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HALACHIC AND HASHKAFIC ISSUES IN
CONTEMPORARY SOCIETY

SERIES 2: 1 - BAT MITZVA AND THE DEVELOPMENT OF MINHAG
OU ISRAEL CENTER - FALL 2021

A] BAR MITZVA AGE
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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 gives two explanations. First, he explains that the age for liability in mitzvot is defined by the Torah as when a
person becomes an ‘ish/a’. ‘Ish’ is fixed at 13, as learned from the episode of Shimon and Levi in Shechem (Bereishit
Chap. 34). Levi is described there as an ‘ish’ and, at least according to Chazal, was thirteen years old.
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Rashi goes on to give a second 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 of cases where puberty is reached by 13. If, however, we know
that the boy has not reached puberty, he is not a ‘gadol’ in halacha and is not obligated in mitzvot min haTorah'.
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Another application of this halachic issue is the question of whether a bar-mitzva boy/bat mitzva girl is permitted to make
kiddush on Friday night for their family. Although any adult man or woman is permitted to make kiddush for others’,
since kiddush on Friday night is a Torah mitzva, we do not permit this until we are satisfied that the young person has
reached majority according to halacha.

1. Assuch, a bar mitzva boy is permitted to read from the Torah (a rabbinic mitzva) on a regular week but is not permitted to read from Parashat Zachor, which is a Torah obligation.

2. There is a complicating factor where the person making kiddush has already davened Ma’ariv but those listening have not. The poskim question whether someone who has davened
Ma’ariv on Friday night (saying the beracha ‘mekadesh haShabbat’) has also fulfilled the Torah obligation of kiddush, leaving only a rabbinic obligation. In this situation how can
they make kiddush for others (men or women) who still have a Torah obligation? There are a number of resolutions to this conundrum.
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The Rosh (Germany/Spain - 1250-1327) explains that the age of bar mitzva is like all ‘shiurim’ e.g. kezayit, which were
given on Sinai as part of the Oral Torah.

B] BAT MITZVA AGE

PYTY YIIRY Q"YN N PR OTIP ... PP PITI TN D 7V X Y. PIVP 7T - 'K DY MY NIWY DNY N1 .. 6.
{9 OWLPT - 5"wA) ..ITI DT PN .. NITI D DYDY NN

0 N1
The Mishna elsewhere puts the age of majority for boys at 13 and for girls at 12.
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When God made Chava the Torah uses the word ‘vayiven’ - that He ‘built’ Chava out of Adam’s side.

('35 PIINNE LIND - DIP B3 :H3DM) LOININD I NYNI NN NP N'APN YMIY THON YI¥7 N DIPIN 11 )32 8.

9 NN
Chazal interpret the word ‘vayiven’ to explain that women were created with a higher level of ‘bina’ - understanding -
than men. The Ritva (Spain 14C) explains that this means that girls mature mentally before boys, hence their bat mitzva
is at 12, but not necessarily that women are more intelligent than men.
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The Maharil (Germany 14C) understands that the bat mitzva age of 12 is also ‘halacha leMoshe miSinai’.

C] BAR MITZVA CELEBRATIONS

C1] HALACHIC FOUNDATIONS
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Rav Yosef was blind and he knew that Rabbi Yehuda’s opinion was that a blind person is exempt from all mitzvot. He
originally wished to make a celebration if this was indeed the halacha since he was therefore exempt, and yet he kept
mitzvot anyway. He felt that to volunteer in mitzvot was a higher achievement. 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 did not want to be exempt and
was prepared to make a celebration for anyone who can show him that he, as a blind man, was obligated in all mitzvot.
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R. Shiomo Luria (16 C Poland) describes the Bar Mitzva celebration as an Ashkenazi custom and understands it to be a
kal vechomer from the story of Rav Yosef. He was prepared to be make a simcha upon being able prove that he had

always been obligated in mitzva. All the more so, we should celebrate the actual COMING of age to mitzvot!
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The Magen Avraham (Poland 17C) rules that it is a mitzva for the father to make a Bar Mitzva seuda just as it is a mitzva
to make a wedding meal’. This mitzva applies on the day that the boy turns 13. If the boy gives a derasha at the meal, it
is considered a seudat mitzva, even if not on the actual birthday.

C2] SOCIETAL BACKGROUND

« Although the concept of Bar Mitzva as the age of maturity is ancient, its celebration in the way we understand it today is more recent.
* In principle, a boy under 13 is permitted to read from the Torah in public, although the contemporary practice in most communities
is not to permit this.

