1. Rashi to Genesis 1:1
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Said Rabbi Yitzchak: There was no need to begin the Torah with anything other than
"This month shall be for you",
the first commandment regarding which Israel was commanded.
Why, then, did it begin with "In the beginning"?
Because "The force of His deeds He told His nation, to give them the homestead of
nations" -
so that if the nations of the world should say to Israel: “You are robbers, for you have
conquered the lands of the Seven Nations’,
they can reply: ‘All the land belongs to the Holy One Blessed Be He; He created it and
gave it to whom He saw fit. He gave it to them by fiat, and by fiat He took it from them
and gave it to us”.

Questions:

1) Precisely which sections of Torah does Rabbi Yitzchak initially believe are unnecessary?
Here are four possibilities — decide which of these is most compelling, or develop an alternative.
a) the story (stories?) of Creation

b) all the narrative preceding "n>7 ntn wTnA"

c) all the text preceding "n>7 ntn wTNN"

d) all narrative in the Torah

2) Based on the above — what is Rabbi Yitzchak’s initial understanding of the purpose/nature of
the Torah, and (how) does it change in his conclusion?

2. Rashbam to Genesis 1:1
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And also this entire section of the work of the Six Days was placed earlier by Moshe our teacher
to explain to you what the Holy One said at the time of the Giving of the Torah, that “because for
six days G-d made the Heavens and the Earth the sea and all within them, but He rested on the
seventh day”,
and this is also why he wrote “It was evening, it was night, the sixth day”, that sixth day which
concluded the six days that G-d referred to at the time He gave the Torah.
This is why Moshe said this to the Children of Israel. to inform them that the Word of G-d is true:
“Do you believe that this world was always built up the way you presently see it filled with every
good thing? It was not so, rather “In the beginning G-d created etc.”,
in other words at the beginning of the creation of the Heavens and the earth,
in other words at a time when the Heaven and Earth had already been created, whether for a
short or long period —

Questions:
1) Does Rashbam’s final conception of Torah differ from Rabbi Yitzchak's? If yes, how?



3. Ramban to Genesis 1:1
A
[MNN 1'RYI L, NMINMKD WY KD D ,"DN-7R K02 N'UXRIQ™ DImn 7'nnin'? XN 2ma Ix D ,na 7IRgh vl
' DIm 17 'R 91D NI, INTR D7IVNY AYINE DT
NUN TV N72p0 'O KR 1MW YT X710, NIREAN [N 2m 1K 7Y TI0 N'URIA NYYNY 1910 NNl
JNIX ANONY7 2N 1'YTI1,NNIAAN 'O 111N
DI"2 NYY1 NNl [IYRY DI X11IY NN 119001 ,X1A UKD X NINN N7NNNYT 'RY PNY' 27 R P
N1 A X7 0790 D L,1mn 0TR WNALTY A 11901 ,0W1Y1 DRVNIT,NINEDTY DY NIDNRDT,DNN IRYI Y
Y72 DNINN 'WIN? 2'90' ,71TA DN XD PRY,MA7901 7100 T 190 Py 701 ,0imdn n nnty
NI D'MYN DR N NYY 0'A' NYY D (X' D NINY) NN2T NIwYa 0N 1012 7991 'R ,n'7N D2Imon
NN DY "'on NWNn? o270 DNV DYT'N'7 NYFT'D IRYNILL'WRAYN DI N DY YR 7D NINE D' NIK YIRD
N5 ‘wav
And this seems highly questionable, because there is great need to begin the Torah with “In the
beginning (of everything) G-d created”, as this is the root of the faith, and whoever does not
believe in this and thinks that the world had prior existence is a denier of the essence and has no
relationship to Torah.
But the answer is that Creation is a deep mystery which cannot be comprehended from Scripture
alone, and it can only be understood properly through the tradition which originated with what
Moses our teacher heard from the Omnicapable, and those who know it are required to conceal
it.
Therefore Rabbi Yitzchak said that the Torah had no need of “In the beginning (of everything) G-d
created”, and the story of the Garden of Eden and the expulsion of humanity therefrom, for all this
cannot be completely understood from Scripture, and all the more so the stories of the
Generations of the Flood and the Division, for which the need is not great, and there is sufficient
for the people of Torah without them, so long as they believe generally in what is mentioned to
them in the Ten Statements that “because for six days G-d made the Heavens and the Earth the
sea and all within them and He rested on the seventh day”, and the (true) knowledge will remain
among individuals who possess the Halakhah L’'Mosheh MiSinai as well as the Oral Teaching.
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And Rabbi Yitzchak gave a rationale for this, that the Torah began with “In the beginning G-d
created” and the tale of everything involved in Formation until the creation of a human, and that
He gave him dominion over the works of His hands and placed everything under his foot, and that
the Garden of Eden, which is the choicest of the places created in This World, became his home
until his sin drove him from there, and the people of the Generation of the Flood were driven from
the entire world, with only the Righteous among them escaping along with his children, while the
sin of his descendants caused them to be scattered in various places and dispersed among the
lands so that they took places by family as opportunities presented themselves to them.
This being the case, it is appropriate when a nation continues to sin that it should lose its place
and that another nation will come to inherit its land, for this was the way of G-d with the land from
the beginning . . .

