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Project Description

This project examines the relationship between the text and the exegete by considering the parallel model of mother and child.  It argues that recognizing interpretation to be a form of play furthers self-development, because it is through immersing ourselves in language that we may construct our world and our relationship to G-d.  Approaches to creative readings of midrash are suggested, and the subject of limits to interpretation addressed.  Interpretive guidelines and questions that may be posed to students are also provided.
Abstract
The nature of interpretation remains a key question, particularly in the domain of midrash. What happens in the space between the exegete and the text? How do chazal conceive of the relationship between them? According to the principle of ‘the seventy faces of Torah’ (shivim panim laTorah), the words of Torah invite interpretation, rather than merely commentary. One model, advocated several times by chazal, exploring the nature and effects of interpretation, connects the relationship between the Torah and its readers to the relationship between mother and child.  This paper will examine the work of D. W. Winnicott, a leading psychoanalyst dealing with the inter-relation of infants and mothers, and its implications for Torah study (limmud torah). 
Central to our thesis is the understanding that interpretation is in fact a form of connection.  Just like the relationship between mother and child, which undergoes various stages in the Winnicottian model before arriving at maturity, the exegete will involve himself with the text as a means of connecting with it. The ‘good interpretation’, I have argued, depends upon an understanding of the text as mother, in which we view the text as productive and generative, while at the same time providing security, direction and insight.  Primarily we need to appreciate the text as an independent entity, to trust in its capacity to withstand destruction, while remaining sensitive to the inherent virtue that it contains.

 For Winnicott, the child’s departure from the mother is a significant step in the development of identity because it marks the beginning of recognition, of objective perception. When the child learns to view his mother as an entity in her own right, with her own clear messages and truths, he becomes able to engage with her in an individual mode. When approaching the text of Torah, we likewise need to acknowledge an aura of Divine truth that is separate from our worldly conceptions. Torah has its own being.

This is the first stage in ensuring that we maintain the integrity of the text. Rather than imposing our readings upon her, the responsible reader, like the infant in the Winnicottian model, will attempt to discover the meanings that are already contained within her.  Chazal’s view that all future exposition was already ‘given’ in unrevealed form at Mount Sinai, acknowledges the eternal nature of Torah.  Insights are given and hidden, suggested but not spoken.  And the reason for the reticence is human nature. If the mother-child relationship is to be developed, the child must experience discovery.

In practical terms, this takes place through object-relations. In fact, the theory suggests that only when the child learns to use the objects the mother presents to him, may he develop himself and his relationships. Later, in the playroom, it is through the interpretive choices made by the child in his ordering of objects, that profound comprehension begins.  By identifying the relationship between objects and language, this paper shows the significance of individual interpretation.  The position is voiced by many, including R. Naftali Tzvi Berlin (the Netziv), for whom creative interpretation (hitchadshut), is an essential element of the mitzva of Torah learning.  Included in the positive precept of keeping and enacting Torah (lishmor ve’laasot), are the activities of ‘adding’, ‘clarifying’ and ‘expounding’ anew in each generation.  In other words we may recognize the importance of doing, or shaping, in the learning enterprise. Our interaction with Torah is a constructive process. And this is the central understanding that teachers need to convey in the classroom. Torah is not a dry, abstract collection of ideas that exists at a distance from our essence as individuals. In a very real sense it is the key to our development. If we do not experience the pleasure of involvement, of playing with Torah (sha’ashua), we cannot succeed in connecting with Torah or with G-d.  And the reason for this is that it has not become part of our personality.  We have not looked to Torah to define our relationship to the world.

How then may teachers enact chazal’s approach of playing with Torah? First, they may encourage a rooted understanding of texts, and then the associative thinking that illuminates the concepts it treats. By enabling students to view the words of Torah, and the ideas within it as objects to be turned, re-evaluated in different contexts and reconsidered in terms of their relationship to the world beyond, teachers prove relevance.  They show that it is up to the student to find a response within Torah that accurately reflects his inner world at a given time. When students succeed in finding a representation of self that parallels the integral truth of Torah, they experience a Torah relationship.

The process described here depends upon creativity and creative expression. It involves construction.  Teachers need to provide students with a sense of autonomy, in which their response to the text is recognized as essential so long as it remains consonant with the traditional body of Torah. While relationship depends upon reciprocity, it also involves a respect for boundaries.  Interpretation remains healthy when it is motivated by a love of truth and tradition, by the urge to discover rather than destroy.

Having asked the question as to how teachers may introduce creativity in the classroom, a large number of questions are presented for the teacher of midrash to consider.  Methodological possibilities for interpretation are raised, but the conclusion presented is that in the final analysis, the message is more important than the method.  Inherent in the ‘good interpretation’ is loyalty to our words, and this involves maintaining morality and the love and fear of G-d as our primary goals.  

Foreword

When first considering the subject of this paper, I felt intuitively that narrative generates a personal connection to the subject at hand.  Whether mythical or fact, instructional or historical, something in the nature of stories draws us not only to the specific narrative, but to ourselves. With the help of Dr Avivah Gottleib-Zornberg, I realized that this experience was far deeper than I had considered.  It is in fact primal, beginning at the earliest stages of existence, when ordering objects is still thought of as play.  Since psychology is at the heart of so much of education, it makes sense that we should focus upon interpretive methods that will personally connect our students to an otherwise ethereal world.  By involving students in the construction of ideas they discover what it means to be part of tradition.  Through writing this paper, I too discovered the joy of contribution.  As the words of midrash, psychology and philosophy began to merge it became evident that any kind of study benefits from inter-association, from the leap into creativity.  I would like to thank my tutors Simi Peters and Dr Avivah Gottleib-Zornberg for their endless patience and warm guidance, for the kind of dedication that makes one understand why it is that educators are so much more influential than education.  I would also like to extend my warmest thanks to R’ Jeffrey Sacks, R’ Chaim Brovender, Dr Ephraim Levitz, and the fellows of the Atid Program.

למה נמשלו דברי תורה כדד?

מה דד זה כל זמן שהתינוק ממשמש בו מוצא בו חלב

אף דברי תורה כל זמן שאדם הוגה בהן מוצא בהן טעם

באהבתה תשגה תמיד (עירוביו נד ע"ב)

Why are the words of Torah compared to a breast?

Just as this breast, each time an infant handles it, 

Enables him to find milk in it, so too the words of Torah. 

Every time a person studies them he finds them tasteful

(as the verse states) ‘In love of her may you always be insane’ [Eruvin 54:ii]

What happens in the space between the exegete (darshan) and the text?  How do chazal conceive of the relationship between them?  According to the principle of ‘the seventy faces of Torah’ (shivim panim la’Torah), the words of Torah extend beyond the restrictions of logocentric meaning.  Meaning is larger than literal translation, than the readings that emerge at any given time. The lines between pshat and drash, between interpretations that are verse based and those that discover within the text a source for further ideas
 are not clearly demarcated.  May we truly discern between readings that elucidate semantics (pshat) and those that discover ideas within and beyond those words (drash)?
   Leaving aside further exploration into the nature of this distinction, it is clear that chazal, recognizing the multifaceted nature of Torah, engage in interpretation, (parshanut and darshanut) rather than merely commentary (biur).  While the latter requires elucidation, clarification and explanation, interpretation involves creative application, association and expression.  It asks individuals to search for meaning, bringing G-d, the text and the individual into an intimate, triangular relation.  Primarily because it requires thinking that originates with us, interpretation enables personal relationships.  It asks ‘what does this verse suggest about Torah?’ and ‘what does this verse suggest to me?’ questions which view the verses in their holistic aspect.  Ultimately it is because Torah includes the exegetical enterprise that it facilitates the formation of a relationship with G-d.  By engaging directly with the Divine will (the Torah), we learn to view ourselves in direct relation to Him.  As with all relationships, our understanding of G-d is intimately bound up with interpretation, with the way we perceive Him, His world, His Torah.  One model, advocated several times by chazal, exploring the nature and effects of interpretation, connects the relationship between the Torah and its readers to the relationship between mother and child
.  This paper will examine the work of D. W. Winnicott
, a leading psychoanalyst dealing with the inter-relation between infants and mothers, and its implications for Torah study (limmud torah).  

