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The Genesis of Thought-the Beginning of Existence: 
Reflections on Sefer Bereshit part II 

An Introduction 
 
 
On the hidden and the revealed in the Torah: 
1. Devarim 4: 

ֶמר ְלָך ּוְשֹמר ַנְפְשָך ְמֹאד, ֶפן   ִרים ֲאֶשר-ִתְשַכח ֶאת-ט ַרק ִהשָּׁ ְבָך, ֹכל, ְיֵמי ַחֶייָך; ו-ּוֶפן ָראּו ֵעיֶניָך-ַהְדבָּׁ ְהֹוַדְעָתם יָּׁסּורּו ִמְלבָּׁ
ַמְדתָּׁ ִלְפֵני ְיהוָּׁה ֱאֹלֶהיָך ְבֹחֵרב, ֶבֱאֹמר ְיהוָּׁה ֵאַלי ַהְקֶהל  ְלָבֶניָך, ְוִלְבֵני ָבֶניָך. ם, ְוַאְשִמֵעם ֶאת-ִלי ֶאת-י יֹום, ֲאֶשר עָּׁ עָּׁ י:  -הָּׁ רָּׁ ְדבָּׁ

ה ֹאִתי, כָּׁלֲאֶשר ִיְלמְ  ִמים ֲאֶשר ֵהם ַחִיים ַעל-דּון ְלִיְראָּׁ ה, ְוֶאת-ַהיָּׁ מָּׁ ֲאדָּׁ ר; -הָּׁ הָּׁ ְבֵניֶהם, ְיַלֵמדּון.  יא ַוִתְקְרבּון ַוַתַעְמדּון, ַתַחת הָּׁ
ְמִעים,  ֵאש:  קֹול ְדָבִרים ַאֶתם שֹׁ ֶשְך, ָעָנן ַוֲעָרֶפל.  יב ַוְיַדֵבר ְיהוָּׁה ֲאֵליֶכם, ִמתֹוְך הָּׁ ֵער ָבֵאש, ַעד-ֵלב ַהָשַמִים--חֹׁ ְוָהָהר בֹׁ

ִרים; ַוִיְכְתֵבם, ַעל-ְשֵני  ֶכם ֶאת-ְבִריתֹו, ֲאֶשר ִצּוָּׁה ֶאְתֶכם ַלֲעשֹות--ֲעֶשֶרת, ַהְדבָּׁ ִאים זּוָלִתי קֹול.  יג ַוַיֵגד לָּׁ ּוְתמּוָנה ֵאיְנֶכם רֹׁ
ֵעת  ִנים.  יד ְוֹאִתי ִצּוָּׁה ְיהוָּׁה, בָּׁ ם  ְלַלֵמד ֶאְתֶכם, ֻחִקים ּוִמְשָפִטים:ַהִהוא, ֻלחֹות ֲאבָּׁ ֶרץ, ֲאֶשר ַאֶתם ֹעְבִרים --ַלֲעשְֹתֶכם ֹאתָּׁ אָּׁ בָּׁ

ּה.  טו ְוִנְשַמְרֶתם ְמֹאד, ְלַנְפֹשֵתיֶכם:   ה ְלִרְשתָּׁ מָּׁ ֹׁא ְרִאיֶתם, ָכלשָּׁ ֵרב, ִמתֹוְך-ִכי ל   ָהֵאש. ְתמּוָנה, ְביֹום ִדֶבר ְיהָוה ֲאֵליֶכם ְבחֹׁ
ל--ַתְשִחתּון-טז ֶפן ֶכם ֶפֶסל, ְתמּוַנת כָּׁ ה-ַוֲעִשיֶתם לָּׁ ר, אֹו ְנֵקבָּׁ כָּׁ ֶמל:  ַתְבִנית זָּׁ סָּׁ  

