom. The distinctions
he is so concerned with have not been craded. However, a liturgical
tocation has been found lor this rite of passage, andd it is in the public
domain of the synagogue. Without losing the eritical thread of continn-
iy and tradition, without embracing alt of Amervican modernity, some-
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thing new has entered the vitual program, and it has the potential to
change the face of the commumity.
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NOTES

For helptul information and comments on carlier drafts, T would like o
thank NMichael Oppenticim, Gilad Gevarvale, Jack Lightstone. Tra Robinson,
Pamelir Nadel and my rescarct aut Sonia Zylberberg, This rescarch was
fanded in part by the Quebee government (FCAR)

1. Foran excellent description of the development of distinet denomina-
tiomal rises of passage for hovs and girls in the first part of the twenticth cen-
v, see Jenna Weissinan Joselit, “Red-better Davs.™ in The Wonders of Amevien.
Reinventing Jewish Culnoe 1880 - 1950 (New York, 1094). pp. 89-133

2. This vefers ta ritals marking the ansition from one stage in the life
cvele to the next, mast notably {found at birth, death, martiage

md puberty.
Arnold van Gennep was the first anthropologist 1o note the importance of
these rinals in his hook Les Rifes de Passage. TOOO (reprinted: Chicago. 19603,
His plase rites de passage has becone a part of the Tingnage of anthropology
and saciology.

3. Maimaonides mentions special celebrations involving a first-time bride
In his Hilehot Ishut (10:13. 16:23). he vefers to special eelebrations the groom
held in homor of the bride: seven days for w virgin, thice davs for o widow
Same of the costoms involved special clothing and there was an clentent of
conununal involvement. b Rohinson first mentioned this reference to me.

4. For more discussion on feminism and Judaisme in America, sce Sylvia
Parack Fisloan, A Breath of Lifr (New Yok, 1993). Also see my aniele clarify-
ing the transformative impact. “The Feminist Challenge 1o Judaism: Critique
and Transformation.” in Gender. Genre and Religion: Feminisi Reflections, ed.
Morny Joy and Eva Ko NeumaicrDargay (Waterloo, 1995), pp. 17-70
There has been arange of articles.about Bat Mitsva celebrations jn the
v vea

past § Some related articles include Cherie Koller-Fox, “Women and

Jewish Feeation: A New Look at Bar Mitzvah™ in The fewich Woman: New

Pevspectives, e Elizabeth Kohun (New York, 1976), pp. 31-12: Rabhi Alfied S.
Cohen, “Celebration of the Bay Mityvah™ The Jowrnel of Halakhal and Conten
porary Societv. Vol 12 (Fall 1O8G). pp. 5-16: Byron Sherwin's chapter, “Bar
Mitzvali, Bat Mitzvah ™ in his In Partvershipy With Gad: Contemporary Jewish Law
and Ethies (Svracnse, 1990): Paula F. Tviman, “The Introduction of Bat Mitzyva
it Cooservative Judamism in Postwar America,” YVO Annaal, Vol 19 (1090), pp
133-146; and Frica Brown, “The Bat Mitzvah in Jewish Law and Conteinporary
Practice.” in Jewish Legal Writings by Women, cd. Micah Halpern and Chana
Safrat (Jorugalem, 190R), pp. 228-251 In 1961 an Orthadox hasis for the cere-
mony swas proposed hy Leon Katz in “Halakhic Aspects of Bar-Mitzvah and
Bat-Mitval,” foromad of fewish Music and Litogy. Vol & (1986). pp. 22-30. Sce
also the description in Fishman, 4 Breath of Life. Jenma Weissman Joselits chap
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ter, “Red-Letter Days,”™ in her The Wonders of America adds an important histori-
cal context for the Bar/Bar Mitsva phenomenon in American Judaism. A new
hook in Hebrew dedicated specifically 1o Bat Mitsvahas just been published:
Beet Mitzoah: Collected Writings and Reflections, e, Sara Fricdtand Ben vz (Jo-
rusaiem, 2002).

