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GENESIS: AN ANCIENT BOOK OF MODERN WISDOM

Family relationships are inherently challenging and rife with conflict. Yet the family unit endures as the universal crucible in which we forge our identity. As microcosms of human interdependence, families embody our limitless capacity for love and competition, for betrayal and forgiveness. Novelists and playwrights have detailed the infinite variety of troubled families, and modern psychology has charted the obstacle course of the human soul that family relationships must navigate. But neither literature nor psychology has been able to satisfy our hunger for a spiritual identity and a system of values to guide our lives.

Three millennia before the writings of Tolstoy and Freud, the Book of Genesis chronicled one family’s multigenerational struggle to come to terms with the eternal themes of meaning and purpose. By exploring this saga of the first family of the Bible, we can discover how their conflicts and transcendent spiritual vision reflect our own contemporary search for a purposeful life. What makes the first family of Genesis uniquely contemporary and compelling? How do the lives of these people speak to us today? How do their struggles illuminate our personal issues of identity, meaning, and purpose? There are no simple answers, no pat formulas for salvation. But what the Book of Genesis does offer is a comprehensive framework for exploring human nature and for embracing adult life with all its rewards and responsibilities.

Both the human condition and family dynamic have changed remarkably little since ancient times. The men and women of Genesis are very much like you and me—lusting for pleasure and power, dealing with sibling rivalry, and learning, by trial and error, how to be parents. They fail more often than they succeed. But it is through failing that they move forward, however painfully, in solving their problems. To the end, this family prevails by clinging to its faith in its spiritual identity. One generation is linked to the next by a shared commitment to a higher purpose that transcends the mundane aspects of its members’ lives, offering a code of behavior that curbs their worst instincts and gives expression to their highest ideals of compassion, love, and justice.

My love affair with the Hebrew Bible—also known as the Old Testament—began when I was a six-year-old schoolgirl in Haifa, Israel. Biblical studies were a daily part of school life, my treasured window into the adult world. The stories of the Bible were not fairy tales to me, but vivid human dramas with larger-than-life personalities. I learned about adult passion from David and Bathsheba, about jealousy from Sarah, about tenacity and enduring faith from Abraham, and about depression from Saul. Their Hebrew language was the language of my daily life. The land they walked on was the land that I hiked over and lived in. Early on I concluded that if I studied and internalized this Book, I could understand everything there was to know about life without ever having to leave my neighborhood.

I was grateful for the Bible’s total candor in portraying humanity with all its frailties and imperfections. Its characters embodied all the highest and lowest human drives—even the heroes, whom I learned to embrace without illusions and without feelings of personal inadequacy. As a teenager plagued by the usual array of adolescent insecurities, I was reassured by the knowledge that I, too, could err and still feel entitled to love and acceptance. In a very direct way, the Bible invited and empowered me to become an adult. By presenting life as it is, with all its contradictions and subtleties, the Bible guided me down the long, patient path of understanding and compassion. This path, which began with Bible study, eventually led me to my work as a psychotherapist.

Genesis tells the story of a people who believed in an abstract, transcendent God and embraced the concept of their creation in His image as fundamental to their identity. The horror of the Holocaust, which was the omnipresent backdrop to my adolescence and young adulthood, taught me how crucial a spiritual identity is to overcoming life’s adversities. Many of my immediate neighbors were refugees from Germany and, later, survivors of the death camps. They came to Israel with only what they carried on their backs—and inside their souls. As I was growing up, I watched them rebuild their lives from the ground up, building on whatever inner core of identity had survived. I couldn’t comprehend the horror of the Nazi death camps, and the Bible provided no absolute answers. But it gave me the courage at an early age to confront tough questions about human nature. The Bible demanded that I challenge both myself and my God for an explanation of evil and injustice in the world, as characters throughout the Bible do, from Abraham to Job.

Half a century later, and half a world away from Israel, the Bible is still the prism through which I view the world. The biblical characters and stories I first encountered as a child continue to shape my adult roles as psychotherapist, teacher, wife, mother, and friend.

While the Bible shows us that human nature has not changed since ancient times, the social framework of our lives is utterly transformed. The multigenerational family has virtually disappeared. And without it, we’ve become cut off from our cultural, moral, and spiritual roots. There has been much talk in recent years about family values, but little serious discussion about what family represents and why family values are worth preserving.

So much of modern life is devoid of human warmth or a sense of belonging. Ninety percent of what I do in my therapy practice involves helping my patients combat the alienation and anonymity they experience because of the breakup of old patterns of bonding in families and in the community. Every day I meet people adrift in the world without an inner compass—filled with self-doubt, empty of any sense of purpose. Many of them are successful professionally; some are very wealthy and powerful. I see them distanced from their families and with no real ties to their communities. Often their job descriptions have become the only anchors for their identities.

One way to counteract these feelings of anonymity is by going back and reading the Bible, beginning with the Book of Genesis. Enjoying it first of all, being entertained by it, and ultimately, being guided and enriched by the wisdom of this ancient text. Genesis offers us not only a realistic portrait of the human condition, but also a pragmatic, down-to-earth approach to leading a meaningful life. It shows how a family transmits its unique spiritual identity grounded in its faith from one generation to the next—and how that faith becomes a way of life. Not in the sense of an insurance policy against misfortune, but as a tool for overcoming fear, emptiness, loneliness, and cynicism.

For the past twenty years I’ve been teaching the Bible to groups seated around my dining room table, in the U.S. Senate, on Wall Street, and in a variety of other settings in Washington, DC, and New York. These groups are devoted to discussing the same Book over and over again. There is always more to uncover, in the Book and in ourselves. One of my classes has been meeting every Friday morning for twenty years. The same people, the same Book. But our lives are constantly changing, and so does our perspective on the Bible.

As the foundation of all Judeo-Christian theology and morality, the Bible has profoundly shaped who we are and how we view the world. Our country was founded on biblical values of equality and freedom, and our greatest leaders, from Lincoln to Martin Luther King, Jr., have harkened back to these biblical precepts to articulate their causes. But for the vast majority of secular Jews and Christians today, the Bible remains the great unread, undiscovered masterpiece of Western thought. The first goal of our book, then, is to retell the riveting story of the family of Genesis to a generation that has largely ignored or rejected the Bible.

As the first of the thirty-nine Books of the Hebrew Bible, Genesis offers an ideal starting point for an inquiry into who we are and what we can accomplish in life. Written in Hebrew over three thousand years ago, Genesis presents a remarkably contemporary overview of human character, personality, sexuality, and family relations. It offers us a comprehensive framework for exploring human nature and illuminates our own search for a purposeful life.

