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DEDICATION

In honor of all the Bar/Bat Mitzvah students with whom I worked to produce all these Bar/Bat Mitzvah speeches.  Some of these speeches were almost wholly my effort with the Bar/Bat Mitzvah contributing very little.  Others were almost 100% the efforts of the Bar/Bat Mitzvah.  Some even included the ideas of concerned mothers and fathers who rewrote the speeches — that their youngsters had written with me.  These parents not only participated fully in the preparations for the Bar/Bat Mitzvah of their children but also learned with them.  This made the Bar/Bat Mitzvah much more meaningful to them.  In writing these speeches I allowed the youngsters free rein and unless their ideas contradicted absolutely Judaism’s traditional beliefs and practices, I let them say what they thought and felt.  This book is as much theirs as it is mine.

I hope that the experience of writing these speeches stood them in good stead even after their Bar/Bat Mitzvah because it allowed them to glimpse part of Judaism’s rich intellectual tradition and it allowed them to appreciate their religion even more.  I know that many of them have gone on to become rabbis, teachers, and leaders in their congregations.  As the Talmud says, “You learn a lot from your teachers, more from your peers, and most from your students.” This book I dedicate to all my Bar/Bat Mitzvah students.
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BECHUKOSAI

Rabbi, Parents, Grandmothers, Relatives, and Friends:

Tomorrow in the Synagogue, we will finish reading the third Book of the Bible, the Book of Leviticus.  This Book of the Torah describes the ancient worship system that the Jewish people performed in the Temple.  It tells us how we can get close to G‑d and draw inspiration from Him.  In my Bas Mitzvah portion, Bechukosai, which ends the Book of Leviticus, we learn how, if we violate G‑d’s laws, terrible punishments will befall us.  I understand the first part of Leviticus, even though it deals with‑sacrifices and things like that, better than I do the concluding portion.  I can understand the importance of communicating with G‑d and the importance of feeling G‑d’s love and mercy.  But what is all this about a terrible punishing G‑d? If G‑d is supposed to be so kind, good, and loving, how can He be so cruel as to permit all the terrible things that are mentioned in my Bas Mitzvah Sedra? How could He permit the trees not to yield fruit, cities to be completely destroyed, and people sold into slavery? Perhaps the answer to this question also lies in my Bas Mitzvah portion.  For in the Bechukosai, we soon learn that if we follow G‑d’s commandments, all good things will happen to us.  G‑d promises that if we repent and change our ways, He will remember His covenant with Jacob, Isaac, and Abraham, and he will not reject or destroy us.  When G‑d said, “I will do unto you as you do unto Me”, He was talking not only about what would happen if we violated the Commandments, but also if we followed them.
What G‑d seems to be saying to us in this portion of the Torah is that it is up to us.  Psalm 115 says, “The heaven is the Lord’; heaven, but the earth He has given to mankind”.  In other words, G‑d created us; He gave us our own minds and our own will.  We are free to make our own mistakes and to learn from them.  It is our choice whether to follow the Commandments or not.
But then, why, if you follow the laws and Commandments of G‑d, do some people not get the fruitful results of G‑d’s promises? “The righteous shall prosper and the wicked will suffer.” Suppose a man works hard all day, keeps the Sabbath every week, and goes to Shul Saturday morning and obeys the Commandments of G‑d, and is one of the righteous, but is poor.  By poor I mean that he does not have enough food for his family, shelter over their heads and clothing.  The answer, I think, is that a righteous man believes in G‑d and has faith in Him.  G‑d is the inner force which holds him together.  G‑d knows what is best and if this is the way G‑d wishes him to live, he will do so.  But if G‑d believes in this man, he will believe in himself.  From this belief in himself, this man acquires strength and courage to face the problems of life.  I feel that this is very important, because without.  this, a man becomes bitter and when you are bitter you cannot overcome your problems.  At the same time, the punishment of the man who does not obey the Commandments is also within himself; his guilty conscience, his tormented soul.
The Torah portion ends by telling us how, if a person made a vow to give his value or the value of someone else to charity, that he is to redeem this vow by giving a set sum: so much for a minor, so much for an adult, etc. It is interesting to note that the amount does not depend upon whether a person is smart, rich, black, white, learned, or ignorant.  Everyone’s value is the same.  This is to teach us that, if we are to avoid the punishment of G‑d, we must learn to treat each other equally and fairly.
I will try to remember the lessons of my Bas Mitzvah Sedra and to be worthy of the gifts of life and freedom that G‑d has given me.  I will try to remember and obey the Commandments and to have faith in myself that I can make the right choices when I am faced with life’s problems.  I will try to develop the self‑reliance and strength that G‑d expects of the Children of Israel if they are to receive His blessings and achieve the happiness that comes from leading a good life.
I want to thank the Rabbi for preparing me for my Bas Mitzvah and my parents who have given me so much love and devotion through the year.

BAMIDBAR

When I was six weeks old, my great‑grandmother held me in her arms.  This was the first and last time we were to meet.  Her children, her grandchildren, and her great‑grandchildren share many memories and tell many pleasant stories about her.
On one sunny afternoon, in Atlantic City, she made a record in one of those boardwalk arcades.  The song that she chose to sing was an old Yiddish tune, perhaps learned from her mother, who brought her here from Russia.  It was called Truv dus pekkilla, Carry the Burden.  And in this case the burden is the responsibility of being a Jew.  I’d like to think that she somehow knew, even then, that her song, her important message, would be heard and understood by yet an unborn generation.
I am her first great‑grandchild, from her first grandchild, and so I feel I have the greatest responsibility to Truv dus pekkilla, to carry the burden of being a Jew.  Fortunately, my parents have given me the best of Jewish education, both at home and at school.  And now that I am a Bat Mitzvah, I face the world equipped with the finest of tools, my education and my love of being Jewish.
This coming Shabbos is the Shabbos when we received the most important gift from G‑d.  The gift that separates the Children of Israel from all other people.  This Shabbos is the holiday of Shavuot — the holiday in which we, the Jewish people, received the Torah from Hashem.
The Torah contains the way we are to live a good and compassionate life to the fullest extent.  I am very thankful for being given the opportunity of learning and understanding the Torah, and being proud of it.  The Torah is my conscience, and I am determined to obey it all the days of my life.
Yesterday’s “parsha”, or chapter in the Torah was Bamidbar, the chapter dealing with the forty year journey of the Children of Israel across the desert where they were put through the test of Truv dus pekkilla — carrying the burden of being Jewish.  They kept their “emunah”, their faith all during the forty years of wandering through the desert.  They were suddenly a newborn nation ready to receive the Torah and to enter the Holy Land with Hashem as their conscience.  So, too, we all are put through the test of learning and growing in understanding the Torah.  And I am like the newborn nation as I enter young womanhood, being a Bat Mitzvah, eager to receive the Torah as a gift from G‑d, and to pass it down to my own family from my generation to the next generation — to lead them B’derech Hashem, in the path of Hashem.  I am proud to be a Jew, and G‑d willing, I will be worthy of this great trust and I will set a good example for my brothers and sister, and for my own family of the future.  I am part of a wonderful family and a student at a wonderful school, and I thank all of them for their guidance, inspiration, and love.  I thank you all for being with me on this happy occasion.  I am especially happy to have here with me my parents and my grandmothers and grandfather.  I am also grateful that many of my relatives were able to come from Philadelphia to be with me today so that I could be with all of my family and friends on my Bat Mitzvah.
I wish to thank all my teachers at the South Texas Hebrew Academy who have helped me to become a knowledgeable and dedicated Jew, to Mrs.  Nussbaum and Rabbi Spatz, our principals, and to all of those people who made my education at the Academy possible.
I also wish to thank Cantor Dean and Rabbi Radinsky for assisting me with my Bat Mitzvah and making it such a memorable event.
Thank you all for your guidance, inspiration, and love, but most of all, thank you for helping me to continue to sing great‑grandmother’s song.
Rabbi, Parents, Relatives & Friends:

Shalom! My Torah portion is Naso.  The word Naso in Hebrew has many meanings.  It can mean “to lift and carry”, “to forgive”, or “to marry”.  In this Torah portion Naso we read how the Levites were to carry the Tabernacle, how certain disputes between husband and wife were to be settled, how the Nazarite was to carry out his vows of abstinence from wine and of letting his hair grow long, how the princes of Israel lifted up from their possessions and offered gifts to the Mishkan, or Tabernacle, and how G‑d has commanded the priests to lift up their hands and bless the people.  In my Haphtorah, which is from Shofteem, or the Book of Judges, we learn how the birth of Shimshon, or Samson, was foretold to his mother and father, and how they were commanded to raise him as a Nazarite, one who did not cut his hair or drink wine.
In my Torah portion the special blessing which G‑d gave the Kohaneem, or priests, to bless the people comes immediately after the Torah has told us all the rules of the Nazarite.  The rules of the Nazarite state that a person, if he so wished, could take upon himself an obligation, a vow, not to drink wine or to cut his hair for a certain period of time.  After this time had passed he then was to cut his hair and to offer four sacrifices to G‑d, one of them a sin offering at the Tabernacle, or temple, and then he was to resume his normal life.  What is the connection between the priestly blessing and the Nazarite? What’s more, why was Samson’s mother commanded to make Samson a Nazarite from birth? Why, too, did the Nazarite have to bring a sin offering when his Nazariteship was up? Perhaps the answers to these questions lie in how the priestly blessing was to be delivered and in Samson’s career.  The Torah opens the section on the priestly blessing by saying: “Speak to Aaron and to his sons saying, ‘This way you will bless the sons of Israel.  Say to them, “May the Lord bless and keep you.  May the Lord shine His face upon you and be gracious unto you.  May the Lord lift up His face unto you and give you peace.”’”  The rabbis explain that the priests had certain definite rules to follow before they could bless the people.  That’s why the Torah says, “So you shall bless.” The priests had to bless the people while standing with their hand outstretched being perfectly sober and in Hebrew.  They had to always remember that they were putting G‑d’s blessing on the people.  “And they shall put my name on the sons of Israel, and I will bless them.”
At first glance, it seems that the priests and Nazarites were doing the same thing, that they were both satisfying G‑d and blessing the people, but this, the Torah tells us, is not always true.  That’s why the Nazarite had to bring a sin offering.  The Nazarite was one who set himself apart from the rest of the people and denied himself certain things because of personal reasons.  Unfortunately, in many instances because the Nazarite denied himself certain things, he thought that he was different or better than others, and, therefore, many times allowed himself to do many things which ordinary people could and should never allow themselves to do.  Samson thought that he was special because he was a Nazarite and because of his great strength.  He, though, fooled himself.  He had special abilities but he really wasn’t better than anyone else.  When he permitted himself to do things ordinary people should not do, he quickly got into the same trouble that ordinary people do when they do things they should not do.
He was no better.  Unfortunately, there are many people today who, because they have a good education, wealth, or a good social position, think that they can do things that ordinary people can’t do and nothing will happen to them.  They will run into the same problems that everyone else does just like Samson did.  That’s why I believe we learn about the Nazarite and his rules right before the priestly blessing.  We all need these blessings, and we will never achieve them if we think that we’re special and bad things won’t happen to us if we violate basic moral and religious laws.  The priests, themselves, who pronounced the blessings were never to feel that they were special.  It was not their blessing they were giving but G‑d’s.  They were at all times to realize that they were bound by the same rules as all the rest of us.  They were to go about their tasks realistically and soberly and not to be filled with exaggerated feelings of importance.  Their hands were always to be outstretched to the people.  They were always to acknowledge that they were one with the people and not above them.  They shared a common heritage with the people, as expressed by the Hebrew language, and were as much in need of its guidance as the people they blessed.  They were never to feel that they were superior to anyone.  They were not to make Samson’s and some other Nazarites’ mistake.
I hope and pray that as I grow up I will always remember the lessons of my Bar Mitzvah and never feel that I am special, that I can violate basic moral and religious laws and nothing will happen to me.  I hope that I will always be a person whose hands are outstretched to help others, and that I will never think that I am better than others.  I hope and pray that I will always be one who stands ready to listen to my heritage and, by so doing through appreciation of my heritage and the guidance it can give me, I will grow up to deserve the priestly blessings, and be one who is truly a blessing to myself, to my family, my country, and my religion.  May I always remember the error on Samson and never repeat it in my life.  
At this time I would like to thank my parents for all the love and devotion they have showered on me.  I would also like to thank all you for coming to help me celebrate my Bar Mitzvah and to Cantor Dean and Rabbi Radinsky for preparing me for it.  May I grow up to be a credit to my family, my country, and my religion.  Amen.

Rabbi, Parents, Relatives, and Friends, Shalom! 
Thank you all for coming to help me celebrate my Bar Mitzva.  I hope you will hear the Torah portion which we will read tomorrow in the Synagogue.  This Torah portion contains many parts.  These include: a census of part of the tribe of Levi, the laws of Jealousy and of the Nazarite, the priestly blessing and the offering of the princes at the time of the dedication of the portable sanctuary used while the Jewish people wandered in the desert.  The part of the Torah portion which I would like to discuss with you tonight is the priestly blessing.  I am truly a son of Aaron.  Aron was the first Cohen or priest in Israel.  He was from the tribe of Levi.  After the tabernacle or sanctuary was erected he was chosen to officiate in it.  He was also to teach the people and to serve as their spiritual guide, to minister to their needs, to help solve their problems, etc. This job was passed on to all his descendants.  It was a hereditary office and was passed down from father to son.
Today almost every Jew whose name is Cohen or Katz or Aronson or varieties of the same can trace back his ancestry to Aron.  Aron was the Cohen or priest of his day.  I, too, am an Aronson or descendant of Aron.  Since the Temple was destroyed 2000 years ago the priestly function in Judaism ceased.  No more sacrifices were to be offered and the priests lost almost all their functions.  Only really one special function remains today for Aaron’s descendants to perform and that is to bestow the priestly blessing on the people.  Now it is true that a priest or Aronson does get called up first to the ‘torah and many times given the first opportunity to lead grace but aside from that he really has no special duties different than the other Jews.  After my Bar Mitzva I will be privileged to be able to bestow upon the Congregation the priestly blessing on all our major holidays.  What though is this priestly blessing.  It is composed of three short lines.
which means in English

What do these three short lines really mean and why were Aaron’s descendants chosen to bestow them upon the people? The Rabbis say that the first. May the Lord Bless You and Keep you, refers to physical blessings, that in this blessing, We ask G‑d to bless us with life, health, and prosperity.  The singular you is used in Hebrew to teach us all that unless we all make an effort to see to it that everyone in society is blessed with these things then none of us will ever truly be blessed with them.  We cannot be truly prosperous or healthy if there is only poverty and disease around us.  We ask G‑d also to keep us to protect us against evil, sickness, and calamity.  The second blessings, “May the Lard make his face to shine upon thee and to be gracious unto them” refers to spiritual blessings.  That we should all feel that life has meaning and potentiality and that we should always realize that we have a creator who loves and cherishes and who will help us if we let him in our moments of pain and anxiety.  The Rabbis further explain that the words the Lord be gracious unto thee means that we pray that G‑d should make us lovable and beloved in the eyes of others.  That we should be pleasant, sympathetic people who are drawn and draw others closer to ourselves.  The last Blessing we are taught is a blessing which is a combination of the two previous blessings.  True peace can only come about if we integrate within ourselves the physical and the spiritual into a harmonious whole.  Unfortunately, all too often our Rabbis say we find people who are either one or the other.  And perhaps one of the great failings of our day is the fact that the spiritual and physical are almost held by most people to be completely separate things.  Peace in Judaism does not mean inactivity or quietness, it is both for the individual and society the linking together of all human forces and desires in a harmonious whole so we can all be moral.  and ethical people.  Learning how to integrate all of life’s forces is how to achieve peace in Judaism.  It is not by their suppression that we gain peace but by learning how to use them the right way.  Why was Aron chosen to give the blessings? Because Aron was known as a __________________________ , a man who pursued peace.  To him peace, harmony was the greatest and therefore, this man of peace was chosen to bestow the blessing of peace on us all.  Of course, Aron can’t really bless the people.  It is G‑d who blesses, Aron was only his instrument.  As I grow up I hope and pray that I will learn the lessons of my Bar Mitzva, that I will always try to integrate all my talents and desires into a harmonious whole which will make me pleasing to G‑d and to man, that I might become a man like my ancestor Aron who pursues peace and cherishes it always.  May I always be worthy of the Priestly blessing which I am privileged by being an Aronson to bestow upon the people.
At this time I would like to thank my parents for all the love and devotion they have showered upon me.  I would also like to thank the Rabbi for preparing me for my Bar Mitzva.  May I grow up to be a credit to my family, my religion, and may community.  Amen.

BAR MITZVAH SPEECH

HONOURED RABBI AND CANTOR, DEAR PARENTS, RELATIVES, FRIENDS AND MEMBERS OF THE CONGREGATION,

I AM PLEASED TO WELCOME ALL OF YOU WHO HAVE COME TO SHARE WITH ME THE CELEBRATION OF MY BAR‑MITZVAH.  THIS IS AN IMPORTANT OCCASION FOR ME BECAUSE IT SYMBOLIZES A TRANSITION TO A NEW STAGE IN MY LIFE.  ACCORDING TO JEWISH LAW, THE YEAR 13 IN A BOY’S LIFE IS REGARDED AS THE AGE OF RESPONSIBILITY, BECAUSE IT IS CONSIDERED THE TIME A BOY REACHES PHYSICAL MATURITY.  WITH PHYSICAL MATURITY COMES RELIGIOUS AND MORAL RESPONSIBILITY.  VARIOUS SOURCES INDICATE THAT UNTIL 13, A FATHER IS RESPONSIBLE FOR THE DEEDS OF HIS SON; AFTER 13, THE SON MUST BE RESPONSIBLE FOR HIS OWN ACTIONS AND BEHAVIOUR.  
BECOMING A BAR‑MITZVAH MEANS THAT I AM NOW OBLIGED TO OBSERVE ALL THE COMMANDMENTS, AND I AM ALSO PERMITTED TO PARTICIPATE IN VARIOUS JEWISH RITUALS — SUCH AS PUTTING ON TEFILLIN FOR THE MORNING PRAYER, BEING CALLED UP TO READ THE TORAH, AND PARTICIPATING IN A MINYAN.  I MUST NOW ASSUME A MORE RESPONSIBLE ROLE IN MY FAMILY AND COMMUNITY — A ROLE WHICH I LOOK FORWARD TO ASSUMING.
THE TORAH PARASHAH FOR THIS WEEK TEACHES US AN IMPORTANT LESSON WHICH I WOULD LIKE TO SHARE WITH YOU.  THE ISRAELITES, IN THE TIME OF MOSES, CONSISTED OF 12 TRIBES, EACH OF WHICH HAD THEIR OWN PRINCE OR LEADER.  WHEN MOSES DEDICATED THE ALTAR FOR G‑D, HE ASKED THE PRINCES TO BRING GIFTS OR SACRIFICES.  THE BIBLE TELLS US THAT THERE WAS SUCH HARMONY AND UNITY AMONGST THE LEADERS, THAT EACH BROUGHT THE SAME GIFTS SO AS NOT TO OUTDO OR EMBARRASS THE OTHER.  G‑D WAS VERY APPRECIATIVE OF THIS GESTURE OF CONSIDERATION FOR ONE ANOTHER.  TODAY WE ARE LIVING IN UNCERTAIN AND STRESSFUL TIMES.  MOREOVER, THERE ARE MANY PRESSURES FROM SCHOOL, FRIENDS, FAMILY AND SOCIETY WHICH ENCOURAGE US TO COMPETE WITH ONE ANOTHER, A SITUATION WHICH OFTEN CREATES CONFLICT AND DISHARMONY.  IN THIS REGARD WE SHOULD ALL LEARN FROM THIS PROFOUND LESSON FROM THE BIBLE, AND BECOME LESS COMPETITIVE AND MORE HELPFUL IN OUR BEHAVIOUR TOWARD OTHERS.
I WANT TO THANK MY MOTHER AND FATHER FOR THE CONSIDERATION AND DEVOTION YOU HAVE ALWAYS SHOWN ONE ANOTHER AND FOR THE EXAMPLE YOU HAVE SET FOR MY BROTHERS AND MYSELF.  YOU HAVE TAUGHT US TO BE KIND, UNDERSTANDING, AND TOLERANT OF EACH OTHER AS WELL AS OTHERS.
I WOULD LIKE TO THANK MY BROTHERS, ALLON AND DORON, FOR THEIR FRIENDSHIP AND FOR ALWAYS BEING AROUND WHEN I NEED THEM.
I WOULD ALSO LIKE TO THANK CANTOR DEAN AND RABBI RADINSKY FOR HELPING ME PREPARE FOR MY BAR‑MITZVAH.

THANK YOU,
Rabbi, Grandparents, parents, relatives, and friends Shalom.

I’m happy to welcome you to my Bar Mitzvah with the traditional Hebrew greeting of peace.  Shalom.  The blessing of peace comes from the priestly blessing which is contained in my Torah portion.

Tomorrow in the Synagogue we will read this portion, Naso, from the Book of Numbers.  It covers several different subjects, among them are a census of the tribe of Levi, laws concerning jealousy, rules for the Nazarites, and a list of the princely offerings.  These offerings were brought at the dedication of the portable sanctuary or tabernacle that served the Jewish people as they wandered through the desert.

One part of the Torah portion, the priestly blessing, has a special meaning for me because I am an Aronson or Cohen.  It tells how G‑d spoke to Moses and assigned to Aaron and his sons the responsibility of giving His blessing to the children of Israel.
Aaron was the first Cohen or priest. He came from the tribe of Levi.  After the tabernacle was built, G‑d chose Aaron to serve as the spiritual leader.  His duties were to offer the sacrifices at the sanctuary, bestow the priestly blessing, teach the people, minister to their needs, and help solve their problems.  Aaron passed this responsibility on to his sons, and it has been handed down from father to son ever since.
After the Temple was destroyed 2000 years ago, sacrifices were no longer offered.  Since then, only one really special function has been left to Aaron’s descendants: that is, to bestow the priestly blessing on the children of Israel.
It is true that the Cohens or priests are called up first to the Torah and are asked many times to lead Grace.  But other wise they have become the same as all other Jews with the same duties except for the priestly blessing — as it is said in my Torah portion.
“And the Lord spoke unto Moses saying, “Speak unto Aaron and unto his sons, saying, ‘So you shall bless the children of Israel and you shall say unto them:
May the Lord bless thee and keep thee; may the Lord make his face to shine upon thee, and be gracious unto thee; may the Lord lift up His countenance upon thee, and give thee peace.”
The Rabbis say that the first line:

“May the Lord bless you and keep you” refers to physical blessings.  We ask G‑d to bless us with life, health, and prosperity.  The singular “you” is used in the Hebrew to teach us that only if we all make an effort to eliminate poverty and disease can any of us be truly blessed.
The second blessing,
“May the Lord make his face to shine upon thee and be gracious unto thee” refers to spiritual blessings.  It means that G‑d loves and cherishes us.  The Rabbis also find in this blessing the idea that G‑d grants us the gift of knowledge and insight.  “The Lord be gracious unto thee, according to the Rabbis, asks that G‑d make us lovable and beloved in the eyes of others.

