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  GENESIS :

  THE BEGINNING

  Did God create the universe?

  The Bible’s point of departure is the creation of the universe. The first sentence of the Bible reads: “In the beginning God created the heaven and the earth.” Why should we believe those words? On whose authority?

  The easiest answer would be, we don’t know how the universe started. We have some scientific theories, but we are in the dark when it comes to the so-called ultimate questions, and may always be. On the other hand, there are many points of agreement between the biblical narrative and modern science.

  In his book God Exists, the former Soviet physicist Joseph Davydov argues that science in our time fully corroborates the biblical account of creation. He refers to our current understanding of matter, according to which something physical can be created out of nothing. He points out to the existence of light before such luminaries as the sun existed (as suggested by Genesis). And he makes the case that, scientifically speaking, everything created must have a creator. He calls this creator the “absolute God” who created our “relative universe.”


  What do words like “heaven, earth, day” mean in the story of creation?


  “In the beginning God created the heaven and the earth.” Actually, the exact translation of the Hebrew is: “. . . the sky and the land.” Are we to believe this statement? If so, on whose authority? Moreover, what is meant here by “heaven, sky, earth, land?”

  Let’s start with the last question. A careful reading of the entire narrative of creation reveals that two colossal events—the creation of the entire universe and of life on earth—are covered here in very few words and told in the simplest way possible. We have to ask ourselves, who is this story told to? Clearly, it is not told to space-age people like us, but to bow-and-arrow people in the early stages of human civilization. It communicates huge concepts in a language that reminds us of nursery rhymes. This is why the rabbis, centuries ago, realized that the Bible had to be understood on different levels.

  The word shamayim, translated as either heaven or sky, is derived from the Hebrew words sham – mayim, meaning, “there–water.” Water is the source of life.

  Eretz, earth or land, means matter, or the physical universe.

  Yom, or day, does not mean here a 24-hour period. Rather, it means an era, a stage of creation, which could have lasted any length of time, even billions of years. This would conform with today’s cosmogony, cosmology, astronomy, and physics.

  Taking the Bible strictly in its literal sense is not within the mainstream of Jewish thinking. Nor is it the predominant approach in other religions. But there are always people in every faith who prefer to be literalists.


  Why does the Bible start with the story of creation?


  If the Bible is a book of law and faith, why does it start with stories about the formation of the natural universe, instead of concentrating on issues of law and faith?

  Most likely, because the Bible is, primarily, the history of the God of the universe, and only secondarily the story of a certain small people in antiquity called Israel to whom God turned to transmit the knowledge of the absolute universal God, which they in turn were to impart to the rest of the world.

  On the face of it, the biblical story of creation is a folk myth, like so many other folk myths around the world. People have always wondered where they came from, and how it all started. Many stories about the origins of the universe and of human life have come down to us from civilizations as old or even older than the Bible. Some of the best known are the Babylonian Myth of Gilgamesh, the stories of Greek mythology, and the Popol Vu text of the ancient Maya. In all of those stories, some superhuman being or beings create the physical universe in which we live, and fashion human beings out of the elements of this physical creation, such as earth, water, and so on.

  In this context, the story of creation in the Book of Genesis in the Hebrew Bible is another myth of creation among many. But there is an essential difference between the biblical account and all others.

  Most importantly, the biblical creator, unlike the one or ones in other cultures, is not superhuman, but rather meta-human, or beyond human. In other words, The nature of the creator is beyond any human experience or understanding. One can never hope to reach direct and concrete knowledge of this metahuman reality. One can only experience its creation, but not the creator per se. In this sense, the Bible puts forth the idea of a God who created the universe, but whose existence transcends the universe.


  Why did God create the universe?

  Unlike other stories of creation, in which the world and human beings are created for no obvious reason, or, in some cases, for the gods to amuse themselves, the story in Genesis makes it clear that creation has a purpose and a reason. This idea is conveyed in the words, repeated on each day of creation (twice on the third day): “And God saw that it was good.” In other words, the universe was created in such a way that it has what one may call a moral purpose, reflecting the will of a creator who is not merely an aimless cosmic force, but one that created the universe for a reason. That purpose can be seen in the words, “Let us create a human being in our own likeness.” The likeness here is not physical, since God has no physical likeness (as it is made clear in the Ten Commandments, “You shall make no graven image of what is in heaven above”). Rather, it is the likeness of God’s attributes of justice and mercy, which human beings must live by.

