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Last year on Shabbat Bereshit, I announced my belief that the Torah should be read as the story of God’s self-discovery in His confrontation with a man-creature who tells Him “No!”  I said that “perhaps God felt even more intensely than Adam and Eve the power and the significance of their freedom.  God must have felt that as the boundary set to God’s own freedom, a boundary God had never known before, but which was ultimately the purpose of God’s work and God’s greatest act of grace.  The Torah I am reading now at this stage of my life is the story of God’s self-discovery, and how completely intertwined our human moral life is with God’s self-discovery.  We are God’s story as much as God is our story.  Our story is God’s revelation.”

That was how I began last year’s reading.  And then, at the end of that year’s reading, on the second day of Rosh Hashanah just past, I asserted that it was the purpose of human beings to “bring into the world of Yes, the possibility – nay, the necessity - of No.”  I said that “We seem to be the way in which God Himself unfurls His moral sense.  This experiment may begin with a simple demand for obedience - because it is new for us and new for God.  But we grow, together with God, until simple obedience gives way to the need for judgment, and judgment becomes tempered by compassion and love.  We have not been called forth on earth simply to obey, but to entangle ourselves with the thorny brambles of moral judgment, of conscience, and the seemingly impossible tug of war between justice and love.”  And I spoke of human beings, of ourselves, as “the organs of God for wrestling out moral sense in the world.”


To be honest, I took considerable pleasure in looking back over the beginning and end of that year of reading Torah and realizing how consistent, how successful, and I want to say even how powerful that way of reading Torah has been for me.  It is an understanding of the Torah that I want to continue and to deepen.

It was said by the great literary critic Harold Bloom that the God of Torah is the most interesting literary character ever created.  That seems like an audacious claim to make, not because another critic might argue that some other literary character is even more interesting, but because we are even speaking about God as a literary character, a character who is “made up” in some story.


But I think it’s crucial for us to see God in the Torah as just that, in order to prevent us from seeing God in some small way.  In order to save God!  Because it’s when we begin to think of the God in the Torah’s story as God for real, as the whole of God, that we become fundamentalists.  Then this story becomes science, becomes history, becomes doctrine, and becomes something to kill for.

The story we read, the story told in these black letters on parchment, is an embodiment of something in itself beyond telling.  An account of the passage from nothingness to being, from infinite to finite, from pure will into causality, from metaphysics into ethics.  The Christians have a word for it, but not in the sense I mean.  The word is “incarnation”.  Literally, “incarnation” means exactly what that other word I just used means – “embodiment”.  In Christianity, incarnation means that God takes on the physical body of a man.  But I mean it in the sense that God becomes embodied in a story, so that we can begin talking about and reflecting on God.  As soon as we begin to speak about moral choices, we are telling a story – we are talking about what happens, or what should happen, in a certain situation.

What happens to God in the story of Bereshit?  God begins the story with a pure expression of will.  Baruch she’Amar v’Haya HaOlam.  “Blessed is the One who spoke and the world came into being.”  God spoke, God called, God saw.  And from the will and mouth of the Creator, hinei tov me’od.  Behold, it was very good.  That was how everything was just at the moment when Adam and the world in which Adam lives were set into motion.

Then comes lo tov – not good.  It was not good for Adam to be alone.  He needs an ezer k’negdo, a helper corresponding to him, or opposite him.  To make the not-good good, Adam needs opposition, needs resistance, polarity, dialogue, dialectic.  God recognizes this and provides it.  But for God, that human dialectic is a quick, straight path to the tragic conclusion of our parasha: “And the Lord regretted that He had made man on earth, and His heart was saddened.”

We are accustomed to think about Genesis as the story of human beginnings, but the human beings all pass quickly through the scene - on stage, uttering their few lines, then off again.  The human beings, from Adam to Noah, are events which happen to God.  When Adam and Eve resist God, God’s sight becomes clouded.  “Where are you, Adam?” He calls out.  And to Eve, Mah zot asit?  “What is this you have done!”  They compel God, who until now has only blessed, to speak the first curse.  Arurah HaAdamah ba’avurecha.  “Cursed be the ground because of you.”


God who until now has only blessed - now God curses, banishes, drives out.  These new verbs are added to God’s vocabulary, wrenched from some unknown depth within God, by this difficult human dialectic.  Then comes murder.  Again God asks, this time Abel, Mah asitah?  “What have you done!”  And again God curses.  It’s becoming a bad habit.  