The last blessing,
“The Lord lift up his countenance upon thee and give thee peace,” is a combination of the previous two.  True peace can exist only if the material and spiritual values are developed and combined harmoniously within each of us.  Unfortunately, the Rabbis say, many people see material and spiritual values as separate.  But peace is the combination of all human forces to achieve a moral and spiritual individual and society.

Peace is agreement: when two people agree, then there is peace between them.  Peace means understanding:  if two people don’t understand each other, there’s confusion and confusion can lead to fear and anger.  This applies to countries, too.  Lack of understanding can lead to war.
It is our duty not only to become peaceful within ourselves, but also to help others to become peaceful.  As I grow up I hope and pray that I will always remember that true inner peace can come about only by harmony of material and spiritual blessings.
To keep peace in my family, I’d like to take time out for a few thank yous.  I would like to thank my producers, Mom and Dad, who made this all possible; my director, Rabbi Radinsky, who made sure I did it right; my brother, Mike, the cameraman, who spotted me when I wasn’t working, and all of you who joined me tonight to help me celebrate my Bar Mitzvah.
After my Bar Mitzvah, I look forward to fulfilling my duties as a Cohen, to serving G‑d and the Congregation by reciting the priestly blessings on all our major holidays.  May I be worthy of the privilege, and may I honor my responsibilities as a true son of Aaron.  May I be like Aaron, a man who is peaceful within and helps to bring peace to others.  May the Lord bless us all with his greatest gift, the gift of peace.  Amen

Parents, Relatives & Friends:

Thank you all for coming to help me celebrate my Bar Mitzvah.  I have for my Torah portion the Torah portion Behaloscha in which we learn about the menorah, the prime symbol of our faith.  Many people think that the Mogen David, or the Star of David, is our prime symbol, but it is not.  In fact, the use of a Mogen David in a synagogue is of very late origin.  The menorah or candelabra, has always been our main symbol.  There was a seven branched menorah in the Temple, and the Prophet Zechariah, when he proclaimed the famous sentence, “Not by might, nor by power, but by my spirit sayeth the Lord of Hosts”, had a vision of the menorah in front of him.

The menorah represents our conception of what life is all about.  Just as a menorah when brought into a dark room sheds light without doing violence, so should we.  But more important that this, the menorah gives us a true view of what we are to expect from life and what our role is in it.  Many people have many problems because they expect and look for things that life cannot give them.  The menorah is a symbol of light.  But what is light? To this day scientists cannot define it precisely.  We can’t really touch it, feel it, hear, or see it.  We need it to see other things.  Without it we cannot see anything.  All the beauties of the world and all the things we need in order to exist in the world would still be here, but we would not be able to enjoy or use them without light because we could not see them.
Spiritual values are the same way.  You can’t touch them, feel them, or put them in the bank, but without them you cannot appreciate life or feel the importance of everything which surrounds us.  Without spiritual light people really cannot live any type of good or wholesome life.  They will be overcome by their problems.  And what is this spiritual light we all need? I believe that it, too, is expressed in the menorah.  What are the main characteristics of light? Scientists tell us that there are two main properties of light, and if light does not have these two main properties it is no longer light: one, it must always be moving; two, it must bear a message.
This, too, is the prescription for a happy, contented life as well.  Each of us must bear a message.  Each of us must stand for more than ourselves.  Each of us must feel that we are working not only for ourselves but also for something more than ourselves.  Secondly, each of us must realize that there is no rest in this world, that only when we are spiritually on the move can we feel happy and content and achieve inner peace.  If we spiritually rest, we will not be able to utilize our spiritual light, and we will stumble over all of life’s problems.
In this same Torah portion where we learn about the menorah we also learn about a revolt of the Jewish people against Moshe, ostensibly over meat.  The people were tired of their diet of manna from heaven and wanted meat.  They complained against Moshe, and G‑d told Moshe not to worry, that He would send them “shlav”, or quail.  The people ate this quail and many of them became sick and even died.  The rabbis tell us that really they didn’t want meat, because in Hebrew the word for meat, “bosor”, can also be read as “bosoroh tovs”, which means “the good news”, the news that inner peace comes from being totally serene and at rest. They thought that what they needed and wanted for inner peace was serenity, total quiet, an escape into a fairy tale world.  G‑d then sent them the shlav, which in Hebrew denotes also rest, quiet, and complacency, in response to their request. They quickly learned that this did not solve their problems.  but increased them.  They lost their spiritual light.  They had given up.  They were no longer moving, progressing.  They were no longer carrying a message.  Their lives became meaningless and filled with problems.  They had no more light.  Their problems were increased, not decreased.  This is the same mistake which many people are making today.  They flee from all spiritual effort.  They equate happiness and inner peace with nonactivity, serenity, rest. They are looking for a tranquility which comes without effort.  This is impossible.  Inner peace can only be achieved if we are spiritually on the move and are working for something more than ourselves.  Then our life will be illuminated with spiritual light.
I hope and pray that as I grow up I will always remember the lessons of my Bar Mitzvah, and that I will always live my life pointed toward meaningful goals and bear a meaningful message.  This way I will solve my problems and find happiness.  I hope my menorah will always be lit and my light will always shine brightly.
At this time I would like to thank my parents for all the love and devotion they have showered on me.  I would also like to thank you all for coming to help me celebrate my Bar Mitzvah and to Cantor Dean and Rabbi Radinsky for preparing me for it.  May I grow up to be a credit to my family, my country, and my religion.  Amen.

Rabbi, Parents, Grandparents, Relatives, and Friends,

Thank you all for coming to help me celebrate my Bar Mitzvah.  The Torah portion that we will read tomorrow is Behaalosecha.  This portion or Sedra takes place in the second year of the Jewish people’s 40‑year journey in the desert.  Because they had been through many hardships before they felt dissatisfied and rebellious.  Behaalosecha has five chapters, each telling about something completely different.  Chapter 8 tells about lighting the menorah and how the Levites were inaugurated into their part of the services in the sanctuary.  Chapter 9 tells about the supplementary Passover service for people who could not celebrate the regular one, and in Chapter 10 G‑d tells Moses to make two silver trumpets to sound alarms and call the people to the tent of meeting.
Most of the Sedra tells, in Chapters 11 and 12, how the Jewish people complained and rebelled during the journey.  After I read this Torah portion I asked, why does the Torah tell us about the Menorah, the most important symbol of the Jewish people, in a Sedra that is mainly about the people’s complaints? First of all, what is the meaning of the menorah?
In my Haftorah, the same one that is read on Chanukah, the prophet Zechariah said that he saw a vision of: 
“a candlestick all of gold, with a bowl upon the top of it, and its seven lamps therein.” In other words, a menorah.  When he asked the Angel of the Lord what his vision meant, the Angel answered,
“This is the word of the Lord Unto Zerubbabel, saying, ‘not by might, nor by power, but by my spirit.’”
The menorah then represents inner or spiritual strength that is not overcome by force or problems.  Many times Jews have been discriminated against. There were pogroms in which people were beaten and their property destroyed.  Most families were very poor, also, but all these problems did not stop them from being Jews.  The physical forces and the social problems did not win over their spiritual force.  Besides spiritual strength, the menorah also represents cooperation, offering ideas and criticisms peacefully, and equality among people.  The idea of cooperation is shown at the very beginning of the Sedra where it says, 

“Speak unto Aaron and say into him, ‘When thou lightest the lamps, the seven lamps shall give light in front of the candlestick.’” According to Talmud, the phrase “give light in front of the candlestick” meant that Aaron would arrange the seven lamps so that they would give out a combined blaze of light.  This can be compared with people working for a common purpose.
By just looking at the menorah we see equality.  Each branch of the seven branched menorah must be equal; none can be higher or lower than any other.  If one branch is a different height, the whole menorah is Posul.  In other words, unfit for use.  This can also be applied to people.  If one person in a group considers himself better than anyone else in a group, they cannot work together as a whole.  Spreading ideas peacefully is shown very simply.  If a menorah is brought into a dark room, the light scatters the darkness without violence.  Also, the menorah is only allowed to burn olive oil and the olive oil is the symbol of peace.  
Now that we know what the menorah represents, we can take a look at the complaints and see what, if any, connection there is.  First, the people complained about not having any meat to eat.  They were not interested in anything else but getting meat.  Later, Miriam criticized Moses slanderously because he had married a woman of a different background.  She said that he was putting himself above the rest of the people.  Actually, she was putting herself above Moses’ wife.  She was also spreading her ideas by false accusations not by peaceful means.  Finally, she was preventing cooperation between herself and Moses.
The reason then that the Torah tells us about the Menorah in the same Sedra as it tells about the people’s rebellions and complaints is to show what we most do to solve our problems and what happens if we don’t.  If a person follow the example off the menorah by cooperating with others, spreading his ideas peacefully, knowing that he is equal to everyone else, and having spiritual strength, he has a great advantage in taking care of his problems.  The people in the desert, however, did not try to solve their problem of getting meat to eat this way.  They did not cooperate in trying to find meat.  They complained to Moses.  They did not ask him nicely.  They sat in front of their tents and whirled.  They were not interested in equality or spiritual things.  Each person was only interested n getting meat for himself.  As a result, they fought with Moses and didn’t accomplish anything.
In the future I hope that I will always remember the lessons of the menorah.  I will try to solve my problems by cooperating with others instead of complaining, give my viewpoint without using violence or lies, and consider others my equals.  Above all, I hope that I will have the inner strength to overcome any problems that I may have.  If I do, I am sure that I will not rake the mistakes of the people in the desert.
I think that now would he a good time to thank several people; my parents for all that they have done for me in the past 13 years and all that they will do for me in years to come, my grandparents for the love and attention they have given me, and Rabbi Radinsky for teaching me for 6 years in Hebrew school, and who spent the last ten months preparing me for this day.  I’m glad that all of you were able to come to share this experience with me.  Thank you.

Rabbi, Parents, Grandparents, Relatives, & Friends,

Tomorrow we read the Torah portion Behaloscha.  We find it deals with a variety of things, and I have chosen to talk about the menorah and also why Aaron was chosen to light the Menorah.  This portion starts out:

And G‑d said to Moses, speak unto Aaron and say unto him:
When thou lightest the lamps, the lamps shall give light in front of the candlestick.  If you noticed, it used the word Behaloscha which means when you light or uplift.  The menorah is a symbol of light and upliftment, and it has become one of the favorite symbols of Judaism.  It has come to represent spiritual conquest, and that spiritual conquest is neither by might or power, but by G‑d’s spirit.  Thus, the menorah is a symbol of life and happiness.
Why did the lighting of the menorah follow the consecration of the alter? The reason is because when all the princes came with rich gifts, Aaron and his sons had brought nothing tangible.  This made Aaron feel very upset.  But then G‑d said
“By thy ____________ shine is greater glory than theirs for thou lightest the menorah.”
This brings us to a very important point which is the basis for my whole speech.  Giving of one’s self is just as important as giving things or money, and many times is superior.  Money you can only give to the poor, but a smile, a cheerful hello, a kind word you can give to everyone.  Aaron, in Jewish tradition, is known as the peacemaker as someone everyone loved because he gave of himself.  If you stop to think you can tell that all of the great men gave of themselves.  Where would we be if Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob hadn’t given of themselves? I feel this is why Aaron and his sons were chosen to be high priests.  They gave of themselves and set a good example as all of us should.  G‑d didn’t just say, “You’re it.” He carefully chose who would serve in the Temple as the high priests.  He found Aaron and his sons most worthy of this honor for the simple reason that they showed their concern for everyone else.
Now I would like to conclude my speech with a little story.  It is about King Solomon.  Once King Solomon went into exile.  While in exile he met a man who recognized him as King Solomon even though he was dressed as a beggar.  And the man said: “My lord king, I greatly regret seeing you in such a state.  Come to my home and eat at my table.” So, Solomon went.  The man set a great feast, then said: “Do you remember when you were king and now, here you are a beggar.  When I was there, you would not let me into the palace.  But I won’t remember your haughtiness, instead, I give you charity.” Solomon became very unhappy, and instead of eating his fill of food, he had his fill of anger.  The next day another man met him and also recognized him as King Solomon and offered to take him home to eat with him.  The man apologized and said: “At my meager table you will only find a few green vegetables, but you are welcome to whatever I have.” He made King Solomon feel at ease, and, therefore, made him satisfied and happy.  And King Solomon said: “Better is a meal of herbs where there is love, than a feast where there is hatred.” The moral of this story shows how important are our words as well as our actions.  Righteousness must be done the right way.  I hope and pray that as I grow up I will always remember the lesson on my Bas Mitzvah and always try to follow the example of Aaron who, by his words and deeds, always showed that he really cared about other people and respected their feelings.
I would like to thank the Rabbi for preparing me for my Bas Mitzvah and all of you who came to help me celebrate it.  May I only give my parents and grandparents naches.  And may I grow up to be a source of joy to my family, my country, and my religion.  Amen.

Rabbi, Parents, Grandparents, Relatives, and Friends,

Shabbat Shalom! Thank you all for coming to help me celebrate my Bar Mitzvah.

Tomorrow in the synagogue we will read the Torah portion Behaloscha and the Haftorah or prophetic portion from the Book of Zacharia.

My Torah portion opens by telling us how Aaron was commanded to light the Menorah or candelabra in the Temple.  In my Haftorah we learn how the prophet Zacharia had a vision of a candelabra with two olive trees on each side of it.  Zacharia during his vision asks what the candelabra and olive trees mean.  G‑d then answers by saying:
“Not by might and not by power, but by my spirit saith the Lord.” In other words, the candelabra represents the spiritual religious life of man.  Why was the candelabra chosen to represent man’s spiritual life, and what does it have to do with spiritual things? What’s more, why did the candelabra in the Temple have to be made out of one piece of gold? Why couldn’t it have been made out of several pieces? Also, what do the olive trees represent in Zacharia’s vision? Even more puzzling is that even today the menorah, or candelabra, is really Judaism’s main symbol.  Many people think that the Mogen Dovid, or Star of David, is Judaism’s main symbol, but it isn’t.  The menorah, or candelabra, is.  It seems to me that the answers to these questions lie in the role the candelabra played in the ancient world.  In the ancient world the candelabra was the only way people could bring light  into darkness.
Light is something we all need if we are to function and make our way in the world.  But light is different than other things.  We can’t touch it or feel it, hear or really see it.  We need it to see other things.  Without light we could not see anything.  All the beauties of the world, all the things which we need in order to exist in the world would still be here, but we wouldn’t he able to either enjoy or use them because we couldn’t see them.  Spiritual things are the same way.  Many times people will say what good are spiritual things? Can you touch them? Can you feel them? Will they put money in the bank for you? These people don’t realize that spiritual things are like light.  Even though you can’t touch them or feel them you need them in order to appreciate life.  And even to see and feel the importance of everything which surrounds us.  That’s why the candelabra is the most important symbol in Judaism.  It teaches us that without light, without spiritual light people cannot really live any type of a good or wholesome life.  They will live always stumbling from one terrible problem to another.  They will not have the spiritual light to see life’s problems and overcome them.  This, too, is why I believe that the candelabra in the Temple had to be made from one piece.  Too many people think that a spiritual life is something that you can just stick onto anything that you’re doing.  They think that you can really lead any type of life you want just as long as you give an hour or two to religion once a week.  Judaism says that this is impossible.  If you want to have a spiritual life you must integrate it in all of your activities.  You must be guided by Judaism’s spirit in all your activities.  In your business, your home, your relationships with others, etc. Light must always be present if you want to see.  If you exclude it from any activities then you will he in the dark.  The same is true in men’s religious or spiritual life.  What, though, do the olive trees stand for?
In the candelabra in the Temple they used to burn olive oil.  It wasn’t easy to obtain the proper olive oil.  Ten olives had to be carefully selected, the juice squeezed out just right to collect the oil.  It was hard work.  In order to have light a person has to work at it.  The same is true for the religious spiritual life.  If we want one we cannot just sit back and think how nice and good it would be if we would have one.  We have to work at it, we have to study, learn, and constantly try to do the right and moral thing.  I hope and pray that as I grow up I will always remember the lessons of my Bar Mitzvah, that I will always remember the importance of the religious spiritual side of life, that I will always remember that without it I will always be bumping into life’s problems with no way to solve them, and that I will also always remember that in order to have a spiritual religious life that I will have to work at it and try always to do the right and the good things in all may activities and in all my relationships.
At this time I would like to thank my parents and grandparents for all the love and devotion which they have showered on me.  I would also like to thank Rabbi Radinsky for preparing me for my Bar Mitzvah and for all of you for coming to help me celebrate it today.  May I grow up to be a credit to my family, my religion, and my community.  Amen.

Rabbi, Parents, Grandmothers, Relatives, and Friends:

Shalom! Erev Tov! Thank you all for coming to help me celebrate my Bar Mitzva.  I have been told that really a Bar Mitzva is automatic.  As soon as a boy turns thirteen years of age, he theoretically has all of the privileges and duties of a Jewish man.  He becomes Bar Mitzva.  Nothing else is necessary.  Of course, any theoretical right is of no value unless its use is known and understood.  Sure, a theoretical Bar Mitzva means that I would not have to lead the services or even give a speech.  I would not have had to have spent so much time with Hebrew school or even have the special sessions with the Rabbi to learn all of the things that I have over the past few years, and, I must admit that when I first heard about how I could theoretically become Bar Mitzva without doing anything it really sounded great.  But, after some thought and.  a little discussion I could see the importance for me of this very busy Shabbos.  I really needed to learn all of these things.  What good is a theoretical privilege if I do not know how to exercise it? Being Bar Mitzva without learning about our traditions is like having the right to vote and not knowing how our government works, who the candidates are, or even where the polling place is located.  A Mitzva is a commandment — a deed — a responsibility.  To understand the meaning of mitzva requires some preparation in addition to ability and desire, especially for a thirteen‑year‑old living in Lafayette, Indiana in 1976.  Otherwise, how am I suppose to know when my priorities get messed up? Which comes first? Baseball? Hebrew School? Skateboarding? Being with my friends? Being with my family? I did find out that Hebrew studies are important and sometimes do come first. This has been part of the lesson of my Bar Mitzva.  Tomorrow here in the synagogue we will learn other lessons.  The Rabbis have stated that we should learn a lesson every Shabbos from the Torah.  Believe me, there are many to be learned.  
Tomorrow we will read a portion of the Torah which is from the Book of Numbers.  This portion is called B’haloscho which refers to G‑d’s commandment to Aaron to light the lamps in the Sanctuary.  This portion contains many things.  It speaks, amoung other things, about the Menorah or candelabra, the duties and dedication of the Levites, the cloud which covered the Sanctuary, the job which ____________ or Jethro, the father‑in‑law of Moses, assumed for the Jewish people, and many more things including a description of several incidents where the people complained loudly and bitterly doubting whether G‑d could and would take care of them.
Tonight I would like to talk about two of the main symbols which are mentioned in my Torah portion, the cloud and the Menorah or candelabra.  But, first let’s set the scene.
The people under the leadership of Moses have camped at the foot of Mount Sinai for almost two years.  In that period of time Moses received the Commandments on the Mount, the Torah was explained to the people, and the portable Sanctuary was constructed under the guidance and direction of Moses.  And now the time has come for the people to begin their long journey to the promised land — the land of milk and honey the land of Canaan.  With this in mind , I want to tell you the purpose of the cloud and the lesson of the Menorah described in this portion.
The cloud or _______________ in Hebrew covered the Sanctuary, the place where the Ten Commandments were kept.  At night this cloud took upon itself the appearance of a pillar of fire.  It symbolized G‑d’s presence in the midst of the Jewish people.  According to the Torah, when the cloud lifted itself up from the ____________ of Sanctuary and spread itself like a beam of light over the tribe of Judah, the people were to pack up and travel.  When the cloud stopped, the people were to stop and make camp.  As long as the cloud remained at that spot, the people were to remain there too.
Also included in my portion, we are told about the particular job which Jethro performed for the Jewish people.  Jethro wanted to return home to his native land of Midian.  He had joined the Jewish people and the Jewish religion and now, being a complete Jew, he felt he could better serve Judaism by returning to Midian.  Moses, however, tells him not to leave them.  Moses says, “We need you to be our eyes in the desert, to guide us and show us how to go.” How could this be so? In fact why was this even necessary? Didn’t we just learn that the cloud was going to lead them?  What did Moses and the Jewish people need with Jethro? They already had the cloud as a guide.  But, the Rabbis say that here there is really no contradiction.  It is true that the cloud raised itself up when it was time for the Jewish people to travel — but — it did not tell them where to travel.  It told them when they should stop or had gone too far – but — it did not tell them where to go.  This was left up to man.  I believe that here we have one of the main lessons of my Bar Mitzva.  Many times we are aware that something is wrong — that either we are doing something that we should not do or that we have gone too far.  G‑d lets us know when we are not doing the right thing.  Our conscience bothers us.  Our friends react and we feel very uneasy.  We know something is wrong.  But, it is up to us to correct what is wrong.  We cannot sit back and wait for G‑d to do it.  We have to act.  We will know also if we have overreacted or underreacted – but — it is up to us.  Moshe knew this and that is why he asked his father‑in‑law, Jethro, to stay.  Because, he needed his experience and wisdom.  
Moshe knew because G‑d showed him when he must travel – but it was up to him to show the way.  That is why I believe also that in this same portion of the Torah we have a recounting of so many complaints of the Jewish people about G‑d.  They did not realise that it was up to them to act.  G‑d was not going to solve all of their problems for them.  He may make them aware of their problems — but — they had to take the first step to solve them.  The people did not want to do that.  They wanted G‑d to do everything.
This brings us to one of the main symbols of Judaism — the Menorah or Candelabra.  The Menorah stands for light, warmth, the blessing of knowledge, enlightenment, harmony, etc. But the Menorah can shed no light unless we first light it.  Until we do something positive the symbolism of the Menorah is really hollow — nothing but show.  The tribe of Levi was singled out for special attention and special duties in the Torah because they had the spirit of the Torah in them.  They didn’t sit back and wait for G‑d to do everything — they were willing to act.
I hope and pray that as I grow up, I will always remember the lessons of my Bar Mitzva.  That I will always remember that G‑d is there to help me see all of my problems but that it is up to me to take the first steps in solving them.  G‑d will let me know if I am in the wrong.  But, I must act and never feel that nothing can be accomplished.  I hope that like Aaron of old, I will always try to light the Menorah of learning, warmth, kindness, peace, and harmony and never feel that all of these things should come to me without me making some positive effort.  May I always realize that even if things appear to be difficult or even impossible I will try to overcome the obstacles because G‑d will help me but He won’t do it all.

