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ISSUES IN JEWISH CONTEMPORARY
SOCIETY

BAT MITZVAH
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The Mishna in Avot records various life stages of ‘coming of age’. One of them is 13 for mitzvot i.e. the age at which a
boy become obligated to keep mitzvot min haTorah
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Rashi there explains that the age for liability in mitzvot is defined by the passuk as when a person becomes an ‘ish’. The

fixing of this as 13 is learned from the episode of Shimon and Levi in Shechem (Br. 34). Levi is described there as an
‘ish’ and is thirteen years old
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Another interpretation: a thirteen year old boy is liable in mitzvot because whoever has grown two pubic hairs is obligated by the
Torah in mitzvot as a ‘halacha leMoshe miSinai’ and Chazal estimated that two hairs appear at the age of 13. Therefore we enter
him into the mitzvot from that time on, on the assumption that he has grown two hairs, just as we find in the majority of children.
But in a case where we know with certainty that he has not yet grown two hairs. he does not have any obligation in mitzvot min
haTorah at 13 but only a rabbinic obligation to be educated

Rashi goes on to give another explanation - that the actual age for obligation in mitzvot was transmitted orally to Moshe
on Sinai as the age at which the child grows two pubic hairs. Chazal established this as 13 for boys on the basis of the
halachic principal of ‘rov’ - that we follow the majority. 1If, however, we know for a fact that the boy does not have the
hairs, he is not a ‘gadol’ in halacha and is not obligated in mitzvot min haTorah.
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The Rosh (Germany/Spain - 1250-1327) explains that the age of bar mitzvah is like all ‘shiurim’ e.g. kezayit which were
given on Sinai as part of the Oral Torah
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The Mishna elsewhere puts the age of majority for boys at 13 and for girls at 12
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When Hashem made the first woman the Torah uses the word ‘vayiven’ - literally that He built Chava out of Adam’s side
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The Gemara to the Mishna referred to in (5) above explains that Hashem made women with a higher level of ‘bina’ -
understanding - than men.
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The Ritva (Spain 14C) explains that this means that girls mature earlier than boys, hence their bat mitzvah at 12, but not
that women are more intelligent than men
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The Maharil (Germany 14C) confirms that the bat mitzvah age of 12 is also ‘halacha leMoshe miSinai’
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Rav Yosef said: Originally, | thought that if anyone could show me that the halacha was like Rabbi Yehudah - who says that a blind
person is exempt from mitzvot - | would make a festive meal for the Rabbis [to celebrate] because | would not then be obligated to
do mitzvot, yet | do them anyway! Now that | have heard the teaching of Rabbi Chanina - that one who is obligated in mitzvot and
does them is greater than one was does them even though exempt - on the contrary! If anyone can show me that the halacha is not
like Rabbi Yehudah | would make a festive meal for the Rabbis!!

