



An Adult Bat Mitzvah Journey

By Rabbi Sandra M. Rubenstein

On the 7th day of Sivan, 5760 (June 10, 2000), the second day of Shavuot, eleven of my fellow
congregants and I crossed a significant threshold of adult Jewish life and became bat and bar
mitzvah. We were nine women, two men and a teenager. We included: an 86-year-old mother
and her adult daughter, a grandfather who chose to become a bar mitzvah because his grandsons
were about to, a father and his teenage son, Jews by choice, working mothers of young children,
and more. We were all members of Kehillat /srael in Pacific Palisades, CA.

The experience was the culmination of two years of study together. Each of my classmates was
transformed by the experience. Our families, friends, congregants, colleagues and teachers were
touched by the power and meaning of the day. A colleague asked me the following Monday, "Do
you feel different today?" - and I did.

1 do.

For me and, I imagine, many other women who have taken this step, becoming an adult bat
mitzvah is a fulfillment of a long-held desire that was, for various reasons, not an option for us as
girls of 12 or 13. According to Dr. Lori Letkovitz, Director of Kolot at the Reconstructionist
Rabbinical College, adult bat mitzvah is a path of empowerment for women in their
congregations and in Judaism. In many ways women are doing catch up work fulfilling an
opportunity to be full Jews in Judaism. "It is never too late to seize the moment...to do it as an
adult, I (a woman) am making a demand on my community. I am laying claim to my right."
Women in particular are drawn at this time to take the step of becoming full adult Jews in
Judaism. Adult b'nai mitzvah classes seem to be offered with more frequency in
Reconstructionist congregations and havurot as well as in the other liberal Jewish movements.

My own personal interest in becoming a bat mitzvah began over 15 years ago. As an old friend
stood before our mostly lesbian and gay Jewish congregation and marked this important event in
her life, I remember wondering, "Will I ever take this step?" As a Jew from an unabashedly
secular Jewish background, I found it difficult to imagine reading from the 7ora/ and making a
commitment to Judaism as an adult. I remember meeting several years ago with women at the
Jewish Feminist Center in Los Angeles. As we broke into small groups to study, I felt ignorant
and at a loss about how even to approach an ancient Jewish text. I was envious of the women
who could read Hebrew and seemed so familiar with what felt so alien to me. I yearned to gain
access to the discussion - but the barriers felt too great, even in a supportive Jewish feminist
environment.

Over the years, as I attended Friday night services, became more familiar and comfortable with
the liturgy, and attended classes and some b'nai mitzvah services, I realized that I wanted to
become bat mitzvah. During the past few years at Congregation Beth Chayim Chadashim in Los
Angeles, where I have been a member for more than 20 years, I looked on with a different kind
of interest as several women who had never before read Torah at High Holy Day services did so
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for the first time. Some chanted; some read smoothly; some stumbled; it didn't matter. I admired
their courage. I felt a new sense of distinction about the men and women who had entered Jewish
adulthood by becoming bar and bat mitzvah. They had earned the right to read from the Torah
scroll. I wanted that right.

Working for the Reconstructionist movement brought me closer to my goal. I had been one of
those people who was "a Reconstructionist and did not know it." When I began working for the
JRF more than four years ago, I took the opportunity to deepen my understanding of
Reconstructionism - and found a God concept that spoke to both my heart and my head. I joined
Kehillat Israel and began to study. I moved closer to becoming a bat mitzvah.

Finally, I read a notice in the Kehillat Israel newsletter inviting members interested in becoming
b'nai mitzvah to an orientation. I jumped at the opportunity. It helped that we were asked to make
a two-year commitment; [ would not have to worry about the bat mitzvah for another year. The
first-year commitment was to attend "Jewish Alive and American," a 30-week Reconstructionist
seminar about living a committed Jewish life. We had the opportunity to explore the variety of
Jewish responses to our questions, and to learn to read a road map of the Jewish landscape.

At the beginning of our second year, several of my classmates and I were nervous with
anticipation. Could we learn enough Hebrew? How would we ever learn to chant the Torah
portion? Rabbis Sheryl Lewart and Steven Carr Reuben and Cantor Chayim Frenkel gently
reassured us that others just like us had successfully walked this same path.

