
A “Bat Mitzvah” Glossary 

Bar or Bat Mitzvah: This means son or daughter of the command-
ments. It signifies the coming of age in the Jewish community 
and becoming responsible for the performance of mitzvot . . . 
(plural of mitzvah), or duties of Jewish life.

You can have a bar or bat mitzvah at any time in your life 
[author’s note: my in-laws had theirs when they were in their six-
ties!] although it’s most common to have one around age thirteen. 
These days, non-binary kids sometimes call their ceremony a b’nai 
mitzvah (b’nai is plural and can refer to a mixed-gender group of 
people).

Bimah: A raised platform, pulpit, or podium where Jewish services 
are conducted.

Cantor: A Jewish religious official who leads the musical part of 
a service.
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D’var Torah: A talk based on topics relating to a parashah, or 
Torah portion.

Havdalah Ceremony: Marks the conclusion of the Sabbath (Fri-
day sundown to Saturday sundown). This consists of blessings 
over wine, bread, and the light of a candle.

Hebrew language (biblical): ancient native language of Israel.

Hora: A Jewish circle dance, usually done at celebrations like 
weddings and bar or bat mitzvahs. The music for the dance is 
“Hava Nagila,” an Israeli folk song that means “Let us rejoice.” 
It’s customary to raise the honorees on chairs during the hora.

Parashah: A portion of the Torah that is recited every week until 
the entire Torah is read in a year’s time.

Rabbi: A Jewish leader, scholar, or teacher. Usually the chief reli-
gious official of a synagogue.

Synagogue: A place of Jewish worship. Many also call it a temple 
or a shul.

Torah: A sacred handwritten parchment scroll that contains all 
the prayers and laws of the Jewish people. It is written in Hebrew.

Yarmulke: Also called a kippah; a head covering (looks like a 
beanie) worn by Jewish men and sometimes women. It is a sign 
of reverence. It’s often worn when reading from the Torah. 
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