6. See especially Cyntlria Ozick's point that the only place she is not a jew
is i her synagogue, in “Notes Toward Finding the Right Question.”™ Lilith, Vol.
6 {Spring 1979), reprinted in On Being a Jewish Feminist, ed. Susamah Heschel
(New York, 1983), pp. 120-151

7. As we will see, awareness of this concept is relevant for some rabbinic
decisors but most definitely not for Rabbi Feinstein,

8. Sce Audiey Richards, Chisungn; A Girls” Initiation: Ceremony among the
Bemba of Novthern Rhodesia (London, 1956), The Bemba say they grow the child
into wonun,

9. Many have written about these problems. Sce my brief reminiscence as
well as the other articles on these ritials: Nornma Joseph, “When Do 1 Get to
Say Today 1 Am a Jew?,” Liferyeles, Vol. 1, ed. Rabbi Debra Orenstein (Ver
mont, 1991), pp. 92-¢

10. Zwi Kaplan mentions the Enropean origins of the ceremony in the Eney-
clopedin fudaica article but no details are given: “Bar Mitzvah, Bat Mitzvah,”
FEneyelopedio fudnica, Vol A, pp. 243-247. Rescarch into the history of the vari-
ous ceremonies is being undertaken by Gilad Gevaryahf, eamail communica:
tion (9 September 1996; 11 Jamuary 2001). fn “0 Bat Mitzva in Italia: Una
Rifornta Discussa,” in 1 Fdueatore Israclitien, Riccardo Di Segni notes the carly
arguments between the Orthodox and Reform in Italy on this issue. Notewor-
thy are the nineteenth-century references to Bat Mitsva celebration in 1 Vessillo
Israeliticn (Pane, 1899), pp. 11-23, cd. Cav. Flaminio Scrvi, frony 1899, 1901,
and 1902 in which various authors mention an iziazione religiosa delle funciulle
and la maggiorita delle funcindle from as carly as 1844, 1 am indebted to Franca
Coen Giorgio for these sources and to lra Robinson for helpful translations.

There are a mumber of intriguing references o Bat Mitsva celebrations in
different Envopean cities in the early twentieth century. Dov Sadan quoting a
Polish journal Vodikod, Vol. 88 (1902), p. 3, mentions o ceremony in Lwow in
1902, although it was called confirmation, in “Bat Mitzyah,” Dat Umada (Tevet,
FH9), pp. 59-61 1 am indebted 1o Jonathan Sarma and Gilad Gevarvahu for
this information. Gevaryahu also told me (phone, 30 May 2002) (hat Rabbi
Eliahu Hazan held a synagogue celebration for Bat Mitsva girls who had com-
pleted studies in religion and Jewish history in 1907 in Alexandria. Charlotte
Salomon had a Bat Mitsva in Berlin: see Mary Lowenthal Felstiner, T Paint
Her Life (Bevkeley, 1997y and Edda Servi Machlin deseribes her Bag Mitsea
experience in 1938 in Taly in her cookbook, The Classic Cuisine of Malian fews
(New York, 1981), p. 69

1. Jacoh Rader Marcus, The Amevican Jew. 1585-1990: A [istory (New
York, 1995), p. 196. Byron Sherwin claims the date to have been 1921 (Sher-
win, “Bar Mitzeah, Bat Mitzvah” pp. 163-164). As noted above, there ave ref
ences to carlier ocomrences in Furope. Gilad Gevaryabu, ina phone conver
tion (30 May 2002). informed me that he found a record of a B Mit
ceremony from 1907 in the Midwest

Ritwual, Law, and Praxis 257

12, See Browp's appeal for standardization within the Orthodox world,
“The Bat Mitzvalh,” p. 2541 wonbd mgue that while some form of standardiza-
tion is necessary. innovative tendencies and flexibility mark the Bat Mitsva ceve-
monics with more meaning and inspiration.

13, Fishmian. A Breath of Life. pp. 132-133.

11,1 vecently heard of Bat Mitsva ceremonies taking place in the Hared;
communitics of Isracl at the tomb of Rachel in the women's scetion. T also
know of Lubaviteh Bat Mitsva celebrations now taking place in synagogues in
Montreal. In some Habad communitices the girl presents a discourse on one of
the Rebbe's sichot. 1. M. Berkowitz, e-nxail communication (16 January 2001).

th. Many rahbis and scholars cite only his first and. most negative respon-
st Getsel Ellinson. Ha-lsha Ve-Ha-Mitseof (Jerusalem. 1977). pp. 171-184: .
David Bleich, Contemporary Halakhic Problems, Vol. 1 (New York, 1977). p. 77
Michael Ranfman, The Woman in fewish Law and Tradition (Northvale, 1997),
p- 2672 Sherwin, “Bar Mitzvah, Bat Mitzvah™; Byown, “The Bat Mitzvah.” Only
Rabbi Alfred Cohen, in “Celebration of the Bat Mitzvah,” notes the vaviety of

responses in R Moshe's responsa.

