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HOT TOPIC: Can a Bar Mitzvah tutor teach about becoming a Jewish adult by example? 

 
 
REFLECTIONS FROM A B’NAI MITZVAH TUTOR 
by PJ Schwartz 
 
 
Her Bat Mitzvah is ten months away, and Beth isn’t sure that Judaism is “her thing” because her 
friends are telling her that they feel sorry for her because she’s Jewish.  Michelle doesn’t want 
to have a Bat Mitzvah because she may embarrass herself.  Jeremy, who has been privately 
tutored in Hebrew for two years, wants to learn to read prayers, but the work that he would 
have to put into learning prevents him from “doing normal stuff.”  And there’s Becca, who is 
discouraged because of how overwhelming it has become to learn both Torah and Haftarah 
trope. 
 
On paper, if I just spent my hour with my students correcting their reading mistakes, asking 
them to slow down when they are reading a prayer, and ending my sessions reminding them to 
practice and do their homework, I would be “doing my job.”  But if I were to simply do my job, I 
wouldn’t know that Beth had been attending youth group events with her friends and was 
constantly told she needed to be “saved” by her Christian friends.  If all I did was correct her 
reading mistakes, I wouldn’t know that Michelle was laughed at the one time she publically 
spoke in front of a group of people.  If all I did was tell Jeremy to slow down when reading, I 
wouldn’t know that he was on the lacrosse team and his friends were mad at him for not 
coming to practice because he was meeting with me.  If I just taught Becca trope, I wouldn’t 
know that she felt like she would be letting everyone down if she didn’t fulfill the optional 
requirements for having a Bat Mitzvah.   
 
Growing up in a small Jewish community, I always felt different from my peers because I missed 
school to attend High Holy Day services, or I couldn’t participate in extracurricular activities on 
Wednesdays or Sundays because I was attending Hebrew/Religious School.  When I entered 
seventh grade, I knew that my Tuesdays were shot because I was meeting with my Bar Mitzvah 
tutor.  I dreaded going; all I wanted to do was play video games and watch TV with my brother.  
At the surface, my reasons for not practicing were typical for any boy my age.  However, like 
Beth, some of my friends told me that I couldn’t let Jesus in my life if I had a Bar Mitzvah.  Like 
Michelle, my classmates laughed at me when I fainted while presenting a book report.  There 
were plenty of times I couldn’t have a tennis lesson because I was preparing for my Bar 
Mitzvah.  And I vividly remember wanting my speech to be perfect because, if it wasn’t, I felt 
like I would be letting my parents down. 
 
I could just tutor these teenagers in Hebrew, but being a tutor doesn’t just mean teaching 
someone a specific subject, it means being a mentor for them.  Every week, we spend at least 
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ten minutes talking to each other about what’s going on in their lives.  I remind them that they 
can call, text, or email me even if they just need someone to talk to.  To be a tutor means 
encouraging your students to do their best, helping them overcome their struggles, and giving 
them a safe space to learn and grow.    
 
I’ve come to learn that even though many of my teenagers rebel and say they don’t want to 
have a Bar or Bat Mitzvah, it’s primarily because they don’t have confidence in themselves.  It’s 
because they don’t want to feel they are doing it for someone other than themselves, and it’s 
because it’s hard for them to explain to their friends why a Bar or Bat Mitzvah is such an 
important part of Judaism.   
 
Being a teenager is difficult.  Everything is changing, and you are feeling more pressure from 
your peers than you’ve ever felt before.  You want to be independent, but you also want to fit 
in.  If teenagers feels like they are being nagged about practicing, or are forced to have a Bar or 
Bat Mitzvah with the explanation that “it’s something that has to be done,” I wouldn’t blame 
them for not wanting to have a Bar or Bat Mitzvah.  So, each week, I show interest in their lives 
and what’s important to them, and I help them find ways both to study for their Bar or Bat 
Mitzvah and do all the other things they feel that they can’t do because of Hebrew.  I don’t 
force them to practice, I practice with them.  I remind them that I’m learning their Torah 
portion with them.  I make sure their parents can work with them at home.  If their parents 
can’t read Hebrew, I provide transliterations of the prayers as well as recordings of a student’s 
Torah portion, and encourage them to sit in on the lesson so they can be part of the process.  
At the end of the day, I think teenagers don’t want to feel alone.  They want to feel like they are 
part of something.  If you show you are committed to them and their growth, they’ll commit as 
well.  
 
I recognize that you can’t develop a close relationship with every student you work with.  It 
sometimes just doesn’t happen.  But you can try.  You can make the effort to go above and 
beyond by giving your students a place to speak their mind and someone to trust, and you can 
help them develop confidence because they are doing something they want to do instead of 
something they have to do.  We can help our students see the potential that we see in them.  
After all, we aren’t just tutors – we are counselors, teachers, and coaches.   
 
I’ve always thought that the Bar or Bat Mitzvah is the recognition that a person is ready to 
begin their journey of self-discovery.  By offering support, encouragement, and listening, we 
can help our students succeed in this quest. 
 
 
 
PJ Schwartz is nearing completion of his rabbinic studies at Hebrew Union College-Jewish 
Institute of Religion in Cincinnati, OH. In addition to his rabbinic studies, PJ. has a Master's in 
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Educational Administration with a Specialization in Jewish Education. He currently serves as a 
rabbinic intern for Isaac M. Wise Temple and Jewish Family Service in Cincinnati, OH. 
phillipjschwartz@gmail.com 
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