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STUDENT, TEACHER, LEARNER
HOW OUR EDUCATIONAL NARRATIVES SHAPE OUR LIVES

Berachot 62a

Kahana once went in and hid under Rab's bed. He
heard him chatting [with his wife] and joking and
doing what he required. He said to him: One would
think that Abba's mouth had never sipped the dish
before! He said to him: Kahana, are you here? Go out,
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In the latter clause we arrive at the case of
schoolchildren who come to learn Torah in his
house, and this ruling applies from the time of
the ordinance of Yehoshua ben Gamla and
onward.

What was this ordinance? As Rav Yehuda says
that Rav says: Truly, that man is remembered
for the good, and his name is Yehoshua ben
Gamla. If not for him the Torah would have
been forgotten from the Jewish people.
Initially, whoever had a father would have his
father teach him Torah, and whoever did not
have a father would not learn Torah at all. The
Gemara explains: What verse did they interpret
homiletically that allowed them to conduct
themselves in this manner? They interpreted
the verse that states: “And you shall teach
them [otam] to your sons” (Deuteronomy
11:19), to mean: And you yourselves [atem]
shall teach, i.e., you fathers shall teach your
sons.

When the Sages saw that not everyone was
capable of teaching their children and Torah
study was declining, they instituted an
ordinance that teachers of children should be
established in Jerusalem. The Gemara explains:
What verse did they interpret homiletically

because it is rude. He replied: It is a matter of Torah, alalY
and | require to learn.
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that enabled them to do this? They interpreted
the verse: “For Torah emerges from Zion”
(Isaiah 2:3). But still, whoever had a father, his
father ascended with him to Jerusalem and had
him taught, but whoever did not have a father,
he did not ascend and learn. Therefore, the
Sages instituted an ordinance that teachers of
children should be established in one city in
each and every region [pelekh]. And they
brought the students in at the age of sixteen
and at the age of seventeen.

But as the students were old and had not yet
had any formal education, a student whose
teacher grew angry at him would rebel against
him and leave. It was impossible to hold the
youths there against their will. This state of
affairs continued until Yehoshua ben Gamla
came and instituted an ordinance that teachers
of children should be established in each and
every province and in each and every town,
and they would bring the children in to learn at
the age of six and at the age of seven. With
regard to the matter at hand, since this system
was established for the masses, the neighbors
cannot prevent a scholar from teaching Torah in
the courtyard.

Concerning that same issue, Rav said to Rav
Shmuel bar Sheilat, a teacher of children: Do
not accept a student before the age of six, as
he is too young, and it is difficult for him to
learn in a steady manner. From this point
forward, accept him and stuff him with Torah
like an ox. And Rav further said to Rav Shmuel
bar Sheilat: When you strike a child for
educational purposes, hit him only with the
strap of a sandal, which is small and does not
cause pain. Rav further advised him: He who
reads, let him read on his own; whoever does
not read, let him be a companion to his
friends, which will encourage him to learn to
read.

And Rava said: The maximum number of
students for one teacher of children is twenty-
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five children. And if there are fifty children in a
single place, one establishes two teachers, so
that each one teaches twenty-five students.
And if there are forty children, one establishes
an assistant, and the teacher receives help
from the residents of the town to pay the
salary of the assistant.

1. This is the first serious look at elementary school education in the Talmud.

2. Can you map out the three stages that it went through?

3. Fathers should be the best educators. After all they are commanded to teach their sons
Torah! Why was it a flawed model back then? Why has the alternative led to a different

flawed model today.

4. Who are the best students for real learning and why?

W

Talmud Bava Metzia 85b

Rabbi Hiyya said to Rabbi Hanina: Do you think
you can debate with me? You cannot compare
yourself to me, as | am acting to ensure that
the Torah will not be forgotten by the Jewish
people.

Rabbi Hiyya elaborated: What do I do to this
end? | go and sow flax seeds and twine nets
with the flax, and then I hunt deer and feed
their meat to orphans. Next | prepare
parchment from their hides and | write the five
books of the Torah on them. I go to a city and
teach five children the five books, one book
per child, and | teach six other children the six
orders of the Mishna, and | say to them: Until |
return and come here, read each other the
Torah and teach each other the Mishna. This is
how I act to ensure that the Torah will not be
forgotten by the Jewish people.
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1. What does Rabbi Hiyya understand about education that is different than the previous

two examples?

2. Who is the teacher and who is the student?

3. Could this be an effective model today?
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4. Can you find a similar idea in the previous source from Bava Bathra? Who authored that
idea in that earlier source?