16, Many historians claim no evidence pre-H00, Byron Sherwin dispntes
this theory of the tate innovation of the ceverony, He claims dates for parts
of the vitnal well hefore tre fifteenth century. Tlowever, even he concludes:
“The exact origin of the har mitzealt coremony is indetermimable.” At times
the dispute is more a factor of confusion hetween the legal concept of Bar
Mitsva and the ceremonial celebration of that status (Sherwin, “Bar Mitzvah,
Bat Mitzvah,” p. 153),

17. Rabbi Feinstein i

so uncomfortable with the celelsration of cven Ba
Mitsva that he states prite dearly. “10 1 had the power, ! also would cancet the
celebration of Bay Mitsva for boys in owr conntre.” AT OH 1: 104
18. U8 Bava Metzia 96, Kid. 16b. and Nid. A5,
19T Yoma 85.
20. Rashi on “children,” TB Yoma 8
21, Avor 5:21
22. Niddah .
23 'TB Niddah 16b.
24, Yad, Ishwt 2:9-10,
U5, Sofrrim 18
26. Kaplan, “Bar Mitzvah, Bat Mitzvah.” The cleavest reference to a festive
meal for a boy on his thirteenth hirthday is found in the work of Rabbi Stlomo
L (sisteenth-century Pokand), Yam Shel Shiowo, TB Bava Kamma, 7:37.
27. The absence of these ritual expressions for women is exactly the prob-

]

tem for many from cither an Ovthodox or feminist perspective. See Koller-Fox,
“Women and Jewish Edneation.”

28. Somte sources are noted in: Ellinson. Ha-dsha Ve-Ha-Mitsvot, Vol. 1, p.
180; §. David Bleich. Comtemporary Halakhic Problems, Vol. 1 (New York, 1977),
p. 78 R. Ovadia Yosel, Yabia Omer. Vol. 6, p. 29; and Yehaveh Da'at. Vol. 2. n.
29. Theve are indications of nincteenth-centry celebrations in laly {see note
10) and in Earope. under the authority of Rahbi Avealvun Musafiva (see note
A9).
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The statement of the Ben fsh Hay, R. Joseph Hayyim b. Elijah, is found in his
discnssion of parashat Re'eh, note 17, Vol. 1 1. 132, See also my discnssion helow.

Many have listed Rabhbi Jacob Ettlinger of Germany as favoring some form
of puberty celebration. Rabhi Mordecai Brever stated that he heard from
Rabbi Shlomao Adler, who had seena printed sermon ol Rabbi Ettlingey honor-
ing a B Mitsva, Ma’ayan, Vol 2 (1072), p. 61. This is cited in Ellinson, p.
178. " ot abont his position has continued despite Judith Bleich's
refutation in her PhoD. dissertation, “Jacob Eulinger, His Life and Works”
{New York University, 197-4) and her “Between East and W and
Traditionatism in the Writings of Rabbi Yehi'el Ya'akov Weinberg,” in Engag
ing Modernity, cd. Moshe Sokol (Northeale, 1997), pp. 169-273. THowever, it is
clear in Fudinger's Binyan Tzion, 107 (1867), p. 145, that he opposed confirnia-
tion and any similar celehration. Rather, in accordance with Danish vegula
tions, he gave some givls a public exam on the completion of their religious
studies (lndei kodesh) and then delivered a sermon. All this took place in the
synagogue. According 1o Gikad ] Gevaryahu, e-mail posting of H:judaic (14
fanuary 2001, #1), Erdinger “did participate in a ‘ceremony” in the middle of
the 1800s—bnt it was not called ‘confirntation” nor ‘hat mitzeah’ ;and was eduea-
tonal in nature.” Fam indebted 1o Gevaryahu, who is researching the history
ol these events

1w conlt

Modern

29. The Laws forbidding imitation of non-Jewish customs are biblical (Lev

18:3). Whether this drifts into a prohibition to wimic the customs of the non-

Orthodox—or, as some claimed, the heretics—marks the assorted responsa.