As its name implies, Genesis is a book of origins. Regardless of our religious orientation—secular or observant, Jew or Christian—the Bible speaks volumes to us about freedom, justice, and compassion. The Bible outlines a code of ethics, values, and spiritual reference points that are indispensable to a grounded existence. Without a map of moral and spiritual signposts, we walk through life at the mercy of every crisis, every human rejection, and every change in external circumstances.

Genesis is a survival story narrating humanity’s tenuous triumph over its self-destructive nature. The key to that survival, the lifeboat for humankind in a sea of anonymity and despair, is the family. While Genesis narrates the story of a particular clan, it teaches universal lessons about the resilience of individuals and of the family unit. It encourages us to rebuild our identity from the inside out, beginning with ourselves and the people we are closest to: our family and our immediate community. Most important, Genesis gives us the tools to reknit the fabric of our families and to rediscover the power of these most personal relationships.

Genesis epitomizes the Bible’s unique capacity to entertain while it instructs. It’s a great read—as subtle and closely observed as a Russian novel, as compelling as the best Shakespearean drama. It is an earthy and often violent saga of love and betrayal, sex and murder, plagues and natural disasters, cruelty and compassion, visions and hallucinations, laws and lawlessness. It is definitely not a G-rated story conceived for children.

Neither is it the story of saints. Genesis is populated by surprisingly modern personalities living in the real world—imperfect human beings inspired by a lofty spiritual ideal, but whose feet of clay drag plaintively along the ground. They are husbands and wives, parents and children, constantly torn between their highest aspirations and their basest instincts. They are at once bold visionaries engaged in direct dialogue with God, and frail human beings trapped by their own self-destructive behavior. The greatest heroes of Genesis are often the most deeply conflicted, and the children of each generation, like our own, are obliged to work through the same personal problems that plagued their parents.

The resilience of the human spirit—which has continued to amaze and inspire me throughout my years of therapy practice—is perhaps nowhere better demonstrated than in Genesis, which offers a compelling case study in becoming and overcoming. As a family drama of conflict and resolution, Genesis remains a fundamentally optimistic story because it always offers the possibility of a new beginning. Every generation represents a new start in life, each new child is ripe with potential. Regardless of the obstacles set in their paths, the characters in Genesis find within themselves the strength to begin again, to rebuild and renew their lives.

Genesis teaches that being made in the image of God is a privilege that carries with it solemn obligations. In Genesis, God forgives human frailty, yet holds humans accountable for their actions. Like a wise parent, God leads the men and women of Genesis from the womblike Garden of Eden toward the adult realm of responsible free will. They become accountable adults whose actions are the ultimate expression of their characters.

I feel very strongly that many of the current crop of recovery books do readers a disservice by encouraging them to see themselves as victims. They may feel comforted in the short run, but ultimately a victim is powerless to gain control over his life and to function as an adult. I think the time has come to stop coddling the child within us and to begin championing the powerful adult waiting inside each of us to be born.

The story of Genesis empowers us with the confidence to become accountable for our lives and answerable to the people we love. The most heroic characters of Genesis are not warriors or prophets, but mothers and fathers who take responsibility for the emotional and spiritual nurture of their children.

Who are we at the core of our most essential selves? What is our purpose in life? For the humanist, the religious, the agnostic, or the merely inquisitive, the Book of Genesis is an open invitation to probe the mystery, the miracle, and the drama of adult life in an imperfect universe.

MEN AND WOMEN
IN SEARCH OF GOD

God is the omnipresent force driving the biblical narrative, but for many of us schooled in a secular society, the very concept of a living God is a major stumbling block to our returning to the Bible as a source of guidance. One of the unexpected surprises one discovers in the Bible is that men and women have been challenging God’s authority ever since their creation. Absolute trust in God is the rarest form of faith. Wherever you may find yourself on the spectrum of belief in or doubt about God, some character in the Bible has been there. In Genesis, God not only permits but encourages challenges from His human partners. Each character’s relationship with Him is unique, but God remains a constant force—always available and responsive, never silent.

While we live in a largely secular age, in poll after poll a large majority of Americans claim they believe in God. If nothing else, this high quotient of “believers” speaks to our deep-seated wish to believe that there is design and meaning to our universe, rather than mere randomness.

The belief that we are created in God’s image acknowledges that we humans are blessed with attributes that separate us from the purely instinct-driven creatures on earth: free will, imagination, creativity, compassion, conscience, self-awareness, and a sense of the future. By choosing to make our lives an expression of our best selves, our innately God-like nature, we reaffirm our connection to the Creator.

SPIRITUAL IDENTITY,
ACCOUNTABILITY, AND PURPOSE

Genesis outlines a three-step approach to endowing our lives with meaning and direction:


1. Spiritual Identity. The Bible begins by offering the reader a spiritual identity that transcends the ups and downs of daily life. Everything flows from the concept of God creating man and woman in His own image. If we feel deep within that we have been created in the image of God, then no matter where we are or what we are going through we never feel alone. We are never anonymous. This is a powerful message for us to internalize, because the first lesson of Genesis—and one of the first truths we learn in life—is that we cannot make it alone. No one can.

2. Accountability. Armed with transcendent spiritual self-worth, we can embrace the serious responsibilities that come with intimate human relationships. Only when we respect ourselves can we hold ourselves accountable to a code of behavior expressed most succinctly by Rabbi Hillel’s first-century directive: “Do not do unto others as you would not have them do unto you.” Trust between people can only be achieved when we feel morally accountable to one another.

3. Purpose. Finally, Genesis illustrates that what counts in life is not so much our thoughts as our actions. Free will implies that we each have the potential for good and evil, and that a moral life is built on converting these conflicted drives into good acts and caring relationships. The choice and the responsibility are ours. Sexuality can be used to express love and tenderness, or to inflict violence. We can apply our unique human intelligence to creative or destructive ends. Our purpose, according to the Book of Genesis, is to preserve creation by making our lives an expression of the innately divine qualities that make us human.



DEALING WITH GENDER
ROLES IN GENESIS

Despite the decidedly patriarchal perspective of Genesis, both the highest and lowest human traits are equally distributed between its women and men. A series of fully developed female characters is absolutely crucial to the story’s development—beginning with Eve. For each generation of patriarchs, there is a parallel matriarchy of wives, daughters, and consorts—strong women who play an indispensable role in advancing the historical and spiritual identity of the lineage. The matriarchs are as important as the patriarchs, though they often work behind the scenes to steer the destinies of their families.

