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'12°8': Investigating Divine Inquiries

Strange Questions from Hashem
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24. Rabbi Jonathan Sacks. Lessons in Leadership. “Bereshit: Taking Responsibility” p. 3-4
The early chapters of Genesis focus on two stories: the first is Adam and Eve; the second Cain
and Abel. Both are about a specific kind of failure.

First, Adam and Eve. As we know, they sin. Embarrassed and ashamed, they hide, only to
discover that one cannot hide from God...

Both insist that it was not their fault. Adam blames the woman. The woman blames the serpent.
The result is that they are both punished and exiled from Eden. Adam and Eve deny personal
responsibility. They say, in effect, “It wasn’t me.”...




Cain does not deny personal responsibility. He does not say, “It wasn’t me” or “it wasn’t
my fault.” He denies moral responsibility. In effect he asks why he should be concerned with
the welfare of anyone but himself. Why should we not do what we want if we have the
power to do it?...

Personal Responsibility
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Moral Responsibility
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Rav Soloveitchik, Family Redeemed, p. 120
These travelers were not ordinary people whose eyes see only the surface. They were the angels
of God. Their glimpse penetrated and apprehended the image of the true leader, teacher,
prophetess, to whom everything should be credited. Nonchalantly they remarked, Where is
Sarah, your wife? Without her, you could not play the part that God assigned to you. Where
is she? Why do people not know the truth? Why has she been just trailing behind you? Why does
she not march in front of you? After all, the covenant cannot and will not be realized without her.
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Why Emphasize Responsibility?
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38. Rav Aharon Lichtenstein, By His Light, “To Cultivate and to Guard: The Universal
Duties of Mankind”, p.14

Our attempt to place the human imprint on nature is part of God’s mandate: “Fill the earth and
master it, and rule over the fish of the sea, the birds of the sky, and all living things that creep on
earth” (Bereishit 1:28). But whereas that mandate in the first chapter is formulated in terms of




rights, in the second chapter ( “/le-ovdah u’leshomrah ™) it is formulated in terms of obligation - it
is part of our responsibility, part of our task.

39. Rav Aharon Lichtenstein, By His Light, “To Cultivate and to Guard: The Universal
Duties of Mankind”, p.8

Part of “And He found it very good” is man, not existing simply as a biological being enjoying
the world, but rather as a functional being who contributes, creates and works. The need for man
to work is not part of the curse subsequent to the sin; man was originally placed in the Garden in
order to cultivate it...This had been intended from the beginning. Simply put, this is indeed a
perfect order, provided that man does his part. If man does not, then one of the pieces of
the picture has fallen out, and the world is no longer perfect.

40. Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, Lessons in Leadership, “Bereshit: Taking Responsibility” p. 6
When Adam and Eve sinned, God called out, “Where are you?” As Rabbi Schneur Zalman of

Liadi, the first Lubavitcher Rebbe, pointed out, this call was not directed only to the first
humans. It echoes in every generation. God gave us freedom, but with freedom comes
responsibility...

The responsible life is a life that responds. The Hebrew for responsibility, ahrayut, comes from
the word aher, meaning “other.” Our great Other is God Himself, calling us to use the freedom
He gave us, to make the world more like the world that ought to be. The great question, the
question that the life we lead answers, is: which voice will we listen to? Will we heed the voice
of desire, as in the case of Adam and Eve? Will we listen to the voice of anger, as in the case of
Cain? Or will we follow the voice of God calling on us to make this a more just and gracious
world?



