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The story is told (Ecclesiastes Rabbah 7:8) that a non-Jew came to Rav, a 

Rabbi of the Talmud, and said, "Teach me the Torah."  

Rav consented, and said to the man, "Say alef."  

"Who says this is alef? Perhaps this not an alef," said the man.  

"Say bet," Rav said.  

"Who says this is bet?"  

After that, Rav scolded him and drove him away out in anger. The man then 

went to Shmuel and said, "Teach me the Torah."  

Shmuel consented and said, "Say alef."  

            "Who says this is alef?"  

            "Say bet."  

            "Who says this is bet?" 

            Shmuel then grabs the man's ear, and the man starts saying, "My ear! 

My ear!"  

            "Who says this is your ear?"  

  

Being a teacher is not easy. And being a religious school teacher is even 

harder. Especially when taking students by the ear isn't an option.  

  

In honor of Teacher Appreciation Shabbat, I want to share a fascinating 

debate in the Talmud (Bava Batra 21a-b) about teacher hiring. Here's the 

situation. Imagine you are choosing between two teachers to hire. One of 

them covers much ground but is not so precise or exact. The other is very 

exact and precise, but does not cover much ground. Which one should be 

hired? One sage, named Rava, says that the one who covers much ground 

should be hired, because over time, he says, mistakes correct themselves. 

For example, students in a class where the teacher covers a lot of material 

may not learn all the material so well, and may have some mistaken ideas 

about something that was learned. But not to worry, says Rava-the students 

will eventually come to realize the mistake, so no lasting harm will be done.  

But another sage, Rav Dimi of Nehardea, argues for hiring the teacher who 

covers just a few topics very carefully. Why? Because, he says, a mistake, 

once planted in a mind, stays. Once you've learned something wrong, you'll 

always know it wrong.  

  

Let's take a quick poll. If you prefer Rava's opinion-hire the teacher who 

coves lots of material because mistakes correct themselves-raise your hand. 



And if you prefer Rav Dimi of Nehardea's position, that you should hire the 

teacher who carefully covers a small amount of material, because mistakes, 

once implanted, stay, raise your hand.  

It's an interesting question-and the Talmud itself does not resolve the answer 

clearly, but later codes do come down firmly on one side of the issue. And 

they choose Rav Dimi's position-that it's better to cover less without 

mistakes. It seems that the Talmud is rehashing the issue of breadth versus 

depth. Is it better to learn a little about a lot or a lot about a little?  

  

Of course, the way that most educational settings resolve this conundrum is 

by teaching both breadth and some depth. For example, a class here might 

learn generally about all the holidays, but spend several weeks learning all 

the details of the Passover Seder. Needless to say, the balance will vary, 

especially depending on the children's age.  

But I think the debate in the Talmud is about more than just breadth versus 

depth in education, because Rava and Rav Dimi don't focus their 

explanations for their choices on what students will learn, but rather, on the 

relative import of mistakes. Do mistakes correct themselves or do they stay 

implanted in your brain? For me, this depends on the kind of mistake. 

Mistakes in fact-calling an aleph a bet or a bet an aleph are not a big deal. At 

some point, we can correct them.  

  

But there are mistakes that can never be uprooted, and these are mistakes in 

the ways we act toward others. As teachers, the way we treat people 

predisposes them to either be open or closed to learning with us. The thing 

that I like to hear about our ECC, our Religious School, and our Hebrew 

High, more than anything else is, "I (or my child) loves coming to school." 

And I want you to know-I hear it all the time. Not enough-it can never be 

enough, but I hear it remarkably frequently. So many of our kids so often 

LOVE coming to school here. What that means is that teachers and students 

are acting in respectful, dignified ways towards each other, which enables 

everyone to be in the right frame of mind for learning, and really, for fun.  

  

But there's another ingredient that's key to education, and that's consistency 

of attendance for a period of time. If you think about the sin of the golden 

calf in this week's Torah portion, the Israelites are new to monotheism and 

have had just a very brief tutorial in believing in one God and not 

worshipping idols. Then, when for forty days and forty nights while Moses 

is up on Mt. Sinai with God, it's no surprise they go back to their old, idol-



worshipping ways. The lessons have not been consistently absorbed for 

enough time.  

  

Here at Beth El, we have amazing teachers who teach because they love 

kids, and love what they are teaching. And we have amazing kids, who love 

life and love being Jewish. The best and most important way we can say 

thank you to our teachers is by making sure our kids are in school 

consistently. That consistency enables our teachers and kids to maximize the 

educational experience. It's that consistency that helps our teachers to shine 

and helps our kids to learn deeply.  

  

Teachers, let me express my gratitude to you from the bottom of my heart 

for giving your sweat, tears and love to every child you encounter. We all 

owe you an enormous Todah Rabbah-a great thank you. I ask everyone here 

who has a teacher currently, or whose child has a teacher, to find that teacher 

this week and personally thank her or him for his or her hard work and 

dedication to teaching. For all of us, teachers, students, parents-may our 

learning be consistent, may our learning be both deep and broad, may our 

mistakes be few and correctable, and may our appreciation for our teachers 

be profuse, today and always.  

Shabbat Shalom.  
 