The Bible clearly espouses many sexist attitudes toward women. But we need to view the gender roles it describes in the context of the times they were written, not as prescriptions for contemporary life. In this early agrarian, seminomadic society, women spent the majority of their mature years bearing and raising children—having fifteen offspring was not unusual—with all the inherent power and limitations of this role. Their domain was largely “in the tent,” while the men tilled the soil, herded the animals, fought wars, and acted as the political leaders of the tribe.

Genesis stresses the interdependence of women and men. Relations between men and women today are in upheaval, often marked by distrust, confrontation, and hostility. In order to move forward we need to acknowledge our continuing interdependence in resolving these conflicts. Sexuality, fidelity, fertility, childbearing, and child raising were as central to the lives of couples in Genesis as they are today. What’s most striking is how constant the issues between women and men have remained over the millennia. Today, as in biblical times, women and men continue to be irresistibly attracted to each other, even though their intrinsically different natures create ongoing problems in their relations. They still have to face the task of meeting each other’s needs and the needs of their families. They still have to navigate a life together with all the uncertainties that accompany child raising, the vicissitudes of health, the ups and downs of careers and personal fortunes.

To those women who feel alienated from the Bible because of its sometimes inescapable sexism, or because of sexism in the liturgy that has grown out of it, I would like to say this: Keep an open mind. Don’t let ideology—either yours or others’—deprive you of the enrichments of this Book and its basic affirmation of gender equality.

I have, of course, encountered my share of insensitivity toward women. As my father’s only child, I expected to recite the Kaddish, the Jewish prayer for the dead, as he was being lowered into his grave. The rabbi presiding forbade me from doing so because I was a woman. My son stepped forward to say this traditional prayer for his grandfather in my stead, but I felt terribly upset and humiliated. Women within most faiths are seeking to reform ancient customs that still exclude them. But traditions take centuries to evolve, and we can’t expect them to change overnight.

HOW THIS BOOK WAS WRITTEN

My co-author, Joshua Horwitz, is a writer, friend, and longtime student of my Bible classes. Writing this book together has been a dynamic learning process for both teacher and student. Although we are both Jews, we bring totally different perspectives to this project. Joshua grew up in the sixties in America, while I came of age in a newly independent Israel. While I have three grown children and three grandchildren, Joshua’s first child was born during the writing of this book. I naturally bring a woman’s sensibility to this story, while his reflects male concerns.

Like many of his generation who grew up in largely secular homes, Joshua was more conversant with the Hindu Upanishads and the Tibetan Book of the Dead than with the Bible. Fifteen years ago, after a Quaker high school education and the study of Eastern religions in college, Joshua found his way to a weekly Bible class I held in my home. As he approached the adult responsibilities of home owning and child rearing, he came to identify more readily with the domestic drama of Abraham, Sarah, and Isaac than with the cosmic combat of Vishnu, Shiva, and Brahma.

The Bible has endured through the ages because it speaks with a clear voice to every generation. The tradition of reinterpreting the Bible goes back generation by generation to ancient times. This book is a modest contribution to that tradition. It is informed by my decades of Bible study and teaching, by my experience as a psychotherapist in private practice, and by the accumulated life experience of my co-author and myself.

The Talmud counsels the Bible student, “Turn it and turn it. For everything is in it.” Indeed, the Bible can and has been analyzed on countless levels: as literature, as history, as theology. The interpretation of Genesis in this book is based on a psychological and spiritual examination of the multigenerational family it chronicles. Specifically, this book will be looking at how an individual’s spiritual identity is expressed in his relationships with his parents, children, spouses and siblings.

In narrating the story of Genesis I have followed the example of rabbis and poets of every generation who have added imagined narrative details to the original canon as a way of fleshing out its often sparse outlines. Part of the mystery of the Hebrew Bible springs from its enigmatic language and narrative, which reflect the biblical view that human and divine motivations are often inscrutable. Interpreting and imagining what is not written is as important as what is. Our embellishments to the original text of the stories are historically correct and reflect our understanding of the biblical authors’ intent. The original text of Genesis is printed in italics to distinguish it from our paraphrases of and embellishments to the biblical narrative.

On the subject of personal pronouns: we will sometimes be referring to God as “He.” After much consideration we have elected, in the interest of stylistic consistency, to use the same pronoun used by the Hebrew Bible. Neither this book nor the Hebrew Bible intends this usage to impute gender to God. God in Genesis is without form, gender, or other explicit human attributes.

Finally, a word about translations. The Book of Genesis, along with virtually all the Books of the Old Testament, was written in Hebrew. The English translations presented here, denoted by italicized text, are taken from various traditional and modern translations. In some instances I have used my own direct translations from the Hebrew. In the interest of readability and continuity, some parts of the biblical narrative have been left out in our retelling of the story. We encourage you to read along with whatever translation of the Bible you find most accessible and inspirational.

When reading Genesis, whether for the first time or the twentieth, I urge you to heed the advice of the great philosopher and theologian Martin Buber:


Read the Bible as though it were something entirely unfamiliar, as though it had not been set before you ready-made.… Face the book with a new attitude as something new.… Let whatever may happen occur between yourself and it. You do not know which of its sayings and images will overwhelm and mold you … hold yourself open. Do not believe anything a priori; do not disbelieve anything a priori. Read aloud the words written in the book in front of you; hear the word you utter and let it reach you.



If we listen to this ancient Book of wisdom and faith with an open mind, its verses will speak to our hearts in a timeless voice of truth.

—Naomi Harris Rosenblatt
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Many people who have waded through Ulysses or Remembrance of Things Past break out in hives at the prospect of tackling the Bible. How to start? Where to begin?

Genesis divides naturally into two parts: chapters 1–11 and chapters 12–50. The first eleven chapters of Genesis—Part One of Wrestling with Angels—trace the first twenty generations of humankind, from Creation through the world’s near destruction during the Flood and its aftermath. This section lays out the universal building blocks of human nature and human development before the story narrows in focus to a specific family in Chapter Twelve.

These early stories, which serve as an extended prologue to God’s covenant with Abraham, are myths largely derived from Mesopotamian culture. They depict primordial men and women adrift in the world without any moral bearings or spiritual destination. Humans roam aimlessly across the earth, at the mercy of each other’s darkest impulses. Although they are created in the image of God, they have not yet integrated this spiritual identity into their lives. These early myths depict successive generations of humankind, beginning with Adam and Eve. But these early generations are not yet a family connected by a cohesive body of beliefs.

