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What is MitzvahChic?

MitzvahChic is a book and a philosophy that says, when it comes to your child’s bar/bat mitzvah, have it all!  Have deep spirituality and incredible fun and glamour. There aren’t many people who can do it all without some help; that’s why I wrote the book. It combines a strategy for learning (in a chapter called “The Torah for the Farchadat”) with party planning and high-style decorating based on meaningful ideas from Torah. And it’s got all the how-to information so you can create the parties yourself or hire the work out. 

My friend said: You’re a Jewish “Martha”…with soul.  It’s true in this sense: Like “Martha” with weddings, I’m taking an event everybody thinks they know and understand and bringing it to a whole new level. But where Martha is basically just about style, MitzvahChic is style in the service of compelling ideas.  

Why did you think the bar mitzvah needed that?
There’s a Woody Allen movie where you see a bar mitzvah with a Star Wars theme. The boy is cutting a cake shaped like Darth Vader’s head with a light saber. That’s how the rest of the world sees the bar mitzvah.  And they ask: What are those people doing?  I’ve been to parties like that and I’ve wondered the same thing.  What ARE we doing?  

So what did you conclude?

That the excitement and pride that parents feel about their child reaching this milestone is so big, they need to make a huge statement.  And they’ll go way over the top to do it.  Families also want to express their uniqueness by doing something original and that leads to these strange, wacky, irrelevant party themes.

And you’re proposing, in the alternative…?

That it’s time for mainstream people to recognize what scholars have known all along:  Judaism itself is amazing.  It’s way more compelling and interesting than anything you could dream up as a party theme. Tolstoy said “The Jew is that sacred being who has brought down from heaven the everlasting fire and has illumined with it the entire world”.  It’s a powerful legacy. So, my radical philosophy is that we make the bar mitzvah a celebration and contemplation of what it means to be Jewish.  And how the ancient ideas are still relevant today.

Don’t the more grounded people already do that?

Yes, but they don’t know how to turn it into a party. A lot of sincere people who set out to have meaningful mitzvah events don’t make them fun and glamorous enough so “relevance” has gotten a bad rap as a party theme.  It’s one thing to love Judaism and feel the Torah is brilliant; it’s quite another to know how to translate that into party experiences that move other people.  Even if you had the skills to figure out the “how”, no one has the time when under the pressure of planning a big soiree.  That’s why I sat down and did it.

So you’re suggesting bar mitzvah parties should be about the Torah?
Bar/bat mitzvah parties should be about the child, his/her family and the great ideas of the Jewish faith.  And there are enough interesting ideas in the Torah – and great ways to honor them at a party – to “theme” hundreds of parties.  Beyond that, bar/bat mitzvah parties should be really fun, stylish and should make every guest feel inspired and treasured.  

So that’s your definition of a good party?

That’s not just a good party; it’s an incredible experience – one people will remember and talk about for years.  And for the family that gives such a party, it’s an emotional highpoint equaled by only a handful of other events in life.

You mentioned loving Judaism and thinking the Torah is brilliant – what if you don’t feel any of that?
I know there are people who are Jewish by upbringing and don’t feel a lot personally about it.  And there are even committed Jews who have found the Torah inaccessible.  It doesn’t really matter what your starting point is. I grew up with no Jewish identity – no religion, really – so you could hardly find a blanker slate than me. In the course of writing this book, though, I read the Torah start-to-finish (and summarized it in the book) and now I’m in awe of it. I believe anyone would react the same way, for many of the most important ideas and values we cherish as humans were first expressed in the Torah.

You’re suggesting a bar/bat mitzvah parent should sit down and read the Torah?
Not the whole Torah right now but certainly they should read and discuss as a family the child’s portion. My suggested process is: read the portion using one of the terrific family-oriented study guides I’ve found, then read or view something else that relates to the portion to bring it to life.  The Red Tent is an obvious example of a book you could read if your child has the story of Jacob, but I found lots of other great options.  

For the part of the Torah that concerns Adam and Eve, you could, for example, read Mark Twain’s Diaries of Adam and Eve, or Rabbi Harold Kushner’s How Good Do We Have to Be? A New Understanding of Guilt and Forgiveness. If you’re not bookish, you could watch A&E’s video “Adam and Eve” from their “Biography” series or “Cain and Abel” from their “Mysteries of the Bible” series.  If you have the story of Noah’s ark, you can even visit the websites of real-life archeologists who are trying to find the ark. You don’t have to put in a lot of effort; even a little bit of time spent this way will add a lot of magic and lyricism to your bar/bat mitzvah experience.
And then what?
Any family that views the bar/bat mitzvah as a journey and explores the Torah together is going to end up feeling pretty excited about some of the ideas they find. Use them in the party! I have a chapter giving party ideas for each Torah portion, as well as a chapter presenting eight complete parties – table decor, party favors, activities – based on general themes from Torah.  Readers can even go to my website and find links to buy everything they need.  

Website?
At www.MitzvahChic.com, parents can link to information and products; they can swap information with other parents, get party ideas, and ask me questions.  One of the most exciting and beneficial features is the national Calendar where parents post their event date and time so that parents whose kids share the same circle of friends don’t schedule their parties for the same time. Kids can also set up gift registries – making gift-buying easier for this and other occasions like Hanukkah and Middle School graduation.

So the goal of the book and website together is to revolutionize the way people plan bar/bat mitzvahs (b’nai mitzvah)?
That’s the stated goal; my hidden agenda is to win hearts and minds more broadly for Judaism. It seems to me that one of the great threats to the continuation of Judaism – maybe as big or bigger than anti-Semitism, intermarriage, terrorism or the conflict in Israel – is a lack of passion. People not knowing why they’re Jewish, being able to tell their kids why it matters and maybe not even feeling strongly that it does matter. I know people who send their kids to Hebrew school only because they feel obligated or because their parents would flip otherwise. If this book can help show how powerful and special it is to be Jewish – so it seems intriguing and wonderful to parents and cool to their kids – they’ll have that sense for life and I’ll feel I’ve really accomplished something.  

