HILLEL B’NAI TORAH

Preparing for the Bar/Bat Mitzvah service and celebration

At Temple Hillel B’nai Torah, bar and bat mitzvah celebrations are an integral part of congregational life, recognized as central milestones of Jewish life. The entire community is invited to join in your simcha (joyous occasion), which takes place as part of a Shabbat morning service and is open to anyone. Our goal is to create a spiritual experience that you and your child will remember as a joyous milestone in his/her Jewish journey, while recognizing your child’s new role within, and responsibilities to, the wider community.
In our practice, bar and bat mitzvah is a process that begins more than one year prior to the actual date of the service. By attending Saturday morning services on a regular basis and participating in the Rabbi’s “Leaving the Garden” group, students become more familiar with our Shabbat practices and learn the meaning of this core ritual. We require families preparing for bar or bat mitzvah to be members in good standing. All students must be enrolled in a Jewish education program (in addition to private b’nai mitzvah tutoring) in order to have the privilege of celebrating a bar or bat mitzvah at HBT.
This guide provides important information about the entire bar and bat mitzvah event, including the Shabbat morning service and the celebrations surrounding it. Please read these instructions carefully and refer to them as you make your plans. The Rabbi will be happy to answer any questions you may have about the service and its rituals.
THE SERVICE

The Saturday morning Shabbat service, called Shacharit, begins with psalms and blessings, then moves into the heart of the service with the Shema and the Amidah, or standing prayer.  After that, the Torah service begins.  Most of the honors bestowed on family members and friends take place as the Torah readings begin, during the readings and after.  The entire service generally takes two and a half hours from start to finish.

Honors

Celebrating a bar or bat mitzvah is a special time for acknowledging important family members and friends in your family’s life and the life of your child. There are many opportunities for honors, suiting the different skills, interests and comfort level of your honorees. Please fill in names of those you wish to honor with parts in the service on the Honors form and return it to the rabbi 3 weeks prior to the event. The rabbi will meet with parents at that time to go over the honors sheet and discuss specifics of the service.
When you ask someone to take an honor, please consider their comfort level (e.g. reading Hebrew or lifting the Torah), as well as their sense of being honored. The rabbi may suggest additional ways to honor family and friends outside of the service. We can also provide instructions on how to perform these honors for the honorees so that they feel more comfortable with our practices. Everyone who comes up to the bimah is requested to wear a kippah (skull cap). This includes children.
Aliyah to the Torah (speaking honor)

An aliyah to the Torah consists of saying the blessings in Hebrew before and after a portion is read from the scroll. Individuals have a choice whether to recite the traditional Torah blessing or the Reconstructionist Torah blessing.  The gabbai (assistant) who stands by the reading table will have placards with each blessing in large type for honorees to read in Hebrew or transliteration. You can also get copies in advance.

Except for a non-Jewish parent of the student, only Jews receive the honor of a spoken aliyah, which is an expression of Jewish identification.  For these aliyot alone, we will need the complete Hebrew name of the honoree (including the honoree’s parents’  Hebrew names, if they have them).  You may give the names to the rabbi in transliteration. 
It is our custom to reserve two aliyot to the Torah for members of the congregation. Therefore, of the first six aliyot, four may go to family or friends, and two will be given to congregants. More than one individual may be called for an aliyah (an uncle and aunt, for example). Parents usually receive the seventh aliyah and the bar/bat mitzvah receives the additional, or maftir aliyah. 
Anyone who has an aliyah at the Torah is expected to wear tallit and kippah on the bimah. Please inform your honorees in advance to avoid any awkwardness.
Reading Torah

We also urge family and friends to read from the Torah, if they have experience. It is inspiring for parents to read Torah, even  for the first time, at a child’s bar or bat mitzvah. Please ask your volunteer Torah readers well in advance so they have time to prepare. Your child’s tutor can help assign the readings. The rabbi does not need Hebrew names for Torah readers.

Honors that do not require Hebrew

Other honors include carrying the Torah, lifting (hagba) and clothing the Torah (gelila), opening the ark, and reading a selection in English.  Non-Jews are welcome to open the ark or read an English reading. 

English reading

Every Shabbat service includes a musaf, or additional, reading after the Torah service. We invite you to choose a reading in advance. This is your opportunity to add something creative to our service. The theme should be a general theme related to prayer, such as nature, social action, or community. Imagine that temple members and visitors may be coming for a Shabbat experience as well as for your simcha. The rabbi can guide you to choose a poem or short reading from the siddur (prayerbook) or other sources and will need to approve the reading by one week before the service.  
Parent participation

This is your day to kvell (be proud). You will have a seat in the third row of the sanctuary, along with your family. Your child will be with you for the first part of the service, Shaharit, when the rabbi leads the service, with your child’s help. Sit back and enjoy!

