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Good evening,
A Jewish man and a Chinese man were talking. The Jewish man commented what a wise people the Chinese are. “Yes,” replied the Chinese man, 
“Our culture is over 4,000 years old.

But, you Jews are a very wise people, too.” 
The Jewish man replied, “Yes, our culture is over 5,000 years old.”

The Chinese man was amazed, “That’s impossible, he replied. What did your people eat for a thousand years?”
pause

Thank you all so much for coming to celebrate with me in honor of my Bat Mitzvah. 


A Bat Mitzvah literally means, “a daughter of Mitzvot.” Every Jewish girl, when she turns 12 years of age, becomes fully obligated and privileged to fulfill all of G-d’s commandments. Although I have been doing Mitzvot all my life, it is pretty awesome to know that starting today I will take on the full responsibility of a Jewish woman! 

In preparation for my bat mitzvah, I took upon myself to learn the first twelve chapters of Tanya, as well as a selection of later topics. The Tanya was authored by the first Chabad Rebbe, Rabbi Schneur Zalman of Liadi, known as the Alter Rebbe. He wrote the Tanya to help Jews understand more about their souls and their mission in life. To give you an idea of the special quality of the Tanya, when Rabbi Levi Yitzchok of Berdichev opened the Tanya for the first time, he exclaimed in amazement,“Wow! the Alter Rebbe put such a great G-d in such a small book!”. The Tanya brings such great ideas close to every Jew! I made a Tanya scrapbook to share with you all, which I will do soon!


There is a story I heard about a non-Jew who approached the great Sage Hillel, wanting to convert to Judaism. He demanded that Hillel teach him everything he needed to know while standing on one foot. 


Hillel responded: "What is hateful to you, do not do to your neighbor. That is the whole Torah; the rest is commentary – go and study!"

I never understood how this one thing could be the basis of the whole Torah. Isn’t there more to Torah than just this Mitzvah, “love your fellow as yourself”? 


This leads us to the first main lesson that I learned from the Tanya. It is the heart of Tanya, Chapter 32,לב . The Alter Rebbe discusses the mitzvah of Ahavat Yisroel, loving your fellow Jew as yourself. How can one be commanded to love someone else just as much as one loves oneself?

We are made up of two components, body and soul. The body is selfish by nature. The soul is selfless, a part of G-d, and holy in essence.  We all have individual separate bodies, yet we share a soul that is united in its source. 

       When one looks at the world from the body’s point of view, it is difficult to treat another like oneself. Our own needs and desires come first.

However, when one recognizes that the soul is more important than the body, this Mitzvah is not as difficult as it looks, and is actually “possible” to do! From a soul’s point of view, we are all “one,” so loving your fellow is truly like loving yourself.  Only through recognizing the true value of the soul & its connection to Hashem, can you really fulfill the mitzvah of Ahavat Yisroel.

The Alter Rebbe continues: The root of the entire Torah is to elevate the soul over the body. In the Mitzvah of Ahavat Yisroel we see this clearly, but really through doing any mitzvah, we accomplish this- elevating the soul over the body. Now we can understand how Hillel was able to sum up the whole Torah in the one mitzvah of Ahavat Yisroel.  

The second lesson I learned from the Tanya is about the importance of choices. Let’s face it, we are not doing Mitzvos all the time, for example some of my favorite things to do are cooking/baking delicious food, laughing and saying jokes. 


The Tanya focuses on the day-to-day activities we do to serve Hashem. We have a choice to either elevate from neutral to holiness or we bring the energy down to un-holiness. For example, when you say a joke, you have a choice to either use it for good- like open peoples hearts to Torah before study OR just for your own pleasure. When you eat, you have a choice either to use the energy later to do a mitzvah or to just eat for your own physical pleasure. When you do something with the intention of doing a mitzvah, you are elevating it to holiness. Otherwise, the joking and eating become unholy, even clean jokes and kosher food! 


Today, chof sivan, is my actual Hebrew birthday, which I share with my great grandmother elter bubbe Dina. One of my favorite stories my mother shared with me about Bubbe Dina, connects with this idea.


Bubbe Dina lived in an apartment building right across from 770 and above the school bus stop. Everyday she would throw down Pekelach, goodie bags, to my mother and her sisters, as they waited for the bus. I’m sure she was so happy they could go to a Jewish school, not like the persecution when she grew up in Russia. This shows the lesson I learned from Tanya. Goodies on their own are neutral, and the choice is in our hands to elevate them or do the opposite. Bubby Dina showed with her simple yet meaningful act that throwing candies is not just for weddings or Bar/bat mitzvahs, indeed on ordinary school days, Jewish children going to yeshiva deserve goodies, too, and for that alone, the goodies are holy!  We can enjoy the physical world around us, but just remember it’s all from Hashem and for Hashem. 


When studying for a test, I learned not to concentrate on all the details. Better to focus on a few main ideas and it will help with remembering the rest. Hopefully, these few lessons will remind me of all the Tanya I learned.

Knowing the specialty of the Neshama and our souls’ oneness in its source, as well as its mission to make holy choices, will help me live as a Tanya Jew; where Torah and Mitzvot have meaning and flavor. Where connections we create with our amazing soul are not just like an ordinary knot. They are beautiful and rich like a decorative bow.


I would like to take this opportunity to thank my parents, grandparents and teachers, who have helped me grow and reach this milestone in my life.

Bubbies and Zaydies, it is always fun coming over to your homes! Your dedication to our family, and to Torah education, is very inspiring!

[look at Tatty and Mommy]

Tatty and Mommy, thank you for raising me… for teaching me (literally)… driving me… laughing with me… for everything you give me… more than I can ever imagine.   Thank you for giving me the best way of life, Chassidus, to recognize the value of the soul and the beauty of Torah. 
[look at audience]

Last but not least, I would like to thank each of you, my friends and relatives, for joining me today. In this year of Hakhel, a year of gathering, this mitzvah of Ahavat Yisroel is so dear. Thank you all for coming and uniting together on my special day.

As I mentioned, today is my actual Hebrew birthday. There is a unique power to bless on a birthday when the soul begins its mission, but especially at Bat Mitzvah, when the soul matures in the body. Let us all make L’chaim- fill up your small shot glasses with grape juice, lets make a bracha together. Borei pri hagafen. take a sip of grape juice. Hold up your cups! I bless us all with health, happiness, nachas and all our hearts desires for the good! 

And as I begin my new stage in life, obligated to perform Mitzvot, it would be my great honor, if you would take upon yourself, to strengthen your commitment in at least one mitzvah. This truly, would be the greatest gift that I can receive today!

 I bless us all with success and joy in doing our Mitzvot! and in the merit of all the mitzvot that we do, may we merit speedily in our days the ultimate redemption with the coming of Moshiach Now! L’chaim!

