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While many of you were away on Sukkos, we spoke about the שלימות of the Jewish people – our 

shared sense of pain on missing even one Jewish soul – and our shared sense of unbounded שמחה 

at the thought that Gilad Shalit would be coming home. As Rabbi Fridman spoke about on 

Wednesday evening, the halachic and political equations are complex. Of course we feel 

trepidation about the thought of terrorists going free. But part of our own complexity is our 

capacity to contain two strong reactions simultaneously without the one mitigating or 

diminishing the other. Recognizing this, Gilad’s release marks a moment of exceptional joy for 

our community and for our people – particularly for every one of us who has davened on his 

behalf for these past five years. 

 

So this morning I thought it would be appropriate to reflect for a moment on something that we 

can take with us from this experience: Not only in terms of what it means to bear witness to 

prayers answered, but in terms of what Gilad helped teach us about ourselves. 

 

As a student of Rashi, I have to admit that I have never been quite so bothered by his opening 

question: Why does the Torah not begin in Parshas Bo with the first Mitzvah commanded to the 

Jewish people. As sensitive 21
st
 century readers of the Bible, we understand Bereishis. I would 

even say we love Bereishis. We fully appreciate why we would be infinitely poorer without the 

paradigm-building characters of Avraham, Yitzchak and Yaakov, Sarah, Rivkah, Rachel and 

Leah. 

 

But I do sympathize with a slightly smaller scale version of his question, and that is: Why not 

start the Torah with Lech Lecha? If we’re interested in the history and destiny of the Jewish 

people, why not begin with the story of Avraham, the story of the man who began the journey? 

 

What I’d like to explore with you is the possibility that פרשת בראשית contains within it a motif 

that will prove essential to understanding the themes and variations that underpin the narratives 

that follow.  

 

There are two great sins committed in Bereishis. Adam and Chava eat of the forbidden fruit, and 

Kayin murders his brother. My question is: Is there any linkage between these two events? 

 

If you examine the text closely, you’ll notice that there is in fact a common denominator.  

 

Before God commands Adam about what he may and what he may not eat in the garden, there’s 

one perplexing line: 

  רק ב בראשית פ

  (טו) ויקח יקוק אלהים את האדם וינחהו בגן עדן לעבדה ולשמרה:

And God took man and placed him in the garden to work it and protect it.  

  



2 

 

We understand what it means that God placed man in the garden. And we could even understand 

that he charged him with working in the garden. But what does שמרה mean? Protect it from 

whom? There are no aggressors, no predators. There’s no one else around. 

 

I would submit that it doesn’t mean to guard or protect. It means to accept responsibility. לשמרה 

is the meta-command. It’s the overarching ethic within which the commandments and 

restrictions apply. Make sure, God tells Adam, that nothing goes wrong on your watch.  

 

When Chava is enticed by the serpent, she compounds her sin by failing to own up to it. Instead 

of pleading guilty, she points the finger at the נחש. And then Adam falls into the selfsame trap. 

The responsibility of preserving the integrity of the unsoiled garden devolves solely upon him – 

it is he who is enjoined with the words לעבדה ולשמרה. And yet he is wholly unable to step up and 

recognize his failing.  

 

By now you’ve intuited that it’s this shortcoming that spills over into the next generation. Why 

does Kayin kill Hevel? The text is too sparse and the clues too equivocal to say for certain. 

Perhaps it’s jealousy; perhaps a fit of rage; perhaps a misunderstanding. We can only speculate.  

 

What is certain, however, is that Kayin fails to develop past the missteps of his parents. When 

Adam sins, God says איכה – where are you – in the hope that this will provide Adam an opening 

to explain his guilt. 

 

When Kayin sins, God performs the same kindness. He casts no blame and points no fingers. 

Instead, he begins with a question. He opens the door to a conversation in which the guilty party 

has a chance to accept responsibility for what he has done wrong. Instead, Kayin answers with 

his infamous rhetorical question: השומר אחי אנוכי – am I a שומר? Am I the responsible party? 

 

The remainder of ספר בראשית is essentially the long-winded answer to this question – an 

exploration of the evolving ethic of what it means to be a שומר.  

 

When we meet Avarahm, the Torah never explicitly tells us why he is elected to be the father of 

the Jewish people. Later, though, Hashem drops a hint. In his revelation to Yitzchak, Hashem 

says:  

  בראשית פרק כו 

  (ה) עקב אשר שמע אברהם בקלי וישמר משמרתי מצותי חקותי ותורתי:

You’ll be a great nation in the merit of your father. He listened to me – he was a Shomer. 

   

Adam and Kayin are Avraham’s narrative foil. It’s where they fail that Avraham ultimately 

succeeds. He constantly steps up to take responsibility: For his wife, his children, his nephew, 

visitors, the residents of Sodom. . . The list goes on. Time and again, it’s through his capacity to 

accept responsibility even when it’s not expected that he will – that Avraham rises to greatness.  

 

In my office I keep a hardcopy of the original text of the Tefillah we say for our חילים who are 

held captive. The last time I emended it, it was to remove the names of Eldad Regev and Ehud 

Goldwasser when we learned that they had perished.  
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When I pulled the text from the file this week and removed the name of Gilad Shalit, it sent a 

chill down my spine. On the day he was captured, reality seemed to have been turned on its head. 

As an IDF soldier, he was meant to be our shomer – a defender of the Jewish state and the 

Jewish people. And yet it was all of us who became his shomrim – waiting, watching, rallying, 

davening and hoping beyond hope that one day he would return home. Gilad reminded us that 

we are blessed with an ability to transcend obstacles of time and place and that we, too, can rise 

to the level of שומרי ישראל – that we accept responsibility for every member of our people. 

 

There are several different categories of shomrim in the gemara. But there’s one quality that’s 

captured beautifully by a statement of the Amora, Rav Nachman.  

 

  תלמוד בבלי מסכת בבא מציעא דף לה עמוד א 

אמר ליה: לא ידענא היכא אותבינהו. אתא לקמיה דרב  -ההוא גברא דאפקיד כיפי גביה חבריה, אמר ליה: הב לי כיפי. 

  פשיעותא היא, זיל שלים.  -נחמן, אמר ליה: כל לא ידענא 

There was a particular person who deposited some jewelry with his friend, thus transforming his 

friend into a shomer. The depositor returned and said, “I’d like my jewelry back,” to which the 

shomer said, “I don’t know what I did with them – I don’t know where they are.” They brought 

the case to Rav Nachman who summed up his verdict ever so succinctly: ותא היאעכל לא ידענא פשי  

– every case of לא ידענא is negligence. Go pay.  

 

In Judaism, לא ידענא is never an acceptable position. As shomrim of the Jewish people, it’s our 

job to know. 

 

This year, let’s make it our priority not just to be reactive, but to be proactive, too. Gilad taught 

us a global lesson, but it applies no less on the local level. It’s on us to be שומרים:  

 

Our first task is to know – to keep abreast of the most pressing needs in our community: What’s 

happening in the lives of the people around us? What’s happening in the life of our Center? 

Sometimes the answers will be obvious and sometimes we’ll have to dig a little. But such is the 

job of the Shomer.     

 

Knowing is the first step; acting the second.   

 

The Kotzker Rebbe once said בראשית ברא אלוקים can be translated: Hashem created בראשית – He 

created the beginning. 

 

The rest is up to us.  

 


