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Teaching Midrash from a Developmental Perspective

Tamar Schwell

INTRODUCTION

This project began as an attempt to develop a method to teach midrash to children in a way that they can understand what midrash is and how it relates to peshat.  For many years I have been bothered by the fact that the midrashim that we learn as "Bible stories" as children remain in our minds as exactly that, Bible stories.  Our understanding of these events and explanations transmitted to us through midrashei Hazal never really develops to a more mature level even as we do.

PRIVATE 
Children tend not to differentiate between what is related to them in the midrash and what is from actual Tanakh text.  Because they are never taught otherwise, they tend to perceive all that is related to them from the midrash as fact, without ever questioning and understanding the motivating force of the midrash.  It has been my experience that the standard way of learning Tanakh and midrash as a child in the Modern Orthodox Day School leads to two potential problems.  First, many children, as they develop into adults,  never pay attention to the fact that many of the events that they learned as stories from Tanakh are not actually written in Tanakh.  The midrashim that they learned are understood literally and not differentiated from Biblical text.  Second, upon reflecting upon some of the midrashim, particularly the ones that are more difficult to believe, many children will develop a derogatory attitude towards midrashei Hazal.  Without proper understanding of the midrash and its purpose it is not difficult to perceive the midrash as an outlandish story told by Hazal.

The issues described can sometimes lead to a "crisis" for the student of Tanakh.  This may affect the young child who is skeptical about the veracity of a midrash that is being taught to him as fact.  The child at this age is often reluctant to question his teacher, or the words of Hazal, and, yet, is uncomfortable with what he is being taught.  The problem may not arise until a later time, when the older student is suddenly confronted with a text that contradicts what he had previously learned or assumed.  With proper training during the formative years of education, hopefully, this crisis can be averted.  

With this in mind I set out to propose a method of teaching midrash alongside Humash in such a way that the child will not encounter these problems.  I would like the see the seeds planted at a young age to enable the child's understanding of midrashic literature to develop as he does.  The child can and should be taught how to try to determine the exegetical goal or theological message of Hazal in the midrash.  With an understanding of this it is less likely that the midrash will either be taken at face value, or alternatively, derided for its lack of practical sense.  In short, I would like to have been taught in this way. 

The research and study that went into preparing this project on how to teach midrash has been quite a learning experience for myself as well.  My original proposal was to develop a method to teach the difference between peshat and derash in Tanakh study.  I now realize that there is no solid line dividing the two and that the real distinction is between the text,  midrashim that are parshanut of the text and  those that are darshanut.  The real goal in educating then is to understand how to look at the midrash to determine if it has a parshanutic or drashanutic slant, and thus, reveal the purpose and message behind these words of Hazal.  

My introduction to this project would be incomplete without a few words of gratitude.  It is only with the tremendous help of my mentor, Simi Peters, that I was able to focus on where the problems are in the misunderstanding of midrash and how best to remedy the situation.  I owe her much gratitude for her skill and patience in teaching me how to approach and analyze midrashei aggadah and how to explain this in an organized fashion. It is through our sessions together that I began to better understand the issues regarding midrash and its relationship to Tanakh and was thus able to suggest how best to teach it to children.

AFTERWORD

When I began to work on this project, both from personal experience and from speaking to others, I was fairly confident that it was an important issue to research, if not a bit unsure of where the research would take me.  It is only after the time spent studying and developing the topic that I realize quite how involved an issue it is.  The paper I present is a mere drop in the bucket of the research that can be done in this and related areas.  

Further study should include how these relates to all commentaries to Humash (and Nakh), not just midrash.  An actual curriculum should be written explaining which midrashim are most valuable to teach and how best to teach them.  A source book with this information would be helpful.  This should be followed by classroom studies to see if the program can be successfully implemented.  Ideally, a long term study, following students who begin learning this way in pre-school through to high school, would be most informative.  In this way it could be determined if this method of teaching is successful in preventing the misunderstanding of midrashei Hazal.  Finally, I suggest a training program for teachers. Many educators themselves have not been exposed to learning midrash in this fashion and, therefore, do not feel confident teaching it to their students.  A teacher trained in the methodology of approach to midrash will be more effective as an educator to his students.   


The conclusion of my study on Teaching Midrash from a Developmental Perspective is, in fact, just a beginning.  I attempted to raise relevant issues in child development and how it relates to the study of Tanakh and midrash, and offered some suggestions on how to deal with them.  Additional research and development will be necessary to properly address this important issue in its entirety.  

The Rambam, in his Introduction to Perek Helek, describes three groups of people, each with a different approach to midrashei Hazal.  The first group takes all of the words of Hazal literally, to be understood  as they appear at face value, without any hidden meaning.  For example, if the midrash describes rocks that argue with each other, then these rocks must actually have the power of speech.  While the intentions of this group are honorable they actually cause disrespect for the Torah and words of Hazal.  They attribute a superficial meaning to the words of Hazal because they insist that the meaning of these statements of Hazal is only to the depths of their own understanding, and not any deeper level.  The second group also understands midrashei Hazal literally and from this they come to deride the words of Hazal.  They don't understand the intention behind the words, and thereby, think of themselves as wiser than Hazal.  They fail to realize that these statements of Hazal are written in such a way that they can be understood on many different levels.  It is only the third group, who according to Rambam are very few in number, that fully understands the greatness and wisdom in the words of Hazal.  Although they might not fully comprehend the deeper meaning, they understand that a parable or metaphor, something beyond the literal meaning, may be involved.

In the classical way of teaching Humash and midrash in the modern Orthodox Day School there is an eminent possibility of the student falling into either the first or second group described by the Rambam.  As a young child the student learns many midrashim as "Bible stories".  He may be taught that "the midrash tells us this", but he has no basis on which to distinguish between events that are actually written in Tanakh and those that have their source in midrashei Hazal.  He will grow up believing that midrashei Hazal are meant to be taken literally because he has never explicitly been taught the purpose of midrashim and how they should be studied in relation to Tanakh, even at a later stage when he would be able to comprehend this.  There may be events or explanations that are recorded only in the midrash that the student continues to believe are written in the Torah.  An example of this would be the story told by Nechama Leibowitz about an experience she had while teaching soldiers in the Israeli Army.  She asked them to locate in Humash the story of Avraham breaking his father's idols.  After failing to find the story that they were all familiar with, one soldier asked her if the Bible they were using now is the same one they used when they studied Breishit in school.
  

At a certain point, perhaps when finding it difficult to believe that a particularly outlandish point in the midrash could be literally true (e.g. Rivka marrying Yitzhak at age three
, or Og living from the time of Avraham until Moshe
), or upon being exposed to contradictory midrashim, the young student may come to doubt the importance of, or even to mock the words of Hazal.  The pupil may begin to show symptoms of falling into the second group described by Rambam.  Not understanding that the midrashim are meant to be understood on different levels and that Hazal may have intended something other than a literal interpretation of their words, they come to deride the words of Hazal and may end up with the attitude that "it's only a midrash".  As Peninah Besdin Kraut writes, "I have too much respect for the Rabbis to present them (midrashim) in an outlandishly inexplicable manner, and too much concern for my precarious pre-teen students to put them into a position where they must choose between respect for Hazal and their knowledge of what seems impossible and nonsensical within reality."
   