Discussing the mother-child relationship, Winnicott notes the need for separation and union.  In the early stages of development, he writes, infants sense very little difference between themselves and their mothers.  Existence is a blurred phenomenon: the infant does not know whether he exists independently of his mother or whether his mother exists independently of him.  When he does learn to depend upon his mother as a separate being, he becomes able to leave her.  Secure in the knowledge that she can withstand his harmful biting and kicking, having discovered that she will not necessarily respond immediately to his demands for food, the infant feels empowered to explore beyond her immediate vicinity and to develop the parameters of his own self.  Ultimately, claims Winnicott, it is the knowledge of the mother’s capacity for endurance
 that enables him to trust her.  It is a significant step in the development of identity.  The greater the child’s sense of a stable maternal presence, the more likely he is to develop successfully, because the existence of an independent being, an ‘other’, affirms the child’s own exploration of reality.  Moving away from mother marks the beginning of objective perception, of recognition.  For only when the child learns to view the mother as an entity in her own right, with her own clear messages and truths, may he engage with her in an individual mode. In order for genuine connection to take place, there must first be differentiation, an appreciation of distance between the mother and child. When we reach an understanding of limit, we also become able to connect.

The relationship between the exegete (darshan) or reader, and Torah, parallels the later stages of this model.  When approaching the words of Torah, students need to acknowledge an aura of Divine truth that is by definition not completely accessible to human understanding. Because its truth is unending, it remains a product of an omniscient source that cannot be fully understood or predicted.  Like a mother, its realm is separate, but also dependable and absolute.  Torah has its own being.  But being human means that in order to engage with Torah, we need a constructive process.  It is not enough to view the edifice of Torah from without.  If we are to grasp its architecture we must learn to reassemble its building blocks ourselves, with the concentration, dedication and excitement of a child.  The aggadic principle that ‘the Torah is not in heaven’ (‘lo bashamiyim hi’), recognizes our need for creativity, for autonomous engagement with the Divine realm.  The words of Torah, like the milk the mother provides, present the reader with a fertile source of nourishment, both intellectually and emotionally.  But our relationship with the text depends upon our awareness of its productive possibilities.  The text must appear to us as capable of enriching our spiritual self, of providing our essential needs.  The Gemara in Eruvin, asking “Why are the words of Torah compared to a breast?” answers “Just as this breast, each time an infant handles it, enables him to find milk in it, so too the words of Torah.”
  The implication is that we, as readers, must first choose the text before we may be nourished by it.

For Winnicott, the child’s separation from the mother and subsequent union takes place through object-relations.  The theory suggests that once the child has learned to use the objects the mother has presented to her, she will develop herself and her relationships
.  Later, in the playroom, more profound comprehension begins.  Through the interpretive choices made by the child in her ordering of objects, she learns to connect between her inner and outer realities, to furnish her inner world with tangible representation in the world beyond.  Play, a crucial element of child development, is in fact a personal and meaningful mode of articulation.

Playing with objects encourages a deepening awareness of objectivity because it shows the child the meaning of separation.
  Becoming aware of limits and boundaries teaches about the parameters of one’s own being in addition to that of others, making both separation and union possible.
  Language, like objects, likewise enables us to identify the self as a separate entity, capable of objective perception and communication.  The parallel between the words of Torah and objects is posited in Kohellet, in which the “words of the wise” are compared with objects that are “composed in collections” (divrei chachamim ke’darbonot)
.  Language is not only meaningful, explains Kohellet; it is worthy of being arranged, combined, preserved for further examination.

For the exegete, playing with words vitally expresses reality. According to R. Naftali Tzvi Berlin (the Netziv), creative interpretation (hitchadshut), is an essential element of the mitzva of Torah learning.  Included in the positive precept of keeping and enacting Torah (lishmor ve’laasot), are the activities of “adding…clarifying…and expounding anew in each generation”
.  Doing, or shaping, is an essential element in the learning enterprise.  Our interaction with Torah is a constructive process.  And the implication is that in order to become autonomous, thinking individuals, we must both be nourished by previous texts and be able to depart from them, able both to draw from the resources of the mother and to enact a creative rupture from them.

Encountering the words of Torah as objects of play begins in Proverbs, where G-d himself delights in interplay with Torah.  The chapter invites wisdom (chochma), to speak for itself, and chazal identify chochma with Torah.  Describing the moments prior to creation, the Torah reminisces: ‘Then I was by him, as a nursling: and I was daily his delight, playing always before him; playing with the universe, his earth, and my delights were with the sons of men’ (Prov 8:30-31).  At the earliest moments of creation, we are told, the Torah not only embodies a nursling, or protector, for G-d, but also a source of amusement.  G-d plays with the Torah, while the words of Torah play before him (mesacheket lefanav bechol et), with the newly created universe and ‘the sons of men’.  At this primeval stage, the words of Torah playing before G-d suggest the freedom and the protean possibilities of the space in which the child plays before the mother.  But our metaphor has been transposed.  Prior to the giving of Torah at Mount Sinai, it is the Torah itself that plays.  The words are autonomous, playing with creation before G-d.  By virtue of their spiritual energy, the words of Torah animate themselves.  They require no external being to move them.  With the decision to give Torah to humanity however, (the onset of ‘lo bashamayim he’,) exegesis begins.  Rather than the words of Torah liberating themselves, in close proximity to G-d, movement and meaning devolve to us.  It now becomes the responsibility of the learned, (the talmidei chakhamim), to configure our spiritual heritage.  

The midrash on Genesis 1:1, responding to the above verse in Proverbs, understands the nursling (ammon), in a number of ways:

רבי הושעיה פתח (משלי ח) ואהיה אצלו אמון ואהיה שעשועים יום יום וגו'

אמון פדגוג, אמון מכוסה, אמון מוצנע, ואית דאמר אמון רבתא. אמון פדגוג

היך מה דאת מר (במדבר יא) כאשר ישא האון את היונק… (בראשית רבה א:א)

R’ Oshaya commenced [his exposition thus]: Then I was by Him, as a nursling (amon); and I was daily all delight (Prov. VIII, 30).  Amon means tutor; ‘amon’ means covered; ‘amon’ means hidden; and some say ‘amon’ means great. ‘Amon’ is a tutor, as you read, as an omen (nursing father) carries the suckling child (Num XI, 12). 

In attempting to understand the term Ammon, the midrash quotes the verse in Numbers 11, in which Moses compares his leadership of the Jewish people to a nursling carrying an infant.  The metaphor suggests that Torah is not only responsible for conception, for bringing the world into being; it also provides direction. The Ammon is first and foremost a pedagogue.  Yet it is significant that the very first verse of Bereishit Rabbah relates the Ammon to the avenue of play.  There is a relation it would seem, between direction and predilection, between Torah and the choices that we make, that is central to exegesis.  ‘Midrash’ notes Harold Fisch, ‘not only plays with words, it points to the idea of such play at the beginning of the discussion.’
.  Indeed, it is by making playing a priority, by recognizing both the guidance and joy Torah bestows that we develop a relationship with the Divine realm.  

The presence of the mother, like Torah, must be recognized as trustworthy, dependable, and certain.  But at the same time, if the child is to experience individual growth there must also be creative discovery.  The paradox described by Winnicott is that ‘What the baby has created’, or, in our terms, the creative interpretation of text, is ‘already there’, available before the exegete discovers his own rendition.  “In fact” he writes, “the thing that the baby creates is part of the mother which was found.” 
 Having encountered a new reality, the baby imagines that he has created the object before him, but it has in fact been around for some time.  Unlike the infant, Chazal were careful to recognize the ever-presence of Torah.  While they were finely attuned to the importance of participation in creation (chiddush), they also understood exegesis as re-creation, as the rediscovery of an eternal reality.

By recognizing that the Sinaitic revelation included all future interpretation, chazal explain the eternal nature of Torah.  At Sinai, Torah insights were given and hidden, suggested but not spoken.  And the reason for the reticence is human nature.  If the mother-child relationship is to be developed, the child must experience discovery.  It is not sufficient for the child to be presented with the given, with that which is already there.  He must find for himself the gift that his mother, on her part, is deeply anxious that he should find.  The text’s capacity for adaptation is its gift to us: there to be suckled but not forced upon the child, the text holds and presents responses to different needs at different times.  It is because the text is found ‘more or less in the right moment and in the right place’
, because the subjects and the experiences contained within the text are detected by us, that midrashists as exegetes, and we as readers, may develop our creativity. 

The closing midrash of Ruth Rabbah, dealing with Ruth’s acceptance into Judaism despite her Moabite ancestry
, quotes King David: ‘not only have I been allowed to enter, but in the scroll and the book (megillah) it is written concerning me’
.  King David insists that the Torah holds meaning for him because he is a child of the text; having been mentioned in the megillah he is included in its heritage.  Understood as an extended metaphor, we are likewise invited to enter into its embrace.  Torah, like the traditional ‘mother’s home’ referred to by Naomi in Megillat Ruth,
 waits prepared for our engagement in the exegetical act.

