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Re-orienting “Covenant” ceremony 
We have created a society that is primarily connected to communal Judaism for a Bar/Bat Mitzvah ceremony 
(although most Jews can’t articulate why that is so important).  

In her article, Indicators of Jewish Identity: Developing a Conceptual Framework for Understanding 
American Jewry, Bethamie Horowitz states, “the fact that a person is born into and raised as a member of a 
particular ethnic group does not guarantee that this group membership will become an important part of a 
person’s identity”(Horowitz, 20). In this article, she quotes Jean Phinney, “individuals progress from an early 
state in which one’s ethnicity is taken for granted, on the bases of attitudes and opinions of others or of 
society; through a period of exploration into the meaning and implications of one’s group membership; to an 
achieve ethnic identity that reflects a secure, confident sense of oneself as a member of a group. Furthermore, 
an achieved ethnic identity is not necessarily a static end point of development; individuals are likely to re-
experience earlier developmental stages,” (Phinney, 1996, 923). Horowitz summarizes that “the opportunity to 
consciously explore how one feels about being a group member … is posited to be an essential element in the 
process of ethnic identity formation,”(Horowitz, 21). 
 
In line with Horowitz’s writing, we often take for granted that a person who is born Jewish will identify with 
Judaism and erroneously, standard teaching methods often reflect this assumption. We bring a child to b’nei 
mitzvah with the assumption that s/he accepts Judaism because of fate. Even Pirkei Avot 2:17 addresses this 
issue: “Rabbi Yosi said: … Prepare yourself for the study of the Torah, for the knowledge of it is not 
yours by inheritance.” According to the Shulchan Aruch, we are required to ask converted children prior to 
b’nei mitzvah if they want to reject their conversion. (Extraneous note, 12/15/10: see text sources below.) 
Why don’t we offer this choice to children born to Judaism? In essence moving them from a Brit of Fate into a 
Brit of Faith.   

From my experience, teens often feel that adults don’t listen to them or value their opinion and therefore are 
turned off by traditional education offerings that are put on them. Perhaps by asking all Jewish teens to choose 
their Judaism, we would be more effective not only in solidifying the ownership of a teen’s Judaism, but in 
creating open dialogue with teens and concretizing their sense of self. Horowitz states, “…like all identities, is 
fundamentally about the individual’s perception of self,” (Horowitz, 18). According to Sherry Israel in her 
essay, American Jewish Public Activity – Identity, Demography, and the Institutional Challenge, “In today's 
Jewish world, the new rhetoric of ‘we are all Jews by choice’ sums up these developments… the alternative to 
traditional religion in contemporary American life is [not] secularism … it is privatization.” At what point in 
traditional Jewish education offerings do we encourage a young person to self-select and articulate his/her own 
Jewish identity?   

I postulate that our young people are not ready to do this at 12 and 13.  We must teach people that a person 
becomes bar/bat mitzvah at this age regardless of a public ceremony.  We need to educate our communities 
that the bar/bat mitzvah ceremony is a relatively new ritual and not required by Jewish law. Then, we need to 
create a new covenantal ritual geared for emerging adults as they transition into college, in which they actively 
choose Judaism. 

In his exploration of what ties people to community, Sergiovanni explains that people feel “connected for 
reason of commitment rather than compliance,” (Sergiovanni, 58).  In the 21st Century, bar/bat mitzvah has 
become a ceremony of compliance rather than a ceremony of commitment.  

We need to create opportunities that nurture people’s passions and develop entry points that get people 
entrenched in community. We need to make a shift to a “brit of faith” from a “brit of fate” in where all Jews 
are actively “choosing Judaism” and expressing their identity in attitudes, skills, behaviors and knowledge.



 

Additional supporting texts retrieved from http://rabbikaganoff.com/archives/394 

ADULT	  CONVERSION	  

….Through	  the	  geirus	  procedure,	  he	  creates	  an	  obligation	  upon	  himself	  to	  observe	  mitzvos	  (Birchas	  Shmuel,	  
Kiddushin	  #15).	  

CHILD	  CONVERSION	  

Until	  now	  we	  discussed	  the	  conversion	  of	  adults.	  A	  child	  can	  also	  be	  converted	  to	  Judaism	  (Gemara	  Kesubos	  11a).	  
….	  The	  conversion	  of	  a	  child	  involves	  an	  interesting	  question.	  As	  we	  explained	  above,	  the	  convert’s	  acceptance	  of	  
the	  mitzvos	  is	  the	  main	  factor	  that	  makes	  him	  into	  a	  Jew.	  However,	  since	  a	  child	  is	  too	  young	  to	  assume	  legal	  
obligations	  and	  responsibilities,	  how	  can	  his	  conversion	  be	  valid	  when	  it	  is	  without	  a	  legal	  accepting	  of	  mitzvos?	  

The	  answer	  is	  that	  we	  know	  that	  children	  can	  be	  converted	  from	  the	  historical	  precedent	  of	  Sinai	  where	  the	  
Jewish	  people	  accepted	  the	  Torah	  and	  mitzvos.	  Among	  them	  were	  thousands	  of	  children	  who	  also	  joined	  the	  
covenant	  and	  became	  part	  of	  klal	  Yisrael.	  When	  these	  children	  became	  adults,	  they	  became	  responsible	  to	  keep	  
mitzvos	  (Tosafos	  Sanhedrin	  68b)….	  

CAN	  THE	  CHILD	  REJECT	  THIS	  DECISION?	  

Yes.	  If	  the	  child	  convert	  decides	  on	  reaching	  maturity	  that	  he	  does	  not	  want	  to	  be	  Jewish,	  he	  invalidates	  his	  
conversion	  and	  reverts	  to	  being	  a	  gentile.	  The	  age	  at	  which	  a	  child	  can	  make	  this	  decision	  is	  when	  he	  or	  she	  
becomes	  obligated	  to	  observe	  mitzvos,	  twelve	  for	  a	  girl	  and	  thirteen	  for	  a	  boy	  (Shu”t	  Igros	  Moshe,	  Yoreh	  Deah	  
1:162)	  

Additional supporting text retrieved from http://en.wikisource.org/wiki/Shulchan_Aruch/Yoreh_Deah/268	  

Shulchan	  Aruch/Yoreh	  Deah/268,	  Seif	  7:	  Either	  a	  minor	  whose	  father	  converted	  him	  or	  he	  was	  converted	  by	  a	  bet	  
din,	  he	  may	  reject	  the	  conversion	  when	  he	  matures	  and	  his	  legal	  status	  is	  not	  like	  a	  yisrael	  mumar	  (a	  Jew	  who	  
converts	  out	  of	  Judaism).	  

 
 
ASSIGNMENT:	  	  
	  
Using	  S.I.T.	  Methodologies	  ….	  Without	  knowing	  it,	  I	  used	  multiplicity	  with	  the	  Bar	  and	  Bat	  Mitzvah	  Ceremony	  (at	  
ages	  12/13)	  by	  using	  age	  as	  the	  variable.	  	  (Or	  used	  subtraction	  and	  eliminated	  it!)	  	  	  	  
Thinking	  of	  the	  components	  of	  the	  ritual,	  pick	  one	  to	  develop	  into	  a	  new	  idea	  as	  a	  new	  ritual.	  