An additional problem that may arise is the danger of disillusionment.  At a later stage of education, if the child is finally taught that Hazal may not have meant for a particular midrash to be taken literally, or that perhaps there was an exegetical, didactic or polemical motive behind the midrash, he may feel disillusioned.  He may be upset that he did not know this until now, or that he spent so many years thinking otherwise and not really understanding the point of the midrash.  He may harbor resentment towards his former teachers for "misleading" him, or may have difficulty believing his current teacher for breaking the images that he has had with him from his early, formative years of education.  Due to the incomplete understanding that the student is given of midrash in the early years of his education he may never come to fully comprehend the midrash and its use as a tool for the study of Tanakh.  A child who is taught the stories of the midrash without being given the opportunity to learn the text itself, or to use the midrash as commentary to answer difficulties in the Tanakh text, is missing out on the brilliance and multiple layers of the midrash.  He may remember some stories that he learned about people in the Bible, but he certainly does not understand the intricate workings of Hazal in the midrash.  The student may eventually learn what is midrash and what is actual text of Tanakh, but in the classical system of education it is rare that he will be able to appreciate that the midrash, apart from being a story supplemental to the Torah, or an anecdote quoted by Rashi, is often a brilliant exegetical explication of the Biblical text.  It is the job of the educator to transmit to the student the wisdom of Hazal found in the midrashim and avail him of the information packaged in the parables and the often concise language.

In short, a program must be designed for a new, more sophisticated method of teaching Tanakh and midrash so that the standard modern Orthodox Day School student will get the full appreciation of midrashei Hazal.  The proposal described in this paper is a plan for a developmental integration of a mature approach to midrash study into the curriculum.  The program would be best suited for a modern Orthodox Day School , beginning in pre-school and culminating in high school. Taking developmental issues into account, students, while still in elementary school can be taught and trained to understand the midrash on a deeper level than is traditionally taught.  In this manner, by the time the student is entering high school he will already be prepared for an in-depth study of midrash and have an appreciation of what the midrash is meant to teach.  By gradually integrating a sophisticated understanding of midrash, at each age-appropriate level, there is less chance of the student remaining with only a literal understanding of the midrash (when not intended by Hazal), or more problematic, developing a scornful, derogatory approach towards midrash.  The student will be taught that it is unnecessary and incorrect to dismiss a midrash simply because he does not understand it or cannot relate to it. 

This paper will begin with a background discussion of midrash, dealing specifically with midrashei aggadah.  It will then describe different studies in cognitive development of children as a guide for how and when to best implement different stages of the program.  The program of how to best integrate midrash study into Humash class at different ages will then be described in detail.  Finally, samples of two midrashim and how they can be taught in this way will be given.  It must be noted that the point of this project is NOT to force children to think like adults, but rather to prepare them, in a developmentally appropriate manner, for a deeper level of understanding of midrashei aggadah.  In this way the learning potential of the student will be maximized and problems that often arise will be averted.

UNDERSTANDING MIDRASH

As teachers of Tanakh to students of all ages, we are faced with the decision of which midrashim to teach in conjunction with the text, and how to teach them.  The educator must be selective when deciding which midrashim to present to the class.  A midrash does not necessarily have to be taught simply because it is cited by Rashi.  It would be prudent to choose carefully, as an inappropriate or esoteric midrash may actually be harmful to the child’s spiritual development, especially when dealing with a skeptical child.  Educators must prepare themselves with an understanding of what midrash is, different categories of midrash, and how to determine its purpose.  The educator must also be able to distinguish between fact and truth because this will be crucial for the proper teaching of midrash to the students.  A teacher who confuses truth with fact will misguide his students in teaching as fact what is not necessarily so.  A statement can be true without being historical fact.  For example, when numerous options are given in the midrash to define a single word in the pasuk, or to explain a particular action taken, they cannot all be factually correct, but they are all true, as they are all based on the text or on an ancient tradition.  Knowing this and imparting it to the students helps to clarify the statement "Aylu v'aylu divrei Elokim hayim"
, "These and these are the words of the living God".  Students often have difficulty with this statement as it is hard to comprehend how opposing or mutually exclusive views can all be correct.  This is understood when it becomes clear that only one answer can be factually correct in the physical, tangible sense, however, all the options can be accepted as truth. 

The term midrash includes midrashei halakha and midrashei aggadah.  This paper will focus on the teaching of midrashei aggadah.  Aggadah, as opposed to halakhah, is defined as Talmudic material that does not have normative ramifications.  Midrash aggadah is aggadic material that is derived from a verse in Tanach.
  Midrashei aggadah are often taught in the classroom orally, or as cited by a later commentator, and occasionally in their primary sources.  In determining what approach to take in teaching midrash in the classroom it is important to first clarify the scope of the authority of midrashei aggadah.  For this purpose I quote the statement of Rav Shmuel HaNagid in his Introduction to the Talmud, found at the back of the standard edition of the Vilna Shas.  

Haggadah is any talmudic interpretation which does not concern commandments...and you need not learn anything but what seems reasonable.  You should know that whatever halakha Hazal maintained regarding a commandment from Moshe Rabbeinu which he received from the Almighty may neither be added to nor subtracted from.  But as regards the interpretation of verses which is framed according to individual intuition and personal opinion, one need learn from such explanations only that which seems reasonable, and as for the rest, one is not dependant on them.

From these words it seems that midrashei aggadah of Hazal, as opposed to midrashei halakha, are merely interpretations of the Biblical text.  However, from other sources it seems that this statement is only true regarding certain types of midrashim and is not to be considered the rule.  "Even Ibn Ezra who claims to distinguish between his acceptance of rabbinic exegesis in halakha and his freedom of choice in aggadah, must resort to self-justification when rejecting rabbinic interpretation in aggadah.”
 The midrashei aggadah of Hazal do not have the same status as halakha but are to be considered an integral tool in the interpretation of the Biblical text for a deeper understanding, to deliver a moral or didactic message.  A. J. Heschel applies even more significance to the words of aggadah.  He cites the midrash in Sifri Devarim 49, "If you desire to know Him at whose word the universe came into being, study aggadah for hereby you will recognize the Holy One and cleave unto His ways.”
 

The educator must next be prepared to identify what type of midrash it is that confronts him and only then look at the relationship between the midrash and the text.  The corpus of midrashei aggadah includes many different styles of midrashim.  I would like to briefly comment on a few of these types. One distinction is between the midrashim that concern themselves with parshanut, or exegesis of the Biblical text, and those that are concerned more with darshanut, homiletics, and thus, are further removed from the peshat.  While midrash cannot be equated  with the Biblical text, it often serves an exegetical function as it attempts to interpret the text.  Because its comments are derived from a careful explication of the text, the parshanutic midrash can be quite compelling as Biblical exegesis and will make sense in a careful reading of the text.  The medieval commentator, Rashbam, whose aim is to explain only the plain meaning of the text, will sometimes use an interpretation of Hazal if he feels that it can be reconciled with the words of the text.  Only when the midrash cannot be reconciled with the simple meaning of the pasuk do we assume that it is darshanutic.
   Other midrashim come to fill in gaps or answer questions that are left open in the text.  Examples of these will be provided later in this work.  On the other end of the spectrum are midrashim that are further removed from the plain meaning of the text and do not seem to be addressing problems in the text itself.  In fact, darshanutic midrashim appear to exploit the text for their own agenda.  Often a part of the verse is used as a springboard to address a different issue, be it philosophical, religious or societal.  While these derashot do not purport to be exegetical interpretation of the text, explaining its plain meaning as do parshanutic midrashim, they do serve a valid homiletic function.  

