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Digest 

1n the past few decades, rabbinic esotericis~m has received much attention among 

contemporary scholars. Each year finds a new book published on some matter of Ma'aseh 

Merkavah, the presumably mysticaJ study of Ezekiel's vision. However, Ma'aseh 
' 

Bereshit, the rabbinic study of creation, has been virtually ignored. SeveraJ scholars have 

written a chapter or an article on the subject. but no one has published a single, 

comprehensive study of rabbinic cosmogony. It has been my goal with th.is thesis to 

provide the first study of Ma'a.seh Bereshit with significant breadth and depth. Th.is 

includes a summary and analysis of rabbinic cosmogony, rabbinic restrictions of 

cosmogony, and why the Rabbis simultaneously restricted and engaged in Ma'aseh 

Bereshit. 

This thesis attempts a systematic study of rabbinic cosmogony. Chapter One 

explores the many different meanings of the rabbinic term ma'aseh beres/111. Chapter Two 

discusses the ambiguous and varied prohibitions of Ma'aseh Bereshit (capitalization 

intentional). napter Three demonstrates that the mysterious Ma'aseh Bereshit of the 

tannaitic texts is indeed the rabbinic cosmogony of the amoraic tex1s. Chapter Four 

illustrates some major themes of this corpus of Ma'aseh Bereshit. Chapter Five speculates 

upon why the Rabbis both prohibited and engaged inMa'aseh Bereshit. Finally, Chapter 

Six applies the findings from this study of Ma'aseh Bereshit to the contemporary debate 

over Ma'aseh Merkavah. 

In the course of its progression, this thesis yields several new and important 

conclusions about Ma'aseh Beresh,t, some of which contest the assertions of leading 

scholars. One, the tenn ma'aseh bereshit supports a wide range of usage, and can have 



both exoteric and esoteric meanings. Two, one of these meanings, denoted by capital 

letters in this thesis, refers to a discipline and corpus of study restricted to a select group 

of individuals. In this way, Ma'aseh Bereshil is lilce Ma'aseh Merkavah. Three, though 

the tannaitic texts which discuss Ma'aseh Bereshit do not define or exemplify Ma'aseh 

Bereshit explicitly, we find definition and exemplification of Ma'aseh Bereshit in the 

amoraic texts. The amoraic sources preserve pre-tannaitic and tannaitic cosmogony. This 

cosmogony, though not so stated explicitly, is Ma'aseh Bereshit, Four, the essence of 

Ma'aseh Bereshit is power. The utilization and protection of that power motivated the 

Rabbis both to engage in and restrict the study of Ma'aseh Bereshit. five, unlikeMaaseh 

Merkavah, Ma'aseh Bereshit is probably not magic or mysticism. And six, these new 

insights into Ma'aseh Bereshit may provide further understanding of tannaitic Ma'aseh 

Merkavah. These six assertions represent the most significant contributions of this thesis 

to t.he contemporary study of rabbinic esotericism. 
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Introduction 

What is too wonderful for you, do no/ seek, nor search after what is 
hidden.from you. Meditate 11pon that which is permitted lo you. Do not 
occupy yourself with mystertes. -Ben Sira1 

ti tn the beginning, God created the heavens ~and the earth. And the earth was 

unfonned and void, and darkness covered the face of the depths; and the spirit of God 

hovered over the face of the waters And God said, 'Let there be light!' And there was 

light. ti These opening words of the Bible are an account of the primordial history of the 

universe. a testament to God's first dramatic acts of creation. What is immediately striking 

about these first verses in th Bible is their scarcity of words. Although this is arguably 

the grandest, most important series of events in the enrire biblical narrative, it is described 

in but three short verses. More suggestive than explanative, the biblical creation account 

raises more questions than it answers. Why did God create the world? How did God 

create the heavens, the earth., and light? According to what principles did God create 

them? 

