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 In 1998, I started teaching theology, as a visiting professor, in Central African Republic at 
Bangui Evangelical School of Theology (BEST).  Since 1994, I have been occupied with the 
development of theological education in French-speaking Africa, through a project called the 
Barnabas Venture (see barnabasventure.com).
 It is easy to become frustrated by the failure of the gospel to penetrate into the psyche of 
the African people.  While the church has increased in numbers, misery in the forms of poverty, 
disease, ethnic violence, and war has also increased.  The term “developing country” is only a 
euphemism when refering to the reality on the ground in much of sub-Saharan Africa.  Violence in 
countries like Cote d’Ivoire,.Chad, Central African Republic, and Kenya (naming only countries I 
have personally visited) have had a devastating effect on the hope of Christians and non-Christians 
alike, to the point where in N’djamena, Chad, the dispirited citizens cannot be bothered to pick up 
rubbish from the streets.1.  As I write, the violence in N’djamena has been renewed, and the 
refugees have returned to the city must try to pick up the pieces of their lives broken by war.  
Only in August, a visit to Kenya finally presented me with a sub-Saharan country that seems to be 
developing--but ethnic violence which broke out at the beginning of this year, 2008, has greatly 
diminished my optimism.
 While we Christian educators are trying to do our part to help the African church, our 
working model is largely a non-African--western institutions, curriculum, and teaching methods 
dominate BEST--and to my knowledge most of the other theological training schools in Africa.  I 
offer this essay for publication, in the hope that it would inspire solutions to problems facing my 
African colleagues in their task of finding curriculums and models that would help them to 
surmount the challenges they face.

Introduction

 Three initial questions confront the Christian educator who chooses to study early Jewish 
models of education.  First, what impact has education made upon the history of the Jewish 
people?  The Jewish war from A.D. 66-70 devastated the Jewish nation.  The Romans burned 
Jerusalem, destroyed the Temple, and killed hundreds of thousands of Jews.  Rabbi Yohanan ben 
Zakkai, a Pharisee, escaped from the city during its siege and began a school in Yavneh.  Here 
Judaism began to institute a uniform ethos which would carry a unique people through centuries 
of wandering and persecution.  Julius B. Maller claims, “The survival of Jews and Judaism is in a 
large measure due to the continuous emphasis, throughout Jewish history, upon the transmission 
of ideas and practices from old to young and from one generation to another.”2  The Jews 
experienced no Dark Ages.  Maller states further, “Historians point out that intellectually the Jews 

________________________

1So observed my friend and former president of BEST, Dr. Abel Ndjerareou, as he drove 
me around his capital city in October, 2006.

2Julius B. Maller, “The Role of Education in Jewish History,” in The Jews: Their History, 
Culture, and Religion. (3d ed.; ed. Louis Finkelstein; New York: Harper & Brothers, 
1960), 1234.



suffered no medieval relapse into ignorance, that they were more educated than those among 
whom they lived, and that even the ordinary Jew knew the Scriptures better than the churchman 
of that time.”3  On account of their literacy they acted as advisors to both Christian and Muslim 
Kings, who often offered them protection during outbreaks of persecution.  Therefore, the very 
survival of the Jews as a unique race throughout history has been largely dependent upon 
education.4
 The second question is, is it legitimate to study and apply Jewish models for the 
improving of Christian education?  In the New Testament Jesus sharply criticizes the Pharisees.  
Paul throughout his letters also condemns “Judaizing” influences.  By the second century, the 
gentile church becomes largely anti-Jewish.  Is it then legitimate to learn from a Jewish model, 
which is a pharisaical one at that?  On the other hand, the New Testament church adopted many 
Jewish models for education and church structure.5  Education in the NT church was probably 
more like the that of the Rabbis than it is like what it is in the church today.  Paul himself was a 
pharisee before conversion.  As well, the primary basis for Jewish theological education is the Old 
Testament.  Therefore, it is legitimate to study and apply Jewish educational models.  In doing so, 
we may even grasp better the approach which Jesus and Paul took.
 The third question is, how applicable is Jewish education to Christian education?  In 
some respects it appears unsuitable for the task theological education overseas.  Some might 
argue that it is an inadequate model for equipping one half of the laity, women, since in Judaism 
formal religious education was a man’s domain.  As a model, education in early Judaism also 
seems more suited to preserving a unique people than to reaching and training the many peoples 
around the world.
 On the other hand, education in early Judaism is applicable to the task of equipping the 
laity globally.  First, it is a model which is non-Western, and therefore, may offer an overall 
approach which may work better in non-Western cultures.  Second, it is a model which reflects an 
Old Testament basis, and therefore, is rooted in God’s revelation to Israel.  Third, it is a model 
which has remarkably preserved a unique Jewish people, largely because it attempts to equip all of 
the people in a thorough understanding of the Torah.  Therefore, education in early Judaism is a 
model which offers some help to Christian theological education overseas.  This paper will 
provide a summary of some of the institutions, purposes, and methods of Jewish education.  Then 
it will reflect on how this basic model might challenge Christian theological education.