As the months progressed, I no longer felt intimidated by Torah discussions. I was impressed
with the level of Jewish knowledge of those who came regularly to Torah study. I wondered if I
would ever feel as familiar with the texts. I felt drawn to learn more. The doors of our tradition
seemed open and inviting rather than alienating and off-putting. My excitement and curiosity
took over and my thirst for Jewish knowledge increased yet again. My personal Jewish practice
deepened and expanded. I had profound spiritual questions. I wanted to understand the meaning
of the prayers. It was no longer enough for me to say the Hebrew words of a prayer or read the
transliterations. I wanted to understand the Hebrew as I said it.

I was also profoundly affected during this time, by the illness and eventual death of my father,
Solly Rubenstein z'l. Visiting him at the assisted living home where he spent the last six months
of his life, serving as his legal representative, making life-and-death decisions on his behalf,
played an important role in my spiritual growth. I wondered about God, about the role of prayer,
about the moral right to end life-support. This profoundly affected my search for meaning as I
moved ever closer to becoming a bat mitzvah.

Our classes at Kehillat Israel included Hebrew, trope (torah melodies), understanding
Reconstructionism, programs by scholars-in-residence, and more - all open to the congregation
at large. We also were expected to attend a certain number of Friday night and Saturday morning
services, Torah study sessions, and a few Shabbat lunches with the clergy. We had the

opportunity to make a tallit (prayer shawl), choose a Hebrew name and go to the mikveh (ritual
bath).
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The tradition at Kehillat Israel is for adults to become b'nai mitzvah in a group. This was an
adjustment for me, as I had imagined leading the service as my friend had done 15 years before. |
was fortunate to be able to address my need by giving the Friday night sermon at my other s/u/.
Doing so allowed me to delve deeper into my Torah portion and celebrate with my two
communities, my mostly lesbian and gay congregation and my Reconstructionist congregation.

The bat mitzvah experience itself was breathtaking (I did stop breathing at least at one point). I
thrilled to the chanting of my classmates, some who never believed they would sing trope. Our
personal reflections were interspersed throughout the service. It was exciting to hear my newly
chosen Hebrew name, Nofiyah Amitah, called out for the first time as I made my way up to the
Torah. Reading from the Torah was like moving into an altered state of consciousness. I was
unaware of the 325-plus family members, friends and congregants in the sanctuary. [ was solely
focused on chanting the words of our ancient text.

I came away from the experience transformed. [ now feel empowered to participate ritually in a
different way. I feel excited and entitled to wear my tallit, a gift from my life partner, Marie-
Jeanne. I am interested in learning to lead services. I feel called to further my Hebrew and Judaic
studies. I approach my work as JRF West Coast Regional Director with a deeper understanding
and awareness of the value of our tradition. I am a stronger, more committed Reconstructionist.
As Rabbi Sheryl Lewart said, Its like your spirit was watered and you bloomed. You became
who you were meant to be."

The experience of becoming a bat mitzvah has been an act of empowerment. Until the beginning
of this century, becoming a bat mitzvah was not available to girls. In my conversation with Dr.
Lori Lefkovitz, she described how Judaism was complicit in Western culture treating girls
differently at puberty from boys." Girls for the first time were denied parity. Judaism failed to
celebrate girls' entrance into womanhood. We carried what it meant to enter adulthood, both in
secular society and in Judaism, as a wound."

Women continue to reclaim the right to participate as full adult members of the Jewish
community. Becoming a bat mitzvah is a powerful means to that end. It can redress an
imbalance, create a profound healing and permit many women to embrace the totality of our
Jewish selves. As more and more women choose this path, synagogue communities, Jewish
tradition, ritual life, and the Jewish world, gain the benefit of women's wisdom, knowledge and
experience.

Originally published in Reconstructionism Today, Winter 2000-2001. Used by permission of
Reconstructionism Today.

Source: www.ritualwell.org. Accessed October 21, 2012.
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ELLEN BRODKIN

Shabbat Shalom.

Today [am . ..
... not 13 years old.

But I am a bat mitzvah, an adult bat mitzvah, which is actually a rather odd term.
It means “son or daughter of the commandments--one to whom the commandments apply,” and
by Jewish law we become that at 13, whether or not we have a ceremony.

Like our adolescent counterparts, we have studied Jewish history, theology, ritual,
Torah and Hebrew, and now stand before the congregation to affirm our Jewish commitment
publicly.