These are but a few of the many questions asked by each generation that has 

grappled with these cryptic verses and sought to decode their mysteries. The passion to 

understand these mysteries is not driven by mere historic or scientific curiosity. No, what 

is at stake here is something far greater. Generations have yearned to know the mysteries 

of creation not out of a desire to understand the past, but out of a need to understand the 

present. To know how the world was created is to know the world as it is today. 

1 Sira 3. 21 :f. Sec aJso IT Hagigah 77c; BT Hag. 13a; and Genesis Rabbah 8:2. Translation from 
Abraham Joshua Heschel. God in Search of Man. p. 62 

8 



Furthermore, to know creation is to know the Creator. The stakes in any cosmogonic 

inquiry are nothing less than the nature of the world and the nature of God. 

The tannaitic and amoraic Rabbis in the first five centuries of the Common Era 

understood fully the significance of creation. Recognizing its power and importance, they 

forbade cosmogonic inquiry into the secret meaning of the Genesis account. However, the 

same Rabbis who spoke against this inquiry also actively engag~ in it. Such is the case 

with Genesis Rabbah 8:2. Here, the midrash cites the words of Ben Sira, who warns "Do 

not engage yourself in mysteries." More specifically, the Rabbis ruJe in this mi~ash that 

one should not inquire about the mysteries of creation except regarding matters after tbe 

sixth day when humans were created, Any specuJation about what occurred before that 

day is explicitly forbidden. However, in this same midrash, the Rabbis plainJy state that 

the Torah preceded the creation of the world by two thousand years! 

Why were the Rabbis so careful to prohibit cosmogonic inquiry? Why did they 

engage in it, nonetheless? What was the nature of their inquiry? We will explore the 

answer to these three questions in the course of this thesis. ln Chapter One we will 

examine the rabbinic tenn ma'aseh bereshil and how it refers to an esoteric inquiry into 

the mysteries of creation. Chapter Two will catalog the numerous rabbinic prohibitions of 

Ma'aseh Bereshifl, both in terms of content and those who may engage in it. In Chapter 

Three, we will demonstrate ow tannaitic Ma'aseh Bereshit is preserved in the amoraic 

cosmogony. Chapter Four wiJI catalog some major themes of Ma'aseh Bereshil as 

preserved in the amoraic texts. By the fifth chapter, we will begin to explore why the 

Rabbis so meticulously prohibited Ma'aseh Bereshit and then violated their own 

prohibitions. In the sixth chapter, we will apply our findings from this study of Ma'aseh 

Bereshil to the contemporary debate over Ma'useh Merkava. 

2 I shall use capital letters when this term applies to esoteric practice. When it is used generally, or refers 
specifically to exoteric practice, I shall write ma'aseh bereshit in small letters. 
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During the course of this thesis, one should keep in mind the tenuous nature of the 

answers we seek. We will be speculating on a practice that occurred almost two thousand 

years ago, while we rely upon, in most cases, texts that were compiled centuries later. 

Furthennore, the extant texts we possess are purposefully vague on the issue of Ma'aseh 

Bereshit because it was, in its own time, an esoteric study of secret knowledge. 

Therefore, throughout th.is course of inquiry we shall see that Ma'aseh Bereshit, the 

rabbinic study of creation's mysteries, is itself a mystery. 

And so, just as the Rabbis did b~efore us, we shall ignore the advice of Ben Sira, 

and occupy ourselves in mysteries. 

10 



Chapter One 

The Tenninology of Ma'aseh Bereshit 

The tenn that the Rabbis use to identify the restricted inquiry into the mysteries of 

creation is Ma'aseh Bereshit. ~ attempt at a literal translation of this term into English 

would yield "the doings of in the beginning.'' Of course, this literaJ translation is nonsense. 

In order to make any sense of this term, we cannot translate either "ma'aseh" or 

"bereshit'' into any single, literal equivalents. Instead, we must take into account the rich, 

symbolic meaning that these terms held io the rabbinic mind. Let us begin with "bereshil," 

the first word in the Torah. Though it means literally ''in the beginning," the Rabbis use it 

to refer to what occurred "in the beginning," according to the Genesis account that begins 

"In the beginning." Let us translate, therefore, "bereshit1
' as "creation." The term 

"ma'aseh, " however, wiU not allow such a singular translation because the Rabbis do not 

use it in a singular way-3 In the numerous occurrences of the term ma'aseh bereshil 

throughout rabbinic literature, the Rabbis give the term five different meanings. On 

different occasions, mo'aseh bereshit refers to the account of creation, the deeds of 

creation, the works of creation, the natural laws of creation, and the esoteric study of 

creation. 

