BEREISHIT 3

Bereishit

Splitting the waters

The first parasha appropriately begins with the creation of the world, and continues
with the Garden of Eden, Adam and Eve’s transgression and punishment, and
the story of Cain and Abel. The parasha recounts the passage of time, listing ten
generations between Adam and Noach, and sets the stage for the flood by describing
God's heartsickness at the wickedness of humanity.
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JosH GRESSEL

With its emphasis on the individual and the material, our culture does not
support the kind of sacrifice needed to make a marriage work. When was the
last time you saw a movie or television show that depicted the ways in which
marriage can become deeper and richer the longer a couple stays together?
What we are shown is the titillation and intoxication of the chase and fall-
ing in love. We aren’t shown how to make it work once the first flush of ro-
mance ends and the problems begin. The message from our culture is that if
it isn’t fun, sexy, or if it doesn’t feel good, something must be wrong. Much
in committed relationships is not fun, is not sexy, and doesn’t feel good. The
honeymoon always ends; the power struggle @/ways begins. This is the normal
developmental sequence; it is not signaling something wrong with the rela-
tionship. It’s supposed to happen. It’s why we hooked up in the first place, but
more about this later.

Let’s turn first to our parasha, to see what we can learn about relation-
ships from it, beginning with Adam and Eve. The first thing we need to do in
reviewing this overlearned material is to be aware that in the Hebrew, Adam
and Chava have very different linguistic connotations than come through in
the English. In English we think of Adam and Eve as a distinct couple, with
the guy named Adam and the woman named Eve, kind of like Ken and Barbie.
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The Hebrew is much broader and deeper. Adam shares the same root as
adama, meaning “earth,” and dam, meaning “blood.” Rabbi Steven Greenberg
suggests that a more accurate rendering of @dam in English would probably be
“earthling.”

Chava shares the same root as chavaya, meaning “experience.” But the
way we normally mean experience—as in, “that was a good experience”—is,
in Hebrew;, nisayon. Chavaya, on the other hand, is, for example, “last week
I climbed Half Dome”; zot hayta memash chavaya—it’s a deep experience. So
what we have is not so much Ken and Barbie as “earthling” and “deep experi-
ence,” giving us a more archetypal rendering of two primordial beings.

Next, let’s look at the creation of Adam more closely. Genesis 1:27 reads:

And God created man in His image, in the image of
God He created him; male and female He created them.

First, we have a repetition: “And God created man in His image, in the
image of God He created him.” And then, we switch pronouns to “male and
temale He created them.” What do we make of this switch? Certainly one way
to read this is that Adam, “earthling,” is androgynous: “male and female He
created them.”

There’s further support for this view if we read how Eve is created from
Adam’s tsela. This word is usually translated as “rib,” and we have this some-
what demeaning notion that primordial woman was created from primordial
man by putting Adam to sleep and removing one of his ribs. It doesn’t really
make any sense.

It makes alot more sense if we use a different translation for tsela, in which
tsela means “side,” as in meshulash shve tselaot, which means “an equilateral tri-
angle.” So if we think of Eve as being created from a “side” of Adam, which is
perfectly consistent with the Hebrew, we get a description in which Adam is
originally created both male and female, but is split into two genders, and two
people, with the creation of Chava.

Let’s return to our relationships and think about what this might be tell-
ing us. We have all heard such statements as “my better half,” “I feel whole
with him,” “I’m only half a man without her.” These are usually said early in
the relationship, before the power struggle blocks out some of the essential
truth this choice of language betrays.
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Like Adam, we are created in a state of primordial unity. Through the deep
experiences of our early life—the chavayot, if you will, of gender identifica-
tion, socialization, and a whole bunch of other things that are difficult to un-
derstand—we are split just like Adam and Chava.

We express a part of ourselves outwardly, and we leave a whole bunch dor-
mant and unexpressed inwardly, much of it beyond our conscious awareness.
When we partner with another, we are seeking to regain that sense of whole-
ness we lost when part of ourselves went underground. Our life’s partner is
that person we choose, with incredible pinpoint accuracy, to help us on this
journey.

The goal of relationships is not happiness, but wholeness. If our primary
goal is happiness, then the kind of compromise and sacrifice required by com-
mitted relationship is always going to disappoint us. If we look instead to the
ways in which our partners help us toward wholeness, and we partner together
in that endeavor, then we’ll be happy. But happiness has to be the by-product,
not the primary goal.