Educational Institutions in Early Judaism
 The home is initial venue of instruction.  It was the parent’s duty to train their children in 
the Torah from the time they began to speak.  This initial training began with short passages, 
especially the Shema.  Josephus, Contra Apion 2.178:  “If one of us should be questioned about 
the laws, he would recite them more easily than his own name.  Since we acquire them from our 

________________________

3Maller, “Role of Education,” 1243.

4This paper will focus mainly on the Rabbinical period (ca. A.D.70-500), with the 
assumption that, it reflects customs practiced earlier and is foundational for everything that 
happens thereafter.  While citing the primary sources, I note herein my dependence on secondary 
sources by scholars who do not share my inadequate knowledge of the Rabbinical literature.

5Later, however, these models were replaced by Graeco-Roman models (e.g., a group of 
elders to lead the church is Jewish, whereas the monarchical episcopate is a Roman model).  



earliest consciousness, we have them as it were engraved in our souls.”6  Philo writes similarly,  
“Since the Jews consider their laws to be divine revelations and are instructed in them from their 
earliest youth, they bear the image of the law in their souls.”8   Although both parents were 
involved, the primary responsibility fell upon the father to train his son.  The father’s duty was “to 
instruct his son in the law, to bring him into wedlock, and to teach him a handicraft.”9  B. Erubin 
29a also states:  “Whosoever does not teach his son a trade, teaches him to steal.”10  Thus, the 
parents were to provide for both the spiritual and physical welfare of the child.  Fletcher H. Swift 
gives a summary of the education in the home before school:

Before the boy began going to school he had learned at home many passages of 
Scripture, some prayers, some songs and many sacred traditions of his race.  He 
had also witnessed and participated in many feasts and festivals and had listened to 
the explanations of the origin and significance of each act.11

 A second Jewish educational institution was the primary school, called  Bet haSepher,  
which boys from ages six or seven to thirteen attended.12  The Talmud gives the philosophy 
behind elementary education:

One who is taught when young absorbs the words of Torah in his blood, and he 
can utter them explicitly, but the reverse is with one who is taught when old.  
There is also a proverb in this effect:  If thou hast not desired them in thy youth, 
how will thou reach them in thy old age?13

Also, Rabbi Abujah said, “He who learns as a lad, to what is he like?  To ink on fresh paper. And 
he who learns when he is old, to what is he like?  To ink written on paper that has already been 
used.”14  The Rabbis understood that the most significant education a person received was what 
he learned during childhood.
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________________________

7Josephus, Contra Apion 2.178, in Emil Schürer, The History of the Jewish People in the 
Age of Jesus Christ (175 B.C.-A.D. 135):  A New English Version Revised and Edited (eds G. 
Vermes, et al.; Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1973–79) 2.417.

8Legate to Gaius 210, in History of Jewish People, 2.417.

9B. Qidd. 30b, cited in  William Barclay, Educational Ideals in the Ancient World 
(London: Collins, 1959), 16.

10In Barclay, Educational Ideals, 16.

11Education in Ancient Israel: From Earliest Times to 70 A. D. (Chicago: The Open 
Court Publishing Co., 1919), 96.

