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Excerpts from commentary on Genesis chapter 1

e Caring for Creation
Genesis 1:1 — In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth.

Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch makes the first verse in Genesis personal and proactive. He
writes that the words teach us “to think of the world as God’s world and ourselves as
creatures of God . . . We must not destroy the world, but preserve it — every single creature,
every insect, every plant is part of God’s world. Woe to those that disturb His world! Hail to
those that preserve His world!”37

Rabbis throughout the ages make clear that God tasks humanity with caring for creation.
“When God created Adam, He took him and showed him all the trees of the Garden of Eden
and said to him . . . Be careful not to spoil or destroy my world — for if you do, there will be
nobody after you to repair it,”38 teaches the Midrash, a major rabbinic commentary on the
Hebrew Bible.

Rabbi Shlomo Eiger, a distinguished intellectual who became a Hasid (spiritual and pious
person), was asked what he learned from his first visit with the hasidic Rabbi Menachem
Mendel of Kotzk. Rabbi Eiger answered simply, “In the beginning, God created.” The
guestioner pressed him: “Did a renowned scholar have to travel to a hasidic rabbi to learn the
first verse of the Bible?” Rabbi Eiger responded: “| learned that God created only the
beginning; everything else is up to human beings.”3°

Rabbi David Rosen explains the ecological impact of the Bible’s opening verse: “If you believe
that this world is the creation of a Divine Power, therefore creation itself manifests the Divine
Presence, as it says in Psalms, ‘The heavens declare the glory of God and the firmament
declares the work of His hands.’?? If you are a Divinely sensitive person, whether you want to
define that as religious or spiritual, then the wellbeing, the health of the environment, and of
creation, is a religious imperative.”!

e Sustainability and Spiritual Awareness ¢
Genesis 1:3 — God said, “Let there be light”; and there was light.
Since the sun was not created until the fourth day (see Genesis chapter 1, verse 16), the light

God created on the first day of creation was not a physical light but a spiritual one. Rabbi
Sholom Berezovsky teaches that “without this holy light there is no merit in sustaining



creation.”*? Those who seek God perceive this spiritual light. The sustainability of creation
therefore depends on the spiritual awareness of humanity.

e Previous and Current Extinction Events ¢

Genesis 1:5 — God called the light Day, and the darkness He called Night. And

there was evening and there was morning, a first day.

The Midrash asks why this verse reads “And there was evening” rather than just “There was
evening” — implying that there was something else before. The Midrash answers, “. . . time
existed before this . . . God created and destroyed worlds until this one . . . when it says, ‘God
saw everything He had made and behold it was very good,’*3 that teaches us that the
previous ones were not.”

This explanation suggests that cataclysmic extinction events once occurred, and that
sustained existence on this planet is not guaranteed. Scientists understand that five extinction
events occurred in the last 500 million years, and humans are causing a sixth one at the
current time.*®> The previous extinction events were caused by “acts of God,” like comets and
massive volcanic eruptions. But the current one is caused by people on a creation that God
declared “very good.”

* Water and Dry Land

Genesis 1:9 — God said, “Let the water below the sky be gathered into one area,

that the dry land may appear.” And it was so.

The Midrash states: “In human experience, a person empties a full vessel into an empty one;
does one ever empty a full vessel into a full vessel? Now the world was full of water, yet it
says [that God gathered the water], ‘into one area’! From this we learn that the little held a
lot.”6

Water separated from the earth by draining into the seas and by forming ice on the land. For
most people who do not live near a glacier, the amount of earth’s water held as ice may seem
small compared to all the water in lakes and oceans. In fact, roughly 68 percent of the world’s
freshwater is locked in ice caps, glaciers, and permanent snow.*” Due to human-caused
climate change, however, ice melting of Antarctica

has increased from 40 gigatons per year in the 1980s to 252 gigatons per year over the
2010s. All that ice melting into the ocean has raised global sea levels.48 In some coastal
areas, sea level rise is beginning to regularly flood whole towns and low-lying parts of major
cities. God said that dry land should appear from the water, yet by humanity’s actions, more
and more water is covering land.

e Edible Trees ¢

Genesis 1:11-12 — And God said, “Let the earth sprout vegetation: seed-bearing
plants, fruit trees of every kind on earth that bear fruit with the seed in it.” And it
was so. The earth brought forth vegetation: seed-bearing plants of every kind, and
trees of every kind bearing fruit with the seed in it. And God saw that this was good.

As Rabbi Jacob ben Asher points out, God commanded the earth to produce “fruit trees that
bear fruit,” meaning trees whose bark could be eaten as well as their fruit. However, he notes
that the earth produced trees (whose bark is not eaten) that produce fruit in order that the
trees themselves would not be devoured.*?

Long ago, and today, we have come to understand that trees — in addition to the fruit they
produce — have broader value including providing homes for animals large and small, and
retaining soil to prevent erosion and catastrophic mudslides.

* God Blesses Fish and Birds

Genesis 1:22 — God blessed them [ fish and birds], saying, “Be fertile and increase,
fill the waters in the seas, and let the birds increase on the earth.”