  How were man and woman created?

  There are three versions of the creation of human life in Genesis. In chapter 1, Adam, meaning “person,” is created as male and female. In chapter 2, Adam is first created alone from the adamah (“earth” in Hebrew). Finally, in the third version, God decides Adam needs a “helpmate,” and takes a rib out of Adam’s body from which Eve, meaning “companion,” is created.

  The first version, then, makes no distinction between male and female creation. Both are created at the same time. The second and third, taken together, seem more allegorical than factual. Some may look upon this version as sexist, suggesting male superiority, while others may point out to Adam’s words after Eve is created from his rib: “She is now bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh,” and take it as an expression of man and woman being equal.


  Are all people descendants of the “first human couple?”


  Human life as we know it started somewhere, at some point in time. One could also argue that it started simultaneously at different places and times. Witness the existence of different races whose cultures developed separately from each other all over the globe. Recently, genetic studies have shown remarkable similarities among human groups as far apart as China and Africa, Russia and South America. It appears that if we go far enough back in time, the entire human race is interrelated.

  There is also a moral lesson implied in the biblical version of the appearance of human life on earth. There are no superior or inferior races. There are no superior or inferior people. All people stem from a common ancestor, and all have a common purpose.

  Furthermore, as the Talmud teaches, each person has the right to say, “For my sake the world was created.” Each person is as important before the universal law of justice as the next one, whether prince of pauper, great genius or common laborer.

  Finally, destroying one human life is equal to destroying the entire universe, for each person embodies the entire work of creation.

  How are we to understand the story of Adam and Eve and the snake?


  And the snake was more cunning than any other beast of the field whom Adonai God had made. And he said to the woman: Even though God has said that you may not eat from any tree in the garden. . .

  So the woman told the snake: We can eat from the trees of the garden. But from the trees inside the garden God said do not eat it, and do not touch it, for you may die.

  And the snake told the woman: You shall not die. For God knows that on the day you eat from it your eyes will open and you will become like God in knowing good from evil.

  So the woman saw that the tree was fit for eating, and that it was a delight to the eyes, and it made one knowledgeable. She took some of its fruit and ate and gave some to her husband, and he did eat. And so their eyes opened and they realized they were naked, and they sewed fig-leaves together and made themselves girdles.

  (Genesis 3:1-7)

  A talking snake is not an everyday occurrence. Disobeying God, on the other hand, is. The outcome of this famous story is punishment, whereby man is to toil and earn his daily bread by the sweat of his brow, and woman is to experience physical pain at childbirth, as both become mortal. In other words, this story addresses the question of why people must toil to survive, why women must suffer giving birth, and why all human beings must die.

  In short, the talking snake is not the main point of the story, and can be looked upon as allegorical. The main point is the failure of the first human couple to take responsibility for its actions. Endowed with free will, they both make the wrong choice. Paradise is lost. Human life as we know it begins.

  Why a snake?


  The Bible reads: “The snake was more cunning than any other animal of the field.” This, then, is the reason given for why the snake is the one who succeeded in bringing about the fall of the human race. But why an animal? For one thing, because there were no other human beings around at that time. What kind of a snake was it? This is not clear, except that it had four legs which, as a result of its deceptiveness, it lost. In Medieval lore, the four-legged snake becomes Satan, the symbol of evil in the world, who constantly tempts human beings. In ancient mythologies, the snake is a powerful animal endowed with both natural and supernatural powers, as seen in ancient Egypt, in the stories of Moses and Pharaoh. A walking snake also may evoke the collective memory of ancient cultures regarding the age of large walking reptiles, or dinosaurs.


  Did Adam and Eve eat a forbidden apple?


