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Life cycle: 

 Birth and the First Month of Life: Jewish customs relating to birth, 
naming, circumcision, and redemption of the firstborn. 

 Bar Mitzvah, Bat Mitzvah and Confirmation: Jewish coming-of-age 
ceremonies: Bar Mitzvah, Bat Mitzvah and Confirmation. 

 Marriage: Jewish concept of finding your soul mate, Jewish weddings, 
the process of acquiring a spouse, and the marital relationship. 

 Divorce: Jewish attitude toward divorce and the procedures involved in 
Jewish divorce. 

 Life, Death and Mourning: Jewish attitude toward the preservation of 
life, toward death, and Jewish mourning practices. 

 
Birth 
In Jewish law human life begins at birth, that is, at the time when the child is 
more than halfway emerged from the mother's body. Judaism completely rejects 
the notion of original sin. According to Judaism, a child is born pure, completely 
free from sin. We pray daily "Oh God, the soul which you gave me is pure. You 
created it, you fashioned it, you breathed it into me." Birth by Caesarean section 
is permitted in Jewish law, as would be just about any procedure necessary to 
preserve the life of the mother or the child. 
 
Naming a Child 
The formal Hebrew name is used in Jewish rituals, primarily in calling the person 
to the Torah for an aliyah, or in the ketubah (marriage contract). 
A girl's name is traditionally given in synagogue when the parents take an aliyah 
after the birth, but today often in a short separate ceremony in the synagogue 
or at the home of the family. A boy's name is given during the brit milah (ritual 
circumcision), see below. 
The standard form of a Hebrew name for a male is [child's name] ben [father's 
name] ve [mother’s name]. For a female, the form is [child's name] bat [father's 
name] ve [mother’s name]. In a traditional context, if the child is a kohein, the 
suffix ha-Kohein is added. If the child is of the tribe of Levi, the subject Ha-Levi is 
added, but not in progressive congregations. 
There are no formal religious requirements for naming a child. The name has no 
inherent religious significance. In fact, the child's "Hebrew name" need not even 
be Hebrew; Yiddish names are often used, or even English ones. 
It is customary among Ashkenazic Jews to name a child after a recently deceased 
relative. This custom comes partly from a desire to honour the dead relative, and 
partly from superstition against naming a child after a living relative. It is almost 
unheard of for an Ashkenazic Jew to be named after his own father, though it 
does occasionally happen. Among Sephardic Jews, it is not unusual to name a 
child after a parent or living relative. 
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Brit Milah: Circumcision 
Of all of the commandments in Judaism, the brit milah (literally, Covenant of 
Circumcision) is probably the one most universally observed. It is commonly 
referred to as a bris (covenant, using the Ashkenazic pronunciation). The ritual 
of the brit milah includes the process of physically removing the foreskin, but 
also prayers and the naming of the boy. 
The commandment to circumcise is given at Gen. 17:10-14 and Lev. 12:3. The 
covenant was originally made with Abraham. It is the first commandment 
specific to the Jews. 
 
Circumcision is performed only on males. Although some cultures have a 
practice of removing all or part of the woman's clitoris, often erroneously 
referred to as "female circumcision," that ritual has never been a part of Judaism. 
 
Like so many Jewish commandments, the brit milah is commonly perceived to 
be a hygienic measure; however the biblical text states the reason for this 
commandment quite clearly: circumcision is an outward physical sign of the 
eternal covenant between God and the Jewish people. The health benefits of 
this practice are merely incidental.  
 
Circumcision is performed on the eighth day of the child's life, during the day. 
The day the child is born counts as the first day, thus if the child is born on a 
Wednesday, he is circumcised on the following Wednesday. Keep in mind that 
Jewish days begin at sunset, so if the child is born on a Wednesday evening, he 
is circumcised the following Thursday. Circumcisions are performed on Shabbat 
and Festivals. The Bible does not specify a reason for the choice of the eighth 
day. As with almost any commandment, circumcision can be postponed for 
health reasons.  
 