An example would be this statement of Rav Yitzhak in the name of Rav Yohanan found in Talmud Bavli, Ta'anit 5b.

     Rabbi Nahman and Rabbi Yitzhak were sitting at a meal and R. Nahman said to R. Yitzhak:  Let the Master expound  something.  He replied...Thus said R. Yohanan:  Yaakov our patriarch is not dead.  He (R. Nahman) objected:  Was it then for naught that he was bewailed and embalmed and buried?  The other replied: I derive this from a scriptual verse [mikra ani doresh], as it is said, "Therefore fear thou not, O Yaakov, My servant, saith the Lord; neither be dismayed, O Israel, for, lo, I will save thee from afar and thy seed from the land of their captivity" (Yirmiyahu 30:10).  The verse likens him (Yaakov) to his seed (Israel); as his seed will then be alive so he too will be alive. 

When Rav Yohanan states that Yaakov did not die it seems that he is addressing the parshanutic problem that the text does not say "and he died" at the time of Yaakov's death as it does with Avraham and Yitzhak.  Instead of using that assumption as his proof he brings a seemingly unrelated verse from Yirmiyahu regarding the future salvation of the children of Yaakov.  This is because, as he states, "mikra ani doresh", he is providing a metaphoric explanation and not a parshanutic one.  Rav Yohanan also knows that in a physical, timely sense Yaakov did, in fact, die, however, he prefers to address the eternal truth, that just as the Children of Yaakov will be redeemed, so too Yaakov himself was redeemed.  Presumably Rav Yohanan's audience understood that he was not providing them with an historical account, but rather a metaphoric, homiletic explanation regarding the continuity of the Jewish people.  It is incumbent upon us as students and teachers of Tanakh and midrash to distinguish between those midrashim that are parshanutic and derived from careful interpretations of the text and those that are darshanutic, and, while extremely important for their didactic message, are less likely to be of assistance in explaining the simple meaning of the text.

There are those who prefer to make a clear distinction between peshat and all forms of midrash.  Uriel Simon places a solid boundary between commentaries based on peshat and those based on derash.
  He states that the midrash can be more creative, can have multiple meanings and bring in contemporary issues, but is not necessarily accurate regarding the text.  The midrash may at times neglect the context or cover up the literal truth.  There are others who counter this argument,
 explaining that many midrashim that at first glance seem to be incompatible with the text or hyperbolic and difficult to understand, upon careful analysis of the midrash can often be related back to a close reading of the actual text and are not superfluous or contradictory to the peshat at all.  In other words, what appears to be darshanut may actually be sophisticated exegesis of the text, and upon rereading the text with that information, it will be appreciated on a much deeper level. 

Another way to classify midrashei aggadah is by genre, the method utilized by the darshan to convey his point, whether interpretive or homiletic.  The mashal, parable, is a form often used as parshanut to enhance understanding of the text.  A quick reading of the parable may seem like an alternative, childlike version of the passage related in the text.  Closer breakdown of the mashal and nimshal will reveal extra elements that add insights and cause the reader to look at the narrative differently than first expected.  For example, the mashal related in Tanhuma Vayera 22 compares God and Avraham to a king and his warrior.  This mashal begins by addressing a linguistic question in the text.  Why is the language "na", "please" used in the pasuk?  If Hashem is testing Avraham and commanding him to sacrifice his son, why is it appropriate to say please? Close analysis of the mashal and nimshal will reveal the answer to  what is actually a deep, theological question suggested in this midrash.  It has been suggested
 that this was a method utilized by Hazal when telling aggadot in public sermons to a wide audience for whom this allegorical form would be easier to understand and remember.   

Many midrashim are or include narrative expansions.  They are similar to the Biblical text but add details ranging from one word to complete incidents.  Although consisting of actions or dialogue not in the original text, these expansions usually come to explain the text, an undefined or ambiguous word, a repetition or grammatical peculiarity.  It is Hazal's assumption that the dialogue in Tanakh is written succinctly in a stylized form.  They assume that there is more going on than what is written.  Hazal, using narrative expansions, interpret and fill in what is to be read between the lines.  Often this will be in the form of an expanded dialogue, such as the dialogue recorded in Breishit Rabbah 55:7.  Here God and Avraham have a detailed conversation that is not in the Humash text regarding the commandment to sacrifice Yitzhak. This is an expansion of the text but it is prompted by the language of the text itself.

Sometimes the midrash offers a narrative expansion to explain an ambiguous word or a word that does not provide enough information.  For example, the midrash, in Breishit Rabbah 53:11, provides different explanations of the word "m'tzahek" in the verse,  "But Sara saw the son that Hagar had born to Avraham m'tzahek" (Breishit 21:9).  The word m’tzahek is problematic in the context of the story.  If it is translated as it usually is, as playing, then why would Sarah react so strongly and have Avraham expel Hagar and Yishmael from the house? While the text does not actually state that Yishmael practiced idolatry the midrash provides an expansion of the text for the purpose of explaining a word that seems inappropriate in the context of the pasuk. 

Other midrashim seem to create stories without any linguistic grounding in the text.  While these may appear superfluous, they often come to fill in a serious gap or respond to a glaring question that the text leaves unanswered.  These are not strict exegesis because they are not obvious from the words in the Tanakh and cannot be reconstructed straight from the text, however, they do not contradict the text and are plausible within the context to fill in a gap.  Yonah Frankel
 explains that Hazal often chose to tell their message in story form because they saw themselves as continuing in the path of the Torah which is also told in story form.  They saw it as an educational tool used to explain difficulties in the pasuk, to fill in gaps, or to expound on the text and in this manner give it a new and deeper meaning.   An example can be found in the midrash regarding Yonah.
  This is a narrative expansion explaining Yonah's reasoning for running away from the word of God.  According to the story related in the Navi text it seems absurd to the reader that Yonah actually thinks a mere boat ride to Tarshish will absolve him of his Divine mission.  The midrash, addressing this glaring question in the text, offers us Yonah's panic-stricken thoughts and explains his actions as a wish to die.  

Similar to this group are the midrashim that add narrative but are not necessarily attending to a question in the text.  In the example cited above, there is an obvious question regarding Yonah's behavior.  There are some midrashim that provide information that is not as crucial to the text.  These may add information about a Biblical character or tell us what took place during years that are unaccounted for in the life of a Biblical personality.  An example of this would be that we are told that Yaakov spent 14 years studying in the beit midrash of Ever on his way to Lavan's house.
 In the unembellished Biblical text these years of Yaakov's life are unaccounted for, the midrash fills it in for us.

