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‭Human beings don’t have to be told that we are living outside of paradise.‬

‭It’s not just the fact that the world is not perfect: it’s that deep inside many of us, we feel a‬

‭longing for a place that might be.  Within each of us there is a longing for a home we have‬

‭never fully found.‬

‭Midrashically, this human experience of exile begins almost immediately, on the eighth day of‬

‭creation, immediately after the first Shabbat.‬

‬‮ב‬‮:‬‮יא‬‮רבה‬‮בראשית

נָן בָּ י‬‮וְרַ רֵ י‬‮…‬‮אָמְ אֵ ת‬‮וּמוֹצָ בָּ ל‬‮שַׁ נּוּ‬‮נִטַּ מֶּ דוֹ‬‮זִיווֹ‬‮מִ רָ גַּן‬‮וּטְ ן‬‮מִ דֶ א‬‮,‬‮עֵ דָ יב‬‮הוּא‬‮הֲ כְתִ נֶּה‬‮(:‬‮כ‬‮,‬‮יד‬‮איוב‬‮)‬‮דִ שַׁ נָיו‬‮מְ ‬‮פָ

הוּ חֵ לְּ שַׁ ‬‮.‬‮וַתְּ

‭Bereishit Rabbah 11:2‬

‭But the Rabbis say: …on Saturday night, [God] took from [Adam] his splendor and‬

‭banished him from Gan Eden.  This is what is written, “He changed his face and sent him‬

‭away” (Iyyov 14:20).‬
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‭In this midrashic understanding, the human longing for home becomes clear.  Humanity,‬

‭created on the sixth day, has only ever experienced one complete day in the paradise that was‬

‭supposed to be its permanent home, and it spent that day knowing that as soon as night fell,‬

‭it would be lost.  This feeling that so many of us have, a longing for home that we have never‬

‭fully known, is part of the human heart from the very beginning of our time on this earth.‬

‭This might be what lurks behind the question Rashi asks at the beginning of the Torah.  Why‬

‭does the Torah need to start from Bereishit?‬

‬‮א‬‮:‬‮א‬‮בראשית‬‮רש״י

ר י‬‮אָמַ בִּ ק‬‮רַ יָה‬‮לֹא‬‮יִצְחָ יךְ‬‮הָ רִ יל‬‮צָ חִ תְ הַ ת‬‮לְ ה‬‮אֶ תּוֹרָ א‬‮הַ לָּ שׁ‬‮אֶ חֹדֶ  הַ זֶּה‬‮מֵ כֶם‬‮הַ יא‬‮,‬‮לָ הִ וָה‬‮שֶׁ צְ אשׁוֹנָה‬‮מִ וּוּ‬‮רִ נִּצְטַ ‬‮שֶׁ

הּ ל‬‮בָּ אֵ ה‬‮,‬‮יִשׂרָ ם‬‮וּמַ עַ ח‬‮טַּ תַ ית‬‮פָּ אשִׁ רֵ בְ ‬‮?‬‮בִּ

‭Rashi on Bereishit 1:1‬

‭R. Yitz‬‭h‬‭ak‬‭said: The Torah‬‭which is the Law book of Israel‬‭should have commenced with‬

‭the verse (Shemot 12:2) “This month shall be unto you the first of the months,” which is‬

‭the first commandment given to Israel.  What is the reason, then, that it commences with‬

‭the account of the Creation?‬

‭On a literal level, Rashi is asking why we need to begin the Torah with stories if its presumed‬

‭purpose is to tell us God’s will.  Why not start the Torah in Shemot if all we need to know are‬

‭the commandments?‬

‭But read in a different way, Rashi’s question takes on a different meaning.  Why does the Torah‬

‭need to tell us about a lost Eden?  Don’t all of us know that this world is not what it should be?‬

‭Don’t we all feel at times that we are like Adam and Eve, living in the wake of a lost utopia?‬

‭Rashi answers:‬
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שׁוּם כֹּחַ‬‮מִ יו‬‮ שָׂ עֲ גִּיד‬‮מַ מּוֹ‬‮הִ עַ ת‬‮לְ תֵ ם‬‮לָ הֶ ת‬‮לָ לַ ם‬‮(,‬‮א‬‮"‬‮קי‬‮תהילים‬‮)‬‮גּוֹיִם‬‮נַחֲ אִ רוּ‬‮שֶׁ יֹאמְ מּוֹת‬‮ ם‬‮אֻ עוֹלָ ל‬‮הָ אֵ רָ יִשְׁ ‬‮לְ

ים טִ סְ ם‬‮לִ תֶּ ם‬‮,‬‮אַ תֶּ שְׁ כְּבַ צוֹת‬‮שֶׁ ה‬‮אַרְ עָ בְ ם‬‮,‬‮גוֹיִם‬‮שִׁ ים‬‮הֵ רִ ם‬‮אוֹמְ הֶ ץ‬‮כָּל‬‮לָ אָרֶ ל‬‮הָ בָּ‬‮שֶׁ קָּ יא‬‮ה‬‮"‬‮הַ הּ‬‮הוּא‬‮,‬‮הִ אָ רָ ‬‮בְ

נָהּ ר‬‮וּנְתָ שֶׁ אֲ ר‬‮לַ ינָיו‬‮יָשַׁ עֵ צוֹנוֹ‬‮,‬‮בְּ רְ נָהּ‬‮בִּ ם‬‮נְתָ הֶ צוֹנוֹ‬‮,‬‮לָ רְ הּ‬‮וּבִ לָ ם‬‮נְטָ הֶ נָהּ‬‮מֵ נוּ‬‮וּנְתָ ‬‮:‬‮לָ

‭Because of the thought expressed in the text (Tehillim 111:6), “He declared to His people‬

