Chapter 24

TEPHILLIN A YEAR EARLY
It was on erev Pesach 5774 (2014) that my son-in-law Baruch Mizrahi hy’d was murdered in a
terrorist attack on his way to my apartment in Kiryat Arba to celebrate the Seder with my family.
His eldest son, Itai, at the time was eight and a half years old. A few years later he, an orphan,
would reach the age to begin putting on Tephillin.
I recollect seeing a film on the British television, I think about fifty years ago, where an orphan
who had reached the age of 12 was told that since he was an orphan his barmitzvah was a year
earlier, namely at the age of 12. I remember that there was then an article in the London “Jewish
Chronicle” questioning this assertion.
I had also learned, but I cannot recollect from where, that an orphan would start putting on
Tephillin at the age of 12, rather than just before his Barmitzvah. I therefore decided that in
preparation for Itai’s twelfth birthday, I would research this subject and write a paper on it.
Let me first mention that Itai’s second name is Chaim. Why the name Chaim? According the
Sephardi tradition, and Baruch was a Sephardi, it is customary to name a boy after a living
grandfather, whilst in Ashkenazi tradition, and I am an Ashkenazi, one names after a deceased
relative, often a grandfather. In addition to my name being Chaim, Baruch’s father who had died
a number of years earlier, was also called Chaim. Therefore, if an Ashkenazi asks who Itai
Chaim is named after, one answers Baruch’s father, and conversely, if a Sephardi asks, one
answers that it after me!
Until recently, if one wanted to do research, one would have to go to libraries and painstakingly
look through book after book, and then photocopy the relevant material, and only then begin
writing one’s paper. Today all this has changed, making leaving one’s house and going to
various libraries almost a rare occurrence! One just has to sit in front of one’s computer and go
into the internet. There there is an unlimited amount of information. For research on a Jewish
religious subject there is website called HebrewBooks where one can find (as of November
2018) over 52,000 books, with numbers increasing from day to day. These can be read online
and any pages can be freely printed out. This was the method I mainly utilised to research and
write my paper on an orphan starting to put on Tephillin at the age of 12.
The first question to ask is why should the training of a boy to put on tephillin who has not yet
reached the age of barmitzvah be later than for other mitzvot. For mitzvot such as tzitzit, shofar,
berachot, one begins to train them at an age well before their barmitzvah. However, the reason
for beginning with tephillin just before the age of barmitzvah is that the wearing of tephillin
requires a “clean body” namely that the wearer will not flatulate when wearing them. One

therefore waits until almost the last possible moment before the barmitzvah, or even until the
actual day of the barmitzvah.
Some have argued that there is a source in the Gemara for specifically an orphan to start putting
on tephillin before his barmitzvah, although one cannot drive from this source a time period of
one year.
In fact, it is only for less than two hundred years that has there been discussion on this question.
Two possible reasons have been given to advancing the age at which an orphan starts to put on
tephillin. One is that it is in the merit of the departed parent, and the other is to have sufficient
time for an outsider, in place of the departed father, to teach the boy how to put on tephillin. The
difference between these two reasons is that if it is the mother has died, then only the first reason
will be applicable, but not the second one since it is the duty of the father to teach the boy to put
on tephillin. The last Lubavitcher Rebbe discounted both these reasons.
Today however it is very unusual for an orphan to start putting on tephillin when he becomes 12
years old.
Another point which has been made by a number of orphans is that because they were orphans
they reached the age of barmitzvah when they were 12 years old! These reported cases occurred
in Eastern Europe, the United States and even in Israel. In the Israeli case, Rabbi Aryeh Levin
went to the “barmitzvah” celebration in order to make the widowed mother feel happy obviously he realised that it wasn’t the real barmitzvah of the orphan.
After the paper was written in Hebrew and checked, it was printed out. On the title page I added
(in Hebrew) “This paper was written on the occasion of the 12th birthday of Itai Chaim Mizrahi
the son of Baruch Mizrahi hy’d murdered in a terrorist attack…” I had originally intended giving
this paper to Itai on his 12th birthday, but I was persuaded not to do so. The reason was that Itai
is very sensitive and he might worry if he did not start putting on tephillin when he was 12 years
old.
During the summer of 2018, I submitted this paper by e-mail to the journal “Sinai” published by
Mosad Harav Kook in Jerusalem for publication and a few weeks before Rosh Hashana I
received by e-mail a galley to check, which I immediately did. I was hoping that the journal
would be published before Rosh Hashanah, namely before Itai’s Barmitzvah. Indeed, I received
by post a copy of the journal a few days before Rosh Hashanah. Since “Sinai” no longer gave the
authors of papers published in their journal, 20 reprints of the article, I ran off a number of copies
which I then bound. I had added on the front page that this article was written on the occasion of
Itai’s barmitzvah. I put a copy in my Shul in Kiryat Arba, and when I went to Modi’in for the
barmitzvah gave Itai’s Shul a copy, and I also took a number of copies to the hall where the
barmitzvah was celebrated.