30, 1t is fromic (o note that his disdain for the ceremeony paraliels that of
the eirly Reform movement in Amer since his disapproval. in part, cma-
nates from his assumption that the ceremony comes from the Reform move-
ment. See the discussion of Reform and Conser
Joselit, op. cit.

ative disapproval in Jenna

A1 Heis very eritical of one respondent who mistakenly claims that women
are not Bat Mitsva, I3 YD 2015,

32. There we a number of twentieth century rabbinic decisors who assert
that a sewdat mitson i< held in honor of a girt's Bat Mitsva on her bivthday
Rabbi Y. Nissitn, Noam 7:4; Rabhi Ovadia Yosel, Yabia Omer 6:29.4: Rabhi Cha-
noch Grossherg, Ma'ayan 15:42.

In fact, he only sees possible violations of law. But he recognizes that
he cannot stop the Bar Mitsva celebrations and so he does notargue that an act
which Teads one to sin, by siolating the Sabbath, is prohibited. Undoubiedly, if
fie thought the act direetly violated the Taw, he would issne an explicit ruling
prohibiting sich a ceremony. Nonetheless, Jewish legal categories nright allow
for such a prohibition based on the resulting violations. Instead he allows the

custom to stand. Yet, in viclding to the prevalent system. he manages (o sustain
his disapproval. 1t is possible that he is using this opportunity (o indicate to
the clite that even for bovs the ceremony is problematic. He states his donbts
and his preference

hut does not issue a ruling beeause he is not confident that

anyone will stop the boys” celebrations. He asserts that it is woo difficult ro
suppress. This statetnent is a very intevesting acceptance of the limit of his
power or mnthority ina doenment whose ruling is presented solely on the basis
of that authoriey,
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314 Rabbi Feinstein never refers to the visible absence of gitls (rom the
men's section after their Bar Mitsva

36, Rabbi Feinstein's unigque development of die sewdat mitsva concept’ is
diserssed Tater in this section.

i One aspeet of the Bag Mitsvit ceremony ntot discussed by Rabbi
Feinstein is the blessing Barukh she-petarani me ansho shel zeh. The argument
amongst decisors claiming a father cannot say it on the oceasion of a Bat Mitsva
relies on the fact that he is not obligated to teach his daughter Torah. Sce
Brown, “The Bat Mitzvah.” p. 234, and Ellinson, Ha-Isha Ve-Ha-Mitsvot. pp.
172-178. Leon Katz, citing some of the same sources. claims that this blessing
cancakso apply to a Bat Mitsva and should be part of the ceremeony in “IHalakhic
Aspects of Bar-Mitzvah and Bar-Mieaaah" p. 28

37, Sce my “Jewish Education for Women: Rabbi Moshe Feinstein's Map of
America.” Amevican Jewish History, Vol. 83 (1995), pp. 206-222.

38, ha Robinson, “Beeanse of Our Many Sins,” Judaism, Vol. 35 (1986), pp.

Regrettably, there is no indication of what the rabbi bad permitted,

A0, Interestingly, the Ben Ish Hay determines that a father should buy a
twelvesyear-olidt givl a new dress so that she might sayv the sheheheyana blessing.
Thus, he uses the new article of clothing to give the girl an opportunits (o say
this hlessing on the occasion of her Bat Mitsva.

41, Note 17, parashat ve'ch, Vol 1.

42, Obvionshy, there are many explanations. One pertinent factor is the
influence of twenticth-century America on Rabbi Feinstein,

43 According to his distinctions. use of a social hall in the synagogue is
perniitted.

1. Rabhi Feinstein's refusal fo aceept i swoman saving an English praver in
the svnagogne (IAT OFF 1:70) might De offset by this approvat of mifim from a
girl in synagogue.

A5, T Megiflah 28.5h A O3 1510

16, 1) Sanhedrin 8.2,

A7, For a different approach see Yehaveh De'af 3:30 in which R. Ovadia
Yosef cites many of the sowrces. inchiding Feinstein's earlier one.

