
According to the journalist David Brooks, “Jews are a famously 

accomplished group.” They make up only 0.2 percent of the world 

population, but 54 percent of the world chess champions and 31 percent of 

Nobel Prize winners in medicine. In the US, Jews represent 2 percent of 

the U.S. population, but 21 percent of Ivy League students and 26 percent 

of Kennedy Center honorees. 

 

Wow. Does this mean Jews are smarter than other people?  

 

Probably not. A better explanation is found in one of our most 

important Jewish values-- the emphasis we place on education and study. 

 

Where did this emphasis come from? Throughout history, the Jewish 

people have been known as “The People of the Book.”  But why is this so? 

One theory attributes the Jewish tradition of learning to the destruction of 

the Second Temple. In the year AD 70, Roman soldiers destroyed 

Jerusalem’s Second Temple. Prior to that, most Jews could not read, and 

Torah learning was in the hands of the high priests. But with the destruction 

of the Temple, Jewish learning couldn’t be centralized anymore, and had to 



spread out among rabbis and religious scholars to keep it safe. After that, a 

law was passed that every good Jewish man would learn to read the Torah, 

and Jewish families would send their sons to school.  

 

The tradition of education continued. In the middle ages, many Jews 

were forbidden to conduct certain types of businesses or trades because of 

anti-Semitism. To survive they had to find other opportunities. The rigorous 

study of Torah became the rigorous study of all subjects. Many Jews 

learned to trade wares, loan money, or work as physicians. Jews were also 

able to make contracts and agreements because they were highly literate. 

In this way, Jews  used their education to thrive in a culture that was 

otherwise hostile to them.  

 

At times, of course, there was resentment against Jews because of 

their education and their business success. But Jews continue to study 

both Torah and secular subjects, and in this way they found success and 

safety in the world.  

 



During times of horrible anti-Semitism, the fact that so many Jews 

were educated made it possible for the Jewish people to survive and 

maintain their identity. At times, Jews were forced to convert to Christianity. 

But many of them still studied Torah in secret and practiced their faith. 

Survivors of the Holocaust were able to thrive in countries they emigrated 

to after the war, because so many of them were well educated. And of 

course, Jews were able to build a new and powerful nation state in Israel 

using that same foundation.  

 

In the US, anti-Semitism continued to be a problem after the war. 

Some colleges in the US were biased against Jewish students or 

maintained quotas limiting their admission. But Jews studied wherever they 

could, and worked their way up in various professions. Jews have always 

been focused on education as a way up, and out, and instilled that value in 

their children. 

 

Another important Jewish value is to help other people, and this 

includes supporting the value of education for others. During the Civil 

Rights protests of the 1960s, Jewish leaders stood with Dr. Martin Luther 



King, Jr. in protesting against segregated schools. Jewish people knew that 

education is power, and that if black and African-American people had 

access to good education, they could be lifted up, just as Jews have been 

lifted up. 

 

Things have gotten better since then, but even today there is a 

significant achievement gap in education. Many children of color, 

immigrants and children from poorer families do not have the same 

educational advantages, even here in Montclair.  

 

So the opportunity to get involved in Succeed Together was a very 

good project for our class. We provided free tutoring for children in need of 

that extra boost. Because if they can get a better education, they will have 

more opportunities in the future. I really enjoyed tutoring my student Kelly 

and doing my part to make things fairer in the area of education, one of our 

most important Jewish values. 

 

 In conclusion-- If Jews had not been so focused on education as a 

means of surviving and succeeding, the Jewish faith and culture may not 



have survived-- much less, thrive. I’ll leave you with something said by BB 

King, also known as the King of Blues: “the beautiful thing about learning is 

that it can’t be taken away.”  

 

Thank you very much. 

 

 

 

 


