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Parashat B’har-B’chukotai - Shabbat Kibbud Limmudim 5778 
 

Shabbat shalom! I am so happy to be back here at BIC with all of you on this special 
Shabbat of Kibbud Limmudim, and I want to wish mazal tov to the students who are 
being honored today along with their families and their teachers. 
 
This morning, we read the list of blessings and curses that will accrue to the Israelites 
based on whether or not they follow the מצוות when they enter the Land of Israel. The 
blessings make our hearts sing. The curses make our skin crawl; we read them quickly, 
in a hushed tone. (Mention who read them & how well it was done!) 
 
What are we moderns supposed to make of such a calculus? Although we can probably 
all agree that in a broad sense, the choices we make create the lives we live, I would 
venture to guess that few of us believe in a direct correlation between the observance of 
mitzvot and the physical and tangible rewards and punishments that Jewish people 
experience. The facts don’t support the theory; moreover, that sort of theology 
represents what I believe is a pretty low level of moral development. Can following 613 
rules in order to get a reward, really, be the ultimate goal of Jewish life?  
 
I find the focus on reward and punishment especially disconcerting, given what I know 
about the rabbinic view of the importance of Torah study. To be sure, our sages 
believed that we must follow the mitzvot--as do I.However, they make a very big deal 
about Torah study, and that hardly comes up in all of the Do’s and Don’ts.  
 
The rabbis understood that performance alone is insufficient. And they believed, as I do, 
that as beings created in God’s image, we are capable of more than obedience to a list 
of “thou shalts” and “thou shalt nots.”  The rabbis have a running debate about whether 
action or Torah study is more important, and guess what--Torah study wins. At the end 
of the day, they say, “Talmud Torah k’neged kulam”--Torah study is equal to the sum 
total of all of the other mitzvot. Only with Torah study at the core can we strive to be a 
people whose actions are an example and a light to the world. 
 
Because I, too, find the heart of Judaism in Torah study, I’d like to talk about that--and 
to think together about what good Torah study looks like, especially because this is our 
Shabbat of כיבוד לימודים. 
 
And so I bring you Rabbi Chiya, a sage in Eretz Yisrael at the turn of the 3rd century, 
who had a most interesting approach to Jewish education (in Bava Metzia 85b): 
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Rabbi Chiya said, here’s how I do it. First, I sow flax seeds. I harvest the flax and use it 
as twine to make nets, in which I catch deer, which I slaughter. 
I feed the meat to orphans and prepare parchments from the hides. 
On the parchments, I write out the five books of Moses, on five separate scrolls, one per 
book. I take the scrolls to a city where I find five children to learn them. I teach one book 
of Torah to each of the five children. I also find six other children and teach each of 
them one of the six orders of the Mishna, the Oral tradition.  
After I have taught those 11 children, I leave them with instructions for each child to 
share their learning with everyone else. That is how I ensure that Torah will endure 
among the Jewish people.  
 
Now, I find that Rabbi Chiya’s approach quite something. I’ve been teaching Torah for a 
long time, and I must say that I’ve never begun by planting flax seeds--and my 
preparation has never involved deer meat.  
 
The amazing thing is that Rabbi Chiya’s colleagues revere him for his approach. Even 
Judah the Prince, the great sage who is compared to Moses, considered himself inferior 
to Chiya as a teacher of enduring Torah. Why?  
 
Well, first of all, even before encountering a student, Chiya prepares. He invests himself 
personally at every step, and he makes his preparations holy through  
acts of compassion--feeding the orphans--and gives them integrity--personally 
preparing each study text. But the real magic, I think, is what those kids do. And the real 
challenge is what we do today.  
 
Here’s what I know: Teaching and learning are relational. They are also messy 
processes, and they take time. Transformative learning--the kind that gets inside and 
comes out in how we walk in the world--is grounded in dispositions like humility and 
curiosity, and practices like articulating interpretations, supporting inferences, and doing 
the wondering that leads to construction of meaning. And that’s not all. It turns out that 
the Jewish people have developed a set of practices for Torah study that may be the 
fairy dust that has made Torah endure from then to our day. I’m talking about some 
serious fairy dust which my teacher, Rabbi Dr. Elie Holzer, calls “attuned learning.” 
 