Winnicott’s notion of non-directed playing, in which truth is discovered rather than dispatched, shares much with the concept of Torah Lishma.  Engaging in Torah study for its own sake, rather than in goal-oriented learning, favors experiential over structural development. Torah Lishma values vibrancy and immediacy and encourages associative thinking as an integral part of the interplay.  When this purity of motivation is missing, warns the Zohar, danger looms:

And there are those who do not study the oral Torah for its own sake, and of them it is said “and they made their lives bitter with hard service [in mortar and in brick, and in all manner of service in the field; in all their service wherein they made them serve with rigor]” (Exodus 1:14). “With hard (kashah) service – this is a legal problem (kushya); ‘in mortar (homer)’ – with arguments from minor to major (kal va-homer); ‘in brick (levenim)’ – with continual argumentation (libbun) of the law; ‘and in all manner of service in the field’ – this is the baraitha; ‘in all their service’ – these are the divisions of the Mishna; ‘wherein they made them serve with rigor (befarekh)’ – this signifies a legal objection (pirkhah). When they come to the nub of the halakhah it is said of them: ‘The halakhah does not follow the opinion of So-and-so’.

The Zohar presents a clear analogy between objects and hermeneutics.  We are warned that when Torah is not undertaken for its own sake, when joy is not inherent in the creative process, those same objects capable of providing interest and pleasure may become burdensome, heavy and obstructive.  Instead of the promise of infinite and varied results, emerging from the interpretive play of the exegete, (within the parameters of tradition), methods become petrified, set in ‘mortar and brick’.  When creative engagement with the exegetical act is interrupted – by any motivation other than play itself - the transitional space
 is compromised and the sense of freedom is lost.  And the Zohar explains that this interpretation is reflected in the way the hermeneutics are perceived, as they mirror the tragic confinement of the exegete.

One midrash in Shemot Rabbah, describing the way in which the Divine voice was revealed to the Jewish people at Mount Sinai, emphasizes that the elderly and infants, men and women received Torah suited to their capacities and personalities (lefi kocham).  Educationally, it is helpful to note that the degree to which individuals understand and develop creative interpretation will likewise be related to their faculties.  Yet the option to undertake a creative relationship should be universal.  Like the manna, comments R’ Jose Bar Chanina, which granted varying tastes according to individual desires, Torah responds in kind.  In particular, the suckling young (hayonkim) imbibed Torah like milk from their mother’s breasts (kehalav mishdei imam)
.  

If we understand the text as mother, the exegetical enterprise becomes part of a matriarchal relationship, the midrashic manipulation of words, a means of negotiating our world.  For it is through playing that the construction of identity takes place. The following midrashic reading may provide an illumining example:

ויהי בימי שפוט השופטים. אוי לדור ששפטו את שופטיהם ואוי לדור ששופטיו צריכין להשפט. שנא' (שופטים ב') וגם אל שופטיהם לא שמעו… רבי שאל לר' בצלאל מהו דכתיב (הושע ב') כי זנתה אמם. אפשר ששרה אמנו זונה היתה? אמר לו חס ושלום. אלא אימתי דברי תורה מתבזין בפני עמי הארץ? בשעה שבעליהן מבזין אותם. אתא ר' יעקב בר אבדימי ועבדיה שמועה. אימתי דברי תורה נעשין כזונות בפני עמי הארץ בשעה שבעליהן מבזין אותם. ר' יוחנן מייתי לה מהכה (קהלת ט') וחכמת המסכן בזויה. וכי חכמתו של רבי עקיבא שהיה מסכן בזויה היתה? אלא מהו מסכן מי שהוא בזוי בדבריו. כגון זקן יושב ודורש (דברים י"ט) לא תטה משפט והוא מטה משפט. לא תכיר פנים והוא מכיר פנים. לא תקח שחד והוא לוקח שוחד (שמות כ"ב) כל אלמנה ויתום לא תענון והוא מענה אותם. שמשון הלך אחר עיניו שנאמר (שופטים י"ד) אותה קח לי כי היא ישרה בעיני. גדעון עבד עבודת כוכבים שנאמר (שם ח') ויעש אותו גדעון לאפוד. הוי שאין לך מסכן גדול מזה. אוי לדיין שמכיר פנים במשפט! [מגילת רות א:א]
And it came to pass, in the days of the judging of the judges. Woe unto the generation who judged their judges and woe to the generation whose judges are in need of being judged!  As it is said, And also to their judges they did not listen. 
 Rabbi [Judah Ha-nasi] asked R. Bezalel: What is the meaning of the verse, For their mother has played the harlot (Hos. II, 7)? Is it conceivable that our matriarch Sarah was a harlot? He answered, God forbid! But when are the words of Torah despised by the common people? When their owners [those who are versed in Torah], themselves despise it.  R. Jacob b. Abdimi came and made an exposition of it. When are the words of the Torah regarded as harlots by the ignorant? When it’s very owners despise it. R. Johanan deduced it from the following verse: The poor man’s wisdom is despised (Eccl. 9, 16). Was then the wisdom of Rabbi Akiva, who was a poor man, despised? What then is the meaning of ‘a poor man’?  One who is despised on account of his own words. For instance, a sage sits and expounds, You shall not pervert justice (Deut. XVI, 19) and yet he perverts justice; You shall not favor persons (ibid.) and yet he favors persons [in judgement]. Neither shall you take a gift, and he accepts bribes; You shall not afflict any widow, or fatherless child (Ex. XXII, 21) and he does afflict them.  Samson followed the desire of his eyes, as it is said, Get her for me; for she pleases me well (Judges XIV, 3) Gideon worshipped idols, as it is said, And Gideon made an ephod thereof  (ib. VIII, 27). There is no greater ‘poor man’ than this. Woe unto the judge who favors persons in judgement! (Midrash Ruth 1:1)

At the root of Midrash Ruth, we find a wonderful suggestion.  Indeed Rabbi Yehudah Ha-nasi’s exegesis on the verse “For their mother has played the harlot”, gives us a new insight into the understanding of text.  In the context of Hosea, ‘their mother’ refers to the Jewish people (kenesset yisrael).  In the context of the midrash however, ‘their mother’ is understood to be a national mother.  Realizing that this cannot possibly be Sarah, we encounter the redemptive recognition that the mother of the Jewish people is the Torah.  While Hosea identifies the harlot’s lovers with idolaters, the midrash describes the Jewish people as ignorant Amei Ha’aretz who in denigrating their mother, have tragically deluded themselves.  The Midrash conveys its message through parallelism.  The verse ‘For their mother has played the harlot’ correlates with ‘When are the words of Torah despised by the common people?’ making the ‘mother’ synonymous with ‘the words of Torah’ and equating our source of nourishment with the Divine text.  We should not underestimate the value of this metaphor.  For Rabbi Yehudah Ha-nasi, the compiler of the Mishnah, to identify the Torah text as mother, is remarkable.  But the insight is an honest assessment of the nature of Torah.  Not only is the text generative, productive, a source of life and nourishment, it provides security, direction, promise and insight.  By discounting the possibility that “our matriarch Sarah”
 is a harlot, there is an oblique reminder of the primal mother’s home (beit em), enabling light through its candles, sustenance through its challah, and the luminous presence of Shekhinah
.  

An interesting dynamic, however, emerges here: the reading of harlotry, or the misinterpretation of womanhood, is not only the fault of the child, of the ignorant Jewish people.  It is precipitated by the talmidei chakhamim, the scholars who appear here not as the children of the Torah, but as her “owners”, or alternatively, “husbands” (ba’aleyhen).  Rabbi Yehudah Hanasi warns that if these “owners” of Torah, abuse the text, those amongst the Jewish people with limited faculties of comprehension are likely to misunderstand, to misconstrue the inherent value of Torah.

To ask a central question in midrashic reading, why does the verse from Hosea appear under the heading of ‘And it was in the days when the judges judged’?  The unifying element between ‘In the days when the judges judged’ and the verse, For their mother has played the harlot’, is the idea of self-betrayal.  In perverting justice, and thus being deserving of judgement, the judge has lost his fidelity.  There is a tragic incongruity in the person who expounds “You shall not pervert justice” (Deut. XVI, 19) intending to fulfill his words, but who nonetheless perverts justice.  The process of expounding involves representing the self; the words and methods of Torah enable the construction of identity.  And thus in contravening their own exegesis - ‘their own words’ - the judges have committed a serious offence.  They have denied their own personalities.  The result, explain chazal, is an ‘abomination’
, a term used to describe the unnatural, a turning against the self. 