12Nathan Drazin credits the institution of universal and compulsory primary education to 
Joshua b. Gamala in ca. 64 C.E. History of the Jewish Education from 515 B.C.E. to 220 C. E. 
(The John Hokins University Studies in Education; 1940), 46.

13M.  Abot 9:88, in Paul E. Kretzmann, Education Among Jews: From the Earliest Times 
to the End of the Talmudic Period, 500 A.D. (Boston: The Talmud Society, 1922), 80.

14M.  Abot 4:27, in Barclay, Educational Ideals, 35.



 Swift gives the purpose of Bet haSepher, “The aim of the elementary school was to give 
every boy a complete master of the Law and thus prepare him for assuming upon reaching his 
majority, responsibility for the Law.”15  The teacher of Bet haSepher was typically a younger 
rabbi.  Since their ultimate aim was to build character into their children, the Jews would try to 
find a teacher with good character, for only good character can build good character.  The 
Talmud gives a proverb in this vein, “One should not promise something to a child and then fail to 
give it to him, for he thereby teaches him to lie.”16  The curriculum of the Bet haSepher, “the 
House of the Book,” was the Hebrew Torah.  Here the children would learn to read and write in 
Hebrew, which was no longer the vernacular.
 A third Jewish educational institution was the secondary school,  Bet haMidrash.  This 
was school of higher learning in which Mishnah was studied from the age of 13 and Gemarra after 
the age of 15. The Rabbis expected only a handful to ever master this stage of their training.  At 
this stage a child’s loyalties began to transfer from father to teacher.  As a disciple of a master, 
one would begin to memorize his teaching.  There is also a suggestion that one have at least three 
teachers in ones life in order to have balance:  

When thou hast studied under one master, say not: ‘It is enough!’ but go and study 
under another.  . . . It is a duty to study under three masters. . . .  Because thou 
canst not know which master’s teaching will remain with thee, or perhaps all are 
good.17

At this secondary level of education a student might also begin to pursue secular studies, like 
philosophy, astronomy, and science.  Primary education, therefore, was exclusively religious, 
while advanced learning may have provided an opportunity to broaden one’s horizons.  This is the 
opposite route of much Theological education, which tends to intensify only at the undergraduate 
or graduate levels.
 Finally, a fourth Jewish educational institution is the Synagogue, the center of lifelong 
training of the Jewish people on the Sabbath and during the week.  Barclay writes,   “It is 
necessary clearly to remember that the Synagogue was very much more a place of teaching than 
the modern Church is.”18  Synagogue services included regular reading in Hebrew of the 
scriptures and their interpretation in the vernacular.

The Purpose of Early Jewish Education

 Every educational institution in Judaism worked towards the same purpose.  Inasmuch as 
God had chosen the Jews to be a holy race, their education focussed on bringing about holy and 
righteous living.  Thus, for the Jews there is no unnatural dichotomy between theoria and praxis:  
“Which is greater, study or doing?  Rabbi Akiba answered:  Study.  The majority agreed that 
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15Swift, Education, 96.

16B. Sukkah 46b, in Yehuda Moriel, “Education, Jewish: In the Talmud,” in Encyclopedia 
Judaica, 2d ed., vol. 6 (eds. Fred Skolnik, et al.; Detroit: Macmillan Reference USA-Keter Pub. 
House), 171.

17M. Abot 9:20, in Kretzmann, Education Among Jews, 90.

18Barclay, Educational Ideals, 24.



study is greater, for study leads to doing.”19  M. Abot 2:6 states further, “An ignorant man cannot 
be saintly.”20  
 The Jews saw that righteousness in turn lead to life.  Rabbi Hillel said:  “The more Torah 
study, the more life; the more schooling, the more wisdom; the more counsel, the more reasonable 
behaviour . . . Whoever acquires knowledge of the Torah acquires life in the world to come.”21  
Some Rabbis felt the reason the Romans destroyed certain towns was because the Jews in them 
neglected the education of children:  “Every town in which there are no school children shall be 
destroyed.  Rabina said: It shall be laid desolate.”22  A direct correlation between education and 
the preservation of life:  “Why do disciples die while young?  Not because they are adulterers, or 
robbers, but because they interrupt their studies, and occupy themselves with idle conversation, 
and also because they do not begin again where they stopped.”23

