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n the year after I graduated from college, I had the 
opportunity to tutor many students for Bar and Bat Mitzvah. 
Some of them I met with in person, others over the internet. 
Some belonged to synagogues, others were putting together 

their own service or going to Israel. Some lived close to me, others across 
the country. And I wondered -- what if I could get them all in a room 
together? What would they talk about? What would they learn?

A Bar or Bat Mitzvah is supposed to be the beginning of a journey into 
Jewish identity, but it rarely feels that way. Students must scramble to 
learn how to chant in an unfamiliar language, speak words of Torah 
that aren’t completely theirs.  They then rarely ever use that knowledge 
again. And while this isn’t always the case, there is usually at least one 
component missing, or not running at its fullest potential, in any student’s 
preparation. With all the Hebrew and prayers and learning, students 
barely have any time to talk about the journey. It’s difficult for many 
middle schoolers to open up like that, to think critically about how they 
live Jewish lives and how they want those lives to be lived in the future. 
I have found that the best way to learn about myself, my own life, my 
views, and my beliefs is to talk to someone else about it. What if these 
students could do the same?

The Need to Share Experiences

Imagine a Jewish journey exchange program, with participants from all 
sorts of synagogues, independent tutoring institutions, Hebrew schools 
across the country, and even the world. Students would be paired based 
on similar interests, but would be from different backgrounds, be it 
socio-economic, demographic, denominational, etc. With the guidance 
of a teacher or mentor, these students would write letters to each other 
about how their Bar or Bat Mitzvah preparation is progressing and what 
their lives are like.  They also could ask each other questions. An entire 
program could be created, with a multitude of steps, eventually leading 
to Skype sessions or in-person sessions with the students. If whole classes 
paired up in one city, the letter writing -- and the eventual meeting -- 
could be part of the class.  Students who learn independently over Skype 
(like many of mine do) can be paired through their tutoring service. All 
that would be needed is a network of organizations that have agreed to 
participate, a curriculum, and the some generated excitement.
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Why is a program like this important? By talking to other students experiencing what they are, students will 
understand that they are not alone. It will help them contextualize their own experience and view it in relation 
to that of a peer.  Conversing and getting a glimpse into another life also will encourage empathy and pluralistic 
thinking by making the “other” into a friend and confidant. Imagine a student in a modern Orthodox school 
meeting with a Reform student, or someone in New York connecting with someone in Lexington, Kentucky, or 
even adult Bnai Mitzvah students being paired with middle schoolers. Facilitated, ongoing dialogue of this sort 
has been proven to open up people’s minds, solidify their own beliefs, and engage students in a powerful way. 

NewCAJE’s participation and facilitation would mean a strong network of schools and educators, quality 
content, and real investment. Educators involved would converse as well, learning from each other to think 
critically about making the Bar or Bat Mitzvah experience more meaningful to students of all kinds. A Jewish 
Journey Exchange Program could do wonders for students, teachers, families, and all who come together to 
make this journey possible. Let the conversations begin!w