Genesis narrates the beginning of an extraordinary partnership between humankind and God. Part One of this story is actually a series of beginnings—false starts, if you will—as God and humankind proceed by trial and error to forge a spiritual alliance as Creator and caretakers of the world. It’s a hit-and-miss affair. Humans fail to live up to the divine image in which they were created, while God wavers between disappointment and acceptance of humans as they truly are: magnificently complex creatures capable of appalling evil and extraordinary compassion.

After failing to establish a workable partnership with the first disjointed generations of humans, God reaches out to a new Adam and Eve—Abraham and Sarah—to form an intergenerational covenant. The rest of Genesis then follows this “first family” for four generations, from Abraham and Sarah through their children, grandchildren, and great-grandchildren.

The English name for the first Book in the Bible is Genesis, which derives from the Greek word geneseos, meaning “origins.” The original Hebrew title for Genesis, Beresheet, is taken from the first words of the Bible: “In the beginning.”

Which is where our story commences.…




Chapter One

(Genesis 1:1–2:3)
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CREATION: BUILDING TRUST THROUGH ORDER AND PREDICTABILITY


What is man, that Thou art mindful of him? For Thou hast made him but little lower than the angels, and hast crowned him with glory and honor.

—Psalms 8:4–5



Who are we? Why are we here? What makes us special as human beings?

These existential questions of identity and purpose are the starting point of all religious, philosophical, and psychological inquiry. The Bible addresses them head-on, in the very first chapter of its first Book, Genesis. The portrait of human identity painted in this first chapter—our spiritual potential, our limitations, our purpose—informs the entire narrative that follows.

Every time I read the first chapter of Genesis, I’m overwhelmed by its optimism, joy, and abundance. From the very beginning, this story places humans at the center of creation, elevating us above all other creatures. The creation story in Genesis endows us with a transcendent spiritual identity, beginning with the moment when God breathes life into the first human being. This momentary nexus of God and humankind remains the touchstone of an ongoing dialogue that continues throughout Genesis—and to the present day. What are the privileges of this gift of life and consciousness? And what are its obligations?

Our ongoing search for identity points us back toward the beginning of life. People in every era and in every corner of the planet have invented their own creation myths as a way of explaining and defining themselves to themselves. Creation in Genesis does not attempt a scientific description of the beginning of the world, because scientific speculation doesn’t address our deepest questions about the origins of our human nature. Neither does history. Or literature. Or philosophy. We need a creation myth to express our greatest aspirations for ourselves, to measure our highest potential for becoming.

Why this myth? Because, for better or for worse, it’s our story. This Judeo-Christian legend about our beginnings has shaped much of Western culture and our evolving view of ourselves. During the period of time that it was written—perhaps over three thousand years ago—Genesis’s version of creation represented a concept of humanity, God, and the universe that radically differed from prevailing pagan assumptions. Today, when pagan cultures are in the dwindling minority, it remains an astoundingly contemporary description of our identity and our relation to the world around us. I personally experience it as the bedrock of my self-worth and self-respect. It reminds me that there are no limits to my spiritual potential, that despite the feelings of anonymity so prevalent in our urban society, I have a direct spiritual connection to the Creator and His creation.

In the twentieth century we humans have acquired the frightening power to manipulate life on a genetic level and to destroy ourselves and our planet. As we stand at this sobering threshold of knowledge and responsibility, it behooves us to revisit the dream of our beginning—of our spiritual birth and human potential. Thousands of years ago we fashioned a story about ourselves that begins with light and with goodness. In just thirty-four lines, the first chapter of Genesis details the creation of an entire universe, day by day, over the course of a week. From a single creative force emerges a complex ecosystem designed to support every life form in every habitat: from creatures of the deep, to birds of the air, to animals that creep upon the earth. And in a privileged position atop this pyramid of creation, charged with solemn obligations, are human beings. What can this ancient story teach us about our relationship to the rest of life on earth? What is our special responsibility, and how can we best discharge it?

As we read through this first chapter, try to clear your mind of every image you have of how life on earth began—or how your own consciousness was born. Think of the first lines of Genesis as the stage directions that precede the drama of life, detailing the outline of the set, the props, the sound effects, and the lighting design before the first character enters. As the curtain rises on Act One, there is no audience, not even a stage. There is only the formless void before imagination—and a creative spirit that sparks the drama to life.…

The First Day: Light out of darkness

In the beginning God created the heaven and the earth.

Like so many simple declarative statements in the Bible, this first line inspires a chain reaction of questions: What came before the beginning? What was God doing before He began creating? Who is He? Where did He come from and who created Him? Why is He called God anyway?

Genesis does not address these questions. Unlike pagan cosmologies depicting multiple deities battling for dominion over the universe, Genesis provides no “biography” of God, no elaborate background on how God came into being. The Bible accepts His existence as self-evident. We are introduced to God through His actions, which begin with bold strokes of creativity.


Now the earth was unformed and void, and darkness was upon the face of the deep; and the spirit of God hovered over the face of the waters.

And God said: “Let there be light.” And there was light.

And God saw the light, that it was good; and God divided the light from the darkness. And God called the light Day, and the darkness He called Night.

And there was evening and there was morning, the first day.



THE IMPORTANCE OF ORDER

In this first creative burst, God displays all the loving concern of an ideal parent as He prepares the world for humanity’s arrival. Establishing basic boundaries of order and predictability, He begins to build the safe and secure infrastructure that every infant must have to establish trust in her world. A child learns to trust through predictability and routine. As psychologist Erik Erikson pointed out, a newborn baby first learns trust through her own bodily systems. As she begins to breath and sleep and digest her mother’s milk, the predictable functioning of her body becomes an analogue of the rhythms of the outside world—the days, the seasons, the tides. Day by day the child grows to trust in these consistent patterns in her life. Over time she begins to smile in recognition of the benignly predictable world around her.

To fulfill our potential as human beings we all need a modicum of order in our physical environment. The first thing a social worker tries to create in a troubled child’s home is order and routine. Without a few fixed points in his daily life—dinnertime, bedtime, a parent at the breakfast table or waiting when he comes home from school—a child can’t trust and learn and grow. Neither can an adult.

In the first day of creation, God creates order out of chaos. He creates light to balance the darkness. And He creates time by establishing a predictable progression from darkness to light, from evening to morning. This simple fact of life on earth—that the planet rotates regularly on its axis, that after every midnight there will be a dawn—gives order and stability to both our physical and spiritual existence. Every child who is frightened of the dark clings to this predictable truth. A Hebrew morning prayer praises God as “the One who renews creation every day.” Each day’s dawn renews our connection to the Creator and offers us the promise of a new beginning.