At this time I would like to thank my parents for everything, especially their love and patience.  I want to thank my brother Les for helping me learn my Bar Mitzva and tell him that one day I hope I will understand his temporary outbursts of impatience.  Probably when I “help” my sister with her Bas Mitzva.  And to my sister, Debra, thanks for helping me with my Hebrew translation.  I would also like to thank Rabbi Radinsky for his patience, understanding, and sense of humor during the preparation for my Bar Mitzva.  May I grow up to be a credit to my family, my religion, and my community.
  AMEN!

Honored Rabbi, Parents, Relatives, and Friends,

Thank you all for coming to help me celebrate my Bar Mitzvah.  In the Torah portion which we read in Shul this Shabbos, Shlach Lecha, we learned about how the Jewish people sent spies ahead of them into the Land of Israel to see whether or not it was a good land and to see how the inhabitants of the land lived.  The spies brought back a glowing report about the land, but they said that the people who lived in the land were too strong.  The Jewish people would never be able to overcome them.
In the Haphtorah to Shlach Lecha from the Book of Joshua, we read how Joshua, too, sent spies into the land just before the Jewish people were to enter the land.  The Haphtorah says that he sent them secretly.  The expression in Hebrew for “secretly” can also mean “potters.” The Midrash comments that the spies went disguised as potters, that when they entered Jericho they came as sellers of earthenware.
The rabbis ask, why should this be so? Why should Joshua have sent the spies disguised as earthenware merchants? According to Jewish Law, all types of vessels except earthenware vessels can become ritually impure either on the inside or outside because they have intrinsic value.  Metal vessels can be melted down and sold.  Earthenware vessels, on the other hand, can only become impure on their inside through their contents.  Their only value is that they serve as containers for other substances.  Joshua, by sending these spies as clay‑pot merchants, wanted to stress to them the important lesson that for all clay vessels, human beings, too, it is not what objectively is there that counts, but the way a person feels about it in the inside that counts.  In other words, when you face a problem it is not the problem that is the important thing.  The important thing is how you respond to the problem.  If a person has inner confidence and courage he will respond to every problem as a challenge.  If he does not he will look at every problem as a disaster.  Whether a problem is a disaster or a challenge and an opportunity depends upon the person, how he feels about it inside.
The first group of spies sent by Moses did not realize this.  They saw obstacles and backed off frightened.  They did not realize that what was making them frightened and upset were not the obstacles but their own internal responses.  Joshua wanted to make sure that the spies he sent did not make this mistake.
I hope and pray that as I grow up I will always remember the lessons of my Bar Mitzvah Sedra, that I will always remember that I can turn any problem into an opportunity, that I will never feel hopeless and frightened before the problems of life, but that I will always realize that G‑d will always help me if I try to help myself.  I hope and pray that as I grow up I will always bring joy and naches to my parents and family because I will not shirk from any problem but will try to overcome them.

At this time I would like to thank
Rabbi, Family & Friends:

The Torah portion we read in shul tomorrow is called Korach.  It deals with a rebellion led by Moses’ cousin, Korach, and two men from the tribe of Reuben, a rebellion which almost succeeded.  Korach was a very clever man and a powerful speaker.  He was jealous of Moses and Aaron.  He fanned discontent in the hearts of Jews from all twelve tribes.  With 250 of the most influential community leaders, Korach publicly challenged Moses’ leadership.  “You take too much upon yourself, seeing that all the congregation are holy,” the Torah records Korach as saying, “and the Lord is in their midst. Why then do you raise yourselves upon G‑d’s congregation?”
The Talmud says Korach dressed each of the 250 men who accompanied him in four‑cornered blue robes.  Confronting Moses, Korach asked, “Do these men’s robes conform to Jewish law?” (You know the Torah says that if a man wears a four‑cornered garment it must have fringes and in each corner a single blue thread.  In Hebrew this is called tzitsith.) Moses answered, “No.” Korach ridiculed Moses’ answer.  “Four single blue threads satisfy the law,” Korach said, “but a robe of this thread does not!” Korach went on, mocking Moses.  “Would a library filled with all our holy books need a mezuzah?” When Moses answered, “Yes,” he went on, “All the holy books are not enough, but a quotation from one of them nailed to the door is.  What kind of Torah have you given us, Moses?” And Korach went on trying to dramatize the injustice that could result He made up the story of a poor widow field.  She could not plow it because the Torah forbade plowing with an ox and an ass together.  She could not plant it because the law forbade planting with mixed seed.  She could not even harvest all of her meager crop because the Torah says you must leave the corners of your field and the gleanings for the poor.  She was forced to sell her field and bought lambs.  But, of course, in Korach’s story, obeying the laws of the Torah deprived her of profits from the sheep as well.  And who was enriched by her impoverishment, Korach asked? Why, Aaron and the priests! Do Korach’s arguments sound familiar?
The same arguments against government interference and taxation are heard in America today.  At first glance, Korach’s arguments seem reasonable, but let us examine a few of the laws Korach’s poor widow is impoverished by.  Plowing with an ox and an ass doesn’t work.  The animals walk at different paces.  Sowing with mixed seeds makes harvesting difficult and getting a good price for the crop impossible, and so it goes with many of Korach’s arguments.  If they are examined critically, the things Korach objects to turn out to be unobjectionable.  Rabbi Bar Chanah in the Talmud comments on the validity of Korach’s case against the Torah.  This Rabbi Bar Chanah has been called the Munchausen of the Talmud.  He tells of traveling through the desert.  The place where the earth swallowed up Korach and his evil companions is pointed out to him.  He dismounts, puts his ear to the crack in the earth, and listens.  From below he hears many voices, and they all call to him, “Moses and his Torah are true, and we are liars!”
The rabbis discuss the Torah chapter Korach from many angles.  One of the most serious questions raised is that of the great Ramban, or Nachmanides.  Why was the revolt widespread? What underlying causes made the Jews willing to follow Korach? The Ramban points out that time had passed.  The Jews had forgotten how hard their life in Egypt had been, forgotten how G‑d chastised the Egyptians and delivered them.  Moses had intervened, protecting them from G‑d’s wrath at the time of the golden calf.  Since they had not been severely punished, they forgot about their misdeed quickly, but after they left Mount Sinai they sinned often and were punished severely each time.  Life was not easy.  Being free was not easy.  The most difficult part of freedom is having to face the consequences of one’s actions.  It is far easier to blame your problems on bad leadership or favoritism than on yourself, and that is precisely what the Jews who followed Korach did.  They needed scapegoats and he gave them Moses and Aaron.  We must not follow Korach.  We must really try to understand our problems instead of looking for someone to blame them on.  We must not ridicule what we do not understand.  Ridiculing the laws is not “modern”, and seldom serves a constructive purpose.  
There is one other very interesting thing about the chapter Korach that I have not mentioned until now.  Korach and his evil followed perished, but the innocent were not punished with the guilty.  Korach’s sons who had not followed their father in the rebellion survived and must have been good as well as clever men for the Book of Chronicles mentions Korach’s descendents and a number of our psalms are attributed to the sons of Korach.
Psalms are songs of thanks.  It is time for me to give thanks now to all of you for being here: to my mother and my grandparents for the love and goodness they have given me; to my mother and Rabbi Radinsky for their invaluable help in preparing this speech and for preparing me for my Bar Mitzvah.

Rabbi, Beloved Mother, Grandparents, Relatives & Friends:

The Torah portion which we will read tomorrow in shul is Korach.  This portion deals with the revolt led by Moses’ cousin, Korach, against the leadership of Moses and Aaron.  Korach, aided by Dosan and Avirom, two leaders of the tribe of Ruben, almost succeeded.  We are told by our rabbis that Korach was a demagogue, a man who could easily sway a mob into believing that he was interested in them and not in himself.  He was a master of ridicule, a man who could with a few chosen words and actions destroy the validity of Moses’ leadership and the people’s faith in Judaism.  The Midrash tells us how Korach gathered together 250 men and clothed them all in blue‑purple wool robes.  He then brought them before Moses and asked Moses if they had to attach four single blue‑purple threads on the corners of their robes in accordance with the laws of Tsitsith.  Moses answered that they had to.  Korach then looked at Moses and at the crowd and said, “An entirely blue‑purple garment cannot be exempt from attaching Tsitsith but four single blue‑purple threads on the corners of any garment fulfills the law? Ha!” 

Another time Korach tried to show how the Torah was unjust by making up a case of a poor widow who possessed only one field.  This can only be a fictional case since the Jewish people hadn’t even settled in Canaan yet.  At planting time Moses came around to tell her, “Thou shalt not plow with an ox and an ass together.” At sowing time he came and told her, “Thou shalt not sow thy field with two kinds of seed.” At harvest time he came and told her, “Thou shalt not wholly reap the corners of thy field neither shalt thou gather the gleaning of the harvest, and hast thou forgot a sheaf in the field, thou shalt not go back to fetch it.” After the harvest he came again and told her to take off part of her grain for Terumah, to remember the first tithe and the second tithe.  She became so upset with Moses that she gave up farming and went into the sheep business, but the same thing happened.  Finally, in desperation, she gave everything away and was left a poor widow with nothing.  You and I know how ridiculous this made‑up story is, how almost all the regulations Moses had instructed the people were for their own good, how the prohibition not to yoke an ox and ass together were to protect the animals, how leaving the corners of the field were so that the poor, those less fortunate than the widow, could have food.  There was no valid reason for the widow to feel put upon, but the people believed Korach.  They followed him, and the Torah makes it clear that except for divine interference he would have triumphed.
Why is it even recorded how, after G‑d had caused an earthquake to come and swallow up Korach and had Dosan, Avirom, and 250 of Korach’s henchmen devoured by fire, that the people rose up the very next morning bitterly complaining against Moses and Aaron for having done away with Korach and his immediate followers? They even forced Moses and Aaron to flee into the sanctuary.  Only G‑d’s interference in the form of a plague caused them to come to their senses.  What caused the Jewish people to turn so violently against Moses and Aaron? What caused them to resent their leadership so? True, Korach was a demagogue, but this cannot account for his success.  A demagogue can only succeed when a people is angry and resentful.  Then any excuses are seized upon to justify their feelings.  What had made the people so resentful?
The Rabbam, or Nachmanides as he is known in English, has given us the following answer.  Up to the time the Jewish people left Mount Sinai nothing really had happened to them.  True, the episode of the golden calf happened there, but Moses quickly intervened with G‑d on their behalf and very few were punished for that offense.  All throughout this time the people loved Moses devotedly and a demagogue even of Korach’s stature could not have any effect.  After they left Mount Sinai things changed.  First, at Taverah they were hit by a fire caused by their own murmurings.  Then at Kivros Hataava they were hit by a terrible plague which was caused because of their lust for meat.  Finally, because of their cowardice, prompted by the spies’ report, the people were denied the right to enter the promised Land and condemned to wander in the desert for forty years.  All these things combined made them willing to listen to a demagogue.  They knew that they deserved all the punishments they had received, but they didn’t want to believe it.  They couldn’t admit that all these calamities which befell them were their fault.  It must be someone else’s fault, they reasoned.  After all, they were good people.  It must have been that they were poorly led.  It must be Moses’ and Aaron’s fault.  Thus, they listened to Korach.  In other words, they needed a scapegoat.  They couldn’t face the fact that they had done wrong.  They had to blame somebody else for their own misdeeds.  If Korach’s revolt had not been put down then the Jewish people would have been lost for they would never have come to grips with their problems and tried to solve them.  They would have continued looking for scapegoats, probably Korach next time.
We, in Judaism, have never looked for scapegoats and have always realized since the time of Korach that a person or people can never escape from their problems by blaming them on others.  We must always face the truth no matter how unpleasant.  As I grow up I hope and pray that I will always remember this lesson from my Bar Mitzvah portion, that I will never look for scapegoats to blame my problems on, and that I will always face the truth and admit my faults when I have done wrong and try with all my power to correct them.
At this time I would like to thank my mother and brother and my grandparents for all the love and affection they have showered on me.  I only hope and pray I can give them all the naches they deserve.  I would also like to thank my teachers, Cantor Dean and Rabbi Radinsky, for preparing me for my Bar Mitzvah and all my friends and relatives who have come to celebrate this simcha with me.  Amen.

KORACH

Rabbi Radinsky, family, and friends:

The Torah portion we read in Shul tomorrow is called Korach.  It deals with a rebellion led by Moses’ cousin, Korach, and two men from the tribe of Reuben, a rebellion which almost succeeded.  Korach was a very clever man, and a powerful speaker.  He was jealous of Moses and Aaron.  He fanned discontent in the hearts of Jews from all 12 tribes.  With 250 of the most influential community leaders Korach publicly challenged Moses leadership.  “You take too much upon yourself, seeing that all the congregation are holy,” the Torah reports Korach as saying.  “And the Lord is in their midst. Why then do you raise yourself above G‑d’s congregation?”
The Talmud says Korach dressed each of the 250 men who accompanied him in four‑cornered blue robes.  Confronting Moses, Korach asked, “Do these men’s robes conform to Jewish law?” (You know the Torah says that if a man wears a four‑cornered garment, it must have fringes and in each corner a single blue thread.  In Hebrew this is called tzitsith.) “Four single blue threads satisfy the law”, he said, “but a robe of this thread do not!” And Korach went on, mocking Moses.  “Would a library filled with all our holy books need a mezuzah?” When Moses answered, “Yes” he went on: “All the holy books are not enough, but a quotation from one of them nailed to the door is.  What kind of Torah have you given us, Moses?” And Korach went on trying to dramatize the injustices that could result from following the laws in the Torah.  He made up the story of a poor widow who owned only one field.  She could not plow it because the Torah forbade plowing with an ox and an ass together.  She could not plow it because the law forbade planting with mixed seed.  She could not even harvest all of her meager crop, because the Torah says you must leave the corners of your field and the gleanings for the poor.  She was forced to sell her field, and bought lambs.  But, of course, in Korach’s story, obeying the laws of the Torah deprived her of profits from the sheep as well.  And who was enriched by her impoverishment, Korach asked.  Why, Aaron and the priests! Do Korach’s arguments sound familiar? The same arguments against government interference and taxation are heard in America today.

At first glance, Korach’s arguments seem reasonable.  But let’s examine a few of the laws Korach’s poor widow is impoverished by.  Plowing with an ox and an ass doesn’t work.  The animals walk at different paces.  Sowing with different seeds mixed makes harvesting difficult and getting a good price for the crop impossible.  And so it goes with many of Korach’s arguments.  If they are examined critically the things Korach objects to turn out to be unobjectionable.  Rabbi Bar Chanah, in the Talmud, comments on the validity of Korach’s case against the Torah.  This Rabbi Bar Chanah has been called the Munchausen of the Talmud.  He tells of traveling through the desert.  The place where the earth swallowed up Korach and his evil companions is pointed out to him.  He dismounts, puts his ear to the crack in the earth, and listens.  From below he hears many voices, and they all call to him, “Moses and his Torah are true, and we are liars!”
The Rabbis discuss the Torah chapter, Korach, from many angles.  One of the most serious questions raised is that of the great Ramban, or Nachmanides.  Why was the revolt widespread? What underlying causes made the Jews willing to follow Korach? The Ramban points out that time had passed.  The Jews had forgotten how hard their life in Egypt had been; forgotten how G‑d chastised the Egyptians and delivered them.  Moses had intervened protecting them from G‑d’s wrath at the time of the golden calf.  Since they had not been severely punished they forgot about their misdeeds quickly, but after they left Mount Sinai they sinned often and were punished severely each time.  Life was not easy.  Being free was not easy.  The most difficult part of freedom is having to face the consequences of one’s actions.  It is far easier to blame your problems on bad leadership or favoritism than on yourself.  And that is precisely what the Jews who followed Korach did.  They needed scapegoats and he gave them Moses and Aaron.  We must not follow Korach.  We must really try to understand our problems instead of looking for someone to blame them on.  We must not ridicule what we do not understand.  Ridiculing the laws is not “modern”, and seldom serves a constructive purpose.
There is one other very interesting thing about the chapter, Korach, that I have not mentioned until now.  Korach and his evil followers perished, but the innocent were not punished with the guilty.  Korach’s sons who had not followed their father in the rebellion survived, and must have been good as well as clever men.  For the Book of Chronicles mentions Korach’s descendants and a number of our Psalms are attributed to the sons of Korach.
Psalms are songs of thanks.  It is time for me to give thanks now to all of you for being here.  To my mother and my grandparents, for the love and goodness they have given me, to my mother and Rabbi Radinsky for preparing me for my Bar Mitzvah and for their invaluable assistance in preparing this speech.
RABBI, PARENTS, GRANDPARENTS, RELATIVES AND FRIENDS

The Torah portion we will read tomorrow is called Chukkas.  In my Torah portion we will learn about how a very good and righteous man sinned greatly.  Then in my Haftorah portion from the book of Judges we will learn about Jephtah an outlaw who became a great hero.  You may now ask yourself how can it happen that an outlaw became a hero.  In my speech I will try to explain how this can happen.
In the Torah portion, Moses and Israel were in the desert traveling to the promised land.  The people that time had no water.  They began to get scared and desperate for help, They didn’t really know what they were saying and they began to talk against G‑d.  They said G‑d had sent them out Into the wilderness to die.  Moses heard all of this complaining and turned to G‑d.  G‑d told Moses to gather all of the people together beside a certain rock.  G‑d then told him to speak to the rock and water would come out
Moses gathered all of the people together beside the rook like G‑d had told him.  Moses then began to talk sarcastically to the people for not believing G‑d would help them.  Moses was quite sure that he could be sarcastic to the people and not lose his temper.  First Moses called all of the people rebels, and then sarcastically asked the people are we going to bring forth water out of this rock? Moses then got very angry and struck the rock twice instead of speaking to it like he was supposed to.  The people who were suffering greatly felt his anger and as a result they did not concentrate on and appreciate the great miracle which G‑d had done for them but only on the fact that Moses had lost his temper.  They didn’t thank G‑d for the water.  They just felt resentful that Moses had yelled at them and had lost his temper at them.  Moses should have known better.
For this Moses was punished by not being allowed to enter the Promised Land, he died before Israel entered it.
In my Haftorah portion we learn about Jephtah who was unjustly thrown out of his home in Gilead and fled to the lard of Job where he became an outlaw.  He soon acquired a bad reputation.  Later on the Children of Ammon made war against Israel.  The elders of Gilead came to Jephtah to ask him to lead them in war against Amon.  Jephtah the outlaw with the bad reputation who you never would think would agree, agreed to go back to help the people who had once been the war for them.  And he soon won the war for them.

This should teach us all not to judge a man only on his reputation.

Moses who had a well deserved reputation and who had saved Israel many times before, failed them this time.
From these two episodes I feel that we can learn two important lessons.  One, that you can never tell really how a person will act by his reputation alone.  Moses had a good reputation but in my Torah portion he acted badly while Jephtah who had a bad reputation in my Haphtorah acted well.  Two, that a person always had to guard himself from becoming overconfident in the face of temptation.

Moses thought he could be a little sarcastic without getting mad.  This proved not to be true and he sinned greatly.  This should be a lesson for all of us.  For if Moses, probably the greatest man who ever lived, could sin because he thought he had more self control than he really did how much more should this rest of us guard ourselves from similar temptations.

I hope and pray that as I grow up I will always remember the lessons of my Bar Mitzva and that I will never judge a person by his reputation alone and that I will never become so overconfident that I will think that I can always control myself no matter what the temptations.  I hope that I will always remember that even the great man Moses failed when he thought he could just get only a little sarcastic but that he wasn’t going to get really mad.
At this time I would like to thank my parents, grandparents, and aunts and uncles for all the love and devotion they have showered on me.  May I give them only Naches.  I would also like to thank RABBI RADINSKY for preparing me for my Bar Mitzvah and to all of you for coming to help me celebrate it! May I grow up to be a credit to my family, my community and my religion.  Amen.

CHUKAS

Rabbis, Beloved Parents, Grandparents, Relatives and Friends,

My Bar Mitzvah is Chukas.  It opens with G‑d giving the following command to Moses and Aron.  This red heifer was to be taken outside the camp, slaughtered and burnt.  Its ashes were then to be mixed with water and this mixture was then to be used to purify ritually unclean persons.  According to the Torah, whenever a person came in contact with the dead he became ritually impure and could not enter the Temple in Jerusalem until he became ritually pure.  In order to become ritually pure he had to be sprinkled with this special mixture made up of the ashes of the red cow and water.  A piece of hyssop was daubed in this mixture and sprinkled on him.  We see from this that ritual uncleanliness has nothing at all to do with good or bad.
In fact, by doing what the Torah considers one of the greatest Mitzvahs — burying the dead — a person would become ritually unclean.  What was the purpose of these laws of ritual uncleanliness? What is the Torah trying to teach us by these laws, especially since they have nothing to do with good or bad? What’s more, the Torah tells us a very strange thing.  It tells us that everybody who had a hand in preparing the red heifer or in combining its ashes with water became ritually impure.  In other words, the very substance which made others pure made those who prepared it impure.  Why was this?
I believe that the Torah is teaching us something very important with these laws of ritual purity.  It is teaching us the importance of life.  Many religions stress death.  Judaism stresses life.  All of us die but this fact can be overemphasized.  Because all of us die, we can say that life is not worth anything.  We could say that we shouldn’t try to improve things.  After all, we’re going to die.  Also, we would say that murder and disease really aren’t so bad.  The person would have died anyway — he just died a little earlier.  We in Judaism reject these ideas and the laws of ritual purity stress this rejection.  We say that life is terribly important.  Because only in this life are we partners with G‑d.  As the Vilna Caon said — one minute of this life is worth more than all the world to come because only in this life are we partners with G‑d.  We have the power to create and improve this world and we must do it.
Why, though, did those who had a hand in preparing the red heifer or in combining its ashes with water become impure? Again, I believe the Torah is teaching us an important lesson.  It is teaching us that this mixture was not magic.  It had no special powers to purify people.  It was only a symbol.  It was chosen by G‑d go fulfill this function but it was not a magic potion.  Therefore, to stress this fact, those who prepared it became impure.  The substance, itself, did not purify.  It only served as part of a ceremony which enabled those who participated in it to cleanse their minds of thoughts of death and concentrate on life.
I hope and pray that as I grow up I will always realize the importance of life and will always try to make this world a better place in which to live and in so doing will bring only credit to my parents, grandparents and religion.  I would also like to thank Rabbi Radinsky for preparing me for my Bar Mitzvah and Ken Rosenberg for tutoring me in Hebrew.  I would also like to thank my parents for their love and devotion.  May they only have naches from me.  In closing I would also like to thank all of my friends and relatives who have come to celebrate this simcha with me.  May we all be together at happy occasions.  Amen.

CHUKAS

Rabbi, Parents, Grandparents, Relatives and Friends,

Thank you for coming to celebrate my Bar Mitzvah with me.  Today is a special Sabbath, Sabbath Parah, or the Sabbath of the red heifer.  We read a special Maftir and Haphtorah.  Both the Haphtorah and the Maftir deal with cleanliness, but in different forms.

