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PRIMARY EDUCATION: 

what’s the first thing WE should learn?

ABSTRACT

As a rabbi, a common question I get is: “Rabbi, I really want to study Torah, but where should I begin?”

A fabulous and fundamentally important question: When beginning, what is the most important thing for us to learn in Torah – the thing we should learn first?

This question is also highly relevant to the education of our children: What is the first thing we should be teaching our children? What is the primary and most important thing we can impart to them so that they can become the best people they can be? Where should anyone’s education begin?

Well, the Torah itself tells us. And it says: Begin with the Book of Vayikra. 
But why? 
Vayikra is primarily about blood, sacrifices, fire, and animal slaughter. This is a sure way to turn someone off from Judaism. Indeed, Vayikra is considered the most complex of all the books of the Torah.
But no. Vayikra teaches us not only which subjects to teach our children and ourselves, but what the object of education is in the first place.

And we can boil it down to five principles: Purity. Wonder. Humility. Preciousness. Repetition. And repetition. And repetition.

PRIMARY EDUCATION: 

what’s the first thing WE should learn?

1. Hereditary Heretics? (Joke)

There was a third grade teacher who was a devout atheist. She asked her class if any of them were atheists. Not knowing what an atheist was but wanting to please the teacher, they all raised their hands. That is, all except for little Sarah. The teacher asked her why she didn’t raise her hand.

“Well, I’m a Jew,” she replied.

“Why are you a Jew?” the teacher asked.

“Because my dad’s a Jew and my mom’s a Jew, so I am a Jew too.”

“That’s no logical reason,” the teacher replied. “If your mom was a moron and your dad was an idiot then what would that make you?”

Little Sarah lifted up her head, smiled innocently, and replied: “Why, that would make me an atheist.”

2. Hand-Me-Down Education
Parents are subjective. Teachers are subjective. A believing parent or teacher subjectively believes in God. An atheistic parent or teacher subjectively does not. And it seems that pretty much whatever parents deem educationally important will be what their kids will learn. If a parent believes his or her child should receive a Jewish education than that parent will ensure that the child goes to a Jewish school. If not, he or she won’t.
Very often, we simply brainlessly submit our children to an education based on principles that have been passed on to us, without any thought and discretion. But thanks to this week’s Torah reading, we have a fascinating opportunity to revisit education at its core by discovering timeless answers to the following questions: 

What constitutes a Jewish education? What does Jewish education even mean? And where does Jewish education begin? 

More generally: Are there objective, universal principles by which we are meant to educate our future generations? What is the most important thing (or things) to teach our kids? And the same applies for us, as well. What is the single most important thing we should learn? If we wish to start learning, where should we begin?

3. Sefer Vayikra
Today, we begin reading the third book of the Five Books of Moses. It is called Sefer Vayikra, known in Latin and English as the Book of Leviticus, since it discusses the priestly work of the Tribe of Levi. But the Hebrew name is Vayikra which literally means “calling” – in reference to God calling Moses and instructing him about the offerings and the priestly service in the Temple.

So on this Shabbat, God calls. When God calls, and you see God’s number on the caller ID, you best answer.

But what is God calling about? And why did God call Moses? Why couldn’t the verse have simply begun with  God speaking to Moses from the Communion Tent? What is the significance of the three opening words – “Vayikra el Moshe, God called to Moses”? 
It seems that God was calling Moses’ attention to what He was about to teach him – and that teaching proved to be the foundation of education itself.

4. The Midrash

In an effort to explain this, the Midrash tells us the following: 
Said Rav Assi: “Why do we begin teaching the youth from the Book of Vayikra/Leviticus and not from the Book of Bereishit/Genesis? Surely, it is because the young are pure, and the korbanot (offerings) are pure. So let the pure come and engage in the study of the pure.” 

Upon this Midrash is based a tradition that Jews all over the world perpetuate to this very day. That is – to begin teaching a child from the Book of Leviticus.
The great 12th century Torah commentator, Rashi, writes
 that by the time students entered the Torah Academy (an equivalent of high school), they were already well versed in the Book of Leviticus. And the Sefer Chasidim
 describes the custom of placing the Book of Leviticus in the crib near a baby’s head when he is named at his circumcision.

This custom seems perplexing on a few fronts.

Firstly, (as the Midrash itself stresses) the Torah itself begins with the genesis of the world, then goes onto to establishing our lineage and history, then it proceeds to the Exodus and the formation of the Jewish nation. Only after we receive the Torah at Sinai and build the Sanctuary for the Divine do we read about the actual sacrificial service. There are two entire, important books, which encompass almost two-and-a-half thousand years of history, preceding the third book. Should we not begin with those?

Secondly: One would think that we would begin teaching our children with something beautiful and inspiring. Say perhaps telling them that they were created in the divine image, or that God literally imbued each and every human being with a soul and life. Why begin teaching our pure and innocent children (as the Midrash itself stresses) with the bloody descriptions of animal sacrifice?