The question asked at the beginning of our passage concerns the circumstances in which the mother – the text of Torah – begins to lose her essential quality.  The suggested answer “when those who are versed in Torah themselves despise it,” recognizes, at one level, an absorption of the mother’s identity, an incorporation of the verses of Torah, but on another, a rejection of it.  The Torah has been imbibed, but has not been valued.  The matriarchal house has been entered for the sole purpose of destroying it.  Clearly, if we are well-versed in Torah but this does not have an impact upon our being, is unsuccessful in producing healthy progeny and actions, we make those verses barren.  When we betray our words, contradicting them by our behaviour, we fall in danger of becoming the ‘poor man’, the exegete with the impoverished personality.

There is more however, to the bad interpretation than not being able to live it. R’ Yehuda Hanasi warns that Torah may simply be misread. Our midrash in fact raises an essential question – what would a bad interpretation be?

One element that allows us to mistake a mother for a harlot is the denial of her inner potential.  Reading with an explicit bias is to favor a utilitarian end over the joys of latent promise.  It is to reduce the text to a single dimension, and thus it becomes lo lishma, a denial of the endless possibilities for generation Torah contains.  Having understood that the mother, or Torah, should be recognized as an entity in her own right, the responsible reader will search for inspiration rather than predetermining it.  Rather than forcing the text to conform to his bias, he will recognize the modes of expression that she chooses. 

Another element that contributes to the bad interpretation is being unable to understand the text within its own terms.  The age-old edict ein mikra yotze midei pshuto
 suggests a need, first and foremost, to grasp words in relation to context.  For teaching purposes, this involves meaningfully locating the verses quoted by the midrash, as well as identifying structural or thematic connections.  By relating words to their larger scheme, we are more likely to comprehend the true meaning as opposed to the literal one.  An example of this need for largeness of interpretation may be found in the story of Ruth, where in order to appreciate integrity, we must comprehend circumstances.  In Megillat Ruth the narrative of the eponymous heroine is carefully detailed in support of her character and actions.  By recording Ruth’s legal right to redemption, the scroll places her potentially suspicious overtures to Boaz in context, thereby justifying her motivations and validating the genealogy of King David.  In addition however, to Ruth’s innocence, the midrash recognizes a more universal quality: the ability to fathom inner truth.  In the following passage in Ruth Rabbah, she appears as guardian and protector against the latent peril of misinterpretation:

המה היוצרים.  זה בועז ורות.  ויושבי נטעים.  זה שלמה שהיה דומה כנטע במלכותו.  וגדרה, אלו הסנהדרין שהיו גודרים עמו בדברי תורה.  עם המלך במלאכתו ישבו שם.  מכאן אמרו לא מתה רות המואביה עד שראתה שלמה בן בנה יושב ודן דינן של זונות. הדה הוא דכתיב (מ"א: ב) ויסם כסא לאם המלך.  זו בתשבע ותשב לימינו זו רות המואביה.  (רות רבה, ב:ב)
These were the potters refers to Ruth and Boaz. And those that dwelt among plantations’  refers to Solomon who was like a plant in his kingship. And Hedges; these are the Sanhedrin who with him made a hedge round the words of the Torah. ‘There they dwelt, occupied in the king’s work’. On the strength of this verse they said that Ruth the Moabitess did not die until she saw her descendant Solomon sitting and judging the case of the harlots. That is the meaning of the verse, And caused a throne to be set for the king’s mother i.e. Bath Sheba, And she sat at his right hand [I Kings II, 19], referring to Ruth the Moabitess. [Ch II, 2]

The actions of Ruth and Bathsheba leave room for two possible interpretations.  In initiating her unknown evening encounter with Boaz, Ruth is, at the level of text, not beyond suspicion.  And Bathsheba, solicited by King David to be his future wife before the conclusion of her previous marriage, likewise appears in need of justification.  Yet chazal insist that it would be a serious mistake to interpret them as harlots.  Although the reasons for their innocence are concealed within the text, we know them to be present.  By inviting the characters of Ruth and Bathsheba to stand in judgement, the midrash affirms their virtue rather than their expediency, upholds spiritual realities rather than appearances.  Together with Boaz, Ruth is presented not only as the progenitor of King David, but as ‘potter’, creating and molding a spiritual outcome which extends beyond genetics.  As mother she gives birth to the source of redemption.  And as the passage develops, she also contributes towards interpretation, aiding Solomon himself in the generation of truth. The trial of the harlots, the paradigmatic illustration of Solomon’s wisdom, is also about motherhood.  Ruth and Bathsheba, seated in a throne beside her son Solomon, are able to recognize that the true mother’s concern for her infant over-rides all, even the specter of surrendering him to her rival.   Preferring that life be preserved at all costs involves a single-minded commitment to that being, and this is the perspective of Ruth and Bathsheba.  Concerned for the continuity of the Jewish people, they are willing to take personal risks for its preservation.  But this is not about harlotry – they are deeply concerned with motherhood.  The midrash thus insists that Ruth and Bathsheba be present at the trial of harlots in order to ensure the correct interpretation of their actions.  As readers evaluating midrashim, we likewise need to sense that chazal’s fundamental motivation in writing midrash was the fear of heaven (yirat shamayim)
.  Our readings may be judged to be ‘correct’ when they contribute towards furthering this goal. 

Applications in the classroom
Given chazal’s view of the text as mother, how may we educate students to anticipate both its integrity and its generative quality? How may we enable the discovery of hidden meaning? How may we stimulate creative understandings of Torah?  Morris Stein’s formulation of the creative impulse is helpful here: 

It is important to the on-going development of the creative process to come up with a ‘good’ question or ‘good’ approach, etc… How the ‘good’ question [or approach] is selected is, like ‘inspiration’ and ‘intuition’, one of the ‘intangibles’ in the creative process. Some persons may select the good idea through a process of trial and error, looking at and testing every combination and permutation but, most usually, the creative individual has what we have called an ‘aesthetic feel’ for the alternative with the most potential, or for that suggestion or idea that will most likely lead to the creative end state.’

Intuition is an unpredictable business.  In the final analysis it is usually intangible, something that certain people may or may not attain at a given time.  When the student initially encounters midrash, this elusive ‘intuition’ may not yet be developed.  If they are to stimulate it, teachers must first provide examples in their own teaching.  Students develop a ‘feel’ for how midrashic themes may be developed and embellished when they have watched creativity in action.  By following the teacher’s interpretive activity, the student is more likely to comprehend the process.  Given however, that midrash deals with the human condition, there are a number of universal themes which the student may anticipate.  References to goodness, commitment, truth, unity, tragedy, trial, and other universals lack meaning in the abstract.  They, like numberless other notions may be comprehended only through their nuances.  They need midrash to illustrate their import, to make them real in terms of our everyday existence, but by the same token, an appreciation of philosophical and theological concerns will also enable us to understand midrash.
 Identification, Classification, and Relation

When children begin to learn, they first identify, and then classify, by considering objects, concepts, and words in terms of their similarities and differences. Whether as the result of our own experience or that of others, we identify and classify according to categories or fields that exist in the natural world.  Later we may extend these to philosophy or theology.  The way chazal understood the learning process, as a combination of chochmah, binah and daat, constitutes an essential pedagogic paradigm.  As the tradition is understood by the Baal Ha’Tania
, spiritual awareness needs to be mediated through cognition, through knowledge both of the self and the world beyond.  While impulses, without the guidance of the intellect, may remain blind, when guided by the intellect the natural inclinations of the Nefesh begin to work and are revealed in man – they adopt a form, and find themselves represented in words, concepts, and aspirations which are connected to reality.  If we are to be spiritually aware, the mind must be active.  This, according to the Tania, is chochma, the general grasp of a thing (whether of a sense or an idea), which is the beginning of intellection.  ,חכמה comprised of the words ,כח מה involves appreciating concepts in and of themselves.  R’ Adin Steinzaltz explains this to be the flash of understanding that precedes definition and categorization. It is the basic quality of a concept
.

At this stage, students need to ask the most basic questions concerning the nature of the idea: Is this text a source of literary, philosophical, psychological or moral interest?  Does it deal with a universal issue such as unity, time and relationship, or with more particular representations such as goodness, behavior, and responsibility?  Is it describing a cause, an effect, or both?  We encounter the idea as we would a painting, as an aesthetic experience untrammeled by logic. 

