
Kavanah and Keva:  
Making Meaning -The Bar/Bat Mitzvah Essays Project 
 
 
The goal of this project is for Bar or Bat Mitzvah candidates at Congregation Beth El of 
Montgomery County to reflect on the meaning Judaism has for them.  The clergy and 
educational staff have chosen nine themes, covering many aspects of Jewish life that 
draw people into our religious community. They are: 
  

1. Sacred Literature 
2. Holidays 
3. Synagogue/Ritual 
4. The Jewish Life Cycle 
5. Jewish Beliefs 
6. Jewish History 
7. Israel 
8. The Jewish Home 
9. Tikkun Olam 

 
Bar/Bat Mitzvah candidates are required to write essays on at least seven of the topics.     
Our expectation is that an essay contains at least three well thought out paragraphs. 
Recognizing that our children have a diversity of strengths and our dedication to the 
philosophy of multiple intelligences, we welcome families proposing other means of 
communicating understanding of these subjects. 
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Tikkun Olam 
 
1. The phrase Tikkun Olam means to repair the world.  The concept refers to our obligation 
to partner with God in fixing what’s wrong with the world.  Explain in your own words 
what this phrase means (what is wrong with the world?) and how one goes about 
carrying it out. 
 
 
2. Throughout your time at Religious School you have engaged in Tikkun Olam projects 
which fulfilled a variety of mitzvot.  Below there are a list of commandments, which are all 
Mitzvot beyn Adam L’Havero, commandments regarding how people should treat each 
other.  Choose one from the list that you find personally meaningful.  Describe ways 
that you have fulfilled this commandment in the past and ways that you could do it in 
the future. 
 

Hazan et Hakol   Feed the Hungry 
Malbish Arumim  Clothe the Naked 
V’ahavta et Rayecha  Love your Neighbor as yourself 
Ahavat Eretz Yisrael  Love the Land of Israel 
Shasah Li Kol Tzarchi  Provide for Basic Needs 
Peah, Leket, Shichacha Gleaning 
Bal Tashchit   Not Wasting 
Tzaar Baalei Haim  Being Kind to Animals 
Tzedakah   Righteous giving 
Kol Yisrael Arevim Zeh B’zeh All Jews are responsible for one another 
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The Jewish Home 
 
Your essay should answer both Part A and Part B. 
 
Part A  
 
Sherlock Holmes, the ace detective created by Sir Arthur Conan Doyle was 
famous for his abilities at deductive reasoning.  Here is an example from a 
story called The Red-headed League: 
 

Holmes says, "Beyond the obvious facts that he has at some time 
done manual labour, that he takes snuff, that he is a Freemason, 
that he has been in China, and that he has done a considerable 
amount of writing lately, I can deduce nothing else." 
 
Mr. Jabez Wilson started up in his chair, with his forefinger upon 
the paper, but his eyes upon my companion.  "How, in the name of good-fortune, 
did you know all that, Mr. Holmes?" he asked. 
 
"Your hands, my dear sir. Your right hand is quite a size larger than your left. 
You have worked with it, and the muscles are more developed...What else can be 
indicated by that right cuff so very shiny for five inches, and the left one with the 
smooth patch near the elbow where you rest it upon the desk?" 
   

 
If Sherlock Holmes was invited into your home he would no doubt turn his talent for 
deductive reasoning on the items that would identify your family as Jewish.   List at least 
five things in your home that might tell Mr. Holmes that it is a Jewish home.  
 
Here are some possible examples: Mezuzah, Shabbat candlesticks, Kiddush cups, challah 
board, cover, knife, Jewish books, Jewish art, Chanukiyah, Two sets of dishes, Jewish foods  
in the cupboard, Holiday decorations… 
 
Explain whether you consider the items you listed essential to Jewish life or not.  What 
does the item say about your family?  What items will you be sure to have in your 
own home as an adult? 
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Part B 
 
The work Kosher (��� ), means “fit,” as in fit for human 
consumption.  The opposite is treifah (���� ) or treif meaning “torn,” 
referring to animals that had been wounded by wild beasts and could 
not be made fit for human consumption.  The laws of kashrut extend 
well beyond the rules of ritual slaughter to include permitted and 
forbidden foods, the mixing of milk and meat and keeping separate 
sets of dishes. 
 

Many Jews observe the laws of kashrut because it is a mitzvah and therefore not a 
subject of debate.  Many people feel that keeping kosher is an important way to 
bring holiness into their lives.  Writer and talk show host Dennis Prager tried to 
express the essence of Kashrut when he wrote, 
 

Every time a Jew sits down to eat a kosher meal he or she is reminded that 
the animal being eaten is a creature of God, that the death of such a creature 
cannot be taken lightly, that hunting for sport is forbidden, that we cannot 
treat any living thing irresponsibly, and that we are responsible for what 
happens to other beings (human and animal) even if we did not come into 
contact with them. 