Thirdly: What exactly does the Book of Leviticus have to teach children, who are scholastic novices? Of all the five books, Leviticus is the most complex, nuanced and difficult.
 This would seem to be like teaching a child advanced calculus or geometry before teaching them one-plus-one is two. Should not the order be first to teach simple things, and then move on to the deeper things?

5. Foundational Principles 
When seeking to understand the foundational principles of education, it is incumbent upon us to differentiate between (a) the subjects being taught and (b) the object – or objective – of teaching itself.

As anyone who has ever gone to school knows, the subject is a particular field of study. Math is a subject, history is a subject, literature is a subject, and chemistry is a subject. So too, the Torah could be a subject one studies. The Torah could even be broken down into other subjects – the weekly parsha, Tanach, Talmud, Halachah, Kabbalah, Chassidut, etc.

Certainly, a wholesome education is found in the balance of many subjects, creating a well-rounded and well-informed student.

But the subjects are only one part of education. Even more important is the object of education, the process of education, the reason why educate in the first place.

Vayikra el Moshe – God calling to Moses is God teaching Moses. But God is not merely teaching Moses a specific subject (though that too) – God is teaching Moses the very object of education. God is calling to Moses to teach him the underlying principles of education. God is calling to Moses to impart to him the divine process of education itself.

Study, any educational pursuit, is all about calling, transferring information from one entity to another. And the secret to calling, to education, is contained within the word vayikra itself. 
The word vayikra is spelled vov, yud, kuf, resh, aleph. As we shall presently see, the word vayikra hints at five fundamental principles of education.
6. Chida’s Insight
The Chida,
 in his work Pnei Dovid,
 says that by learning the opening of Leviticus we can come to learn what learning is all about. And this is why we begin teaching our children (and our inner children) here – to teach the power of study in general and how it’s meant to be done.

In other words: With Vayikra we aren’t merely teaching the children that God called to Moses, but what any calling, any education, is all about.

And what is that? Well, we can break down the object of education and the process of education into five distinct areas: 
1. Repetition

2. Humility

3. Wonder

4. Preciousness

5. Purity

7. Repetition 
The first fundamental of education is chazarah, repetition.

The Chida says that the prefix vov (meaning “and”) in vayikra teaches repetition. One must learn again and again, reviewing the material over and over and over again.

This is how children learn. You can ask yourself: Why do children repeat the Aleph Bet again and again? Repetition is the process of ingraining truths. If a child is told again and again that he or she is indispensible, is light, is beautiful, is beloved, then the child knows and believes that he or she is indispensible, light, beautiful, and beloved.

(Heaven forefend, the opposite is painfully true as well: If a child is told by a parent or teacher, again and again, that he or she is worthless, is ugly, is a brat, then that child will think and believe that he or she is worthless, ugly, and a brat.)

Repetition is education, and education is repetition. This is how the brain works. The way the neurons are fired is the way they are wired. A brain is a map, and we are constantly mapmaking. Repetition is the process of ingraining into our memories the healthiest and essential paths into the brain to show one how to live and how to journey through the roads of life.

Throughout our lives we are mapmaking. But in childhood, when a brain is like wet cement, or soft wax, every impression made, becomes deeply ingrained as the mind matures and hardens.

Thus, the object of education itself is to ingrain healthy and beautiful paths for our children through positive enforcement and reinforcement, repeated again and again. (And repetition is also the process of education.)
8. Humility
The second fundamental of education is humility.

Children are small, in the positive sense of the word. They do not take themselves too seriously. They are not self-conscious adults, who have developed a big sense of themselves and their self-importance.

Those who believe that they already know everything have nothing left to learn. A full cup cannot be filled. The wisest men are the humblest men, because they know that while they and their minds are finite, the divine wisdom and knowledge is infinite, and when a finite intellect comes upon an infinite pool of intelligence, it is humbled.

This is the way children – egoless and pure – approach the world, and this is a fundamental process of education. 

Humility is represented by the last letter of vayikra – aleph – which is written as extra small (aleph ze’ira.) This suggests that those who are able to shrink their self-image can grow into a much bigger person. 

9. Wonder

The third fundamental of education is wonder.

The name of the letter aleph is spelled aleph, lamed, pey. These three letters – when read backwards pey, lamed, aleph – spell the word pela, meaning “wonder.”
One of the biggest voids in an adult’s life is the sense of wonder. Therefore, adults look for it in all the wrong places. It is difficult to excite an adult, to show him or her something new and wondrous and wonderful. Ah, I have seen that already. Big deal, this isn’t novel.

You ever see a child walk down the street? Wow, a car! Oh, a tree! Look, a sky! You ever see an adult walk down the street? Why is that car giving off so much nasty exhaust? That tree is in my way. The sky is so overcast.

