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Annual: Genesis 1:1– 6:8

Triennial Cycle: Genesis 2:4 – 4:26

Haftarah: Isaiah 42:5 – 43:10

Click here for links to resources.


This Week’s Torah Reading

I.  Summary: We begin at the beginning: the Creation of the Universe.  Chapter 1 chronicles the Six Days of Creation, the high point being the creation of men and women in God’s image.  Creation, though, would not be complete without an element of holiness.  Hence, the institution of the Sabbath is an integral part of the Universe’s design.  Chapter 2 tells a different story of the Creation – or, if you wish, describes the Creation from a different perspective.  No sooner are the man and woman brought together than they defy God’s command and are expelled from the Garden of Eden (Chapter 3).  Chapter 4 is the story of the offspring of Adam and Eve.  In the story of Cain and Abel we read about the first time one human being takes the life of another.  In a subsequent passage, we read how Lamech, one of Cain’s descendants, boasts about killing another man.  All the while, human civilization advances.  (But is it progress?  “By attributing urbanization, music, and tool and weapon making to Cain and his descendants, the Torah may be signaling its ambivalence about human efforts to detach from, and improve on, the world of nature.”  Etz Hayim) Chapter 5 contains a detailed genealogy, linking the first humans to the generation that is to perish in the flood.  God will blot out all that He had made, except for Noah and his family, because “Noah found favor with Adonai.”

II. Commentary

A.  Human dignity: The primary concern of the Torah is neither history nor science.  The primary concern of the Torah is to teach us about God; about humanity; and about our relationship to God – as individuals and as Jews – and about our relationships with one another.  To say, then, that the description of creation found in the Torah is at odds with other descriptions and/or theories of creation is irrelevant.

“And God said, ‘Let us make man in our image, after our likeness.’”  (Genesis 1:26)  On this verse, the Etz Hayim Chumash comments: “In the ancient Near East, the ruling king was often described as the ‘image’ or ‘likeness’ of a god, which served to elevate the monarch above ordinary mortals.  In the Bible, this idea became democratized.  Every human being is created ‘in the image of God’; each bears the stamp of royalty.  Further, the symbols by which the gods are generally depicted in ancient Assyrian royal steles are called ‘the image of the great gods.’  Thus, the description of mortals as ‘in the image of God’ makes humankind the symbol of God’s presence on earth.”

Traditional chumashim rarely, if ever, refer to archaeological findings or compare the Torah to ancient, religious literature.  Modern chumashim use these findings and comparisons to help clarify and elucidate the layers of meanings of the Torah text.  By comparing and contrasting to the teachings of ancient belief systems, the reader gains a more profound understanding of the truly revolutionary and innovative nature of the Torah’s teachings.

This is especially true when it comes to the story of creation.  Without understanding the literary background of the times, it is very difficult to appreciate the shift in values represented by the Torah.

Consider the Akkadian creation epic, Enuma Eliš.  In this myth, the world was created through an act of violence.  The god Marduk slew the evil goddess Tiamat, splitting her body and forming the heavens from one half and the earth from the other half.  What does that say about the inherent nature of the universe?

More to the point is the discussion of the creation of humanity.  With these words, Marduk announces his intention to create humanity: “Blood I will mass and cause bones to be.  I will establish a savage, ‘man’ shall be his name.  Verily, savage-man I will create.  He shall be charged with the service of the gods that they  might be at ease!”  And how was this creature formed?  Marduk condemned to death Kingu, Tiamat’s co-conspirator. “They imposed upon him his guilt and severed his blood (vessels).  Out of his blood they fashioned mankind.”

According to this story, we are savages; there is very little difference between the rest of the animal world and us.  We were created through an act of violence; the “stuff” we are made of is the blood of a malevolent god.  Our place in the world?  To be the slaves of the gods, to cater to them so that they can live a life of ease.

Our Torah paints a very different picture.  God created us through holy speech.  God endowed us with a special place in the order of creation.  Our task: “Fill the earth and master it; and rule the fish of the sea, the birds of the sky and all the living things that creep on earth.”  In other words, we are God’s viceroys; we rule the earth as God’s agents.  We are God’s partners; our role is to care for the beautiful world that God created.  And our nature: we are created in God’s image.  We have been given some of God’s abilities: the ability to choose, the ability to create, the ability to evaluate and discern what is good and what is not.  Only to such a creature could God have said: “You shall be holy, for I, Adonai your God, am holy.”

“Every human has irreducible worth and dignity, because every human is fashioned in the image of God.” (Etz Hayim)

B. The purpose of religion: The Torah tells us of the first two children born to the first couple, Adam and Eve.  Cain, the elder, was a tiller of the soil; Abel was a keeper of sheep.  They both made offerings to God.  “Adonai paid heed to Abel and his offering, but to Cain and his offering He paid no heed.  Cain was much distressed and his face fell.”

Many reasons have been given as to why God accepted Abel’s offering but not Cain’s.  For the purpose of this discussion, these explanations are not relevant.  What is relevant is what God said to Cain, to encourage him to do better: “And Adonai said to Cain, ‘Why are you distressed, and why is your face fallen?  Surely, if you do right, there is uplift.  But if you do not do right, sin couches at the door; its urge is toward you, yet you can be its master.”