 
In 2-4 sentences, explain what the above quote from Dennis Prager means to you.  
 
Now let’s say that Sherlock Holmes is a dinner guest in a Jewish home.  What would 
he observe to be able to deduct that the family observes the laws of kashrut?   
 
What are some rules of kashrut that you observe or would be interested in keeping?  
What would that type of observance mean to you?  What are additional ways to 
make a meal a “Jewish” event? 
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The Jewish Life Cycle  
 
Throughout the life cycle of a Jewish person, many customs, ceremonies and rituals mark 
the passage of time on our journey to maturity.  Explain in brief what each of the 
following are: 
 

���������	
�   Brit Milah Circumcision 

�������	
�    Brit Bat  Naming 

��
��    Huppah  Wedding 

���
��������	��   Bar/Bat Mitzvah 

���
����    Shiva   Mourning 
�����
�               Levayah  Burial  

 
Describe a memorable life cycle event that you attended: who participated, what 
was their relationship to you, what was special about the event, what made the event 
uniquely Jewish? 
 
An aspect of the life cycle is creating a Jewish home as an adult.  Will it be 
important to you to maintain some, all, or none of these traditions in your own 
home?  Explain your answer. 
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Israel  
 
These are the opening sentences of Israel’s Declaration of Independence. 
 

The land of Israel was the birthplace of the Jewish people. Here their spiritual, 
religious and national identity was formed. Here they achieved independence and 
created a culture of national and universal significance. Here they wrote and gave 
the Bible to the world.  
 
Exiled from Palestine, the Jewish people remained faithful to it in all the countries 
of their dispersion, never ceasing to pray and hope for their return and the 
restoration of their national freedom.  
  
      Israel, Declaration of Independence 
      May 14, 1948 

 
Explain why Ahavat Eretz Yisrael (Loving the State of Israel) is a lifelong obligation 
of Conservative Jews.   
 
Describe your own relationship with the State of Israel.   
 
Explain two meaningful ways you can express your love for the State of Israel 
throughout your life. 
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Synagogue and Ritual 
 
Your essay should include answers to Questions 1a, b, or c and 2. 
 
1. The following are three terms for the synagogue.  Each has a different meaning  
 

��	���������� ������������� � !"#
$����� �
 
Beit Knesset is a House of Assembly; Beit Tefillah is a House of Prayer, and Beit Midrash is 
a House of Study.  Answer questions a, b, or, c regarding how the modern synagogue 
fulfills one of these three roles. 
 
a. Beit Knesset is a House of Assembly: Adult members who are active in synagogue life 
are likely to take part in serving on committees, such as Religious School Committee, Youth 
Committee, Family Education Committee, Governance Committee, Ritual Committee, 
Social Action Committee, and Building Committee.  Which committee would you want to 
participate in?  What changes would you like to bring about by serving in this area? 
 
b.  Beit Tefillah is a House of Prayer: Jews have three prayer services a day (shachrit in the 
morning, minha in the afternoon, and maariv in the evening, with additional prayers on 
Shabbat and holidays)  Why are we compelled to pray so frequently?  Prayers fall into 
three categories: thanks, petition (asking for things), and praise.  Why are the 
overwhelming majority of our prayers prayers of praise?  Looking at the gevruot section 
of the Amidah may help you to think about the answer to this question.  
 
c. Beit Midrash is a House of Study: Imagine that the synagogue has a budget of about two 
 million dollars.  The Religious School requests approximately $200,000.  Some people on 
 the finance committee would like to do away with the Religious School because it is too 
 expensive.  Write a compelling letter to the board explaining why a synagogue should  
have a religious school.  
 
2. Do you think it is important for a Jew to belong to a synagogue? Why or why not? 
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Holidays 
 
Jewish holidays have developed over the more than 3,000 years since Moses led the 
Israelites to freedom from slavery in Egypt.  Some of our holidays are based on specific 
mandates found in the Torah, others developed later and a few are less than 100 years 
old.  The majority of these holidays have historic, agricultural, ethical, seasonal and 
spiritual dimensions.   
 
By way of example, Hanukka includes all of those elements: 

Historic: The story of Judah Maccabee and the war 
against the Assyrian Greeks. 
Agricultural: a) The miracle of the oil is based on the 
time to refine the olive oil.  b) According to some 
scholars, the celebration is based on the festival of 
Sukkot. 
Ethical: Families have integrated giving gifts to the 
poor and the needy and dedicating each night’s candle lighting to an issue or 
cause to which the family is dedicated. 
Seasonal: “The Festival of Lights” coming in the winter when the days are 
shortest; sometimes the holiday directly coincides with winter solstice. 
Spiritual: Faith in God, the victory of the few over the many and the first fight in 
recorded history over religious freedom. 

