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               I know, this was a crazy idea, but at least I got to write an article on the event, so it was 

worth it. My name is Mikel Garner and I’m fourteen years old. These days I’m volunteering at 

the Jewish Home, participating in Boy Scouts Troop 1015, HBG AZA #128, and learning at the 

Silver Academy, preparing myself to attend Beth Tfiloh for high school in Pikesville, Maryland, 

next year. I am currently in eighth grade, and I had my Bar Mitzvah before I went into seventh 

grade. As I continue, you’ll realize that I’ll probably use the term “Bar Mitzvahs.” 

 

I was born on July 28, 2003, so my parents started planning for me to read Va’etchanan, 

the second parsha in D’varim (Deuteronomy) that includes the Sh’ma and the Ten 

Commandments. As I grew up in Harrisburg, my parents would take me on a circuit throughout 

all the different synagogues in Harrisburg. With the Silver Academy and all these synagogues, I 

got to experience and be open to many types of Judaism. 

 

               There are a lot of people that can judge your choices, but I liked how I was different. 

Either kids are born into and pray in only one synagogue or two or none. But I was born into 

four. So it wasn’t easy for me to choose one synagogue……. 

...so I chose all! 

I wanted to represent every synagogue, so I came up with an idea, the “Bar Mitzvah Tour.” 

 

               My parents loved the idea. I was already planning to read two different portions in less 

than a month (Va’etchanan and Ki Teitze). I don’t know for sure how the synagogues felt about 

the idea, but they let me read for them, so I guess they liked the idea. All rabbis were supportive 

of the idea. It was good that I was able to read at different synagogues because anybody who 

couldn’t see me on Saturday (Shabbat) could see me another day. My friends didn’t judge me for 

my decision, but they knew they probably wouldn’t have the experience of being at a Bar 

Mitzvah Tour for the rest of their generation. I believe that half of my class came to two services, 

but my friends were all at at least one. 

 

I learned how to read Torah on a very interesting way. Every Shabbat at Chisuk Emuna, 

Jerry Goerelick would hold a Torah reading enhancement class before the Torah service. 

Through that class, I got a binder and a flash drive that corresponded to what was being taught. 

For seven months, I used the binder and flash drive to teach me how to layn. The binder included 

musical notes to show the range of trope and the flash drive program used techno sounds to 

display how the trope should be chanted. Through this process, I was able to teach myself how to 

read Torah and not give any instructor any stress. Towards my Bar Mitzvah(s), I went to several 

different people to hear me layn and give advice. 

 

            This was my tour: On Saturday 8/13/16, I read Torah at the Jewish Home, for their 

special Mincha service. It was a long walk. Later that night, I read at Chisuk Emuna for their 

Saturday night service. On the following Monday, I chanted at Beth El for their Monday 

morning service. On Tuesday, I read at Chisuk Emuna for Tisha B’av, which used a portion from 

Va’etchanan. Two days later, I layned at Kesher Israel for their Thursday morning service, two 

days after I met their current rabbi, Rabbi Friedman. On Saturday, 8/20/16, at Chisuk Emuna, I 

read six aliyot from Va’etchanan, including the Sh’ma and the Ten Commandments and led 

Mussaf for Shabbat. On Saturday 9/17/16, I chanted 4 aliyot from Ki Teitze and led Shacharit at 

Ohev Sholom on Shabbat. 

 

There were some special things I did while on tour. On Thursday, the same day I read at 

Kesher Israel, I went to visit Rabbi Schertz at his house and practice for him for that upcoming 

Saturday because he wasn’t able to see me at Kesher Israel. My dad had a great friendly 

relationship with Rabbi Schertz, so this was a memorable moment for the both of them. It was 

good for me to layn for Rabbi Schertz because I didn’t know Rabbi Friedman so well. What 



appealed to me most at that about Rabbi Friedman was that he was closer to my age than he was 

to my dad. Now, I know Rabbi Friedman a lot better..  

 

Also, I had two Bar Mitzvah parties. My first bar mitzvah party was on the night of my 

Shabbat reading at Chisuk Emuna. I held a coffee house themed party with local entertainment: 

Bruce Bayuk z”l and Carl Choper playing the opening song of Fiddler on The Roof, Alan 

Weinberg and Mandy Cheskis singing Oseh Shalom with me, Quincy Rogers singing three of his 

songs with me, and the best performance, me singing a popular song of 2016, so, old. I displayed 

my legos on the back windowsill including my 1,500 piece Taj Mahal. 

 

My second party was on the night of September 17th. It was at the JCC and included 6 

holes of mini golf themed to the city of Hershey, a karaoke stand, a photo booth, and a little 

dance floor that lit up. My legos weren’t on display and there wasn’t any original performance, 

but my party included a great dinner and a game show. As the last part of my tour, my second 

party was definitely a “show stopper.” 

 

What was my goal and impact? My goal was to bring everybody together. Of course I 

didn’t get every Jew in Harrisburg to come, but I saw a lot of people united. I was very happy 

with the outcome. The most surprising thing was seeing a man who wouldn’t go to Kesher Israel 

go to Chisuk Emuna. I’m not going to mention your name, but if you’re reading this, you know 

who you are and thank you for coming. If you want to come again, I’m occasionally leading the 

Torah service at Chisuk Emuna (once in two months). Also, I got two Israeli orthodox girls to 

hear me at Ohev Sholom, so if you want to come back from Israel, Ohev will still be here. I love 

the ideas of Tikkun Olam, making the world a better place, and I hope I have left an impact on 

Harrisburg, especially the Jewish community. The impact that I have seen so far was happy 

faces, respect, acknowledgement, inspiration, and interest in hearing and seeing more. For all 

those parents that have kids in Harrisburg, if you’re open with Judaism, I suggest you let your 

kid(s) experience participating at all synagogues. I think it will make them popular and enjoy 

being Jewish more than they would with only one synagogue.  

 

                 Special thanks to Rabbi Muroff, Rabbi Friedman, Rabbi Cytryn, Rabbi Kessler, Rabbi 

Choper, Rabbi Gewirtz, Rabbi Schertz, Mr. Gorelick, Mr. Rosenberg, Mrs. Hutteman, Mr. 

Kaplan, Dr. Match, Mrs. Cheskis, Mr. Weinberg, Mr. Rogers, Mr. Spector, Mr. Gras, Mr. 

Zilbering, Bruce Bayuk (z”l),my parents, and the rest of my family. I’m sorry if I forgot 

anybody. Thank you Dr. Yagil for letting me write this. I hope that I have put an impact on the 

Harrisburg Jewish community like its put on me. I think I’ve succeeded my second goal: Make 

the Bar Mitzvah Tour memorable for me and the community. 
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Mikel (middle) with brother, Evan 

(left) and sister, Meriellyn (right) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Mikel (left) with father, Stuart (right) 

 


