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Act I Scene I: Dressing Adam and Eve  

Bereishit 2010  

Rabbi Yosie Levine 

The Jewish Center 

 

In anticipation of his upcoming visit to The Jewish Center, I recently procured a copy of 

Yehuda Avner’s new book, The Prime Ministers. It’s filled with fascinating and 

extraordinary anecdotes, many of them based on first hand accounts or direct 

conversations between the author and many of Israel’s greatest heroes.  

 

In one of the opening chapters, Avner tells the story of Menachem Begin’s ongoing 

efforts to conceal his identity from the British police in the years before Israel’s 

statehood. In 1946, Begin was the head of the Irgun and was a wanted man. So he 

disguised himself as religious scholar living in a dilapidated house on a small side street 

in Tel Aviv. He went by the name Reb Yisroel Sassover and joined the local shtiebl. 

 
Minyan.  
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There’s a beautiful medrash that has special – and even double – significance this 

morning: 

חילתה גמילות חסדים דכתיב ויעש דרש ר' שמלאי: תורה תחילתה גמילות חסדים וסופה גמילות חסדים. ת

ור אותו בגיא.בדכתיב ויק וקים לאדם ולאשתו כתנות עור וילבישם. וסופה גמילות חסדיםאל  

R. Simlai taught the following lesson: The Torah both begins and ends with chessed. It 

begins with chesed as it’s written: God made for Adam and his wife garments of skins 

and he clothed them. And it ends with chessed as it’s written:  And God buried Moshe in 

a placed called Gai.  

 

I understand the second half of this medrash. The very end of the Torah features an 

undisputed act of chessed. In order to keep the location of Moshe’s final resting place a 

secret, no one could be present at his death. At the end of the Torah – which we just 

lained yesterday – when Moshe dies, he’s all alone. There’s a profound element of חסד in 

God’s personally attending to the burial of his beloved servant. In fact, seeing to the 

needs of the deceased is the prototype in חז"ל for pure kindness – it’s חסד של אמת. No one 

is ever going to return the favor.  

 

But what do we make of the medrash’s first claim – that the Torah opens with chessed 

inasmuch as God provided clothes for Adam and Chava? If you recall from a few 

pesukim earlier, Adam and Chava weren’t walking around without clothing. 

חגורות. ויתפרו עלה תאנה ויעשו להם  

Once they sinned, they recognized their own nakedness and quickly made clothes for 

themselves out of fig leaves. 

 

In fact, the even more well-known part of the medrash immediately preceding the one I 

just quoted uses the same source as a basis for והלכת בדרכיו – the ethic of Imitatio Dei.  

 מה הוא מלביש ערומים דכתיב ויעש ה' אלקים לאדם ולאשתו כתנות עור אף אתה הלבש ערומים.

Just as God clothes the naked, as we see in the story of the Garden, so should we.  

 

But the very premise is flawed. Adam and Chava weren’t naked when God gave them 

clothes. What’s the great virtue in providing someone with something they already have?  

 

Perhaps you’ll tell me that their own clothes were only makeshift and Hashem furnished 

them with more lasting garments. 

 

Perhaps. But I think you would agree that it would be quite odd for the medrash to single 

out a wardrobe upgrade as God’s paradigmatic act of chessed. 

 

So how do we understand the message of this medrash? What in fact is the great act of 

kindess that Hashem performs here?  
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I’d like to suggest, based on a comment of the צרור המור, that Hashem’s chessed here is 

less literal and more representational. Though they may not have had the maturity or the 

vocabulary to express it, Adam and Chava are devastated after their sin. They fear that 

they may have irreparably wrecked their relationship with Hashem. They’ve just been 

condemned to a life suffused with labor and certain mortality.  

 

The chessed is in what Hashem communicates by this gesture. It’s true. They weren’t 

naked. The Torah never says they felt cold or exposed. They didn’t need the clothes. But 

emotionally, they were totally vulnerable. So Hashem provides them with the ultimate 

symbol of being sheltered and cared for.  

 

In the Garden, chessed means seeing through the external, recognizing the internal need, 

and then providing a gesture of support that addresses that need. What Hashem signals to 

Adam and Chava by clothing them is that – yes they’ve made a mistake and will have to 

suffer the consequences. But that in no way will ever detract from Hashem’s eternal care 

and concern for their well-being.   

 

Avner writes that there was an epilogue to the story: 

 
I don’t know how many members of our shul are secretly leading double lives to help the 

Jewish people. But I do know that so much of what we see are façades and airs.  

 

People may look fine. When you ask them, they may even tell you that they’re more than 

fine. But for so many people, underneath the surface are long shadows cast by loneliness, 

despair or any of the vicissitudes that confront us all in the course of a lifetime.  

 

The story of the garden is a story of archetypes – actions and reactions, emotions and 

feelings common to the human condition. God’s paradigmatic act of chessed is a gesture 
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whose surface value is limited if not entirely dispensable. What makes it so powerful is 

that it speaks to the underlying emotional needs of two human beings in pain.  

 

There was a member of our shul whose wife was ill. I called him on Erev Shabbos to 

check in. He told me how hard it had been and that he was scrambling just to keep up day 

to day. And then he said something that I believe was quite profound. “A friend of mine 

dropped off a kugel this afternoon. And I almost started to cry. I know a kugel is just a 

kugel,” he said. “But sometimes a kugel is so much more than a kugel.”  

 

It’s so much more because it’s a gesture that’s reminiscent of our divine paradigm – a 

gesture that identifies and speaks to the deepest inner needs of those around us.  

 

This year, bake lots of kugels. Peer through the veneers and behind the shadows. I think 

you’ll find that opportunities for kindness are nearer than you would have expected. Seize 

them. Rise to the great virtue of being a צלם אלוקים. And through your acts of chessed 

bring to light the sparks of the divine within each of us that are just waiting to be 

revealed. 

 

 