Babylonian Talmud Eruvin 54b TNy

Having discussed the importance of reviewing one’s
Torah study, the Gemara relates that Rabbi Perida

had a certain student whom he would have to VAN N7 1IN DINT NTNAPN RINN D2 DN XTD9 10
teach four hundred times, and only then would he "2 NIN NIXAT NN D'V TN KA INALINAT ARNA
learn the material, as he was incapable of INA NI

understanding it otherwise. One day they requested
Rabbi Perida’s presence for a mitzva matter after
the lesson. Rabbi Perida taught his student four
hundred times as usual, but this time the student
did not successfully learn the material.

Rabbi Perida said to him: What is different now that
you are unable to grasp the lesson? He said to him:
From the time that they said to the Master that

there is a mitzva matter for which he is needed, my NNYY RIANTN A NN XAY 'ND NITIND DY IR
mind was distracted from the lesson and every 931 'NNYTY 'NNON NINAT NN2'N NN N9 N9 INNT
moment | said: Now the Master will get up, now N1 NN N NP KN 10 IR KNWN KINK KNUY
the Master will get up to go and perform the mitzva AT NNA V2N N KIN TN ' ANRENUT A0
and he will not complete the lesson. Rabbi Perida [NK]

said to him: Pay attention this time and | will teach
you, and know that | will not leave until you have
fully mastered the lesson. He taught him again an
additional four hundred times.

Due to the merit of Rabbi Perida’s great devotion to
his students, a Divine Voice emerged and said to
him: Is it preferable to you that four hundred years
be added to your life, or that you and the rest of
your generation will merit the World-to-Come? He
said: | prefer that | and my generation merit the
World-to-Come. The Holy One, Blessed be He, said
to the angels: Give him both; he shall live a very
long life and he and the rest of his generation will
merit the World-to-Come.

1. The word Perida means separation. What does the teacher’s name already prepare us for?

2. Why is the student unable to learn on this particular day? Think a little more deeply about
the relationship between student and teacher which resembles in many ways the
relationship between parent and child.
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3. Was Rabbi Perida at fault and if so, what was the fault?
4. What did he learn about himself that makes him an outstanding educator?

Babylonian Talmud Taanit 25a

The Gemara relates a similar incident. Rav
happened to come to a certain place where he
decreed a fast but rain did not come.

The prayer leader descended to lead the
service before him and recited: He Who makes
the wind blow, and the wind blew. He
continued and said: And Who makes the rain
fall, and the rain came. Rav said to him: What
are your good deeds?

He said to him: | am a teacher of children, and
| teach the Bible to the children of the poor as
to the children of the rich, and if there is
anyone who cannot pay, | do not take anything
from him.

And | have a fishpond, and any child who
neglects his studies, | bribe him with the fish
and calm him, and soothe him until he comes
and reads.
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1. Who s the teacher and who is the student in this story?
2. What does this story tell us about the character of Rav? Can you point to a
3. What kind of educator is the unnamed prayer leader? How does this contrast to Rav who

is the head of the Talmudical academy?

4. What does this story teach us about education?

Babylonian Talmud Bava Metzia 86

The Gemara relates: One day, Rabbi Yohanan
was bathing in the JordanRiver. Reish Lakish
saw him and jumped into the Jordan, pursuing
him. At that time, Reish Lakish was the leader of
a band of marauders. Rabbi Yohanansaid
to Reish Lakish: Your  strengthis fit for
Torah study. Reish Lakish said to him: Your
beauty is fit for women. Rabbi Yohanan said to
him: If you returnto the pursuit of Torah, I will
give you my sister in marriage, who is more
beautiful than | am. Reish Lakish accepted upon
himself to study Torah. Subsequently, Reish
Lakish wanted to jump back out of the river to
bringback his clothes, but he was unable to
return, as he had lost his physical strength as
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soon as he accepted the responsibility to study
Torah upon himself.

Rabbi Yohanan taught Reish Lakish Bible, and
taught him Mishna, and turned him into a great
man. Eventually, Reish Lakish became one of the
outstanding Torah scholars of his generation.