THE GOODNESS AND OPTIMISM
OF CREATION

God saw the light, that it was good establishes the first connection between creation and joy. This affirmation of “goodness” will be repeated six times in this chapter, at the end of virtually every creative day.

“Light” emerges as a source of both joy and truth. It nourishes plants and animals, defines the shapes and colors of the universe, and exalts the human spirit. Light illuminates truth as it banishes the darkness of ignorance. Significantly, the appearance of light in Genesis precedes the creation of the sun. As if to defy the sun worship that pervaded pagan cults, Genesis teaches us to revere not the sun, but the creative spirit that brought light into the world.

The goodness of light reminds us that our world was created by design, not by random accident. Unlike its pagan antecedents, the world of Genesis is not a capricious by-product of two gods making war or making love, but of one God who conceives and creates a good world for us to live in, and who finds joy and satisfaction in His creation. The entire creation is suffused with hope and optimism.

It’s instructive to compare Genesis to the creation story of the dominant culture of its day: the Babylonian myth of Enuma Elish. Note the contrast between the gentle premeditation of creation in Genesis—


And the spirit of God hovered over the face of the waters. And God said: “Let there be light.”



—and the bloody combat between the male and female gods of Babylonia:


So they came together—Tiamat and Marduk, sage of the gods. They advanced into conflict and joined forces in battle. Marduk shot an arrow; it pierced Tiamat’s stomach, pierced her bowels and tore into her womb. At that he strangled her, made her life-breath ebb away, and cast her body to the ground. Standing over it in triumph, he slit her in two like a fish of the drying yards, the one half he positioned and secured as the sky. Therein traced he stars, star-groups and constellations. The great sun-gates he opened in both sides of her ribs. He made the moon to shine forth. He placed her head in position, heaped the mountains upon it, and made the Euphrates and Tigris to flow through her eyes.



The gentle and caring design by which God creates the world in Genesis is an important starting point for our identity. People who believe that they were conceived as unplanned accidents face an uphill struggle in building self-esteem. In order to love ourselves, we all need the feeling of having been wanted and planned for by those who created us. And as we will see, the creation of humans is the most deliberate and “hands-on” act of God’s creation.

The Second, Third, and Fourth Days:
Form out of void

In the course of the next three days God continues to bring order out of chaos, form out of shapeless void. Step-by-step He creates a secure cradle for life on earth: first by building a dome of sky over the waters …


And God said, “Let there be a firmament in the midst of the waters, and let it divide the waters from the waters.” And it was so. And God called the firmament Sky.

And there was evening and there was morning, a second day.



 … and then by separating the water from the land …


And God said, “Let the water below the sky be gathered into one area, that the dry land may appear.” And it was so. God called the dry land Earth, and the gathering of the waters he called Seas. And God saw that it was good.



 … and by planting seeds in the dry land where they can take root and grow into plants …


And God said, “Let the earth sprout vegetation: seed-bearing plants, fruit trees of every kind bearing fruit with the seed in it.” And it was so. And God saw that it was good.

And there was evening and there was morning, a third day.



For plants to grow they need a regular pattern of sunlight and shade, so on the fourth day God arranges the sun, moon, and stars in the heavens as fixed points of light, each with its own orbit and dominion.


God said, “Let there be lights in the firmament of the sky to divide the day from the night. And let them serve as signs for the seasons and for the days and for the years; and they shall serve as lights in the expanse of the sky to shine upon the earth.” And it was so. And God made the two great lights: the greater light to rule the day and the lesser light to rule the night; and the stars. And God set them in the firmament of the sky to shine upon the earth, to rule the day and the night, and to separate light from darkness. And God saw that it was good.

And there was evening and there was morning, a fourth day.



Fifth Day: Life appears
in the sea and in the air

Finally the stage is set for the first life forms to emerge into the world. And significantly, it is only on this fifth day that we witness the first use of the word “create,” as if this sublime expression has been reserved for the beginning of life. In a sequence that parallels evolution, life in Genesis begins in the dark, watery womb of the seas, then creeps up on land and soars through the skies.…


And God said, “Let the waters bring forth swarms of living creatures, and let birds fly above the earth in the open firmament of the sky.” And God created the great sea-creatures, and all the living creatures of every kind that creep which the waters brought forth in swarms, and all the winged birds of every kind.

And God saw that it was good.



The animals arrive not in ones and twos, but in swarms multiplying into larger swarms until the skies and the seas are engorged with life.


And God blessed them, saying, “Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the waters in the seas, and let the birds multiply on the earth.”

And there was evening and there was morning, a fifth day.



God’s immediate reaction to the life forms He has created is to bless them and bid them multiply and fill His creation. The creation of life is the first blessed event, and reproduction quickly emerges as the driving life force in nature.

The Sixth Day: Life on earth

Once the seas and the skies are filled with life, God populates the land …


And God said, “Let the earth bring forth every kind of living creature: cattle, creeping things, and wild beasts of every kind.” And it was so. God made wild beasts of every kind and cattle of every kind, and all kinds of creeping things of the earth.

And God saw that it was good.



Only after God surveys His creation with all its teeming life, and after He is satisfied with all its appointments, does He affix the jewel to His crown. God makes human beings in His own likeness to rule over the whole of creation.


And God said, “Let us make man in Our image, after Our likeness. Let him rule over the fish of the sea, the birds of the sky, the cattle, the whole earth, and all the creeping things that creep on earth.”



God creates “man” in both genders, so they, too, can multiply …


And God created man in His image, in the image of God He created them; male and female He created them. God blessed them and God said to them, “Be fruitful and multiply, and replenish the earth and subdue it; and rule over the fish of the sea, the birds of the shy, and all the living things that creep on earth.”



This last verse comprises a remarkable manifesto of human nature as described in Genesis. It lays out three major principles on which the rest of human history is predicated:


1. Identity: Our direct spiritual identity with God, who created us in His image.

2. Equality: The fundamental equality and interdependence of the sexes.

3. Purpose: Preserving and replenishing God’s creation.



Identity: In the image of God

The idea of our being made in God’s image is the fundamental paradox of the creation story—its most mysterious and empowering assertion. God is without form, without gender, without any tangible characteristics. How then can we be created in His image?

Being created in the image of an infinite God means that our spiritual potential for growth and transformation is limitless. If there is no ceiling on the concept of God, then we who are made in His image have infinite space to grow. We never reach the end of our potential. Never. Not in our marriages, not in our careers, not in our relationships with our children and our friends.