9 Only take heed to thyself, and keep thy soul diligently, lest thou forget the things which thine eyes saw, and 
lest they depart from thy heart all the days of thy life; but make them known unto thy children and thy children's 
children; 10 the day that thou stoodest before the LORD thy God in Horeb, when the LORD said unto me: 
'Assemble Me the people, and I will make them hear My words that they may learn to fear Me all the days that 
they live upon the earth, and that they may teach their children.' 11 And ye came near and stood under the 
mountain; and the mountain burned with fire unto the heart of heaven, with darkness, cloud, and thick darkness. 
12 And the LORD spoke unto you out of the midst of the fire; ye heard the voice of words, but ye saw no form; 
only a voice. 13 And He declared unto you His covenant, which He commanded you to perform, even the ten 
words; and He wrote them upon two tables of stone. 14 And the LORD commanded me at that time to teach you 
statutes and ordinances, that ye might do them in the land whither ye go over to possess it. 15 Take ye therefore 
good heed unto yourselves--for ye saw no manner of form on the day that the LORD spoke unto you in Horeb out 
of the midst of the fire-- 16 lest ye deal corruptly, and make you a graven image, even the form of any figure, 
the likeness of male or female,. 
 
2. Shemot 24: 

ר;-טו ַוַיַעל ֹמֶשה, ֶאל   הָּׁ א ֶאל-ְיהוָּׁה ַעל-ַוִיְשֹכן ְכבֹוד.  טז ָהָהר-ַוְיַכס ֶהָעָנן, ֶאת הָּׁ ן ֵשֶשת יִָּׁמים; ַוִיְקרָּׁ נָּׁ -ַהר ִסיַני, ַוְיַכֵסהּו ֶהעָּׁ
ר, ְלֵעיֵני, ְבנֵ  הָּׁ ן.  יז ּוַמְרֵאה ְכבֹוד ְיהוָּׁה, ְכֵאש ֹאֶכֶלת ְברֹאש הָּׁ נָּׁ ֵאל.  יח ַויָּׁבֹא ֹמֶשה בְ ֹמֶשה ַביֹום ַהְשִביִעי, ִמתֹוְך ֶהעָּׁ תֹוְך י ִיְשרָּׁ

ן, ַוַיַעל ֶאל נָּׁ ה-ֶהעָּׁ ְילָּׁ ִעים לָּׁ ִעים יֹום, ְוַאְרבָּׁ ר, ַאְרבָּׁ הָּׁ ר; ַוְיִהי ֹמֶשה, בָּׁ הָּׁ הָּׁ  
15 And Moses went up into the mount, and the cloud covered the mount. 16 And the glory of the LORD abode 
upon mount Sinai, and the cloud covered it six days; and the seventh day He called unto Moses out of the midst 
of the cloud. 17 And the appearance of the glory of the LORD was like devouring fire on the top of the mount in 
the eyes of the children of Israel. 18 And Moses entered into the midst of the cloud, and went up into the mount; 
and Moses was in the mount forty days and forty nights. {P} 
 
3. Mishlei 25: 

ר בָּׁ ִכים, ֲחֹקר דָּׁ ר;    ּוְכֹבד ְמלָּׁ בָּׁ  .ְכֹבד ֱאֹלִהים, ַהְסֵתר דָּׁ
2 It is the glory of God to conceal a thing; but the glory of kings is to search out a matter. 
 
4a. Rav Kook: Orot Hakodesh 
The greatest deficiency in the quality of yirat shamayim that is not well connected to the light of torah is that fear 
of thought replaces fear of sin, and because a human being begins to be afraid of thinking, he goes and drowns 
in the morass of ignorance, which robs him of the light of soul, weakens his vigour, and casts a pall over his spirit.  
 
4b. Avivah Gottleib Zornberg:  Reflections On Genesis pxix 
 Moses, more questioning, more restless, is also a better reader than his brother. He is not entranced by the 
words of the text, but senses what is hidden in the spaces between the 
letters, in the silences between the words.  What is hidden is, essentially, the reader's most intimate life; the things 
and words' of the night, fears and longings and questionings. It is these that I have tried to "hear" from within the 
text of the Torah......The experience of highest tension, between immanence and transcendence, between the limits 
of human experience and the "signals of transcendence" that are secreted within these limits, is what draws me in 