 
Here are two options for essays on the theme of holidays: 
 
Option 1 
 
Choose three holidays that share one or more of these characteristics: historic, 
agricultural, ethical, seasonal and spiritual.  Describe how they fit that (those) 
categorization (s).  For example, write about the agricultural, spiritual and ethical 
elements of Sukkot, Pesach and Shavuot. 
 
 
Option 2 
 
Imagine yourself seven years from now, living on your 
own at college.  What three holidays do you imagine 
yourself celebrating?  What makes them meaningful 
to you?  How will you celebrate them? 
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Jewish History 
 
Abraham is considered to be the father of the Jewish people.  The Torah’s narrative ends 
with Moses’ death, followed by Joshua’s leading the Israelites in their conquest of the 
“Promised Land.”  One of the most significant turning points 
in Jewish history was when the Romans conquered the Holy 
Land and exiled the Jewish people.  Over the almost 2,000 
years since that time, Jews have established communities, 
contributed to societies, experienced enormous successes and 
terrible disasters.   
 
For this essay, choose a person, place or event that you 
think is personally meaningful.  
Describe that item and explain its significance historically and to you.  
Extra Credit: Do a mitzvah in the spirit of the person, place, or event and add a 
paragraph describing that mitzvah! 
 
We encourage you to generate your own topic, but below are some ideas from which you 
might find inspiration. 
 

People - Famous Jews can range from individuals who made a name within the 
Jewish community, such as Steven S. Wise (an activist rabbi), Sally Priesand (the 
first female rabbi) or Shoshanna Cardin (a philanthropist and political activist); 
people who made a mark on history and made no secret of being Jewish, like 
Groucho Marx, Sandy Koufax or Louis Brandeis (the first Jewish Supreme Court 
justice) or people whose fame is unquestionably linked to their Jewishness, like 
Theodore Herzl, David Ben Gurion or Golda Meir. Some other possibilities: 
Sigmund Freud, Albert Einstein, Simon Wiesenthal, Ruth Bader Ginsburg. 

 
Places- Sometimes for good or bad places are associated with 
Jewish history. It is often cities like New York, Washington, 
Paris and Tel Aviv (of course) that have special significance. 
Often the places are not typically marked on a map: the New 
York apartment of Mordechai Kaplan where the first Bat 
Mitzvah took place or the German salons where people first 
created Non-Orthodox forms of Judaism. 

 
Trends and Events – This is about turning points in history. 
Events can usually be related to a particular date. Trends are changes that evolve 
over time and have less easily identified starting or end points.  August 1492, 
when Jews were officially expelled from Spain, is an example of a significant 
date.  The great wave of immigration from Eastern Europe to America and 
Palestine over the years 1881-1914 was an important trend.  The move of Jews 
out from the American cities, such as Washington, DC, to the suburbs, such as 
Bethesda and Silver Spring, was also a trend.  
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Sacred Text 
 
Torah, Tanach, Siddur, Haggadah and Talmud are all text we respect as sacred. They 
serve as guides for celebrating holidays, inspiration for higher levels of ethical behavior, 
the source of life cycle celebrations and a narrative of the Jewish people’s early search 
for meaning in the world. 
 
Here are the references for seven sources you can find in the Torah. Look them up.  
Choose two for your essay. Write an essay stating what the verses say, what you think 
they mean, how you can act on their message and how they are related. 
 
 

Bereshit 4:9 
 
Shemot 19:6 
 
Shemot 20:8 
 
Vayikra 19:14 
 
Vayikra 19:16 
 
Vayikra 23:22 
 
Devarim 14:21 
 
Devarim 16:20 
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Jewish Belief 
 

Hear Israel, Adonai is our God, Adonai is one. 
Devarim 6:4 

 
Moses received Torah from Sinai, and passed it on to Joshua; 
and Joshua to the elders, and the elders to the prophets; 
and the prophets passed it on to men of the Great Assembly. 

Pirke Avot 1:1 
 
Love your neighbor as you love yourself. 

Vayikra 19:18 
 
'Remember Your servants, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. You swore to them by 
Your very essence, and declared that You would make their descendants as 
numerous as the stars of the sky, giving their descendants the land You promised, 
so that they would be able to occupy it forever.' 

Shemot 32:13 
 

 
Judaism is a religion of big ideas. Above are several examples. Feel free to choose from 
the ideas above or from additional ideas of your own to explain, what being Jewish 
means to you? 
 
 