This final definition of ma'aseh beresh11 bas been the subject of considerable 

scholarly debate. Two of the leading scholars in the field of ma'aseh bereshit, Alon 

Goshen Gottstein and David Halperin, deoy that the term ma'aseh bereshit refers to any 

3 For a list of the dive~ uses or ma'aseh in rabbinic literature, see C. J. Kasowski's Otzar Leshon 

HaMishnah, ill, 1426-7. 
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esoteric discipline of cosmogony. It will be my ultimate intention in this chapter to refute 

their conclusion and demonstrate that ma'aseh bereshit can refer to a specific, esoteric 

study of creation. Since the heterogeneous usage of the term ma'aseh bereshit will play 

such an important role in this discussion. let us take a moment to catalog each of these 

definitions. 

I. The Four Exoteric Meanings of Ma'aseh Bereshit 

a. "The Genesis account of creation." 

One of the most common uses of the tenn ma'aseh bereshit is to refer to the 

narrative account of creation as told in the first two chapters of Genesis. An early usage 

of this term can be found already in the Mishnah regarding the observance of Ma'amadot 

festivals . 

The earlier prophets instituted twenty-four mishmarot, and each mishmar 
was represented in Jerusalem by its own ma'amad of priests, Levites and 
Israelites. When the time came for the mishmar to go up, the priests and 
Levites went up to Jerusalem and the Israelites of that mishmar assembled 
in their cities and read from ma'aseh bereshit.4 

Though we plainly learn from us citation that ma'aseh bereshit is a written text that can 

be read, this mishnah does not state exactly which text comprises ma'aseh bereshit. 

Although the first two chapters of Genesis may be the only scriptural passage that 

describes creation in a systematic narrative, these are not the only scriptural verses that 

speak of creation. Many other, disparate verses, particularly in Psalms and Proverbs, 

describe the wondrous doings of creation. To discover which text the Rabbis consider to 

4 M. Ta'anit 4:2, Soncino translation. See also M. Megillah 3:6; T. Ta'anit 3:1: BT Ta'anil 26a, 27b, 

MegiJlah 30b. J lb: and IT Ta'anil 67b, 67d, Megillah 73d. 
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be ma'aseh bereshit, we must look to other rabbinic sources for clues. The Tosefta 

provides us with such a clue: 

There are some texts which may be read and translated, some which may 
be read but not translated, and some which may not be read and not 
translated. Ma faseh bereshit may be read and translated, the story of Lot 
and his two daughters may be read and translated, the story of Judah and 
Tamar may be read and translated ... s 

This Tosefta excerpt has ma'aseh bereshit heading a list of biblical readings that may or 

may not be read and translated to the public. This citation narrows the scope of our 

search to those texts which are part of the liturgical cycle, and it strongly suggests the 

account from the first two chapters of Genesis due to its chronological place in the 

liturgical calendar before the stories of Lot and Judah.6 What is implied in these sources is 

stated explicitly in other sources. 

It is written: "Who appointedst the moon for seasons; the sun knoweth his 
going down" (Psalm 104:2). Moses wrote many things in the Torah 
without explaining them; it was left to David to clarify them. Thus we find 
in ma'aseh bereshit that, after He had created the heavens and the earth, 
He created the light, for it says: "In the beginning God created the heaven 
and the earth" (Gen. 1 :I); afterwards is it written: "And God said: Let there 
be lightw (ib. 3). But David explained that it was after He had created light 

; hat He created the heavens, for it says: "Who coverest Thyself with light 
as with a garment" (Ps. 104:2), and after this we read: "Who stretchest out 
the heavens like a curtain" (ib.)7 