Tanya White: Matan 5779  'עזרי מעם ה 
www.contemplatingtorah.wordpress.com 

the biblical texts and in the Midrashic and later versions of those texts.  There is a sense of the turning point, the 
fulcrum of transformation that affects the characters in their relations to God, to each other, and to 
themselves.  Ultimately, the interpretive act becomes similar to the creative act.  One reads, and one begins to 
hear a certain hum in one's ears...... The hum in the ears of the reader generates a personal response to the text. 
There are, of course, decorum’s and limits to be observed; but the intimate encounter between self and text must 
create something new, something neither "stale" nor "shabby," in Wallace Stevens's words, but with that essential 
"this-ness," which is the classic Midrashic description of what it is to "receive" the Torah: "On, this very day, they 
entered the wilderness of Sinai" Torah should be new to you as if they were given on this very day (rashi exodus 
19:1) 
 
 
On the Tension between modern and classic interpretive methodology: 
5. R. Zvi Grumet: Genesis: From Creation to Covenant 
Ever since the Torah was written, it has been studied as a source of guidance.  With the enlightenment, in many 
circles the study shifted from seeking moral or religious direction to academic study.  That academic examination 
challenged some of the most fundamental assumptions and sensitivities of the religiously orientated, and for much 
of the past to hundred years there has been an antagonistic relationship between those who study the Bible from 
an academic perspective and those who see it as a sanctified, core religious document.  In recent decades, 
however, a new approach has begun to emerge, one which is aware I and enlightened by the contributions of 
two centuries of academic exploration while remaining committed to preserving the Torah as a book of 
instruction- which is what its Hebrew names means…..the marriage of traditional reverence for the text with an 
array of new tools for exploring it has the potential to reveal magnificent insights into the text coupled with deep 
religious inspiration which otherwise would have remained hidden.   

 
6. R. Nathaniel Helfgot: Mikra and Meaning 
However the basic worldview of the Modern Orthodox community in America ad the Religious-Zionist community 
in Israel is rooted in the tradition of Maimonides and the whole host of Rishonim and Aharonim who took seriously 
the charge of fides quaerens intellectum, of a life predicated on ‘faith seeking and understanding’, whether in the 
philosophical realm, the halakic realm, or in the world of parshanut hamikra. This also dominates the intellectual 
discourse that has attempted to confront modernity head on, explore and benefit from the wisdom of secular 
studies, engage with the non-Jewish world, and work intensively for the return of the Jewish people to active 
history through Religious Zionism…..on the whole, however our community has not opted for an educational 
philosophy rooted in a monochromatic vision of a hermeneutically sealed classroom. We strive to inculcate yirat 
shamayim and ahavat torah that is ultimately broad and complex in its understanding, full of scope and depth. 
Returning to Rabbi Lichtenstein’s description of Modern Orthodoxy “Its very essence is to shy away from simplistic 
and one-sided approaches, of its fabric to strive to encompass and encounter reality in its complexity, and, with 
that encounter, to seek the unity that transcends the diversity”.  
 
7. An interview with James Kugel on Torah.com 

The rabbis say, תלמוד תורה כנגד כולם (“Torah study outweighs all the other commandments”). How do you define 
Torah and Torah study?  What modern methods of study would qualify? 
From what I’ve been saying, I’m sure you know my answer.  The study the rabbis are talking about is the study of 
Torah, not of the Pentateuch. That doesn’t mean that MBS is forbidden—it’s just not what the rabbis meant by 

 .תלמוד תורה
Ultimately, you might say that it all has to do with two different prepositions, learning about the Bible verses 
learning from it. MBS is learning about: When was this text written, and by whom? What is this phrase alluding to 
in Israel’s history or society or beliefs, and how did our current text come into existence? In these ways, the 
modern scholar comes to dominate the text, leaning over it like a surgeon with his scalpel, while the Bible lies on 
the operating table, utterly passive. 
Traditional Jewish study, by contrast, is concerned with learning from, and in particular learning what Judaism’s 
ancient sages understood the Torah to be imparting in this episode or this particular verse. Their answers are 
found in targum, Mishnah, Tosefta, midrashic compilations, the Jerusalem and Babylonian Talmuds, and so forth. 
Here, the student’s posture is altogether different: the text stands above him or her, while the student crouches at 
the text’s feet. Learning from is what traditional Torah study is about, and it is a happy coincidence that learning 
from sounds an awful lot like learning fromm in German or frum in Yiddish (both meaning “religiously”). 
 