Some stories related in the midrash do not seem at all necessary, not even to fill in what the text left out.  These stories are usually compatible with the text and they are probably from an early tradition, transmitted throughout the generations, having always been associated with these same Biblical narratives (eg, Avraham and the fiery furnace, Breishit Rabbah 38:13).

Another genre of midrashei aggadah are those that create links between characters who are otherwise unrelated.  For example, we are told that Malkitzedek is Shem ben Noah (Pirkei D'Rabi  Eliezer, chapter 7), that Keturah is Hagar (Breishit Rabbah 61:4) and Pinhas is Eliyahu (Yalkut Shimoni, beginning of Parshat Pinhas).  These can be explained in a darshanutic way, as a recycling or continuation of the soul of one in the body of another person.  Sometimes, upon close comparison of the events recorded about both characters the link becomes more obvious and more parshanutic. For example, it is not by chance that Pharaoh and the King of Ninveh are compared (Pesikta Rabati, parsha 33).  Perhaps the King of Ninveh, famous for the fact that he and his nation heeded the warning sent by God, is brought as a contrast to Pharaoh who hardened his heart and refused to repent.

Further along the spectrum of midrashim are those that contain the more creative and fantastic stories, including letters that talk, conversations between heavenly bodies and others.  This form of midrash is usually homiletic and can be used as a springboard to address theological and philosophical issues.  Also in this category are the midrashim that refer to a word and instruct us: "Do not read the word this way, rather this way".
  It is clear that Hazal are not providing us with an alternate translation of the word, but rather are using the similar spelling or sound to develop a conceptual ideal.

After this very concise overview of some of the different genre of midrashim and their possible purposes or motivations it is important to restate that the main point as educators is to use this information to analyze the midrash and attempt to understand its aim before teaching it.  As with any commentary to Tanakh it is not enough to teach the different opinions, but to try to understand what is the motivation behind the comment.  This could be a parshanutic problem in the text, transmission of an ancient tradition about a Biblical character, polemic regarding a critical issue of the generation, or a lesson in service of the Creator to ancient listeners and contemporary readers.  Pedagogically the midrashic form enhances these lessons, but only if the midrash is taught on a level that is deeper than face value.  The use of parables and stories, dialogues and character development help deliver the message to the student more effectively.  The style of the midrash helps make the issues facing the Biblical character more real and more accessible to the reader.  Therefore, it is imperative upon the educator to ascertain that the point of Hazal in the particular midrash being taught actually comes across to the student in its multiple layers of meaning.

CHILD COGNITIVE DEVELOPMENT

After emphasizing the importance of teaching midrash not only literally, but also in a way that clarifies its deeper message as well, it is necessary to determine when the student is 

developmentally capable of understanding this.  The well known view of Jean Piaget describes four stages of cognitive development.  During the sensory-motor stage (birth to age two) there is no symbolic representation of objects.  During the pre-operational stage (years two to seven) the child uses animistic thinking, giving human functions to inanimate objects.  Until age seven the child’s thinking is very literal.  "He is incapable of forms of thought, such as reversibilty, which allow manipulation of the data of experience.”
  Characteristically at this stage he can only see one aspect of a problem.  The third stage, ages seven to eleven, is termed concrete operational.  The child now can use logic and inference regarding concrete objects, but is not yet capable of abstract thinking.  At this stage he "fails to appreciate the contradictions or possibilities inherent in a situation.”
   According to Piaget, only in the formal operational stage (age eleven and beyond) is the child capable of abstract thinking and hypothetical thought and does he ponder philosophical questions.  "One of Piaget's most significant contributions is his notion that the young child is quite different from the adult in several ways: in methods of approaching reality, in the ensuing views of the world and in the use of language.”
  The educator must teach from the child's point of view.  He must take into account that the child's mode of learning is different than the adult's and that the concept being taught must match the child's developmental cognitive stage.  

While it is important to remember that children do not start out with the same cognitive abilities as adults and that Piaget's stages of cognitive development have been the popular view for many years, recent research seems to indicate "that children are much more intellectually sophisticated at each stage than Piaget realized.”
   Research has shown that young children are capable of sophisticated conceptual thought that often is not indicated in the classic way of testing them for this.  Gareth Matthews, for example, claims that even young children "do philosophy.”
   Children ask questions and make statements that express wonderment, often regarding philosophical concepts.  In fact, children aged five to seven are more likely to make philosophical comments and ask questions than older children because at this age it comes naturally, unlike adults in whom it must be developed.   Matthews raises difficulties with Piaget's manner of testing children to determine stages of development and likewise disagrees with his conclusions and his "low regard for thinking of young children.”
  According to Matthews children are more intellectually sophisticated than generally thought.  Even at an early age children learn the literal and figurative distinction of words and understand that a word can have more than one usage depending on context.  Matthews does agree that difficult concepts must be addressed in an age-appropriate child-oriented manner (as seen in many children's stories), but should not be ignored.  

Susan Isaacs, in discussing educational techniques for young children argues that it is untrue that reasoning only begins in the teenage years.  Even children aged seven and eight will reason when dealing with simple, concrete concepts.  The difference in the ability to reason at different ages depends a lot on life experience.  By age eleven the child can reach conclusions without actually experiencing the problem himself, while a younger child can only reason with what he has personally experienced.  This is significant regarding teaching of Tanakh and using midrashim to make the story more personal so that the younger child can relate.  "It is most significant for teaching method that even the younger children are not to be looked upon as creatures of mere habit and memory, but as being able to reason and argue and draw conclusions, if we but make the appropriate opportunity for them.”
  Isaacs discusses the fact that abstract reasoning is a skill characteristic of years beyond elementary school, however this is a relative distinction and it is something that can appear even at an earlier stage.   The ability to problem-solve and  understand cause and effect begins in children when they are quite young.  She stresses the fact that the abstract and complex thinking of the teenager begins its development in the practical pursuits of the earlier years and "if we are to foster the higher intellectual activities, we need to understand how they grow from the simpler.”
. 

Along the line of Piaget's studies of cognitive development research has also been done on the understanding of metaphors and figurative language.  Howard Gardner concludes from his studies
 that the development of metaphoric understanding depends on the type of metaphor.  Even pre-school aged children have been observed spontaneously using metaphor and figurative language, however, these are visual-sensory metaphors that focus only on physical resemblance.  As the child gets older his associations broaden and, likewise, the complexity of his metaphoric understanding. By age ten most children possess genuine metaphoric understanding including comprehension of the comparison of psychological characteristics to physical objects.  Gardner similarly maintains
 that the child's difficulty with abstract thought and understanding of metaphor does not mean that educators should avoid teaching metaphor to young audience.  On the contrary, its use should be encouraged, even at a young age.

Other studies of metaphoric understanding conclude that the child's ability to comprehend complex metaphor corresponds to Piaget's stages of developmental growth.  In the concrete operational stage the child can focus on one aspect of comparison in the metaphor. Only in the formal operational stage can the child handle complex metaphors of two or more comparisons.
 

