The Story of Mitzvah Marx

Everybody knows Groucho Marx.  Most folks also know his brothers Harpo Marx and Chico Marx.  But do you know about Mitzvah Marx? …. That’s what I thought.  Well, Mitzvah Marx is a new program here at Congregation Etz Chaim Monroe Township Jewish Center, designed to spark the enthusiasm of our religious school students (and their parents) for attendance at services.  The students earn Mitzvah Marx (actually Mitzvah Marks) every time they attend.  As they accumulate Mitzvah Marks, they can exchange them for rewards.  Whole classes can also earn rewards.  Each time a student attends a service, we award one Mitzvah Mark.  Here’s your part -- if the student’s parent attends the service too, we award an additional Mark.  And they can earn more – here’s the whole program.

Earning Mitzvah Marks

One for attending a service.

One more for attending service with parent(s)

One more for attending Bar/Bat Mitzvah service

One for participation in Shabbat morning Torah study

One for service participation – leading a song or prayer, aliyah

Two for special service participation – Purim spiel, band, choir, special song

Three for leading a service – Bar or Bat Mitzvah

Others at Rabbi’s or Principal’s discretion – building Sukkah &c.

For example, if a student comes to a service along with a parent and leads a prayer, altogether this earns three Mitzvah Marks.  Or, if a student comes to Shabbat morning service with a parent, studies Torah before the service, then participates in the Purim spiel, this would earn five Mitzvah Marks.  However, we’re just pulling your leg on this one, because Purim never falls on Shabbat – did you know that?  Our Jewish calendar does some wonderful things.

Can religious school students earn Mitzvah Marks outside our Temple?  You bet your sweet bippy they can!  Whenever they can get credit for attending a service with another congregation, they also earn the corresponding number of Mitzvah Marks.  The next time you bring them to religious school, come into the office, explain what they have done, and our Principal will happily give them the appropriate credit.

At this point let’s also mention summer time.  Our Jewish calendar of Shabbatot and holidays continues the whole year around, including the summer.  So as soon as our religious school year ends, you can begin earning Mitzvah Marks (and getting service attendance credit) for the next year.  

Now that you see how rapidly our students will be able to earn Mitzvah Marks, you’re certainly wondering, “What are the rewards for which the students can exchange their Mitzvah Marks?”  Aha, I knew you’d ask that question.  And here’s the answer.

Value of Mitzvah Marks

Every eighteen (חי) can be exchanged for a $5.00 gift certificate for any one of

Book store

Movie

Kosher Pizza

Each class whose students have earned an average greater than 10 by the end of December will have a pizza party.

Each class whose students have earned an average greater than 18 by the end of March will also have a pizza party.

Each class whose students have earned an average greater than 25 by the end of the religious school year will again have a pizza party.

The student earning the highest number in each class will receive a certificate.

The student earning the highest number in the school will receive a special gift.

So who’s providing all these rewards?  At this point it certainly is appropriate to thank the Etz Chaim Parents Association.  Oh, that’s you – or if it isn’t, come on down to the next meeting and join.

Note that this program does not replace or change our requirement for religious school students to attend a certain number of services during the course of the year, depending on their grade.  It just makes it more rewarding, and adds an incentive to attend even more than the minimum number.

Rationale for Earning Mitzvah Marks

For those of you who are interested in our thinking behind our scheme of earning Mitzvah Marks, read on.  Here’s a bit of explanation.

One for attending a service

This is what got the whole thing started – the notion of providing some sort of reward to encourage the students to attend.  Note that the students must really attend.  They can’t spend most of the time in the lobby, in the bathroom, or playing games.  They really must be attending the service, body and mind.  They must not arrive ridiculously late, or leave too early.  Therefore we do claim discretion not to give credit for attendance, nor to award Mitzvah Marks, if students, in our opinion, did not really attend.

One more for attending service with parent(s)

We really think it makes a very important impression on children when they share their Jewish observance with their parents.  In fact, we feel it’s so important that we’ll give another whole Mitzvah Mark for your being there with your child.

One more for attending Bar/Bat Mitzvah service

We feel that the services celebrating Bar Mitzvah or Bat Mitzvah provide an extra special inspiration to younger students.  Therefore we very much encourage all our students to join the congregation in welcoming our B’nai Mitzvah.

One for participation in Shabbat morning Torah study

Joining our Torah study group before Shabbat morning services is a great addition to our students’ Jewish learning experience, especially as they grow close to Bar/Bat Mitzvah age.  Each week we study the assigned Torah portion, and learn many things that there’s just no time to cover in the regular classes.  By the way, this is another great thing for you to participate in along with your child.

One for service participation – leading a song or prayer, aliyah

In Judaism every person who is able is welcome to lead services.  We very much encourage this mitzvah.  Usually students will earn this extra mark when their class has its turn to lead a service.  There are other opportunities, such as Scout Shabbat.  In addition, students can talk with the Rabbi to request to lead a part of most any service.

Two for special service participation – Purim spiel, band, choir, special song

We give double marks for these special kinds of service participation.  The reason is that it really takes some dedication to do this.  They have to practice parts, attend rehearsals, and put in significant effort before the specific service.

Three for leading a service – Bar or Bat Mitzvah

Leading essentially the whole service really takes a whole lot of extra effort.  Bar and Bat Mitzvah services are pretty much the only opportunity for our religious school students to do this, but they might find another opportunity if they try hard.  So, this one is mainly another little Bar Mitzvah or Bat Mitzvah present from the congregation.

Others at Rabbi’s or Principal’s discretion

There certainly are other Mitzvot besides attending services that our religious school students can do around the Temple.  We feel that when they do so they should also be rewarded, and we give our Rabbi and our Principal the discretion to do so.  Activities that might fall into this category include helping to build or take down the Sukkah, watching young children during certain Temple events, helping to prepare for or set up for Temple events – there are all sorts of creative possibilities.

Rationale behind Value of Mitzvah Marks

Here’s a quick review of the thinking behind the flip side of the Mitzvah Marks program.  As we said at the outset, our goal is to spark the enthusiasm of our religious school students for attendance at services.  That’s the reason, in a nutshell, for allowing the individual students to redeem their Mitzvah Marks for rewards.  We’re really sad to hear any student say, “I’ve attended the required number of services and there’s no reason to come to any more until next year.”  However, we also want to encourage class spirit and the Jewish notion that each of us should feel responsible for others as well.  This is why we wish to reward classes for their collective averages.  Certificates for the students earning the highest total in each class, of course, go back to rewarding outstanding individual performance.
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