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Rabbinic Judaism as a Paradigm for Best Practice in Education

Role Modelling in Education
Text 1: Talmud Bavli, Berakhot 62a
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It was taught: Rabbi Akiva said: | once entered the bathroom after my teacher Rabbi
Yehoshua, and | learned three things from observing his behavior: | learned that one
should not relieve oneself while facing east and west, but rather while facing north and
south; | learned that one should not uncover himself while standing, but while sitting, in
the interest of modesty; and | learned that one should not wipe with his right hand, but
with his left. Ben Azzai, a student of Rabbi Akiva, said to him: You were disrespectful to
your teacher to that extent that you observed that much? He replied: It is Torah, and | must
learn!

Similarly, we learned: Ben Azzai said: | once entered a bathroom after Rabbi Akiva, and | learned
three things from observing his behavior: | learned that one should not relieve oneself while facing
east and west, but rather while facing north and south; | learned that one should not uncover
himself while standing, but while sitting; and | learned that one should not wipe with his right
hand, but with his left. Rabbi Yehuda said to him: You were disrespectful to your teacher to that
extent? He replied: It is Torah, and | must learn!

On asimilar note, the Gemara relates that Rav Kahana entered and lay beneath Rav’s bed.
He heard Rav chatting and laughing with his wife, and seeing to his needs, i.e., having
relations with her. Rav Kahana said to Rav: The mouth of Abba (Rav), is like one whom has
never eaten a cooked dish, i.e., his behavior was lustful. Rav said to him: Kahana, you are
here? Leave, as this is an undesirable mode of behavior. Rav Kahana said to him: It is
Torah, and | must learn!

Universal Education as a Jewish Value
Text 2: Talmud Bavli, Bava Batra, 21a
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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 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.

Text 3: Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks, Letters to the Next Generation

For Jews, education is not just what we know. It’s who we are. No people ever cared for
education more. Our ancestors were the first to make education a religious command, and the
first to create a compulsory universal system of schooling - eighteen centuries before Britain.
The rabbis valued study as higher even than prayer. Almost 2,000 years ago, Josephus wrote:
“Should anyone of our nation be asked about our laws, he will repeat them as readily as his
own name. The result of our thorough education in our laws from the very dawn of intelligence
is that they are, as it were, engraved on our souls.”

Seder Night as a Paradigm for Experiential Education

Text 4: Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Laws of Chametz and Matza, 71,5, & 6
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[1] It is a positive commandment of the Torah to relate the miracles and wonders wrought for
our ancestors in Egypt on the night of the fifteenth of Nisan, as [Exodus 13:3] states:
"Remember this day, on which you left Egypt," just as [Exodus 20:8] states: "Remember the
Sabbath day." From where [is it derived that this commandment is to be fulfilled on] the night
of the fifteenth? The Torah teaches [Exodus 13:8]: "And you shall tell your son on that day,
saying: 'lt is because of this..."" [implying the commandment is to be fulfilled] when matzah
(unleavened bread) and maror (bitter herbs) are placed before you. [The commandment
applies] even though one does not have a son. Even great Sages are obligated to tell about the
Exodus from Egypt. Whoever elaborates concerning the events which occurred and took place
is worthy of praise.
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[5] Whoever does not mention these three matters on the night of the fifteenth has not fulfilled
his obligation. They are: the Paschal sacrifice, matzah, and maror. The Paschal sacrifice: [It is
eaten] because the omnipresent passed over the houses of our ancestors in Egypt as [Exodus
12:27] states: "And you shall say: 'lt is the Paschal sacrifice to God."" The maror (bitter herbs):
[They are eaten] because the Egyptians embittered the lives of our ancestors in Egypt. The
matzah: [It is eaten] because of the redemption. These statements are all referred to as the
haggadah.
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[6] In each and every generation, a person must present himself as if he, himself, has now
left the slavery of Egypt, as [Deuteronomy 6:23] states: "He took us out from there."
Regarding this manner, God commanded in the Torah: "Remember that you were a slave
[Deuteronomy 5:15]" -i.e., as if you, yourself, were a slave and went out to freedom and were
redeemed.

Shabbat as Immersive Education
Text 5: Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks, Radical Then, Radical Now, p.130

The Sabbath (in Hebrew, Shabbat) is a religious institution, a memorial to creation, the day on
which God Himself rested. But it is also and essentially a political institution. Shabbat is the
greatest tutorial in liberty ever devised. Passover tells us how the Israelites won their freedom.
Shabbat tells us how they kept it. One day in seven, Jews create a messianic society. It is the
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day on which everyone, master and slave, employer and employee, even animals, experience
unconditional freedom. We neither work nor get others to work, manipulate nor allow
ourselves to be manipulated. We may neither buy nor be bought. It is the day on which all
hierarchies, all relationships of power are suspended.

Differentiation in Education
Text 5: Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Laws of Chametz and Matza, 7:2
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[2] Itis a commandment to inform one's children even if they do not ask, as [Exodus 13:8]
states "you shall tell your son." A parent should teach his child according to the child's
knowledge/mindset.

Text 6: The Haggada
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Blessed be the Place [of all], Blessed be He; Blessed be the One who Gave the Torah to His
people Israel, Blessed be He. Corresponding to four sons did the Torah speak; one [who is]
wise, one [who is] evil, one who is innocent and one who doesn't know to ask.

The Teacher as Spiritual Hero

Text 7: Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks
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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, I bribe him with the fish and calm him, and soothe him until he comes and reads.