So what is the difference between becoming a bar or bat mitzvah as a teenager
and celebrating this milestone as an adult? Am I smarter than a seventh grader? While I
certainly hope so, as we struggled to learn our alephs, bets and gimmels, I know we all
sometimes wondered.

In our Torah portion, Jacob struggled as well. After wrestling with the angel, he
was given the name Israel, meaning “one who struggles with God.” The angel explained that
Jacob “had striven with beings divine and human and prevailed.” Some commentators suggest
that he was actually wrestling with himself, with the most serious questions of his life. . . . Who
was he? What was most important to him? What were his responsibilities to himself and to
those he loved? Jacob, as an adult, struggled and prevailed in a very different way than he could
have as a child.

Perhaps that is the fundamental difference between becoming b’nai mitzvah as
adults and as teenagers . . . our struggles, our challenges, our lives provide a richer context for all
that we learn. The traditional adolescent bar or bat mitzvah is profoundly meaningful. But while
there is much to be learned as a child, learning as an adult brings a depth and perspective that
helps us better understand the deeper meaning in our Jewish lives.

Furthermore, we are here by choice—not because our parents or community
expect it of us. We’ve each embarked on this journey with different backgrounds, motivations
and goals, but we’ve shared a sincere commitment to learning and growing. We each take away
something different, but along the way, studying together, we have created a community.

For me it is fitting that I stand now on this bimah where I’ve marked all the major
milestones of my adult life—my wedding, my children’s namings and bat mitzvahs, my father’s
funeral. These experiences have shaped me, challenged me to find the divine in the joyous
moments and meaning in the sorrow. Because of them, I understand the world very differently
than I did at 13. Now that reading glasses have replaced orthodontia, I possess more knowledge,
but also a greater understanding of how much more there is to learn.

Whether an adolescent rite of passage or a spiritual coming of age, bar or bat
mitzvah is a momentous occasion. Tonight, as I read from the Torah the same words that our

ancestors have read for over 2000 years, I feel that I can now truly say

“today I am an adult.”






MY ADULT BAT MITZVAH
By Marcy Hoffman

I was 17 years old when my little Brother became a Bar Mitzvah. It was a
beautiful service at Har Zion Temple in Wynnefield, one of the largest and most
respected conservative synagogues in the greater Philadelphia area. There was a Kiddush
luncheon to celebrate his accomplishment followed at night by a gorgeous dinner dance
attended by hundreds of my parent’s friends and family and a table or two of my
brother’s friends as well. I myself had attended Hebrew school since kindergarten,
continued on to Hebrew High School and was confirmed with more than 100 like-minded
young men and women when I turned 16. Ilearned to read Hebrew, recited the prayers
and studied about the history of our people and the State of Israel. As I watched my
Brother standing at the torah and being formally accepted into the Jewish community, it
never occurred to me that I was missing out on something. Boys became Bar Mitzvah,
girls did not — it was that simple.

By the time my oldest daughter turned 13, things had changed and I was
able to kvell as she stood on the Bima and became a Bat Mitzvah and again when my
other daughter and two sons celebrated their coming of age. But it took another
generation when finally at each of the Bar and Bat Mitzvahs of two granddaughters and
two grandsons I got to have an aliyah and proudly recited the blessing over the torah,
albeit still not alone but in tandem with several groups of loving grandparents.

I hadn’t felt that anything was missing in my own Jewish identity and
commitment, yet in recent years there lurked an unfulfilled desire to make it official the
way my children and grandchildren had done. And then one day last fall I saw that a new
adult B’nai Mitzvah class was being formed at the temple. It was one of those light bulb
moments. The timing was perfect and I was ready. I can do that, I thought, immediately
excited at the prospect of filling in the final piece in the puzzle of my Jewish heritage
which had remained incomplete all these years.

So here I am 16 months later humbled and thrilled at having been able to
stand on this pulpit with the beautiful silver yad in my hand and actually read from the
torah scrolls chanting the ancient words of our people and also leading part of the
Shabbat service in front of family, friends and fellow congregants.