* Similarly, a boy under the age of 13 is, according to some views, permitted to wear tefillin provide he can treat them properly.
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The Shulchan Aruch rules, following the Rambam’, that the age of chinuch for tefillin is once the boy can treat the tefillin

properly, without giving an age. The Rema rules that Ashkenazi practice was that a boy may not wear tefillin before he is
13.

* The Ashkenazi practice is to either to begin chinuch for tefillin a few months before the 13th birthday, or on the birthday itself.

« The Sefardi practice in many places is to start much earlier’.

* As such, previously in Jewish history in many communities the age of 13 did not specifically mark the start if a boy wearing tefillin or
leining, and was not celebrated through these practices.

* Later, in the Middle Ages, when minors were generally not permitted to perform these mitzvot, it make sense to celebrate their first
public observance. 14th century sources mention a boy being called up to the Torah for the first time on the Shabbat following his 13th
birthday. By the 17th century, boys were also reading Torah and delivering derashot at a afternoon seudat mitzva.

D] BAT MITZVA CELEBRATIONS
D1] ORIGINS AND HISTORY

 The expression M8 N2 occurs once in the Talmud® but not in connection with the coming of age of a woman, but simply the
question of whether a woman was obligated in a specific mitzva.

« Certainly, the public celebration of Bat Mitzva was unheard of until modern times.

* Many people assume that the first bat mitzvah ceremony was the 1922 celebration of Judith Kaplan, daughter of Reconstructionist
movement founder R. Mordechai Kaplan. Nevertheless, there is evidence of earlier synagogue celebrations in Italy, France and Poland.
¢ In the early 19th Century?, the innovation of confirmation ceremonies in Protestant Germany gave rise to parallel services in liberal
and Reform communities8. These included girls® from as early as 1810 and were often conducted for an entire class on Shavuot.
Although some communities stuck to age 12 for girls and 13 for boy, most equalized the age of confirmation at around 15 or 16.

* The term ‘bat mitzva’ first appears in remarks by the Leipzig rabbi and scholar Adolf Jellinek® in 1847, with reference to the
confirmation ceremony. It did not, however, catch on, and even into the 20th century use of of the term was often critical and even
scornful'y,

3. Interestingly, the modern custom in Israel is to call the Bar Mitzva boy a ‘chatan’.

Hilchot Tefillin 4:13.

5. See Yabia Omer 0.C. 6:3, Yechave Daat 2:4, Yalkut Yosef Dinei Chinuch Katan pg. 40 and footnote on pg. 44 where he writes that one should not allow a child to begin at the age of
9-10 because it is unlikely he will be able to treat them properly by keeping his body clean. Rav Mordechai Lebhar (Magen Avot, Orach Chaim 37:3) notes that there was a range of
customs in Morocco regarding how early to start, most following the Shulchan Aruch. See also https://thehalacha.com/wp-content/uploads/Vol13lssue2.pdf

6. Bava Kama 16a.

7. For a detailed historical background see 7he Conceptual and Anthropological History of Bat Mitzvah - Two Lexical Paths and Two Jewish Identities, Hizky Shoham (Bar llan
University), Contributions to the History of Concepts Volume 13, Issue 2, Winter 2018: 100-122.

8. In Germany these were known as Einsegnung, literally ‘consecration’ or ‘benediction’ (also the standard term for the Protestant confirmation ceremony), or Jugendweifie, meaning
‘consecration of the youth’. In Italy, the ceremony was generally referred as maggiorita religiosa (religious majority). A Hebrew-language newspaper in Eastern Europe referred to
such a ceremony in Rome as a konfirmatsiyon. In Tunis, it was called in Hebrew ‘chag chinuch habanot’ and, in French /nitiation.

9. Infact, the ceremonies were more popular with girls since boys had the official alternative of Bar Mitzva.

10. One of Jellinek’s sons became an automobile manufacturer who’s daughter, Mercedes, inspired the Mercedes brand, which later merged with Benz.

11. The confirmation ceremony was heavily criticized as ‘non-Jewish’ in Haskala journals such as Hamitzpe and Hatzefira and the expression 'bat mitzva’ or even ‘brat mitzva’ (the
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* Bythe 1920s, individual ceremonies for girls - a kind of hybrid confirmation and bar mitzva - were being held in Berlin and Rome!2,

* The Conservative Movement in America adopted the bat mitzva ceremony for individual girls in the mid 1920s. Girls usually read
from a printed Chumash and not a Torah.

* In the 1950s, the bat mitzva ceremony began to spread to Reform and some Orthodox communities.