Attuned learning is what happens when human beings sit together in חברותא learning 
partnership-- joined by a text, and they engage in פילפול--which is 
a deep and iterative process of close reading, delving for core ideas, and postulating 
conclusions.  
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It turns out that Torah study is, ideally, a team sport.  The Talmud tells us that just as 
fire cannot be made to burn with one piece of wood alone, so too the words of Torah 
cannot be retained by someone who studies alone (Taanit 7a). Instead, we are 
instructed to learn with others, because that is the only way we can acquire real 
knowledge (Brachot 63b).  
In recent years, חברותא learning has been studied and made into a science. We now 
know what series of “moves” are more or less likely to produce the most thorough 
analyses. We have developed pedagogies for teaching how to work in chavruta and 
how to practice attuned learning more broadly.  
 
Attuned learning involves presence. Partners present themselves simultaneously to 
their own inner worlds, to their partners, and to the text. It is about being in flow. In that 
sense, according to educational psychologists, attuned learning is a form of mindfulness 
(see Holzer, Elie, Attuned Learning, pp. 16-17). When I sit in pilpul with my chavruta, an 
hour or more can fly by, and when it’s time to stop, sometimes I find that I need to 
re-orient to my physical self, my chair, and the others in the room--much like 
transitioning out of a meditative state. Torah study is immersive and can be profoundly 
moving. Rabbi Abba taught in the name of Reish Lakish that when two scholars pay 
heed to one another, God is present (Shabbat 63a). At times, I have felt that.  
 
When we learn with another in חברותא , we push each other. I succeed when you 
master the material. And so I must listen deeply to what you have to say, to what you 
think the text is saying or not saying. I must challenge your reasoning and demand 
proofs. And when I posit an interpretation, you must listen to me, push me, help me see 
where I am reading my own life into the text and ask me why.  
 
In chavruta, we argue, push, and demand proofs. We are not always polite about it 
because so much is at stake. We are not efficient about it either; we take time to listen 
deeply. We may spend an entire hour on one word or phrase. We trust that our 
arguments are worthy and we accept that a plurality of ideas will endure when they are 
brought with good intention--לשם שמים, for the sake of Heaven.  
And that requires humility. Torah study is not a battle of egos, and the goal is not to win. 
Our concern is epistemological; the goal is to create paths to truth, even as we know 
that God has created a world in which competing truths can co-exist. As Rabbi Chanina 
put it, “Just as iron sharpens iron, two scholars sharpen one another in their 
understanding of the Law” (Sefer HaAggadah 428:260, quoted in Holzer, p. 56).  
 
I believe that Torah study must also be contextual. To quote the 20th century 
hermeneutic theorist Hans-Georg Gadamer: “Every age has to understand a transmitted 
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text in its own way...The real meaning of a text is always co-determined by the historical 
situation of the interpreter and hence by the totality of the objective course of history.” 
(In Holzer, p. 30). The meaning we give to a verse may not be how it was understood 
2,000 years ago. Our learning must resonate in real and useful ways. It’s got to get 
inside us. It’s got to help us see our own lives more clearly. Torah study should move 
us. Fortunately, our Torah and tradition offer abundant opportunities to gain new insight. 
Even the most familiar stories are different each time we encounter them, because if we 
are growing, then we are not the same when we read them them again. As we read in 
Pirkei Avot,  
 ״הפוך בה והפוך בה, דכולא בֿה.
Turn it and turn it, for everything is in it” (5:22).  
In the months and years ahead, I look forward to practicing attuned learning with you 
and cultivating these practices together.  
 
Today, as we celebrate our children’s Jewish education milestones in our congregation, 
I pray that we will always keep Torah study front and center in our mission, and that we 
will be a true learning community. I pray that our entire community, from the youngest to 
the most senior, will always grow in Torah and that together, we will expand our 
horizons as we seek meaning that allows us to live flourishing lives. 
 

4 