  This may seem an insignificant question, but it has to do with a misreading of the Bible, which ought to be corrected. The Hebrew text does not use the word apple. Instead, it refers to “the fruit of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.” We are never told what kind of fruit it was. This is an example of an interpretation, rather than an accurate rendition of the biblical text.


  Why was man given free will?


  God could have created an obedient creature, who would do God’s bidding at all times and never stray from the straight and narrow path. But this is not what God chose to do. God created a being in God’s likeness, namely, one endowed with free will. This has been the source of both human greatness and human trouble. After Eve talks Adam into tasting of the forbidden fruit, God asks Adam why he did it. Adam shifts the blame to Eve, who in turn shifts it to the serpent. It is then that God realizes man must be taught to take responsibility for his actions, which can only be done through hardship and struggle. This may well be the main lesson of the Bible.

  After World War Two and the Holocaust, many have asked: How could God have allowed this to happen? Even now, after centuries of human experience, people still fail to realize that human actions, no matter how horrendous, are the result of human choice, not divine will.
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  Why is so much human history compressed into the first ten chapters of the Book of Genesis?


  As was seen previously, the Bible is not primarily a book of history. It is not the intention of the author of Genesis to narrate in detail the history of the human race. Instead, the first ten chapters of Genesis set the stage for the rest of the Bible, providing us with a brief summary of the origins of humankind, seen through the perspective of God’s ethical plan for the world.

  Because of the brevity of this account, it seems to raise more questions than provide answers. Despite its brevity, it manages to present a large number of details which are puzzling and open to many different interpretations, as can be seen in the following questions.


  Cain and Abel—the beginning of civilization?


  And Abel was a shepherd, while Cain was a tiller of the soil. Some time later, Cain brought of the fruit of the land as an offering to God. And Abel also brought from the firstlings of his flock and their fat. And God acknowledged Abel’s offering, but not Cain’s. And Cain was exceedingly angry. . .

  And when they were in the field, Cain stood over his brother and slew him. And God said to Cain: Where is Abel your brother? And he said: I do not know. Am I my brother’s keeper?

  (Genesis 4:1-9)


  This story regarding Adam and Eve’s two sons is not so much about the actual two children of the first human couple, but rather a morality tale about the early stages of human civilization. Abel is a shepherd, while Cain is a farmer. Here we have the beginnings of civilization, when man learns how to domesticate animals and cultivate the soil. The two activities are in conflict with each other, as one’s flocks infringe upon the other’s fields. Conflict results in violence which leads to murder, or the destruction of God’s handiwork, created “in the likeness of the divine image.” Once again, as in the story of the temptation of Adam and Eve, the one who breaks God’s law fails to take responsibility for his actions. When God asks Cain, “Where is your brother Abel?” Cain replies, “Am I my brother’s keeper?”
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  Thus, human progress does not result in moral progress. Once again the biblical text makes it clear that rivalry and conflict are at the heart of the human condition.


  Who lived 900 years?


  The familiar answer is Methuselah who, according to Genesis, chapter 5, actually lived 969 years. Others in this chapter, including Adam, also lived over 900 years. The chapter provides a capsule genealogy of the human race, from Adam to Noah’s sons, Shem, Ham, and Japheth (Shem being the ancestor of the Semitic people; Ham of the black people; and Japheth of the Caucasian people).

  The practice of assigning centuries of life to an individual of great importance is common in ancient Middle East inscriptions and tablets. One Babylonian king is said to have ruled for over 250,000 years. There is a clear intent here to aggrandize. One might wonder if the individual in question, such as Methuselah, does not in effect represent an entire dynasty, rather than one person.


  Noah and the flood: history or fable?


  The story of the flood (Genesis, chapter 6) points to a time of a global natural calamity, when life on earth was destroyed. The Bible looks upon natural calamities as an act of God meant to punish evil. Stories of great floods are found elsewhere in Near East mythology, and in other parts of the world. They may allude to earlier prehistorical times of great natural cataclysms. It is quite possible that the story was borrowed from Babylonian mythology and adapted by the biblical author.

  To what extend this story contains any historical facts is hard to say. That a particular individual saw a great flood coming and built an ark, or an enclosed vessel, in which he rescued his family as well as species of animals and plants and started life again is quite possible.


