Bereshit 2004:

The Importance of Questions

Thursday evening we concluded the cycle of the fall holidays with the holiday of Simhat Torah, the festive festival when we celebrate the completion of the annual reading of the Five Books of Moses.  And so today we inaugurate the cycle of reading the torah from the beginning.  

No sooner do we complete the book of Deuteronomy, then we start anew and return once again to the very opening words of the book of Genesis.  One of the lessons of doing this is to teach us that there is always more to learn, and more wisdom to discern from the Torah.  I, for one, am one of those people who does not like to see a movie twice.  Once is enough for me.  The same is true of books.  But when it comes to reading the Torah, that is a different story.  There is so much here and so many layers of meaning.  Each time I return to the text, I find new insights and treasures.  This year is no exception.

The dramatic story of the creation of the world as presented in this week’s torah reading is surely familiar to most of us.  It is so definite, declarative and certain in its stark simplicity.  

The issue of the text I would like to explore this morning has to do with the role of questions.  It is an example of something I had not previously thought about when reading the opening torah portion, but upon further examination of the text is worth considering.    

I am not referring to questions about the veracity of the text.  Too many get hung up on those issues.  Nor am I referring to the multitude of questions the story raises.  Rather, questions within the text, the actual dialogue are what interest me.  It is especially noteworthy, because I realize that it is relatively rare for the Bible to ask questions.  Even in passages of dialogue, the text is usually much more expository or narrative.

This past week heralded the annual announcements of the winners of the Nobel Prizes.  A number of years ago, one of the previous winners once explained how it was that he came to develop the kind of mind that led to the winning of a Nobel Prize in science.  He explained, when I used to come home from school, my mother never asked me what did you learn in school today.  She used to ask me:  what questions did you ask today in school?

Questions are the beginning of knowledge.  For Jews, it is especially poignant to ask questions.  An old saying asks, “Why does a Jew answer a question with a question?”  And the answer, of course is, “why not?”

An examination of the questions in this week’s parasha is most revealing.  The very first question is the one raised a bit further than where our reading left off this morning.  The first inquiry in the Bible is raised not by the first man or woman, but by the serpent.  Tempting Eve, he asks, “Did God really say, you shall not eat of any tree of the garden?”  

It is an interrogatory meant to open up a dialogue.  In this case, the dialogue leads to disaster, for Eve in her innocence answers the question over-zealously, and leaves herself open to further exploitation when she gives a lengthy answer and the serpent seizes on a misstatement to goad her on to eat the fruit of the forbidden tree.  She and Adam would have been far better off had that particular question never been raised, or at least, had it been ignored and not answered.

The next question presented in the text is in chapter three, and this time it is God who does the asking.  Now that they have violated the commandment, God asks the couple, “Where are you?”  Adam responded that he was afraid of showing himself to God because he was naked, so they hid.  God immediately asked a follow-up question, “Who told you that you were naked?  Did you eat of the tree from which I had forbidden you to eat?”  

Once Adam told God that he knew he was naked, God knew what had happened.  Yet rather than accuse, he asks a question, first of Adam, and then of Eve.  To Eve, he asks, “Mah zot asit?  What is this you have done?”  Significantly, the third party in this episode, the serpent, is not confronted by God with a question, but is immediately sentenced and issued his punishment for disobeying God.  

Adam and Eve foolishly and naively think they can somehow hide from God in the Garden of Eden.  They are unaware of the omniscient powers God possesses.  

Their trying to hide from God in the Garden of Eden reminds me of one of the lines I read the other day which was one of comedian Rodney Dangerfield’s classics.  Rodney said he remembered when he was a kid and he was lost in the shopping center.  So he went and asked the police to help him find his parents.  Do you think I will find them, he said.  The cop told him, “I don’t know.  There are so many places where they can hide.”

Adam and Eve thought they could hide from God in the Garden of Eden.  Instead, they wound up being expelled from it.

One cannot help but wonder what was the purpose of God’s questions.  The midrash suggests that He surely knew the answers, but wanted to give the human beings involved a chance to take responsibility for what they had done.  

The next significant question raised in this week’s torah reading is of Cain after he has killed his brother Abel.  Once again, the human being involved is given the opportunity to own up to his actions.  

“The Lord said to Cain, Where is your brother Abel?”   Once again, God surely knows the answer and what had happened.  Yet he gave Cain the chance to come forth and accept responsibility.  

The text tells us that Cain answered, “Vayomer, ad he said, I do not know.  HaShomer Ahee anochi, Am I my brother’s keeper?”

The story comes to a dramatic climax with this question. 

I would contend that the rest of the Bible, and indeed the raison d’etre, and purpose of the Torah is to answer this question, “am I my brother’s keeper?”  

In a recent article appearing in Biblical Archaeology, Elie Wiesel suggests that if punctuated slightly differently, we can read Cain’s response as, “Lo yadati hashomer ahee anochi:  I did not know that I am supposed to be my brother’s keeper.”  

If we look at each of the questions raised by God in the opening chapters of Genesis, one thing comes through.  The series of questions asked by God of the very first people are addressed not just to them, but to us as well.  The torah wants us to understand that clearly God wants us to recognize that we are our brother’s keeper and that we are accountable for our actions.  

In the tradition of the text, as we begin the cycle of reading the torah this week, let us continue to always ask questions.

Rabbi Stuart Weinblatt

October 17, 2004
