The Center for Modern Torah Leadership

First of all, mazal tov to my son Gershon Michael on his bar mitzvah — may he continue to bring us
nachas! Second, Simchat Torah was my mother (Dr. Molly Klapper a”h)’s first yahrtzeit. | had hoped
this week’s dvar Torah would in some way integrate those very different themes, but will have to be
yotzei for now simply by mentioning them.
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Rabbi Hoshayah the Elder opened.. ..
The Torah says: “l was the craft-tool of the Holy Blessed One.
The practice of the world is that when a flesh and blood king builds a palace, he does not built it based
on his own mind but rather relying on a craftsman, and the craftsman does not build it out of his own
mind, but rather has blueprints and checklists to know where he should make rooms and where ...
So too the Holy Blessed One would look in the Torah and create the world.

| often introduce my sophomore courses at Gann with the following citation from Douglas Adams’ Dirk
Gently’s Holistic Detective Agency.

“St. Cedd’s,” he pronounced, the college of Coleridge, and the college of Sir Isaac Newton, renowned
inventor of the milled-edge coin and the catflap!”

“The what?” said Richard.

“The catflap! A device of the utmost cunning, perspicuity, and invention. Itis a door within a door, you
see,a..."“

“Yes,” said Richard, “there was also the small matter of gravity.”

“Gravity”, said Dirk with a slightly dismissive shrug, “yes, there was that as well, | suppose. Though that,
of course, was merely a discovery. It was there to be discovered.” He took a penny out of his pocket and
tossed it casually onto the pebbles that ran along the paved pathway.

“You see?” he said. “They even keep it on at weekends. Somebody was bound to notice sooner or later.
But the catflap ...ah, there is a very different matter. Invention, pure creative invention.”

“I would have thought it was quite obvious. Anyone could have thought of it.”

“Ah,” said Dirk, “it is a rare mind indeed that can render the hitherto nonexistent blindingly obvious.”
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My purpose is to challenge students to consider what kind of creativity we value within Torah, and why.
Are chiddushei Torah best conceived of as creations, or rather as discoveries?*

An important parallel question was brought home to me by Rabbi Seth Farber, channeling T. S. Eliot’s
“Tradition and the Individual Talent”. Rabbi Farber warned me before | began teaching at Maimonides
that the students would not appreciate my chiddushim “because they won’t know what you were
supposed to say” — and indeed, it took me almost a year to realize that students were not evaluating my
philosophic positions against those of the Rav, because they had never learned the Rav’s philosophy.

The moral of the story is that we experience ideas as creative because we’ve been taught otherwise, and
therefore, we may experience a work, idea, or interpretation as highly creative which to its author was
simply a paint-by-numbers production, or an accurate portrayal of a cultural consensus.

This seems to me often the case when day school graduates study midrash. For better or worse (see
http://www.torahleadership.org/categories/peshatderash.mp3) they have been taught to interpret
Chumash in the manner of a particular set of medieval exegetes, and therefore they often experience
Rabbinic readings as wildly creative when their authors were reading mechanically, finding textual hooks
for conventional assumptions, or both.

Here is one brief example, which arose in a conversation with my colleague Ms. Karen Spero. Bereishit
Rabbah records a reading of the Torah’s opening word “Bereishit” as meaning “By means of Reishit”.
Another version translates “By means of me, Reishit, he created the world”, in first person. Either way,
the meaning is that the Torah was the blueprint of the world: “He looked in the Torah and created the
world”.

Now this may seem both exegetically and theologically creative, but | contend it was likely neither.
Rather, for the Rabbinic consensus Mishlei Chapter 8 — here cited as the prooftext for the claim that
reishis = Torah) — made it perfectly clear that wisdom antedated the universe, and was consulted during
Creation. Furthermore, the Rabbis were well aware that “bereishit” is grammatically improper if the
intended meaning was “in the beginning”, and so offered a variety of alternative translations, including
“for the sake of”. They generally also understood Biblical words as having their meaning created by
their usage elsewhere in Tanakh, and so naturally responded to this problem by considering alternative
identifications for the “Reishit” grammatically necessitated by these translations — here Torah was an
obvious contender, especially as the tradition identified the Chokhmah of Mishlei as Torah.

! In Modern Orthodoxy, we tend to address this question by embracing paradox — “Everything that a
veteran student will in the future be mechadesh was already said to Mosheh at Sinai” (note that this
consciously paradoxical version of that Rabbinic statement, as cited by Netziv in the introduction to
Haamek Sh’eilah, seems to come from an emendation by the Vilna Gaon; however, it can also be found
in earlier commentaries). This tension between tradition and originality inheres in the concept of MO;
but it’s not clear to me that affirming dialectic remains an emotionally satisfying approach without the
Rav’s living presence as a creative Hegelian philosopher.
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I suspect a much deeper theological tradition is reflected here as well. The rabbis noted that the three
terms for intellectual comprehension used in Mishlei 8 for Creation parallel the attributes of Betzalel,
architect of the Mishkan, and of course the Mishkan was a microcosm. On Berakhot 55a Rav Yehudah in
the name of Rav says that Bezalel knew how to be metzaref otiot, to combine the letters used in
Creation. This assumes as background that Creation was a literary endeavor, that the universe was
fashioned via Biblical interpretation, and therefore of course presupposes that the Torah antedated
Creation.

To me, the genuinely creative endeavor in this midrash is the architectural metaphor. Why must G-d
have blueprints to look at when creating, rather than freeforming? Note how this metaphor has the
Torah describe itself as a craftsman, rather than as a set of plans, so that it appears to play a volitional
part in Creation.

Finally, the mashal has three levels — the king, the craftsman, and the plans. The nimshal has only two —
The Holy Blessed One and the Torah. How, then, do nimshal and mashal match up? Your answers are
welcome as always.

Shabbat shalom
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