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Choosing the Perfect Mitzvah for Your Bar or Bat Mitzvah
A webquest by Helen Ksiazek, Indiana University

June 9, 2008

· Is that special time for Jewish boys and girls coming up for you?

· You’re probably very excited about the party and all of the gifts.

· But wait! Have you thought about the mitzvah you would like to do for your celebration?

Your task at hand is to complete a mitzvah that is both meaningful to you and helpful to those around you before your special day! Use this guide to help you find and complete the perfect mitzvah for you to do for your special day.

Before we jump ahead to all of the great activities you can partake in for your mitzvah, there are a few steps we first have to tackle:

1. What exactly is a mitzvah?

2. Why do I have to do one?

3. What am I good at that I also enjoy doing?

4. How much time do I have to complete my mitzvah?
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Good question.  It all depends on where you look up the definition. It translates to “command” but that translation does not suit this webquest perfectly. While it is still a command, we are going for something deeper. A command for all Jews is to commit good deeds. As a result, a good, simple definition that works for this webquest is simply this: a good deed. 

But let’s not stop at something so simple. Find out what else you can about what a mitzvah is. 

· How many mitzvahs are there? ____ (Who/what resource helped you out with the answer? ____________________)

· How do you define a mitzvah? ____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

(Who/what resource helped you out with the answer? _____________________________)

· What was your mitzvah for your bar or bat mitzvah?

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

(Who/what resource helped you out with the answer? ___________________________________________)

Use the following resources to for more information:

· Your rabbi

· A teacher at your synagogue

· A sibling or friend that has already completed his or her bar/bat mitzvah

· Your parents 

· Web Resources, such as the following:

· Judaism 101 (http://www.jewfaq.org/index.htm) This resource is perfect for getting information for introductory through advanced facts on Judaism.

· Judaism (http://judaism.about.com/) 

This web resource is also helpful for getting generic and user-friendly information about Judaism. This site will definitely help you to answer some of the following questions.

· Judaism for Children (http://www.woodlands-junior.kent.sch.uk/Homework/religion/jewish.htm) 

This website is perfect for students getting to know more about their religion. You can find out all sorts of interesting tidbits about Judaism with fun, colorful graphics!

Why do I have to do one?

You shouldn’t have to do a mitzvah; you should want to do a mitzvah! Part of becoming a young man or woman is to follow the commandments set forth in the Torah. One of the most important commandments set forth are good deeds, to do something of a loving and kind nature that will benefit someone or something else besides yourself. One of the great parts of being Jewish is that you get to help others throughout your community or even throughout the world. Helping others is such a wonderful part of the Jewish faith. Be proud of yourself and your faith and make sure to do a deed that you think will benefit others and that you will also enjoy doing. But don’t just do this one mitzvah for your celebration and then be done with it. Make these good deeds become a huge part of the rest of your life. As some of the people some of the good deeds that they have done in the past and keep track of them. 

Good deed #1:

Who did/does this deed?_______________________________

When does (or did) he or she do this deed?_______________________________________________________________________________________________________

How has it helped others?__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Good deed #2:

Who did/does this deed?_______________________________

When does (or did) he or she do this deed?_______________________________________________________________________________________________________

How has it helped others?__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Good deed #3:

Who did/does this deed?_______________________________

When does (or did) he or she do this deed?_______________________________________________________________________________________________________

How has it helped others?__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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You should enjoy your good deed that you do. What better way to do that than to choose something that you already enjoy doing? Do you enjoy reading? You could volunteer to read to younger children at your local library. Do you like to bake? Get some help from your friends and parents and have a bake sale to raise money for the Red Cross. Do you enjoy playing the piano? Talk to your piano teacher and see if you could work with other piano students to have a charity concert to raise money for an organization of your choice.

Make a list of some of the activities that you enjoy doing. (Don’t worry about thinking of what you could do as a good deed with that activity that you enjoy. We’ll work on that later!)