  Was Noah’s ark ever found?

  During the 1950s, archeologists explored the peak of Mount Ararat, where, according to the biblical account, Noah’s ark landed. Embedded in the ice they found wood fragments dating back 5000 years. This gave rise to speculation that pieces of the biblical ark were recovered. There is no way of ascertaining this view, but the discovery does give some merit to this possibility.


  Is there a message of hope in the story of the flood?


  As human life spreads across the earth, we are told that “the inclination of man’s heart is evil from an early age.” The flood that destroys all human life except for Noah and his family is attributed to the prevalence of evil among people. Even after the flood, evil remains prevalent.

  At first blush, one feels a sense of despair in the story. Is there really any hope for the human race? And yet we find here a message of hope as well. God makes a solemn vow never again to destroy all human life on this earth. The vow is made in the form of a covenant between God and Noah. The sign of this covenant is the rainbow that appears in the sky after the flood. This is a physical covenant of survival. It will be followed later on by a spiritual covenant between God and Abraham.


  The Tower of Babel: Who was at fault?

  In the story of the Tower of Babel (Genesis, chapter 11), the entire human race is concentrated in one place, presumably Babylonia (today’s Iraq). All people speak the same language. Civilization makes great progress. Tall towers are built, presumably the ziggurats of ancient Babylonia. All seems well, until we hear people, who are given no specific identity, say:


  Let us build ourselves a city and a tower reaching into the sky, and make a name for ourselves, lest we be scattered over all the earth.

  (Genesis 11:4)


  God decides to punish the builders by confusing their language, so that they are not able to communicate easily with one another, and as a result they stop the construction and are scattered over the earth.

  Of all the biblical stories about man’s origins, this seems to be the least readily understandable. Are we to take it to mean that unity and a common language lead to a folly such as building a tower reaching into the sky? Did the builders seek to become like God? Did they fail to follow God’s command to spread and fill the earth? Commentaries of this story have abounded over the ages. Whatever the case may be, this story represents the culmination of the first ten chapters of Genesis, as the human race, incapable of living in harmony and unity, is scattered over the face of the earth.


  What do the stories of the beginnings of human history teach us about the human condition?


  The picture that emerges from the biblical stories about the early origins of humankind is not very complimentary. Quite to the contrary. “The inclination of man’s heart is evil from an early age,” we are told early in the book of Genesis (8:21). This is confirmed by the fratricide committed by Cain against his brother Abel (and his refusal to take responsibility); by God’s decision to bring on a flood and put an end to a generation in which only one person, Noah, is found to be righteous; and by the arrogant act of building a tower reaching into heaven.

  The Bible seems to suggest that, left to its own devices, humanity fails time after time. It is for this reason that God decides to turn to one specific person, namely, Abraham, to start a historical process involving Abraham’s descendants, that would lead to a re-affirmation of God’s plan for humanity, namely, the pursuit of a world of justice and righteousness.
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  Who is Abraham?


  And Adonai said to Abraham: Go forth from your country, from your native land, and from you father’s house, to the land that I will show you. And I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless your name and make it great, and you shall become a blessing.

  (Genesis 12:1-2)

  With the stories of Abraham, starting in Genesis, chapter 11, we emerge from biblical prehistory and enter history. This is not to say that we have historical records to support the existence of a specific person named Abraham. However, the stories of Abraham, as all subsequent biblical stories, are rooted in historical fact.

  Abraham is a native of the Babylonian culture that dominates much of the early stories of the Bible. According to the Midrash, when Abraham was little, he realized that the idols worshiped by the Babylonians were powerless, and grasped the existence of the one invisible God who ruled the universe. So that when, years later, he hears God telling him to leave his native land and go to a strange land where his descendants would become a great nation, he does not hesitate, and embarks on the journey to the land of Canaan.

  Abraham, then, is an ordinary person with an extraordinary mission. He is a nomad who owns flocks, and who seeks grazing land and water. As will be seen in subsequent stories, he is a man of great integrity, faith, courage, and compassion. His name in Hebrew means father of a multitude ( av = father; ham [ on ] = multitude).