Before their barmitzvahs, the norm is for boys to receive just one pair of tephillin. Itai however,
received three pairs of tephillin donated or paid for organisations or people who gave tephillin
for barmitzvah boys whose parent had been murdered in a terrorist attack. He was offered a
further two pairs, but his mother Hadassah asked that the donors give him something else in its
place.
One of the pairs was made specially for him in Kiryat Arba. A number of years ago, Baruch had
a new pair of tephillin made in Kiryat Arba and he chose the most mehudar pair – “gasot”. I
ordered the batim for Itai to be made by this same person and I had a Sepharadi sofer to write the
parashiot. These parashiot were then checked manually by a different sofer and then by a
computer and I also received a photocopy of the parashiot. I had asked that both the batim and
the parashiot be made specially for Itai, and not just taken from stock. When the batim and
parashiot were ready, the man who made the batim invited Itai and myself to his workshop.
There he showed us a film he had produced showing how batim are made and then he invited me
to put the parashiot into the batim, which he then sewed up. A man who gives money for
tephillin for boys whose parent had been murdered in a terrorist attack paid the entire cost. I then
bought the special cylindrical box which stores the tephillin and talit, and I had his name
embroidered on it. I then prepared a number of labels on which I wrote Itai’s name, address and
telephone number which I attached to different parts of this box and also to the outer boxes for
the tephillin.
Another pair of tephillin were given to Itai at a ceremony held during the December prior to his
barmitzvah at the Kotel and ended at the President’s Residence. It was organised by the Terror
Victim’s Association and there were 65 orphans due to terror attacks at this ceremony. The news
clipping on this event mentioned just the name of Itai and two sisters whose mother had been
murdered.
The third pair of tephillin were given to Itai at a ceremony specifically for Itai held about two
weeks before his barmitzvah. It began by Itai being led under a chuppah accompanied by many
of his classmates from just outside the walls of the Old City to a place where light refreshments
were served. They then went to the Kotel where Shacharit took place. It was arranged for a
Thursday so that there would be Reading the Torah. Since Itai was still prior to his barmitzvah,
he could not be called up to the Torah, so instead I was called up and Itai said the berachot
together with me. This was then followed by dinner in a nearby restaurant and then, following
minchah, Itai and his classmates returned home.
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Special Bar Mitzvah
The Terror Victim's Association held a Bar- and Bat-Mitzvah event for 65 orphans,
disabled children, bereaved siblings, and children whose parents were murdered or
injured in terrorist attacks over the years.
The ceremony began in the morning at the Western Wall and ended at the President's
Residence.
Among the celebrants this year were Moria and Linoi Nava, the daughters of Ilana Nava
who was killed in the terror attack in Tel Aviv's trendy Sarona market last year and Itai
Mizrahi who lost his father Baruch Mizrahi, a senior figure in Israel's IDF and police
intelligence forces, in a shooting attack near Hevron three years ago.

