
 
 

How to Design a Meaningful Mitzvah Project 
 

  

  

  

  

Why are we asking our Bar/Bat Mitzvah students to complete service work during an 

otherwise overprogrammed, stressful time in their lives? 

 

Becoming a Bar/Bat Mitzvah is more than just a day of accomplishment, pride, and 

celebration. It is the moment of becoming an adult in the eyes of the Jewish community. 

That means accepting your responsibility for and committing to actively engaging in 

Tikkun Olam (healing the world) and Gemilut Chassadim (acts of lovingkindness). In other 

words, YOU are responsible for doing your share to make the world a better place. 

 

Before determining the what, you must first understand and internalize the who and the 

why. 

 

THE WHO 

Parents need to help with prioritizing the mitzvah project and providing encouragement 

and support. 

Parental emphasis on setting aside time and encouraging positive attitudes toward 

making this meaningful is the only way this can be a successful and profound endeavor. 

Above all, the intent of the mitzvah project is to create a lifelong emphasis on service to 

others. You, as parents, play a critical role in this outcome. 

 

Assignment #1: Who will play a role in the Mitzvah Project (exploring, arranging, 

participating, transporting, etc.)? 

_______________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________ 

 



 

THE WHY 

Mitzvah projects teach us how to live words of the Torah (in other words put learning 

into action). 

We can say a mi shebeirach at services, but without visiting or caring for the sick, what is 

that worth? We can talk about the pursuit of justice (tzedek tzedek tirdof), that we should 

care for those who can’t care for themselves, but without carving time out to help others, 

what are we worth? Ultimately, we are meant to live words of the Torah, not just discuss 

them. Mitzvah projects help us to embody and express our highest Jewish values, 

breathing life and giving modern-day form to an ancient tradition. 

 

Mitzvah projects shift our focus from consumption to thinking of others. The Bar/Bat 

Mitzvah is a peak experience in our Jewish lives worthy of attention and celebration. 

During this time of increased consumption, a mitzvah project redirects some of our “3 T’s” 

(our time, our talent, and our treasure) toward Tikkun Olam. It reminds us that the 

celebration of the Bar/Bat Mitzvah student amid centerpieces, flowers and balloons is not 

only a celebration of age and accomplishment but also a celebration of their capacity to 

heal the world. 

 

Mitzvah projects help us to be the best version of ourselves. We all lead busy lives, with 

school, extracurricular activities, time with family and friends, and time for ourselves 

filling our days, weeks, and months. It is easy to fill our time this way, it seems to happen 

almost organically. It is harder to find time for the work of giving. 

 

Mitzvah projects help us to express gratitude. 

At the moments when we are most aware of our blessings, mitzvah projects help us to 

concretize our feelings of gratitude through service to others. Words are not enough; we 

need to act. 

 

Assignment #2: Answer the question “Why is doing a mitzvah project important?” using 

your own words and examples. 

_______________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________ 

 



THE WHAT 
Start with your Talents (abilities, interests, hobbies)  

It is more likely that you will find a good match if you lead with how you like to spend 

your time. Are you good at sports? Music? Art? Do you like animals? Reading? Baking? 

Defining this “T” will help you to choose an opportunity that will feel the most rewarding. 

Assignment #3: What are my [teen’s] special abilities, interests, and/or hobbies? 

_______________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________ 

Continue with areas of particular concern to you.  

Being invested in an area of concern helps us to serve others with an energy that emerges 

from our own particular story. What about this world, your community, your family keeps 

you up at night? What makes you angry? Do you see inequalities that upset you? How 

would you most like to make a difference in this world? 

What issues are in your life? Are there any personal or family experiences that speak to 

you? Anything that you learned about or noticed in school? Any privileges that you have 

that you can help others to get (food, medicine, housing, equal rights, etc.)? 

The goal of a mitzvah project is not to make ourselves feel good (although, when chosen 

with care, this often is a result) or to check off another requirement from the list. We want 

to make an impact. We want to see real change.  

PARENTS: Twelve- and 13-year-olds are perceptive and opinionated. Help them to 

identify what they see as broken. Where do they see it? How does it affect them? They 

will work harder and be more committed, collaborative, and enthusiastic if they see a 

connection between their lives and their concerns, local or global. 

Assignment #4: List ideas sparked by the questions above.  

_______________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________ 



PUT EVERYTHING TOGETHER 
Look at the lists you created and start putting them together. There are many ways that 

you can fill the equation. Some examples of what previous Kol Ami teens have done are: 

• Artistic + Cancer = Caps for a Cause 

• Sports + Kids = Being a teacher/mentor for a handicapped child to learn soccer 

• Family to play a role + Hunger = Packing and delivering food for Grassroots 

Grocery 

• Reading + children = Greenburgh Public Library 

 

As you are putting these together, please keep in mind the goal of Mitzvah projects is to 

create a lifelong emphasis on service to others. It should be more than a one-off; it should 

require a reasonable time commitment. The most successful ones imbue teens with great 

feelings of pride, accomplishment, connection, and a desire to continue. It can be part of 

the process that transforms a young adult into a Jewish leader. 

 

Assignment #5: Using the information from the previous assignments, it’s time to make a 

plan! To do this, either research organizations directly, consult Volunteer NY (see below), 

and/or reach out to someone at Kol Ami for more guidance. (Feel free to start with 

pampass@nykolami.org.) 

_______________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

ADDITIONAL RESOURCE 

Volunteer NY (Volunteer New York!) is a clearinghouse for local volunteering opportunities 

with a special section for teens. 

GET STARTED! 
Reach out to the organization and make arrangements to start. 

 

PARENTS: YOUR YOUNG TEEN HAS A STORY TO TELL… 

…a story about who they are, what they see and how they might become part of a 

personal, local, or global effort that brings about change. Partner with them. Talk to 

them. Challenge them. Help them arrive to the bimah and their future with a vision of 

peace, justice, and compassion, as well as the confidence to take the first step.  

 

 

 

 

mailto:pampass@nykolami.org
https://www.volunteernewyork.org/


VOLUNTEER RESOURCES 

 

ACEING AUTISM (TENNIS) 

Volunteer New York! | Tennis Assistants for Kids with Autism 

 

BACKYARD SPORTS CARES  

Backyard Sports Plus, Special Needs (byardsportscares.org) 

 

GRASSROOTS GROCERY 

Volunteer — Grassroots Grocery 

 

KOL AMI FOOD PANTRY 

Pantry@nykolami.org 

 

LASAGNA LOVE 

Volunteer | Lasagna Love 

 

LONG ISLAND PIT STOP ANIMAL RESCUE 

Help an Animal Shelter or Animal Rescue Today (adoptapet.com) 

 

MILLION MEAL PROJECT 

MMP - Host an Event (millionmealproject.org) 

 

SPCA WESTCHESTER (Rising Volunteers) 

Volunteer - SPCA Westchester, New York 

 

 

VOLUNTEER NY (Clearninghouse for Organizations) 

Volunteer New York! | Youth 

 

https://www.volunteernewyork.org/opportunity/a076e00000nTduCAAS/tennis-assistants-for-kids-with-autism
https://www.byardsportscares.org/volunteer.html
https://www.grassrootsgrocery.org/volunteer
mailto:Pantry@nykolami.org
https://lasagnalove.org/volunteer/
https://www.adoptapet.com/get-involved
https://www.millionmealproject.org/host-an-event
https://spcawestchester.org/volunteer
https://www.volunteernewyork.org/Youth