Radak (Rabbi David Kimchi) explains that God’s blessing to fish to “be fertile” is to have the
potential to create new generations, while the blessing to “increase” is to thrive in numbers.>

Worldwide, humans are now depleting the planet’s fish stocks through overfishing and plastic
use. A UN report indicates that one-third of marine fish stocks were being harvested at
unsustainable levels in 2015.51 Extensive plastic pollution kills fish, marine mammals,
seabirds, and other wildlife, and reduces their ability to give birth, rear their young, and
sustain their species.5? In regard to birds, a 2019 Cornell University study “finds steep, long-
term losses across virtually all groups of birds in

the US and Canada. It reveals across-the-board declines that scientists call ‘staggering.” All
told, the North American bird population is down by 2.9 billion breeding adults.”s?

God desires abundant sea life to fill the ocean and healthy bird populations. Should we not,
therefore, be strong advocates for sustainable fishing, ending ocean pollution, and protecting
both land birds and sea birds?

* On Eating Animals »

Genesis 1:26 — And God said, “Let Us make man in Our image, after Our likeness.
They shall rule the fish of the sea, the birds of the sky, the cattle, the whole earth,
and all the creeping things that creep on earth.”

This verse states God intends for people to rule over fish, birds, and animals. Yet in Genesis
1:29, God states that human beings are only permitted a plant-based diet. Rabbi Isaac Karo
explains that “ruling” over creatures mentioned in the verse clearly does not involve killing
them for human food.>* Rabbi Gil Marks notes:

. .. historically, meat, when consumed, was usually a flavoring agent and, as a rule, a
component in a dish reserved for special occasions. Only in the past century has animal flesh
assumed such a prominent role in the diet, with meat frequently being served once,
sometimes twice, or even three times, a day. On the contrary, throughout most of history,
cattle and sheep were not regarded as sources of food, but rather sheep were prized for their
milk and wool, and cows were valued for plowing, turning the wheels that drew water from
rivers and canals, hauling heavy materials, trodding grain for winnowing, powering the
millstones for grinding grain, and turning the stone wheel for pressing olives. Flocks and
herds served as the principal source of clothing, wealth, and security for our ancestors,
something that would have been squandered if eaten. Meat was the exception, not the rule.%

* Will Humans Rule, or Animals?56

Genesis 1:28 — God blessed them and God said to them, “Be fertile and increase,
fill the earth and master it; and rule the fish of the sea, the birds of the sky, and all
the living things that creep on earth.”

On the surface, the words of this verse appear to give people license to degrade and subdue
the earth, but the rabbis over the millennia for the most part do not read them this way. The
rabbinic commentaries reveal much about these verses beyond the simple reading and make
clear that a wholly different message is being conveyed.

Verse 26 states, God said, “Let Us make man in Our image, after Our likeness. They shall
rule [ve-yir-du] the fish of the sea, the birds of the sky, the cattle, the whole earth, and all the
creeping things that creep on earth.”>” Verse 28 uses a command verb form, with God saying,
“Rule [u-re-du] the fish of the sea, the birds of the sky, and all the living things

that creep on earth.”%8

The Midrash commentary here is based on a play on words in Hebrew, in which the root of
the word “to rule” is the same root as the word “to be taken down.” Rabbi Chanina interpreted
the Midrash to say: “If humankind is worthy, God says ‘u-re-du’ [you rule!]; while if humankind
is not worthy, God says, ‘y*-ra-du’ — he will be taken down (or let others [the animals] rule over
him).”s®



Based on the Midrash, Rashi (Rabbi Shlomo ben Yitzchak) agrees that if we are not worthy,
we will be ruled by animals.® In this vein, H. Freedman and Maurice Simon comment, “Man is
entitled to pre-eminence only as long as he cultivates his God-like qualities; when he
voluntarily abandons them he is even lower than the brute creation.”!

Can humans be ruled by animals today? At first, we may think human beings are so powerful,
we are immune to these predictions. Yet, for example, insect infestations around the world
have caused tremendous havoc in human life, from grasshoppers in Africa to bed bugs in
North America. Insect-borne diseases such as malaria, dengue fever, West Nile virus, and
Zika virus have spread to more northern latitudes, as human-induced climate change
expands the range of certain mosquito species.®? The most recent case of tiny organisms
antagonizing people is the coronavirus pandemic. Some research indicates that the virus
likely spread from bats to pangolins (a spiny anteater) to people.®3

One key message from the Midrash is that God’s blessing to rule over other creatures
depends on our living as righteous people. If humanity becomes worthy by living in a
righteous way, then humans shall rule over nature. But if humans do not merit dominion,
because they do not act in an upright fashion, then humanity will descend and not be granted
rulership over nature. The rabbis learn this from the juxtaposition of God saying that humans
will be created in God’s image immediately before saying that humans will rule over other
creatures.4

Rabbi David Sears writes that ruling “comprises a form of stewardship for which humanity is
answerable to God. Both Talmudic and kabbalistic sources state that it is forbidden to kill any
creature unnecessarily, or to engage in wanton destruction of the earth’s resources. All forms
of life are precious by virtue of the Divine wisdom that brings them into existence, whatever
rung they may occupy in the hierarchy of creation . . .The Divine mandate for man to
dominate the natural world is a sacred trust, not a carte blanche for destructiveness.”®
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