Given our modern knowledge of the world, its immensity, antiquity, and how it works scientifically, how is the Bible at 
all relevant or important today?  
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The Pentateuch, or more broadly, the Bible as a whole, says what it says, and sometimes it does contradict what 
we know nowadays about the earth’s rotation around the sun, indeed, all of astrophysics and cosmology, and so 
forth. So if that’s what you want to know, the Bible may indeed appear irrelevant nowadays; the world has 
certainly changed. But God hasn’t (Malachi 3:6), and what we have to learn from the Bible is, as I’ve been 
saying, ‘avodat ha-Shem, how to serve God, to stand in front of Him as His devoted employees day after day. I 
think that this is as relevant and fresh as ever. 
 
8. Yehuda Gellman: This was from God p143 
On the theology i am presenting here, in retrospect, pondering the contemporary challenge to Torah as history, it 
could occur to us to believe that in the first place it was divine accommodation that provided Gods revelation I 
historical narratives.   Divine Providence is now at work lifting the requirement to believe the historical 
dependability of the torah. I would like to think of the Jewish people, and with them humanity at large, as living 
in a transformational era.  We are entering a new age, gradually, fragmentarily, and, I hope, responsibly, being 
called upon to recognize that the undermining of historical reliability of the Torah is the culmination of millennia 
of gradual divine guidance away from the centrality of the historical. 

 
9. Nechama Leibowitz: Sefer Bereshit Introduction: 
To sum up we may say with certainty that our relationship with Torah is one of mutuality. Both have enormous 
potential. The text is luminous – belongs as far as we are concerned to the sphere of the holiest.  But to shine 
forth, shed its light it requires the application of the readers mind and heart: both.  Our reading must not be a 
matter of the heart only- an undiscriminating untrained display of emotion and fervour nor of the mind only-a dry 
as dust exercise of the intellect.  The more fervent and emotionally involved our intellectual application, the 
deeper our insight. 

 
The postmodern and the unfinished text: Between rationality and mystery 
10. S. Kepnes: Postmodern interpretation of Judaism 
Scripture is, in a sense, humble, unfinished, and hypothetical and requires readers to interpret it to yield its 
meaning….. 
We will close with a final word on the title of the book: Reasoning after Revelation.  This phrase has a number of 
meanings for us.  It means that we recognise that we come after the fixity of revealed texts of the Jewish 
tradition and that apart of the enterprise of postmodern Jewish thinking involves thinking with these revealed 
texts to draw out their multiple meanings,  But it also means that we come before revelation in the sense that its 
truths are not fixed in our minds, our hearts and our actions, and that we must strive after revelation which 
remains far out in front of us as an ideal. 
 
S. Kepnes: A Narrative of Jewish Theology:  
Yet, though Jewish Theology appears subordinate to halakha, Solomon Schechter suggest that it is certainly not 
unimportant. “A great English writer has remarked “that the true health f a man is to have a soul without being 
aware of it; to be disposed of by impulses which he does not criticize”.  In a similar way the old Rabbis seem to 
have thought that the true health of a religion is to have a theology without being aware of it; and thus, they 
hardly ever made – nor could they make- any attempt towards working their theology into a formal system, or 
giving us a full exposition of it.” 
Schechter’s image of Jewish theology as the ‘soul’ of Judaism is a very helpful one. Jewish theology is at once the 
soul of Judaism, its very life-blood, and that which cannot be seen or fully expressed. It is the inner secret, the 
protected, the hidden. 
Why hidden> why secret? Simply because God is such. Thought about a hidden and concealed God must also be 
hidden and concealed.  It cannot be encapsulated into a formal system. As Schechter says it cannot be given full 
exposition. That is why there are no great systematic theologies in Judaism….. 
Yet is the theological enterprise is more loosely conceived of as thought about God and his relationship to His 
creation, if theology means, in the words of Arthur Cohen, Theothaumazren or ‘God wondering’, then certainly 
Judaism has it and has developed a very sophisticated method to express it.  That method is narrative- 
Aggadah, 
Why Aggadah? Because……..with its devices of metaphor and symbol is the art of concealing and revealing, 
hiding and showing, hidden in the multiplicity of events in a plot is the theme which brings intelligibility…..Jewish 
Aggadah exploits the resources of language-its ability simultaneously to conceal and to disclose, to give hints 
and allow us to ponder our relationship to God. In biblical narratives God is both hidden and revealed – 
revealed as a voice heard, a presence felt – but hidden as a face never seen.   