  Abraham and God: Why does God form a special relationship with one particular person?


  When God created human life, God started with one man, Adam. When God orders Abraham to go to the “land that I will show you,” it appears that now God is repeating the act of creation, this time not physically but spiritually. Abraham is the first man who is spiritually ready to accept God. While God speaks to Adam, to Cain, and to Noah, it is a one-way relationship. None of them is ready to accept God. Abraham is the first who not only listens to God, but also seeks to carry out God’s will on his own initiative. The stories of Abraham are a series of tests of faith, culminating in his willingness to sacrifice his son Isaac. Thus, Abraham chooses God, even as God chooses Abraham.


  Why does Abraham, and why do his descendants, go down to Egypt during a time of famine?


  The Middle East has always suffered from water shortage. Most of the land is arid, and rainfall is scant. Crossing the Sinai Peninsula, which could be done by camel in a few days, one reaches the land of Egypt, watered by one of the world’s greatest rivers, the Nile. Here water was always available, and grain was stored for future use and could be bought for money. As can be seen in the story of Abraham’s and Sarah’s journey to Egypt (Genesis, chapter 12), there were dangers associated with this trip, and one had to be crafty if one were to go there and come back intact.


  What is God’s covenant with Abraham?


  In Genesis, chapter 15, God makes a covenant ( berit in Hebrew) with Abraham, whereby God assures Abraham he would give birth to a “large nation, and his descendants will possess the Promised Land.” The act of entering into a covenant is central throughout the Bible. The first covenant is made with Noah and his children, and through them with the entire human race. The gist of this covenant is God’s promise not to bring on another flood, and not to destroy the human race again. The sign of this covenant is the rainbow that appears after the flood.

  The covenant with Abraham is the first in a series of covenants between God and Israel. The most dramatic and central covenant in the Bible is the bringing down of the two tablets of the covenant from Mount Sinai, upon which the Ten Commandments are inscribed. Here the Israelites pledge to obey God’s law. Seven centuries later, the covenant is renewed during the time of King Josiah, when a scroll of the Book of the Torah (probably Deuteronomy) is found in the Holy Temple in Jerusalem. The Jews, some of whom have become idolatrous, pledge to re-dedicate themselves to the Law. After the Babylonian Exile, towards the end of the biblical period, the covenant is renewed again under Ezra when the Jews return to Jerusalem from Babylonia.


  Why is the covenant with Abraham repeated through circumcision?


  In the first covenant with Abraham, sacrificial animals—a calf, a goat, a ram, a turtledove, and a chick—are offered. Throughout biblical times, animal sacrifices are the common form of worship. In Genesis, chapter 17, Abraham, now in his late nineties, enters into a second covenant with God. This time the sign of covenant is circumcision. Abraham has himself circumcised, and pledges to circumcise all males in his household.

  Presumably, the first covenant with Abraham sufficed in terms of Abraham’s own relationship with God. But a second covenant was needed to perpetuate the covenant with Abraham’s descendants. The term for circumcision in Hebrew is berit milah, the covenant of circumcision.


  Has the covenant changed? Does it still hold?


  In reaffirming the covenant through the ritual of circumcision, God refers to it as “an eternal covenant.” Both covenant stories make it very clear that the pact between God and Israel is immutable. Despite Israel’s frequent failure to live up to the covenant, God will never revoke it. Every Jew, by undergoing circumcision, reaffirms the covenant, and then further reaffirms it by following the Torah, or the Book of the Covenant, especially the law of observing the Sabbath, which is a symbol of the covenant (“It [the Sabbath] is a sign between Me and the People of Israel forever”).

  Is the covenant only made with Israel?


  In Genesis 17:4, God says to Abraham: “My covenant is with you, and you shall become the father of many nations.” The implication here is that through the merit of Abraham, the covenant, in different variations, will be shared by other nations. This becomes a reality through both Christianity and Islam. Abraham has a son from his second wife, Hagar, named Ishmael, who is considered the progenitor of the Arab people. Islam, the predominant religion among the Arabs, looks upon Abraham as the common ancestor of both Arabs and Jews.