5 T. Megillah 3 :31, my own translation. See also BT Megillah 25a. 

6 The implicalions of these restrictions and the exemption of ma'aseh bereshil will be discussed later m 
this thesis. 

7 Exodus Rabbah 15:22, Soncino translation. See also Numbers Rabbah 11:2. For a similar citation from 

a tannaitic source, see Mechilta, Amalek, chapter 2. 
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Here, we finally see ma'aseh bereshil refer specifically to the Genesis account of creation, 

in contrast to the description of creation found in the verse from Psalms. ln the above 

citations from Mishnah Ta1anit 4:2. Tosefta Megillah 3:31, and Exodus Rabbah 15:22, we 

should translate ma'aseh bereshil as "the Genesis account of creation." 

b. 'The acts of creation." 

In other places in rabbinic literature. the term 1'ma'aseh beresh1t" is used to refer 

not to any account of creation, .but rather to the a~ual deeds of creation that may be 

described in such accounts. For example. Mishnah Berachot 9 ·2 includes the admonition. 

[Upon seeing] a mountain, a hill. a sea, a river, or a wilderness, one should 
recite (the formulaic blessing]: Blessed is the One who performs ma'aseh 
bereshir 

Here ma'aseh beresh,r is a performative act of creation. We find similar usage in Exodus 

Rabbah 19:7 

Warn Israel that just as I, who created the world, commanded them to 
observe the Sabbath as a memorial of ma'aseh bereshit , as it says: 
"Remember the Sabbath day" (Exodus 20:8), so also do ye remember the 
miracles I performed for you in Egypt and the anniversary of the day of 
your departure. s 

Again ma'aseh bereshit refers to performative acts of creation; only this time we see a 

comparison to the similarly performative acts of miracles. Our final example of this use of 

ma'aseh bereshit is found in a popular motif repeated in various works of rabbinic 

literature. 

8 Translated by S. M. Lehrman. 
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Any judge who judges fairly even for one hour, Scriptures regards him as if 
he were a partner with the Holy One, Blessed Be He, in ma'aseh bereshit.9 

In all of these above examples, the tenn ma'aseh bereshit refers to God's acts of creation. 

We would therefore translate the term ma'aseh bereshil in these cases as "the deeds of 

creation." 

c "The products of creation." 

ln yet another usage of ma'aseh bereshir, the Rabbis refer not to the deeds of 

-creation, but to the result of those deeds. On such occasions, we would translate ma'aseh 

bereshit as "the products of creation" or "created entities." For instance, in an oft-used 

motif, the Rabbis will declare the greatness of a particular subject by stating that it is 

equivalent to all the works of creation. Such is the case in Ecclesiastes Rabbah 1: I :7: 

R. Yehoshua said, "So great is the day when rain falls that it is equal to all 
ma'ase/r bereshit."•o 

This fonnula can be found throughout rabbinic literature applied to a myriad of subjects 

which the Rabbis deem important. Thus we find that the sea equals all the works of 

creation, 11 as does peace, 12 and each Israelite, 13 and sustenance, 14 and the Tabernacle.•~ 

In any case, what is r evant to our discussion is that the Rabbis use the phrase "kol 

9 BT Shabbat 10a. my own translation. See also MechiJta, ArnaJek, chapter 2; Mechilta d'Rabbi Shimon 

bar Y ochai 18: 13; and Seder EHyahu Zuta, chapter 23. For a similar use of this motif, see BT Sbabbat 

119b for those who pray on Shabbat eve the formulaic prayer "Vayechulu. • 

lO My own translation. See also Genesis Rabbah 13:4. 

