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Chinuch Beginnings 

Parshas Eikev 
  

Harav Hagaon Meir Wahrsager Shlit"a 
  

This week’s parashah includes the second parashah of Krias Shema,   ְוָהָיה ִאם ָשֹמע, in which we find 

the mitzvah of a father teaching his son Torah: ֵבר ָבם ם ְלד  ת ְבֵניכֶּ ם ֹאָתם אֶּ ְדתֶּ  The Shulchan Aruch .ְוִלמ 

Harav points out that the mitzvah of chinuch regarding other mitzvos is d’Rabbanan, but the 

mitzvah of chinuch for Talmud Torah is d’Oraysa. At which point do we start being mechanech our 

sons to learn Torah? Rashi cites Chazal’s teaching: משעה שהבן יודע לדבר למדהו תורה צוה לנו משה שיהא

 The Gemara (Succah 42) .תורה צוה לנו משה :When a child begins to talk, we teach him . זה למוד דבורו

cites this in the braysa that lists the ages of chinuch for various mitzvos, such as tefillin. 

  

This Rashi begs a question, however. The concept of chinuch is not just that the child should be 

able to carry out the physical actions involved in the mitzvah, but rather that he should be mature 

enough to grasp the meaning of the mitzvah. For instance, we just went through the Three Weeks, 

the Nine Days, and Tisha B'Av. Only a child who understands the concept of mourning for the 

Churbanis obligated in the minhagim of aveilus during that period. We don’t have to 

be mechanech a child for the aveilus from the time he is capable of sitting on the floor and read 

Kinnos; he has to be aware of the content of the mitzvah and be able to fulfill it. 

  

It would seem to follow, then, that the ability to verbalize alone should not be the sole criterion for 

a child to be considered ready for chinuch in the mitzvah of Talmud Torah. Torah is meant to be 

understood, not merely recited, so shouldn’t the chinuch in Torah begin when a child becomes 

capable of understanding Torah? 

  

Now, the Shulchan Aruch Harav does say that a person can fulfill the mitzvah of Talmud Torah by 

reciting Torah Shebichsav, even if he doesn’t understand what he is learning, so perhaps that’s why 

we chinuch begins when a child is merely able to utter the words:תורה צוה לנו משה. But even 

according to Shulchan Aruch Harav, in order to Talmud Torah fully, a person has to understand the 

Torah he learns. Why, then, is the proper age for chinuch for Talmud Torah when a child learns to 

speak, when he can’t possibly understand the Torah he is saying? 

  

Your Constant Conversation 
I’d like to suggest an approach to understanding Rashi. Perhaps the chinuch we are trying to achieve 

is not necessarily to the actual mitzvah of Talmud Torah, but rather to a specific aspect of that 

mitzvah, one that is really a preparation for fulfilling the mitzvah. And perhaps the mitzvah 
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of ֵבר ָבם ם ְלד  ת ְבֵניכֶּ ם ֹאָתם אֶּ ְדתֶּ  is parallel to the obligation we find in the first parashah of Krias ְוִלמ 

Shema, ְרָת ָבם  which obligates the father himself (like every member of Klal Yisrael) to speak ,ְוִדב 

in Torah and learn Torah. 

  

From the words ְרָת ָבם  as ,ודברת בם... ולא בדברים אחרים :Chazal derive the issur of bittul Torah ,ְוִדב 

the Gemara teaches (Yoma 19b). The common understanding is that bittul Torah is when a person 

schmoozes and wastes time that he could have used for Torah learning. But Rashi on those words 

says a chiddush:שלא יהא עיקר דבורך אלא בם, עשם עיקר ואל תעשם טפל. Rashi seems to be saying that 

there’s a second dimension to bittul Torah. It’s not merely a matter of quantity, of how you spend 

your time - it’s also a matter of quality. What’s a priority to you, and what’s secondary? 

  

Every person has a value system and a priority scale. Rashi is telling us that the mitzvah of  ְרָת ְוִדב 

 obligates us to make Torah our primary value and downplay everything else. When you engage ָבם

in other pursuits, don’t ascribe chashivus to them. 

  

Accordingly, a person can potentially spend many hours in the workplace and still make Torah his 

primary pursuit, if the time he devotes to learning is when he truly feels he is living. Then, Torah 

is his ikar and his other activities are a tafel. 

  

On the other hand, a person can spend numerous hours learning every day, but if, when he engages 

in his outlets - playing sports, listening to music, or the like - he becomes so engrossed in it that it 

becomes his life, there’s no greater bittul Torah than that. That’s bittul Torah b’eichus. He just 

downplayed his Torah learning and turned it into a tafel. When he returns to the beis midrash, he 

might spend many hours learning again, but he already established that his limud Torah is 

secondary; it’s not what gets him animated, it’s not where his heart is, and it’s not going to connect 

him to the Ribbono Shel Olam.   

  

This idea has many applications, one of which, I’d like to suggest, is the mitzvah to begin teaching 

a child Torah when he first learns how to talk. From the time he first opens his mouth until he 

reaches 120, a deluge of words is going to emerge from his mouth. A person is a medaber; his 

speech is his chiyus, and he doesn’t stop talking until he’s buried. What we teach a child when he 

first starts to speak is that Torah should be the primary thing he talks about. 