  As for Christianity, the first chapter of the first book of the New Testament (or “New Covenant” in Hebrew), traces the ancestry of Jesus to Abraham. Christians look upon Jesus as the culmination of the covenantal relationship between God and Abraham. In their zeal to spread Christianity, Christian advocates often argued that the new Christian covenant replaced the old Jewish one. This, however, is no longer the common Christian view. Pope John Paul II made it clear in a recent address to Jews and Christians that the Catholic Church believes the covenant between God and Israel continues alongside the Christian one.


  The conflicts of Abraham’s household—what is the biblical writer trying to tell us?


  Abraham and Sarah represent a turning point in the biblical narrative of the origins and evolution of the human race. If the Bible is a book of faith, they are the first human couple to embrace that faith and bequeath it to future generations. This makes us think of them as giants of virtue and morality.

  And yet, the domestic life of this first family of faith is far from idyllic. When Sarah, well past the child-bearing age, fails to conceive, she arranges for her maid, Hagar, to serve as a surrogate. This does not go well since, once Hagar conceives, she starts slighting her mistress. Sarah deals harshly with Hagar, forcing her to flee the household, only to return once she is given divine assurance of her destiny to become the mother of a large nation. Later on, Sarah gives birth to Isaac, who is raised along with Hagar’s son, Ishmael. The older Ishmael mistreats Isaac. Sarah fears Ishmael will take her son’s place as Abraham’s heir, and decides to send mother and son away. God tells Abraham to do as Sarah requests, and Abraham, the kindest of men, sends away his own son and his son’s mother into the wilderness, where they nearly die.
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  What is the biblical writer trying to tell us in presenting this picture of what today we may refer to as a dysfunctional family?

  Here as in all subsequent biblical stories concerning the Bible’s great personalities, such as the patriarchs, kings, prophets and others, we are reminded time and again that they are mere mortals, like all the rest of us. They all have their human failings, no matter how great their faith may be or how great their achievements.


  Who are the “three angels” who visit Abraham?

  In Genesis, chapter 18, Abraham is visited by three men. In the following chapter we are told of two angels who go down to the city of Sodom to find out about the wickedness of the Sodomites. Since the two stories are interrelated, the three men in the first part have been taken to be three angels.

  There seems to be an ambiguity in the Bible as to the nature of angels. In both Greek and Hebrew, the word “angel” is derived from the word “messenger.” Thus, an angel is often an intermediary between man and God. In this story, the messengers are sent to investigate the evil deeds of men, which may result in divine punishment.

  In post-biblical Judaism and in post-biblical religion in general, angels seem to occupy a much more prominent position than in the Bible itself, where their appearance is infrequent and often vague. There is a whole branch of Christian theology called “angelology,” which deals with the study of angels. In Judaism, on the other hand, angels are mostly seen in the realm of allegory, rather than objective reality.


  Did Abraham serve milk and meat to the “angels?”

  In the story of the three messengers, Abraham serves the three strangers milk and meat, which they eat. This seems to contradict the dietary law, and has raised questions among traditional Jewish commentators. Some of them have suggested that the two were not served at the same time, although the text makes it clear that they were.
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  The separation of milk and meat as practiced today by observant Jews is post-biblical. It is based on the biblical verse, “You shall not see the a kid in its mother’s milk.” The original intent of this prohibition might have been not to commit an act of cruelty. Another reason may have to do with a pagan ritual of biblical times which involved an offering of a kid seethed in its mother’s milk, practiced by some of Israel’s northern neighbors.


  Sodom and Gomorrah—Why did Abraham question God?


  In sharp contrast to Abraham’s hospitality in the story of the three messengers, the people of Sodom and Gomorrah, who lived near what is today’s Dead Sea, treat the two angels who go down to Sodom, and their host, Abraham’s nephew Lot, with extreme cruelty. God lets Abraham know that the wicked cities of Sodom and Gomorrah are facing total destruction.

  Abraham is taken aback by the thought of collective punishment. Apologizing for his audacity, he questions God. Would God destroy those cities if there were 50 righteous persons living there? What about 45, 30, 20, 10? To each figure, God responds: If such a number is found, the cities will be spared. In the end, the only righteous person found in both cities is Lot.