 
Methodology: 
11. Robert Sacks: A Commentary on the Book of Genesis.  
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Each book has its own way about it, and generally we begin to learn how to read a book by stumbling around in 
it for a very long time until we find our way. Otherwise we risk the danger of reading the book by a method 
foreign to the intent of the author. If no method is available in the beginning, we can only cast about for 
possibilities in an attempt to reach the author. If we find that our results begin to solidify into a real whole, we 
shall have some minor guarantee that some contact has been made between reader and author. This approach  
will often lead to blind alleys and to disappointments, but any other approach would in essence dictate to the 
book how it should have been written. We must proceed with caution, allowing the book itself to teach  
us how to read it. A book haphazardly written may accidentally lead us into many paths of thought, but if these 
apparent accidents begin to multiply beyond the limits of probability and begin to point in a given direction,  
we shall be forced to consider the possibility that what appeared to be accidental was the fruit of forethought. 
 
12. Leon Kass: The Beginning of Wisdom: Preface/ p19  
As I soon learned Biblical scholars, preoccupied with determining the sources of the text or comparing it with the 
writings of other traditions, now rarely read and teach the Bible in a wisdom-seeking spirit.  And the traditional 
readers of the text often read it too narrowly, resolving textual difficulties in the most pious direction.  After a 
while I persuaded myself that I would do my students no harm if I convened a not-for-credit course on Genesis in 
which we would read philosophically, solely for meaning and understanding, in search of wisdom…. 
The Bible, I freely acknowledge, is not a work of philosophy, ordinarily understood.  Neither its manner nor its 
manifest purposes are philosophical.  Indeed, there is even good reason for saying they are antiphilosophical, 
and deliberately so.  Religion and piety are one thing, philosophy and inquiry another….For the bible, in 
contrast the beginning of wisdom comes not from wonder but from awe and reverence., and the goal is not 
understanding for its own sake but rather a righteous and holy life…..the path to wisdom and happiness lies not 
through wondrous sights seen by the eye but through awesome command heard by the ear….the wisdom of 
Jerusalem is not the wisdom of Athens. 
 
The difficulties of exegesis and interpretation force us to grapple with the text and to attempt to weigh 
alternative readings and judgements, always testing our opinions against the textual evidence as well as the 
differeing interpretations and judgments of fellow readers of our own and earlier times.  As a result of these 
efforts, the venerable stories and characters of Genesis become again and again ever fresh, taking up residence 
in the hearts and minds of all serious readers…..all of us necessarily come at the text beginning from where we 
are, in our own time and place, equipped-but also limited- by our particular experiences of the world around us.  
Yet the mysteries and perplexities of the text disturb our complacent attachment to our own parochial situation 
and invite our active participation in a world larger than our own….we who live here and now are offered a 
chance to catch a glimpse of possibly timeless and transcendent truth about say, man and woman, kin and 
strangers, man and God or whatever the text has under consideration.  At the same time our need to continue 
grappling with the abiding ambiguities of the text teaches us, by performative experience, another timeless truth 
about ourselves: the truth of our own ignorance and the impossibility of ever resting comfortably with what we 
think we have understood.  The open form of the text and the recalcitrance to final and indubitable interpretation 
are absolutely perfect instruments for cultivating the openness, thoughtfulness, and modest about one’s own 
understanding that is the hallmark of the pursuit of wisdom. 
   