‭the strength of His works (i.e., He gave an account of the work of Creation), in order that He‬

‭might give them the heritage of the nations.”  For should the peoples of the world say to‬

‭Israel, “You are robbers, because you took by force the lands of the seven nations of‬

‭Canaan,” Israel may reply to them, “All the earth belongs to the Holy One, blessed be He;‬

‭He created it and gave it to whom He pleased.  When He willed He gave it to them, and‬

‭when He willed He took it from them and gave it to us.”‬

‭Literally, Rashi’s answer is about the struggle between Israel and the nations of the world over‬

‭the Land of Israel, a struggle so pitched that the Torah must tell the story of creation just to‬

‭justify Israel’s possession of the land.  God gives and God takes, but no matter what, we‬

‭maintain the knowledge that the Holy Blessed One gave us the land, and that no matter‬

‭where we might be in the world, no matter how much the nations might deny it, it remains‬

‭our home.‬

‭But when that same answer is read again and reapplied to the individual, Rashi’s words take‬

‭on a different tenor: they are about the possibility and promise of permanence, of finding a‬

‭stable, lasting home.  We might feel, all too often in this world, that we are wanderers.  But,‬

‭Rashi tells us, there is a place, a home, that is our heritage, our birthright.  In this world that so‬

‭often feels like lonely exile, we must maintain faith, even in the face of those who would deny‬

‭it, in the possibility of homecoming.‬

‭Ramban, though he shares Rashi’s question, gives an answer with a different slant:‬
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‬‮א‬‮:‬‮א‬‮בראשית‬‮רבמ״ן

ר שׁ‬‮,‬‮כְּלוֹמַ גֵּרֵ ם‬‮שֶׁ שָּׁ יו‬‮מִ דָ כִּין‬‮,‬‮מוֹרְ שְׁ יו‬‮בּוֹ‬‮וְהִ דָ עוּ‬‮,‬‮עוֹבְ יֵּדְ תוֹ‬‮כִּי‬‮שֶׁ בוֹדָ עֲ לוּהָ‬‮בַּ ם‬‮,‬‮יִנְחָ אוּ‬‮וְאִ טְ יא‬‮–‬‮לוֹ‬‮יֶחְ קִ ם‬‮תָּ ‬‮אוֹתָ

ץ אָרֶ ר‬‮הָ שֶׁ אָה‬‮כַּאֲ ת‬‮קָ גּוֹי‬‮אֶ ר‬‮הַ שֶׁ ם‬‮אֲ נֵיהֶ פְ ‬‮.‬‮לִ

‭Ramban on Bereishit 1:1‬

‭That is to say, He expelled those who rebelled against Him, and settled therein those who‬

‭served Him so that they know by serving Him they will inherit it, whereas if they sin against‬

‭Him, the land will vomit them out, just as it vomited out the nation before them.‬

‭For Ramban in this answer, there is no permanent, final homecoming.  There is always the‬

‭possibility of further loss and expulsion.  Human beings cannot rest content in the promise of‬

‭home: home is something that must be constantly maintained, and the threat of its loss‬

‭always looms. Exile is cyclical, the way of the world as long as humanity is subject to sin.‬

‭We pray that Ramban’s answer is never again literally true for the Jewish people on a national‬

‭level—but on an individual level, this is painfully true for all human beings.  Home is‬

‭something that, throughout our lives, we find and lose again and again: literal homes, as we‬

‭move for jobs or dreams; but also more metaphorical homes, the routines, comforts, and‬

‭dreams we settle into in life that, just when we begin to feel that they are permanent, change‬

‭in a way that leave us feeling adrift.  We create families only to see them shift throughout our‬

‭lives as we welcome new members through marriage and birth and lose loved ones to‬

‭distance and death.  We find meaning and passions only to realize that our interests shift over‬

‭time and that we need to find new areas to fill our souls.  We think we finally understand those‬

‭around us, only to realize, again and again, that we don’t even fully understand ourselves.‬

‭To be human, in this understanding of Ramban’s answer, is to constantly lose the homes we‬

‭work so hard to find.‬
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‭What, then, do we do in the face of that constant cycle of loss?  What does it mean to live in a‬

‭world where we know that no matter how hard we try, we can never find the permanence of‬

‭Eden again in this lifetime?‬

‭We might find a gesture towards a pathway forward in revisiting the‬‭midrash‬‭about Adam and‬

‭H‬‭avah‬‭’s expulsion, specifically its insistence that the expulsion took place on the eighth day.‬

‭The eighth day, in the life of a Jewish male, is also a sort of Edenic expulsion.‬ ‭After an extra‬

‭eight days of womb-like embrace, our boy babies are brought into contact, for the first time,‬

‭with the world at large and, in as small a way as we can manage, its pain.‬

‭But this time, the expulsion is different.‬

‭Adam and‬‭H‬‭avah‬‭faced the first pain of the world alone and bereft, but we give our children‬

‭this promise: being part of the covenant means that, while there will surely be loss and pain,‬

‭there are also, alongside it, community, and love, and‬‭h‬‭esed‬‭.  While every human being, until‬

‭messianic times, must live in the reality of the loss of Eden and the knowledge that we are‬

‭never fully home, we affirm that even if we cannot find permanence, we can find God—and‬

‭just as importantly, that God seeks to find us.‬

‭As much as we wish we could, we cannot expect a life without exile, loss, and pain.‬

‭But while we might seek all our lives and never find Eden again, being part of the covenant‬

‭means that the Jewish people are committed to helping us find home wherever we are.‬
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‭This is the message the covenant reminds us of as we begin the Torah again and re-experience‬

‭Adam and‬‭H‬‭avah‬‭’s expulsion: whatever we might face in this world and wherever, in its cycles‬

‭of homecoming and loss it may bring us, we will never have to wander alone.‬
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