Questions:

1) Does Ramban in the end agree or disagree with the premise of Rabi Yitzchak's question?

2) Does Ramban understand Rabbi Yitzchak’s answer in the same way that Rashi does? If his
understanding is different, what implications might that have ofr his understanding of the purpose
of Torah?



Is Bereishis about Philosophy?

1. Introduction, “The Beginning of Wisdom”, Leon Kass

This book offers a philosophic reading of the book of Genesis. What, you may well ask, do |
mean by “philosophic reading”? By “philosophic” | mean wisdom-seeking and wisdom-loving,
after the literal meaning of the ancient Greek term philosophia, the love and pursuit of wisdom.
Philosophy in this original sense refers not to some specialized academic subject matter (the field
of philosophy) or to some finished doctrine (my philosophy of life) or to some method of reasoning
and questioning practiced by card-carrying professional philosophers (the discipline of
philosophy). Rather it denotes the activity of Socrates, Plato, Aristotle, and any of their
descendants who single-mindedly and wholeheartedly — yet thoughtfully and self-critically — seek
to discover the truth about the world and our place within it and to find thereby guidance for how
we are to live.

Epistemology (how to know)
Theology (about G-d)

Metaphysics (--about things--)
Anthropology (about human beings)
Ethics (how to act)
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In recent days we have been aroused by the remnants in the land of Provence
who expressed their zealotry for the religion of Moses and the Jews.
For people there treat the Torah as unformed clay,
and honor as wise those who collapse walls and demolish the words of Torah
instead digging for themselves wells — broken wells . . .
and in sight of the Glory of all Israel they breach in public view all the boundaries of Torah,
and attack with their tongues even our holy ancestors — something even pagans never did,
For they say that Abraham and Sarah refer to matter and form,
And the twelve tribes of Israel are the twelve constellations —
has any nation heard, since the time the land was divided among peoples/tribes, anything so
bad? They will return everything to chaos! . . .
and they say that the 4 kings who fought the 5 are the 4 elements and the five senses —
let their lives become fuel for the fires! . . .
and some of them say that everything from Bereshit through the giving of the Torah is allegory —
may them become and allegory of destruction!
In truth they show that they have no faith in the literal commandments,
And they write on their hearts and the walls of their altars that they have no portion in the G-d of
Israel, nor in the Torah that their ancestors received at Sinai,
And they are more alien than the Gentiles who, in their own manner, observe some of the
commandments . . .



Genesis 10:31 - 11:10
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. These are the sons of Shem,
after their clans and tongues,
in their lands by their nations.
These are the clans of the sons of Noah,
by descendants in their nations;
from these the nations separated in the land
after the flood.

The whole land was

of one speech and solitary words.
When they traveled from the East,

they found a valley in the land of Shin’ar
and settled there.

They said, each man to his peer:
“Come, let us bake bricks and fire up a fire!”
Brick became for them rock,

and pitch became for them putty.

They said:

“Come, let us build ourselves a city,

and a tower, its head in the heavens;
we will make ourselves a shem,

lest we scatter over the face of the whole land.

G-d descended

to see the city and the tower

which the children of Adam had built.

G-d said:

“Surely they are one people,

and there is one speech for them all,

and this is what they begin to accomplish;
should they not now have withheld from them
everything they have plotted to accomplish?
Come, let us descend,

and confuse their speech there,

so that they will not listen,

each man to his peer’s speech.”

G-d scattered them from there

over the face of the whole land,

and they ceased to build the city.

As a result its shem was called Babel,

for there G-d turned the speech of all the land
into babble,

and from there G-d scattered them

over the face of the whole earth.

These are the descendants of Shem . . .
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