  Questioning God’s actions is not an uncommon phenomenon in the Bible. Biblical faith is not blind obedience. Since the ways of God are often unknown to mortals, questioning seems necessary. It is not questioning for the sake of rejecting divine authority or justice, rather for coming to terms with what one does not readily understand.


  Did Lot’s wife turn into a pillar of salt?


  Fire and brimstone are showered from heaven, and the two cities of the plain go up in smoke and disappear from the face of the earth. This story may well refer to a major earthquake in antiquity, which created the volcanic valley stretching from the sources of the Jordan River in the north, to the Red Sea in the south. Today the site is the lowest spot on earth, with a salt lake called the Dead Sea.
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  Lot and his family flee Sodom while there is still time. They are commanded not to look back, lest they turn into a pillar of salt. Lot’s wife ignores the order, looks back, and turns into a pillar of salt. To this day the local Arabs point to a pillar of salt overlooking the Dead Sea and call it Lot’s Wife. It is possible that when she looked back she fell behind, and was overtaken by the earthquake.


  The would-be sacrifice of Isaac: Why did God test Abraham?

  In Genesis, chapter 22, we are told:


  And God tested Abraham. . . and said: Take your son, your only son, the one you love, and go to the land of Moriah and sacrifice him as a burnt offering on one of the mountains which I will show you.”

  (Genesis 22:1-2)

  Abraham does as he is told, and at the last minute God stops him from doing it.

  No story in the Bible is more vividly engraved in the collective memory of the Jewish people than this one. Not only Jews, but also Christians and Moslems have puzzled over it throughout the ages. The Danish philosopher Soren Kierkegaard found it to be the great ethical puzzle of the Bible. What exactly was the purpose of such a brutal human

  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  

  CONCLUDING QUESTIONS

  Do people see in the Bible what they choose to see?


  It has been often said that one can find support in the Bible to almost anything. Indeed, much of biblical interpretation, or exegesis, is, in fact, aisegesis, or reading things into the text. To Jews, the key figure in the Bible is Moses. To Muslims, Abraham and his son Ishmael. To Christians, Abraham and David, who set the stage for Jesus. And so on.

  When all is said and done, however, the Hebrew Bible is the first text in the history of the world that makes the One True Universal God known to the world. It is also the record of the covenant between God and Israel. Everything else is interpretation, be it exegetic or aisegetic.


  Can we form an objective idea of God by reading the Bible?


  An objective idea of God is a contradiction in terms. It is not given to mortals like ourselves to become acquainted with God as an objective reality, either by reading the Bible or in any other way. Although philosophers like Maimonides, or Nachmanides, or, more recently, Rosenzweig or Buber, have attempted to define God and God’s attributes, people experience God on an emotional, rather than a rational level. One may talk about the “idea” of God, but one can only experience God in the realm of feelings rather than ideas. Exepriencing God is a purely personal event, ineffable, incommunicable.


  Was the pagan world as evil as the Bible makes it out to be?


  The Bible, particularly the biblical prophets, keeps talking about pagan abominations. It is made clear that the pagan religions of the biblical era were preceived by the biblical authors not only as false, but as downright evil. How objective is this view?


  We know from general experience that there are always good people and bad people everywhere. Believing that the sun or the moon were deities did not automatically mean one did not treat others well. Witness Ruth the Moabite, perhaps the most unselfish woman in the entire Bible.

  What people like the prophets found abominable was not the pagan world per se, but the fact that the descendants of Abraham who were centuries ahead of their contemporaries in their religious and ethical development, would, in the words of Jeremiah, give up the fountain of living water for the brackish water of paganism.


  Is the Bible a blueprint for a future world of peace and justice?


  If the whole world followed the ethical teachings of the Bible, peace and justice would reign throughout the world. The Bible is indeed a blueprint for such a world. But as we learn early on in the stories of creation, the human race is endowed with free will to do either good or evil. In over 10,000 years of human civilization (harkening back to ancient China, Egypt, Babylonia and so on), organized society is yet to come close to achieving a just and peaceful world. Whether such a world is possible, the future will tell.


