Guidelines for Greatness

Parasha Bereshith
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RASHI BEGINS HIS COMMENTARY on the Torah with a ques-
tion taken from the Midrash. “Rebbji Yitzchak asked: The Torah
needed only to begin from the verse, ‘g3 mn WIna - This month for
you is the chief of the months; it is the first for you of the months of the
year’ (Shemos 12:2), for this was the first mitzvah that [Klal] Yisroel
was commanded to observe. What then, is the reason that the Torah
begins with Bereishis?
The Midrash answers:

we

O3 N9 3% NNY WYY TN rwyn oo - He declared the power of
His deeds to His nation, to give them the

inheritance of the peoples
(Tehillim 111:6).

If the nations of the world should say to Yisroel,
‘listim atem ki kavashtem artzos shivas goyi;]Tr-};);xZe thieves, for
vou have occupied_th.eiands.ufm's:n_mﬂnnsiibﬁiemsh people u—rr
reply to them, “The entire world belongs to HaKadosh Baruch Hu;

He created it, and gave it 1o whom He pleased. When He desired, He

gaveitto them [the seven Canaanite nations'], and when He desired,

‘b/\ccording to Rashi, therefore, the account of Maaseh Bereishis,
the story of Hashenrs creation of the world, is proof that the world
belongs to Hashem, and establishes the right of the Jewish peaple to
drive out the Canaanite nations and settle Eretz Yisroel, for that is
the will of Hashem.
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The Ramban, however, says that Hashem's ownership of the world
would have been known even without the g_cﬂgg_qg\l_gfﬁggggliliereisl11-'5.
'The fact that HaKadosh Baruch Hu created the world is plainly set
forth in the Asseres HaDibbros, the Decalogue: “ii nwy o nww *5
*YOAVT 012 N3 02 WK Yo DX 00 DR YINT DR DMWH DR - For in six
days Hashem made the Heavens and the earth, the seas and all that is
in them, und He rested on the seventh day” (Shemos 20:11).

Additionaily, the written account of Maaseh Bereishis is far from
exhaustive. Only a mere outline of what actually occurred is recorded
in the Torah’s short narrative. The rest remains carefully concealed
in the hidden esoteric wisdom of Torah she'baal peh, the Oral Torah.
Some parts are accessible only to a select group of sages who are ca-
pable of attaining the deepest levels of understanding.?

The enigmatic nature of Maaseh Bereishis underpins the Ramban’s
understanding of Rebbi Yitzchak’s famous question that “The Torah
did not need to begin with Bereishis”” He suggests that all of Maasch
Bereishis should have re

ave remained unwritten as part of the mesorah.
Clearly, the Torah did not intend to teach us the details of creation.
The account of creation must be teaching us a different lesson en-

tirely.
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This site is connected with yet another beginning: that of all
mankind. Human history begins with Adam Ha-Rishon in the
Garden of Eden, but if we search for the origin of Adam him-
self, we come back to the site of the altar. Chazal tell us that
when God took a piece of earth in order to make a body for
Adam Ha-Rishon, He took it from this spot.® Thus Adam
Ha-Rishon, and all humanity, have their beginning in Eretz
Yisrael. ) )

The connection is even deeper than location. Adam

Ha-Rishon was not only created in Eretz Yisrael; he was cre-

ated from Eretz Yisrael, from a physical piece of Eretz Yisrael.
Thus the beginning of all mankind —in a very literal and con-
crete sense — is Eretz Yisrael.

Even the reason why the Torah begins with an account of the
creation of the world is related to Eretz Yisrael. The Torah’s
real purpose in telling the story of Creation is not to give us a
glimpse into the secrets of the Creator. Rather, it is to provide
us with a logically unassailable argument that Eretz Yisrael be-
longs to the Jewish people.
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Eretz Yisrael is also connected to another important set of be-
ginnings. When Hashem revealed Himself to each one of the
Avos, His very first words were about Eretz Yisrael. To
Avraham He said, “Go out from your land...to the land I will
show you,”* and that new land, of course, was Eretz Yisrael.
Similarly, the first thing Hashem told Yitzchak was, “Do not go
down to Egypt,” but rather, “Dwell in this land....”* Thus, for
both Avraham and Yitzchak, the experience of Divine revela:
tion began with a command to live in Eretz Yisrael.
1