Howard Deitcher analyzes the issues related to the child's understanding of Biblical personalities.  He discusses the challenge of how to make the young student understand the motivating force behind the character's behavior and how to make it relevant to the child's life.  In discussing how the Biblical personality deals with the issues confronting him we include the students' own confrontation with similar theological and philosophical issues.  Midrashei aggadah are often used in conjunction with the text to enrich the portrayal of the Biblical figure and make him more real in the eyes of the student.  The midrash is used as an aid to give us background information about a character, details not found explicitly in the text.  It will also sometimes add ethical dilemmas faced by these characters, again, not clearly included in the text.  "Our mandate, therefore, as educators of young children, must be to help them deal with these issues at their level of understanding and growth.”
   

A question that arises in terms of education is how to deal with complex issues and problems in the text or raised in the midrash in a way that the child can understand.  There is an approach that claims that children in elementary school should not be faced with complex issues and character flaws because their comprehension is too fragile and it will disturb their pure thoughts. It has been suggested to introduce these issues only at the onset of puberty.  Conversely, there are those who claim
 that only through open and honest evaluation of the events in the Humash will students, even at a young age, develop the proper appreciation of the Biblical characters.  Deitcher, quoting Matthews, points out that children are capable of raising and understanding many of the challenging questions regarding human existence.  It is, therefore, unfair to simplify or distort the text and thereby deprive the child of the full impact of the lesson.  "In other words, children must be taught the Biblical material in a serious and meaningful way, without condescension and without changing the basic meaning of the text...we will help guide him/her to better understand some of the subtleties or conceptual messages which he/she may not necessarily appreciate.”
  He also quotes L. Miller who reports in his study of child development that children from age nine can accept inconsistencies in Biblical figures and understand that they act differently in different situations.  Midrash, in particular can help develop the portrait of the Biblical character and explain the motivation behind his actions.

Alvan H. Kaunfer conducted a study to determine how developmental issues can and should affect the teaching of midrash in the classroom.  His study took place in a day school in Rhode Island and set out "to explore the question of whether midrash was age-appropriate to the grades in which it was taught and to determine the extent and depth to which students understood the midrashim that they were studying.”
  He cautions against coming to generalized conclusions from studies of developmental psychology, especially since many of these studies remain theoretical and have not been tested in the classroom setting.  The development of empathy, a factor in the child's ability to understand the motivations and thoughts of the Bibilical personalities seems to parallel other areas of development.  At age eleven children seem to have the ability to articulate the emotions and thoughts of others.  At about the same age children seem to be able to determine the motivation of characters and to interpret a story beyond the literal facts.  Kaunfer cites Fowler
 who describes two stages of faith.  The first stage (age three to seven) is characterized by fantasy and the second stage (age ten to thirteen) by myth.  In stage two the child cannot fully analyze the myth but is sufficiently developed to draw the lesson from it.  This suggests that at these ages midrashim employing these methods can be appropriate.             

Kaunfer concludes his study with three significant findings. "First, teachers and curriculum designers may be assuming that their young students understand the material on a more abstract level than is actually true."  Further developmental studies of classroom data is indicated.  "Secondly, it appears that the context of the classroom and role played by the teacher may produce responses which are not only appropriate to the material, but which may be stepping stones to further developmental understanding of ideas within the literature...Finally, it is mistaken to conclude that since children understand symbolic religious literature as concrete literalism, it should, therefore, not be taught.”
  He argues that, on the contrary, in the classroom context children are able to understand the meaning in stories on a level deeper than cognitive analysis.  This understanding is significant to their religious development, their metaphoric understanding and dealing with issues in their own lives.

Howard Deitcher maintains that aggadic literature must be taught at an early age because it is critical for the religious and psychological growth of the child and for his appreciation of the Biblical text.  Due to cognitive-developmental issues it is critical to take great care in deciding which midrashim to teach and how they should be taught.  Midrashim should be taught as a response to issues and difficulties in the text and should not be presented separately as mere stories.  The aggadot should be presented as exegesis, similar to Biblical commentaries. This will help foster a closer relationship between the text and the midrash as its interpretation without giving the student the false impression that the midrash is part of the Biblical text.
      

Kathy Green uses the story of Noah and the flood to illustrate how children process and understand midrash.  In trying to portray the midrash as a response to a difficulty within the text it is important not to lose sight of the fact that children are not necessarily bothered by the same problems that disturb adults.  The example she brings is that children may ask what happened to the fish during the flood but do not raise the issue of Noah as a righteous person compared to Avraham and the destruction of Sodom.  Therefore, we must determine how appropriate it is to expose the children to questions in the text via the midrash if these are not issues on par with their cognitive-developmental level.  Especially when dealing with a pre-literate audience it seems unrealistic to expect the child to be sensitive to difficulties within the language of the text.  "The teacher will have to work hard to help students uncover a problem and avoid  providing students with answers before students have any sense that there may be a question.”
  The teacher must carefully explain that the story in the Torah is incomplete and that the midrashim come to fill in information omitted in the Tanakh text.  Once dealing with a literate population the sophistication of the questions raised can be increased.   She suggests that even young children should be shown an edition of Mikraot Gedolot to expose them to the close relationship, yet separate entities of text and commentary.  The same can be done with midrash, showing the children that the Tanakh text and midrash are separate books, and yet, are strongly complementary, as they learn in class.     


Rabbi Pinhas Hayman describes a method of teaching Humash and midrash to very young students that will encourage recognition of the difference between the two.  Bothered by the fact that midrashim are usually taught according to their simple, literal meaning and left at that, he developed a method to present the midrashic information in a way that allows the children to process the midrash differently than the pasukim, even though they have not yet developed sophisticated symbolic thinking.  The classroom should have two separate areas (or for older children, separate sides of the chalkboard or different colored handouts), one representing mikrah, the text, Tanakh without commentary, and the other representing midrash.  When teaching stories from the Torah, the teacher should stand in the mikrah area and present the story as it appears in the text, even if there are gaps in the story or it is difficult to understand this way.  The teacher should then move to the midrash area to fill in what is missing, using information provided in the midrashim.  Questions and comments of the children should be addressed accordingly, but only in the appropriate area, even if this means moving back and forth between corners of the classroom. This method allows the children to visualize a distinction between text and midrash even at an age when it might be difficult for them to comprehend this abstractly.  The early exposure to this distinction will help train the child to categorize between Humash text and midrash even as he learns them together, and will hopefully prevent confusion between the two in the future.
 

PROPOSAL
The developmental studies described above raise many issues regarding how children think and process information.  This is relevant in deciding how and what to teach in the classroom.  Many of the studies seem to indicate that children do understand simple figurative language, do ponder sophisticated, philosophical questions and can be made to empathize with the plight and dilemma of others if presented in the correct fashion.  Based on these findings I present the proposal of how midrash can be taught in conjunction with Tanakh in a way that can maximize the child's potential to understand the midrash beyond the literal meaning and minimize the possibility of misunderstanding the midrash or the intention of Hazal, as described at the outset of this paper.  The program does not indicate specifically at which grade to begin teaching certain issues, that will be left for the classroom teachers and curriculum writers to decide.  Instead it will describe sequentially how to introduce sophisticated understanding of midrash in accordance with child cognitive development.        