Following the flash of intuition, students need to employ the faculty of analysis and clarification, namely binah.  The Baal HaTania notes that binah has no meaning unless it already has an object to consider and clarify. Therefore it must be preceded by Chochma – the initial moment of cognition.  Both are mutually interdependent. חכמה and בינה 
are ‘two friends that do not separate’, because every activity of the Nefesh, conceptually and emotionally, is a function of the simultaneous use of these two. Every thought, every attempt to understand, requires both.
 Once basic intuitions have been reached, students therefore need binah to order their discoveries
.  Sequences, stages and cycles need to be identified.
  Nierenberg suggests a number of questions in this regard which may equally be applied to the study of Midrash: 1) What are the phases and steps?  Which elements can be identified as primary and which secondary, consequential or accidental in terms of the way the Midrash is constructed?  2) Can these be expanded or diminished?  What happens when we make one of the subsidiary ideas of the Midrash our central focus?  What if we make the central idea less significant?  Does changing the emphasis also affect balance?  Does the Midrash now appear to be saying something new?  Can the Midrashic prism be reconstituted?  Can we change it in time, relating it to different scenarios? 3) Can we understand elements to be symbolic and universal rather than literal?  4) Can we disassemble the presuppositions?

Following the identification of order, is structure, the element of evaluation in which students comprehend how the concept is built.  Interestingly, the term Binah, understanding, understood by kabbalah to be the element of internalization, shares the same root with Binyan, a building or structure.  Here, the student needs to ask: ‘What are the different categories, generalizations, aggregates, dimensions and distinctions
 present in the Midrash?’  Helpful questions include 1) What is its character? What does it do? What is it for? 2) Can it be sorted separately? What is its property? What is its type? 3) Does it have emotional or moral qualifications? What does it encourage us to feel? 4) Can the text be illuminated by dual classification? Is a specific Midrash for example, of greater interest once it has been appreciated in both literary and philosophical terms? Does classifying the text mean that we can predict its message and become sensitive to aspects that have not previously been understood? 

The final property, daat, is the element of relation.  Recognized as a term of connection, as in ‘והאדם ידע את חוה וגו’, daat constitutes the unified result of chochma and bina, but also includes spiritual activity of a different kind, that of summarizing and ending.  Daat allows us to turn ever-changing processes into fixed cognition.  It allows us to reach conclusions. It gives abstraction a specific direction. To consciously connect to Daat, writes the Tania, is to connect to the soul.  It is to connect to the “I”, to say ‘this affects me and is important to me’.  When an individual is engrossed in a specific thought, such that the thought enters his essence, the soul’s connection to the subject remains.  It is this continued connection that ensures that ethics are realized in practice.  

How then may teachers stimulate this relationship? Given that relation deals with similarities, connections and affiliations, students need to be encouraged to ask the following questions: What is it a class of? What is it a part of? What has it a connection with? What is it similar to? Does it copy a prior work or theme? Can the concept be reversed? Does an exhortation for example, work equally well if phrased in the positive? Can it be re-arranged? What are the combinations? Which elements are integrated and which remain divided? Can the message be modified? How may this idea be relevant to me? How might I gain personal appreciation of its usefulness?  Fundamentally, students need to understand the perspective of Sifrei:

The kidney fat of the wheat’ – these are the halachot, which are the substance of Torah, ‘and of the blood of the grape’, these are aggadot, which captivate the heart of man like wine’.

Together, halacha and aggadah provide both substance and spirit, but ultimately it is aggadah, inspired through interpretation and reinterpretation, which furthers the dedication, commitment and passion synonymous with the heart.  Repeated examination of midrashic texts with the interactive skills of order, structure and relation is likely to inspire a deeper and more creative relationship with them.

Affirming the roots of tradition

In order to be a creative thinker, we need ‘a tremendous amount of information’
. Ultimately, the basis of creative thinking is breadth of knowledge, the database that enables us to approach a given idea with a plethora of descriptions, principles, categories and beliefs.  Knowledge of a shared literature however, does not only imply facts.  It enables us to develop a community of shared values.  By exposing students to a communal literature, namely aggadot, teachers encourage what Joseph Shwab terms a ‘binding allusion’, in which the Rabbis and the messages of the text become central first to the reader, and then serve as a basis for communication among students.  Schwab writes:

It was our possessing them in common and what we could convey by their names, of aspiration and trepidation, gay irony, approval and contempt, which constituted them binding allusions. They bound us to a concrete past. They bound us to an ongoing humanity which existed then as now. By telling us of shared roots they told us of shared peerhood. They were recognition signals. Every generation profits from such signals, draws on them for the community. It is one business of education in the public interest to supply them.

From this perspective, the study of aggada and midrash is not about educating for knowledge or specific behaviours.  It creates a comprehensive language that connects us to tradition.  While the dilemma’s and decisions of the chakhamim certainly hold pedagogic value, it is ultimately aggadic language itself which holds meaning for students.  More significant than the individual lessons espoused by the midrashim is an awareness on the part of readers that they are choosing to immerse themselves in tradition, viewing it as key to both experience and expression.   Having encountered aggadot and midrashim dealing with a considerable variety of ethical decisions, students are likely to discover creative applications not only because they know the paradigms, but also because they know their roots and their language.  Day to day experience becomes coloured by the hues of Jewish experience, couched in a language that enables creative expression.   
Once the root concepts have been grasped, it will be easier to encourage students to consider the implications of particular ideas.  Identifying what is good, helpful, or meaningful about concepts generates ideas as to where the midrash is directed.  Often this mode of thinking is necessary to any genuine understanding of a concept, which may well have originated from a sense of its utility, from its capacity to enlighten us in a particular field.  The question ‘what is the midrash intending to do?’ may be intimately bound up with the concept itself.  Methodologically however, we need first to appreciate the idea in its own terms.  Reaching out to the root messages precedes our grasp of the peripheral.  Once the midrashic premises have been comprehended, we are better placed to see whether they can also be extended. 
The need for limits
In connecting exegesis to play, chazal do not intend to belittle the enterprise. Torah is not arbitrary and there is deep concern for protecting the inherent nature of Torah, for maintaining the quest for objectivity.  In matters of legal interpretation (halacha), the rabbis are ultimately guided by the need to follow the majority opinion (‘acharei rabbim le’hatot).  Yet the following passage clearly appreciates the prior stage in which all possibilities are comprehended. 

“Men of assemblies” are talmidei hakhamim (disciples of the wise, i.e. talmudic scholars who sit in their assemblies and occupy themselves with the Torah.  Some rule: defiled; others purify, [in cases before them]; some forbid, others permit; some reject, others accept. Should one say: “How then can I learn now? That is why it is also written: “They are given from one shepherd”. One God gave them all. One teacher, [i.e. Moses] spoke them according to the words of the Master of all the words, blessed be He, as it is written: “and God spoke all these words.” So you listen with great attention and seek to acquire an understanding heart to grasp the words of those who defile as well as of those who purify; of those who forbid as well as those who permit; of those who reject as well as of those who accept.”

Even when considering halachic debate, which demands a single outcome as a matter of dogma, the Gemara emphasizes the value of diversity, of knowing all there is to be known.  Given that absolute principles cannot be called upon for the interpretation of aggadah
 and midrash, are we to assume that there are no interpretative guidelines for teachers or students to follow?  Are there any grounds for believing that outlandish interpretations should not be readily absorbed within tradition?  

According to the metaphor of mother and child proposed here, the students’ understanding of Torah needs to exist apart from purely subjective construction
.  Torah is, after all, an independent entity, and the mature student will not impose interpretations that contradict the essence of Torah.  More important however, than individual readings, is that by recognizing certain readings to be beyond the pale we validate the meaning of interpretation
 itself.   In a beautiful description of the creative process entitled The Courage to Create, Rollo May writes that “Consciousness is born in the struggle against a limit”.  “The limits are as necessary as those provided by the banks of a river, without which the water would be dispersed on the earth and there would be no river – that is, the river is constituted by the tension between the flowing water and the banks.  Art in the same way requires limits as a necessary factor in its birth.”
  While it is true that rules, limits or degrees of acceptability do limit the creative process, such limitation is also protection.  Good interpretation requires that we understand the words of Torah within their own terms, in relation to its fountains of meaning, before we match these with our own.  The question, as R’ Chaim Brovender has noted, is ‘What is the pasuk itself really trying to say’? At the same time however, he argues that ‘Pshat’, ‘is a handmaiden of interpretation’
.  If we can show through creative interpretation that the reading may emerge, even must emerge, from the verse itself, we have arrived at a good interpretation.  More significantly, by elucidating a root meaning of the verse we may even have arrived at ‘pshat’.  Bad interpretation on the other hand, will not differentiate between the words of Torah and the student’s subjective reading of them.  

