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When I think about the years from High School through the end of college I am really grateful for the education I received from my rabbis, my teachers, and most of all from my parents.  
This week’s portion gives us great insight into how to communicate educationally.  I want to focus on three educational lessons we learn.

First Lesson:

After God tells Moshe that he is not going to lead the people into the land of Israel, Moshe appeals to God, “Yifkod Hashem…ish al ha-edah.”  Moshe wants Hashem to pick a successor for him.  Hashem selects Joshua—Moshe’s assistant--to be Moshe’s successor.
Rashi tells of a Midrash that imagines the following conversation taking place between Moshe and Hashem.  Moshe turns to Hashem and says, “Hashem: Isn’t it now the appropriate time for my son to take over my position.”  Hashem answers Moshe, “Lo kach altah be-machshavah sheli, that isn’t my plan.”

Moshe had intended that his son would take over the leadership role.  Like so many parents and teachers he had a plan for his son.  But that wasn’t God’s plan.

This is a lesson for all of us.  We try to educate and make plans and pigeon hole someone into a role.  But that might not be their role.

I remember paying a shiva visit to one of the most famous Jewish artists in the world who lost his mother.  Today his art hangs in the finest museums around the world and sells for many thousands of dollars.  I asked him about his mother.  He said, “It was very unusual for a young Jewish boy who grew up in my community to want to be an artist.  But my mother never tried to dissuade me from me being an artist.  People would come up to her in the pizza store and say the most terrible and mean things about what she was allowing me to do and she would just ignore them.  She always encouraged me to follow my own path.” 

As Rashi says, “Lo kach altah be-machshava sheli.” When we educate we must try to see God’s plan, not our plan.  It is not about what we want our students to accomplish; it is about what God wants our student to accomplish.
Here is the second lesson:

When God tells Moshe to appoint Joshua as the next leader, the words the Torah uses are: “Ve-smachta et yadkhah alav, you should place your hand upon him.”  The word hand is in the singular.  But then we are told Moshe places “yadav” both of his hands on Joshua.
God only told him to put one hand on Joshua, but Moshe put two.  Rashi explains: “Yoter ve-yoter mi-mah shenitztavah, Moshe did even more than he was commanded.”

When we are teaching something it is very easy to lose perspective: our goal must be to give of ourselves completely to the one whom we are teaching.  We must want our student to succeed as badly as we want ourselves to succeed, perhaps even more.
The Talmud says, “Hakol adam mitkaneh chutz mi-beno u-talmido.  Everyone harbors jealousy of everyone else except for of their child or student.”  

This means that on some level we feel a jealousy for all other human beings.  How do we counteract this jealousy?  We counteract it by teaching others what we know.  We counteract it by giving ourselves completely over to our students.  If we teach someone then we won’t be jealous of them since we will see ourselves as part of their success.  Thus, if we spend our life teaching others then we won’t be jealous of others.
The greatest teachers I had in school are the ones who gave themselves completely over to me.  In a true sense they were like Moshe and they viewed all their students as their Joshua.  They placed both their hands on the students and tried to teach everything they knew.

I remember one incident that happened when I was studying with Dr. Haym Soloveitchik who is known as the premier scholar of Medieval Jewish History.  He is a man of towering intelligence, fastidious devotion to his research, and many students have been intimidated by his presence.   He once mentioned that he gets second hand books at a severe discount.  I casually said to him, “Well, if you ever see a good purchase, please pick it up for me.”  The next night he called me up and said, “Do you have a car?”  I said what do you mean, “Do I have a car?”  I was very confused and we kept going back forth talking about whether or not I had a car.  Finally, he grew frustrated with me and said, “Never mind just meet me in the faculty parking lot tomorrow at noon.”  When I showed up I saw why he asked if I had a car.  He had taken it upon himself to purchase books for me.  He had spent hours going to all the used book stores in New York City and had bought four large boxes of used books.  This world-renowned scholar had spent the entire day shopping for his student.  That is an example of placing two hands on a student.

This is the second lesson of the Torah portion: When we teach we must give everything to our students.  We must not settle for a simple hand, two hands are required.  
And here is the third lesson:
This week we read of the division of the land of Canaan into an inheritance amongst the tribes of Israel.  The Torah tells us that only sons inherit the land.  But then the daughters of Tzlophchad appear before Moshe and they say, “Our father had no sons, lamah yigarah; why should our father be diminished?  Let us inherit our father’s land.” 
Moshe goes to Hashem with their request and Hashem tells Moshe, “Keyn, benot zlophchod dobrot, the daughters of Tzlopchod are speaking correctly.”  Thus the law is established that if a father has no sons the daughters too, inherit the land.  

But we wonder why is it that the Torah did not teach this law to begin with?  Why must we wait for the daughters of Tzlopchad to approach Moshe?

We must conclude that the Torah wants to give space for the Children of Israel to learn this lesson on their own.  The Torah could have simply stated this position but it allows us the space to learn this on our own.  This is like a child who is learning to walk.  One parent will never let the child walk for fear that the child might fall, while the other parent will give the child the space to fall in order that the child may one day become a stronger walker.

As we teach our own students we must remember to leave space for the student to learn on their own.

I remember learning this lesson from one of my Roshei Yeshiva in Israel.  We would come to him sometimes expecting him to tell us exactly what we should do and he wouldn’t give us a direct answer.  It wasn’t because he didn’t have an answer; rather it was because he wanted us to discover it on our own.

Many people think that a great rabbi should always tell you what to do.  I disagree.  I think that a great rabbi will allow you to discover on your own what the Torah wants you to do.

These are the three fundamental educational lessons:

1) As a teacher, follow God’s plan, not your own plan.

2) Put everything you have into the success of your students.

3) Allow your students the space to learn on their own.

In order to be a truly great spiritual community we all need to be students of the Torah.  But the truth is that we also all need to be teachers.  It is through teaching one another in the proper way that we can all grow together.
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