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Hannah Nemer's ba mitzvah was till ayear away, but already shewas feeling reluctant about
such abig produdion.

Based on other Jewish coming-of-age ceremonies she had attended, sheworried theritud
would be more an empty paformance rather than the spiritud trandormation she desired.

But when he mother foundRabbi Jamie Korngold (a.k.a. the"Adventure Rabbi"), who agreed
to perform Hannah'sba mitzvah on a Colorado mountin, Hanngh knew shewould findthe
spiritud meaning shewas lookingfor.

Shecelebrated her bat mitzvah two years ago and returned to her Reform temple in a subutb
of St. Paul, Minn, where she hasimmersed herself in congregaiond life. Sheattributes the
changeto thealternaive event.

"When | had my ba mitzvah, | redly felt like | connected to God," said Hannah, now 15."1
really felt a spiritud connection after that, and it was something that had been missing before.
When | came back to temple, | didn'twant to lose that feeling.”

Traditiondly, bar mitzvah (for boyg and ba mitzvah (for girls) ceremonies ceremonies hed
in synagogues, where 13-year-oldsdemondrate their proficiency in Hebrew and symbolicly
enter adulthood.A party typically follows. But the ceremonies have become so routine-- andin
some communities, so lavish -- that some familiesworry they have become devoid of meaning.

Teenagers who choo® aternative rituds often want something different from thefancy pos-
ceremony paties tha have become the stereotype American families have been searching for
ways to make therite of passage more meaningful by changing the service, adding a charitable
focus taking it outof the synagogueor forgoing the fancy party, atrend that has been building
for at least a decade, Jewish experts say.

Mog American Jewish teens have aba or bar mitzvah, buttha universality canrobit of
meaning, said Rabbi Jeffrey Salkin, author of "Putting God onthe Guest List: How to Reclaim
the Spiritud Meaning of Your Child'sBar or Bat Mitzvah."

"It's often therebd s who get usthinking aboutthis anew," Salkin said, "and open our eyesto
some of the possibilities.”

Yonéh Biers-Ariel, aninth grader from Davis, Calif., created an alternaive rite of passage
with the hdp of his paents. While henever attended Hebrew school as a child, hegrew upin an
observant home. He studied Hebrew in preparation for a bar mitzvah, but as a self-described
athest, theandent language of Jewish worship jus didn'tresonde.

"I also thoughtit lacked a practical purpose,” Yonéeh said.



Saddened tha turning 13 might pass withoutan acknowledgment of its Jewish significance,
his parents, DjinaAriel and Matt Biers-Ariel, encouraged him to mark it in a meaningful way.
This summer, Yonéh, his parents and 9-year-old brother biked the 3,800 miles from San
Frandsco to Washington, D.C., to ddiver an anti-globd warming petition to Congress with some
2,000signaures collected onlineand alongtheway. Y oneh ddivered a speech aboutthetrip to
friendsand family, accompanied by a dide show.

During thetrip, Yonah'sparents say hetook on leadership roles, hdpingto plan thedaly
route, and pushing his father to keep going. "Tha'swhen | knew hewas a different personin
thoe moments," Matt Biers-Ariel said.

Theideatha 13 marksthe age of responsbility and maturity is an age-old concept, first
appearing in rabbinical teachingscompiled in 200A.D., said Jonahan Sarna, a professor of
American Jewish history at Brandds University. But theterm "bar mitzvah" -- onetha refersto
acoming-of-ageritud -- daes back to the 15th century. It became magnified in places where
Jewish life was changing rapidly and parents worried aboutJudasm's continuity.

Sarnasaid rabbis have longbeen trying to make the ceremony more meaningful. In the 1980s
for example, American bar or ba mitzvah children were twinned with their counerpartsin the
former Soviet Unionwho couldn'thave one

"Tha gave great meaning,” Sarnasaid. "Suddely, people didnt take it for granted.”

Ohr Taylor, 13, attendsa modern Orthodoxsynagoguein Sacramento, Calif., wheetheeis
no formal bar mitzvah program, but having oneis nonehed ess expected.

His mother, Michd Kohang said shetold Ohr tha he had to give back to his community, and
if hewanted a party, he had to lead the planning. To show his gratitudeto a mentor whowasin
intengve care, Ohr chanted his Torah portion at the man'sbedsde afew monthsbefore hedied.
It was the mog meaningful part of the process, Ohr said.

He never did organize his own party.

"I wanted a paty,” hesaid, "butit jug wasn't something | wanted so much tha | wouldn'thave
a bar mitzvah withoutit."

At a Humanistic congregaion in Manhatan, celebrants are not assigned a Torah portion to
chant in Hebrew. Rather, the children of the City Congregation for Humanistic Judasm are
pared with amentor and embark onan intengve course of studyfor at least two years. It
indudes researching family history, choosng arole modd and examining their own bdiefs
througha series of papers.

For Molly Rose Avila, who celebrated her ba mitzvah with the congegaionin 1999, leading
the process and having to articulate her own bdiefs made Judasm come adive, shesaid.

"Thiswasasif | had written my own play," said Avila, now 21."1t validated why my family
would be proudof me."
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