Parents come up to the bimah for the seventh aliyah to the Torah. If one parent is not Jewish, he or she will be invited to stand for the aliyah without reciting the blessing, as a way of supporting the child while honoring their own religious path. (Jewish parents are expected to wear a kippah and tallit; non-Jews do not wear a tallit but should wear a kippah on the bimah.) 
Parents are encouraged to learn to read Torah, if they have enough knowledge of Hebrew. Older siblings are also encouraged to chant a small portion. Tutors often assist parents and other family members in learning the verses. Be sure to arrange for the reading with the rabbi and the tutor.
After the rabbi gives the bar/bat mitzvah a blessing, parents and siblings will be invited to the bimah. At this time, one or both parents may speak to the child. You may write your own blessing or read a poem or prayer. (Please consult the rabbi’s instructions on how to write a blessing). Other family members who wish to share a blessing should be asked to speak only at the reception
Sibling participation
Siblings are encouraged to take an important role, depending on their comfort level. Students in the gimel class (3rd grade) or above can learn to lead the Ashrei prayer; open the ark, or lead the hamotzi blessing before the meal. Siblings who have already become bar/bat mitzvah may have an aliyah, read Torah or take another ritual honor. The entire family will be invited to the bimah for the Shehecheyanu blessing, following the parental blessing to the child. 
Remember that siblings may need extra attention prior to the event, and special care from friends and relatives during the celebration.

Program Booklets

Some families choose to create a special memento of the bar/t mitzvah that contains useful information and creative readings. The rabbi has copies of some programs that have been used in the past. Booklets usually explain Reconstructionist Judaism, list the people who are being honored, and include the additional English reading you have chosen (if it’s not available in the prayerbook itself). You are responsible for printing a booklet should you create one. Please email a copy of your draft to the rabbi at least a week before you plan to print them, and bring them to the synagogue before Shabbat. 

Tallit and Kippot
The tallit (prayer shawl) is a symbol of taking on the obligations of adult Jewish life, the mitzvot. Every child is expected to have a tallit and kippah (head covering) for the service, and to continue to wear it at any morning service they attend after the bar or bat mitzvah. 

It can be a joy to take your son or daughter to select a tallit. Often family members give a tallit as a gift. Some families pass on a treasured grandparent’s tallit. You can find tallitot at KolBo or the Israel Book Shop in Brookline, or online. A new tallit may be found in a variety of price ranges. You may purchase a beautiful embroidered tallit bag that helps support Ethiopian Jews by going to www.NACOEJ.org
The temple has a supply of tallitot for anyone attending the service who does not have one. 

Although the temple keeps a supply of kippot (also known as yarmulkes), it is customary to provide kippot for your guests, often with the name and date of the ceremony imprinted inside.  There are many different kinds of kippot available locally and on-line, including some beautiful colored hand-crocheted kippot from Guatemala that support women in remote villages. See www.mayaworks.org
Flowers

The temple office orders a floral bouquet for the bimah. If you choose to provide additional flowers for the bimah or the social hall, please consult the office. All floral deliveries must arrive on Friday at a time when the office is open.

Greeters

Greeters create a welcoming atmosphere for your guests. Please choose two adults to serve as greeters. They can be parents from your bar/bat mitzvah group or friends from the temple.  Make sure to make the request well in advance of your service. As ambassadors of our temple, we ask greeters to arrive by 9:30 a.m. to help any guests who arrive early.
Greeters’ responsibilities include 

· handing out kippot and explaining that men are required and women are encouraged to wear them

· providing tallit for Jewish adults, and explaining that non-Jews need not wear them

· reminding people to turn off cell-phones or beepers and not to take photographs

· handing out your program book and the temple bulletin
· giving page numbers for where we are in the service as people arrive

· helping to find seats, and encouraging people to sit closer to the front

We have a page for greeters in the sanctuary explaining these responsibilities.

Student chaperones

We love having your child’s friends and classmates attend the service. It may be an exciting new experience for some. It may also be a much longer service than they are accustomed to. When you have invited a significant number of your child’s friends, please ask at least one adult to sit with or near the teenagers who come to the ceremony. This adult should remind the students to observe proper decorum (turn off cellphones, minimize talking, stand and face front when appropriate, or leave the sanctuary as necessary).  
Photography
No photographs may be taken and no videos recorded in the sanctuary on Shabbat. You may take some photographs outside the building or in the social hall after the service, as long as it is done in a discreet way that does not disturb people’s experience of Shabbat.
Tsedakah

As you consider the expenses for this event, please remember to express your gratitude through a gift of tsedakah. Our congregation partners with MAZON, a Jewish grant-making organization that feeds the hungry (see brochure).We ask every family to give 3% of the cost of food to MAZON.
Some families choose to make an additional gift to the synagogue in honor of the bar or bat mitzvah. This can take the form of a general donation or a specific project, such as new prayerbooks or humashim in honor of your child. It is also customary to make a donation to the Rabbi’s Discretionary Fund, in appreciate of the time devoted to each family and child. The rabbi does not accept any fees for life-cycle events for members. 