The first haftarah of the year, which we read on the Shabbos of
parashas Bereshis, also begins with an allusion to Eretz Yisrael:

Thus says God, Hashem,
Who created the heavens

and set them in their place,
Who spread out the land

and all that it brought forth,
Who gives a soul

to the people who are upon it
and a spirit

to those who walk within it.*
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Which land is being described here? Which land gives a
soul to the people who live upon it? The Gemara’s answer i3

Eretz Yisrael * And from the phrase that begins “Who gives a
soul to the people who are upon it,” we learn that a person
who lives in Eretz Yisrael will be forgiven for his sins and wil]
receive the reward of Olam Ha-Ba, the World to Come. Even
one who merely walks four cubits in Eretz Yisrael will receive a
share in the World to Come.™ Thus the verse Chazal chose for
our annual introduction to the Prophets also speaks about
Eretz Yisrael.
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% A careful reading of the parshah reveals that every step in the pro;
cess of creation included a commandment consistjng of instructions
to the elements of the newly formed world. Hashem commanded
the birds, the fish, and mankind “to be fruitful and multiply” (Be-
reishis 1:22, 28). Hashem commanded mankind to eat only of the
vegetation; nasati lachem es kol eisev. He also commanded the earth
to “bring forth the grasses and the trees” Thus, the basic lesson of
Maaseh Bereishis is that the world was created to_carry out the tzivui
the command, of HaKadosh Baruch Hu, Every aspect of creation has
a God-given role that it must perform..

The Chovos Halevavos (Shaar Cheshbon HaNefesh, Cheshbon 6)
uses a comparison which is extremely helpful in understanding the
role of creation in its relationship to man. A king once sent a high
minister on a mission of importance and designated a large staff of ser-
vants and workers to assist him. These people did their work faithfully,
and never failed to fulfill their duties. The minister himself, however,
began to attend to his personal pleasures more intently than to the
work of the king, which he grossly neglected. Once, while crossing
a river a group of servants who were carrying the minister told him:
“My lord, we feel that we are no longer obligated to you, as you are
derelict in your duty to the king, and we intend to drown you in the
river this very moment!” .

'R All components of creation are comparable to that staff of servants
whose only role was to serve the minister. Every element of the uni-

verse exists to assist man in fulfilling his obligation as representative of

the king. This is only true, however, if man carries out his role properly.
If he does not carry out his obligations to HaKadosh Baruch Hu, then
the world will not carry out its obligations to him.

In Pirkei Avos (5:1), Chazal® explain the account of creation like
this:

“The world was created with ten utterances. What does this come to

teach us? Indeed, could it not have been created with just one utter-
ance? This was to exact punishment from the wicked, who ruin a

world that was created with ten utterances, and to bestow a goodly

reward upon the righteous, who sustain a world that was created

with ten utterances.”

‘3 )(Maaseh Bereishis may teach us that Hashem is the Borei olam, the
Creator of the world, but it also teaches us the principle of sechar
veonesh, reward and punishment.

The concept of tzivui learnt from Maaseh Bereishis, therefore,
serves also as an introduction to the many lessons of reward and
punishment found in Chumash Bereishis. “Koach maasav higid leamo

lases lahem nachalas goyim, He declared the power of His deeds to His
nation to give them the inheritance of the peoples,” by demonstrating
the principle of sechar veonesh.

.’lndeed, the remainder of the Book of Bereishis expands on the
lesson of reward and punishment. Adam HaRishon was exiied from
Gan Eden when hé discbeyed the command not to eat of the Etz
HaDaas; Kayin was forced to wander after killing his brother Hevel;
the dor hamabul, generation of the Flood, lost entirely jts right to
inhabit the earth because of its wickedness; and the builders of the
tower of Bavel were dispersed when they rebelled against Hashem.
The Canaanite nations that violated Hashen’s will were driven out of
their homelands by the fledgling Jewish nation as a_consequence of
their sins (cf. Ramban 1:1).
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In contrast, the righteousness of Avraham, Yitzchak, and Yaakov

was rewarded with the land of the Canaanite nations, once the sins
of these nations had become intolerable. “X% 3 A3 12w *y°31 WM
A TV WA Y 090 - And the fourth generation will return here [to
eretz Canaan] for the offense of the Emori has not yet been completed”
(Bereishis 15:16). Thus, all of Sefer Bereishis was recorded to teach
humanity that “it is fitting that when one nation sins exceedingly,
another nation will come and occupy their land” (Ramban 12 oX 177).
“He declared the power of His deeds,” that He administers reward and