The first stage is when the child is pre-literate.  At this point it is most important to familiarize the child with the stories found in the Torah.  He should come to know the Biblical personalities and to recognize the midot that characterize them.  He should be encouraged to relate to the characters on his own level by being asked how he would react in similar situations.  For example, the teacher can ask the students, "How would you feel if YOU were Moshe and Hashem sent you to Egypt to save the Jewish people?".  While the distinction between Tanakh text and midrash is less relevant at this stage than it will become later when the child is able to read, it is recommended even at this time to state and explain on a basic level the different sources of information (e.g. The Torah tells us...., the midrash tells us this wonderful story about Avraham and his father's idols).  Some of the children may not fully comprehend this, but for those who do it will give them a frame of reference that they can refer back to when relearning the same story in subsequent years.  It has been noted that learning Torah as a child is likened to ink written on fresh paper (Pirkei Avot 4:25).  The first time a child learns something it is likely that it will make a lasting impression on him, just as fresh paper retains ink.  Therefore, it seems logical that the child should not be given misinformation, even when learning at a young age.        

It might also be appropriate during this stage to introduce simple symbolic thinking.  Even a young, pre-textual child can understand that Torah can be compared to a tree or water (and it is not literally that tree = Torah) just as he understands that a smile brightens a room like a light bulb and the smile is not literally a light bulb.  At this stage it is premature to introduce questions that are not relevant to the child's development of faith and familiarity with and love for the Torah.  The early childhood educator should be encouraging reverence among his students and not doubt. 

The next stage is described as early-literate.  This is when the young student is beginning to learn Humash by reading it from the text and no longer just hears parshat hashavua as Bible stories.  This is the time to differentiate between different texts in a more serious and tangible fashion.  The child should continue to hear that "this is written in the Humash" and "the Rabbis say this in the midrash".  Since the child at this stage is learning and reading from the Humash he should begin to notice (especially if brought to his attention by the teacher) that stories he learned previously in parshat hashavua are not actually written in the text.  This is an appropriate time to re-explain that there are different texts: Humash, midrash, Rashi, Torah sheB'al Peh and Torah sheB'ktav.  It should be stressed that all these books are necessary to put together the whole story. It should also be illustrated that what we are told in the midrash is Hazal's method of explaining what might have happened based on what is written in the Torah, but they are separate books.  Because students rarely see the midrash in its written form they tend to visualize it as an extension of the Humash text, and equivalent to it.  It would be beneficial for the children to visualize the separate entities.  They should be shown an actual volume of midrash and a Humash with commentaries, explaining that different texts and fonts indicate different sources.

As the child gains experience in reading and learning Humash from the text itself he will begin to become aware of difficulties in the text.  Parts of the story are sometimes omitted, words are difficult to define, the sequence of events may appear illogical.  The student may notice these on his own, or the teacher may have to draw his attention to these irregularities in the text.
  This is the beginning of the development of critical thinking.  Young children are quite observant of anything that is out of the ordinary and should be able to pick up on many of these textual peculiarities.  The child who is involved in determining the question and answer addressed in the midrash is more likely to understand and retain it than one who is simply provided the information without having to work it out on his own.  A second level of difficulty arising from the text, one that should be addressed further along in the child's development, is rooted in moral and existential issues.  Having already been trained to notice grammatical difficulties or missing information the child may begin to question religious or ethical issues that arise from the text.  

With the development of critical thinking regarding the text, the child can be referred back to stage two and now understand that the reason texts other than Tanakh exist is not just to tell stories, but to help explain the difficulties in the Tanakh text.  As the child begins to be less focused on only one aspect of each issue and understand that there can be more than one correct answer, the concept of mahloket can be introduced.  The questions have been raised and now the student should be taught that there may be numerous ways to answer the questions. This can be taught by example, such as presenting the question to the class to see how many different explanations are offered and how students will look at the same issue from different angles.  For example, ask the students what they think Yishmael did that was so bad that it prompted Sarah to have Avraham send him away (Breishit Rabbah 53:11).  Or, why do they think Hashem tested Avraham with Akeidat Yitzhak - for the benefit of the tester, the one being tested, or the reader of the text (Breishit Rabbah 55:2)?  Why do they think Moshe initially refuses the mission to appear before Pharaoh?  Is he doubting his own abilities, afraid for his life, or concerned for Bnei Yisrael (Shmot Rabbah 3:4)?  The educator should use guided questions and raise the issues dealt with in the midrash for classroom discussion.  The students in this way can try to determine what were the motivations behind the explanations of Hazal, even if more than one answer was provided. 

In the next stage abstract thinking regarding concrete questions raised in the midrash can be introduced.  The students may wonder on their own, or the teacher can raise the question.  This refers to certain symbolism used in midrash.  For example, what did Hazal intend when they told us that Vashti had a tail?
  Did they mean to compare her to an animal?  Or, what do they mean when they tell us that the man with whom Yaakov struggles on his upon his return to Eretz Canaan is the prince or guardian minister of Eisav?

Having been trained this way throughout elementary school, the student in junior high school or high school should then be prepared for an in-depth analysis of the midrash itself.  He must now be taught the skills to do this. There are steps to be taken for proper understanding of the midrash.  For example, a midrash that brings a mashal must be broken into its component parts. The mashal should be viewed first on its own, to see what it might add to the Biblical story, and only then related to the nimshal and then back to the text.  A midrashic narrative expansion should be analyzed, not in isolation, but in close proximity to the text to determine if it is actually derived from or alluded to in the text.  He should be taught to return to the pasuk after analyzing the midrash to see if it has acquired new meaning.  He may be asked to punctuate the pasuk or re-read it with the correct emphasis, as Hazal intended it to be read, as made clear via the midrashic story.  The student should be trained to look at the midrash critically, to determine if it is parshanutic and actually interpreting the text, before dismissing it as a darshanutic midrash because it is difficult to understand at first reading.   

The high school student with the proper training should be able to analyze and understand midrash as he does with other commentaries on Torah.  He should  understand that there is an agenda behind the words of Hazal, whether it is parshanutic or darshanutic. He should be capable of determining the question it is addressing, the solution it is offering and why it is an appropriate one in the context of the pasukim.  Having been exposed from a young age to the fact that the midrash and commentaries are entities of their own, even though they are closely related to the Tanakh text, and that there are difficulties in the Tanakh  text that are addressed by the midrashim, the student should not have difficulty comprehending the function of midrash.  The student who has analyzed and experienced how a midrash that seems superfluous to the text actually stems from careful exegesis and addresses questions inherent in the text will certainly be less likely to deride the words of Hazal than one who was told the midrashim as Bible stories and never went beyond that.  With this method there is less danger of understanding all midrashic stories literally as fact, or of disillusionment upon learning that this is not so, because the student understands that the midrash does not come simply to tell stories, but has a function that is somehow related to the text.  Through careful teaching of midrash in conjunction with Tanakh from the pre-school years and throughout the educational system, through the encouragement of questioning, observation and close analysis, it is possible to inculcate a deep understanding of, and thirst for, the words of Hazal as transmitted to us in midrashei aggadah. 