The circumcision is performed by a mohel (lit. circumciser). While the 
circumcision is performed, the child is held by a person called a sandek. In 
English, this is often referred to as a godfather. It is an honor to be a sandek for 
a bris. The sandek is usually a grandparent or the family rabbi. Traditionally, a 
chair (often an ornate one) is set aside for Elijah, who is said to preside over all 
circumcisions. Various blessings are recited, including one over wine, and a drop 
of wine is placed in the child's mouth. The child is then given a formal Hebrew 
name. It is not necessary to have a minyan for a bris, but it is desirable if feasible. 
As with most Jewish life events, the ritual is followed by refreshments or a festive 
meal. 
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Pidyon ha-Ben: Redemption of the First Born 
According to the bible all firstborn sons belong to God to do the Temple service. 
However, after the incident of the Golden Calf, in which the tribe of Levi did not 
participate, God chose the tribe of Levi over the firstborn for this sacred role. 
This is explained in Num. 8:14-18. Even though their place has been taken by the 
Levites, the firstborn still retain a certain degree of sanctity, and for this reason, 
they must be redeemed. 
The ritual of redemption is referred to as pidyon ha-ben, literally, Redemption of 
the Son, and is usually not part of the Progressive Jewish practice.  
A firstborn son must according to the tradition be redeemed after he reaches 31 
days of age. The child is redeemed by paying a small sum (five silver shekels in 
biblical times; today, usually five silver dollars) to a kohein  
The ritual of pidyon ha-ben applies to a relatively small number of Jews. It applies 
only to the firstborn male child if it is born by natural childbirth. Thus, if a female 
is the firstborn, no child in the family is subject to the ritual. If the first child is 
born by Caesarean section, the ritual does not apply to that child (nor, according 
to most sources, to any child born after that child). If the first conception ends 
in miscarriage after more than 40 days' term, it does not apply to any subsequent 
child. It does not apply to members of the tribe of Levi, or children born to a 
daughter of a member of the tribe of Levi. 
 
Bar Mitzvah and Bat Mitzvah 
"Bar Mitzvah" literally means "son of the commandment." "Bar" is "son" in 
Aramaic, which used to be the vernacular of the Jewish people. "Mitzvah" is 
"commandment" in both Hebrew and Aramaic. "Bat" is daughter in Hebrew and 
Aramaic. Technically, the term refers to the child who is coming of age, and it is 
strictly correct to refer to someone as "becoming a bar (or bat) mitzvah." 
However, the term is more commonly used to refer to the coming of age 
ceremony itself, and you are more likely to hear that someone is "having a bar 
mitzvah" or "invited to a bar mitzvah." 
 
Under Jewish Law, children are not obligated to observe the commandments, 
although they are encouraged to do so as much as possible to learn the 
obligations they will have as adults. At the age of 13 (12 for girls), children 
become obligated to observe the commandments. The bar mitzvah ceremony 
formally, publicly marks the assumption of that obligation, along with the 
corresponding right to take part in leading religious services, to count in a minyan 
(the minimum number of people needed to perform certain parts of religious 
services), to form binding contracts, to testify before religious courts and to 
marry. 
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A Jewish boy automatically becomes a bar mitzvah upon reaching the age of 13 
years, and a girl upon reaching the age of 12 years. No ceremony is needed to 
confer these rights and obligations. The popular bar mitzvah ceremony is not 
required, and does not fulfill any commandment. It is certainly not necessary to 
have a bar mitzvah in order to be considered a Jew! The bar or bat mitzvah is a 
relatively modern innovation, not mentioned in the Talmud, and the elaborate 
ceremonies and receptions that are commonplace today were unheard of as 
recently as a century ago. 
 
In its earliest and most basic form, a bar/bat mitzvah is the celebrant's first 
aliyah. During Shabbat services on a Saturday shortly after the child's 13/12th 
birthday, the celebrant is called up to the Torah to recite a blessing over the 
weekly reading. 
 
Today, it is common practice for the bar/bat mitzvah celebrant to do much more 
than just say the blessing. It is most common for the celebrant to learn parts of 
the weekly Torah portion, to read the Haftarah, and to leads part of the service, 
or to lead the congregation in certain important prayers. The celebrant is also 
generally required to make a speech.  
 
Confirmation 
Confirmation is a somewhat less widespread coming of age ritual that occurs 
when a child is 16 or 18. Confirmation was originally developed by the Reform 
movement, which scorned the idea that a 13 year old child was an adult. In some 
synagogues, the confirmation concept has been adopted as a way to continue a 
child's Jewish education and involvement for a few more years. 
 
 