«

punishment, “to His nation,” for the benefit of the Jewish nation, “to

give them the inheritance of the peoples,” which paved the way for the
possession of the Land that was promised to their Forefathers.
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The Task of Man

Rabbi Moshe Chaim Luzzato (the Ramchal) discusses the unique com-
position of Adam, and the purpose for which he was created, in his

sefer, Derech Hashem (1:3:2). Briefly, he writes that HaKadosh Baruch

Hu created Adam HaRishon with two opposing forces, the yetzer hatov

and the yetzer hara, the inclinations toward good and evil. These

forces are further reflected in the twofold process of Adam's creation.
His physical side (guf) was formed from the dust of the earth, afar

min haadamah, but his spiritual side (neshamah) emanated directly

P&
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from Hashem. “Vayipach beapav nishmas chaim, and He breathed

into his nostrils a living soul” Because of its material nature, the guf

is a natural instrument of the yetzer hara, while the innately spiritual
. neshamah is associated with the yetzer hatov. As a consequence of this

dichotomy, the task of every individual is to increase the influence of

the yetzer hatov, the force of spirituality.

—P In the struggle between ruchnius (spirituality) and gashmius (ma-

terialism), however, the forces of materialism have two advantages.
Firstly, the physical is tangible and one does not need to contemplate

its existence. Secondly, the yetzer hara uses the weight of the mate-

rial world to blind us from seeing ruchnius and to pull us towards
aveira (transgression). The neshamah (soul), on the other hand, is
itself intangible and perceived only with difficulty. Moreover, the
neshamah has no tangible object comparable to the visible world to
act as an attractive force to assist it. It therefore stands alone as the
single opponent of the evil inclination and the body, being the only
force that pulls us in the direction of goodness, tov. Spirituality, or
) ruchnius, therefore, has two distinct disadvantages. a
._33 ‘To,guide man in this struggle, the Ribbono Shel Olam gave him a
set ofinsquctions, the mitzvos, which provide limitations and guide-
Nlines to the entire array of human endeavors. The underlying principle
of taryag mitzvos, the six hundred and thirteen commandments, is

to take gashmius and turn it into an instrument for ruchnius. When

a person follows the mitzvos, he transforms the physical world, the

instrument the yetzer hara uses to mislead us to sin, into a vehicle

for ruchnius.® We can either view the world as an end in itself, or we

can see through the illusion of materialism and perceive the spiritual

potential within the gashmius, and use it according to the will of
HaKadosh Baruch Hu, “nxun nnob 20°n X7 oX) NRw 2°0°N OX R197
Y311 - Surely if you improve yourself, you shall be forgiven. But if you
do not improve, sin crouches by the door” (Bereishis 4:7). The choice

is left to us.
—’ The nations make the error of misusing the creation as a vehicle

to maximize their physical pleasures. This increases the darkness of

materialism. Klal Yisroel on the other hand, is dedicated to applying

the guidelines of taryag nitzvos and elevating the physical by trans-

forming it into a vehicle for spiritual ends. Ultimately, the purpose of

creation is furthered by the tzaddikim of Klal Yisroel, who are “a light
unto the nations,” and this makes them worthy of inheriting Eretz
Yisroel, the focal point of holiness and spirituality in the world.

3‘{' This is a still deeper level to the Midrash's explanation as to why
the Torah began with Bereishis. “He declared the power of His deeds.’

the potential of mitzvos to transform gashmius into a vehicle for

ruchpius, “to His nation,” who accepted the commitment to further

the Divine plan, “to give them the inheritance of the peoples,” the land

of Canaan, the raw material that embodies the greatest potential for

increasing ruchnius. HaKadosh Baruch Hu also demonstrated this

convincingly by giving us the personal examples of the Avos HaKedo-

shim, our holy Forefathers, who accomplished these goals and serve as

personal role models to guide us in the ways of Hashem and in living
lives of spirituality, to the point that every Jew must say, “19°% "n»
PP PRI OITIAN "MAX WYN7 wyn - When shall my deeds reach the
deeds of my Forefathers, Avraham, Yitzchak, and Yaakov” (Tannah
D'vei Eliyahu, ch. 25).
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