Rehearsal

The rabbi will go through the entire service with you and your child at a 90-minute rehearsal. Generally, the rehearsal takes place on the Friday before the ceremony. (If you cannot meet on Friday morning, the rabbi will find another time). 
Family members do not need to rehearse their honors, though Torah readers should arrange to practice with the Torah scroll prior to the service. Grandparents are welcome to observe.

You should bring everything your child will need, including the haftarah reading and blessings, d’var Torah, tallit and kippah, and any other ritual objects or writings.  Your child will go through everything that he or she will be doing on Shabbat. If you or others are planning to read Torah or lead a part of the service and would like to practice, that can also be included.  Consider this a “dress rehearsal.”
We recommend inviting a photographer (or videographer) to attend the rehearsal. Please inform the Rabbi if you choose to do so. This is a moment you will want to treasure.  The photographer may take candid photos of your child reading from the Torah and carrying the Torah. If you want to take formal photographs, plan to stay for an additional half hour beyond the hour and a half rehearsal. 

The morning of the bar or bat mitzvah

Plan to arrive at the temple by 9:30.  At 9:45, the rabbi will gather the immediate family privately to prepare spiritually for this special day. Before entering the sanctuary your child will put on the tallit for the first time. Parents and older siblings who are Jewish will be asked to put on a tallit as well. 
A bar or bat mitzvah service usually ends by 12:30 p.m. Time will fly as you watch your child in awe and joy.

THE KIDDUSH AND CELEBRATION

The Temple office will work closely with you to plan every aspect of the service and celebration at the temple. Please be sure to provide details, including the name of the caterer and your plans for the celebration, including music, room set-up. Please complete the necessary contract as early as possible.

Use of the Social Hall

Each family celebrates this joyous occasion in a fashion appropriate to their family and resources. Our congregation has a culture of modesty in celebration, recognizing the priority of the “mitzvah” over the “bar”. 

In the interest of integrating each bar or bat mitzvah into the temple community, our preference is for the reception to take place at the temple, and not at a private venue outside. The bar/bat mitzvah family is responsible for providing the luncheon, including set-up and clean-up.  
Your Kiddush luncheon will be open to anyone in the congregation, whether they are invited guests, temple members or visitors coming for a Shabbat service.  There are many models that families have used, including caterers, accommodators, or meals catered by friends and family. We recommend buffet style and open seating, so that everyone in the congregation feels welcome. 

If the temple cannot accommodate your family’s celebration, we expect the family to stay and host the kiddush in the social hall before leaving for a private gathering.

You are welcome to use the social hall for a dinner on Friday night or for an evening or Sunday afternoon celebration, in addition to the kiddush luncheon immediately following the service. Saturday night parties at the temple should be timed with the end of Shabbat. The office will determine availability and provide you with information about the rental fees for use of the social hall.
Caterers

The temple has a policy for kashrut that tries to nourish celebration and community-building through food, while honoring the religious traditions that have been entwined with Jewish identity since ancient times. Please review your plans with the office and the rabbi early on in order to work within the temple’s kashrut policy. Remember that a bar or bat mitzvah is a simcha and that includes affirming Jewish tradition and creating a welcoming and inclusive community.

Caterers should be kosher certified; check with the office for approved caterers. Some food may be prepared in the temple kitchen or brought from a kosher establishment (e.g. The Butcherie in Brookline). 

You can bring soft drinks and paper goods of your own. Please arrange with the office to have all food delivered before Shabbat at a time when the office is open. 

Music

Music enhances any celebration. You are welcome to have live or recorded music playing in the background in the social hall on Shabbat afternoon as long as it suits the mood of Shabbat. No deejays or rock bands will be permitted during Shabbat. Please review your music plans with the rabbi and with the office well in advance.

Video presentations

Slideshows and videos do not fit a Shabbat atmosphere and are best suited for the party. 

The temple owns a projector which can connect to most PCs, but does not work well with Apple hardware. Be sure to bring your computer on Friday so that the custodian can set it up and test it. Please discuss arrangements with the office.

Table set-up 

Please provide the office with a diagram of tables for serving and seating one week prior to the bar/t mitzvah. We have round tables that seat 8-10. With rectangular serving tables, the social hall fits up to fifteen round tables comfortably. You may place rectangular tables on the stage for children. 

Guest parking

Out of courtesy to our neighbors and concern for safety on Corey Street, please encourage your guests to park in our lot, rather than on the street. We have plenty of room behind the building to accommodate a crowd.

Financial obligations
The following Temple obligations represent the basic expectation for all temple families. The temple office will work with you to ensure that you have provided for:
Dues (you must be a member in good standing)

The bar/bat mitzvah fee includes the following services:
· Leaving the Garden program

· Administrative support

· Use of social hall

· Bimah flowers

· Candy

· Congregational gift

· Custodian

· Rabbi’s Discretionary Fund donation for individual meetings with the family
Please also remember personal thank yous to the temple staff for their efforts
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