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Throughout my early childhood, Judaism was definitely a part of my life, but not as much 
as I felt it should be or wanted it to be. I always felt awkward at the Bar and Bat Mitzvahs I 
attended during middle school and at High Holiday services because I never knew the prayers or 
why I was praying.   
 

The summer going into my freshman year of high school I was introduced to BBYO, a 
Jewish teen youth movement for high school students. What appealed to me about BBYO was 
having a sense of community, always. There was something fun to do on a Saturday night and I 
met people that I knew would be there for me in almost any situation. That worked for me 
because I did not have to search too hard to find this community – BBYO was a group of Jewish 
teens in my neighborhood. I also enjoyed the role of the staff members because they made the 
organization fun for us and made sure that financial barriers did not prevent any teens from 
missing a certain event.  
 
          One of the reasons I initially became involved with BBYO was because there were no 
requirements to have an extensive Jewish background or strong Jewish knowledge to participate. 
Because of this, I had hope that it was somewhere where I could "re-start my Jewish identity." I 
attended numerous conventions and summer experiences with BBYO. A particularly special 
moment was when and I had my Bar Mitzvah at a BBYO event.   
 
        My own experience with BBYO highlights what Jewish leaders should think about as they try 
to get teens to become involved Jewishly. The initial approach – the thing that will first grab the 
teens’ attention – is critical. Once you get them to that first event, they will continue to return. In 
some cases, the first event may not need to relate directly to Judaism. With BBYO, my first event 
was a co-ed dance with a DJ. But, even with that I could see the different BBYO chapters dancing 
to their chapter songs and bonding through their common interests. This type of introduction to 
BBYO worked for me. Others might like an event with a greater Jewish emphasis. Ultimately, 
different events will appeal to different teen audiences.  
 
Whatever the event is, it is important that it "opens the eyes" of the teens to everything the 
organization has to offer. I knew when I went to my first BBYO event that I did not have to know 
all of the prayers, but that BBYO provided experiences where I could learn them. If an 
organization is hosting an event about Birthright, let it be known that teens are allowed to know 
absolutely nothing about it and that’s ok.  But, it is a place for them to learn about it.  
 
     Overall, the initial approach by BBYO and the sense of Jewish community I felt were the major 
reasons why I wanted to become more involved Jewishly. I believe that both of these aspects are 
important to remember when engaging with Jewish teens today. The best organizations will know 
their target audience and focus their approach and events appropriately. I am an example of how 
much a teen’s Jewish identity can grow with the help of a Jewish organization.  
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