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What a piece of work is the story of the Creation! How noble in reason, how 
infinite in possibilities. What a piece of work are we! What are we to make 
of the Creation narratives we read today, quaint and memorable as they 
are? The great commentator Rashi tells us that the first verse of the 
Torah--”B’reishit bara Elokim et hashamayim v’et ha’aretz,” ”In the 
beginning of God’s creating Heaven and Earth”-- is given for one reason: to 
be explored and interpreted. In fact, he goes on, the entire creation of the 
world is for the sake of the ongoing exercise of Torah.  
 
That means that from the very first verse, Torah comes to teach us that we 
are to strive to understand how the world works, how we work, and that 
ultimately--and perhaps through the learning and the relationships that are 
part of it, ultimately, we become more insightful and attached to the Truth of 
the Universe, more in tune with the Source of Life, which many of us call 
God. That is the point of Creation. We are created to learn about Creation. 
It sounds circular, especially because Creation constantly renews itself, 
and that is the beauty of it, because there is always more to learn and 
understand. 
 
But the parasha we read today does not come to teach us science or even 
to teach us the order in which Creation happened. We know this from the 
grammar used--B’reishit bara Elokim--which means in the beginning of 
God’s creating--and NOT, as often translated, “in the beginning, God 
created.” We also know it from the fact that there were already primordial 
waters, and wind, before the events of the biblical narrative begin. And we 
know it from the text showing us that fire and water, from which the 
heavens were created also existed before “the Creation,” so to speak.  
 



The Creation narratives are not history, either. For if they were history, we 
would be confused immediately by the two competing accounts that we 
read today, differing as they do in the order of Creation and the way in 
which the first humans are created.  
 
Many intelligent people reject Torah and religion itself based largely on the 
biblical Creation narratives. They believe the two are incompatible and fail 
to understand that Torah is a work of religion aimed at helping us address 
the essential questions of our lives from a spiritual perspective.  
 
Science and religion have much in common, yet they stand apart from one 
another, each with its own goals and methodologies. Both science and 
Torah both begin with wonder, awe, and curiosity. They often ask similar 
questions, especially “Why” questions. Science is best at helping us 
explore what is public, testable, replicable. But not everything meets those 
criteria, not everything can be approached through scientific methods. 
Moral outrage, experiences of the arts, strong intuitions about what it 
means to be human, or the power of love--those are the kinds of 
phenomena that Torah helps us contemplate. Pure philosophy may be 
more methodological with its hermeneutics, but for the average person, 
engaging with Torah--by which I mean the entire Biblical canon, ancillary 
works, and rabbinic interpretation--can help us to understand what makes 
life precious in ways that pure science may not be able to do.  
 
I like to think that there is room for science within Torah--or, put differently, 
there is room for all of natural laws within God, although I must admit that 
at times I am less sure. The modern scholar Rav Avraham Yitzchak Kook 
did think so. In fact, he wrote that evolutionary theory made him really 
believe in God. He teaches that the first 11 chapters of the Book of 
B’reishit, Genesis, are all metaphor, as we must view Creation in light of 
Science. Whereas some interpreters want to claim that each “day” of 
Creation could have been millions of years, in Rav Kook’s view, The 7 days 
are not periods of time at all. Rather, they represent the awakening of the 



human being to our context, show how we turn ourselves toward the world 
in a series of unfolding awarenesses as we discover who we are in relation 
to other things and, ultimately, in relation to one another.  As soon as the 
human being is split in the first Creation narrative and becomes two people, 
the human story takes off. Rav Kook’s theory boils down to a belief that our 
existence means something only in relationship to other people. “It is not 
good for the human being to be alone,” not because it is an unhappy 
circumstance, but because we cannot flourish as we are meant without 
other people standing in contradistinction to us. We need each other in 
order to define ourselves. We need each other in order to sharpen each 
other, within a framework that assumes we are all b’tzelem Elokim, we are 
hold God’s image within us, and therefore each person brings infinite value 
and possibility. Think about it: In this conception, we especially need those 
who are different from us. In today’s world it can be so challenging to 
accept that notion and yet we will never make progress until we master it.  
 
Many scholars hold that the Creation narratives serve as origin stories or 
foundational myths, to explain how life is ordered. Perhaps the Creation 
narratives come to explain the origin of agrarian society, the origin of 
male-female attraction, or the origin of nuclear families. Perhaps they come 
to explain how human beings are connected to one another, or how we are 
connected to God. Perhaps they come to explain why we are here. I like to 
think that the narratives we read today help us reflect on all of those areas, 
and more. 
 
This week, I am wondering what the Creation narrative can teach us about 
human nature. Our sages wondered about that, too. In a famous midrash 
from Bereishit Rabbah (8:1), we find this: 
 
Rabbi Shimon said: When the Holy One, blessed be God, came to create 
Adam, the ministering angels formed themselves into groups and parties. 
Some of them said, “Don’t create hi,” while others urged, “create him,” as it 
is written, “Lovingkindness and truth met, justice and peace kissed (Psalms 



85:11). Lovingkindness said, “Create him, he will do acts of loving 
kindness.” Truth said, “Don’t create him because he is full of lies.” Justice 
said, “Create him, because he will perform acts of justice.” Peace said, 
“Don’t create him, because he is full of conflict.” So what did God do? God 
held Truth and cast it to the ground, as it is written, “And truth will be sent to 
the earth (Daniel 8:12). The ministering angels said before the Holy One, 
“Sovereign of the Universe! Why do you despise Your seal (truth)? Let 
Truth arise from the earth!” Hence it is written, “Let truth spring up from the 
earth” (Psalms 85:12)...While the ministering angels were arguing with 
each other and disputing with each other, the Holy One created the first 
human. God said to them, “Why are you arguing? Adam has already been 
made.” 
 
This midrash affirms that we are inconsistent, unpredictable, and imperfect, 
all of us. My question is why, according to this midrash, does God go 
ahead and create us? Why does God reject logic to give us life? And, if you 
prefer to reframe the question without God: how do we, with all of our 
complications, fit into the cosmic order? What is expected of us; why are 
we here? 
 
Guess what: I don’t know. But here’s what I think: 
There is profound value in living in the question. Our curiosity keeps us 
earnest about how to create lives of meaning and purpose. And based on 
my understanding of Torah, I believe that human striving matters 
cosmically and infinitely and that we build ourselves as we build our world. 
In fact, I also believe that we build God through the choices we make about 
the effect we want to have on the world.  
 
 
Rav Kook teaches that the facts on the ground that we create through our 
relationships and our deeds are like the primordial waters. Those waters 
are part of a dynamic interaction between the Source of all life--represented 
by the Ruach Elokim--the spirit of God hovering over the deep-- and the 



things that happen in the phenomenological world. The aspect of creation 
that we generate shapes the enduring reality of all that is, and each of us 
adds our distinctive essence to the collective project. Other biblical 
scholars, especially among the Hassidim, agree. 
 
My hope and prayer is that we will always use Torah to shine a light on the 
deepest questions of our existence and our purpose on earth. In that way 
we will honor our Creation and participate in redeeming our world. 
 
 
 
 
 
 