11 Mechilta, Bahodesh, chapter 7. 

12 Sifrei, Piska 42. 

13 Mechilta, Bahodesh, chapter 4. 

14 Midrash Tehillim, Mizmor24:4 

15 Ot.zar HaMidrashim, p. 222. 
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ma'aseh bereshit" to mean "all the works of creation." We find similar usage of the term 

in an amusing account from Leviticus Rabbah: 

If a man acts meritoriously, they say to him: "You preceded alJ ma 'aseh 
bereshit [in the order of creation];" but if not, they say to him: "A gnat 
preceded you, a snail preceded you. "16 

As a final example, we have an occurrence in Seder Eliyahu Rabbah in which ma'aseh 

bereshit refers not to the past, but to the Messianic future: 

For in the sight of heaven and earth, of sun and moon. of stars and planets, 
indeed in the sight of all ma 'aseh hereshit - all without exception - plain 
are the deeds of the righteous. ln the sight of heaven and earth, of sun and 
moon, of stars and planets, indeed in the sight of all ma'aseh bereshit - all 
without exception - plain are the deeds of the wicked. The righteous wiJI 
collect the reward for their deeds, and the wicked will collect the reward 
for their deeds 11 

This understanding of ma'aseh bereshit is divorced from any temporal association with the 

act of creation itself. Of interest here is not the time of creation, but the products of 

creation at any given time. The subject is not the process, but the product of crea6on, 

Therefore, in the three excerpts quoted above, we should translate ma'aseh bereshit as 

''the products of creation." 

d. ''The laws of nature." 

A fourth defirution of "ma'aseh bereshit" that is used rarely by the Rabbis is 

distinct enough to merit its own category. In this use of the term, the Rabbis refer to 

16 Lcvitus Rabbah 14: I. based on Soncino u-anslation. See also T . Sanhedrin 8:8; and BT Sanhedrin 38a. 

17 Seder Eliyahu Rabbah chapter 5, translated by Braude. 5ee also chapter 18. 
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"ma'aseh bereshit" as "the laws of creation" or "natural law." I have found but one 

example of this usage, though it does appear in three sources. 

R. Simon b. Gamaliel says: Come and see how much beloved the Israelites 
are by Him by whose word the world came into being. Because they are so 
much loved by Him, He made for them a change in ma'aseh bereshit. For 
their sake He made the upper region like the lower and the lower like the 
upper. In the past the bread came up from the earth and the dew would 
come down from heaven, as it is said: "The earth yielding corn and wine; 
yea. His heavens drop down dew" (Deut. 33:28). But now things have 
changed. Bread began to come down from heaven and the dew came up 
from the earth, as it is said: "Behold, I will cause to rain bread from the 
heaven," and it says: "And the layer of dew came up" (Ex. 16: 14).18 

ln this account, God does not retroactively alter creation. Instead, God disrupts the laws 

of nature that have been established since the time of creation, in a time that is completely 

disassociated with that act of creation. Ma'aseh bereshit, used in this conte.xt, doei not 

really have anything to do with the act of creation. The best translatiors of this usage of 

the term, such as "the laws of nature," do not even mention the word "creation." 

TI. The Esoteric Meaning of Ma'aseh Bereshil 

Throughout this exercise in the rabbini'l usage of ma'aseh bereshil, we have found 

that the term is rich in meaning. The rabbinic sources refer to ma'aseh bereshit as ( l) the 

narrative account of creation as told in the first two chapters of Genesis, (2) the 

performative acts of creation, (3) the products of creation, and ( 4) the laws of nature 

established at the time of creation. In addition to these meanings, there is a fifth definition 

that will be the subject of our inquiry. That is Ma'aseh Bereshit as an esoteric study of the 

mysteries of creation. To distinguish this usage from the other four, r will capital.ire the 

18 Mechilta, Vayasa, chapter 3, translated by Jacob Lauterbach. See also Mechilta d'Rabbi Shimon bar 

Yocbai 16:4; and Tanhuma Warsaw, Beshalach, 20. 
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tenn when it is used specifically to refer to esoteric inquiry Where the use is 

questionable, or where the term refers to both exoteric and esoteric usage, l will write the 

term in its more general application without capitals. Of course, the Rabbis themselves 

did not distinguish between their uses of the tenn, and certainly not in this manner 

considering that there are no capital letters in Hebrew. Capitalizing this particular usage 

of the tennis merely an artincial, pedagogjcal device for the sake of clarity. Hopefully, 

this will make it easier to distinguish between the esoteric discipline of Ma'aseh Bereshlt 

and the four other exoteric uses of ma'aseh bereshit. 