How do we help each other become whole? Let’s turn once more to our
parasha for insight. We have suffered from translations that are part interpre-
tations because the literal Hebrew didn’t make sense or was somehow offen-
sive to the translator. When God says, “It is not good for man to be alone;
I will make a fitting helper for him,” we are again given to understand that
Chava is created to serve Adam, to be his “helper.” The Hebrew, ezer kenegdo,
translates literally, “helper as opposed to him.” So rather than getting a sub-
missive helper, Adam is given someone who will help him through her very
difference, through her opposition to him. We can think of it as two opposing
forces that balance each other and provide added strength, like opposite sides
of an arch that supports a building.

It is a truism that we fall in love with someone for a particular quality, and
then want to divorce them for it afterward. Or, as one authority put it, we hire
our spouse to do something, and then we want to fire them for doing it. David
marries Sara because she’s down-to-earth and responsible, and he feels safe
with her. Sara marries David because he’s artistic, spontaneous, and fun to be
with. A few years into their marriage, David can’t stand Sara because she’s al-
ways worried about money and squelches any opportunities for fun. Sara can’t
stand David because he’s irresponsible, and she feels she has another child to
raise along with their newborn baby:
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David and Sara are being an ezer kenegdo for each other. What is required
for each of them to claim their wholeness is that they stop trying to change
the other and start trying to become their full selves. David would need to
clear out whatever Peter Pan fantasies are keeping him from acting like a ful-
ly responsible adult. Sara would need to learn to trust life and herself long
enough to let go of her control and let her own creativity and spontaneity out.

Harville Hendrix writes that we are attracted to our partners for their posi-
tive and negative resemblance to important people from our childhood, usually
our parents. He describes the radar-like process by which we scan our prospec-
tive mates, finding a match only when we see someone who contains both these
positive and negative qualities. He posits that the real work of our marriages,
the real but usually unconscious contract we sign with the ketuba, is that our
partner will help us face the demons and baggage we bring from our childhood
by being just enough like one of our parents to make us deal with these issues.
The purpose behind this is another wrinkle on our striving for our wholeness:
for us to have the opportunity to transcend the programming and wounds we
inherited from our parents, who inherited them from their parents, and so on
through the generations. From this perspective, David and Sara, in their strug-
gles, would be replaying parental scripts from their respective childhoods.

This, too, is laid out in our parasha, where it says:

Thus shall a man leave his father and his mother, and
shall cleave unto his wife, and they shall be as one flesh.

Yes, this is referring to a physical leaving of the home. But it also refers to
an emotional leaving and a psychological leaving. Each partner must cleave
unto whoever their partner actually is, without the filter of their respective
parents, without the tapes they play from their personal history channel.
Then they can become as one flesh, whole, in God’s image.
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JENNY KIRSCH

Why is the woman referred to as a “helpmate?” Nehama Leibowitz discuss-
es the term this is based on, ezer kenegdo, with a more egalitarian conclusion.
While ezer is “help,” kenegdo means “opposite” or “against.” Leibowitz sug-
gests God’s lesson in this term of creation:



BEREISHIT 7

The “good” effected by the introduction of woman and the “not good”
introduced by her separate creation is conditional on man’s choice of good. If
they (both halves of the original whole) do not show themselves worthy the
result will be disharmony—a clash of opposites.

So, we humans have been charged with this duty of working to be harmo-
nious together since the time of our creation and separation into males and
temales.

What a big reliefl Women were not just an afterthought created from
some rib to be alowly helper. We are half of the original whole human, half of
the team assigned to care for our world. This perspective reveals that women
and men all have equal value and equal responsibility to coexist in a manner
that respects all of creation.

Just one more thing worries me: Chava is held up as an example of evil and
weakness for trying the fruit of the forbidden tree in gan eden. I know Chava
was breaking God’s commandment. However, several other important Jews
in the Torah questioned and challenged God, including Abraham and Moshe.
Perhaps we should look at the result of her behavior. Isn’t lifelong learning
one of the highest values of Jewish tradition? If Chava hadn’t been so curi-
ous, we might not have the depth of intellectually stimulating learning that
is so central to our identity. Marge Piercy wrote a poem about this idea called
“Apple Sauce for Eve,” which begins:

Those old daddies cursed you and us in you, damned for
your curiosity: for your sin was wanting knowledge.