Activities that I am good at or enjoy doing:

1.__________________________________

2.__________________________________

3.__________________________________

4.__________________________________

5.__________________________________

6.__________________________________
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You might have to ask your parents for some help with this task. Your parents are probably already working with your synagogue to schedule the date of your bar or bat mitzvah. If you have not, yet, scheduled your bar or bat mitzvah, that’s ok! You could think of this as a good thing because you probably have even more time to work on your mitzvah.

Fill in these questions as you go along. You might not have all of the answers right now since you’re still working on your idea. When you get a better idea of what your mitzvah is going to be, you will be able to complete these questions.

· When is the day of my bar/bat mitzvah? ___________________

· How far away is that? ________(circle one: days, weeks, months)

· If you need to advertise or “get the word out” about the mitzvah, how far in advance do you need to do this? _______(circle one: days, weeks, months)

· How long before the day of your bar/bat mitzvah do you hope to have your mitzvah completed? _______(circle one: days, weeks, months)

Also, think about who you can ask for help. Depending on what you are doing for your mitzvah, you might need to talk to friends, teachers, and organizations to make sure it is ok if you do this mitzvah. Consider a timeline for this, as well. Here are a few questions to keep in mind:

· When do you need to ask for permission by so that you still have enough time to complete the mitzvah? _________(circle one: days, weeks, months)

· What sort of time frame works for other involved? (List certain days and hours that best work for others involved, be it a school, a hospital, teachers, friends, etc. so that you can plan best to fit the needs of all others)

Person/Organization



Best Times

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

After you have worked on some of these questions, you might also want to consider creating a timeline that you can access online to use as you would this webquest.

Not only will this keep you focused and keep you on top of how much time you have, it would also be an interesting and neat visual to have at a celebration of your bar or bat mitzvah to show guests how much work you did for your mitzvah.

Try the easy-to-use timeline creator available at: http://www.free-timeline.com/timeline.jsp
Just click sign-up and it is as easy as creating a username and password:
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After you have signed up, adding events to your timeline is simple!

 All you do is click “Add event” and fill in the information, as shown here:
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You can label each individual date that needs to be kept in mind, and include start and end dates. For example, you should first put in the date of your bar or bat mitzvah for you to get excited! From there, you should add in when you hope to have your mitzvah completed by, when you need to advertise for your mitzvah (if necessary), when you need to ask for permission, and so on.  Once you have added information, you can always come back and update the timeline with even more information! 

Take a look at an example of what your timeline might look like:
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Deciding what to do for your Mitzvah!
Now that we’ve gone over the basics to help you get started thinking about what you’re going to do and how much time you have to do these mitzvahs, let’s get into the fun stuff! We’re now going to look at some of the great resources available to you that will help you find the best mitzvah!
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JPhilanthropy
www.jphilanthropy.com
This is a great site, especially designed for teens that gives lots of options for different mitzvahs for your special day! The website features different stories from teens all over the world that are doing good deeds. You can definitely use this resource to find some ideas! Check out “Programs and Activities” for all sorts of help in planning and implementing your mitzvah. Here you will find examples of mission statements if you would like to help out a specific organization. You can also find interview questions you could ask a philanthropist which might also spark a good idea for your mitzvah. This website has a lot to offer!

JVibe

www.jvibe.com
This is a very helpful and also very fun, interactive website that you would enjoy, even if you weren’t looking for help with picking a mitzvah for your special day. The website features interesting videos about volunteering, voting on different social action issues, as well as blogs about volunteering. Click on “Action” for the best information about picking a mitzvah. This website will surely inspire anyone looking for a great mitzvah!

Religious Action Center of Reform Judaism’s website on Youth Mitzvah Projects/ Bar and Bat Mitzvah Projects

http://rac.org/Articles/index.cfm?id=1129&pge_prg_id=4342&pge_id=2536
If you are still clueless about what you want to do for your mitzvah, this is a quick and painless website for you to check out. The website is very straight forward and offers a lot of great ideas for a mitzvah.  It offers mitzvahs that are as simple as donating money to a specific foundation or organization that you are passionate about. And it offers something more in-depth like creating websites to raise awareness for a specific disease.