We begin with a question of moral purity from the Haphtorah.  The Jewish people worshipping idols and acting unjustly and G‑d poured his fury upon them, and as punishment scattered them among the nations.  And I asked myself this question, why did G‑d punish Israel so severely? I think that G‑d wanted to vindicate His own honor.  After all, other nations judged the G‑d of Israel by the way the people of Israel acted.  Or you might say that Israel was to set the example for everyone and keep moral cleanliness as a tradition to be passed on from generation to generation.
Now from the Maftir we have an example of another kind of cleanliness.  This week’s Maftir is about the red heifer.  The laws in this chapter are noted as the “Laws of Purification”.  No one could enter the Temple without being ritually clean.  For example, if someone had touched a dead body they were then ritually unclean.  To become clean again they had to be sprinkled with a mixture of the ashes of a red heifer and other ingredients.  This heifer had to be completely red, no blemishes, and could not be used in the fields.  The people who prepared the heifer were clean before they had prepared it, but afterwards they were unclean.  Or, the heifer made the clean unclean and the unclean clean.
This Maftir has puzzled Rabbis and even King Solomon.  How does this teach us about moral purity? I think that this means man is both clean and unclean, or you can say that man has the ability for both good and evil even when he is trying to do the right thing.  This week’s Maftir is trying to show that even though you do a Mitzvah you can take that good thing and do it for the wrong purpose, so that it is not good anymore.  For example, a man gives charity to someone and says to his face, “Oh, you poor thing.  Here, I’m rich, I’ll be nice and generous and give you some money.” This embarrasses and shames the man and causes him to lose some of his self‑respect.  By acting in this way you could become so proud of yourself and overwhelmed with your good deeds that you may forget the people you are helping have feelings, too.

I hope and pray that I will always remember the lesson of my Haphtorah ‑‑ that I am a Jew and must always avoid violence and injustice, and concentrate on Mitzvahs; and the lesson of my Maftir, that I must always do Mitzvahs in a righteous and compassionate way.  At this time I would like to thank Rabbi Radinsky for helping to prepare me for my Bar Mitzvah, and my parents for all their love and devotion.  I hope and pray that I grow up to be a credit to my family, my nation, and my religion.  Thank you.
Rabbi, Parents, Grandparents, Relatives & Friends:

I would like to welcome you all to my Bar Mitzvah and thank you for coming to help celebrate this simcha with me.  Tomorrow in the synagogue we will read the Torah portion Balak.  In this Torah portion we read about how Balak, the king of Moab, hears about the Jewish victories over the Amorite kings, and although the Jewish people make known to him that they have no wish to harm him or his kingdom, he is overcome by hatred and fear and wants to destroy the Jewish people.  He knows that he cannot succeed by force of arms so instead he calls upon the noted heathen prophet and sage, Bilaam, to curse the Jewish people and, thus, cause them to be destroyed.  He sends messengers to Bilaam to get him to agree to do this.  Bilaam consults with G‑d, and G‑d tells him that he shouldn’t go.  Balak persists, though, and sends another delegation.  Bilaam, who really wants to go, consults with G‑d again.  G‑d, this time, tells Bilaam that he can go but warns him that he can only say those things about the Jewish people which G‑d permits him to say.  The Torah then tells us how Bilaam saddles his donkey and proceeds to go.  On the way an Angel of G‑d confronts Bilaam and his donkey.  Only Bilaam’s donkey, though, sees him.  The donkey stops and Bilaam whips him so he’ll get going.  This is repeated three times until G‑d opens the mouth of the donkey and the donkey protests to Bilaam his being beaten.  G‑d then opens the eyes of Bilaam and Bilaam sees the Angel of G‑d with a drawn sword in front of him.  Bilaam acknowledges that the donkey was right, and again pledges that he will say only what G‑d permits him to say about the Jewish people.
Many rabbis explain this whole episode of the donkey as a dream which Bilaam had right before he left with Balak’s messengers.  The question that I have, though, is, why does the Torah tell this story at all? It seems to me that the Torah here is teaching us a very important lesson.  Bilaam, we know, was the smartest and most profound prophet of that day.  The rabbis compare him to Moses, considering him Moses’ equal.  He was a brilliant individual.  A donkey, on the other hand, is a stupid animal.  It knows just about nothing.  Yet it was the donkey who perceived the right thing to do and not Bilaam, the genius and prophet.  The Torah teaches us that we can learn from everyone, and that especially when our self‑interest is concerned.  Bilaam wanted to do Balak’s bidding.  He wanted the gold and silver Balak was willing to pay, and so he could rationalize and make right the cursing of the Jewish people because this is what he wanted to do.  Any donkey could see that this was wrong, but Bilaam, the smart man, was blinded because of his selfishness.
I hope and pray that I will always remember the lesson of my Bar Mitzvah and never try to make wrong right so I can benefit or have a good time.  At this time I would like to thank my parents and grandparents for all the love and devotion they have showered on me, and to Rabbi Radinsky and Cantor Dean for preparing me for my Bar Mitzvah.  May I grow up to always be a credit to my family, my religion, and community.  Amen.

BAR MITZVAH SERMON

Parents Grandparents, Relatives and Friends: Thank you for coming to help me celebrate my Bar‑Mitzvah.  Tomorrow in Shul we read.  the Sedrah Balak and the Haphtorah from the work the prophet Micah.  In the Sedrah, Balaam makes a sacrifice of 7 bullocks and 7 rams to God.  In the Haphtorah, Micah wrote:

“Will the Eternal be pleased with thousands of rams, or with myriads of rivers of oil? shall I give my firstborn for transgression, the fruit of my body for the sirs of my soul? 

He hath told thee, O man, what is good; and what doth the Eternal require of thee, but to do justly, and to love mercy, and to walk humbly with thy God?”
In this way, the Sedrah and Haphtorah seem to contradict each other.  I sided with Micah and the Haphtorah when I thought to myself, “Will God accept Balaam’s sacrifice? Is this sacrifice an ethical deed which can banish guilt from the donor?” But in studying the question of sacrifice, one could not receive a simple yes or no answer to the question: Is sacrifice moral? First we must know what sacrifice is.  A general definition would be: to give up something for someone, or something else.  Secondly, you must break the word into narrower categories and define these.  The Rabbis explain.  that destructive and constructive sacrifice are the best categories to use.  My definition of a destructive sacrifice is a sacrifice that no one correctly benefits from, and mean neglect of concentrating on good behavior.  A constructive sacrifice means to me: a sacrifice that involves a needy, worthy recipient, does not limit the recipient’s freedom and privileges, does not mean neglect of the donor’s family, does not hurt the recipient’s pride, and is not accepted by the donor as a way to rid himself of guilt.

Still, we cannot file types of sacrifices under these two categories without regard to the circumstances of each individual sacrifice case.

We start with human sacrifice, which is the easiest to define because I immediately classify this as destructive, without regard to circumstances.  This is the only sacrifice we can label as destructive without studying the circumstances first. The people who made human sacrifices thought that this would make God love them, thus, they wouldn’t behave correctly because they thought the sacrifice was enough.  Also, nobody, according to Judaism, could actually own a human to the extent of having the right to kill him.  Some people sacrificed their own.  lives in order to legally make human sacrifice.  But again, we run into a question.  of ownership, and according to Judaism, a person is merely the caretaker of his body, and hasn’t the right to sacrifice it.

Now, charity can be a constructive sacrifice as long as it isn’t meant by itself to rid the donor of any guilt, it doesn’t mean neglect of the donor’s family, it isn’t overly advertised, and the way it is presented doesn’t hurt the pride of the recipient.
Animal sacrifice can be constructive as long as the animal is prepared carefully in respect for its life; it is understood that the sacrifice is being made with God’s permission, and the majority of the animal is consumed in order to satisfy a need.
Time sacrifice can be constructive if it doesn’t mean that the recipient will suffer because it limits his freedom, it doesn’t mean.  neglect of the donor’s family, and the recipient is righteous or needy or both.
Now that we know how to categorize various sacrifices, le us label the sacrifice in the story of Balak.
Balaam’s behavior, the cruel treatment of his donkey and the defiance of God’s wishes, exhibits that Balaam was trying to bribe God, or to receive God’s favor through sacrifice rather than through good behavior.  Thus, Balaam’s sacrifice was destructive.
In the Haphtorah, Micah confirmed this concept of destructive and constructive sacrifice when he asked the question mentioned previously: Will the Eternal be pleased with thousands of rams, or with myriads of rivers of oil? shall I give my firstborn for my transgression, the fruit of my body for the sin of my soul?”, and answered it with: 
“It hath been told thee, O man, what is good, and what the Lord doth require of thee: Only to do justly, and to love mercy, and to walk humbly with thy God.” is acceptable to God.

It is this answer which is regarded as the noblest definition of true religion.  One must have an understanding of these words in order to recognize their beauty and importance.  To me, “to do justly” means to sacrifice by acting fairly and righteously, and by not taking advantage of anyone, no matter how easy it seems.  “To love mercy” means to sacrifice by giving second chances, by helping the poor, the disaster‑stricken, and the ill without advertising your charity.  “To walk humbly with thy God” means to sacrifice by appreciating without arrogance, all the wonderful gifts God gives me.  One of the most precious of these gifts is to have you friends and relatives take an interest in my Bar Mitzvah, which gives me a feeling of unity with humanity.  I deeply appreciate this gift and 1 hope I am worth of it.
Another gift, for which I am very thankful to God, is the gift of my development of which we are celebrating one of the high points today: My Bar Mitzvah, becoming a man.  But why am I now considered a man when I can’t have a job, vote, get married, watch movies with an X rating or drive? All are a man’s privileges.  I learned that the Bar Mitzvah acquires only the religious privileges and obligations of a man and not the civil obligations.  These are usually acquired at the age of 21 in America.  I hope that I will use my religious obligations and privileges in a wise and rational manner always.
At this time I would like to thank the members of our so‑called clan that consists of Bert Nicholsberg, Dan Berkovitz, Larry Weinberg, Steve Trenger, Harvey Lobstein, and Karen Horwich, the people who have had their Bas or Bar‑Mitzvahs within the last year, for the confidence and reassurance they gave me; my grandparents and relatives, for their devotion and love; my parents for the love, devotion, and effort spent on me in the preparation for my Bar‑Mitzvah; Rabbi Radinsky for his patience and time spent in helping to prepare me for this occasion; and you friends for taking an interest in me and the time to help me celebrate my Bar‑Mitzvah.
And now, I offer thanks to God for giving me the opportunity to have a meaningful Bar‑Mitzvah and I pray that He will help me remember the lesson of my Haphtorah; to make all my sacrifices constructive, by always doing justly, and loving mercy, and walking humbly with my God.  Amen.

BALAK

Rabbi, Parents, Grandparents, Relatives and Friends,

I would like to welcome you all to my Bar Mitzvah and thank you for coming to help celebrate this simcha with me.  Tomorrow in the synagogue we will read the Torah portion, Balak.  In this Torah portion we read about how Balak, the King of Moab, hears about the Jewish victories over the Amorite kings and, although the Jewish people make known to him that they have no wish to harm him or his kingdom, he is overcome by hatred and fear and wants to destroy them.  He knows that he cannot succeed by force of arms so instead he calls upon the noted heathen prophet and sage, Bilaam, to curse the Jewish people and, thus, cause them to be destroyed.  He sends messengers to Bilaam to get him to agree to do this.  Bilaam consults with G‑d and G‑d tells him that he should not go.  Balak persists, though, and sends another delegation.  Bilaam, who really wants to go, consults with G‑d again.  G‑d this time tells Bilaam that he can go, but warns him that he can only say those things about the Jewish people which G‑d permits him to say.  The Torah then tells us how Bilaam saddles his donkey and proceeds to go.
On the way an Angel of G‑d confronts Bilaam and his donkey.  Only Bilaam’s donkey, though, seems Him.  The donkey stops and Bilaam whips him so he will get going.  This is repeated three times until G‑d opens the mouth of the donkey and the donkey protests to Bilaam about his being beaten.  G‑d then opens the eyes of Bilaam and Bilaam sees the Angel of G‑d with a drawn sword in front of him.  Bilaam acknowledges that the donkey was right and again pledges that he will say only what G‑d permits him to say about the Jewish people.  Many Rabbis explain this whole episode of the donkey as a dream which Bilaam had right before he left with Balak’s messengers.
The question that I have, though, is why does the Torah tell this story at all? It seems to me that the Torah here is teaching us a very important lesson.  Bilaam we know was the smartest and most profound prophet of that day.  The Rabbis compare him to Moses, considering him Moses’ equal.  He was a brilliant individual.  A donkey, on the other hand, is a stupid animal.  It knows just about nothing.  Yet, it was the donkey who perceived the right thing to do and not Bilaam, the genius and prophet.  The Torah teaches us that we can learn from everyone, especially when our self‑interest is involved.  Bilaam wanted to do Balak’s wishes.  He wanted the gold and silver Balak was willing to pay.  And so he could rationalize and make right the cursing of the Jewish people because this is what he wanted to do.  Any donkey could see this was wrong, but Bilaam, the smart man, was blinded because of his selfishness.
I hope and pray that I will always remember the lesson of my Bar Mitzvah and never try to make wrong right so I can benefit or have a good time.  At this time I would like to thank my parents and grandparents for all the love and devotion they have showered on me, and to Rabbi Radinsky for preparing me for my Bar Mitzvah.  May I always be a credit to my family, my religion, and my community.  Amen.
PINCHAS
Rabbi, Parents, Grandmothers, Relatives, and Friends,

Thank you all for coming tonight to help me celebrate my Bar Mitzvah.  Tomorrow in the synagogue we will read the Torah portion, Pinchas.  This is only one of six Sedras or Torah portions cut of a total of 54 in the whole Torah which is named after a person: Pinchas, Noah, Chayai Sarah, Jethro, Korah, and Balak.  Notice, though, that none of them are named after Abraham or Moses.  Why should this be so? My Torah portion, Pinchas; really begins in the preceding Sedra where we read how Pinchas stopped the Jewish people from worshipping idols in an immoral way by taking the law into his own hands, by killing Kozbi and Zimri.  Because of this action, Pinchas caused the Jewish people to stop worshipping idols before G‑d punished them.  But, Moses and many of the people doubted whether Pinchas had the right to take the law into his own hands even though he knew he was 100% right.
In the opening of my portion we read how G‑d personally rewarded Pinchas for stopping the idol worship.  The Rabbis say, though, that only because G‑d intervened was Pinchas rewarded and not punished.  After this short, paragraph telling us of Pinchas’ reward the Sedra continues with a careful and somewhat tedious numbering of the Jewish people by tribes and families.  We then read about the daughters of Zelophehad, and the laws of inheritance.  This is followed by a most important event concerning Moses.  Moses is again told that he is to die and not enter the Promised Land of Canaan because of his sin at the rock.  We find out also that Joshua is to become the new leader of the Jewish people.  And finally, we learn about the daily offerings, the Sabbath offerings, and the offerings for each of the major holidays.  We see then that my Torah portion contains many important laws and events.  What, though, ties all of these laws and events together? What is the Torah trying to teach us by putting all of these: laws and events together?
To me the Torah in this Sedra is teaching us the concept of responsibility, because the concept of responsibility — what it means to be responsible — is really what ties all of these seemingly unrelated events together.  Let us begin by asking ourselves why Joshua was chosen to succeed Moses as the head of the Jewish people.  Why wasn’t Pinchas, the person for whom this Torah portion is named, chosen to be the new leader of the Jewish people? The reason is, I think, because Joshua was a completely responsible person while Pinchas was not.  Pinchas had a tendency to see things in terms of all good or.  all bad.  He could not see that in most instances there .s some good and some bad on all sides.  In fact, if we look at the Torah portions which are named after people we will see that they are named for people who, too, could only generally see things and people as either all good or all.  bad.  Sometimes looking at the world this way might he true and right.  But, generally, it is false and wrong and no way for a responsible person to view the world.  This point is emphasized in the story of Zelophehad and his daughters.  The man Zelophehad was a convicted criminal according to the Rabbis.  He died for his offense and left no sons, only daughters.  The daughters appealed to Moses asking him if they could have their father’s inheritance in the Land of Israel.  Moses consulted with G‑d and the answer was yes.  The issue here was not if daughters could inherit, but if they should be punished for the actions of their father.  Should they be branded as outcasts because of their father’s sin? The answer was a resounding no! They were able to inherit the land on their own merits.  Moses exercised great leadership in this instance, because he refused to make any distinctions among the Jewish people.  He said that everyone is deserving and worthy of equal treatment no matter what their past may have been.  He refused to divide the people into two general groups, all good or all bad.  A good leader must understand this.  All people have some good and some bad in them.  Moses knew that you had to treat everyone as an individual.  Pinchas, for whom this Sedra is named, was not made the head of the people because he was not completely responsible.  He was a man who often branded things as either all good or all bad.  He was a fanatic.  He was a zealot.  Joshua was not like this.  He had been trained by Moses to look carefully at each individual and not to make snap judgements.  He knew that he could not divide people into good and bad.  This point is again emphasized in my Torah portion by its mentioning again the sin of Moses.  Moses slipped and judged a whole people unfairly.  Moses lost his temper in the wilderness of Zin when the people were begging for water.  Moses with his brother, Aaron, was instructed by G‑d to speak to the rock and water would come forth, but Moses instead yelled at the people.
which means, “Listen, you rebels; are we to bring you forth water out of this rock?” Then Moses lifted his rod and struck the rock twice.  Maimonides says that Moses’ sin was not that he struck the rock, but that he called all the people rebels.  Of course, this act was contrary to his whole life’s work.  He lost his patience and his ability to see the whole picture with all the good and bad in it.  Instead of judging individuals he labeled everyone bad.  In that one critical moment Moshe Rabbeinu lost the necessary quality of leadership.  Therefore, he could not lead the people into the Promised Land.  A responsible individual is one who does not loose his cool but who treats every person and every situation on its own merits.
Finally, we have the offerings — the daily offerings, the Sabbath offerings, and the offerings for the festivals.  These are included here, I feel, in order to remind us again of what it means to be a responsible person.  In order to celebrate the Sabbath and holidays properly the whole people had to participate.  If any part of the people were excluded, the holidays could not be celebrated properly.  Here again we see that we cannot.  divide the people into all good or all bad.  Being able to judge individuals and situations on their own merits is what ties together this whole Torah portion.  From all of these events, episodes, stories, and laws we learn how to act and behave in a responsible way when dealing with others.  This, I feel, is a very important lesson for me to remember from my Bar Mitzvah.
As I grow up I hope that I will become a person who does not make snap judgements, lake Pinchas, but one who will be able to see the good and the bad in each situation, like Moses and Joshua, that I will always be able to act with tolerance and understanding toward others even when I know that I am right and they are wrong.  I hope I will always be able to control my temper and try to be patient and good humored when I am working with others to achieve proper goals.  Only when a people has become 100% corrupt and the situation is completely hopeless could actions like Pinchas be justified.  At this time I would like to thank my parents and grandmothers for all the love and devotion they have given mm.  I would also like to thank the Rabbi for preparing me for my Bar Mitzvah and to all of y for coming to help me celebrate this very happy occasion.  May I grow up to be a credit to my family, my religion, and my community.  Amen.
Honored Rabbi, Parents, Relatives, and Friends,

Thank you for coming today to help me celebrate my Bar Mitzvah.  
In the Torah portion that we read this morning, Mattos, we learn about vows.  This brings to mind a distressing episode in Jewish history when Yiftach was a judge in Israel.  Yiftach was the illegitimate son of a prominent person.  He was chased out by his family and became a ruffian in the hills.  When Moab attacked the Jewish people they called him and asked him to lead an army against Moab.  Because of his martial skills he was able to beat Moab.  Before he went to battle he made the following vow, “If G‑d will give me victory I will sacrifice to Him the first things that meets me when I come home.” Unfortunately for him, the first things that met him was his daughter.  It is not clear from the sources whether she was forced to go and live alone in the mountains for the rest of her life, or whether she met a more gruesome end.  However, the Rabbis fault Yiftach and Pinchas, the High Priest, very much for this episode.  
Yiftach was an Am Haoretz.  He was not a learned man.  The Rabbis discourage vows because one can never know what will happen in the future, but even if one takes a vow there is a way to get out of it if circumstances change.  A person could go before a court and get his vows absolved.  In fact, Yiftach’s daughter asked Yiftach to Yairaid, to go down before the Sanhedrin, the men of learning.  The people and the scholars had become so estranged that there was no communication between them.  The scholars stayed in their ivory Cowers and the people stayed by themselves.  Yiftach was one of the people.  The Rabbis say that Pinchas, the High Priest, should have come to him and told him what to do, and Yiftach, faced with this terrible problem, should have gone to Pinchas to find out what to do.  Yiftach, though, said, “I am a king in Israel.  I am a judge.  Should I have to go before Pinchas?” Pinchas said, “I am the High Priest. Should I lower myself to go before this unlearned man?” Neither of them went to each other and Yiftach’s daughter suffered.  The Rabbis say that because of this both Yiftach and Pinchas were punished.  The Torah says that Yiftach died in the cities of GI‑lad, which they interpret to mean that his limbs fell off one by one in different cities; his hand here, later on a foot here in another city, a hand in another, etc. Pinchas was punished because after this episode he no longer possessed spiritual insight.  G‑d’s presence no longer rested on him.
I hope and pray that as I grow up I will always remember the lessons of my Bar Mitzvah, that I will always be willing to ask people for advice in life when I do not know certain things, and not be too proud to go to others for help.  I also hope and pray that I will willingly share my expertise with others, that I will willingly help them even before being asked.  May I be a credit to my parents, family, friends, and community, and always be a source of pride and naches to them.
Honored Rabbi, Parents, Relatives, and Friends,

Thank you for coming today to help me celebrate my Bar Mitzvah.  
In the Torah portion Massey which we read this morning, we learn about the journeys of the Jewish people through the desert.  At one of their last journeys we learn how Aaron died.  It says he died on the first day of the fifth month, which is the first day of the month of Av.  Nowhere else in the Torah do we learn the date upon which anybody else died.  With all the other great individuals of our people it just says that they died.  It does not give the date of their death, but with Aaron the Torah says explicitly the day he died.  Why should this be so? Why should the Torah tell us that Aaron died on the first day of Av?
Aaron was different than almost all Jewish leaders because he was interested primarily in preserving peace.  He was not interested in confrontation and in making himself a big man.  He was interested in seeing to it that all parts of the Jewish people worked harmoniously.  This is a very difficult job because naturally people are so partisan.  Everyone tries to pursue their own narrow interests.  It takes a great deal of courage and skill to maintain peace.  This was Aaron’s job.  When Aaron died there was really no one to immediately take his place.
Why do we learn about Aaron’s death being on the first of Av? Because this is just nine days before Tisha B’Av, the day of great Jewish catastrophes, the day on which the two temples were destroyed, the Jews were expelled from Spain, and many other catastrophes.  Why do many of these catastrophes occur to the Jewish people, ask the Rabbis? They answer these catastrophes happen when the Jewish people become too partisan, when senseless hatred, or Sinas Chinam, occurs among them.  Tragedies occur when the Jewish people are divided and hate each other.  The Rabbis reach us that the Second Temple was destroyed because of Sinas Chinam.  Aaron’s job was to prevent this, to prevent narrow partisan interests from coming to the fore.  It takes a very short time to destroy institutions and a Jewish community when Sinas Chinam, narrow partisan interests, come to the fore.  Aaron died on the first of Av.  Nine short days later is Tisha B’Av, the day when we remember tragedies which came mainly because of the foolish desires of people not to pursue peace but instead to pursue petty rivalries.  This can be a very short time.  If we let our guard down for the shortest period of time we are liable to destroy everything.  The day of Aaron’s death is mentioned to warn us and to teach us the importance of peace.
I hope and pray that as I grow up I will always remember the lessons of my Bar Mitzvah, and that I will always pursue peace and never just concentrate on partisan interests.
Rabbi, Parents, Grandmothers, Relatives & Friends,