The Torah understanding of creativity is not one of random inventiveness; it is important that novel interpretations remain grounded in acceptance, not only with regard to tradition, but also in relation to contemporary sensibilities and authorities.  Csikszentmihalyi’s insight that “what counts is whether the novelty he or she produces is accepted for inclusion in the domain”
, is clearly predated by chazal.  While the principle of ‘acharei rabbim le’hatot’, remains exclusive to halacha, the concept of consensus is not.  The moral impetus of Orthodox Judaism remains a key component in determining the limits of interpretation.  Readings of Torah verses, particularly midrashic readings, contain within their succinct phraseology a multitude of ideas that cry out for development and understanding.  But like the fields of mathematics and of science, we cannot be successfully creative in the world of Torah without being exposed to the rules that govern it.

How then may students be protected from the dangers of unrestricted play?  How are the limits to anarchy to be identified?  Given that the question is both difficult and somewhat indeterminate, the following provides a current working hypothesis that nonetheless attempts loyalty to the intents and purposes of chazal.  First and foremost is the need to appreciate the authority of the texts themselves, to attempt a cogent understanding.  Clearly this involves grasping the textual problem, and addressing its theological or moral considerations.  Students will be greatly helped in their attempts to clarify the source content if they identify different sections as discrete units, with different underlying meanings
.  Only then may we see if the creative concept presents an extension as opposed to an invention.  If the interpretation is indeed totally novel, we need to ask whether it runs counter to an accepted trend.  Did chazal unanimously think otherwise?  Has the text been read from a position that is entirely unbalanced? Why, we may ask, did no-one think of this before?  Is it because the implications of the idea are unhelpful?  Many ideas, especially those that enable us to consider the depth of the human condition, may contribute towards the depth of our relationship with G-d.   It is also true however, that some may not.  

Ultimately however, the question of limits to interpretation does not rest with methodology, since there are no formal modes of interpretation
 that may readily be advocated.  The issue rests elsewhere.  Given that chazal’s motivation in the practice of exegesis (darshanut) was stimulating the fear of heaven (Yirat Shamayim) and love of G-d (Ahavat Hashem), our creative interpretation must likewise share this motivation.  R’ Aaron Lichtenstein has commented that as orthodox readers, we have a sense of tradition (mesorah) that we may depend upon.  More important than the methods pursued are the messages gleaned.
  On the whole, we may assume that chazal did not intend to be subversive: ironic perhaps, moralistic frequently; but they did not intend to destroy the building blocks of Judaism, and this should also be clear to our students. 

9) A Midrash Examined

 (ג:ו) ויאמר אנכי אלקי אביך – הדא הוא דכתיב: (משלי יד, טו) 'פתי יאמין לכל דבר', מהו 'פתי' – נער, שכן בארביה קורין לנער פתיא.

דבר אחר: אין פתי אלא לשון פתוי, כמה דתימא: (שמות כב, טו) ,וכי יפתה איש'. אמר ר' יהושוע הכהן בר נחמיה: בשעה שנגלה הקדוש ברוך הוא על משה טירון היה משה לנבואה, אמר הקדוש ברוך הוא: אם נגלה אני עליו בקול גדול אני מבעתו, בקול נמוך – בוסר הוא על הנבואה. מה עשה, נגלה עליו בקולו של אביו, אמר משה: 'הנני', מה אבא מבקש? אמר הקדוש ברוך הוא: איני אביך אלא 'אלקי אביך', בפתוי באתי עליך כדי שלא תתירא – 'אלקי אברהם אלקי יצחק ואלקי יעקב'. שמח משה ואמר: הא אבא נמנה עם האבות, ולא עוד אלא שהוא גדול, שנזכר תחלה! (שמות רבה ג:א)

And He said: I am the G-d of thy father (III, 6).  It says: the thoughtless (pethi) believe every word, etc. (Prov. XIV, 15).  What is the meaning of ‘pethi’? A youth, for in Arabia they call a child pathia.  Another explanation of the word ‘pethi’ is enticement, for it says: ‘and if a man entice (Ex. XXII, 15). R’ Yehoshua the priest, son of Nechemia, said: When G-d revealed Himself to Moses, Moses was a novice in prophecy; hence G-d thought: ‘If I reveal Myself to him in a loud voice, I will terrify him, and if in a soft voice he will think lightly of prophecy’.  So what did he do?  He revealed himself in the voice of his father.  Moses thereupon said: ‘Here I am; what does my father wish?’  Then G-d said: I am not your father but the G-d of your father; I have come to you gently so that you should not be afraid.’ [I am] The G-d of Abraham, the G-d of Isaac, and the G-d of Jacob.’  Moses rejoiced and said: ‘behold, my father is included among the patriarchs; moreover, he must be great, for he is even mentioned first.’
This Midrash is replete with numerous interpretations and implications
. Starting with the first of our three stages of thinking, we may identify that this is primarily a source of psychological and moral insight, which also contains literary structures that reinforce its message.  While the overt message is concerned with the nature of Moshe’s relationship with God, there are also more particular references to the relation between simplicity and prophecy, and to the place of fatherhood in nationhood and tradition.  At this stage analysis is not yet relevant, we need to encounter the basic meaning. 

Having read the midrash, it is now possible to identify the specifics of the parshanutic problem.  What is the significance, asks R’ Yehoshua HaCohen, of Elokei Avicha?  Why does God choose to identify Himself as the God of your father as opposed to the God of the forefathers?  Moving to the reference in Mishlei, which must be examined in context, we discover that the supporting verse; “A simple man believes everything” is not particularly complimentary.  The continuation of the verse reads: “but the prudent man looks well to his step” (14:15), auguring that appearances are not always to be believed.  Since Mishlei deliberately juxtaposes the simple with the wise, we must infer that Moshe is being portrayed here as a simpleton who believes that he has genuinely heard his father’s voice.  The simple and the young are understood to be synonymous, and, we are told, simplicity lends itself to seduction.  At this moment of initiation into prophecy, God is concerned as to how best to reveal Himself, and finally chooses the trusted voice of Moshe’s father in order not to overwhelm him. The voice is authoritative but not frightening, wonderful but personal, sensational but intimate.  Moshe genuinely believes that he is responding to his father’s tone.  His response “hinneini mah aba mevakesh?” is the simple response of a child, asking what it is that his father would like without realizing that in this very statement he himself has been found. God has been seeking Moshe, and has precipitated his compliance through seduction.  With the words Elokei Avicha G-d has assured Moshe that his father is counted as an Av, equal to the forefathers Avraham Isaac and Jacob, and the confidence leads Moshe to rejoice.  Once his father’s greatness has been affirmed, God then introduces Himself as the G-d of his father, having already ensured that Moshe has the equanimity needed to sustain the encounter. 

Having determined the meaning of the Midrash in its own terms, it now becomes important to comprehend its allusions and implications by identifying the categories within it.  What does the Midrash mean by seduction? Are there other scenes of prophetic initiation in Tanach that shed light on Moshe’s encounter (or vice versa)?  What does the term Hinneni suggest?

To take the last question as an example, we must first root the term in its primary relation.  Hinneni emerges foremost with reference to the Akeidah, as the ultimate expression of willing sacrifice on the part of a son for his father.  It affirms the presence of self (Here I am), while at the same time defining the father’s will as supreme.  Without entering into the complex dynamics and effects of the Akeidah, it is essential for our purposes that Isaac survives the encounter, and continues to live a life governed by fear of God.  In our Midrash, although Moshe presents himself with Hinneni, God deliberately appears through the voice of his father in order that Moshe not be afraid ("כדי שלא תתירא"), a difference which suggests meaningful contrasts between the relationship of Abraham and Isaac at the time of the Akeidah and Moshe’s relationship with God.  Rather than fear there will be security, rather than an overwhelming awareness of the appropriateness of sacrifice Moshe experiences the joyful recognition of greatness.  Spoken in the gentle tone of a father who in the Biblical context goes on to tell Moshe that he has noticed his people’s suffering (Exodus 3:2), the voice of God does not appear as a request but as a revelation, (נגלה) a vision which is itself a form of redemption (גאולה). The terms share a basic synonymity – during Moshe’s encounter with God he himself experiences redemption and thus becomes qualified to lead the Jewish people out of Eygpt.