One daythe Sagesof the study hall were
engaging in a dispute concerning the
following baraita: With regard to the sword, the
knife, the dagger [vehapigyon], the spear, a
hand sickle, and a harvest sickle, from when are
they susceptible to ritual
impurity? Thebaraita answers: It is from the
time of the completion of their manufacture,
which is the halakha with regard to metal vessels

in general.
These Sages inquired: And when is the
completion of their manufacture? Rabbi

Yohanan says: It is from when one fires these
items in the furnace. Reish Lakish said: It is from
when one scours them in water, after they have
been fired in the furnace. Rabbi Yohanan said
to Reish Lakish: A bandit knows about his
banditry, i.e., you are an expert in weaponry
because you were a bandit in your youth. Reish
Lakish said to Rabbi Yohanan: What benefit did
you provide meby bringing me close to
Torah? There, among the bandits,they called
me: Leader of the bandits, and here, too, they
call me: Leaderof the bandits. Rabbi
Yohanan said to him: | provided benefit to you,
as | brought you close to God, under the wings
of the Divine Presence.

As a result of the quarrel, Rabbi Yohanan was
offended, which in turn affectedReish
Lakish, who fell ill. Rabbi Yohanan’s sister, who
was Reish Lakish’s wife,came crying to Rabbi
Yohanan, begging that he pray for Reish Lakish’s
recovery. She said to him: Do this for the sake of
my children, so that they should have a father.
Rabbi Yohanan said to her the verse: “Leave
your fatherless children, | will rear
them” (Jeremiah 49:11), i.e., | will take care of
them. She said to him: Do so for the sake of my
widowhood. He said to herthe rest of the
verse: “And let your widows trust in Me.”
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Ultimately, Rabbi Shimon ben Lakish, Reish
Lakish, died. Rabbi Yohanan was sorely pained
over losing him. The Rabbis said: Who will go to
calm Rabbi Yohanan’smind and comfort him
over his loss? They said: Let Rabbi Elazar ben
Pedat go, as his statements are sharp, i.e., he is
clever and will be able to serve as a substitute for
Reish Lakish.

Rabbi Elazar ben Pedatwent and sat
before Rabbi Yohanan. With regard to every
matter that Rabbi Yohanan would say, Rabbi
Elazar ben Pedat would say to him: There is a
ruling which is taught in abaraita that supports
your opinion.

Rabbi Yohanan said to him: Are
youcomparable to the son of Lakish? In my
discussions with the son of Lakish, when | would
state a matter, he would raise twenty-four
difficulties against me in an attempt to disprove
my claim, and | would answer him with twenty-
four answers, and the halakha by itself would
become broadenedand clarified. And yet you
say to me: There is a ruling which is taught in
abaraita that supports your opinion. Do | not
know that what | say is good?Being rebutted by
Reish Lakish served a purpose; your bringing
proof to my statements does not.

Rabbi Yohanan went around, rending his
clothing, weeping and saying: Where are you,
son of Lakish? Where are you, son of
Lakish? Rabbi Yohanan screamed until his mind
was taken from him, i.e.,, he went insane. The
Rabbis prayed and requested for God to
have mercy on him and take his soul, and Rabbi
Yohanan died.
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1. In this very famous story, | want you to focus on the dynamic between Rabbi Yochanan the

teacher and Reish Lakish the student.

e wnN

teacher at the end?

B. God as Teacher Student and Learner
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What happens when the student becomes equal or surpasses his student?

What tragic consequence comes about as a result of this rupture? Why?

What does Rabbi Yochanan understand about the relationship between student and
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Babylonian Talmud Menachot 29a .2 nININ
§ Rav Yehuda says that Rav says: When Moses
ascended on High, he found the Holy One, ,0N7 NN n?2UW nUw21 21 IR NTIN' 20 IR
Blessed be He, sitting and tying crowns on the NN ,NIMINY DN IWIPEAYIY 0"1pnY INND
letters of the Torah. W' TNN DTN @17 10N 2T 2V 20un ' L,u"wan 1may

Moses said before God: Master of the Universe, ,INY qQOI' |2 NAPUINNIT NN 9102 NIMY TNuw
who is preventing You from giving the Torah 27209 127 "2 YIpLEYIR 22 90 wNT? TNy
without these additions? God said to him: There JINKT ATN 17 KL, IR, U"wAN 1197 1NN
is a man who is destined to be born after several [N NN YT DM N2E,NNIY N2INY 9102 2w 720
generations, and Akiva ben Yosef is his name; 17 NN, TAR 12T? V2NY |11 ;102 WWN ,0NNIN
he is destined to derive from each and every | ,'2'0n nwn% 2% ;07 K 77 '10,120 ' TAYN
thorn of these crowns mounds uponmounds AN ,NRIN N2 WITPN 1197 AT INYT NAwima
of halakhot. It is for his sake that the crowns | nam NI ANKINT DTR )7 W ,0%1V 7w 12127 111099

must be added to the letters of the Torah. NN .19%7 NAWNNA N%Y 2, 17 N MY
Moses said before God: Master of the Universe, ,1N2W 1NN, IMIN NN L0271V YW 12120 011979
show him to me. God said to him: Return behind ["7P1W AR LININK? TN . [INKR?] TN 217 IR
you. Moses went and sat at the end of the | ?niaw it nn T, u"wa 1197 K, 1™21pN2 Nwa
eighth row in Rabbi Akiva’s study hall and did .19% Nawnna n%v 2 ,pme :7"N

not understand what they were
saying. Moses’ strength waned, as he thought
his Torah knowledge was deficient.