Having said this, it is important to include a note of caution in the application of this program.  While use of this method is intended to train children to analyze midrash and see how it can often be interpreted as parshanut, it is important that the children are made aware that this method is not exhaustive and that there are other approaches to learning midrash.  For example, the Sefat Emet or Maharal will look at the midrash differently and will raise issues and provide answers not addressed by the rational, analytical approach.  The children should accept that the midrash can be interpreted in numerous ways and on many levels and all may be legitimate.  

SAMPLE MIDRASHIM

The final section of this paper will illustrate how this method can be put into practice, bringing two midrashei aggadah as examples.

1.  AND HARAN DIED IN THE PRESENCE OF HIS FATHER TERAH 

             (Breishit 11:28)

     R. Hiyya b. R. Ada of Yafo said:  Terah was an "oved" [(Aramaic) manufacturer/ (Hebrew) worshipper] of idols.  He once went away and left Avraham to sell in his place. It   would happen that a man would come and want to buy one.  He [Avraham] asked him, 'How old are you?',  He would answer, 'Fifty' or 'sixty'.  He would reply, 'Woe unto such a man who is sixty years old and would worship a day old object!'.  He would be embarrassed and depart.  

     One time  a woman came with a plate of fine flour and asked to offer it to them [the idols].  He [Avraham] took a stick in his hands and broke all the idols and placed the stick in the hands of the largest idol. 

     When his father returned he said, 'What have you done to them!'.  He replied, 'I cannot withhold the truth.  A woman came with a plateful of fine meal and asked me to offer it to them. One claimed "I must eat first" and another claimed "I must eat first".  The largest one rose, took the stick and broke them.  He [Terah] exclaimed, 'Why do you make sport of me!  Have they any knowledge!'  He answered, 'Your ears should listen to what your mouth is saying!'.  He [Terah] seized him and handed him over to Nimrod.  

     He [Nimrod] proposed, 'Let us worship the fire'.  Avraham replied, 'Let us worship water that extinguishes the fire'.  Nimrod said, 'Let us worship the water' .  He replied, 'Let us worship the clouds which bear the water'.  'Let us worship the clouds'.  He replied, 'If so, let us worship the winds which disperse the clouds'.  'Let us worship the wind'.  'Let us rather worship human beings who withstand the wind'. 'You are just saying empty words!  We will only worship the fire.  Behold I will cast you into the fire and let your God whom you worship save you from it.'  

     Haran was standing there undecided.  'If Avraham is victorious, I will say that I side with him, and if Nimrod is victorious then I am on his side'.  When Avraham descended to the fiery furnace and was saved he [Nimrod] asked him [Haran], 'With whom do you side?',  He replied, 'With Avraham'.  Thereupon, he seized him and cast him into the fire and his innards were scorched.  He came out and died in his father's presence.  Hence it is written, "and Haran died [“al p’nei”] in the presence of his father Terah".

                   (Breishit Rabbah 38:13)

This midrash, a narrative expansion consisting mostly of dialogue, is probably one of the most common ones taught to young children.  However, it is often taught as two separate incidents, Avraham breaking the idols and Avraham and the fiery furnace, and rarely in its complete form.  For the pre-textual child these stories play a very important role in character development.  It is through stories such as these that the child comes to admire Avraham as a brave man who stands up against idol-worshippers and as a man who believes in God and, therefore, God performs miracles for him.  Even at this young age it bears mentioning that it is the Rabbis who tell us these stories about Avraham. As the child becomes literate that statement will become more meaningful as he will note that nowhere in the text regarding Avraham is there mention of these incidents.  If the child questions where these stories come from it can be explained that these were stories that people told about Avraham for many, many years and passed down throughout the generations.  Since the Torah does not tell us much about Avraham before the age of seventy five, we would like to have some information about the preceding years and these ancient traditions fill that void.         

As the child matures the midrash can be retold with more details.  The humorous slant of the beginning portion of the midrash may come out indicating the inanity of idol worship. This is especially seen in the exclamation of Terah the idol maker, 'have they any knowledge!'.  The implications of trying to shatter the institution of idol worship and have people come to terms with its failings, as Avraham so bravely attempts to do, is also made apparent when this midrash is taught as one piece.  It is as a direct result of Avraham's behavior in his father's idol shop that Terah hands his own son over to  Nimrod for punishment. 

Once the student is given the opportunity to read this midrash from the text there is much more that he can learn from it.  Although space does not permit complete analysis of this midrash, I will mention some methodological points that should be made as part of the student's encounter with the midrash.  The first point is that to understand this midrash the structure must be determined.  The students should realize that this midrash is actually a juxtaposition of two stories.  The placing together of these incidents is significant in the message that the midrash is trying to convey.  The students should be asked what is the link between the two stories and why that is significant.  The bravery required for Avraham's actions is magnified when it is noted that his own father is the one who informs on him to Nimrod. 

The students should next be asked about the format of this midrash.  It is a narrative expansion consisting of numerous dialogues.  The students should be instructed to divide the midrash into its parts, in this case, each dialogue should be isolated.  At this point each dialogue can be analyzed to determine its main elements and what point it is making.  The students should be encouraged to ask the appropriate questions and make these determinations.  


The students may notice some differences between the first two dialogues.  The language in the first dialogue indicates that it is not a one-time occurrence, rather 'it would happen', Avraham approached many customers in this manner.  Each time the customer would be embarrassed and depart.  In the next dialogue it is a female instead of a male customer who approaches.  In this case Avraham does not answer her regarding her offering to the gods, rather he responds by smashing the idols.  The point to be made here is that in the first dialogue Avraham is trying to have the customers admit to the fact that they know that their practice is foolish.  The midrash relates that the customers are, in fact, embarrassed, but they do not change their ways, instead, they depart.  The female character in the second dialogue is seen as sincerely wanting to make an offering to the gods.  Because of this Avraham does not try to break her or dissuade her of her belief, rather he breaks the idols.


Recorded within the second dialogue is the conversation between Avraham and Terah.  The students should be asked if Avraham's description of the interaction between the gods reminds them of anything, particularly the greed and corruption of the Greek pantheon.  With this Avraham is telling Terah that the with these gods that they create for themselves they are building a society based on strife and corruption as well.   Terah, knowing that Avraham is correct, sees him as a danger to society and, therefore, hands his own son over to the monarch for punishment. 


In the Avraham-Nimrod dialogue the students may point out that initially Nimrod does not appear to be evil, he seems rather quite tolerant of Avraham and his suggestions.  They should be asked why they think Nimrod gets angry only when Avraham suggests that they bow to man.  Perhaps it is that with this suggestion Avraham is forcing Nimrod to face the truth, that he is, in fact, worshipping himself.


The students should next be asked what they learn from Haran's deliberations.  Haran is portrayed as an opportunist who tries to arrange for his own success no matter what the outcome.  The students will hopefully see the lesson inherent in this portion of the midrash.  They too, at some point, may be faced with the question, 'with whom do you side?'.  Hopefully, they will not react as Haran did, supporting the one with the most power, and will choose to wholeheartedly believe in God.  At this point the students can be referred back to the pasuk, as the midrash does, to see if they now have better insight into the words, "and Haran died in the presence of his father Terah".