18. Moshe Meiselan, fewish Woman in Jewish Low (New York, 1978), p. 1

19, T fact, women are counted in the quorum of three women for grace
and (e people for megitlah and martyrdom. However, the primary quorum is
the one for public praver,

50, This emphasis vaises questions on the nature of the obligatory meal for
awedding. apidyon haben. ov o civeumicision.

51 TB Buva Kemma 87a
52, 'TB Pesachim 116
5% Rabbi Ovadia Yosef eriticizes the wse of nikar in this fashion as having
no foundation in law, Yehaveh Da'ar 2:29. Rabbi Gombiner, the Magen
ham, uses the same reasoning of public, quorum. and vecognizable in explain-
ing why a father says the blessing, Barkh she-petarani, only for sons {425:4).

54 Judith Ronmey Wegner, Chattel Oy Person? The Statns of Women in the
Mishuah (New York, 1988).

55, Sec note 32,

Avra
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6. TR Bava Kamma 7:37.

57. Gadol metsuveh ve'oseh, discussed in TB Bava Kawona 87a and Kid-
dushin 31a.

58. aveh Da'at 2:29, 1978; Yabia Omer 6:20.4, 1986,

59. His one condition is that the se’ndak confory

to the rules of modesty.
He then relates the decision-of Rabbi Abraham Musafia, written in the fatter
part of the nincteenth century but first printed in Noam, 7 (5724, 1964), p. 1.
who claims that there is no difference between a boy and a girl in terms of the
obligatory nature of the festive meal and thit this festive meal is cnstomarily
held for boys and girls in France.

60. Rabbi Feinstein does address the use of the torm in two other doen-
wents, QUL 1157 and O11 2:12. In bath texts, he expands on the obligation (o
have asewdat mitson after completing the study of @ specifie text corpus. How-

ever, even in these, he does not clarify the fulb concept nor explore the range
of application.
61, Fhis concen is also spe

ificd in the responsa of Rabbi Ovadia Yoscf.

62. Rabhi Ovadia Yosel favorably guotes Rabbi A Aburbia who recom-
mends saying the blessing without God’s name. Yabi'a Omer O11 6:29, p. 98,

63. Rabbi Feinstein’s disapproval of the Bat Mitsva is based, among other
things. on his desive (o nraintain gender distinctions. Reform movement sup-
porters” carly disapproval enanated from !l\(n Tear that it was a way to main-
tain gender separation and avoid their egalitmian confirfnation standard.

64, See the biography of Rabbi Weinberg by Mare Shapivo, Between the Ye-
shiva World and Modern Orthodoxy (London, 1999). Pages 209-221 discuss R,
Weinberg's Bat Mitsva responsonn,

5. Rabbi Yosefs battle appears to he agaimst Ashkenazie customs found
.mmngsl the Sephardim.

66, Interestingly, e aflinns the status of a female adult as a Bat Mitsva,
ritually vesponsible, in his ruling on a woman as a mashgiah (IM Y1y 2:45).

67. 1t is difficilt to understand this position, Is this desecration of the Sab-
bath found in the Orthodox commmnity according 1o Rabbi Feinstein? The
questioners are rabbis known within the Orthodox world. Are their congre-
ants viokating (he S 2 Clearly, this is part of his disdain for
the evils of Ameri wd for its negative influence on American Jews.

“This issue is discussed in my article “Searching for a Woman's Voice in
Responsa Literature,™ in Shofur, guest editor RocheHe Millen (Sumimer T998),
pp. 40-50.

69, Fishman quotes a study in which girts described their Bat Mitsva experi-
ence as “profonndiy spirituai and moving™ in A Breath of Life, pp. 133-134. She
also presents an interesting argument, naimely that it was due to the prepara-
tory needs of the Bat Mitsva ceremony that Conservative and Reform: Jews
began to send their daugliers to Jewish schoals (A Breath of Lifr, p. 191). The
growth of adult Bat Mitsva ceremonices adds a whole new chapter to this issie,

70. We do have vahbinic reference 1o birthday celebrations. The Ben lsh
Hay, in writing about the Bat Mitsva girl's celebration, notes the custom of
laving a birthday party at home.

bhath so rampant