* In the 1950s, the expression became used in Israel in connection with the party or the birthday, without any religious initiation.
1960 was widely referred to as the bat mitzva year of the State of Israel.t3

D2] 20TH CENTURY HALACHIC POSITIONS
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Rav Aharon Walkin" (in a 1932 teshuva) 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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Rav Moshe Feinstein (in a 1957 teshuva) differentiates between the significant change in public role of a Bar Mitzva boy
(who can now daven from the amud and make a minyan/zimun) and the much less significant change for a young woman.
On that basis, even though her coming of age in mitzvot is a cause for simcha, R. Feinstein does not consider it to be a
cause for public celebration or classify it as a seudat mitzva.
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Even if the girl gives a Torah derasha, it will not be a seudat mitzva, since she is not obligated in the mitzva of talmud
Torah in the same way as a man”.
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Aramaic equivalent) were used pejoratively. Orthodox writers also viewed the ceremony as a Reform one and usually used the term ‘bat mitzva’ in scare quotes.

12. In 1922, after his daughter's ceremony which was described at the time as a ‘bat mitzva’, Mordechai Kaplan visited the Rome synagogue. In his diary, he described the Italian
Jewish initiation ceremony as follows: 7hey call it entering minyan at the age of twelve. The ceremony consists of having the father called up to the Torah on the Sabbath that the girl
becomes bas mitzvah. She accompanies him to the bima and when he is through with the part, she recites the benediction of sheheheyanu. Before Musaph, the Rabbi addresses
her on the significance of her entering minyan.

13. Nevertheless, the expression did not appear in the 1955 or 1966 editions of the Even-Shoshan dictionary. It first appears in the 1969 edition.

14. R. Aharon Walkin Hy'd was born in Lithuania in 1864. He studied in the Volozhin Yeshiva, as a student of the Netziv and later learned in the ‘kolel Perushim’ under Rav Yitzchak
Elchanan Spektor. He went on to serve as rabbi in several different cities and villages in Lithuania, Russia and Poland, until he finally became the rabbi of the Pinsk-Karlin
community. He was murdered in the Holocaust. His grandson, R. Chaim Walkin, serves as Mashgiach of Yeshivat Ateret Yisrael in Bayit Vegan.

15. Women's obligation in the mitzva of talmud Torah is a complex topic which goes beyond the scope of this shiur. A woman IS obligation in some aspects of Torah study, but not all.
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When it comes to the issue of making a celebration for girls who are bat mitzva, 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 mitzva ... and the bat mitzva ceremony is certainly a non-mitzva is and [in
fact] mere nonsense without any halachic source to permit this in a shul. 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
mitzva; it is merely a birthday party. Indeed if | had the power to do so | would also abolish the Bar Mitzva for boys, which, as is well known,
does not bring anyone closer to Torah and mitzvot, not even the Bar Mitzva 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. Butto do itin shul, even at night at a time other than davening, is prohibited.

TOYYI N N2 NN NYRNY MINNHN 932 NIPNNDY, TR DM MY NIYY DNV 1Y INDNY NIYID DY IR 1T 290 18.
P2 972N I PR NN NPNANNKY 1D ,INNBYI IRTIN NTIVOL M¥NY NNDNID AR NND NN, MIXD NN DIV INNN
Y9 DY GRY (> mx ARG IwA) ON YOX 12 19D D220 OMN GO 729 PRIN NI 7112 KXY .MNND 2PND DYINA ,NIYID W
Sy DPN IMNXA NNNY MNM NIV YTHA YIAONY NXI OIPN DN ,MNNY NDIDN DM NI NTIVO MUYD NN NOV
NN T2 WD DOVIYY NI NTIVDY NDON ND MVWYD DNMI DORY PIATH DRI DY M¥NN DIY0 01N NN
NN NTIVOD 2WNN )N NN 2T ,MNND w)IN2

NN N7 0 PO 2 PON NYT NN N
R. Ovadia Yosef'® rules that a Bat Mitzva celebration IS a seuda mitzva since there is no logical difference between the
coming of age of a young women or young man. Even though the custom in previous generations was not for Sefardi
communities to celebrate Bat Mitzva by making a seuda, since it was marked in other ways, this justifies the celebration
in our times in a contemporary manner'’.
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16. R. Yosef refers to R. Feinstein’s psak and his teshuva probably therefore dates from the late 1950s or 60s.
17. Critically, he does not understand the previous absence of a Bat Mitzva seuda as a minhag NOT to make a seuda.
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There are those who argue against permitting bat mitzva 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 mitzva, 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 learmning 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 mitzva, 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 Mitzva 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 Mitzva beat with concemn
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.
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