
Bar Mitzvah 

 
The phrase “bar mitzvah” is, in fact, the answer to a question. This question is: 
How old are you? (I learned this from the late Rabbi Samuel Klein, his memory 
for a blessing, of Congregation Ner Tamid.) 
 
It is only in English that we can ask “How old are you?” In most other languages, 
one actually asks “How many years are you?: or “How many years do you 
have?” The answer is “I have so-many years.” So, too, is it in Hebrew. And 
Aramaic. 
 
Bar is the Aramaic word for the Hebrew ben and means “child of.” So, a ten year 
old would say “I am a child of ten (years).” Mitzvah means “holy deed,” a 
“commandment.” A mitzvah is fulfilling a commandment. 
 
So “bar mitzvah” means “of the age of doing the right thing” or “of the age to be 
responsible for performing good deeds.” 
 
It follows that bar mitzvah is not something one does nor is it a ceremony. It is 
something that happens to you; you simply reach the age at which you are 
expected to be able to tell right from wrong, good from bad and do what is right. 
So, a child becomes bar mitzvah simply by becoming 13 (for a boy,12 and a half 
for a girl child). In other words, a person becomes a b’nai mitzvah just by waking 
up on the appropriate morning (it is unclear, however, whether this is the morning 
for the appropriate birthday or the next morning). 
 
Thus, even if this coming of age were never formally recognized in any way, 
children old enough would still be b’nai mitzvah and, in general, fully entitled to 
participate in the religious life of the community. 
 
As with all responsibilities, this responsibility carries its privileges. A bar or bat 
mitzvah may be counted for a minyan (the quorum necessary for a public prayer 
service), may be honored by being called to the Torah, may lead services and, in 
general, fully partake of the community. 
 
It is only the last few hundred years that the bar mitzvah ceremony has been 
practiced. On the first Sabbath on which a new adult is eligible for being called to 
the Torah, s/he is. It has also become traditional for the new bar or bat mitzvah to 
demonstrate their accomplishment by chanting the Haf’tarah and sharing words 
of Torah (give a sermon). 
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