Schneider Children’s Medical Center of Israel’s website for Bar and Bat Mitzvah Projects

http://www.mdinyc.org/2005/ProgramsEvents/BarBatMitzvah/
This website is from a hospital in Israel that is always looking for help from children who are planning their bar and bat mitzvahs. The website is very helpful in telling you all sorts of mitzvahs that you can complete that would really help out their organization. You can read about children who have helped in the past. You can also check out a list of different options you have that will really help them out and you can find out how they will recognize you for your good deed!

Babaga Newz

(http://www.babaganewz.com/partyPlanner/mitzvah.cfm)

This is a great website that is also very fun! Check out this site to get a look at all sorts of different mitzvahs that you could do for your big day! The website features lists of all sorts of different ideas and also includes websites for organizations that they refer to. What you will find most fun is the interactive Mitzvah Machine! This is a great way to pick out what sort of mitzvah you can do for your bar or bat mitzvah! You answer all sorts of fun questions and end up with a report designed especially for you that will help you pick the best mitzvah! You get asked all sorts of questions about what you are most interested in helping with, what you already like to do, how much time you have, and other useful questions. Take a look:
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Even if you aren’t planning this activity for a mitzvah, it is still fun to do. I answered questions about liking to help animals and also put in that I had about a week and enjoyed baking. One great idea I got was to bake homemade dog biscuits for a local animal shelter!; what a great idea!

Areyvut

http://www.areyvut.org/
This website is great for getting youth involved in volunteering, especially for their bar or bat mitzvah.  The website includes lists of different volunteer opportunities that are available and things that have also been done in the past (a great way to spark an idea for your mitzvah!) In addition, the website features a monthly newsletter that includes numerous stories about volunteering, as well as events related to social action. What is great about this website is that it also offers a database that includes books, articles, videos and other multimedia that will help you find the perfect mitzvah.

Social Action

www.socialaction.com
This website features great, individual “channels” geared towards kids, teens and young adults, which all come in very handy for your mitzvah! Clicking on each individual channel gives you links to various websites, articles, and other resources that will help you in deciding which mitzvah is best for you. In addition, there is also information that will help you with further advocacy for your social action. What is one of the most fun parts of the website is under the “Kids” channel. The channel offers all sorts of fun, interactive games for you to partake in. There are all sorts of different games that will help teach you the real importance of social action and performing this mitzvah. 
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Artson, Bradley Shavit.  It’s a Mitzvah: Step-by-Step to Jewish

Living.  West Organ, NJ: Behrman House, 1995.

This is a great book to help you prepare for your mitzvah project. It gives lots of examples and also tells you the importance of this project!

Isaacs, Rabbi Ronald H. and Rabbi Kerry M. Olitzky. Mitzvah

Projects for Bar/Bat Mitzvah. Hoboken, NJ: KTAV Publishing

House, Inc., 1994.

This is a great, step-by-step book that will help you prepare for and also choose a great mitzvah for your special day. The book includes comic illustrations in all of its 12 chapters. It will teach you about different projects for each month of the year. You learn about the background of the mitzvahs, as well as discussion questions you can have with your rabbi, parents, siblings or friends, and activities that will help you in performing your mitzvah. 

Ellen, Savin. The Giving Book. New York: Watering Can Press,

2004.

This book, although geared for a slightly younger audience is a great, interactive book that you could use to get thinking about how you could do something exciting for your mitzvah! It is a great resource for you because as you go along on your journey to complete your mitzvah with the help of this book, you will also be creating a scrapbook at the same time to keep the memories of completing your mitzvah!

Your Mitzvah is complete, now what?