With regard to the missives (shlichuyot) of Jews at large, Moshe’s avowal of "הנני, מה אבא מבקש" may be understood as an entry sign to a far larger category, namely the world of halacha.  The nature of the halachic relationship, as expressed in Rav Soloveitchik’s Halachik Man, involves the recognition of G-d’s right, as creator and father to anticipate compliance.  The question is ‘what may I do for G-d’, as opposed to what may G-d do for me?’
.  Bearing this in mind, G-d’s generous manifestation of Self, conferred in order to prevent fear, enables us to consider the nature of Divine service.  In this Midrash, G-d clearly wishes Moshe to rejoice in his calling, to be proud of his heritage, to see his father and ultimately himself as part of a larger missive.  Rather than fear, there is the promise that our actions are genuinely meaningful to G-d – that the potential remains (although we, as readers, know this to be seduction), for our merits to be recorded above those of the forefathers.  The scenario presented here is service with love rather than fear, and yet, with a final midrashic twist, we remember the theme of seduction, making us wonder whether, when Moses is no-longer a novice, prophecy will not become more fearsome than it is at present.  The themes hold tremendous moral and psychological import, and dealing with a midrash such as this in terms of its religious and theological significance proves deeply personal.  After all, this is exactly the meaning of midrash.
Adaptation and Communication
How may teachers provide the necessary environment for independent thinking? Given that we hope to inspire response, the atmosphere should be one of energy and enthusiasm, in which the teacher connects with students on a personal level, maintains good eye contact with them, and understands when they are lost
.  Rather than talking over the heads of students, teachers need to recognize and reinforce participation.  Even when the class is taught frontally, some flexibility is essential.  Natural responses to teaching opportunities, in which the teacher appreciates and expands upon questions that originate with students, may often be more encouraging than the pursuit of a predetermined schedule. Occasionally however, arranging students in small groups may provide a more focused method of stimulating discussion.  The Synectic theory of Davis and Scott, suggests that a group sharing the beginnings of ideas rather than completed thoughts and sentences may successfully “compress into a few hours the kind of semiconscious mental activity which might take months of incubation for a single person”.
  Enabling students to suggest ideas or connections before they have been entirely formulated may well stimulate others to continue the thought, to involve themselves in joint production.  By encouraging individuals to articulate thoughts and feelings
 teachers validate variety, and enable students to experience education as geared towards his/her learning needs
.
Developing delivery skills that correspond to student needs is likewise essential. Where students display difficulty in responding to the question as it has been presented, it may be necessary to re-state the purpose of the question in order to ensure deeper understanding.  Different formulations will be helpful to different students, are likely to be absorbed in discrete ways and will trigger varying responses. Because conceptualization and evaluation, the way students conceive of ideas and how they process them, are often idiosyncratic, the moment at which one successfully reaches the inner life of a student may go unrecognized.  Indeed it may not be evident even to the student, who may be conscious that something of import has been said, but may not successfully identify the information as the beginning of an intellectual, moral or psychological growth process.  If the teacher is willing, momentarily, to allow the idea to progress in the direction that the student chooses to take it, if he is willing to be somewhat adaptable, it is more likely that the idea will live in the mind of the student.  Whether inside or outside of the classroom, the teacher’s consciousness of the myriad possibilities of student responses and his ability to respond to them, will facilitate their development into the inner realm.

Encouraging participation primarily requires listening. Both the content and the intent of the student’s statement or question need to be taken into account, as well as the perspective from which it is drawn.  While asking directed questions with only one anticipated answer may aid the consolidation of methodology, creative thinking is best served by open-ended questions that include time for students to ruminate and appreciate their own trajectories of thought.  Periodically pausing for a moment of silence and inviting questions or comments will facilitate considered responses. Occasionally, the teacher may wish to increase participation from a specific individual, knowing that he/she has knowledge in this area that would be well employed in the service of the group.
  Whether responding to an individual student or to the class dynamic as a totality, the beginnings of creative thoughts need to be clarified, embellished or related to its larger interpretive or philosophical schema.  The information that the student provides will gain in depth as soon as it is identified in relation to larger categories of thought.

Conclusion

Michael Rosenak, in Roads to the Palace, presents Kieran Egan’s theory of educational development.
  In four stages, the mythic, the romantic, the philosophical and the ironic, the student learns to experience the world by moving from binary poles of understanding, to more sophisticated notions of otherness and mystery.  In the philosophic stage, the student learns to assemble his/her world from its component parts, and according to the theory proposed here, it is essential that this be accomplished individually. Understanding Torah study, and particularly the study of midrash as a form of play is both liberating and redemptive.  It shows students that self-development is intimately connected not only with cognition but also with feeling, and that they may greatly benefit from employing it in exciting, serviceable ways.  Ultimately, it shows students that they have a genuine contribution to make within the world of Torah, and perhaps, mystically speaking, to G-d.
Afterword

A project of this nature is difficult to complete.  The question of the nature of interpretation and whether or in what ways to limit its possibilities, differs from generation to generation and indeed for individual chachamim.  Different exegetes reach different meanings, some of whom believe they have arrived at the ‘plain meaning of the text’ (pshat) and some of whom view their insights as homilies (drash).  Generations later, readers of a homily may feel that it expresses the essential truth of the verse at hand, so that the concept in their eyes constitutes ‘pshat’.  The distinction is not easy to make, especially in a classroom setting in which teachers are expected to provide quick responses.  For our generation, dealing with particular concerns, it is essential that we recognize these same concerns in chazal.  Given their vast literary endowments, chazal dealt with endless possibilities in their universal aspect.  It is up to us to find ways of particularizing these, as midrash itself does.  Ultimately it is for us to ensure that what is personal, does not conflict with the traditional. 
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� This distinction was shared by Simi Peters, whose systematic rendering of midrash has been exceptionally helpful, and to whom I am sincerely indebted.


� The difficulty of the distinction is evident from a simple reading of Rashi, who includes the following revealing statements in his interpretation on Genesis. On the opening words ‘In the beginning G-d created’ (Bereishit Barra) he writes ‘This calls out for explanation through drash’, noting the insufficiency of pshat (understood as the ‘plain sense of the term’) from the inception of his interpretation.  Additions such as ‘and in the words of aggada’ (‘Ube’divrei aggada’), (1:21) likewise recognize drash as an additional interpretive element.  On the other hand, Rashi comments on the words ‘man has become like one of us’ (‘Haya Ke’echad Mimenu’) (3:22) that there are additional aggadic interpretations which cannot be reconciled with the pshat, (‘Ein meyushavin al peshuto’) and which he therefore does not mention.  On this verse he appears to support the axiom that ‘Torah does not abandon its simple meaning’ (Ein mikra yotzei ela midei peshuto.) in its most conservative understanding.


� This insight, together with countless others, was inspired by Dr Aviva Gottleib Zornberg, for whom I feel deepest gratitude and infinite admiration.  


� Winnicott’s work, though somewhat dated, is understood here to be prototypical. Those elements of Winnicott’s model that are unhelpful for our purposes are identified as such.  


� Winnicott writes “It is this that objectifies the mother, puts her in a world that is not part of the baby, and makes her useful.” (D.W. Winnicott, Babies and their Mothers, (Addison and Wesley Publishing, Massachusets, 1987, p31)


� Eruvin 54ii


� “[Breastfeeding] is the beginning not just of feeding; it is the beginning of object relating. The whole relationship of this new individual to the actual world has to be based upon he way things start up and the pattern that gradually develops according the experience that belongs to this human relationship of baby and mother.”  D W Winnicott, Babies and their Mothers, (Addison and Wesley Publishing, Massachusets, 1987) p65


�  “The object is a symbol of the union of the baby and the mother (or part of the mother). This symbol can be located. It is at the place in space and time where and when the mother is in transition from being (in the baby’s mind) merged in with the infant and alternatively being experienced as an object to be perceived rather than conceived of. The use of an object symbolizes the union of two now separate things, baby and mother, at the point in time and space of the initiation of their state of separateness.” D W Winnicott, Playing and Reality, (Routledge, Kent, 1971) p97


� The idea is addressed in Genesis: the Beginning of Desire, Dr Aviva Gottleib Zornberg writes: “At the point of emergence, (literally, leaving the state of merging-in-with-the-mother) into individuality, the baby repudiates the object as not-me. This is a dangerous stage, since separation is both necessary and impossible.  It is successfully achieved when the separation itself is experienced as a loving gift of enlarged life, as, literally, a play area, that yields limitless new possibilities for being.  This area both separates and unites mother and baby.” (Philadelphia, 1995), p106.


� . “דברי חכמים כדרבנות וכמשמרות נטועים בעלי אספות נתנו מרעה אחד”. “The words of the wise are like spurs, and like nails well driven in are the sayings of the masters of collections; they are given by one shepherd.” (Ecclesiastes 12:11)


� R’ Naftali Tzvi Yehudah Berlin, Introduction to his Commentary on the Torah, (‘Al Hamekorot’ Ltd, Jerusalem, התשי"ט) p4


� Harold Fisch ‘The Hermeneutic Quest in Robinson Crusoe’, in Midrash and Literature, p 230


�   “[Breastfeeding] is the beginning not just of feeding; it is the beginning of object relating. The whole relationship of this new individual to the actual world has to be based upon he way things start up and the pattern that gradually develops according the experience that belongs to this human relationship of baby and mother.


