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We have talked many times about the fundamental obligation that we all share in this world, 
namely, “Do not make a mess,” and the corollary of that rule which is, “if you make a mess, 
clean up the mess.” Obviously, the bigger the mess, the harder it is to clean. Adam HaRishon 
and Chavah made an enormous mess when they sinned, introducing death to the world and 
thus, mankind has not yet finished cleaning up the mess. I have brought up this topic many 
times but never as the topic of a drosha, so I figure that now may be a good time to explore the 
topic. 

The Torah recounts the fact that Hashem made a garden, east of Eden and deposited Adam 
and Chavah in the garden for the purpose of לעבדה ולשמרה, literally, to work and guard it. 
Commentators wonder what exactly was involved in these instructions. What work needed to 
be done to Hashem’s garden and what were they protecting it from? It is not as though there 
were thieves seeking to steal Adam HaRishon’s produce. At this point no one else existed, so 
what protection was needed? 

The Radak explains that לעבדה means that Adam HaRishon had to take care of the gardening 
responsibilities and לשמרה was to protect the growing produce from animals and birds 
(probably the ones that are in my garbage all of the time making a mess of my yard). Chizkuni 
does not identify what work needed to be done but writes that לעבדה refers to the work that 
had to be done to take care of the garden during the week and לשמרה was the instruction to 
refrain from working and tending to the garden on Shabbos. 

Ibn Ezra offers a couple of explanations and one of them is in line with what we have 
discussed. He writes that לעבדה refers to the positive mitzvos that Adam and Chavah were 
instructed to follow and לשמרה refers to the prohibitions that Adam and Chavah were warned 
not to violate. What were the mitzvos that were given to Adam and Chavah at this point? The 
Abarbanel explains that לעבדה refers to the allowance, or perhaps even mitzvah, to eat from the 
fruit trees that they were allowed to eat from and לשמרה refers to the prohibition against eating 
from the tree of knowledge of good and bad. 

This idea expands what we have been saying all of these years. Our job is not simply to refrain 
from making a mess, it also includes contributing to the world by performing mitzvos. Some 
people have the impression that the goal in life is to enjoy as much as they can while avoiding 
Gehinom. As long as one can sidestep “falling into” Gehinom, they consider their pursuits to 
be successful. There is no consideration of the fact that mitzvos are designed to forge a 
relationship with Hashem. Thought is not given to deepening one’s relationship with Hashem. 
The primary goal is to avoid being condemned to Gehinom. As all of you know, however, 
compliance with halacha is not to avoid the negative consequences that result, it is to elevate 
one’s life by connecting deeply to Hashem. We are tasked with the responsibility to contribute 
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to the world through our actions and leave it in a better position than it was when we were 
born. 

The totality of mitzvos divide into two categories, מצות עשה ומצות לא תעשה, positive commands 
and negative commands. There are some actions that we are obligated to do and some 
activities that we are commanded to refrain from doing. In terms of categories, there is a 
fundamental difference between them. Prohibitions are essentially warnings against making a 
mess. There are different types of messes. Sometimes the mess involves damaging or 
negatively impacting others (בין אדם לחבירו), i.e., interpersonal matters such as hate, gossiping, 
placing a stumbling block before the blind, etc. Others involve damage the is limited to the 
sinner and his relationship with Hashem (בין אדם למקום), e.g., eating a double bacon 
cheeseburger. In general terms, however, both categories involve making a mess by 
committing that transgression. All of mankind is subject to prohibitions against making a 
mess, even gentiles have the seven Noahide laws that include numerous prohibitions. 

In contrast, positive commands are intended to contribute something better to the world. Our 
purpose in existence is not merely to refrain from making a mess. We have a higher calling 
and that is to become partners in creation and contribute towards making the world better. 
Positive commands infuse sanctity into the world, thereby elevating it and bringing it closer to 
the intended goal of the world of recognizing Hashem’s dominion and sovereignty in the 
world. This perspective helps us understand why violations of prohibitions are, for the most 
part, treated more severely than those who violate positive commands by not doing the 
commanded mitzvah. In simple terms, it is much worse to make a mess that requires cleaning 
than it is to merely not contribute to making the world better. 

Adam and Chavah were given two commands, לעבדה and לשמרה, one is positive, to improve 
the world via his efforts and the second is negative, to protect the world and the good state 
 that it was in and refrain from doing things that will create a mess. Although we live (טוב מאד)
in a very different world, a world that has 613 mitzvos rather than 2 and a world of חורבן, 
destruction and גלות, exile rather than a world that contains a bais hamikdash, nevertheless, our 
essential obligation remains the same. Even in the challenging situation that we currently face 
and all of the limitations and restraints that we have, we must never lose focus on our two 
primary obligations. First and foremost, don’t make a mess and if you do, clean up the mess. 
Secondly, find ways to positively contribute to the world and the Jewish People so that the 
world is a better place as a result of your contribution. 

 