One of the earliest hints that Ma'aseh Bereshit might have some esoteric meaning 

comes from the strange and intrigufog story of Ben Zoma. 

There is a story concerning R. Joshua.. who was walking in the highway, 
and Ben Zoma was walldng toward him. He reached him, and did not 
greet him. He said to him, "Whence and whither, Ben Zoma?" He said to 
him, "I was lookjng at Ma 'aseh Bereshit, and there is not between the 
upper waters and the lower waters even a handsbreadth. As it is said, 'And 
the Spirit of God hovering over the face of the waters' (Gen. I ;2). And it 
says. 'As an eagle stirs up its nest, etc. [over its young it hovers;' Deut. 
32: 11). As an eagle flies over its nest, touching and not touching, so there 
is not between the upper waters and lower waters even a handbreadth." R. 
Joshua said to his disciples, "Ben Zoma is already outside." Hardly a few 
days passed before Ben Zoma departed [i.e., from the world]. I 9 

The overall significance of this puzzling and cryptic account will be discussed in detail 

throughout the course of this thesis. At the moment, let us concern ourselves only with 

how this account from Tosefta uses the term ma'aseh bereshil. One could argue that this 

is actually an exoteric use of ma'aseh bereshit as the creation narrative from Genesis. Ben 

Zoma e>rplicitly cites this text, forming a gezerah shavah with a verse from Deuteronomy. 

19 T. Hagigah 2:6. translated by Halpcnn. in The Merkabah in Rabbinic Literature. p. 67. Sec also IT 

Hagigah 77b: and Genesis Rabbah 2:4. BT Hagigah 15a gives a parallel accounl but it does not use the 

tenn ma'aseh beresh11. 
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This is standard rabbinic exegesis, and thus the term ma1aseh bereshit would refer simply 

to the Genesis narrative. The foundation of this argument is sound, and the conclusion 

that the term refers in some way to the Genesis account is undeniable. However, there is 

in this account an implication there is something particular about this use of ma'aseh 

bereshit. It may refer to the creation narrative, as in the case of the Ma'amadot, but it 

does so in a specific way. When Ben Zoma looked at ma'aseh bereshit, he looked at the 

Genesis narrative in a way that was not standard rabbinic exegesis. R. Judah recognized 

this and pronounced that Ben Zoma ~ as "outside." We do not really know what R. Judah 

meant by "outside." Ben Zoma might have been out of his mind in a crazed delirium, or 

maybe he was outside of this world in a stage of death, or maybe he was outside the 

established boundaries of rabbinic interpretation. Whatever the case may be, it seems that, 

according to R. Judah, Ben Zoma is engaged in a panicular, esoteric activity. Pertinent to 

our discussion here, the text describes an esoteric study of creation by means of the 

Genesis account and it uses the term ma'aseh bereshit. Whether or not the Rabbis 

considered Ma'aseh Bereshit as an established discipline of esoteric cosmogony cannot be 

determined from this text alone. n us account only suggests that possibility by linking Ben 

Zoma's strange exegesis with the term ma'aseh bereshit. To draw any further conclusions, 

we must examine other sources. 

Another account associating particularistic knowledge of creation and the term 

ma 'aseh bereshit can be found in similar versions from the Jerusalem Talmud, Hagigah 

77c and Genesis Rabbah I :S. The text from the Jerusalem Talmud reads as follows: 

["Let the lying lips be dumb which speak arrogantly against the righteous] 
in pride and contempt" (Ps. 3 I : 19) - this is one who boasts, saying, "I 
expound Ma'aseh Bereshit," believing himself to be like one who exalts 
[his Creator], though in reality he is lilce one who despises Him. 20 

20 My own translation. 
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As in the passage before about Ben Zoma, the use o f ma'aseh bereshit here can be 

compared to previous discussed usage. Here, too, ma'aseh bereshit may simply mean the 

Genesis account. This interpretation of ma'aseh bereshil as text fits with the terminology 

in which the boastful person brags of his ability to doresh (expouod) ma'aseh bereshif. 