When Rabbi Akiva arrived atthe discussion
of one matter, his students said to him: My
teacher, from where do you derive this? Rabbi
Akiva said to them: It
is a halakha transmitted to Moses from Sinai.
When Moses heard this, his mind was put at
ease, as this too was part of the Torah that he
was to receive.

1. | want to suggest that God acts as teacher — educator in this story. How do you see that in
the first part of the story?

2. Why is Moshe, the first teacher of Torah, so threatened by Rabbi Akiba?

3. What puts his mind at ease? How can this be an insight into what helps people find

resilience?

Bamidbar Rabbah 19 D' NY19 N11 117N
Rabbi Acha in the name of Rabbi Chanina said: NYN N2V NUYWA 10X N2'IND '20 DY DX 120
At the time when Moses ascended to the POIVI AYiMY NIN N2 YiTpn 2Y i7ip yny ,0in?
heavenly heights, he heard the voice of the 17 ,ANNIN DW2A 1270 1IN NATY N9 NY192
Holy One. Blessed be He who was sitting and MN .0'AY NA N9 ANIY NA N7V NINTYIN
studying the Torah portion of the Red Heifer 4N 7 0K ,'¥700 KDWY [IX] D 0M7ivn (27 11997
and uttering a halakha in the name of the one DYI): I,N0' Ninw( 2T NN KTD 7700 RNy
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who spoke of it. Rabbi Eliezer said a calf is one
year old and a cow is two year old.

Moses said before Him: Master of the Universe!
May it be Your will that he (Rabbi Eliezer) would
be from my loins.

God said to him: By your life he is from your
loins. For so it says in Scripture...and the name
of the other son of Moses was Eliezer...the
same particular name.

1. God is portrayed here as a student. What does this tell us about God’s relationship to
Torah and those who study it once it descends to the world from Sinai?
2. If you could teach God Torah, what would you choose to teach?

Song of Songs 3

Even upon the crown wherewith his mother has
crowned him. R. Yochanan said: R. Siemon b.
Yohai asked R. Eleazar b. R. Jose: Have you
perhaps heard from your father what is the
meaning of the crown...? He replied Yes. How
did he explain it? He asked. He said: “By a
parable of a king who had an only daughter of
whom he was exceedingly fond so that at first
he called her daughter till not satisfied with
that he called her sister and still not satisfied
with that he called her mother.

So the Holy One blessed be He loved Israel
exceedingly and called them daughter as it says
“Hearken O daughter and consider (Tehillim
65,2); till not satisfied with that he called them
‘sister’ as it says Open to me my sister my love
(S.S. v2): and still not satisfied with that He
called them mother as it says Attend unto Me O
My people and give ear unto Me, O My nation
(Isa. 51,4) where it is written ul'immi (and to my
mother). R. Simeon b. Yoahi rose and kissed
him on his head, saying “had | come only to
hear this explanation from your lips it would
have repaid me.”

2 ne1a (Xa%1) na1 on'wn 1w

NN AR INW 2N1MMNLIRR 17 N"NLVY NTbyad
7'ANND NYNYY IWAaN 17 10N 'O1' 12112 1TU7R N
SINT 17 AR LN 172 N, INR 12 NNDYY N1bU1A 1NN
ANI' N212NN AWERTIAY NA 17 NNAY 1717 17 10N
NI TV N22NN TT X712 NNIR X DLEIRTA
72 ,'IR NNIR KW TY N22NN TT X210 MINK NNIN
[RIP1 2RI NKIN N2 WITPN IRTA AN 12NN 00
22NN 1T X721 ,'1 N2 wne (n"n o%nn) 7'nn ma
7 nna ('n /o'wn/ 1Y) 'Y MINK [RIpY TV
'NIW N [KIpY TV [22NND TT X71,MUN MINK
MN71,12TRN IR IR MY R wpn (K1 nuwr)
IMNA N7 17K KRR 2V 1pwa"awn Tav ,Ama
1T ATN DYLN )'AN VINWY7 NIX

1. There are three female relationships presented here: daughter, sister, mother. Try to think
about the differences between each and why the king moves from one to another in order
to find an expression for his closeness to his daughter.