Rav Yosef was blind and he knew that Rabbi Yehuda’s opinion was that a blind person is exempt from all mitzvot. He
was extremely pleased and wanted to make a celebration if this was indeed the halacha since he was therefore exempt
and yet he kept mitzvot anyway. He felt that this was a much higher level - to volunteer to do mitzvot. Then he learnt
that, in fact, the highest reward goes to the person who is obligated to keep mitzvot and also keeps them. Now he does
not want to be exempt and is prepared to make a celebration for anyone who can show him that he, as a blind man, is in
fact obligated in all mitzvot.
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Tosafot explain that the person who is commanded by G-d to do something has a greater yetzer hara to refuse and thus
gets a greater reward for overcoming that feeling
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As for the Bar Mitzvah meal which Ashkenazim make, it seems that there is no greater seudat mitzvah than this! We make a
celebration and give praise and thanks to G-d that the boy has merited to become a bar mitzvah - for the person who is obligated
and does mitzvot is greater [than the person who is not]. Also that the father has merited to raise him to this point and bring him
into the covenant of Torah. There is a direct proof to this from Rav Yosef ... Even though he was already obligated in mitzvot, the
mere fact that he was informed about this when he did not realise it previously lead him to make a celebration. All the more so for a
coming of age [when the boy actually becomes obligated], he should make a celebration.
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The Magen Avraham (Poland 17C) paskens that it is a mitzvah for the father to make a Bar Mitzvah seuda just like it is a
mitzvah to make a wedding meal. This mitzvah applies on the day that the boy turns 13. If the boy gives a derasha at the
meal, it is considered a seudat mitzvah, even if not on the actual birthday
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Accordingly, it appears that a girl too, who becomes 12 and is obligated in all mitzvot that women are obligated in, becomes a
person who [now] performs mitzvot as one who is commanded. It is therefore fitting to celebrate her entry into mitzvot with a meal
of thanks and joy and in such matters there is no distinction between boys and girls when they come of age. The Gaon Rav Yosef
Chayim writes to this effect in his book ‘Ben Ish Chai’ that even though there was no minhag to make a meal for a girl at bat
mitzvah, nevertheless she should dress in her Shabbat clothes and be happy on that day that she merited to come of age in mitzvot.
It appears from his words that if there were to be a minhag to make a celebration and a meal [for a girl] just as is made for a boy
when he reaches bar mitzvah, such a thing would be entirely proper and the meal would be considered a seudat mitzvah

Rav Ovadia Yosef rules that there is no reason in principle to make a distinction between genders for bar/bat mitzvah
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The correct approach in my view is that there is no noticeable practical difference between the girl now she is over bat mitzvah than
when she was a child. This is not the same as with a boy where [the difference] is very marked in that we now join him into anything
that needs minyan of 10 or 3. For a mere awareness [of difference with a girl] with no noticeable practical difference, we do not
make a meal or a celebration, even though for her personally there is great joy.

Rav Moshe Feinstein disagrees. Given that there is almost no outward change in the role of a girl pre- or post- bat
mitzvah (as opposed to a boy who now counts to a minyan) there is no reason to make a public celebration of a bat
mitzvah
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| Even if she gives a public dvar Torah, there is no particular merit in this since she is exempt from learning Torah
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When it comes to the issue of making a celebration for girls who are bat mitzvah, one must not under any circumstances make this
in a shul, even at night. A shul is not a place to hold an event which is not a mitzvah ... and the bat mitzvah ceremony is certainly a
non-mitzvah is and [in fact] mere nonsense without any halachic source to permit this in a shul.
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This is all the more true when the actual source is from the Reform and Conservative. If the father wishes to make a party at home
he may do so but there is no suggestion that this could be considered a seudat mitzvah; it is merely a birthday party. Indeed if | had
the power to do so | would also abolish the Bar Mitzvah for boys, which, as is well known, does not bring anyone closer to Torah and
mitzvot, not even the Bar Mitzvah boy and not even temporarily. On the contrary, in many places it simply leads to chilul Shabbat
and other issurim. Nevertheless, since there is already a fixed minhag [for bar mitzvah] which has a Torah source, it is difficult to
abolish. But we should not innovate this for girls without any Torah source at all; and even in the house it would certainly be better
to stop it, although there is no issur. But to do it in shul, even at night at a time other than davening, is prohibited.

Rav Moshe is clearly concerned that the motivation for Bat Mitzvah is coming from a negative place, with its roots in
Reform. He is also convinced that Bar and Bat mitzvah served no constructive religious purposes and even caused
serious aveira. Note that this teshuva was written in America in 1957
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It is forbidden to arrange gatherings of men and women, young and old, to celebrate a daughter’s reaching maturity ... because of
several Torah prohibitions. Certainly anyone who arranges such a gathering is imitating non-Jews and non-religious Jews, and the
Torah has warned us against following non-Jewish practices with 7 prohibitions and 2 positive mitzvot. ... All the more so when it
comes to introducing a new practice which we have never heard of before. We must not deviate from our fathers’ customs even
when no shadow of a transgression is involved and certainly not when grave prohibitions are involved - aspects of idolatry due to
[the mitzvah of] ‘not following their practices’ and of immorality. Surely, anyone who permits this is ‘rebellious elder’ and someone
who supports it is like one who ‘throws a stone to merculis’ - he should be cursed and excluded from the congregation of G-d!

