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 Why does the Torah begin with Creation? That is the first question of the great medieval 
commentator Rashi. If the purpose of the Torah is to present God’s commandments, why not begin with 
the first mitzvah? Rashi suggests it’s all about the Land of Israel. God created the world and assigned 
different nations to different lands; and God assigned the Land of Israel to the Jewish people.  

 Maybe. But I’m more interested in what Rashi doesn’t say. Rashi doesn’t say that the Torah 
begins with Creation to teach how the world began. Rashi doesn’t claim that this is how it happened. 

 I kinda’ wish my fifth-grade teacher, Rabbi Sein, had been a little more like Rashi. When one of 
my classmates asked Rabbi Stein to explain how the Torah could tell us that the world was created in six 
days, less than 6,000 years ago, while our science teachers taught us that the world was millions of years 
old and human beings evolved, Rabbi Stein said the science was wrong. Carbon dating is not that 
accurate. The Midrash teaches that Adam was created as a 20-year-old man, meaning that God created 
the world as it is now. It looks like it’s millions of years old, but that’s because God planted all those 
fossils to test our faith. Who are you going to believe? The rabbi or the science department?  

 I chose the science teacher and eventually left my Orthodox day school and enrolled in public 
school. Luckily, I continued to learn; because I came to understand that I shouldn’t have had to make 
that choice. Fundamentalists believers – and non-believers – say you have to choose between Genesis 
and evolution. But serious people don’t have to choose. Because we need both. Science and religion 
each teach important truths. Science explores how the world works. Science tests hypotheses through 
experimentation. Scientific conclusions are continually updated because there is always more to learn 
and understand.  

And religion asks why it even matters. You can’t answer “why?” questions with the scientific 
method. For that we need religious wisdom, ancient teachings, and values, The answers to religion’s 
most profound questions aren’t found in science textbooks, and the Bible doesn’t offer details about 
how the world works.  

 And I’m not the first one to point this out. The traditional Hebrew Bible is called Mikra-ot 
Geolot, best translated as “Scripture Writ Large.” Each page of Mikra-ot Geolot contains a few lines of 
biblical text in the middle of the page (in large, bold print), with medieval commentaries printed all 
around. Although the commentators lived in different centuries, the traditional page presents them in 
“conversation” with each other.  

 Let’s take the first words of the Torah: “בראשית ברא אלהים.”  Baseball fans translate: “In the Big-
Inning, God created the heavens and the earth.” But you may have noticed that our translation – which 
is the New Jewish Publication Society translation, has something different: “When God began to create 
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heaven and earth … God said let there be light.” Our translation was published in 1985, but it’s not new. 
Already in the 11th-century, Rashi pointed to a problem with the Hebrew. The Hebrew for “In the 
Beginning” would be “ָּבֵראשֹוָנה ברא אלהים.” There are other details in his commentary, but Rashi is the 
one who suggested our translation: “When God set out to create heaven and earth, the earth being an 
unformed mess, God said “Let there be light.” In the beginning, according to Rashi, something was 
already there; the Torah doesn’t tell the whole story.  

 To be fair, the 13th-century scholar Nachmanides disagrees with Rashi. Nachmanides believed in 
the philosophical doctrine of creation ex nihilo, that God created the world out of nothing. Nachmanides 
didn’t like Rashi’s assumption that the raw materials were already there. Nachmanides says those first 
words must be read as their own sentence: “In the beginning, God [started with nothing] and created 
heaven and earth.” But the earth was unformed and void, so God said “Let there be light.” I doubt the 
authors of the King James Bible knew who Nachmanides was, but they were using his translation. 

The other rabbis on the page follow Rashi. And more importantly, they acknowledge that there 
are lots of scientific questions the Bible doesn’t even pretend to address. The 11th-century scholar 
Abraham ibn Ezra says there are lots of things the Torah doesn’t tell us: like who created the heavenly 
angels. … After Cain kills Abel and is told he will wander aimlessly throughout the world, Cain protests 
that there are all these people out there who will want to harm him. But the Torah doesn’t tell us about 
any other human beings. Where did they come from? We then read how “this one begot that one…”, 
but where did they find wives? We don’t know because the Torah doesn’t tell us.  

The 12th-century Rabbi Jacob Bekhor Shor says we don’t know what the primordial substance 
called tohu va-vohu was made of either. He calls it is a “serious transgression” to ask about those details, 
but that’s not the headline. The headline is that the mainstream, medieval Jewish scholars admit that 
the Torah is not a science or history textbook. Science doesn’t challenge Torah because Science and 
Torah have different concerns.  

And it isn’t just the medieval exegetes. The Torah itself doesn’t agree on how the world came 
into being. Today’s portion offers two different accounts of creation. In chapter 1, the primordial 
substance is water; God speaks and the world comes into being; human beings are created last, after all 
the animals. In chapter 2, the primordial substance is earth; God creates the male human first, with His 
hands; the trees and plants come later; the animals after that; and Eve is created last. Isaiah and Job 
describe cosmic battles between God and primordial sea monsters. Psalm 104 suggests that God created 
one of those sea monsters, Leviathan, as a playmate. We don’t find that in Genesis! If the Bible meant 
for its creation account to challenge science, it would have told a more consistent story.  

So that brings us back to Rashi’s first question. If the Torah isn’t telling us how the world came 
into being, why does it begin with Creation? The answer is that the Torah wants us to understand why it 
matters. Leaving aside the scientific details, the Torah wants us to appreciate how amazing it all is. 
Rashi’s grandson, Rashbam, says the purpose of the creation story is to introduce Shabbat. God rested 
on the seventh day, and we rest on the seventh day. There is no astronomical significance to the seven-
day week; it’s just holy. The Torah tells us to rest like God rested … because we are God’s partners in an 
ongoing process of creating the World As It Should Be. And there is still work to do.  
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Breishit begins with wonder, what Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel called “Radical Amazement.” 
Science deals in cold, provable facts. Religion wants us to appreciate enough to say “wow!” 

A colleague tells a story about a boy and his mother who arrived in the Land of Israel after 
spending their entire lives wandering in the wilderness with their fellow Israelites. The boy is amazed by 
the beautiful apple orchards and fields of grain, and he asks his mother what it all is. She tells him, 
“Those big tall things are called trees; the round things are apples and oranges. The stalks are wheat; we 
use it to make bread.” 

“So, I guess God must have put the trees and grain in the ground for us, right?” the boy says.  

His mother explains how, in actuality, all that produce began as little seeds, planted by farmers 
and nurtured with water and sunshine, but is confused. He shakes his head and says, “Mommy, it isn’t 
right to try and trick me! I’ve seen the manna from heaven; I’ve drunk water from Miriam’s well; I know 
how God provides for us. But little seeds growing to become beautiful trees? Wheat stalks turning into 
loaves of bread? Even I know that such miracles are not possible!” 

In Heschel’s words, “The beginning of our happiness lies in the understanding that life without 
wonder is not worth living.” We can understand – we should understand – the scientific principles that 
make the world work. Scientific inquiries are important. There is always more to learn. But we also have 
to say “wow!” We also have to appreciate that there is a Power in the world greater than us. We recite 
blessings to express gratitude. We observe mitzvot to acknowledge God’s commanding presence. We 
pursue tikkun olam because we know the work is not complete until all people can share earth’s 
blessings equally. 

These are the lessons of Torah. It begins with Creation and then invites us to continue. Recall 
the words Hillel spoke to the would-be proselyte who demanded to learn the entire Torah while 
standing on one foot – after the part about not doing to others what is hateful to you: “The rest is 
commentary. Zeil g’mor, Now go and learn!” Shabbat shalom.  