2. What is unique about mother?
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3. If we take this metaphor towards God and the children of Israel, why would God look at
Israel as Mother? What does this tell us about God’s need for us?

Rabbi Perida who listens to his student and learned from him about himself and about the
relationship between student and teacher

Rav — taught rich and poor alike — equal opportunity in education and the fishpond — different
students are different learners. There is not one paradigm.

Rabbi Hiyya — teaching students to pass on the information — not just memorize but internalize
Rabbi Yehoshua ben Gamla — how to set up an education system —and bring it to Sarah Schnirer

Resh Lakish and Rabbi Yochanan — What happens when the student becomes a teacher? My
identity is teacher and his is student and now that narrative is changing, shifting. How do we
respond.
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Moshe and Rabbi Akiva — what happens when our purpose no longer seems relevant? Can we find
ourselves nonetheless part of the chain that has led to the future? God helps Moshe find
resilience.

Honi — what happens when our narrative is taken away from us? Compare Bavli and Yerushalmi

God is learning from Rabbi Eliezer = how to read Para Aduma. What is God like as a learner or
student? How are we teachers of God? By learning and interpreting Torah. God learns from us.
Incredible idea. Do we shape God’s narrative?

Palestinian Talmud Taanit 3:5-9 2 P19 N1VUN NJoN (X12'1) MmMYwn' TiInn

Rabbi Yudon ben Geira said: This Honi the
Roof-Roller is the grandson of Honi the Roof-
Roller who lived close to the destruction of the
First Temple. He went out to his workers in the
fields. While he was there it rained. He went
into a cave and sat down, became drowsy and
fell asleep and slept for 70 years until the first
temple was destroyed and the second temple
was rebuilt. After 70 years he awoke from his
sleep. He went out from his cave and saw a
changed world. A place that was a vineyard
had become an olive grove. A place that was
an olive grove had become a sown field. He
asked, what is going on in the world. They said,
do you not know what is going on in the
world? He said, No.

They said to him, Who are you? He said to
them, Honi the Roof-Roller. They said to him:
We have heard that when he would go into
the courtyard of the Temple it would become
light. He went into the courtyard and it
became light. He applied to himself the verse
“When the Lord brought back those who
returned to Zion, we were like dreamers.”
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R. Johanan said: This righteous man [Honi] was
throughout the whole of his life troubled about
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the meaning of the verse, A Song of Ascents,
When the Lord brought back those that
returned to Zion, we were like unto them that
dream. Is it possible for a man to dream
continuously for seventy years? One day he was
journeying on the road and he saw a man
planting a carob tree; he asked him, How long
does it take [for this tree] to bear fruit? The
man replied: Seventy years. He then further
asked him: Are you certain that you will live
another seventy years? The man replied: |
found [ready grown] carob trees in the world;
as my forefathers planted these for me so | too
plant these for my children.

Honi sat down to have a meal and sleep
overcame him. As he slept a rocky formation
enclosed upon him which hid him from sight
and he continued to sleep for seventy years.
When he awoke he saw a man gathering the
fruit of the carob tree and he asked him, Are
you the man who planted the tree? The man
replied: | am his grandson. Thereupon he
exclaimed: It is clear that | slept for seventy
years. He then caught sight of his ass who had
given birth to several generations of mules; and
he returned home. He there enquired, Is the
son of Honi the Circle-Drawer still alive? The
people answered him, His son is no more, but
his grandson is still living. Thereupon he said to
them: | am Honi the Circle-Drawer, but no one
would believe him. He then repaired to the
Beth Hamidrash and there he overheard the
scholars say, The law is as clear to us as in the
days of Honi the Circle-Drawer, for whenever
he came to the Beth Hamidrash he would settle
for the scholars any difficulty that they had.
Whereupon he called out, | am he;

but the scholars would not believe him nor did
they give him the honour due to him. This hurt
him greatly and he prayed [for death] and he
died.

Raba said: Hence the saying, Either
companionship or death.
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Teacher Bio

THE PARDES INSTITUTE OF JEWISH STUDIES is an open, inclusive, diverse and intellectually
challenging Jewish learning community based in Jerusalem with programs worldwide. Pardes
cultivates a life-long love of Jewish learning, the Jewish people and Israel. Pardes inspires
engagement in Jewish life — as communal and spiritual leaders, educators and active participants.
For more information see www.pardes.org.il.
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