And it ends:

You are indeed the mother of invention, the first scientist. Your name means
life: finite, dynamic, swimming against the current of time, tasting, testing,
eating knowledge like any other nutrient. We are all the children of your
bright hunger. We are all products of that first experiment, for if death was
the worm in that apple, the seeds were freedom and the flowering of choice.
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YAEL PrATT

What kind of relationship between God and humans would each of the two cre-
ation stories suggest to us? We have three possibilities: Parent to Child, Ruler
to Subject, and Scientist to Rat. Let’s look at the Parent-to-Child relationship.
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In the Seven Days story, God gave humans no restrictions, while in the
Eden story, God gave Adam and Eve one restriction: to not eat of the fruit
of the Tree of Knowledge. Seeing how Adam and Eve went against the single
restriction they were given, we might well assume that wanting what we can’t
have is a part of human nature.

Why would God put such a restriction on Adam and Eve? It’s possible
that God cares about Adam and Eve and doesn’t want them to get hurt. Much
as parents won't permit their children to participate in dangerous activities,
God might be trying to protect Adam and Eve by preventing them from eat-
ing the fruit. By putting that restriction on them, God’s actions are suggest-
ing a Parent-to-Child relationship.

On the other hand, God could be restricting Adam and Eve because God
either doesn’t trust them, or doesn’t want them to be as knowledgeable as
God. Both of these possibilities suggest a Ruler-to-Subject relationship,
which puts God in a more authoritarian light.

The last relationship between God and humans to consider is
that of Scientist to Rat. It is possible to imagine that the whole Eden
circumstance was created simply because God wanted to see whether Adam
and Eve would take the fruit from the Tree of Knowledge. Maybe God sus-
pected Adam and Eve would do so from the start, but wanted to test it out
anyway, like a scientist testing a hypothesis.

In any case, thinking about the Scientist-to-Rat relationship, one has to
wonder about God’s affection for humankind. Does the scientist care about
the rat? Probably not. Does God care about humans? The answer to that is
yes. Many prayers (including the V’ahavta) are God commanding, wanting,
some might say begging us to love God. Looking back at the Parent-to-Child
relationship, God loves us and wants what is good for humankind. So, God is
similar to a scientist in some ways, such as conducting an experiment, while
dissimilar in others, such as caring about the well-being of the parties to the
experiment.

The trouble with seeing God as a scientist is that scientists are not al-
mighty. One huge part of science and experimentation is finding out that your
hypothesis was wrong. So this brings up the next question: Is God all-power-
tul? Could it be that God is almost completely powerful, but not necessarily
all-powerful?
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Many times, people have asked, “If there’s a God, why did the Holocaust
happen?” When God created humans, God added a sort of uncontrollable as-
pect to our nature. It’s as if God made humans, then said, “All right, go do
whatever you want, but if you mess up, it’s your fault.” God left us alone, and
now, whatever terrible things some of us do, like the Holocaust, are our fault.
Maybe, in creating us that way, God trusted us not to make ourselves extinct,
sort of like God trusted Adam and Eve not to take the fruit in the Garden of
Eden.

The last type of relationship in this thought process isn’t between God
and humans, but is inside ourselves. This last relationship is the Me-to-Me
relationship, because it involves an internal struggle within ourselves. This
comes up when we ask, “Would I take the fruit as Eve did?” Yes, because want-
ing what we can’t have is part of human nature.

Looking at the two stories of creation, we have some new ways to think
about Judaism, human nature, and the nature of God. Maybe God does things
because God cares about us; God might truly love us as a parent loves a child.
It’s also intriguing that such a big part of human nature is wanting what we
can’t have. So, what does this all mean to us in our lives, now and in the future?

Thinking about God’s love for us, it feels special, to know that God cares
about us and the Jewish people. In thinking about the mistakes made in the
Garden of Eden, maybe in the future we can try to keep our expectations real,
and understand when others, as well as ourselves, make mistakes.

And finally, it feels really good to be loved! Maybe God just wants to be
loved, too. It works out nicely, because the feeling’s mutual!