Thank you all for coming tonight to help me celebrate my Bas Mitzvah.  Tomorrow in the synagogue we will read the double Torah portion Acharei Mos and Kedoshem.  These two Torah portions deal with our relations to each other and to G‑d.  In the Torah portion Kedoshem we have the sentence which Rabbi Akiva says is the most important line in the whole Torah, The sentence reads
“You shall love your neighbor as yourself.” The sentence, we know, teaches us that we must always think not only of ourselves but also of everyone with whom we come into contact.  In fact, we must always weigh how our actions will affect others, even people who we don’t know and who we have not even met before we do what we want to do.  This sentence teaches us that we must love our neighbor no matter what his characteristics: The rabbis even apply this line to criminals and teach us that even they have claim to our brotherly love and must be spared unnecessary suffering.
I’ve often wondered, though, why this sentence reads “You should love your neighbor like yourself” and then is followed by the words “I am the Lord Your G‑d.” Why doesn’t this phrase just read “You should love your neighbor”? Wouldn’t that be enough? In the sentences right before this one we are taught not to take revenge or even to bear a grudge.  The rabbis even go so far as to teach us that if someone came to you to borrow something and a play before you had come to borrow something from him and he had refused you, that you shouldn’t take revenge but should loan the thing he wants to him.  In fact, they say you shouldn’t even tell him, “See, I’m loaning to you while you wouldn’t loan to me” because that would be holding a grudge.
From this we see that it would have been very clear what the Torah would have meant if it would just have said “You shall love your neighbor”.  Why does it have to say “You shall love your neighbor as yourself, I am the Lord Your G‑d”? Perhaps the answer to this question lies in what Rabbi Naphtali Berlin once said.  He said that just like almost all of us love ourselves even though we have faults, we must love our neighbors like we love ourselves.  We must love our neighbors the same way even though they have faults.  We can’t say, “Oh, I surely want to love my neighbor, but that means only a good neighbor, a neighbor without faults This we cannot do because just as we love ourselves in spite of our faults, we must love our neighbor in spite of his faults.
But what happens if a person hates himself? This, the Torah tells us, is a terrible crime because we have all been created by G‑d, and if we hate ourselves that means that we hate G‑d Who created us, that we feel He made a terrible mistake creating us.  This we can never feel.  Each of us should love ourselves but not only ourselves because if we hate ourselves we will never be able to love our neighbor.  This is why the sentence in the Torah has to read “Love your neighbor like yourself, I’m the Lord Your G‑d.” This is also what Hillel meant in his famous quotation:
“If I’m not for myself, who will be for me, but if I am‑only for myself, what am I?”

I hope and pray that as I grow up that I will always remember the lessons of my Bas Mitzvah, that I will always be a person who loves and cares for others, and who also never hates herself or her heritage because then I would never be able to properly love my neighbor.
At this time I would like to thank my parents and grandparents for all the love and devotion they have showered on me.  May I only give them naches.  I would also like to thank the Rabbi and Cantor for preparing me for my Bas Mitzvah.  May I grow up to be a credit to my family, my religion, and my community.  Amen.
HONORED RABBI, CANTOR, MY DEAR PARENTS, BELOVED GRANDMOTHER, RELATIVES AND FRIENDS:

THIS IS A DAY OF REJOICING FOR ME, FOR IT MARKS AN IMPORTANT MILESTONE IN MY LIFE.  I AM ENTERING OFFICIALLY THE RANKS OF JEWISH COMMUNITY LIFE WITH THE PURPOSE OF SHOULDERING THE TASKS WHICH ARE IMPOSED UPON THE INDIVIDUAL.  IT IS IN THIS SPIRIT THAT I WELCOME EVERYONE WHO CAME TO SHARE IN MY JOY.

AT THIS TIME, IT IS APPROPRIATE TO PAUSE AND ASK: WHY DO WE CELEBRATE THIS OCCASION? WE FIND THE ANSWER BEAUTIFULLY EXPRESSED IN THE SCRIPTURAL READING FOR THIS SABBATH.  THE BIBLE READS: “USHMARTEM ESS CHUKOSAY...VOCHAY BOHEM...ANEE HASHEM.” “YOU SHALL KEEP MY COMMANDMENTS AND LIVE BY THEM ...I AM THE LORD”

TO BECOME A SON OF THE COMMANDMENTS AND LIVE BY THEM MEANS TO BE ASSURED OF LIFE.  A LIFE OF MEANING AND PURPOSE ...A LIFE OF SACRIFICE AND SANCTITY...A LIFE OF REVERENCE AND RESPECT ...A LIFE OF HOLINESS AND HAPPINESS.
G‑D TELLS US THAT THE COMMANDMENTS ARE GIVEN TO US TO GIVE US LIFE ON EARTH AND LIFE ETERNAL.  I AM THEREFORE PROUD AND HAPPY TO CELEBRATE THIS GREAT MOMENT IN MY LIFE AND IN THE LIVES OF MY PARENTS.
I AM INDEBTED TO MY RABBI, CANTOR AND TEACHERS FOR GIVING ME OF THEIR TIME AND EFFORT IN ORDER TO PREPARE ME FOR THIS DAY.  WORDS CANNOT EXPRESS MY SINCERE GRATITUDE FOR THEIR UNSELFISH AND DEVOTED EFFORTS IN TEACHING ME THE HISTORY AND THE HERITAGE OF MY PEOPLE.  I TRUST THAT MY LIFE IN THE FUTURE WILL BE SUCH THAT IT WILL REFLECT HONOR UPON MY PEOPLE.
I AM INDEBTED TO MY PARENTS WHO HAVE SHOWN ME BY THEIR EXAMPLE, THE BEAUTY AND MEANING OF TORAH LIVING AND TORAH THINKING.  THEIR LOVE AND UNDERSTANDING WILL ALWAYS BE TRUE INSPIRATION IN MY LIFE.  MAY I BE A CREDIT TO THEM.
AS I MAKE THESE PROMISES AND PLEDGES, I PRAY TO THE ALMIGHTY TO GRANT ME THE COURAGE, THE STRENGTH AND THE WISDOM TO OVERCOME ALL TEMPTATIONS AND DIFFICULTIES.  MAY I BE AIDED IN ALL MY ENDEAVORS.
AMEN.
MY DEAR PARENTS, GRANDMOTHER, RABBI, CANTOR, RELATIVES AND FRIENDS:

ON THIS IMPORTANT DAY OF MY LIFE, AS I BECOME A BAR MITZVAH AND AS I ACCEPT THE RESPONSIBILITIES OF BEING A MEMBER OF THE JEWISH PEOPLE, I WANT TO TAKE THIS OPPORTUNITY TO WELCOME ALL OF YOU HERE TONIGHT WHO HAVE COME TO SHARE IN MY SIMCHA.

I WANT TO WELCOME ALL THE FAMILY AND FRIENDS AND ESPECIALLY.....
MY PARENTS; MY GRANDMOTHER, EVELYN MARSHALL; MY BROTHERS, DAVID AND ANDREW; MY SISTERS, CHERIE AND REBECCA AND MY G‑DPARENTS, AUNT NORA AND UNCLE BOB KRAKOWER WHO HAVE HELPED MAKE THIS DAY THE HAPPIEST OCCASION OF MY LIFE.
IT IS MY HOPE AND PRAYER THAT AS I AM CALLED TO THE TORAH TOMORROW MORNING AND SAY THE BLESSINGS OVER THE TORAH (FOR THE FIRST TIME) G‑D WILL BLESS ALL OF MY FAMILY AND FRIENDS WHO HAVE COME TO JOIN ME IN THE CELEBRATION OF MY BAR MITZVAH .
ears.
Honored Rabbi, Parents, Relatives, and Friends,

The Torah portion Devoreem is always read before the holiday of Tisha B’Av.  In this Torah portion we learn about the difference between appearance and reality.  Too often in life we confuse appearance and reality.  People are only interested in appearance.  They are not really interested in what things really stand for and mean.  Religion, if it is only a pageant and a show and does not strike deep into the heart of the individual, is not worth very much.  This is what the prophet Isaiah is speaking about in the Haphtorah this week.
The people confused appearance with reality.  They thought that by looking religious they became religious.  Religion was to them a pageant, a spectacle.  Isaiah tells them this is wrong.  You have to seek justice and relieve the oppressed, judge the fatherless, and plead for the widow.  His words start out with the Hebrew word “Chazon” which means “a vision.” The Hebrew letters of this word stand for the Hebrew words “Chazak Veneechazaik”, “Be strong and courageous.” It is not always easy to understand the difference between appearance and reality.
The Jewish people were told they could enter the hand of Canaan because the other peoples there had become corrupt.  These other people had thought that by going through certain rituals, certain appearances, you could force G‑d to do certain things.  Religion is not magic.  The difference between religion and magic is that in magic the god has to do what you tell.  him to do.  You have forced him to do what you want by performing a ritual.  In Judaism we do not believe that.  G‑d does not have to listen to our prayers.  He can if He wants but He does not have to.  G‑d looks at the whole picture, our actions, our prayers, and does what He knows is best for the world.  We cannot force G‑d to do anything.  Society crumbles when good form, style, is put over substance.  Society also crumbles when people are not allowed to be heard, what a person really feels and thinks is covered overly by fake politeness.
It is substance which should count and not style.  When the Jewish people no longer heard the cry of the oppressed, when they thought they could shunt them aside and mollify them with a few words, destruction came upon the Jewish people.  It is up to us to always remember this, to always remember never to put form over substance and to always listen to the cries of everyone, especially those crying for help.
I hope and pray that I will always remember the lessons of my Bar Mitzvah, that I will always try to not just look like I am being good, but that I will really be good, that I will not make just promises to give charity but that I will really give charity, that I will not only just put on a good appearance, but that I will become a real Mentsch, a real human being.

Honored Rabbi, Beloved Parents, Relatives & Friends:

I am indeed fortunate to have as my Bar Mitzvah Sedra the portion of the Torah known as Vaeschanan.  Within this portion of the Torah most of the cardinal principles of our faith are found: the Ten Commandments, enunciated and elaborated on by Moshe Rabbeinu, Moses our Teacher; Krias Shma, the rallying cry of the Jew throughout the ages, “Hear, O Israel, the Lord of our G‑d, the Lord is One”; the duty to love G‑d with all one’s heart and with all one’s soul and with all one’s might; and the important principle that a Jew must never take advantage of the strict letter of the law to cause harm to a fellow human being.  A Jew must always conduct himself “Leefnai M’Shuras Hadeen”, in perfect equity.  Our rabbis explain that because some Jews failed to heed this, the Temple in Jerusalem was destroyed.  A man must never take advantage of the strict letter of the law to harm his neighbor.
I am also fortunate in having for my Haphtorah or section of the Prophets, Nachamu Nechanu Ami.  This Haphtorah is read the Saturday following the three saddest weeks in the Jewish calendar.  It was at the end of these three weeks on the 9th of Av that terrible calamities befell the Jewish people: the first and second temples were destroyed; the Jews were expelled from Spain; and Hitler began his final solution to the Jewish problem.  In this Haphtorah the Prophet Isaiah comforts the Jewish people and tells them that G‑d will never forsake them, that after G‑d punishes them for their sins G‑d will redeem them.  He will return them to their land and will rule over them in peace, justice, and truth.
In my Torah portion I have stated all the important duties and obligations a Jew owes to G‑d and to his fellow man, and in my Haphtorah section I have spelled out G‑d’s promise to the Jewish people.  A better portion could not be given to any Bar Mitzvah boy.  The principles that are enunciated in these Torah and Haphtorah portions should serve as guides for me to follow all my life.  If I can only follow them with a perfect heart I will then be worthy of being called a son of Israel.  Especially important to me today on my Bar Mitzvah is that important principle in Judaism, the duty to love G‑d with all one’s heart, with all one’s soul, and with all one’s might.
Our rabbis feel that this principle is so important that most of them have listed it third in man’s obligations to G‑d, listing it right after a man’s obligation to recognize G‑d’s existence and G‑d’s uniqueness.  Our rabbis, though, were puzzled by the duty and asked, how is it possible that G‑d could command us to love Him? Love is something which cannot be commanded.  Is it possible that G‑d could hold us responsible for doing something or not doing something over which we have no or little control?
Many answers have been given to this question, but the one that the rabbis have stressed and taught is found in the Gemora Yoma.  What does it mean, “And thou shalt love the Lord thy G‑d with all thy heart and with all thy soul and with all thy might”? It means that G‑d should become beloved because of you, that when a Jew acts decently to his neighbors they will say, “What a good man he is.  What fine people these Jews are! What a fine religion he has.  What a marvelous G‑d he has, Who has given him such a wonderful Torah.” But when a Jew acts badly to his neighbors, they will say, “What a bad man he is! Look how corrupt and evil these Jews are! What a bad religion and G‑d they have, a G‑d Who has given them such a bad Torah.”
The highest form of love for G‑d a Jew can have, our rabbis teach, is to so live and act toward our fellow man that G‑d and His Torah will become beloved in their eyes.  I only hope and pray that I will lead such a life.
At this time I would like to thank my parents for the wonderful love and attention they have given me.  I only hope I can repay their kindness and give them all the naches they deserve.  I would also like to thank Cantor Dean and Rabbi Rabbi for preparing me for my Bar Mitzvah.  I would also like to welcome all my relatives and friends who have come to celebrate this simcha with me.  May G‑d grant that I grow up to become a true and worthy son of Israel.  Amen.

Rabbi, Parents, Relatives, and Friends:

Shalom! Thank you all for coming to help me celebrate my Bas Mitzvah.  My Bas Mitzvah was supposed to have been last week, but because my brother, Dennis, was stuck in an August snowstorm in Chicago with the temperature in the 90’s, we had to postpone it a week.  Actually, his professors wouldn’t let him out of school.  I, though; had already written my speech.  And since it seemed a good speech (anyway the Rabbi said so), I decided to still give it.  So, last week in the synagogue we read the Torah portion Vaeschanan.  I would have been very privileged to have had my Bas Mitzvah occur when we read the Torah portion, Vaeschanan, because this is one of the most important Torah portions in the whole Torah.  We have in it the Ten Commandments, the Shma, the importance of religious tolerance, and how we are supposed to love G‑d with all our heart, all our soul, and all our might.  Also, in my Torah portion is the commandment of putting a mezuzah on our door and the laws of Tephillin.
Tonight I would like to talk about the Shma.  Hear O Israel the Lord, our G‑d, the Lord is one.  We all know that this is the most important prayer in Judaism,.  This is the first prayer we teach to children.  In fact, the Rabbis say that as soon as a child learns how to talk we should teach him the Shma, and we also knows that pious _______________ on their deathbed also try to recite the Shma before they die.  But why should the Shma be our most important prayer? Why isn’t the phrase “You should love the Lord your G‑d with all your heart and all your soul and all your might” the most important prayer?.  After all, the Shma doesn’t even sound like a prayer.  It really isn’t even addressed to G‑d.  What it says  is: “Hear O Israel, the Lord our G‑d the Lord is one.” Why should it be addressed to Israel? What’s more, if we look in the Torah at how the Shma is written we will see something very strange.  The last letter of the first word Shma an ayin is written very big and the last letter of the last word Echod of the Shma the letter Daled is also written very big.  Why should this be so? It seems to me that the reason that the Shma is our most important prayer and is stressed so much in our tradition is because it is addressed to Israel and not to G‑d because it is a call to personal commitment.  It is not just a group of beautiful words or ideas.  What it says is that I have undertaken in my life to live the principles of Judaism, not just to talk about them, but to live by them.  It says, Listen, hear Israel.  I believe and I will act so that everyone will know that there is only one G‑d, that there is only one morality for the whole world.  I believe that we must treat everyone justly, that it is wrong to cheat others even if they don’t belong to our group.  G‑d made us all, and I will live in such a way that everyone will know that I believe in the Fatherhood of G‑d and the Brotherhood of all men.  That’s why the Rabbis tell us the Shma is written with a big letter ayin in the beginning and a big letter daled at the end.  These two letters in Hebrew spell the word “Aid” which means witness.  When I say the Shma what I am saying is that I will, by my actions, be a witness to the fact that there is only one G‑d who rules us all and that T will do my best to live according to the commandments, the rules of morality, which G‑d has given us.  I say, Hear O Israel, I have accepted and continually will accept Judaism.  I have accepted the rules of morality or in Hebrew and I mean to practice them in my daily life.  Why, though, does the Shma say our G‑d? Why doesn’t the Shma just say G‑d? Why doesn’t the Shma read, Hear O Israel, G‑d is one? Wouldn’t that have been enough?
The Rabbis tell us, no, that wouldn’t have enough just to know that there is only one G‑d and, therefore, only one right and wrong, that it is not enough just to know that because there is only one G‑d we are all brothers and sisters and must treat each other With dignity and respect and cannot enslave and harm one another.  That is all true, but it is not enough.  We all need more than that.  It is not enough to know that there is only one G‑d who created us all and who gave us all one morality, but we must also know that He is our personal G‑d, that He loves and cares for each of us, that at any time we can all turn to Him and that He will help us.  When we feel that we can’t be good and we can’t do the right thing, we shouldn’t give us but we should turn to Him and He will help us.  He is our source of comfort and hope, and if we will turn to Him He will quickly help us.  Maybe not always in ways we can recognize, but He will give us the strength to overcome our problems.
I hope and pray than as I grow up I will always remember the lessons of my Bas Mitzvah, that everyday when I say the Shma I will truly realize what I am doing, and that I will always live up to the commitment I am making, that I will always live a life which truly testifies to the fact that there is only one G‑d who created us all and wants us all to treat each other with dignity and respect.  I hope that I will always live a moral life never consciously trying to hurt or harm anyone no matter from what country, religion, race, or national origin a person comes from, and that anytime I am tempted to do the wrong thing, I will remember to turn to G‑d who I know and I am sure will help me to do the right thing.
At this time, I would like to thank my parents for all the devotion and love they have showered on me.  I would also like to thank my brothers, Dennis and Harvey, for all their help and consideration.  I would also like to thank the Rabbi for preparing me for.  my Bas Mitzvah and to all of you for helping me celebrate it tonight.  May I grow up to be a credit to my family, my religion, and my community.  Amen.

Rabbi, Parents, Relatives & Friends:

Shalom! Thank you all for coming to help me celebrate my Bas Mitzvah.  Tomorrow in the synagogue we will read the Torah portion V’eschanan.  I’m very privileged to have my Bas Mitzvah occur when we read the Torah portion V’eschana because this is one of the most important Torah portions in the whole Torah.  We have in it the Ten Commandments, the Shma, the importance of Religious Tolerance, and how we are supposed to love G‑d with all our heart, all our soul, and all our might.

Also in my Torah portion is the commandment of putting a mezuzah on our door and the laws of tephillin.  Tonight I would like to talk about the Shma.  “Hear O Israel, the Lord is our G‑d, the Lord is One.” We all know that this is the most important prayer in Judaism, that this is the first prayer we teach to children.  In fact, the rabbis say that as soon as a child learns how to talk we should teach him the Shma, and we also know that pious Jews on their deathbed also try to recite the Shma before they die.  But why should the Shma be our most important prayer? Why isn’t the phrase “You should love the Lord your G‑d with’ all your heart and all your soul and all your might” the most important prayer? After all, the Shma doesn’t even sound like a prayer.  It really isn’t even addressed to G‑d.  What it says is “Hear O Israel, the Lord your G‑d, the Lord is one.” Why should it be addressed to Israel? What’s more, if we look in the Torah.  at how the Shma is written we will see something very strange.  The last letter of the first word, Shma, an eyn, is written very big, and the last letter of the last word, elad, of the Shma, daled, is also written very big.  Why should this be so?
It seems to me that the reason that the Shmais our most important prayer and is stressed so much in our tradition is because it is addressed to Israel and not to G‑d because it is a call to personal commitment.  It is not just a group of beautiful words or ideas.
What: it says is that I have undertaken in my life to live the principles of Judaism, not just to talk about them but to live by them.  It say:, “Listen, hear Israel, I believe and will act so that everyone will.  know that there is only one G‑d, that there is only one morality, not that it is right for groups to act among themselves justly but it is all right for them to cheat others: No, G‑d made us all and I will live in such a way that everyone will know that I believe in the Fatherhood of G‑d and the Brotherhood of all men.”
That’s why the rabbis tell us the Shma is written with a big letter eyin in the beginning and a big letter daled at the end.  These two letters in Hebrew spell the word Eyd, which means witness.  When I say the Shma what I am saying is that I will, by my actions, be a witness to the fact that there is only one G‑d Who rules us and that I will do my best to lave according to the Commandments, the rules of morality which G‑d has given us.  I say, “Hear, O Israel, I have accepted and continually will accept Judaism, or in Hebrew and I mean to practice it in my daily life.
Why, though, does the Shma say “our G‑d”? Why doesn’t the Shma just say “G‑d”? Why doesn’t the Shma read, “Hear, O Israel, G‑d is one”? Wouldn’t that have been enough.  The rabbis tell us that would not have been enough because it is not enough just to know that there is only one G‑d and, therefore, only one right and wrong, and people can’t say, “My G‑d is better than yours so I can do things to you that you can’t do to me, or say that the G‑d Who created me is a stronger G‑d than yours and you have to be my slave.  That’s all true, but it is not enough.  We all need more than that.  It is not enough to know that there is only one G‑d Who created us all and Who gave us all one morality, but we must also know that lie is our personal G‑d, that He loves and cares for each of us, that at any time we can all turn to Him and that He will help us.  When we feel that we can’t be good and we can’t do the right thing we shouldn’t give up, but we should turn to Him and He will help us.  He is a source of comfort and hope, and if we will turn to Him He will quickly help us, maybe not always in ways we can recognize, but He will give us the strength to overcome our problems.
I hope and pray that as I grow up l.  will remember the lessons of my Bas Mitzvah, that every day when I say‑the Shma I will truly realize what I am doing and that I will always live up to the commitment I am making.  I will always live a life which truly testifies to the fact that there is only one G‑d Who created us all and wants us all to treat each other with dignity and respect.  I hope that I will always live a moral life never consciously trying to hurt or harm anyone, no matter from what country, religion, and national origin, and that anytime I’m tempted to do the wrong thing I will remember to turn to G‑d and I know and I am sure that He will help me to do the right thing.
At this time I would like to thank my parents for all the love and devotion they have showered on me.  I would also like to thank my brothers, Demus and Howey, for all their help and consideration.  I would also like to thank the Rabbi and Cantor for preparing me for my Bas Mitzvah.  And to all of you for helping me celebrate it, may I grow up to be a credit to my family, my religion, and my community.  Amen.
Rabbi, Parents, Relatives, and Friends:

Thank you all for coming to help me celebrate my Bar Mitzvah.  Tomorrow in Shul we will read the Torah portion, Vaeschanan.  This is one of the most important portions in the whole Torah.  In it we have the Ten Commandments and the Shma, the foundations of our faith.  In this Torah portion we are also reminded time and again that because of the Covenant which G‑d made with us and our forefathers we have a special responsibility to lire moral and decent lives.  We are also commanded to be tolerant of other people and their beliefs.  This Torah portion, Vaeschanan, is the second one in Devoreem, or Deuteronomy, the last of the five books of Moses.  Devoreem, or Deuteronomy, is different from the other books of Moses.  The other books of Moses are composed of history and laws which G‑d commanded Moses to put before the people.  This last book of Moses is composed of three speeches and a poem that Moses delivered to the Jewish people shortly before he died.  In this week’s Torah portion the first speech that Moses gave comes to an end.  In this speech Moses reviews what has happened to the Jewish people since they left Egypt and pleads with them not to forsake G‑d’s teachings.  The Torah then tells us how Moses designated three cities of refuge in Transjordan where someone who had unintentionally committed manslaughter could flee and be safe.  After this Moses begins his second speech in which he specifically tells us what G‑d demands of us by reiterating the Ten Commandments and by giving us the Shma.  After reading this Torah portion I’m a little puzzled why did the Torah have to tell us that Moses set aside three cities of refuge right here between Moses’ two speeches? Why didn’t the Torah just go on to Moses’ second speech?  Why does the Torah have to tell us this fact right here? True, it was important what Moses did, but what connection is there between this act and Moses’ speeches? It seems to me that there is a connection here.  The Torah is telling us something very important.
Moses has just concluded a speech in which he pleaded with the people to be good and to follow G‑d’s Commandments.  How are the people to do this, though? Before Moses begins his second speech in which he gets very specific he shows them how.  They are to do this by creating institutions to help them.  Many people believe that a person doesn’t need help to be good, that all he has to do is be good.  Moses here is telling the people that this is not so, that any time you have more than one person involved, you need an institution or a fair procedure to guarantee that the right thing will be done.  We need institutions to help us be good.  I hope and pray that 1 will always remember the lesson of my Bar Mitzvah and will always support synagogues and other worthy institutions which help people to be good.
At this time I would like to thank my parents and Grandmother for all the love and devotion they have showered on me.  I’m only sorry that my other Grandmother is not here.  I would also like to thank Rabbi Radinsky for preparing me for my Bar Mitzvah.  May I grow up to be a credit to my family, my nation, and my religion.  Amen.