Here again is a huge subject, one that even concerns philosophers since the paradox has to be accepted that what the baby created was already there, and that in fact the thing that the baby creates is part of the mother which was found.” D.W. Winnicott, Babies and their Mothers, (Addison and Wesley Publishing, Massachusets, 1987), p65


� “The point is that it would not have been found had the mother not been in the special state that mothers are in when they can present themselves in such a way that they are found more or less at the right moment and in the right place. This is called adaptation to need, which enables the baby to discover the world creatively” D.W. Winnicott, Babies and their Mothers, (Addison and Wesley Publishing, Massachusets, 1987), p65


� The exposition is of the verse ‘An Ammonite and a Moabite shall not come into the assembly of the Lord (Deut. XXII, 4)’.


� Ruth Rabbah VIII:1


� 


ותאמר נעמי לשתי כלתיה לכנה שבנה אשה לבית אמה


יעשה ה' עמכם חסד כאשר עשיתם עם המתים ועמדי.


יתן ה' לכם ומאצן מנוחה אשה בית אישה


ותשק להן ותשאנה קולן ותבכינה (רות א: ח-ט)





Naomi, encouraging Ruth and Orpah to return home following the death of their husbands, tells them to “Go, return each of you to her mother’s house”, thereby identifying a female venture which places the mother at the heart of the home.


� Zohar Hadash, Tikkunim, 97d, quoted from Tishby, p1141


� Winnicott defines this term as the ‘play area’ into which ‘ the child gathers objects or phenomena from external reality and uses these in the service of some sample derived from inner or personal reality.’ Playing and Reality, p51


� Shmot Rabbah, Chapter 5


� Chapter 7 of Ruth Rabbah likewise mentions Rebecca, Rachel and Leah, all of whom evidently contribute towards the generation and direction of the Jewish people.


� The Zohar Hadash, Tikkunim, 97c-97d writes: “he [David] would study Torah in order to unite the mother, concerning whom it is said “Do not forsake the Torah of your mother (Proverbs 1:8), with her husband.” Isaiah Tishby identifies ‘the mother’ with ‘the shekhinah, who is mother both of the world and of Israel’, in The Wisdom of the Zohar, Volume III, p1140


� The term abomination (Toevah) appears at the conclusion of the passage.


� The principle may be translated as ‘Torah does not abandon its simple meaning’.  


� Discussing Maimonides’ approach to midrash in his educational masterpiece Roads to the Palace, Michael Rosenak writes that ‘the Torah intended by its unsophisticated descriptions and extrinsic rewards to move people beyond their limited insight and get them to serve G-d out of love, as Abraham did’. For the Rambam, those who begin learning not for its own sake, (lo lishma) may well end by learning for its own sake (lishma). (Oxford, 1995) p68


� Morris Stein, Stimulating Creativity (New York, 1974) p196. See also Jerome Bruner, who defines intuition as “the intellectual technique of arriving at plausible but tentative formulations without going through the analytic steps by which such formulations would be found valid or invalid conclusions”. The Process of Education (1960) p13.


� The explanatory notes of Rabbi Adin Steinzaltz are incorporated here. The Tania, Chapter 3, p90


� “People who have undergone this experience, describe a moment of total השגה which is nonetheless not understood. Men see things as they see an abstract painting – stains, light, colour, but he cannot relate them to anything else. The level of chochma does not intellectualize itself.  It itself is not an intellectual power – it is only a mediation ( תיווך ) between the intellect and that which is above the intellect.” (Steinzaltz, p95)


� Chochma and Bina are also related to a father and mother. The father provides the original inspiration and the mother develops this into a full personality. (Tania, p95)


� This ‘flash of lightening’ is explained by Maimonides at the start of Moreh Nevuchim (Guide to the Perplexed) as the essence of prophecy.  The prophet has a moment of pure clarity, through which he knows how to direct the truth.  According to the Baal HaTania this is not unique to prophets – it constitutes the beginning of every thought. Only then can we continue to think in an ordered way.


� See Gerard I. Nierenberg The Art of Creative Thinking, (New York, 1982), p50


� The basic questions here are posed by Nierenberg, p50-51


� Nierenberg p53


�  One important coda is that our awareness of the limits of categories and methods of classification enables us to think beyond them.  Nierenberg notes that analysis may be limited by a number of factors, namely our purpose in classifying, the hidden factors that determine our classification, and the choice of inappropriate structures, order or relations for the present classification. Recognizing only our own point of view, or old, familiar categories and their subdivisions, likewise prevents us from seeing new forms of relationship, and should be avoided.  See Gerard I. Nierenberg The Art of Creative Thinking, (New York, 1982), p132


� Sifrei 317 on Deuteronomy 32:14


� Quoted from Creativity: Flow and the Discovery of Invention, Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, (New York, 1997), p48


� Joseph J. Schwab, ‘Learning Community’, Center Magazine, Center for the Study of Democracy, Vol 8, No 3, May-June 1975, p42


� Chagigah, 3b See also Ecclesiastes 12:11


� The 32 interpretative principles of Rabbi Ishmael, although well-known in theory, are highly complicated and were not pursued in practice.


� An alternate opinion should be noted here. Dr Aviva Zornberg has suggested that the student needs to be able to bring all interpretations to Torah, potentially even to the point where he/she attempts to destroy it, in accordance with the demands of the Winnicott model.  Following the attempt, there may be a retreat from this position.


� Clearly this conflicts with post-modernist theory, but it remains the author’s opinion.


� Rollo May, The Courage to Create (New York, 1975) p115


� This comment is dated 10/07/00


� Ibid, p28


� One exceptionally helpful academic resource for teachers is Yonah Frankel’s Darchei Ha’Aggadah Ve’HaMidrash, which lists the ways in which chazal used and viewed the elements of midrash.


� These insights were shared by Simi Peters.


� Barring once again the 32 interpretative principles of Rabbi Ishmael.


� This comment is dated 11/07/00


� This midrash was first encountered together with Simi Peters.


� See also R’ Akiva Tatz, Living Inspired, who argues that these two questions lie at the center of the difference between monotheism and idolatry. He writes: “ Correctly understood, the heart of the difference is this: true service understands that God is everything, I am only to serve; idolatry understands that I am everything, and my gods are to serve me!” (Mich, 1993) p74


� The ASTD Trainer’s Sourcebook: Creativity and Innovation, Elaine Biech (New York, 1996), p42


� Davis and Scott explain: “We have found that for problem solving, as well as for the purpose of research into creative process, a properly operating group has advantages over an individual. Indeed, a synectics group can compress into a few hours the kind of semiconscious mental activity which might take months of incubation for a single person. This “efficient” use of the subconscious can lead to our insights. This phenomenon, which happens repeatedly when a well-trained group is operating smoothly, depends on members of synectics being willing to function on a more or less nonrational basis. In other words they must avoid trying always to express rational completed concepts. The seamless sphericity of a “closed loop” thought presents an idea association in the impregnable form of a perfectly smooth surface. When an idea is expressed after being completely worked out it is either acceptable as true or unacceptable as untrue. It resists modification. It lives or dies as uttered. No one else can find his way in and build on it; the author of the thought finds himself adorned with a conceptual jewel which is isolated and untouchable.  Nonrational communication, on the other hand, produces evocative metaphors, images with rough surfaces, and fissures on which others can get a grip and participate.  Of course this kind of nonrational interplay is only part of a process which spirals up toward increasing coherence.  Ultimate solutions to problems are rational; the process of finding them is not.”  Gary A. Davis and Joseph A. Scott Training Creative Thinking (California, 1971) p18


� Arthur N Applebee terms personal comments which are directed at the text of the agadda, ‘personal statements’, or ‘statements that indicate engagement or involvement’. See ‘Studies in the Spectator Role: an Approach to Response to Literature’, in Charles R Cooper (ed.) Researching Response to Literature and the Teaching of Literature: Points of Departure. (New Jersey, 1985)


� In order to stimulate creative thinking, the teacher must first facilitate a safe environment, understood by Biech (p48) Csikszentmihalyi (p120-123) and others as a prerequisite.  Where possible, notes Biech, students should be seated comfortably, undistracted by noticeable difficulties in the physical environment, while being provided with a sufficient number of formal breaks.  When students feel sufficiently comfortable, both physically and emotionally, to think and speak independently without being embarrassed by peers, they are more likely to begin exploring their own thinking. (p48)


� Biech, p44


� Michael Rosenak, Roads to the Palace: Jewish Texts and Teaching (Oxford, 1995), p78
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