It was a sense that the timing was right that caused me to take this
meaningful step, but as our weekly studies neared completion, I began to wonder what
had motivated my classmates to take this journey with me. When we first met a year and
a half ago we were basically strangers to each other, connected by our religious
affiliation, belonging to the same congregation and with the mutual desire to reach the
goal of becoming B’nai Mitzvah. Along the way we formed a community, although, I
came to realize, without knowing much about each other outside the classroom. So I
decided to conduct an informal survey and asked each member of our group to share
more about themselves to find out why they had decided to take this step and how the
experience has affected them. I was amazed and inspired by what I learned.





There were different reasons that this rite of passage had been delayed for
each of us. Fran explained that she was unable to have a Bat Mitzvah because of the
death of her father and grandfather when she was 10 years old. Andy was struggling with
dyslexia and, as a youngster, found English challenging enough and Hebrew
overwhelming. Naomi grew up in a small town in West Virginia where there was no
opportunity to pursue a Jewish education and Ilyse encountered blatant anti-Semitism as
the only Jew in her school causing her to play down her religion as much as possible.

Why now, I asked. It turns out that we each took the opportunity to
become a Bat or Bar Mitzvah for different reasons. In some cases, it was because of our
children; it gave Liz the chance to work along side her son who is also studying to
become a Bar Mitzvah. For Ruth it was to answer a challenge from her 13 year old when
he was preparing for his Bar Mitzvah three years ago. She chided him by saying that it
didn’t seem so hard and he responded by saying ‘Oh really, you wouldn’t know ... you
didn’t have to do it”

After becoming a widow two years ago, Sunny decided to take this
milestone off of the back burner and do something for herself. Corey wanted to develop
spiritually by giving thanks to God for overcoming the many health issues she has faced
over recent years. And for Valerie, a first generation American and the only child and
grandchild of a family who fled Europe in 1940 before the rest of their family perished,
this is a personal completion of herself and a way to honor her parents and grandparents
for what they were never able to have.

We all began our studies with various expectations. Elizabeth was hoping
to gain a better understanding of Judaism and the service itself and to feel more
comfortable with our religious practices. For Suzanne, after a childhood spent moving
around both here and abroad where she only understood the Jewish community as an
abstraction, it represented a way to learn more about her religion and to feel like she
belonged.

Learning Hebrew was one of the biggest challenges and greatest
accomplishments for most of the class. I may have had the advantage of learning the
language when I was younger, but reading the torah without vowels and with the ancient
chanting I have heard all my life were, for me, among the most difficult and most
rewarding experiences of this entire process. We all relished the opportunity to learn and
to deepen our connection with our faith, our Rabbi and our synagogue and as one, we
gained so much more than we had expected.

So, I asked in my final question — what does becoming a B’nai Mitzvah
now mean to you?

Ellen may have expressed it for all of us. She admits that she never really
felt that her religious experience was lacking and originally saw the Bat Mitzvah as just
another challenge to check off the list. But, she adds, I now understand how much I was





missing. Learning as an adult, she says brings a depth and perspective that is very
different from learning as a child. And quoting from another source “what stays with me
1s not how much I mastered but how much I missed, how vast, how intricate, and how
humbling this area is. If there is one sobering truth, it’s that each bit of knowledge one
gains only opens the door on another hundred bits of ignorance.” Suzanne shares that she
now understands that being Jewish is not a passive experience. It is a personal effort as
well, to stand up and be counted as an individual who struggles to understand meaning in
Torah, just as Jacob struggles with the angel and emerges as Israel in her torah portion.

For all of us the experience of learning together has expanded our
appreciation and knowledge of our religion and the sense of community that it brings.
The service, the torah, the teachings of our forefathers have all come to life and are now
part of us to share with future generations. And, no question, we expect this quest for
enlightenment to continue for the rest of our lives. With special thanks to our guide on
this exciting journey, Rabbi Straus, who made it all possible and to Cantor Portnoy,
Emily Eisen and Lynne Breslau whose assistance was invaluable.

They say that 70 is the new 50, but nowhere does it mention that it is also
the new 13. Coming 57 years later than it might have had things been different, I
celebrate this occasion, along with my classmates, with the same sense of
accomplishment I would have felt as a teenager, without the distraction of gifts and
parties but with maturity and a greater sense of appreciation that comes from the
understanding that we have finally personally fulfilled our covenant with God.

Yasher koach! May we go from strength to strength.