“And Cain left the presence of the Lord.”  Adam and Eve resist God, and they hide themselves, so that God must call out, “Where are you?”  Cain murders, and leaves the presence of God.  He fathers generations, and to these God is unknown.  In the seventh generation comes Lamech.  Remember when seven had been the number of the Sabbath, the day of blessing?  In these generations beyond the presence of God, in the seventh generation from Adam comes Lamech, boasting to his women, “I have slain a man for wounding me, and a lad for bruising me.”

But in Adam’s second line of descent, the line from Seth, people begin to invoke the Lord by name.  One line of descent is beyond the presence of God, and one line acknowledges the name of God.  The generations come and go, and God looks on with a kind of helplessness.  “The Lord saw how great was man’s wickedness on earth, and how every plan devised in his heart was nothing but evil all the time.  And the Lord regretted that He had made man on earth, and His heart was saddened.  ‘I will blot out from the earth the men whom I created – men together with beasts, creeping things, and birds of the sky; for I regret that I made them.”


This is God’s story, not man’s.  Not yet man’s.  This is the story of God’s disappointment, God’s creation a failure, God’s regret, God’s sadness.


How is it possible to think of God’s sadness?  And what a reproach it is to the human species to understand that we ourselves are the cause for the vast and infinite will behind the first explosion of the universe into being to be filled up to the throat with regret and sadness!

And yet, as the unbroken spectacle of human violence and evil elicits words and emotions in God that would have seemed unthinkable in the one who spoke and brought the world into being and saw that all was very good and blessed it all – words like “curse” and “banish”, and emotions like regret and sadness – as all this unfolds in the heart of God, so does something else never yet seen or spoken, something else that I can only call “redemptive”.  The final verse of our parasha this morning:  V’Noach matza hen b’einei Adonai.  “But Noah found grace in the eyes of God.”  What a beautiful word that is – hen, grace – and what a beautiful thing that is.  And in ten generations of disappointment, of violence, of evil, of divine sadness, suddenly there is this beautiful thing grown in the heart of God.  This “grace”.

If we are going to speak about dialectic – about man and his ezer k’negdo, his helper who helps by opposing him, by being his opposite; and about these two lines of human descent, one out of the presence of God and one calling on, looking for God - then we also need to acknowledge this growth in God of the dialectic of sadness and grace.  It’s easy to be startled by hearing that God could be full of regret and sadness, though we really shouldn’t be, after following this unbroken chain of resistance to God, of murder, of abandonment of God.  It’s startling, but we ought actually to expect God to be sad and disappointed, even as un-Godlike these emotions seem.  But the really startling thing is the grace.  We have our own predilection to associate grace with God, but if we are reading this story with fresh ears and eyes, we have no reason for that predilection.  In ten generations, nothing has given God cause for grace, and everything has give God cause of sadness.  But the significant thing is that they emerge from God’s heart together.  The very moment of God’s greatest despair is the moment for God’s grace to appear.

It took ten generations for grace to appear in the heart of God, and it will take another ten generations for anything like grace to appear in the human story, when Abraham looks upon the violence and wickedness of Sodom and struggles to save them, for the sake of just the possibility of righteousness among them.  That is a kind of recapitulation in the heart of a human being of a process that had to happen first in the heart of God.  It is, I would say, the birth of what we call “hope”.  


Hope is against all odds.  In a world teeming with violence, one single human being – perhaps of no special distinction except that he is not obviously evil - catches God’s attention in the midst of God’s otherwise total disappointment and sadness.  And Abraham, too, without a shred of evidence and in the face of the patent violence of Sodom, latches onto a sliver of hope that perhaps there is some bit of righteousness that God has overlooked, some Noah worth saving.  That is hope.  That is grace.

As we follow this story from week to week, I hope you will keep in mind what I said on Rosh Hashanah – that the story which began with Abraham – or rather with Adam, Cain, Lamech and Noah – the Torah in which God is caught in our story and we are caught in God’s story – this Torah is not finished yet, and continues in our own lives.  We, as I said before, we human beings are the cutting edge of God’s moral experience, and our moral consciousness is part of the very heart of God.  The Torah is only completed when every dark corner is illuminated, and every sadness has given way to grace.  Your own life is part of God’s story.
Shabbat Shalom.