  

On the passuk: ָיה ש ח  ְיִהי ָהָאָדם ְלנֶּפֶּ  Rashi notes that every creature is a living being; why is only a ,ו 

human being called a ָיה ש ח   A human can speak, and that’s the .שנתוסף בו דעה ודבור :He answers ?נֶּפֶּ

expression of his chiyus. 

  

When a child starts to speak, make sure to seize the moment and teach him that the first thing he 

should speak about is Torah. Why? Because if he starts talking about other things, those things 

become the ikar to him, and later, when he’s capable of understanding Torah, the Torah will be 

a tafel to him. You can’t have it both ways: either Torah is the ikar, or something else is the ikar. 

  

Rashi’s expresses this very succinctly: שיהא זה למוד  משעה שהבן יודע לדבר למדהו תורה צוה לנו משה

 .this is the way the child should be taught to speak -   דבורו

  

True, the mitzvah of Talmud Torah is primarily to understand Torah, but the mitzvah also includes 

the obligation to ensure that there is nothing else in your life that captures your heart and mind and 

cause you to become completely engrossed. 
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The time to establish this priority scale is when a child first starts to speak - that’s when you teach 

him to talk in Torah, because that’s what a Yid does: he talks in Torah. Torah has to be at the center 

of his life from day one, and then Torah will remain his ikar for life. 

  

Passing on the Passion 
Commenting on the words ֵבר ָבם ם ְלד  ת ְבֵניכֶּ ם ֹאָתם אֶּ ְדתֶּ  the Ramban seems to be bothered by the ,ְוִלמ 

apparent repetition of the obligation to teach our children Torah, which is already expressed in the 

first parashah of Krias Shema, in the words ְנָתם ְלָבנֶּיָך  .ְוִשנ 

  

The Ramban says that the words ֵבר ָבם ם ְלד  ת ְבֵניכֶּ ם ֹאָתם אֶּ ְדתֶּ  add that we should teach our children ְוִלמ 

in a way that eventually causes them ֵבר ָבם ְבִשְבְתָך  :at all times, to constantly be talking in Torah ְלד 

ָך ְך ּוְבָשְכְבָך ּוְבקּומֶּ רֶּ דֶּ ְכְתָך ב  ָך ּוְבלֶּ  The first parashah of Krias Shema doesn’t say that; all it says is to .ְבֵביתֶּ

teach them Torah. 

  

As mechanchim, how do we get our children to constantly talk in Torah? Do we strap them into a 

chair and lock them inside the house? Do we tell them they can’t run around, they have to sit every 

second and learn? Obviously not. Rather, the Ramban is saying that 

we have to teach Torah in a way that causes our children to view the Torah as their primary pursuit, 

in which case they will eventually come to ֵבר ָבם  ,Because when something’s an ikar to a person .ְלד 

that’s what they talk about and spend their time focusing on. 

  

We accomplish that when the mechanech, the child’s father, considers Torah the ikar of his life, 

and the child sees that when the father talks in learning, that’s when he is animated and that’s when 

he’s living, and that the father’s other activities and outlets are secondary to his learning, just a 

preparation for being able to learn. 

  

The fulfillment of this mitzvah of ֵבר ָבם ם ְלד  ת ְבֵניכֶּ ם ֹאָתם אֶּ ְדתֶּ  ,is that when your child starts to talk ְוִלמ 

you teach him the first state rule: Talk in learning! 

  

This idea has tremendous ramifications in chinuch, and is so, so important. Children perceive so 

well what’s our ikar and what’s our tafel, what’s close to our heart, what makes us really live, what 

gives us chiyus. They pick this all up intuitively. 

  

Rav Yechiel Yaakovson, a leading mechanech here in Eretz Yisrael who deals mainly with youth 

at risk, recounts a chilling story that a boy once told him. “I have no shortage of mussar 

shmuessen in my life,” the boy said. “That wasn’t what I was missing in my life. Growing up, I 

heard all the time about the chashivus of Torah. My father was in kollel for many years. 

  

“But I saw between the lines. I’ll always remember that when we did some renovations in the house, 

my father didn’t take off time from learning, of course, but when he came home for lunch and 

supper, I remember that he went over to the tiles and touched every single one. During that period, 

my father took an interest in the renovations in a way that I never saw him talking about Torah. I 

saw a gleam in his eyes, I saw how animated he was, I saw him come alive in a way that I never 

saw him come alive when he spoke about Torah and tefillah.” 

  

It’s frightening. The child was able to pick up when the father was really living and when he wasn’t. 

  

We can’t overdo it, obviously. We have to be normal, and we have to have yishuv hadaas. But this 

idea is critical in chinuch, and it all depends on us. We have to live Torah, and if we live Torah, we 

can give it over to our children:  ֶּם ֹאָתם א ְדתֶּ ֵבר ָבםְוִלמ  ם ְלד  ת ְבֵניכֶּ . 
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This is perhaps what Rashi means when he says that when your child learns how to talk, you should 

teach him תורה צוה לנו משה and make him accustomed to talking about Torah. This should be the 

normal talk in the house. 

  

If we do this, we should b’ezras Hashem all be zocheh to have  בנים תלמידי חכמים עוסקים בתורה בכל

 .שעה

  

Gut Shabbos. 

 


