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Bat Mitzvah of Melissa Stein 

 

Shabbat Shalom 

Melissa, I have a question for you. What is going to change now that you are a Bat Mitzvah? 
Will you wake up tomorrow different than you are today? Will dawn tomorrow find you 
suddenly an expert in science and math?  Will you awaken to a talent in music or art? Will 
tomorrow suddenly find you more beautiful than you are already? I think you know the answer 
to this question. When you wake up tomorrow and you look in the mirror you will see ….. 
Melissa staring back at you. Just like she always does. You will wake up just the same as you are 
now.   Sort of ….. 
 
I have to go a long way around to explain this so let me begin with Pirke Avot.  Antigonus of 
Socho teaches “Do not be like servants who serve their master expecting to receive a reward; 
be rather like servants who serve their master unconditionally, with no thought of reward and 
let the awe of God determine your actions.” 
 
Antingonus is one of the earliest of the Sages and his teachings are some of the oldest recorded 
by the Sages. Here he is reminding us that the purpose of mitzvot is not about getting a reward 
from God, rather the mitzvot have a different purpose. You rightly mentioned in your D’var 
Torah that God does not judge us for the things that we do. God does not stand over us to 
praise or punish us when we do something right or wrong.  
 
But what then is the reason for mitzvot? Is it just a suggested way of living that makes our lives 
easier? That life is just better when we take advantage of the suggestions that God makes for 
our lives? Melissa, it is not that easy. You gave a great D’var Torah today based on what you 
have learned from your teachers and your family.  I challenged you to be specific with what you 
think about Judaism and you came through honest and true about where you stand when you 
look at the Torah.  
 
You are not alone either. Many people wonder about the reasons for the mitzvot. Jews have 
been wondering about why God commands us to in the way we should eat, the times when we 
are allowed to work, what kinds of clothing we can wear, how we conduct our business, how 
we are supposed to learn, and most surprisingly, we are commanded, not asked, suggested or 
urged, but commanded to Love God. Seriously, is it even possible to command someone to love 
someone else? 
 
When we ask for reasons for the mitzvot, what we really are saying is “what do I get out of the 
mitzvot?” What will God’s commands do for me? Will they make me more popular with my 
friends? Will they make me more desirable to be around? Will they make me rich or famous? 
Will they make me smarter or wiser or more clever? Why should I do mitzvot when there are so 



many other things to do that will help me acquire all the things I want in life? Why should I 
waste any time on mitzvot at all?  
 
This is where the ancient wisdom of Antigonus begins. We are all so used to getting something 
for our efforts that we don’t realize that there are things that we should do just because it is 
the right thing to do for others. It is not about us at all.  We should do well in school not 
because it will help us get a good job someday; we should work hard in school because learning 
is important. What we know can never be taken away from us. The reward for learning 
something new is that now we know something we didn’t know before. 
 
Hesed/Kindness is another commandment where the reward does not matter. Sometimes 
when we are kind people remember to thank us for our actions. Sometimes they forget. Some 
people are rude and never even acknowledge that we have done something for them. But we 
act with kindness anyway, without thought of reward. When we know that life is not always 
about ourselves, we are able to make the world better just by doing the things we want to do. 
Just as others were once kind to us, we pay that kindness forward without ever knowing fully if 
our actions will ever make a difference.  
 
And Melissa, prayer is also one of these mitzvot that we do without any thought of reward. We 
don’t pray because we want God to give us stuff like some kind of a cosmic Santa Claus.  I once 
heard a story of a little boy who was going to bed and saying his prayers, except, his prayer was, 
“Dear God, I want this and I want that, and I want some of these and some of those etc…” His 
wise mother reminded the little boy, “Stop giving orders and just report for duty.” When we 
pray, Melissa, we let God know that we are here to help God do the things that need to be 
done in the world. We become the hands and feet of God, making sure that we are doing what 
God needs us to do to make this world the kind of place God wants it to be.  We don’t do God’s 
will because we are better than anyone else, or because we are proud that God “chose us” to 
do something or another. We do it just because God wants us to; It is how we show God our 
love.  
 
Melissa, have you ever done something for your parents or your brother, not because you had 
to but because you just wanted to make them happy? That is one of the ways we express our 
love for our family. When you clean your room, without having to be nagged about it, or just 
get your homework done because you think that your parents have other things to worry about 
than you and homework, what you are really saying to them is “I love you”, “I love you enough 
to hear you even though you have not said a word.” "I love you so much I have anticipated your 
needs and filled them without you having to ask me." That, Melissa, is a very high form of love. 
It comes not because we want our parents to do something for us. It comes only because of the 
love in our hearts. 
 
And THAT Melissa, is what will be different tomorrow when you wake up. After all the partying 
and celebration, when you awaken tomorrow, you will not only be another day older, and a lot 
more tired than today, you will have made your first decision, as an adult, to do something for 
your family that brings no reward to you. You came here today to pray, to share your wisdom 



with this congregation and to lead us in prayer. From now on, you will have the choice of how 
you will live your life. Every day your choices will get harder. Will you only do that which will 
bring you a reward or will you take on the ancient wisdom of Antigonus, to live your life 
unconditionally, without consideration of rewards?  
 
When you look in the mirror, nobody else will be able to see this change in you. Only you will be 
able to see it. Others will only discover it in you through your actions and decisions from this 
day forward. God does care deeply about the decisions you make. It is our hope and prayer that 
you will choose  your path wisely, building on the path of your parents, grandparents, family 
and friends who are here to share this day with you.  
 
Mazal Tov Melissa on a job well done today. And we bless you with a lifetime of good decisions 
in the future.  

 

 