If we define ourselves as being made in the image of God, no one else can ever define us to ourselves. With this sense of spiritual identity firmly embedded within us, no one can ever usurp it or whittle it away—even when we are undergoing difficult life passages such as divorce, financial reversal, or the death of someone close to us.

If we don’t have a sense of inner identity, we can feel lost and anonymous amid the billions of people with whom we share the planet. Being made in the image of God invests us with a portable spiritual center. No matter where we go, so long as we carry this core identity within us, we remain spiritually impervious to the ups and downs of external circumstances.

Biblical scholar Nahum M. Sarna points out how revolutionary this concept of being made in the image of God was in its day. In ancient Egypt and Mesopotamia, the pharaohs and kings were praised as being made in the image of gods. For instance, the name Tutankhamen meant “in the image of the god Khamen.” Genesis marks a democratic innovation on this theme, proclaiming every human being a creation in the image of God—every man a king before his Creator. This is an important development because it guarantees each individual direct access to God. Every character in Genesis is entitled to a direct dialogue with God. Genesis extends this offer to us. We, too, can forge our own relationship with the Creator, wherever we locate Him or Her, on whatever frequency we can best communicate.

Equality: Male and female He created them

In this first chapter of Genesis, God creates man and woman in His own image: In the image of God He created them; male and female He created them. While Genesis later acknowledges and describes the fundamental differences between the genders, here it establishes beyond dispute that the source of their spiritual identity is the same genderless God. They are both endowed with free will and both bear the responsibility of exercising it for good rather than evil. This theme of the equal privilege and responsibility of men and women is developed further in Chapters Two and Three of Genesis.

Linked by our universal spiritual identity with God, we are self-evidently equal before God. We are all equally valuable as humans, regardless of our gender, race, or economic class, and we are all equally deserving of respect and dignity. Just as God has no gender, the first humans have no hint of race or creed. They are universal human beings, and the privileges and responsibilities assigned to the first man and woman apply universally to all humans.

Being made in the image of God is the common denominator uniting all humanity. And yet we are each unique, each custom-made in the likeness of an infinite God. None of us is a copy of another person. We are all destined to leave individual footprints as we make our journey through life.

Purpose: “Be fruitful and multiply, and replenish the earth
and subdue it”

Armed with a spiritual identity, we can go forth into the world with a strong sense of purpose. But the empowering feeling of being created in God’s image is only a starting point. With this gift comes the responsibility for ethical action in our daily lives. If we operate in a moral vacuum, feelings of empowerment become narcissistic—which is a great danger on any spiritual path.

Feeling good about ourselves may be a necessary beginning, but feeling good is not nearly as important as doing good. We can tell a child how wonderful she is all day long. But only when we give her a watering can and assign her the task of nurturing a plant will she begin to develop as a human being. Only by having a positive impact on the world around us do our lives assume meaning. And in the biblical view, the only true measure of a person’s faith in God is his or her actions.

After the sixth day, God’s work is done. But our job of continuing the work begun during creation has just started. The challenge for humanity is to make sense of God’s command to “be fruitful and multiply,” as distinct from the same command given to the animals, who are not expected to rise above sheer instinct. Unlike the animals, men and women are given the additional directive to “replenish the earth and subdue it.” This special privilege and responsibility falls to us, the custodians of creation and God’s partners in the ongoing task of creating and preserving life on earth.

“Replenish” and “subdue” are seemingly contradictory commands. But in fact, these opposing tasks give meaning to our purpose and our destiny on earth. We are given a mandate to subdue the earth, but only so long as we continue to preserve it and replenish whatever resources we consume. “Replenish the earth and subdue it” means when you cut down a tree for lumber to build a house, you plant a new tree in its place. After you harvest crops to feed your family, you let the field lay fallow and replenish itself. When you hunt for food, you cull the weakest animal from the herd.

There is a current belief in vogue that human beings are a blight on nature, that we can best heal the world by submerging ourselves in the rhythms of the universe. If only we could suppress our human nature and tap in to our hidden animal aspects, goes this line of reasoning, the world would return to a state of harmony and balance. But this naive world view belies the inescapable reality that humans are set apart from other creatures on earth. Being made in God’s image is what separates us from the other animals and unites us as humans. Our separateness defines the inscrutable mystery of our nature. We humans are more than merely highly intelligent and social apes: we have unparalleled capacity for creativity and communication, for conceiving of the future, and for distinguishing between good and evil.

With these special talents comes a solemn obligation to exercise our free will to preserve, not destroy, the planet and its inhabitants. We have been appointed to ensure the safe passage of all creatures during our watch, as Noah had been commanded in his day.

The Talmud advises each of us to remind ourselves daily: “For me the world was created.” Genesis’s unabashedly anthrocentric view of creation is a gift for which we will always remain accountable. Whether we like it or not, the world is ours to replenish or to destroy. We are not here to worship nature—as our pagan antecedents did—but to enjoy it, harness it, and preserve it for future generations.

I find the ending of the sixth day very interesting. Before completing His creative week, God gives humans their first dietary directives. As with all dietary laws in the Bible, these first guidelines have less to do with nutrition and health than with our intended spiritual identity.


And God said, “Behold, I give you every seed-bearing plant that is upon all the earth, and every tree that has seed-bearing fruit; they shall be yours for food. And to all the animals on land, to all the birds of the sky, and to everything that creeps on earth in which there is the breath of life, I have given all the green plants for food.” And it was so.



As if to remind us of our interdependent relation with animals, God states that all the fruits and plants of the earth were created for us to share with them. Humans are given the fruits of the earth as sustenance, and the animals are given the green plants. This vegetarian division of resources seems almost quaint, in light of what we now know about the carnivorous habits of humans and many animals. I believe that this verse reflects God’s optimism at the outset of His creation. He envisioned a peaceable kingdom of lions lying down with lambs and of humans tending all the earth’s animals as beneficent shepherds. As we will see, God very quickly amends this overly benign view of human appetites. By the time of the Flood, He will acknowledge the innate aggressiveness of human beings and will sanction the slaughter of animals for food. But for now:


God saw all that He had made, and found it very good. And there was evening and there was morning, the sixth day.



At the end of the sixth day, during which God creates man, He looks on His work with evident satisfaction and deems it not simply good, as in the previous days’ judgments, but very good.

The Seventh Day: Rest

On the seventh day, the frenzy of creation—the virtual orgy of new life sprouting and spawning—gives way to the calm of completion and rest.


And the heaven and the earth were finished, and all their array. And on the seventh day God finished the work that He had been doing, and He rested on the seventh day from all the work He had done. And God blessed the seventh day and declared it holy, because on the seventh day God ceased from all the work of creation that He had done.