This week’s Torah portion is Vaeschanan.  It talks about the Ten Commandments and the Shma.  We are also reminded that we have a special responsibility to live a moral, decent life.  Vaeschanan is the second Parsha of Devoreem.  This last book of the Torah is composed of three speeches and a poem that Moshe delivered to the Jewish people shortly before he died.  In this Parsha the first speech that Moshe gave comes to an end.  In this speech Moshe reviews what has happened to the Jewish people since they have left Mitsrayeem, and Moshe pleads with them not to forsake Hashem’s teachings.
I, at this Sholosh Seudos, would like to talk about the Shma.  The Shma is our most important prayer.  It, however, is not addressed to G‑d but is addressed to the Jewish people.  We say, “Hear O Israel, the Lord our G‑d, the Lord is one.” Why should the Shma be addressed to Israel and not to G‑d? The reason why, our Rabbis teach us, is because of what the Shma represents.
If we look in the Torah we will see that the first word of the Shma ends with a big Ayin and the last word of the Shma ends with a big Daled, The big Ayin and the big Daled spell the word “aid” which means “witness”.  We are all to be witnesses.  We are all to show by our actions that there is a G‑d in the world who demands that we live morally and treat everyone righteously.  In fact, after you have taken the Ayin from the first word of the Shma and the Daled from the last word of the Shma you are left with the two words “Sham Ach” which means “there is your brother”.  The way that we tell Israel that there is only one G‑d and one morality and one Torah is by treating our brother fairly.
In the second line of the Shma recorded in the Torah we have the word “V’Ohavto Eis Hashem Elokecho” “You should love the lord your G‑d”.
How can we love G‑d? How is it possible to love G‑d and how can G‑d command us to love Him? Love is something you cannot command.  The Rabbis give many answers to this question but the answer they have stressed is taught in the Gemorah, Yoma, which says that you shall love the Lord your G‑d, it means that G‑d should become beloved by others because of you, that when a Jew acts fairly and justly everyone else looks and says what a good person he is, what fine people they are, and what a good.  religion they have, what a marvelous G‑d they have who has given them such a wonderful Torah.  That is how a person loves G‑d.  He causes G‑d to be beloved by others.  This is what it means by you should love the Lord your G‑d.  We should always act so that we bring people closer to G‑d by our actions and not push them away by acting badly.
I, though, have noticed that in the Torah it does not say the second line of the Shma, “Barukh Shem Kevod Malkhuto L’Chom Vo’ed”.  Why do we say it now? The Medrash teaches us that when Jacob was on his deathbed and he heard his children say the Shma, “Hear O Israel, the Lord our G‑d, the Lord is one” he answered, “Blessed is the glorious majesty of His Kingdom forever and ever”.  He was so grateful that all his children were following in his footsteps and were trying to lead a life based on the Torah that he said “Baruch Shem”.  They had all agreed that they would all do their best to live so as to bring the Mashiach, to bring G‑d’s Kingdom.  This line, too, was the response that was given in the Temple.  Instead of saying “Amen” everyone there would say “Borukh Shem’”.
Another Medrash teaches us that the angels who are pure always recited the Borukh Shem.  Moses heard .t and taught it to Israel.  However, since the Borukh Shem is not written in the Torah we only recite it in a whisper and not out loud except on Yom Kippur.  On Yom Kippur we say it out loud.  It is on this day that we are considered as pure as the angels.  Also, we remember the service in the Beis Hamikdash in which the Borukh Shem was said.
In this week’s Torah portion we also learn that we must fear the Lord.  How can we both fear and love Him? The answer to that is that in Hebrew the word “fear”, the word “Yorah”, does not mean fear in English but respect.  Before we can love anybody we must first respect them.  Without respect there can be no love.  We first must believe that G‑d is just and will do what He says before we can love Him.  We must believe that He cares for us and is concerned about us.  Once we do that then we can love Him.  That’s why the Rabbis teach us that in the Shma we say “our G‑d”.  We say, “Hear O Israel, the Lord our G‑d the Lord is one”.  “Our G‑d” means that we can know Him and respect Him.  We can know that He is just and that He is fair, that He is good and that He is helpful and that He loves us.  Then we can love Him and should love Him.
Yesterday I turned twelve which means that I am not Bas Mitzvah and obligated to fulfill all the commandments of the Torah.  I hope that I will always live up to the Shma and that I will always make my parents and relatives and friends proud of me.  I am very happy that my grandmother and my aunts and my cousins are here with me at this Sholosh.  Seudos.

Rabbi, Parents, Grandparents, Relatives and Friends:

Thank you very much for coming to help me celebrate my Bar Mitzvah.  Tomorrow in the synagogue we will read the Torah portion Ekev.  In this Torah portion Moses continues his farewell address to the Jewish people.  The Haftorah or prophetic portion which I will chant tomorrow in the synagogue comes from the Prophet Isaiah.  In it Isaiah comforts the people and tells them never to give up, never to lose hope and never to stop believing in G‑d.  What, though, does it mean to believe in G‑d? And why did the people in Isaiah’s time feel that G‑d had forgotten them? Why, too, if G‑d does love us all did He then and does lie now permit bad things to happen to us? And, finally, what is the proper way a person should act if he believes in G‑d?
I believe that the answers to these questions are found in the Torah portion we are to read tomorrow and in Isaiah’s message to the people.  Many people, when they are confronted with troubles, gave up.  To them life is only important and worthwhile if things go well.  If they have the least bit of trouble they want to run away from everything and hide, either in drink, drugs, or irresponsibility.  To believe in G‑d, Isaiah and Moses tell us, is to believe that life has meaning even when things are not going our way.  That’s what Moses says in my Torah portion:
“And the Lord He afflicted you, and suffered you to hunger and fed you wit: manna that neither you nor your fathers had ever heard of, in order that lie might make you know that man doth not live by bread alone.”
Many times G‑d makes us suffer for our own good so that we should learn more about ourselves and about life.  Sometimes things that kook like tragedies in the beginning turn out at the end to have enriched our lives and been good for us.  Sometimes we have to drink bitter medicine in order to be well.  But the important thing is, Isaiah tells us, never to give up hope.  G‑d does love us and will help us.  Some people think that they can do it all.  They don’t need G‑d.  They’ve done everything themselves.  They’re self starters and all the power comes from themselves they think.  Moses warns us against this attitude and says:
“But you should remember the Lord your G‑d because it is He who gives you the power and the strength to be successful.”
In Isaiah’s time the people were having troubles.  They no longer could believe in their own power because they were suffering one defeat after another.  Isaiah came and told them that just as your victories were not all your own doing, so your defeats were also not all your own doing.  You were not born to be defeated, so don’t give up.  Remember there is a G‑d who will and can help you if only you will lead a just and moral life.  What does G‑d require of us? Only that we will do everything in our power to help ourselves while, at the same time, being just and moral.  Then He will help us by giving us the strength to overcome all our difficulties.  This, too, is what Moses tells us in my Torah portion:
“And now Israel what doth the Lord thy G‑d require of thee but to fear thy Lord, to walk in all His ways, to love Him and to serve the Lord thy G‑d with all they heart and all thy soul.”
I hope and pray that as I grow up I will always remember the lessons of my Bar Mitzvah, that I will never quit when the going gets rough, that I will always remember that G‑d loves and cares for me and everything He does is for my own benefit.  I hope I will always give the best of myself to everything I do and always treat others justly and fairly.
At this time I would like to thank my parents and grandparents for all the love and devotion they have showered on me.  I hope and pray that I will only give them naches.  May the Lord always protect them and be with them.  I would also like to thank Rabbi Radinsky very much for preparing me for my Bar Mitzvah and to all of you for coming to help me celebrate it.  May I grow up to be a credit to my family, my community, and my religion.  Amen.

Honored Rabbi, Parents, Relatives, and Friends,

Thank you all for coming to help me celebrate my Bar Mitzvah.  
The Rabbis teach us that in Judaism the body and the mind must work together.  We do not believe that the soul is a prisoner in the body, that the body is evil and the soul all good.  This is illustrated in the Medrash by a story about the king who had a garden to watch.  He put in charge of it a lame man and a blind man.  This way they could not steal from the garden.  However, the blind man and the lame man had an idea.  The lame man would get on the shoulders of the blind man.  He would direct the blind man where to walk and they would eat all the fruit of the garden.  When the king found out that his garden was stripped of all its fruit he went to his two watchmen and said, “Why did you do this?” They said, “How could we have done this? I am blind and he is lame.” The king said, “I know what happened.  The lame man got on the shoulders of the blind man and you stripped my garden.”
In Jewish symbolism the lame man is the soul and the blind man is the body.  The garden is the world and the king is G‑d.  This idea that the body and soul must work together is found throughout the Torah portion we read this morning, Re‑eh.  The soul and the body, when they are working together, elevate each other when they are doing Mitzvahs.  Otherwise they drag each other down.  This is the meaning of most Jewish Mitzvahs which combine the body and soul, like kashruth, Shabbos, etc.
In this Torah portion we also learn about the physical going up to Jerusalem which is the symbol, too, of the elevation of the body and soul.  In order to celebrate the Jewish festivals properly we were told a person had to go up to Jerusalem.  However, three people were told that they need not go up to Jerusalem because it would not do them any good.  They would not elevate their lives by going up to Jerusalem.  One is a blind person, even if only blind in one eye, the other is a lame person, and the third is a person who needs others to bring him up: He cannot go by himself.  These three types of people stand for character faults which do not allow a person to elevate himself.  The person who is blind in one eye is the person who only sees one part of a problem.  He concentrates so much on one aspect that he, literally, destroys instead of builds.  The lame person is a person who promises and promises and promises but never fulfills his promises.  The third is a person who uses others.  He is too lazy to do things for himself, or he is a sneaky person who always wants to get out of what he should do.  He always has to hide behind others using others to accomplish what he wants.  These people do not allow themselves to go up to Jerusalem.  They cannot elevate themselves because they pit the soul against the body.
I hope and pray that I will always remember the lessons of my Bar Mitzvah, that I will always be a person who sees all the parts of a problem and who just does not concentrate on what I want to see, that I will also be a person who keeps his promises and just does not say things without meaning theca, and I also hope that I will be a person who will not use others to get my way but will always be a true partner and helper in working with people, that my soul and my body will always work together.
At this time I would like to thank

KI TEIZEY

Worthy Rabbi and Cantor, My Dear Parents, Relatives and Friends,

On this Sabbath of my Bar Mitzvah, I extend to you a hearty welcome.  I am delighted to have you join me in the services and to share with me the inspiration of this occasion.  The ceremony of being initiated into adult Jewish life represents a significant event in the life of every young Jewish boy, It is a moment anticipated with much enthusiasm.
The Torah section which is read this Sabbath cautions the Israelites concerning the teaching of false prophets.  The Jew was instructed to distinguish between right and wrong teachings.  He was warned not to heed the words of those who arise and mislead the people and persuade them to follow the wrong paths.  Pretty speeches, eloquent addresses, persuasive oratory — all these matter little if the man who utters them does not reflect the word of G‑d.  It is to regretted that many people today are misled by empty phrases, meaningless promises, and adopt concepts which are foreign to Jewish thought and belief.
It is a moment such as this which brings to mind the loyalties which a child owes to parents who have always served the role of true prophets.  This milestone recalls for me the love, the devotion, and the self‑sacrifice of my parents during the years that passed.  My parents have instilled in me a love for Orthodox Judaism which reflects the teachings of the true prophet in Israel — Moses and his Commandments.
My Rabbi, Cantor, and teachers have taught me the principles of Torah and true Judaism.  They have instilled in me a love and respect for our traditional way of life.  I trust that I will not fail them in the future.  May the Almighty ever be with me, guide me and sustain me.  May it be the will of G‑d that I realize in life my ambitions of this day.  Amen.
My Haftorah is from the Book of Isaiah.  In this Haftorah G‑d speaks to Isaiah and He says, “And I have put my words in thy mouth that heaven may be planted”.  In other words, it is our responsibility to plant heaven on earth.  We can by our deeds and by the education we give our children plant heaven on this earth.  We can make this world a better and a better place if we follow the teachings of our religion.
Whenever a child is taught by word or example a noble thought, deed, or way of life, we plant leaven.  In the same way, Heaven can be planted in the soul of a people or peoples.  Israel was chosen and divinely preserved in order that through Israel.  G‑d might plant Heaven...
I shall endeavor by my thoughts and deeds to plant a little more Heaven on earth by following the teachings of my fathers before me.  The beautiful memory of my dear mother whose loving deeds lie within my heart which shall live forever will always guide me in planting Heaven on earth.
To you, Rabbi, Cantor Dean, Mrs. Sachs, and teachers, my dear father, and my new devoted mother, Linda, sister Kim, Grandparents, Great Grandmother, relatives and friends, I wish to express my thanks to all of you for helping me celebrate this most sacred moment in my young life.  I say to you today what we need now is not hatred, not war or violence, but love, wisdom and compassion towards one; another and justice for all.
I will dedicate myself to what the sages wrote so many, many years ago — our responsibility is to tame the savageness of man and to make gentle the life of this world — Let me dedicate myself to these ideals and say a prayer for my country and my people.  Amen.
KI TEIZEY
Shalom, Hello, and Thank You all for coming.

In the Torah portion we just read, Ki Thetze, we studied about the laws that were set down by Moses, the “Chacham”.  It is said that to be a Chacham you must be wise.  But then, why are not all wise men chachamim? They are not because to be a chacham one must have something else.  He must have righteousness.  These laws that Moses laid down are laws of morality, being a human being, and being righteous.  They are laws of marriage, family, divorce, treatment of captives of war, rights of the firstborn, kindness to animals, and justice to fellow men.  Moses, being a chacham, followed these laws, but yet did more.  He even pleaded with G‑d not to kill the Israelites when they were wandering in the desert, knowing that he and his family would be spared.  But, yet, in the Maftir, or final section of the Torah portion, it mentions Amalek.  Why is Amalek mentioned here among the laws of humanity in the Book of Deuteronomy? The answer concerns the fact that the Amalekites did not observe any of the laws of humanity.  They acted more like animals than human beings, and, therefore, they should be treated as animals.  Amalek symbolizes these people who believe in survival of the fittest, only the strongest and best should survive.  They were the fittest, the killers.  Amalek was a contrast to the Jews.  They attacked the stragglers of the Israelites fleeing from Egypt and slavery.  These stragglers were non‑observant Jews and some non‑Jews who had come along to get out of Egypt.  They were the complainers, the Kibbitzers, the ones who never did anything constructive, but told everyone else how they should behave.  Still, Moses defended them and sent Joshua to protect them.  When the Amalekites attacked, they attacked from the rear with no warning or reason except their hatred.  This hatred went back to their ancestor, Esau, who was deprived of his birthright and also lived by the sword, and Timnah, Eliphaz’s concubine, who had been turned away by Abraham.  Eliphaz was Esau’s son and lived by the sword, too.  When Amalek crossed a river he swam across, but when a Jew crosses a river he is expected to build a bridge so that others may cross, too.  Jews do not believe in survival of the fittest, and so Moses opposed the Amalekites and weakened them, but did not kill them.  We are told to blot out Timcah, the memory of Amalek.  Timcha also means to protest. We should protest against Amalek’s ways.  Whenever we encounter men persecuting weaker people or minorities we must stand up to these tyrants and weaken them.  When I was in Israel last month, I saw that the Israeli Army is still fighting Amalek who is now the PLO.  The PLO attacks with no warning and kills and kidnaps women and children as well as anyone who happens to get in their way.  They are full of hatred because they “lost” their homes and land even though the Jews offered to let them stay during the War of Independence.  Now they attack at night, in ambushes, and with long range missiles.  When the Israelis went into Lebanon they could have killed all the PLO, yet they chose to weaken them instead.  Now the PLO is further weakening itself.  The saddest part of this whole ordeal is that the Israelis are unable to leave Lebanon because their borders will still not be secure.  The average Israeli must now spend 60 days or more per year in the Army (most of it in Lebanon), where normal reserve duty is 30 days or less.  These reservists are civilians the rest of the year and it is crippling to them economically to spend this amount of time on active duty.  Many of them have to close down their stores and businesses to serve their reserve duty.  They risk being ambushed or sniped when they try to return to Israel from Lebanon for a leave.  Israel must remain in Lebanon and defend the Lebanese from the Syrians, their PLO allies, and some Lebanese factions.  The Israelis have tried to leave but the nations of the world scream at them because they then must take the responsibility of driving away Amalek.  The amazing thing is that the Israelis do not immortalize the very military men who ensure their safety.  A killer is not to be our leader.  Our leader is to be a chacham, a wise and righteous leader such as Moses.  There are many ways to be righteous.  I heard about a Rabbi and a bus driver who both died and went to Heaven.  However, there was only room for one of them and the other had to go to the “other place”.  Finally the bus driver was selected to stay in Heaven.  “But why?”, the Rabbi asked.  The reply came back, “Didn’t everyone fall asleep during your sermons?” “Well, yes,” the Rabbi replied.  ““That’s right,” he was told, “but on that man’s bus everyone prayed.” May G‑d grant me the strength to be a chacham.

KI TEIZEY

Rabbi, Parents, Brothers, Friends, and Members of the Congregation, 
Thank you all for coming this evening to help me celebrate my Bar Mitzvah.  My Bar Mitzvah Sedra, Ki Thetze, contains solely laws.  In fact, it has more laws in it than any other Sedra in the Torah.  At first glance these laws seem to be grouped in a disorderly fashion, and don’t seem to have anything in common.  Some seem so trivial and unimportant, while others seem to be dealing with serious moral and legal issues.  I will show you what I mean by telling you some of the laws found in Ki Thetze:
“When you see an ox tottering under its load, you should help it.” “If you found something somebody lost, you should try to return it.” “A newlywed man should not be conscripted into the army.”
“Fathers should not be punished for the sins of their sons, nor sons for the sins of their fathers.”
These are just a few of the large number of laws in Ki Thetze which cover many aspects of life.  As I said before, what could they have in common? Why would Moses have seen fit to group them together? It seems to me that there is a great principle that underlies all these laws and which is stated in the Sedra by the words:
“When you go out to war on your enemies beware of evil things.” How often it is that war or the security of a nation is used as an excuse for breaking laws or committing evil.  What an easy way out!  This sentence in the Sedra takes the most extreme situation — a war and tells us that even in this situation we must not look for the immoral easy way out, which, of course, means that we most certainly have no right to seek the immoral path in any other situation especially when we are not in any danger.  Many times our first thought is to take the easy way out, but we must overcome our natural instinct to do so, and often this becomes an internal struggle.  In fact, our Rabbis observed, my portion begins Ki Thetze “when you go out”, singular, rather than Ki Thetzu “when you will go out”, plural, because‑we often have to struggle with ourselves to do the right thing.
All of the laws in Ki Thetze show us that we must not look for and take the easiest course of action just because it is convenient.
We must always do the right thing.  To do what is right is often difficult.  It often takes a lot of convincing of ourselves, not just convincing ourselves that it is right, but convincing ourselves to make the effort.
Now we will examine these laws which at first glance seem to have nothing in common.  We will see that they all serve the purpose of showing us that we should do the right, not the easiest thing.
If a person sees an ox tottering under its load his first instinct may be to say, “I can’t help him now.  I’m busy”, or “It’s none of my business.” If a person said these things he would show that because he wanted to take the easy way out he was willing to let the unfortunate animal suffer.  Indifference towards the suffering of one animal may lead to the indifference towards the suffering of all living creatures including humans.
If a person saw a lost object and saw he did not need it, he could walk away and pretend he did not see it.  However, this would be the easiest way out and wrong.  He should make an effort to return it.  On the other hand, the person may see he needs it so he may keep it.  This is not only the easy way out, but it is almost theft.
And now about the law of conscripting the newlywed man.  It does not apply to every citizen because not every citizen has the responsibility for conscripting soldiers.  It applies to officials and generals.  Even if the enemy is most evil, they have to make the effort to conscript those soldiers that are not newlyweds.  It may be easier not to do so, but it is also cruel, because it deprives the soldier who perhaps may never come back of the joy of his first year of marriage.
Now the law about not punishing fathers for the sins of their sons and vice versa.  The punishing of the father for the sins of the son or vice versa may give the appearance of quick and efficient justice, but it is cruel and it has nothing to do with justice.  Why is it mentioned at all? This can be explained by the following case.  If a son committed a crime it is possible he is hiding and he cannot be found, so why not punish his father? It is a very easy way out and, supposedly, shows justice.  It may also bring the sons out of hiding, but it is very far from justice.  The father has not done anything and that is why it is forbidden.  The same applies if the roles are reversed.
The common factor in all these laws is that by observing them, by not taking the immoral easy way out, we do the best we can to maintain our integrity and inner sense of morality.  What does it mean to take the easy way out? It means to avoid the effort, to do the right thing to avoid struggle.  If we don’t take the easy way out we have to put in effort, and we may even have to struggle.  This is difficult.  That’s why I believe the Torah gave us all these laws, to help us in our struggle to do the right thing.
I hope and pray as I grow up I will remember the lessons of my Bar Mitzvah, that I will always look to do the right thing and not take the easy way out.  This I know will allow me to keep my inner integrity and moral insensitivity.  It is not the easy path, I know, but it is the only one which will allow me to maintain my humanity.  At this time I would like to thank my parents for the boundless love and devotion they have given to me.  I would like to thank my brother, Amos, for patiently teaching me so many things and also for typing my speech, and my little brother, Eyal, for being considerate and not disturbing me when I was studying.  I especially want to thank the Rabbi for preparing me for my Bar Mitzvah, for teaching me Hebrew, and for putting up with me for so long.  And last, but not least, I thank you all present here for participating in this important event of my life.

