Electronic Etiquette and Judaism in the New Millennium 

Last month we welcomed Elijah Hillis-Gold into our community as a Bar Mitzvah.  It was a significant milestone in Elijah's life -- one for which he and his family had prepared for some time.  For those of us who attended, it was a lovely Shabbat Shacharit service and it was a genuine pleasure to share in his family's and our community's simcha.  If there was a downside to the day it was that fellow OJCC members seemed to be a little scarce, and that led to a few wagging heads and questions as to 'why'. 

The reasons why people often fail to show up for a Bar Mitzvah service tend to be along the lines of 'I don't know the family/child well', 'I didn't receive an invitation', or Bar Mitzvah is a private affair and it would be like crashing someone's wedding.  Rabbinically, the answer to these reasons is: wrong, wrong, wrong, on all accounts.  To begin with the term 'Bar Mitzvah' does not refer to an event.  It refers to a person.  Bar Mitzvah is not something you have, it's something you become. (The same goes for Bat Mitzvah).  And when someone becomes Bar or Bat Mitzvah, they are joining the adult Jewish world.  It is quintessentially a communal event.  Remember that story about the Torah being given to us because our children are our guarantors?  Each and every time a child stands on that bimah and becomes a Bar or Bat Mitzvah, that child is the fulfilment of our promise to God.  As such, we need to be there to welcome him/her as he/she takes the first steps into the adult Jewish world and to acknowledge that young adult as a key part of our community's growth and continuance.  

Secondly, we live in an electronic age and one that tends to be a little more environmentally conscious, so group e-mails go out to invite the community to join the family as they celebrate this milestone.  Just because your invitation wasn't engraved and delivered by a posty, it doesn't mean that it is any less genuine or sincere.  Keeping kids involved in the community past Bar/Bat Mitzvah age is an ongoing challenge.  In large part many kids drop out because they don't think the shul has a place for them.  When we don't accept the invitation to witness their becoming Bar/Bat Mitzvah and to join in the celebration of that milestone, we confirm that impression.  When we show up to pray, to be part of the minyan, to shake a young person's hand and say well done! or mazel tov! the message we send is entirely the opposite.  It says to that child that we, YOUR community, are very proud of you and we want you to know that you are an important part of us.  And isn't that the message we want to send?

So when the next group e-mail goes out inviting you to please join in the celebration as one of our young people becomes a Bar or Bat Mitzvah, please make the effort to attend the service and let that child know that his/her hard work matters to more than just the immediate family.  Because it does.  Our young adults are our future community leaders.  Without them, we have no future.  

I look forward to continuing to pray and celebrate with you in the months ahead. 

Kol Tuv, 

Rabbi Lindsey bat Joseph