In summary, this midrash can be described as a narrative expansion that is not crucial to the text, but is compatible with it.  It explains the odd language in the pasuk that Haran died, “in the presence of Terah his father”, it provides an explanation of why Terah and family subsequently leave Ur Kasdim and even explains the name Ur Kasdim.  What can be taught as a story to young children to develop admiration for Avraham Avinu as a righteous man who believed in God can be taught on a much more sophisticated level to a high school student.  At this age the student can be taught how to look at the midrash methodologically and draw conclusions from that regarding Avraham.  A close analysis of this midrash shows that Avraham bravely preached monotheism to a society so entrenched in paganism that it refused to change even when blatantly aware of its shortcomings.  This narrative about Avraham perhaps clarifies to a certain extent why Hashem chose someone such as Avraham to be the father of His People.

2.  "These are the generations of Yaakov: Yosef, being seventeen years old, was a shepherd with his brothers by the flock, and he was a youth with the sons of Bilhah and the sons of Zilpah, his father's wives; and Yosef would bring their evil report to their father."     (Breishit 37:2)

AND YOSEF BROUGHT EVIL REPORT OF THEM, etc.  R. Meir said: [He told Yaakov]: Thy children are to be suspected of [eating] limbs torn from the living animals.  R. Yehudah said:  They insult the sons of the bondmaids [Bilhah and Zilpah] and call them slaves.  R. Shimon said:  They cast their eyes on the daughters of the country.  R. Yehudah b. Simon said:  With respect to all three, "a just balance and scale are the Lord's" (Mishlei 16:11).  The Holy One, blessed be He, rebuked him [Yosef]:  'Thou didst say, "They are to suspected of eating a limb torn from a living animal": by thy life, even in the very act of wrongdoing they will slaughter ritually,' as it says, "And they killed a he-goat" (Breishit 37:31).  'Though didst say, "They insult the sons of the bondmaids and call them slaves", "Yosef was sold for a slave" (Tehillim 105:17).  'Though didst say, "They cast their eyes upon the daughters of the land":  I will incite a bear against thee - "His masters wife cast her eye upon Yosef" (Breishit 39:7).

             (Breishit Rabbah 84:7)    

This midrash is a familiar one, probably due to the fact that it is cited, in a slightly abridged version, by Rashi.  This midrash is a narrative expansion, providing three possible explanations of the phrase in the pasuk, "dibah ra'ah", evil report.  In the pre-literate stage, it is possible that this aspect of the Yosef story will not even be addressed.  Often Yosef is introduced to the children only with the garment that Yaakov gives him, the fact that his brothers don't like him, and the dreams that he relates to his brothers.  However, this midrash can be introduced as well, even to young children, in a simplistic form.  For example, the children can be told that the Rabbis of the midrash explain that Yosef spoke lashon ha'ra about his brothers and perhaps because of that he was punished by Hashem and had such a difficult ordeal when he was brought down to Egypt. 

Once this incident is to be taught from the Humash itself the children see first-hand what the Humash tells us about what transpired between Yosef and his brothers.  It should be noted that the verse states that Yosef was a shepherd with his brothers, he spent time with the sons of Bilhah and Zilpah and he brought "dibah ra'ah" about his brothers to their father.  It should be pointed out that the pasuk does NOT tell us what reports he brought to his father, other than the fact that they were bad.  Now the children can be made to  understand that the midrash is coming to fill in what the Humash has not included, they are separate, but complementary texts.  

As the child develops the ability to think critically the midrash can be taught with more details and related back towards the text.  The teacher may ask the students what they think "dibah ra'ah" refers to.  The Torah doesn't tell us what evil reports Yosef brought to Yaakov.  The students should be asked, "What are examples of what Yosef might have reported?".  Could some of these things actually be a misunderstanding, something that Yosef interpreted as bad that really was not problematic.
  The children could be asked why they think the brothers hated Yosef.  Could it be because of something Yosef did to cause these feelings?  Later the idea of punishment could be introduced.  Why was Yosef faced with the difficulties of being sold as a slave, by his own brothers no less, and tested again in Potiphar's house when falsely accused by Potiphar's wife?  Could these be to punish him accordingly for his foolish behavior? 
Having discussed the issues that are raised by the midrash, when the junior high or high school student is given the opportunity to see this midrash in the original form, not only as cited by Rashi, it will be easier for him to analyze the different approaches provided in the midrash and from where they are derived.  The three opinions brought in this midrash about the report that Yosef brought could each have been based on a different tradition transmitted throughout the generations.  Alternatively, they could come from a close reading of the  choice of words in our pasuk.
  The student trained in critical analysis of the midrash could look for sources for the statements of the Rabbis in the pasuk and may notice that mention of the flock (a seemingly unnecessary word) could have initiated Rabbi Meir's response that Yosef reported that the brothers ate a limb torn from a live animal, for the bad reports must somehow be connected to the flock.  Likewise, the seemingly unconnected clause in our pasuk, that Yosef "was a youth with the sons of Bilhah and the sons of Zilpah"  could have prompted Rabbi Yehudah to say that Yosef's reports regarded the children of Bilhah and Zilpah, that the brothers mocked their status and called them slaves.  Finally, the mention of "his father's wives" could be used as a sign for Rabbi Shimon's suggestion that the brothers were suspected of casting their eyes upon the daughters of the land.  Careful reading of the pasuk provides a local, exegetical explanation for this midrash, using the words of the pasuk as the source for content of Yosef's bad reports.  

On the other hand, the midrash could also be interpreted as looking backwards from a perspective farther away from the same pasuk.  Especially when taking Rabbi Yehudah bar Simon's statement into account, it seems accurate to say that the Rabbis were questioning the events in Yosef's life.  They wanted to understand why it was that Yosef was made to endure so many hardships.  The obvious answer is that Yosef must have sinned and that God, the Pursuer of Justice, is punishing him, measure for measure, for his sins.
  As he explains in the midrash, subsequent events in Yosef's life are apt punishment for the alleged "crimes" that Yosef committed according to any or all of the three options offered.

A closer look at the words of Rabbi Yehudah bar Simon indicates that he is actually saying two things: Yosef reported all three of the actions described previously, and that he was punished for his behavior.  What prompted him to say that Yosef applied all three of the accusations against his brothers, and not just one of the options?  The Mizrahi explains that it is derived from a similar word found in more than one context (gezeira shava).  Each of the three options raised can be related somehow to the word "ra'ah", evil.  We are told that Yosef did not only bring report back to his father, but he brought EVIL report.  The inclusion of the word "ra'ah" must be significant. 

A related exercise that would further clarify the previous explanation and add to appreciation of this midrash would be to compare parallel sources of the word "dibah".  Since most other mention of the word has a negative connotation implying slander, it is, in fact, significant that the word "ra'ah" is included here. It must be indicative of something more than a simple adjective of "dibah".  

What began as an anecdote related by the Rabbis about Yosef and the lashon ha'ra that he spoke about his brothers, developed into a search for what could be the evil report that we know Yosef brought but the Torah neglected to tell us explicitly what it is.  It progressed further into discussions regarding why the brothers hated Yosef and why Yosef sufffered so much if we are not told that he sinned.  Finally, the study of this midrash developed into an in-depth analysis of this narrative expansion to attempt a glimpse into the complex exegetical skills of Hazal and the  motivation behind the interpretation.
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