Great‑grandparents, Grandparents, Parents, Relatives & Friends:

Shabbat Shalom! Thank you all for coming to help me celebrate my Bar Mitzvah.  I’m especially fortunate to have three great‑grandparents here with me tonight.  I’m very grateful to the Ribbono Shel O1om for giving me this great Zechut, this great privilege.  May they along with all of you be granted many, many more years, and may we all be together to celebrate.  many, many more simchas.

Tomorrow in the synagogue we will read the Torah portion Ki Taetsae.  This Torah portion has more laws in it than any other portion in the Torah.  These laws almost with exception deal with the relations between man and man, how one man should act toward his fellowman.  We learn how we are supposed to help the poor, return and care for lost objects, respect the rights of even the criminal, protect runaway slaves, keep proper weights and measures, treat war captives with dignity and honor, be kind to all creatures, etc. Yet this same Torah portion, which tells us how to live the moral and just life, concludes with a strange commandment.  It concludes with the commandment to always remember what Amalek did to the Jewish people when we left Egypt, how Amalek attacked the Jewish people when they were tired and exhausted, choosing out for its main attack the weak and the stragglers.  This is indeed strange because in this same Torah portion we are commanded not to hate the Egyptians.

How is it then that in the same Torah portion where we learn how to treat everyone kindly, how to even treat the Egyptians kindly, a people who had enslaved us for 210 years and had been very cruel to us, killing and hurting children, we are, at the same time, commanded never to forget what Amalek did to us when we left Egypt? After all, what did Amalek do? They conducted a raid on a weak and defenseless people and were beaten back.  But how was this worse than what the Egyptians did? What Amalek did was wrong and immoral and cowardly, besides, but why does the Torah single it out even above the crimes of the Egyptians and command us never to forget it?
It seems to me that the answer to this question lies in the very first verse of my Torah portion.  As the Or Chaim points out, there seems to be a grammatical error in this first verse.  This first verse reads: “When you will go out to battle against your enemies and G‑d will give him in your hand.” This sentence says that when we will go out to battle against our enemies G‑d will give him in our hand.  Enemies is plural, but G‑d is only giving him, singular, in our hand.  What does this mean? We all know that the word —  in Hebrew means not only enemies but also rivals.  The Torah is telling us what when we battle or strive or try to achieve we really have two enemies: one is the world about us, the people and things with whom we have to struggle in order to make a living, to be successful, to make our way in the world.  For some people their enemy is their boss.  To others it is their job, their clients, their experiments, their friends, their community, bureaucracy, stupidity, etc., all those forces outside of man with which he has to struggle in order to be successful.  However, even if we are successful in overcoming all these external forces, we still have only won half the battle.  We must constantly struggle with the other enemy, with ourselves.  Many times it is possible to achieve all our goals, to be very successful, but to have lost anyway, because in the process of achieving success we have destroyed ourselves.  It is not enough to just concentrate on achieving our goals.  We must also concentrate on maintaining our integrity at the same time.  We can, if we concentrate only on achieving success, make our success meaningless by losing our capacity to be human, to be compassionate, to be a person who we, ourselves, can be proud of.  We must win both battles if we are to be truly successful, the battle with the world and the battle with ourselves.  G‑d, in the first sentence of my Torah portion, is telling us that He can only help us achieve half our success, that He can, go to speak, give only one of our enemies in our hands, the external forces in the world outside of us.  We have to conquer the other enemy, the forces within us by always maintaining our integrity, our honesty, and our humanity.
This, too, I believe is why my Torah portion ends with the strange commandment for Jews throughout the ages to always remember what Amalek did to us when we left Egypt and nowhere mentions anywhere that we are supposed to remember the Egyptian slavery.  Everyone, when they would read about the slavery our forefathers endured in Egypt, would immediately realize how bad it was and would never forget it.  The Torah doesn’t have to stress and point out slavery’s evils.  They are obvious and clear for everyone to see.  No one could ever miss them or forget them, but the case of Amalek is different.  What Amalek did can easily be overlooked.  It can be brushed aside as just a passing incident.  This the Torah does not want us to do, because what Amalek did is something we all, if we are not careful, can do and do do.  The name Amalek can be said to come from the Hebrew word “Am” and the abbreviation Lamed Kuph, Lo Kashya, which means a people of no questions, an unquestioning people, a people, nation, which is so dedicated to its goals and ideals that it is willing to trample over the rights and privileges of everyone, even the weak and the helpless.  We all have read about and perhaps even know people, really nice attractive people, who in their unthinking zeal and dedication to achieve success and maybe even the fulfillment of ideals, are ready and willing to trample over others.  This, the Torah tells us, is a terrible thing.  They may achieve success, but in the process they will destroy themselves just as Amalek eventually destroyed himself.  We must never forget this.  We must never sacrifice our integrity, our humanity, our compassion in order to achieve our goals.
If we do, no matter what the outward appearances, we can never be truly successful.
I hope and pray that as I grow up I will always remember the lessons of my Bar Mitzvah sedra, that I will always remember that integrity, honesty, a good name are more important than any outward success, and that I must always be on my guard never to lose the battle with myself.  I also hope and pray that I will always remember that G‑d can only help me battle my external enemies.  The battle to maintain my own integrity, my own humanity, is mine.  May I grow up to be a truly successful person, one who has both inwardly and outwardly struggled with himself and the world and maintained his integrity.  This, of course, is what the name Israel means.  May I grow up to be a true son of Israel.
At this time I would like to thank my parents, grandparents, great‑grandparents and relatives for all the love and devotion they have showered on me.  I would also like to thank my father for preparing me for my Bar Mitzvah.  May I grow up to be a credit to my family, my religion, and my community.  Amen.

Great‑grandparents, Grandparents, Parents, Relatives, and Friends,

Shabbat Shalom.  Thank you all for coming to help me celebrate my Bar Mitzvah.  I’m especially fortunate to have three great‑grandparents here with me tonight.  I’m very grateful to the Ribbono Shel Olom for giving me this great Zechut, this great privilege.  May they along with all of you be granted many, many more years.  And may we all be together to celebrate many, many more simchas.
Tomorrow in the synagogue we will read the Torah portion Ki Thetze.  This Torah portion has more laws in it than any other portion in the Torah.  These laws almost without exception deal with the relations between man and man, how one man should act toward his fellow man.  We learn how we are supposed to help the poor, return and care for lost objects, respect the rights of even the criminal, protect runaway slaves, keep proper weights and measures, treat war captives with dignity and honor, be kind to all creatures, etc. Yet, this same Torah portion which tells us how to live the moral and just life concludes with a strange commandment.  It concludes with the commandment to always remember what Amalek did to the Jewish people when we left Egypt.  How Amalek attacked the Jewish people when they were tired and exhausted, choosing out for its main attack the weak and the stragglers.  This is indeed strange.  Because it this same Torah portion we are commanded not to hate the Egyptians.
How is it then that in the same Torah portion where we learn how to treat everyone kindly, how to even treat the Egyptians kindly, a people who had cruelly enslaved us for 210 years, we are at the same time commanded never to forget what Amalek did to us when we left Egypt? After all, what did Amalek do? Amalek conducted a raid on a weak and defenseless people and was beaten back.  But how was this worse than what the Egyptians did, What Amalek did was wrong and immoral and cowardly, besides, but why does the Torah single it out even above the crimes of the Egyptians and command us never to forget it?
It seems to me that the answer to this question lies in the very first verse of my Torah portion.  As the Or Chaim points out.  there seems to be a grammatical error in this first verse.  This first verse reads; 

“When you will go out to battle against your enemies and G‑d will give him in your hand.” 
This sentence says that when we will go out to battle against our enemies G‑d will give him in our hand.  Enemies is plural but G‑d is only giving him, singular, in our hand.  What does this mean? We all know that the word in Hebrew means not only enemies but also rivals.  The Torah is telling us that when we battle or strive or try to achieve we really have two enemies; one is the world about us, the people and things with whom we have to struggle in order to make a living, to be successful, to make our way in the world.  For some people their enemy is their boss.  To others it is their job, their clients, their experiences, their friends, their community, bureaucracy stupidity, etc. All those forces outside of man with which he has to struggle in order to be successful.  However, even if we are successful in overcoming all these external forces we have still only won half the battle.  We must constantly struggle with the other enemy, with ourselves.  Many times it is possible to achieve all our goals, to be very successful, but to have lost anyway, because in the process of achieving our goals we must also concentrate on maintaining our integrity at the same time.  We can if we concentrate only on achieving success make our success meaningless by losing our capacity to be human, to be compassionate, to be a person who we, ourselves, can be proud of.  We must win both battles if we are to be truly successful; the battle with the world and the battle with ourselves.  Hashem, G‑d, in the first sentence of my Torah portion is telling us that He can only help us achieve half our success, that He can, so to speak, give only one of our enemies in our hands, the external forces in the world outside of us.  We have to conquer the other enemy, the forces within.  us, by always maintaining our integrity, our honesty, and our humanity.
This, too, I believe is why my Torah portion ends with the strange commandment ‑for Jews throughout the ages to always remember what Amalek did to us when.  we left Egypt and nowhere mentions anywhere that we are supposed.  to remember the Egyptian slavery.  Everyone, when they would read about the slavery our forefathers endured in Egypt, would immediately realize how bad it was and would never forget it.  The Torah doesn’t have to stress and point out slavery’s evils.  They are obvious and clear for everyone to see.  No one could ever miss them or forget them.  But the case of Amalek is different:.  What Amalek did can easily be overlooked.  It can be brushed aside as just a passing incident.  This the Torah does not want use to do.  Because what Amalek did is something we all, if we are not careful can do and do do.  The name Amalek can be said to come from the Hebrew word “Am” and the abbreviation “Lamed Kuph, Lo Kashya” which means a people of no questions, an unquestioning people, a people, nation, which is so dedicated to its goals and ideals that it is willing to trample over the rights and privileges of everyone even the weak and the helpless.  We all have read about and, perhaps, even know people, really nice, attractive people, who, in their unthinking zeal and dedication to achieve success and maybe even the fulfillment of ideals, are ready and willing to trample over others.  This the Torah tells us is a terrible thing.  They may achieve success but in the process they’ll destroy themselves just as Amalek eventually destroyed himself.  We must never forget this.  We must never sacrifice our integrity, our humanity, our compassion in order to achieve our goals.  If we do, no matter what the outward appearances, we can never be truly successful.
I hope and pray that as I grow up I will always remember the lessons of my Bar Mitzvah Sedra, that I will always remember that integrity, honesty, a good name are more important than any outward success, and that I must always be on my guard never to lose the battle with myself.  I also hope and pray that I will always remember that G‑d can only help me battle my external.  enemies, the battle to maintain my own integrity, my own humanity is mine.  May I grow up to be a truly successful person, one who has both inwardly and outwardly struggled with himself and the world and maintained his integrity.  This, of course, is what the name Israel means.  May I grow up to be a true son of Israel.  At this time I would like to thank my parents, grandparents, great‑grandparents, and relatives for all the love and devotion they have showered on me.  I would also like to thank my father for preparing me for my Bar Mitzvah.  May I grow up to be a credit to my family, my religion, and my community.  Amen.

Dear Friends,

My parents and I welcome all of you who came to worship with us this Sabbath.  With gratitude to G‑d and joy in my heart and with dedication to the noble principles of Judaism, I stand before you very happy and with much humility.  I am mindful of the importance of this moment as I seek to identify myself with our people and our people’s destiny.  A Bar Mitzvah boy runs the danger of joining those groups which, like Korach of old, tend to lead away from G‑d and His teachings.  I hope and trust that I will not be tempted nor ensnared but will continue in Try loyalty to my faith.

I have learned many things during these past years, but I think the most meaningful lesson I have been taught is following G‑d’s commands, accepting his decrees, subduing one’s desires in the interest of the entire group.  May I never deter from this program of duty and responsibility.
I have been blessed in having wonderful parents, brothers, and sisters, and dear and beloved grandparents.  May the Lord bless them with long life, health, and happiness and may my future behavior be a source of pride and joy tot hem.  I want to take this opportunity to thank all those who shared in my religious teaching and training.  May I prove their faith in me.
I pray that the Almighty grant me a “Layv Chochom V’Novon”, “a wise and understanding heart, that I may distinguish between good and evil”.  I ask for an understanding heart; that I may truly appreciate the great ideals of our religion.  May G‑d bless you all.  Amen.

KI THETZE

BECOMING ONE’S OWN MASTER

Worthy Rabbi, Cantor, my dear parents, relatives and friends: 
This day marks an important event in my life.  It is my Bar Mitzvah, an occasion to which every Jewish lad looks forward with great anticipation.  It is also a serious and most solemn day because Bar Mitzvah implies duty and responsibility.  At the age of thirteen a Jewish boy must become aware of his obligations to his G‑d and his people.  The ceremony, therefore, is intended as an initiation and formal acceptance into the Jewish community.
At this moment, I am filled with love for my people and with a firm determination to follow in the footsteps of my ancestors.  I offer prayer to Almighty G‑d to guide me in the new path and to help me in my task of becoming a loyal and upright Jew.
It is always customary for a Bar Mitzvah to dwell on the section of the Torah to be read on the Sabbath.  This week’s section contains a number of laws and commandments whose purpose is to purify and sanctify the people who observe them.  I was particularly fascinated with the law which states:

“The fathers shall not be punished for the sins of their children, neither shall the children be punished for the sins of their fathers; every man shall be punished for his own sin.”
In ancient times, the family of a wrong‑doer suffered the same punishment as the wrong‑doer himself.  The Torah could not accept such a practice.  Judaism believes in individual responsibility.  Every person is responsible for his own deeds and actions.  The group cannot and must not share the guilt of one of its members.  This is a principle lone proclaimed in our Torah and since then, adopted by civilized man.  The ceremony of Bar Mitzvah shows how true this is.  The child is naturally the responsibility of the parents, but as soon as he reaches the age of maturity he becomes his own master.  Such responsibility, I take upon myself today.
I am indeed grateful to my dear parents for their watchful care and guidance to this day.  Even though I am considered responsible I will still need their counsel, care and encouragement.  I pray to G‑d that He bless them with long life, health and happiness.
I shall always be mindful of the debt I owe my Rabbi, Cantor and Parents for their patience and continued interest in my spiritual well‑being.  I trust that my future behavior will make them proud of me.
As I go forth from this service dedicated to the ideals of our faith, I again offer earnest prayer that my efforts be blessed so that I may become a loyal Jew, and a worthy and useful citizen.

FRIDAY NIGHT WELCOME
MY DEAR PARENTS, RABBI, CANTOR, RELATIVES AND FRIENDS:

ON THIS IMPORTANT DAY OF MY LIFE, AS I BECOME A BAR MITZVAH AND ACCEPT ALL THE RESPONSIBILITIES OF BEING A MEMBER OF THE JEWISH PEOPLE, I WANT TO TAKE THIS OPPORTUNITY TO WELCOME ALL OF YOU HERE TONIGHT WHO HAVE COME TO SHARE IN MY SIMCHA.

I WANT TO WELCOME ALL THE FAMILY AND FRIENDS AND ESPECIALLY 

WHO HAVE HELPED MAKE THIS DAY THE HAPPIEST OCCASION OF MY LIFE.
IT IS MY HOPE AND PRAYER THAT AS I AM CALLED TO THE TORAH TOMORROW MORNING AND SAY THE BLESSINGS OVER THE TORAH (FOR THE FIRST TIME) G‑D WILL BLESS ALL OF MY FAMILY AND FRIENDS WHO HAVE COME TO JOIN ME IN THE CELEBRATION OF MY BAR MITZVAH.

     AMEN

This week’s sedra is Ki Savo.  It means in Hebrew “When thou art come into the land”.  The Jewish people were about to enter the Land of Israel.  Moses commands them to do the following things when they enter the land: 1) To set up 12 great plastered stones on which the Torah was to be engraved very plainly; 2) To build an altar to G‑d; 3) To enact a great ceremony in which the tribes of Simeon, Levi, Judah, Issachar, Joseph, and Benjamin were to stand on Mt.  Gerizim and the tribes of Reuben, Gad, Asher, Zebulun, Dan and Naphthali were to stand on Mt.  Ebal.  The Priests were to stand in the valley between the two mountains and alternately recite 12 blessings and 12 curses.  The Priests would first turn towards Mt.  Gerizim and recite the blessing.  For example:
“Blessed is the man who does not make a graven molten image.” All the tribes on Mt.  Gerizim would then answer Amen.  The priests would then turn toward Mt.  Ebal and then repeat the opposite curse:
“Cursed be the man who makes a graven molten image.” All the tribes on Mt.  Ebal would then say Amen.  All these 12 blessings and 12 curses had to do with offenses for which it would be hard to bring a man to trial but which if they would be generally practiced would not only corrupt those who practiced them but would also destroy society.  They had to do with idolatry, dishonoring parents, removing landmarks, being inhumane to the blind, being unjust to the powerless, practicing incest, murder, bribery, and being generally contemptuous of the Torah.  The 12 great plastered stones were to be in full view during this ceremony.
As we look at this ceremony several questions come to my mind.  When Moses commanded the Jews to erect the 12 great stones he specified that the Torah be engraved on them very plainly.  The Rabbis tell us that the Torah was inscribed on these stones in over 70 different languages.  Why wasn’t it engraved in just one language? Secondly, why were just those blessings and curses used which deal with types of offenses for which it would be hard to bring a person to trial?  Thirdly, why did the Jewish people need this ceremony at all?

It seems to me that these questions are related.  The Jewish people were about to embark on a new adventure.  They were to do something that their ancestors had never done before.  They were to enter the Land of Israel and live in it the life of a nation among nations.  They might have concluded therefore that since things and times were not going to be so different they could dispense with the Torah and Jewish tradition.  The Torah was given in the desert and it could be argued was only good for the desert.  Moses, however, tells them that this is not so and he commands them to go through this ceremony to emphasize this fact.  He has them write the Torah 70 different ways to dramatize that the Torah can be applied anywhere at any time.  This ceremony was to emphasize the fact that the Torah was given to everyone in every age and is the property of everyone at all times.  The Torah, according to our tradition, has 70 different levels of understanding and everyone no matter what his level or in what age he lives can gain much by studying it and everyone can put its ideals into practice.  The reason why just those blessings and curses which had to do with a man’s secret life and not his public life were used was also to counter the argument that maybe the Torah doesn’t really apply anymore.  Many people now that the Jews were entering Israel might say that the Torah’s principles were beautiful but that one must violate them to get ahead.  After all, success is important.  That’s why I believe the Torah had half of the tribes stand on one mountain and half the tribes on another mountain to emphasize the point that in most societies the forces of good and evil are about balanced and it is up to each of us individually to see to it that good prevails.  We can’t say, “It doesn’t matter what I do since how can I affect things”.  This ceremony says that this attitude is wrong.  Society does depend upon me and I must act justly in my private as well as my public acts.  Today I am about to embark on a new phase in my life.  In a world which is very different from the world of my parents and vastly different from the world of my grandparents.  I hope and pray that I will always remember the lesson of my Bar Mitzva sedra — That the Torah is just as relevant today as it was in the past and that because it deals with life on all its levels it can always serve as a source of inspiration to me.
I hope and pray that I will be always worthy of its teachings.
I would like to thank Rabbi Radinsky for teaching me my Bar Mitzva.  At this time I would also like to thank my Parents for all the love and devotion they have showered on me.  May they only have naches from me.  I would also like to thank all my relatives and friends who have come to celebrate this simcha with me.  May we always be together on simchas.  Amen.

Rabbi Radinsky, Cantor Dean, Family, and Friends,

Countless boys have stood where I am now standing.  No doubt they have stressed the importance of this day in their lives and of their hopes and plans for the future.  I, too, must do this, but I would like just briefly to look to the past.
How could I have known, less than five years ago, that I would be celebrating my Bar Mitzvah here far from the land where I was born, far from family and friends in a new country with new friends, new customs, and adopted families? I shall look upon my Bar Mitzvah as a starting point, a beginning, which, I hope, will lead me to an exciting, fulfilling, and responsible adventure of life.  I realize that I am still young and inexperienced and there is much to learn.
In the Torah reading cycle for the year we are gradually reaching the end of the career of our great leader, Moses.  Moses addresses the people for his farewell speech.  He is old and weary.  It is his successor, Joshua, who will lead them to the Promised Land.  He charges the people to ensure that the Torah will remain with them.  The Torah must continually be studied and understood.
The Jew does not read the Torah; he studies the Torah.  The more he studies, the more he loves it.  With every repetition of the Torah new meanings and new insights are found.  No other people has derived so much pleasure from reading the Torah as did the Jew.  It was a source of comfort to him in all his sad experiences of the past. It has been a tower of strength in his struggles to overcome the obstacles that were placed in his way.
Moses has faithfully guided the people toward the Promised Land.  Without Moses as their leader their wanderings would have been aimless.  My guides have been my parents who have directed me, who have protected and encouraged me.  They have shared in my successes and comforted me when I most needed it.  Their academic achievements are a goal toward which I shall strive.  They have given me the best possible Jewish education and, by their example, a pride and a joy in my Jewish heritage.
To my sister and brother — neither of whom knows how difficult the role of the middle child is — thank you for your support and loyalty.  To my grandmother, Sheila, who has come from Jerusalem to be with us — thank you, too.  I am sure that you will enjoy your visit this year more than last year.  To uncle Neville, aunt Shirley, Rael and Lauren, who have come from London, England, it took five years to entice you to Houston.  I know it was worth waiting for.  Thank you also to uncle Solly who gave us such a welcome surprise by arriving from Johannesburg yesterday.  Finally, to uncle Irvine, aunt Diane, Heidi and Leora who have come from New York, we are delighted to have you here.
To Rabbi Radinsky and Cantor Dean for their patience and forbearance, for all the Monday evenings, for doing the almost impossible — getting me to sing — thank you.  I trust that I will not fail them as I grow to adulthood.  This I hope to do with the help of G‑d.  Amen.  Shana Tova to all of you.

