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Bar Mitzvah at 13:
What’s the Source?

Rabbi Moshe Boruch Kaufman, Machon Aleh Zayis

nnxnY 1Y WYY 13, says the Mishnah (Avos 5:21);

a boy becomes an adult, obligated to fulfill the
mitzvos, at 13 years of age. Rav Ovadya Bartenura (known as
the 27v1) finds a source for this milestone in our parshah:

Levi, he says, the third shevet, was born only two years after
Yaakov married Leah, and was 11 years old when Yaakov and
his family left Lavan’s home; the following two years that
passed while they were on the move would have made him
exactly 13 years old when they reached the city of Shechem.
Yet when Shimon and Levi attacked Shechem, the passuk says
127N WK 'Y, referring to them as men.

The Mefareish to Nazir 29b, which provides this source, ends
cryptically: 2101 kx> 219NY DX,

However, the Tosfos Yom Tov (ad. loc.) proves from Rashi
(both in Parshas Vayeishev and in Megillah 17a) that the episode
with Shechem took place after only 18 months of the trek, not
two years, and that Levi was actually still only 12 years old at
the time. The Tosfos Yom Tov concludes that there is a difference
of opinion as to when the episode of Shechem took place: at the
end of two years as per the Bartenura, or six months earlier, as
Rashi has it.

The Gra (in his peirush on Avos) synthesizes Rashi’s opinion
with that of the Bartenura. He says that each of the shevatim
was born in the beginning of the seventh month, so Levi was
born only one and a half years after Yaakov married Leah. If
the episode of Shechem took place 18 months after Yaakov left
Lavan, Levi indeed was then exactly 13 years old.

[The Gra’s opinion would make Levi five years older than
Yosef, not four years. (Both versions appear in the Midrashim.)
Following the opinion of the Gra would mean that the shibbud
in Mitzrayim that commenced with Levi’s petirah started a year
earlier than if we assume Levi was only four years older than
Yosef.]

But Maharil (Teshuvos, Siman 51) says that even if Levi was
13 at the time of the episode in Shechem, that is irrelevant
to us today. Rav Yaakov Emden too (Lechem Shomayim, Avos,
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ibid.) says that the story of Levi in Shechem is only a hint but
can’t be a source, because we today are different from the doros
harishonim. The Gemara (Sanhedrin 69b) proves that in the
era of Mattan Torah and preceding it, people reached maturity
much earlier than we do now (Sanhedrin 69b). For the same
reason, we can’t prove the age of maturity from Yaakov and
Eisav although the passuk says o1 17721 at the age of 13.

In addition, Levi’s case would prove only that at 13 a child is
already considered a gadol, but perhaps he commences to be a
gadol even before he reaches 13. Maharil (and even earlier the
Rosh, see Teshuvos, Klal 16 #1) therefore concludes that being
becoming a bar mitzvah the age of 13 is halachah 'Moshe miSinai.

1) Rav Pinchos of Koretz (Imrei Pinchos) holds that

becoming a bar mitzvah at age 13 is based on the

concept of shelish (a third). We find that when
something reaches a third of its growth, it is considered grown;
in Kiddushin, for example, it says that when grain reaches a
third of its growth it is edible to animals, being already xaw 1271
n91v5. The Yerushalmi (Challah 1:4) says that once grain reaches
a third of its growth, its seeds can be replanted and they will
take root. Also, certain halachos govern a fetus once it reaches
a third of its total existence, at which time it becomes
distinguishable (12110 1510).

Now the Mishnah in Avos (ibid.) says that a person achieves
the level of binah at age 40. Some say this happens when
commencing the fortieth year, in other words at 39. Thus, at
13 a boy achieves a certain level of daas that is one third of the
binah an adult accesses by 39/40, and he becomes a bar mitzvah.

2) A different remez is found in the sefer Imrei Shefer (by
Rav Yehuda Chalva, son of Maharam Chalva, 14th century).
Generally, in a span of 13 years there are nine regular years and
four leap-years (12 months x 9 + 13 months x 4), for a total of
159 months. The gematria — numerical value - of the word 10p
is also 159. Upon completing that number of months the katan
reaches the age of 13, and he becomes a gadol and consequently
a bar mitzvah.

3) The Rokeach cites another allusion in gematria. In the
passuk nx> 11 0y (Yeshayah 43:21), this nation You have created,
11 has the numerical value of 13, a hint that 13 years after his
creation, a child becomes a full-fledged member of the nation.
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