On the seventh day God ceased work on His creation. The Hebrew word shabbat means “to cease.” We who are made in God’s image remind ourselves of our direct connection to the Creator by ceasing from our labors on the Sabbath. A blessing recited on the Sabbath refers to this day of rest as “a memorial of the work of creation” when God blessed the seventh day and declared it holy.

The concept of the seventh-day Sabbath was probably borrowed—along with the seven-day literary framework of creation—from the Babylonians. According to Nahum M. Sarna, the Babylonian word shappatu, meaning “day of the quieting of the heart,” referred to the full moon, which was believed to be a propitious day for appeasing the gods through sacrifice. All the other seventh days of the lunar month were designated as unlucky dates controlled by evil spirits during which fasts and rituals of atonement were prescribed. The weekly Sabbath of the Bible carries the opposite meaning: it is a day of freedom, joy, and contemplation—of direct communion between humanity and God.

Though clearly linked to the seventh day of creation, the biblical Sabbath is not institutionalized until the Book of Exodus, where its observance is mandated as the Fourth Commandment. Observance of the Sabbath has endured as a pillar of monotheism; Judaism celebrates its Sabbath on Saturday, Christianity on Sunday, and Islam has designated Friday as its day of rest and prayer.

THE SABBATH:
A WEEKLY SOURCE OF RENEWAL

The Sabbath is a day in which we reign over time, its master rather than its slave. It is our weekly sabbatical from routines, schedules, and clocks, a day when we tap in to the eternal and the internal. In the words of the twentieth-century theologian Abraham Joshua Heschel, “On the Sabbath we be, rather than do.”

This sense of the Sabbath as a blessed oasis of calm from the rest of the working week took root in my life as a child growing up in Haifa, Israel. Each Friday afternoon around four o’clock, a hush would fall over the city. Men commuting home from work would pause at street corners to purchase gladiolus for the dinner table. By five o’clock I would stop by my next-door neighbors’, the Ambachs, hoping they would invite me to join them for their Sabbath meal. My own family were secular Jews, early immigrants to Palestine who didn’t observe the Sabbath. But for the Ambachs, Friday night was an evening of celebration and transformation.

Dr. and Mrs. Ambach, at one time middle-class Germans, had been forced to flee Berlin just ahead of deportation to the death camps. They arrived in Haifa with virtually no possessions. From the vantage point of the balcony adjoining theirs, I watched my neighbors rebuild their lives from the ground up, beginning with the observance of the Sabbath.

Despite their desperate circumstances, for the Ambachs Friday evenings were occasions of great dignity. Their children, who all week ran around like ragamuffins, were scrubbed clean and dressed in immaculate starched clothes. Mrs. Ambach wore her one remaining family heirloom, a gold watch on a necklace, and she laid the table with the single set of linen she had managed to bring with her to Israel. Dr. Ambach blessed the meal and wine from the head of the table, while his wife lit and blessed the Sabbath candles. It didn’t matter that all through the week Mrs. Ambach was cleaning other people’s houses and her husband, who had headed a hospital in Berlin, was reduced to selling pens and notions door-to-door. On Friday evening their family pride and self-respect were restored. By observing the Sabbath as a weekly infusion of spiritual renewal, these resilient human beings reaffirmed their enduring connection to God and to each other.

THE POWER OF A SPIRITUAL
IDENTITY: FAITH OVER
CIRCUMSTANCES

Many of my childhood neighbors had blue-green numbers tattooed on their forearms—a graphic reminder of how their captors had tried to strip them of their dignity and individuality. Nothing but the raw power of a deeply rooted spiritual identity enabled these people to survive the camps and reconstruct their lives from ashes. While most of us won’t be tested by anything as brutal as a death camp, none of us escapes adversity and tragedy in our lives. Without a strong sense of personal identity we are helpless to confront hardships without feeling victimized. However, if we carry our sense of self deep within us, we can rise above almost anything.

The power of an internalized spiritual identity can even transcend circumstances beyond our control. We can’t dictate what happens to us in life. We can’t magically protect ourselves and those close to us from harm. But if we remember that we are created in the image of God, and are therefore endowed with free will, we can control how we interpret and respond to adversity. As the matriarchs and patriarchs in Genesis will demonstrate, faith in our spiritual identity is our best hope for triumphing over cynicism, despair, and defeatism.

A BUFFER AGAINST
THE WINDS OF CHANGE

After living in Washington, DC, for several decades, I’ve witnessed countless examples of just how quickly the mighty can fall. Today’s kingmaker is often tomorrow’s has-been. I remember a friend who was voted out of office telling me: “The day after the election, the phone was quieter than a tombstone.” The politicians I’ve known who have a strong sense of self that’s independent of their external circumstances are adept at regrouping and rebuilding their lives. But those who embrace the trappings of power as the source of their self-worth are devastated when the winds of change turn against them.

A strong sense of identity is also indispensable for dealing with worldly success. My favorite example of a powerful man who never got a swollen head is Harry Truman. Even after he moved into the White House, President Truman is said to have washed out his own socks every night. This simple, humbling act was a daily reminder to him of his modest roots. He never wanted to forget where he had come from or where he was heading back to when his term in office ended. After eight years as president, he declined to run for reelection. The day he returned to Independence, Missouri, as a private citizen, Truman carried his own suitcases up to the third floor of his house and picked up his life where he had laid off eight years earlier.


Chapter Two

(Genesis 2:4–24)

[image: ]

MAN AND WOMAN IN THE GARDEN OF EDEN: LOVE ENTERS THE WORLD


My beloved is mine, and I am his.

—Song of Songs 2:16



I find the resentment and competitiveness so often expressed between women and men today disturbing. In our polarized and fragmented society, men and women are desperately looking for a true gender identity. Psychologist Theodor Reik has a perceptive diagnosis for this insecurity: “In our civilization,” he writes, “men are afraid that they will not be men enough, and women are afraid that they might be considered only women.”

Women and men struggle with the conflicts created by our intrinsically different natures. We communicate and express our emotions differently. Our sexual responses are not alike. But the basic equation of interdependence doesn’t change: men and women continue to be irresistibly attracted to each other throughout their lives, from early adolescence well into old age. We need each other to overcome our essential aloneness and to realize our fullest human potential.

In My Fair Lady, Professor Higgins asks plaintively: “Why can’t a woman be more like a man?” But it is precisely our differences that generate mutual attraction and define our interdependence. Our ability to create a harmonious relationship, despite our fundamental differences, best expresses what is human in us. To move forward together in an age of sexual equality, we must first acknowledge the differences between us in a spirit of appreciation, understanding, and respect.