  Can one benefit from studying the Bible without believing in God?


  One does not have to believe in God to benefit from reading and studying the Bible. To begin with, the Bible is great literature, if not the greatest. Its object lessons about life are second to none. One can find comfort and inspiration in the Book of Psalms regardless of what one believes or disbelieves. To many Jews who do not consider themselves believers, the Bible is their national history, literature, language, and collective wisdom.

  The ancient Mediterranean world produced two great cultures—The Hebraic and the Hellenistic. Both have shaped our present world. No one can call her or himself a cultured person without a good knowledge of both. The only difference between the two, however, is that no one today believes any longer in Zeus, not even the Greeks, while many millions believe in the God of the Bible (including the Greeks).


  Is the phrase “God helps those who help themselves” confirmed by the Bible?


  The Bible makes it perfectly clear from the moment the first human couple is created to the moment Ezra and Nehemiah return from the Babylonian Exile that God helps those who help themselves. After Eve is led astray by the snake and, in turn, leads Adam astray, the first human couple is punished for failing to follow the path set for it and letting itself be seduced by someone who does not have their best interest in mind.

  Thereafter, human actions continue to determine whether one is given a helping hand from above, so to speak, or not. Nowhere is it made clearer than in Deuteronomy 30:


  Behold, I give you today life and good and death and evil. . .

  Therefore, choose life.


  Did the Jews, according to the Bible, become “a light unto the nations”?


  Looking back on biblical history, it is hard to make a case for the Jews of that time becoming a “light unto the nations,” as they were expected to become (Isaiah 42:6). Most of the time, they anger God. In the end, they are destroyed, and when they are forgiven and allowed to go back to the Promised Land, their days of glory are long gone. What’s more, the nations at the time of the end of the biblical period do not seem to be any more enlightened than they were in the beginning.

  Golda Meir used to say: “People say we Jews are smart. How can we be smart if we picked the only country in the Middle East that does not have oil?”

  So what are we to make of all this? Perhaps this: While the Jews themselves may not have become a “light unto the nations,” their story, namely, the Bible, did. If there is one book in this world that can be called “a light unto the nations,” it is certainly the Bible.


  Did the Jews preserve the Bible, or did the Bible preserve the Jews?


  The Bible was preserved as much by non-Jews as by the Jews. To this day, Jewish biblical scholars need to consult non-Jewish versions of the Bible, such as the Greek Septuagint, or the Latin Vulgate, or the Aramaic Onkelos, to shed light on difficult biblical words and texts. Furthermore, the Jewish Bible excluded some important Jewish books such as the Books of Maccabees, which contain important Jewish history. Here Jews must thank the Church for preserving those and other Jewish books of the biblical era.

  Conversely, it would be fair to say that the Bible preserved the Jews. Without the Bible, Jews scattered all over the world for many centuries would have lost their common bond. Without the Bible, modern Jewish culture and literature would not exist. Without the Bible, Jews would lose their identity. Without the Bible, the Hebrew language would not exist. In the Declaration of Independence of the State of Israel, the Bible is mentioned as the Jews’ most important contribution to humankind. It is also the most important contribution the Jews made to themselves.


  Is the Bible strictly a Jewish book?


  No. Not any more than God is strictly a Jewish God. The message of the Bible is the brotherhood and sisterhood of all men and women under the parenthood of God. God did not take the Hebrew slaves out of Egypt, gave them the Law, and brought them to the Promised Land for their own personal gain and well-being. Rather, God made an example of the Jews. God made godliness known to humankind through the story told in the Bible. Without that story, humankind would still be worshiping idols.

  Does the Bible still hold any secrets?


  The Bible still holds many secrets. The greatest secret is who is God. This is beyond human comprehension. The next greatest secret is universal justice, and how does it work. Here we may have some insights, but not enough. We can continue with the meaning of life, the soul, the historicity of biblical events and personalities, and much more. No book can exhaust the questions raised by the Bible, let alone provide all the answers. One can only try.
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