 With such an attitude it is easy to see how the Jews might see Torah study as something 
pious or indeed worship of the Giver of Torah.  In fact this was what happened, as Torah study 
began to replace the now defunct Temple worship.  Israel Goldman states:

It is in this connection that we must see the real significance of what Rabbi 
Yohanan ben Zakkai did when he established the academy of Yavneh.  Though 
Jerusalem had fallen, though the sacrifical system was terminated and thus no 
longer afforded a means of divine worship, he saved both the Jew and Judaism by 
founding a school for the study of Torah, which henceforth became the unifying 
symbol of Jewish nationhood.  In this manner study became the substitute for the 
Temple service.24

Indeed they believed that when they studied Torah together the shekinah of God rested between 
them, as in the Temple of old.  For this reason no one needed an excuse to study Torah, for Torah 
study brought its own merit -- it was a pious act of worship of God.

The Methods of Jewish Education

 The Jews used a variety of methods to accomplish their purpose.  Here is a brief 
enumeration of some of these.  A very important method of education belonged to the very stuff 
of Jewish culture.  Their feasts pointed to the redemptive acts of the Master of the Universe in 
their behalf.  For example, during the Passover supper, the custom was for the youngest boy to 
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19 B. Qidd. 40b, in Maller, “Role of Education,” 1240.

20In Maller, “Role of Education,” 1240.

21M. Abot 2:7 in Schürer-Vermes, History of Jewish People 2.415.

22B. Šabb. 119b, Soncino Talmud.

23M. Abot 9:93ff, in Kretzmann, Education Among Jews, 91.

24Israel M. Goldman, Lifelong Learning Among Jews:  Adult Education in Judaism from 
Biblical Times to the Twentieth Century (intro. by Louis Finkelstein; New York: KTAV 
Publishing House, 1975), 32.



ask his father why they celebrated so.  Then the father would explain the entire redemption history 
of the chosen nation beginning with Abraham.  Even little items such as the tzitzit, tassels around 
the corners of their garments (Nm. 15.38), or the mezuzah, a box hung on their doorposts 
containing small scrolls with Torah passages on it (Dt. 6.8), would constantly point to the Torah.  
Martha Zimmerman writes, “The Jew has said, ‘Put something where you can see it so your eye 
will remind your heart.’”25  How impossible it must have been for the Jew to forget that he was a 
Torah person.  No wonder Josephus and Philo could write that the Jews had the law engraved 
upon their souls.
 Memorization was also an important method of Jewish education.  Their zeal for 
memorization contrasts to today’s knowledge explosion.  The advent of printing presses, cheap 
paper, and computer technology, has reduced a student’s dependency on memory, but it also calls 
for a more careful discernment.  What is really worth learning?  For the Rabbis, anything worth 
learning was worth memorizing.
 Some of the more important mnemonic techniques they used are as follows:  They would 
learn little by little:  “Just as water descends drop by drop until it becomes a stream, so it is with 
the words of the Torah--a man studies two laws today and two laws tomorrow until it becomes 
like a living spring.”26  This required daily study:  “If you forsake the Torah for one day, the 
Torah will forsake you for two days.”27  Memorization also required constant repetition of lessons 
outloud.  “The Talmud tells of a pupil who learned his tasks without repeating the words aloud, 
and who therefore had within three years forgotten all that he had learned.”28

 Community learning was also a important method.  Although a scholar could study alone, 
the Rabbis really felt that an adequate understanding of Torah could only occur in community.  
Joshua ben Perahyah said, “Provide for thyself a teacher and take to thyself a fellow student.”29  
Tractate Sanhedrin (19b) exhorts, “Form groups for the purpose of study, for Torah can be 
acquired only in a group.”30

 Although communal learning and memorization are important, the Rabbis did not 
condemn individual thinking but encouraged it.  Thus, synthesis was also an important method.