9D NIN N PIN )Y 7Y
Rav Aharon Walkin (Pinsk early 20C) is totally opposed to bat mitzvah celebrations on a few grounds including (i) the
halachic issur of chukat hagoy and (ii) the policy issue of innovating new minhagim in Judaism
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There are those who argue against permitting bat mitzvah celebrations because they deviate from the practice of previous
generations who never did such things. But, in truth, this is not an argument, for in previous generations there was not a need to be
involved with the education of girls because every Jew was full of Torah and the fear of Heaven and the atmosphere of every Jewish
town was filled with the fragrance and spirit of Judaism. Girls who grew up in a Jewish home absorbed into themselves this spirit of
Judaism without any active steps, almost as if they took it in with their mother’s milk.

But now things have changed greatly. The influence of the street has uprooted any attachment to Judaism from the hearts of young
people. Girls are educated in non-Jewish or non-religious schools which make no effort to implant within the hearts of their students
a love of Torah and the holy practices of authentic Judaism. Now we must therefore focus our energies on girls’ education.

It pains the heart that in secular education, the study of languages, literature and the natural and social sciences are as
conscientiously taught to girls as to boys. But in religious education - the study of Tanach, the ethical teachings of Chazal and in
practical training in those mitzvot which women are obligated to carry out, we abandon them entirely. Fortunately, the leaders of
the Jewish people rose to deal with his major problem in the last generation and set up religious education institutions to teach
Torah and give support to Jewish girls. The establishment of the Beit Ya’acov school network is one of the greatest achievements of
our generation.

Clear logic and the principles of education virtually require equal celebration for a girl when she reaches the age of responsibility for
mitzvot. The difference which is made in the celebration for a boy and a girl upon attaining maturity makes a very hurtful
impression on the feelings of a maturing girl, who in all other area has attained equality.

But although | am inclined to permit the celebration of a bat mitzvah, nevertheless | agree with the view of Rav Moshe Feinstein that
the celebration should not be in a shul, even at night and even when there are no men there, but rather in a private house or the
shul hall. Also, the Rav should give a derasha in front of the girl enjoining her to keep from now on the mitzvot such as kashrut,
Shabbat and family purity, to raise and educate her children, to encourage and support her husband in learning Torah and keeping
mitzvot and to make sure to look to marry a man who is a talmid chacham and yorei shamayim. All of these issues constitute strong
reasons to permit the celebration of a bat mitzvah, even according to the halachic opinion of the Vilna Gaon, who is is very strict in
such matters.

In practice, the matter depends on the motivation and intentions of those people who wish to innovate new customs such as the bat
mitzvah celebration. Are their intentions leshem shamayim or, G-d forbid, just to imitate the non-orthodox

Indeed, | am not unaware that amongst those who are G-d fearing and prohibit the celebration of Bat Mitzvah are those who pay no
attention to logical considerations in questions of religious custom and do not even engage in halachic analysis, but rather judge
solely in accordance with the feelings of the heart. For the Jewish heart, which clings to the traditions of parents and teachers, is
against any change in religious custom.

Nevertheless, these people should not forget that the hearts of those who seek to permit this new custom of celebrating Bat Mitzvah
beat with concern to religious education of Jewish girls, who due to the circumstances of life in this generation, are in the greatest
need of spiritual and ethical support and encouragement when they arrive at the age of bat mitzvah.

The Sridei Aish - Rav Yechiel Weinberg (Lithuania/Switzerland: 1885-1966) takes an altogether different approach.
Whilst sharing the concerns of Rav Moshe not to innovate a new format of the shul service, essentially copying the
Reform movement, he focuses heavily on the need to involve girls in religious education and give them a sense that they
are also valued and important in the the system of Torah and mitzvot




