
…Torah is acquired with 48 

qualities. These are: 

  

Study, listening, verbalizing, 

comprehension of the heart, fear, 

awe, humility, joy, purity, serving 

the sages, bonding with friends, 

debating with  

students, tranquility, 

study of the scriptures, study of 

the Mishnah, minimizing 

engagement in business, 

minimizing socialization, 

minimizing pleasure, minimizing 

sleep, minimizing talk, minimizing 

gaiety, slowness to anger, good 

heartedness, faith in the sages, 

acceptance of suffering, knowing 

one's place, satisfaction with 

one's lot, qualifying one's words, 

not taking credit for oneself, 

likableness, love of God, love of 

humanity, love of charity, love of 

justice, love of rebuke, fleeing 

from honor, lack of arrogance in 

learning, reluctance to hand down 

rulings, participating in the burden 

of one's fellow, judging him to the 

side of merit, correcting him, 

bringing him to a peaceful 

resolution [of his disputes], 

deliberation in study, asking and 

answering, listening and 

illuminating, learning in order to 

teach, learning in order to 

observe, wising one's teacher, 

exactness in conveying a 

teaching, and saying something in 

the name of its speaker… 

 

(Avot 6:6) 

Elul Enrichment: 

Sep 3|Elul 12 – Debating with Students (Pilpul Talmidim)  

“Iron sharpens iron, and one person sharpens the wits of another.” (Proverbs 27:17) 
 
To engage in study by oneself is to be caged within one’s own myopic understanding. As 
Nietzsche expressed: ““One is always wrong, but with two, truth begins.” This is why 
emphasis in Jewish study has always been placed on learning with others. “Hearken and 
listen people of Israel, pair off into small groups and study Torah for the Torah can only be 
acquired in a group.” (TB Brachot 63b) 
 
But not all forms of collective engagement are equal. In the Talmud Rabbi Chanina remarked: 
“I have learned much from my teachers, more from my colleagues, and the most from my 
students.”  (TB Ta’anit 7a) What is it about teaching students in particular that sharpens the 
mind so effectively? 
 
Rav Nachman Bar Yitzchak (ibid) shares an insight: Why are the words of Torah likened to a 
tree as it is said: “A tree of life for those who cling to it”? This is to teach you that just as a 
small piece of wood ignites a large one so too it is with scholars, the younger ones sharpen 
the minds of the older ones with their constant questioning.”  
 
Questions are the essential tool of knowledge. Hillel taught in Avot (2:6): A shy person cannot 
learn [because they do not ask questions] and an overly strict person cannot teach [as their 
students fear asking questions.] As adults, we often forget that we need to continue to ask 
questions, unsatisfied with the developmentally appropriate answers of our earlier 
childhood, we must always strive to dig deeper. But we must also be cautious as the Maharal 
of Prague warns, someone who reaches a high level of wisdom can be diverted from asking 
the simple questions that are the basis for ultimate clarity and continual growth. We must 
maintain our childlike curiosity and one way to do so effectively is by surrounding ourselves 
with others who are in the passion of first encounter.  

Elisha ben Abuya says: One who learns like a child, to what is he 
compared? To ink written on new parchment. And one who learns as an 

elder, to what are they compared? To ink written on erased (used) 
parchment. 

~ Pirkei Avot 4:20 
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