There are four types of pupils of the wise men: a sponge, a funnel, a strainer, and a 
sieve.  A sponge which absorbes everything; a funnel, which lets in at one end and 
out of the other; a strainer which lets the wine pass and retains the sediment; a 
sieve which lets out the bran dust and retains the fine flour.31
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25Martha Zimmerman, Celebrate the Feasts of the Old Testament in Your Own Home or 
Church (Minneapolis: Bethany House, 1981), 18.

26Shir Ha-Shirim Rabba 1:2, in Maller, “Role of Education,” 1241.

27Y. Ber. at end, in Goldman, Lifelong Learning, 56.

28Barclay, Educational Ideals, 41, refering to b. Erub 54a.

29M. Abot 1:6, in Goldman, Lifelong Learning, 25.

30In Maller, “Role of Education,” 1254.

31Joseph A. Grassi, The Teacher in the Primitive Church and the Teacher Today (Santa 
Clara, CA: University of Santa Clara Press, 1973), 8.



One was expected to sift through and add to the teachings of the masters.

Reflections

 With this summary of the institutions, the purpose, and the methods of Jewish education in 
mind, what upon reflection can we, who are concerned about theological education overseas, gain 
from all this?  I would like to suggest three reflections which will challenge current theological 
education overseas.
 The first reflection has to do with the feasts and traditions of Jewish culture, which have 
their root in the Old Testament revelation.  Is it possible to develop customs and feast days based 
on both the Old and New Testaments which will help educate children.  Martha Zimmerman 
offers some helpful advice in her book, Celebrate the Feasts.32  Perhaps the Old Testament feast 
may become a spring board for those who wish to somehow redeem the pagan customs of their 
particular countries, making them relevant to the Christian faith and reinforcing the Christian 
message.  There is precedence for this redeeming of pagan traditions within western Christian 
tradition.33  Today, Daniel Kambou’s 2006 PhD dissertation, which studies the pedgogy of 
initiation rites of the Lobi people of West Africa, is an example of a potential application of this 
principle.34

 The second reflection focusses on how Jewish education challenges our theological 
curriculum and methods.  For example, we could include more memorization into our curriculum.  
There are dangers which computer technology brings with it -- that our minds may become lazy 
and dependent upon such technology is one.  More memorization may help us to focus upon the 
essentials of our faith as well.  Another challenge to our methods is the Jewish use of the Sabbath 
and the Synagogue as training centers.  Perhaps we can use our Sunday worship time more 
efficiently, especially with the regular reading and exposition of Scripture.  Furthermore, if we 
saw the study of Scripture as an act of worship (which indeed it is), perhaps many of us would see 
the greater importance of Bible study in every context.
 A final reflection turns to the education of children. From my experience, our seminaries 
have very little emphasis on the quality Christian education of children.  At the moment, for 
example, BEST has no youth ministry program--not that one can equate what often passes as 
“youth ministry” with quality education of youth.  The success of the early Jewish education 
clearly arose from stressing family and elementary education first and foremost.  Christianity often 
fails at making this link.  However, according to the chronology suggested by Nathan Drazin, 
Jewish education began with centres of higher learning and expanded from there to create primary 
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32See note 25.  This book suggests ways that Christians may incorporate Old Testament 
feasts in a Christian setting as a method of teaching in the family, also providing recipes for the 
various occasions.

33The celebration of Christmas, for example, is a Christianization of the Roman “Feast of 
Saturnalia.”  See Gray Lambert, “Christmas,” in The Zondervan Pictorial Encyclopedia of the 
Bible, vol. 1 (ed. Merril C. Tenny; Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1975–76), 84.

34Sié Daniel Kambou, “Le Joro et l’éducation à la foi : fonction et enjeux d’une démarche 
d’initiation” (Quebec City: Université Laval, 2006).



schools in every local area.35  Thus, our seminaries’ focus on training adult leaders is good, for 
these leaders need theological education before they can pass it on to children.  Early Jewish 
education thus challenges us to use our seminaries as springboards for educating children.
 Early Jewish education is a model which offers some help to Christian Theological 
Education Overseas.  We need of course to be “a sieve which lets out the bran dust and retains 
the fine flour.”  However, we will find fine flour, which challenges us, which is biblical in origin, 
and which might help us to equip all of the people of God for the work of ministry.
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