Whew! You finally finished your mitzvah. And you’re thinking, great, now what do I have to do? Don’t worry! This is a fun activity to follow up after your mitzvah to get you thinking about how everything went. Take a look at the questions here and write some ideas. These questions ask about your mitzvah, how it made you feel and if you will do anything else. These answers will help you when people ask how your mitzvah went at your bar or bat mitzvah. It’s simple! You will have already thought about all of this and won’t give a blank stare while those curious about your mitzvah wait for you to give a thoughtful answer.

· Did you get your mitzvah done in time? ___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

· What did you enjoy most about your mitzvah? ___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

· Who helped you with this project? ___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

· Did you run into any problems along the   way? ___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

· How do you think this mitzvah has affected the people or organization(s) you helped with?

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

· Do you think you will do more volunteering in the future? If so, what do you hope to do? ____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

· What did you learn from this experience?

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Resources for Parents, Leaders, Educators and/or Rabbis

Take a deep breath! This is a very special event for your student, congregation member or child and it will only be more special with your help and input in the whole process. Choosing a mitzvah should be something very special and dear to the child and with your guidance and with the help of this webquest, he or she is on his way to becoming a caring young man or woman. 

This webquest has been created with the intention of helping children to create an enjoyable, manageable and worthwhile mitzvah. Often children take on too much for the mitzvah and are unable to complete the task. This webquest will help him or her access how much time he or she really has. In addition, it sets up deadlines and will constantly remind him or her of when certain steps need to be completed. Also, children are often stressed about what they want to do. This will help them to think about things they already enjoy that they could do to complete the mitzvah. It will show them samples from others that have already had a bar or bat mitzvah, too. Lastly, it creates good organization for the child, making it a much more enjoyable process. This should not really be seen as a task but something that he or she will enjoy and will hopefully continue to do well after his or her special day.  Check out these helpful resources for some of help of your own with this process.

Web Resources

Social Action Curriculum: Tzedakah in Action

(http://www.socialaction.com/education_resources/curriculum/tzedakah_Prn.shtml)

This is a great resource that you will find very useful when helping plan a mitzvah. It helps you to teach the child about fundraising and the importance of philanthropy. In addition, the resource includes a downloadable curriculum that you can view through Adobe Acrobat. The curriculum includes different activities that can be done and ways to brainstorm about choosing a mitzvah.

Jewish Family

(www.jewishfamily.com)

Try going to “Jewish Celebrations” section and from there, click on “Lifecycle Events.” While the focus is not necessarily on the mitzvah itself, there is still some helpful information regarding getting everything taken care of before the big day. You can read all sorts of articles from parents trying to get through this process with their children. 

Babaga News

(www.babaganews.com)

Check out the teachers’ and parents’ resources pages. You will find great lesson plans for teaching children about mitzvahs. You can also read articles about being good, young philanthropists.  You can read the newsletter and really get to all sorts of help in planning your child or student’s mitzvah!

Books

Danan, Julie H. The Jewish Parents’ Almanac. Northvale, NJ: Jason

Aronson, 1997. 

Again, like the web resource, Jewish Family, this book is not only about choosing a mitzvah. However, part of the book does focus on mitzvah projects, especially family-oriented projects. This is a great way for you to show your children how important mitzvahs are within the faith. It will also show that older siblings still partake and it will show younger siblings the importance of mitzvahs at an early age. 

Leneman, Cantor Helen. Bar/Bat Mitzvah Basics: A Practical

Family Guide to Coming of Age Together. Woodstock, VT:

Jewish Lights Publishing, 2001.

This resource is great because it acts as a step-by-step guide to having a bar or bat mitzvah. Again, for the sake of this webquest, make sure to pay special attention to the section on mitzvahs. This guide will help you to have a rewarding mitzvah experience and to really grow together as a family through the entire process.

Lewitt, Jane. The Bar/Bat Mitzvah Planbook. Scarborough House,

1996.

This is another helpful resource that anyone partaking in the child’s bar or bat mitzvah will find useful. This book will help you to plan out all parts of the bar mitzvah in an easy-to-use step-by-step fashion. 