The difference between the two? The child is full of wonder and enchantment. While the adult is full of himself.

Education is the process of discovering the wonder in everything. And this is very much connected to the next principle.

10. Preciousness
The fourth fundamental of education is preciousness. And wonder helps us see it.
The middle three letters of the word vayikra – yud, kuf, resh – also spell yakar, which means “‘precious” or “dear.”
 Today, more than ever, we adults find it difficult to find things that are precious. I believe this is a symptom of our virtually unlimited access to information. Everything is at the tap of our fingertips. Want to know the weather for next week? Click on a weather app. Want to know who is dating whom? Log onto Facebook or Twitter. Want to know how nuclear fusion is created? One word: Wikipedia. Want to know how to get from Kalamazoo to Timbuktu while riding a skateboard? Google Maps. Want to see what the streets of Timbuktu look like before you get there? Zoom into Google Street View.

This unrestricted access to everything kind of takes the preciousness out of anything. As the saying goes: We are reading today more and more about less and less. Or: people today know the price of everything but the value of nothing. 

Education, teaches the Torah, is the process of finding life precious and the preciousness in life. Seeing the extraordinary even in the ordinary.
11. Purity

The fifth fundamental of education is purity, and it is the nucleus of everything.

All of the above can be boiled down into one word: purity. And this is what Rav Assi meant when he said: “Why do we begin teaching the youth from the Book of Vayikra and not from the Book of Bereishit? Surely, it is because the young are pure, and the offerings are pure. So let the pure come and engage in the study of the pure.”

Children are pure and innocent. Children have no blemishes. Children are innocence personified. The reason this is so is because children are closer to the source than adults. The older someone is – the more removed that someone is from birth, from the time when his or her soul first left heaven for earth – the longer that someone has spent in this material, often cynical, world.

Since they are pure, children should engage in the study of purity.

Therefore, the number one thing you can teach your children is: You are pure! 
Children have no blemishes. They have yet to sin. And the offerings described in the Book of Leviticus are also without sin and blemish. And that is why they have the ability to remove our sins. Learning about the pure offerings reminds us of the parts of us that are pure – the parts without blemish or sin.

The number one reason we do not begin to study Torah is because we think we are imperfect. We think: “If I already have so many blemishes and sins and deficiencies why should I learn? I can’t read. I can’t see God. I am an atheist. I am an agnostic. I am a hedonistic barbarian. I am selfish.”

Says the Torah. No! Somewhere in all that you are pure. 
And if you want to know where you should begin your own learning? With this: You are pure!
12. Learning for Everyone
Now which parent on this planet earth would not want this for his or her child to learn that they are pure and no matter what happens at the core they will always be pure? 
A believer and an atheist would both want to teach this their children. 
This is what the Torah says. And this is what makes the Torah a book for believers as well as for atheists. The Torah is reality. The Torah teaches universal principles which are true across all mediums and across all people.

On a certain level, we are all children. If there is something we do not know, if we are a “beginner” in a certain field, then we are children in that field.

Want to know where to begin learning? With these four words: Vayikra el Moshe – and God called to Moses.
The Torah is teaching us what is education, what is learning, what is a calling. And these lessons of Vayikra inform everything we ever have learned and everything we will ever learn again.

13. One Plus One (Joke)
Teacher to Student : “If you had one dollar and you asked your father for another, how many dollars would you have?”

Student to Teacher: “One dollar.”

Teacher to Student: “You don’t know your arithmetic.”

Student to Teacher: “You don’t know my father.”
14. The Best Offer

We as parents can give our children everything. We have the ability to teach them the secrets of their potential. We can teach them about their purity, their ability to ingrain truths upon their minds with repetition, about humility, wonder, and their preciousness.

As parents, it is often healthy to hold back when it comes to certain things, maybe like handing out dollars. But we as parents should never hold back when it comes to our children’s education. Because education is what shapes them into the adults they will become. It defines their – and the world’s – future.
Today, psychotherapy and psychoanalysis markets are flourishing thanks to children that were never taught the five things the opening of the Leviticus teaches.  

But if we correct that mistake, if we impart the messages of Vayikra to our children, then as parents we will be doing our jobs, and we will put every couch-wielding therapist out of business.

The same is true for us. We are all children on a certain level. Or we all should be children on a certain level. We all must approach our education with innocence and openness, with purity and wonder.

Among all the offerings in the Book of Leviticus, Vayikra is the greatest offer of all. And it is not a one-time offer, but an offer that lives within us all for all eternity.

In The Godfather, the movie, Don Corlione says: “I’ll make you an offer you can’t refuse.”

I think he stole this line from our God and Father: The offering of Vayikra is an offer we can never refuse.

Time to answer the call.

Shabbat Shalom!
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