God understood how Cain felt after his offering was spurned.  “There seems to be something in the human soul that causes us to think less of ourselves every time we do something wrong.”  Those words, from Rabbi Harold Kushner’s book, How Good Do We Have to Be? A New Understanding of Guilt and Forgiveness, pretty much sum up how Cain must have felt.  God spoke to him words of encouragement. Don’t dwell on this failure.  You have the capacity to do better.

Too many people think that religion’s role is to make us feel bad or guilt-ridden when we do something wrong.  That’s not my understanding of the role of religion.  Nor is it my understanding of what God wants from us.

I wholeheartedly agree with Kushner’s assessment of the role of religion: 

Religion sets high standards for us and urges us to grow morally in our efforts to meet those standards. Religion tells us, "You could have done better; you can do better." But listen closely to that message. Those are words of encouragement, not condemnation. They are a compliment to our ability to grow, not a criticism of our tendency to make mistakes. We misunderstand the message of religion if we hear it is a message of criticism…. Religion condemns wrongdoing. It takes us to task for lying and hurting people. But religion also tries to wash us clean of disappointment in ourselves, with the liberating message that God finds us worthy of His love.

Kushner is justifiably critical of those expressions of religion that try to make us feel unworthy and sinful:

When religion teaches us that one mistake is enough to define us as sinners and put us at risk of losing God's love, as happened to Adam and Eve in the traditional understanding of the story, when religion teaches us that even angry and lustful thoughts are sinful, then we all come to think of ourselves as sinners, because by that definition every one of us does something wrong, probably daily. If nothing short of perfection will permit us to stand before God, then none of us will, because none of us is perfect. Under that definition of sin, our lives will be dominated by feelings of guilt and fear, guilt for the mistakes we have made, and fear of making yet another one. And guilt and fear don't bring out the best in anyone. They drain the joy out of life and make us unpleasant companions.

I do not believe in the kind of God who is so lacking in compassion as to cut us off or shut us out whenever we do something wrong.  God wants us to repent and live, because God wants us to be on speaking terms with Him, just as He is with us.  We should not live in fear that one misdeed will cause God to withdraw His love from us or to punish us disproportionately.

[R]eligion is not the carping voice of condemnation, telling us that the normal is sinful and the well-intentioned mistake is an unforgivable transgression that will damn us forever. Religion is the voice that says, I will guide you through this minefield of difficult moral choices, sharing with you the insights and experiences of the greatest souls of the past, and I will offer you comfort and forgiveness when you are troubled by the painful choices you made.

The beauty of the Jewish religion is its understanding of our weaknesses and how we are to set ourselves again on the right path.  In Pirke Avot we learn that “mitzvah goreret mitzvah.”  Loosely translated, that means that the performance of one mitzvah leads to the performance of another – just as the commission of one sinful act leads to the commission of another.  This is how Rabbi Kushner expresses this thought:

One of the things religion does best is teach us to cope with the normal guilt that follows a death, and with the appropriate guilt we feel in the wake of our misbehavior. If guilt results from what we have done, the cure is to do other things, better things: random acts of thoughtfulness, giving charity, helping a neighbor. At the rational level, giving charity doesn't undo the selfish or thoughtless thing we did to prompt the guilt feeling in the first place. But at the irrational level, where our souls live, it does introduce us to our better, nobler self. Deed "balances" deed; the voice of healthy pride counters the nagging, disapproving voice of a guilty conscience.

Be wary of teachers and preachers who tell you otherwise.  We need not live in fear of offending God or of alienating God.  True, not all types of behavior are acceptable to God, but God’s love for us is unconditional.  God realizes how depression and self-condemnation will lead to estrangement from Him.  All God wants from us is that we do the best we can – and when we fail, to pick ourselves up and try harder the next time.

♥  ♥  ♥

The holiday season is over.  For me, it was one of the most joyous seasons in memory.  I want to thank all of you who took the time to send my family and me New Year’s greetings.  Your kind wishes mean a lot to us.

Over the next few weeks I will be trying to catch up on all the correspondence I have received.  It is going to take some time.  Please be patient with me.

May God grant us a life in which our hearts’ desires for goodness will be fulfilled.  May God bless us all until we meet again
Rabbi Howard Gorin, Rockville, MD

Resources:

(1) Candlelighting times for this Friday night can be found at http://rabbihowardgorin.org/10.05.htm
(2) To find commentary on this week’s reading: http://rabbihowardgorin.org/DvarTorah.htm#Internet
(3) For archived issues of Shalom Africa: http://rabbihowardgorin.org/ShalomAfricaArchive.htm
(4) Reminder: You can receive via email the texts of the weekly Torah and Haftarah portions.  Go to

http://learn.jtsa.edu/cgi-bin/signup.cgi
Check off the boxes for “Text of Weekly Haftarah Portion” and “Text of Weekly Torah Portion.”