13. Barry Holitz: Back to The Sources p31 
By virtue of its general accessibility to readers, its ability to generate thought and interpretation, its pungent wit, 
and its keen eye for the complexities of human motivation, biblical literature becomes the instant possession of its 
users.  Not that is ever possessed fully, or that it unlocks all of its secrets, even after several readings.  The Bible 
is a mischievous companion, and one soon finds that its words speak several levels at once. One may usefully 
accustom oneself to reading each verse through the latticework of commentary.  It flows through cycles of 
generations with an ever more realistic spiral of thematic development, and at no point does it break the linear 
continuity of generational succession.  Biblical time seems relentlessly forward moving, but it is the resistances, the 
folds, the wrinkles in that time-that is, the narratives themselves-that more strongly command ones interest.  The 
reader soon feels drawn into biblical issues, as the participant in an unfolding conversation with the text.  This 
process shows how the Bible is more than a work of literature-it is a system of lore, one with the capability of 
generating an ever widening system of further lore.  Yet it is also only itself: an elegant and soft-spoken 
narrative with many beginnings and many endings, a lucid exposition of dilemmas that seem very familiar, even 
when read for the first time. 

 
Understanding the Classic Commentators in a new light: 
14. Bereshit 1:1 Rashi 
The Torah should have commenced with "This month shall be for you the first of months" (Shemot 12:2), which is 
the first mitzva that the people of Israel were commanded.  Why then does the Torah begin with "In the 
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beginning?"  It is because of what the verses state elsewhere, that "He told His people of the power of His works, 
in order to give them the inheritance of the nations" (Tehillim 111:6).  That is to say that if the nations of the world 
should declare to Israel: "you are thieves for having seized the land of the seven nations!" then Israel can 
respond: "all of the world belongs to the Holy One blessed be He.  He created it and assigned it to whomever 
found favour in His eyes.  In accordance with His will He gave it to them, and in accordance with His will He took 
it from them and instead gave it to us!"  
 
Rashi: Devarim 34:12 
"and for all the great might and awesome power that Moses displayed before all Israel": 
For he was moved to smash the Tablets before their very eyes, as it is written (above, Deut. 9:17), "smashing 
them before your eyes," and the Holy One, blessed be He, was of like mind with him, for it is written (Ex. 34:1), 
"which you shattered"—the more power to you. 
 
15. Ramban: Bereshit 1:1 
And this is a tale in the words that our Rabbi Shlomo (Rashi) wrote in his commentaries. And one can question it, 
because there is great need to begin the Torah with "In the beginning God created" for it is the root of faith; and 
one who doesn't believe this and believes that the world is primordial is an apostate and has no Torah 
whatsoever. And the answer, it is because the work of creation - it is a deep secret - is not intelligible from the 
verses, and will not be understood by its students except through the received tradition up until Moses our Master 
from the mouth of God [lit. "The Strength"], and those who know it are required to hide it. Therefore Rabbi Isaac 
said that beginning of the Torah doesn't require "In the beginning God created" and the story of what was 
created on the first day, and what was done on the second day and the remaining days, and the lengthy telling 
of the creation of Adam and Eve, and their sin and punishment, and the story of the Garden of Eden and Adam's 
exile from it, for all this cannot be understood with full understanding from the texts 

 
16. Ibn Ezra: Introduction to the Torah 
The fifth among these ways, 
The foundation of my commentary upon them stays; 
And it is right in my eye, 
Before God’s face on High.  
His awe alone I savour;  
In the Torah, I will never show favour. 
I will explicate each word’s grammar with all of my strength, 
And afterwards as I am able, I will explain it at length…  
Because derash does not make the way of peshat mistaken,   
For the Torah has seventy faces which we may awaken. 
Only when it comes to teachings, laws, and decrees, 
If the verse has two reasons which may please,  
And the one reason relies on the scribes’ expertise, 
For they are all righteous, we need no guarantees,  
We will doubtless rely on their truth, with strong hands and ease. 
God forbid that we may involve ourselves with Sadducees, 
Who say that the scribes contradict the details written in these. 
Rather, our predecessors embody truth, 
And all of their words are truth; 
And Lord God of truth 
Shall direct his servant on the way of truth 
 
17. Abraham Joshua Heschel: God in Search of Man p242 
Irrefutably, indestructibly, never wearied by time by time, the Bible wanders through the ages giving itself with 
ease to all men as if it belonged to every soul o earth.  It speaks every language and in every age….we all 
draw upon it and it remains pure inexhaustible and complete, in 3000years it has not aged a day, it is a book 
that cannot die…..in fact, it is still at the very beginning of its career, the full meaning of its content having hardly 
touched the threshold of our minds; like an ocean at the bottom of which countless pearls lie, waiting to be 
discovered. 

 
 

 