How can we build bridges across the gender gap and transform our conflicts into opportunities for happiness and growth? By respecting each other’s separateness. By systematically taking time to listen and attend to each other. By supporting and caring for the other’s well-being, even before our own. By articulating our own needs. By committing to each other to the point where we don’t bolt at the first sign of conflict or anger. By forging a sexual bond in which we trust the other enough to expose our most intimate selves. These are the ways we grow up and find fulfillment in our love relationships.

The story of Adam and Eve, the archetypal couple, underscores the fundamental interdependence of men and women. It teaches us that only by acknowledging our common needs can we harmonize our innate differences.

The first chapter of Genesis is the Creation writ large, banner headlines of an historic week of divine labor. Chapter Two is a close-up detail of the Creation, specifically the creation of the Garden of Eden as the first dwelling place of man and woman. If the Creator from Chapter One is a master architect, raising a dome of heaven in the sky and dividing dry earth from the seas, the Creator of Eden is the consummate landscape architect, constructing a garden of earthly delights as a verdant cradle for life on earth.

In the description of Creation we find in Chapter Two, man arrives ahead of the plants and animals, when the earth is still an arid desert, bereft of all life …


Such is the story of heaven and earth when they were created. No shrub of the field was yet on the earth, and no grasses of the field had yet sprouted, because the Lord God had not sent rain upon the earth and there was no man to till the soil.



And there was no man to till the soil suggests that God needs man as a partner before He can proceed with His creation and plant the Garden of Eden.


But there went up a mist from the earth and watered the whole face of the ground. Then the Lord God formed man from the dust of the earth and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life. And man became a living soul.



The first man, Adam, takes his name from the Hebrew word for the earth from which he is formed: adamah. Only after the first rains, when the dust becomes moist and malleable, can God form a man from earth. God’s breath completes the chemistry of life: earth, water, and air, fired by creative energy. The gift of a living soul is conferred on man in an intimate face-to-face encounter, as the divine potter breathes life into His clay figure. This “mouth-to-mouth resuscitation” from inert dust is unique in Genesis. God subsequently forms the animals from the same soil, but in a comparatively impersonal fashion. Our body is merely a vessel that will someday return to the dust from which it was formed. But our spiritual identity—our soul—comes directly from God.


And the Lord God planted a garden eastward, in Eden, and placed there the man whom He had formed.



God plants Eden in the East, the place of newborn days and new beginnings. Eden, the Hebrew word for “delight,” suggests a garden of earthly delights that God creates expressly for man’s pleasure and nurture.


And from the ground the Lord God caused to grow every tree that was pleasing to the sight and good for food, with the tree of life in the middle of the Garden, and the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.



God designs the garden as an oasis of lush greenery where every tree is pleasing to look at and good to eat from. It is notable that the knowledge of good and the knowledge of evil grow from the same roots and bear fruit from the same tree. Why not a tree of good and a tree of evil? Because the knowledge of both good and evil is intertwined in the human heart.


And the Lord God took the man and placed him in the Garden of Eden, to till it and tend it.



The Hebrew word for “placed him,” va’yanichehu, connotes great care on God’s part. He sets man down in the Garden with tremendous delicacy, the way we might place a fragile and precious vase on a carefully laid table. God installs man as head grounds-keeper of the Garden and grants him a lifetime pass to His tropical paradise—so long as he observes a sole house rule:


And the Lord God commanded the man, saying, “Of every tree of the Garden you are free to eat, but as for the tree of knowledge of good and evil you must not eat of it; for the day you eat of it you shall surely die.”



Adam lacks nothing in God’s garden. He may eat from every tree to his heart’s content—from all but the tree of knowledge. The clearly stated consequence for disobedience is that he become conscious of his mortality. Is God trying to protect man from the awesome knowledge of good and evil, or is He merely testing his obedience in the face of temptation?

Surveying His carefully cultivated garden, God perceives the essential isolation of man’s existence, and He sets out to remedy it.


The Lord God said, “It is not good that man should be alone; I will make for him a helper who is his equal.”



Throughout the week of creation, God looked on His work and saw that it was good. Now, as He looks down on man, so lovingly positioned in the Garden, God sees something is amiss. It is not good that man should be alone. We humans are the most social creatures on the planet: we flourish in groups and perish alone. Our very survival—physical, emotional, and spiritual—depends on our interactions with others. Alone we stagnate. We can grow and mature only through our intimate relationships with other people. The dynamic between men and women is particularly challenging and rewarding, traversing the realms of companionship, intimacy, and love.

Before arriving at the concept of woman, God creates all the animals of the earth and presents them to Adam as possible companions.


And the Lord God formed out of the earth all the wild beasts and all the birds of the sky, and brought them to the man to see what he would call them; and whatever the man called each living creature, that would be its name. And the man gave names to all the cattle and to the birds of the sky and to all the wild beasts.

But for Adam no fitting companion was found.



No fitting companion was found for Adam among all the animals, because his nature was fundamentally different from theirs. We humans share 99 percent of our genes with our closest primate relative, the chimpanzee. But that 1 percent difference represents a gaping chasm of consciousness separating our species. Humans will always interact with animals, but never on an equal footing. And as this story emphasizes, we can transcend our aloneness only in a relationship between equals.

I often marvel at the bonds of companionship and devotion we can form with animals. Animals will never betray us, deceive us, or treat us cruelly. But animals will also never challenge our capacity for love, forgiveness, and growth the way a human being can. Neither can they share a good book, a good laugh, or a good cry.

It’s relatively easy to befriend a dog or a horse. Loving another human being is a lot more challenging. As author and talk show host Dennis Prager points out, when a pet we love dies, we can get a replacement—and we often do. But imagine someone saying to you after the death of a beloved spouse or child: “Oh, I’m so sorry to hear that. Are you going to get another one?”

To create a fitting and equal companion for Adam, God must delve into man’s own body, beside his beating heart. Thousands of years before the advent of reconstructive surgery, God anesthetizes Adam and builds a soul mate for him out of flesh and bone.


So the Lord cast a deep sleep upon man; and while he slept He took from his side and closed up the flesh at that spot. And the Lord God built the side that He had taken from the man into a woman; and He brought her to the man.



The raw material for the first woman is commonly thought to be Adam’s rib. But the literal translation of the Hebrew word tzela is “side”—as in the side of a ship. To me, this is a significant distinction. Woman being made from man’s side implies that man and woman are two halves of a larger whole. Or in the words of the poet e. e. cummings: “One’s not half of
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