Dear Rabbi, Cantor, my Dear Parents, Relatives and Friends,

This is a day of rejoicing for me as I become Bas Mitzvah and enter the ranks of my people as an adult Jew.  Bas Mitzvah is always a milestone in the life of the Jewish woman for it marks the end of one period of time and the beginning of another.
This occasion takes on a religious meaning among our people because the transition has to do more with religious responsibilities than with general obligations.  The word Bas Mitzvah means woman of duty.  Here again, duties to G‑d and to fellow man are implied.  It is for this reason that the celebration takes place in the synagogue and the occasion is celebrated as a religious service.  I, therefore, welcome all of you who came to share in this happy event with me.
The portion of the Torah assigned for tomorrow morning is most inspiring.  Our great leader, Moses, addresses himself to his people in his farewell speech.  He reviews for them all the experiences he had with them since the moment they left Egypt on their way to the Promised Land.  He speaks to them of the difficulties he had on the long and trying journey, and he warns them to keep the word of G‑d.  “Not only with you do I make this Covenant and oath; but with him that standeth here with you today before the Lord our G‑d, and also with him that is not here with us this day.” Tradition tells us that all the souls that were to be born in the future were present at the time when the law was given to Israel.  This teaches us that our Torah was not given to any particular generation of any particular land, but to the generations of the past, the present, and those that will come after us.  in other words, the law of G‑d is eternal.
As a Bas Mitzvah girl I am obligated to look upon this heritage of my people as something which is to continue through me, for I, too, not in body but in spirit, witnessed the great event, the Covenant between G‑d and His people.  I pledge myself, therefore, to uphold with dignity and respect the noble commands of our faith.
I am grateful to my dear parents for having provided for me the opportunities to study and to learn about my people and my faith.  I know that it is their desire to see me grow up to be a good Jew and respectable citizen.  It shall be my task to fulfill their hopes.
I want to express my thanks to my Rabbi, Cantor, and teachers for their instruction and their guidance to make this day of my Bas Mitzvah possible.  I know that they want me to take my rightful place in the community as an active and respectable member.  This I hope to do with the help of G‑d.  Amen.

Honored Rabbi, Parents, Relatives, and Friends,

Thank you all for coming to help me celebrate my Bar Mitzvah.

In the Torah portion Vayelech Moshe tells them that they should teach the song that he is going to give them to their children as a witness against them, that when evil and troubles come upon them this song shall explain why these bad things are happening to them.  “So Moshe wrote this song the same day and taught it to the Children of Israel; and he gave Joshua, the son of Nun, a charge and said, ‘Be strong and of good courage,’” Moshe’s song was meant to reprove the Jewish people so that they would turn back from their evil ways and do good.
Why was a song or a poem given to reprove them? Why a song and not prose? The Rabbis tell us when you criticize someone do it in a nice way if you want to achieve results.  Criticism must be given with love and warmth otherwise it will have no effect.  We also learn how Joshua, before he was to assume leadership of the Jewish people, was told “Chazak Ve Ametz.” “Be strong and courageous.” The word “Chazak” has another meaning besides “to be strong.” It also means to have a certain status.  A person, before lie marries, has a Chazak, or status, of being single.  After he marries his Chazak changes.  Chazak means to realize that you have a certain status.  Joshua was told to remember that he was of the seed of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, that he was somebody, that he need not feel ashamed before anyone, that inside he should be proud of himself and his people.  Then he was told “Ametz.” “Ametz” in Hebrew can also mean “to adapt.” Only after you have strong inner self‑respect can you adapt from people around you.  You must, though, first be strong in your principles.  Criticism should never destroy a person’s self‑respect.  If you destroy a person’s self‑respect he will never pay to adapt in life and learn how to get along with other people because he will think that since he is no good no one else is any good either.  Anytime we criticize we must criticize with a song, with warmth and love and never try to destroy a person’s self‑respect.
I hope and pray that as I grow up I will always remember the lessons of my Bar Mitzvah, that I will always be strong in my Judaism and have a strength of self‑respect, that I will be open to criticism and be able to adapt and relate to other people because I know that my personality is not threatened because I know that I am somebody.  I am a descendant of Abraham, Isaac, and David.  I also hope and pray that I will not try to destroy another’s self‑respect, that I will always be a person who, when I criticize, always do it with love and warmth.
At this time I would like to thank

Parents, Grandparents, Relatives, and Friends,

Thank you all very much for coming to help me celebrate my Bas Mitzvah.  This Shabbos is a very special Shabbos in the Jewish calendar.  This Shabbos is Shabbos Shuva, the Shabbos of Return, the Shabbos between Rosh Hashonna and Yom Kippur.  On this Shabbos especially, each of us is to search his ways, to look into his heart and to choose the path which will return him to the ways which the Lord our Creator would have us follow, the path which will assure each of us a moral, decent and happy life.  This indeed is a good Shabbos upon which to celebrate my Bas Mitzvah.  For I am now beginning on the road of life, and I now am responsible for choosing my own path.
The Torah portion which we will read tomorrow in the synagogue, Haazinu, contains many valuable lessons which should help me choose the proper path.  This Torah portion is almost completely in verse.  Moses delivered the last part of his farewell address as a poem.  This seems very strange.  Why should Moses have finished his last address to the Jewish people with a poem? A poem hardly seems suitable for Moses’ last words to a people he has led for forty years.  What’s more, throughout this poem Moses continually speaks of a rock.

1.  The Rock His work is perfect
2.  Of the Rock that gave birth to Thee thou wast unmindful 
3.  Except that their Rock had given them over
4.  Because not like their Rock is our Rock 
5.  The Rock in whom they trusted

What is the meaning of this image, the rock? And why does Moses continually use this image? I saw a lot of rocks when I was in Israel and the huge stones which make up the Wall are certainly impressive, but I know that this is not what Moses meant.  According to Webster’s Dictionary, a rock is a synonym for a firm foundation, something upon which we can build.  Moses is telling us here that each of us must, first of all, in life have a firm foundation, and the firm foundation of every Jew must be a belief in a G‑d who cares and is concerned for every one of us, a G‑d in whom we can trust, a G‑d who not only looks after us but also who demands that we, in turn, lead a moral and just life.  In order to build on any firm foundation we must dig deep and we must work hard and conscientiously.  This, too, we must do if we are to lead the moral, the good life.  We must constantly work hard to try to find out what is moral and then act accordingly.  This requires much study and effort.
This, too, I believe is the meaning of another verse in which Moses uses the imagery of a rock:
“He made him ride on the high places of the earth and He made him to suck honey out of the crag and oil out of the flinty rock.” Sometimes those who base their life on a belief in G‑d, on a belief in morality and justice have a hard time.  Because they are firmly based, it seems that they lack the flexibility to really live.  The Rock upon which they base their lives may, at times, seem hard and unyielding and terribly difficult, but, at the end, Moses assures us it always produces sweetness and honey.  And, what’s more, oil, balm.  The strength and courage to always overcome all of life’s difficulties.
This is the reason, too, why I believe that Moses wrote his last words as a poem.  His last words which stress the vital importance of having a firm foundation of believing in a G‑d in whom we can trust and which warn against the false gods of passing fads which always end up in bitterness and feelings of depression.  Moses is telling us, do you want to feel life’s real highs, to feel its poetry, its real joy? Then you must be firmly rooted.  You must have a firm foundation.

Honored Rabbi, Parents, Relatives, and Friends,

Thank you all for coming to help vie celebrate my Bar Mitzvah.

In the final portion of the Torah, Zos Habrocho, which we will read on Simchas Torah, we learn of Moses’ farewell blessings to the Jewish people before he dies.  Moses opens with a short introduction.  Then he blesses each true individually, and finally he concludes with a few general blessings directed to the entire Jewish people.  It is interesting to note, though, that he leaves one tribe out from his individual blessings, the tribe of Simeon.  Why should Moses have left out the tribe of Simeon? Why didn’t he bless them like he did all the other tribes?
Many answers are given to this question.  Iba Ezra answers this question by saying that they were not blessed because of their leading rote in the incident which happened in Baal‑poor where the tribe of Simeon, led by their prince, decided to satisfy their own appetites and to default on all their obligations to the rest of the Jewish people.  They did not deserve a blessing.  They lived only for themselves and did not feel that they had any obligation to their people, tend, in fact, later on when the Land of Israel was divided among the tribes Simeon was not: given special lands of his own but was allotted land within the territory assigned to Judah.

A Jew who does not recognize his obligations to his people is not worthy of being blessed or even of being counted among his brethren.
I hope and pray that I will do all I can to fulfill my obligations to our people and not just be concerned with my own appetites.  I hope and pray that as I grow up I will always remember the lessons of my Bar Mitzvah, that I will always be a proud Jew who knows that he owes: an obligation to others and not  just to himself.  May my parents, friends, and community always; be proud of me, and may I only give them naches.
At this time I would like to thank

Rabbis, Parents, Grandparents, Relatives & Friends:

Tomorrow, here in the synagogue, I will read a special Haftorah.  Today is not only the Sabbath, but also Rosh Chodesh, or the first day of a new month according to the Jewish calendar.  Today begins the month of Iyar.  According to our tradition, the first day of every month is a semi‑holiday, and we recite special prayers, If the semi‑holiday falls on a Sabbath a special Haftorah is read.
Just as the Haftorah is special this Sabbath, I also feel special and proud to be Bar Mitzvah in this synagogue.  For it is here on this very pulpit that my father celebrated his Bar Mitzvah,
My Haftorah comes from the Book of Isaiah.  Isaiah tells us how in his day there were people who ridiculed those who tried to lead a moral and ethical life.  They claimed that in order to survive in the world a person had to cheat.  It was either cheat or be cheated, destroy or be destroyed.
G‑d tells Isaiah to speak to these people and to convince them that good will triumph over evil.  Judaism firmly believes that there is a moral basis in the world, that right will eventually prevail.
I believe that the reason our rabbis chose this Haftorah to be read when the Sabbath and the first day of the new Jewish month coincides was to emphasize the important lesson that no matter how bad things may look right will prevail.
Every Jewish month must begin on a new moon.  Two or three days before a new moon appears the sky is dark, no moon is visible, but we know it is there.  In the same way, often it may look like there is not justice or right in the universe, but we, as Jews, know it is there and will soon be visible.
I hope and pray that I will always remember this lesson throughout my life, that when I am tempted to think that there is no morality in the universe, I will remember that soon, like the moon, justice and righteousness will be visible.  I hope and that 1 will always be a credit to my family, my country, and my faith.
I want to thank my parents and grandparents for all the love and devotion they have showered on me.  Also, 1 would like to thank Rabbi Radinsky for preparing me for my Bar Mitzvah, and to all of you for coming to celebrate this simcha with me and my family.
Rabbi, Parents, Grandparents, Relatives, & Friends:
Today is not an ordinary Shabbos in the Jewish calendar.  Today is Shabbos hachoelesh, the first Sabbath before the month of Nisan, the month when G‑d took our forefathers out of Egypt and gave us our freedom.

On this Shabbos we take out two Torahs and read a special Haftorah.  I am especially privileged to have my Bar Mitzvah on this Shabbos because according to the Torah, the first commandment that G‑d gave the Jewish people is commemorated on this Shabbos.  It is to make the month of Nisan the first of our months and to set up a religious calendar.

Today I am becoming Bar Mitzvah, which means that I am now becoming a son of the commandments.  I am now obligated to fulfill all the commandments of the Torah and become a responsible member of Israel.  I an especially proud to do this on this Shabbos which commemorates the giving of the first commandment to Israel.

A question, though, does arise in my mind.  Why did G‑d make establishing a religious calendar and setting up Nisan as the first month the first commandment given to Israel? Why didn’t He make some other commandment, like the Shabbos or the giving of charity, the first commandment? Why was this commandment given first? In the Torah portion which we will read in Shul tomorrow, Shemini, we learn all about the concept of holiness.  In this Torah portion we have the very famous phrase, “Veyeesem Kodosheem Kee Kodesh Oni”, “Be holy because I am holy.” According to our religion, the duty of each of us is to make everything in life holy.  Also, in this Torah portion we learn how Nodov and Avihu, the two oldest sons of Aaron, on the very day that Aaron was inaugurated as high priest, offered strange fire to G‑d.  They were immediately struck down by fire from heaven and died.  The Rabbis give many different explanations why they died.  Some say they were drunk, others say they showed great disrespect for Moses and Aaron and others.  Rabbis give different explanations, but they all agree that Nodov and Avihu, by their actions, did not raise the level of holiness in the world.  They did not act in such a way that people would feel the beauty and dignity of life, that they would feel uplifted.  Instead Nodov and Avihu made them feel disgusted and sick.  They lowered the level of holiness in the world.
Our Rabbis tell us that it is the duty of each of us to raise the level of holiness in the world.  We must make every moment holy, no matter what we are doing.  That’s why I believe that G‑d gave us as the first commandment the setting up of a religious calendar and the making of Nisan as our first month.  It was in Nisan that we got our freedom.  Freedom means that we can do what we want with our time.

G‑d, therefore, commanded us as soon as we got our freedom to go about the business of making this world a holy place.  G‑d would not let us say that we could start doing this after we made a good living or after we have had lots of fun.  No, we had to start immediately.  We had to use our time from the very beginning to make this world a holier and a better place.  To be a Jew means to care about the world.
I hope and pray that I will always remember the lesson of my Bar Mitzvah, that I will always care about the world and that I will always try to make it a holier and better place.

May I grow up to be a credit to my family, my parents, my community, my nation, and my religion.  At this time I would like to thank my parents and grandparents for all the love and devotion they have showered on me.  May I give them only naches.  I would also like to thank Rabbi Radinsky for preparing me for my Bar Mitzvah and to all of you for coming to help me celebrate this simcha.

Rabbis, Beloved Parents, Grandparents, and Friends:

This week’s Haftorah is from Malachi.  This Shabbos is called “Shabbos Hagadol” and always falls on the Sabbath directly before Pesach.  Malachiw as one of the last prophets who prophesied around the year 450 BCE.  This was a time not too long after a portion of the Jewish people had been allowed to return to Judea after the first Babylonian captivity, and Judea was still, in effect, a satellite or province of Persia.  The Temple had been rebuilt, but all was not well with the people.  There were crop failures and hard times.  The poor people were being oppressed by the wealthy as they lost their lands because of mortgages being foreclosed.  There was trouble with neighboring countries.  Times were unsettled, moral standards were low, and religion became too much trouble for many people.  In fact, Malachi reports G‑d’s anger with the people who cheated Him by not giving their full share of offerings and tithes and by sacrificing imperfect animals.  Many people were questioning the very basis of their religion and asking why they should bother practicing it.  In many ways it was a period in Jewish history much like our own.

It seems strange that this Haftorah should be the one that is read on Shabbos Hagadol, the Sabbath before Pesach.  Pesach is a holiday which demonstrates the importance of G‑d and religion by showing how G‑d intervened in history to redeem an enslaved people.  Yet, in Malachi, nearly a thousand years later, we learn how the people said, “It is vain to serve G‑d.  What profit is it that we have kept His charge? Yea, they that work wickedness are built up.  They try G‑d and are delivered.” In other words, it did not seem to matter whether G‑d’s commandments were obeyed or not.
What lessons of parallels can we draw today? Our times are, in some respects, like Malachi’s.  To many people religion is mostly form and not commitment.  Does Judaism really matter? G‑d does not strike anyone dead because he fails to go to Shul regularly.  The wicked are still prospering.  And, yet, who is the loser when we turn away and try to cheat G‑d? We no longer have temple offerings and animal sacrifices, but G‑d and religion still make demands of us, not demands of tithes and heave‑offerings, but of a full measure of commitment, of devotion to Judaism and to the righteous way of life.  Who is the loser when we allow other attractions or distractions to turn our attention from Judaism? Who loses when we do not act toward our fellow man with the dignity that Judaism insists on? Not G‑d.  We cannot really cheat G‑d.  We cheat only ourselves.
The Haftorah states: “Bring ye the whole tithe to the storehouse, that there may be food in My house.  And try Me herewith,” saith the Lord of Hosts, “if I will not open to you the windows of Heaven and pour you out a blessing that there shall be more than sufficiency.”
We have learned to make lots of things in this modern world.  We almost, in fact, know how to “open the windows of Heaven, that there shall be more than sufficiency.” Yet there is still poverty, people still oppress each other, and strife and revolution are everywhere.  What have we missed? Perhaps we have missed the commitment, the full measure of devotion to G‑d and His laws that make us decent human beings.  Maybe we are cheating on our dues to G‑d, not the financial dues, but the ethical, and moral, and religious dues.  Perhaps it is time to “bring the whole tithe into the storehouse”, not for G‑d’s sake, but for our own.
Today as I become Bas Mitzvah, I hope and pray that I will always remember the lesson of this Haftorah, and render a full measure of commitment to G‑d, to Judaism, and to the moral laws that are the basis of our civilization.
I would like to thank my parents and grandparents for all the love and devotion that they have showered on me.  May I always give them naches.  I want to thank Rabbi Radinsky for the many hours he has spent preparing me for my Bas Mitzvah, and I would also like to thank all of you for coming to celebrate this simcha with me.  May I always be a credit to you, to my community, and to Judaism.

Parents, Grandparents, Relatives & Friends:

Thank you all for coming tonight to help me celebrate my Bas Mitzvah. Tonight is an especially important Shabbat in the Jewish calendar. This is Shabbat Hagadol, the Great Sabbath, the Sabbath which comes immediately before Pesach. On this Sabbath it is customary for the rabbi in each community to deliver a lengthy speech. I do not intend to take my father’s place, and I am sure that his speech will not be too lengthy, but I would like to share with you a few thoughts about this week’s Torah portion, Metzora, and the special Haphtorah or portion from the prophets which we will read tomorrow in shul because tonight is Shabbat Hagadol.
The Torah portion opens with the words, “And the Lord spoke unto Moses saying, ‘This shall be the law of the leper in the day of his cleansing,”‘ and deals almost entirely with leprosy. My Haphtorah begins with the words, “Then shall the offering of Judah and Jerusalem be pleasant unto the Lord as in the days of old and as in ancient years,” and it deals with the coming of Eliyahu, Elijah the prophet, who will come to announce the beginning of the Messianic days when all evil shall be destroyed and when all the oppressed shall know freedom and joy. We read the Haphtorah on the Shabbat before Pesach, Shabbat Hagadol, because in it we read how Eliyahu will, so to speak, bring a second Pesach, or days of freedom to the world. Traditionally, too, it has been thought that he will come with this good news around Pesach time. This is one of the reasons why we have the cup of Elijah on the table during our Pesach seder.
Why, though, have the rabbis so arranged it that always just about the same time we read about leprosy in the Torah we read about Eliyahu the Prophet in the Haphtorah? Is there any connection between Eliyahu and leprosy? And, what’s more, why does the Torah talk about leprosy at all? Why was leprosy considered such a bad disease that the leper was forced to live outside the camp and was considered to be broken away from G-d? What was so bad about leprosy? There were a lot of worse diseases like heart trouble, small pox, cancer, epilepsy, etc. that didn’t force a person to live outside the camp and to be considered an outcast. Our rabbis explain that the form of leprosy which is described in the Bible was a type of disease which came upon a person when he or she spoke evil of his or her friends and neighbors. When a person became insensitive to his neighbor’s problems and used his tongue to spread evil gossip and to make fun of the troubles of others he became a leper. The Torah says, too, that this disease could strike houses also, which our rabbis explain means also the organizations and institutions which we have set up, because they, too, can become insensitive to the troubles of the people they are trying to help. Many times organizations which have been set up to help the poor and the troubled make them suffer many humiliations before they can receive help, and this is wrong. Our modern day leprosy, which is also called Hansen’s Disease, is probably not the same leprosy as the disease mentioned in the Bible, but it does have one thing in common with it. Our rabbis say that the spiritual cause of Biblical leprosy was insensitivity to the pain of others which caused the person to eventually destroy himself. Hansen’s Disease, or modern leprosy, usually affects the nerves and causes a person’s hands and feet to lose all feeling. The people become insensitive to pain and, because they are insensitive to pain, they harm and disfigure themselves. Gradually this insensitivity destroys them.
This, I believe, is why the rabbis have arranged it so that we read about Eliyahu around the same time we read about leprosy, and this is also the same reason why Eliyahu was chosen to bring the good news of the Messianic days. Eliyahu was a man who cared, a man who was always sensitive to the needs of others. It was he who yelled at King Achav, or Ahab, for having had Navot killed on false evidence so that he could get his vineyard. Eliyahu yelled at him not only because he had framed an innocent man but also because, by so doing, he had destroyed himself. It was Eliyahu who championed the cause of the poor and the oppressed. Eliyahu was a man who suffered because he cared for others and wanted people to stop becoming spiritual lepers by being insensitive to the needs of others. My Haphtorah closes with the famous lines: “Behold I will send you Elihau the Prophet before the coming of the great and terrible day of the Lord. And he shall turn the heart of the fathers to the children and the heart of the children to their fathers lest I come and smite the land with utter destruction.”
Before the Messianic days Eliyahu is to come and teach us all how to care, how to be concerned, one generation for another and one individual for another, because if we do not learn how to care we will all become spiritual lepers and destroy ourselves. The great sin of Ahab and his court during Elijah’s time was that one person did not care for another and everyone felt justified in doing anything he could to his neighbor as long as he could get an advantage. They were spiritual lepers and this eventually caused the destruction of the northern kingdom of Israel.
I hope and pray that as I grow up I will always remember the lessons of my Torah and Haphtorah portions and never become a spiritual leper but will always be a person who cares for others and their problems, a person who will never try to take advantage of others but will always try to help them, and in this way help Eliyahu announce the Messianic days. May I always be a person who loves not only myself but others as well, and may I always show it by my care and concern. At this time I would like to thank my parents and grandparents for all the love and devotion they have showered on me and to all of you for coming to help me celebrate this day. I would also like to thank my father for preparing me for my Bas Mitzvah. May I grow up to be a credit to my family, my country, and my religion. Amen.
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