Nonetheless, here as above, the Genesis text is expounded in a specific fashion. The focus 

of this midrash ,s to condemn those wbo have a special knowledge of creation and brag 
# 

about it. There is an implicit assumption that there is some kind of knowledge about 

creation that only a certain few know. This is, by definition, esoteric knowledge since it is 

not known by all. This midrash, like the one before it, links some special knowledge of 

creation with the tenn ma'aseh bereshit. These two texts by themselves do not warrant a 

new, fifth classification of the tern, ma'aseh bereshit, but the evidence toward that end is 

building. 

There is another pattern developing that is worth noting. For some reason, the 

creation and its mysteries are singled out, and there is a certain wariness about them. One 

could imagine the story of Ben Zoma and the midr:ash about the boaster being retold 

without mentioning Genesis at all However, in each of these cases of particularistic 

knowledge, the subject of creation is explicitly mentioned. ln addition, there is a tone of 

suspicion about this type of knowledge. One should not engage in it in whatever manner 

that Ben Zoma did, and one should not bf.:ig about it . The general tone of wariness 

expressed implicitly in these midrashim is expressed explicitly in other sources. In Pesikta 

Rabbati, we find an explicit interdiction against certain forms of cosmogonic inquiry, and 

then a model of ideal practice. 

Bar Kappara derived the degree of limitation upon the exposition from the 
verse "For ask now of the first days, which were before thee, since the day 
that God created man upon earth" (Deut. 4 :32) . .. In short, you are not to 
expound publicly on whatever took place before the six days of creation. 
You might think one is permitted to expound publicly on what is above the 
heavens and what is below the deep. Hence the verse goes on to limit you, 
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saying, "Ask now . . . from the one end of heaven unto the other" (ibid.). 
In short, you are not to expound publicly on anything except the world in 
which you Live. In keeping with the opinion of Bar Kappara., R. Yudah b 
Pazzi expounded Ma'aseh Bereshit .21 

Postponing our discussion of the nature of this interdiction to the next chapter, let us 

maintain our focus now on the use of the term ma'aseh bereshit in this passage. Bar 

Kappara strictly limits the content an'd scope of proper cosmogonic inquiry. This proper 

cosmogonic inquiry is exemplified by R. Yudah b. Pazzi who "doresh h'ma'aseh hereshit 

(expounds ma'aseh bereshit)." Again, one could ar~e that ma'aseh bereshit refers here 

simply to the first chapters of Genesis, considering that the term doresh is usually 

associated with a scriptural text. I do not deny this meaning of ma'aseh bereshit in this 

context, but this is not the complete picture. The tenn ma'aseh bereshil used in this 

passage does refer to the Genesis narrative, but it also conveys an overtone of specific 

cosmogonic inquiry. The !.pecification is defined by Bar Kappara's interdiction. 

The most famous and significant interdiction regardingMa'aseh Bereshit should 

enhance our understanding of tlus rabbinic term. Mishnah Hagigah 2: I reads: 

One may not expound [the laws of] illicit sexual practice before three 
[people], and Ma 'aseh Bereshit before two, and Merkavah before one, 
unless he was wise and understands on his own accord. Anyooe who looks 
into these four matters, it is as if(it were better that] he had not come into 
the world: what is above, what is below, what before and what after. 
Anyone who does not respect the honor of bis Maker, it is as if [it were 
better that] he had not come into the world.22 

21 Pesikta Rabbati, Piska 21. translated by Braude. 

22 My own translation. See also T. Hagigah 2: J for an almost identical prohibition. See BT Hagigah 11 b . 
and JT Hagigah 76d for commentaries on these passages, I will discuss the nature of these interdictions in 

detail in Chapter Two. 
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The significance of this mishnah is threefold Like the passage from Pesikta Rabbati 

above, it narrows the scope of appropriate cosmogonic study, fu rther specifying what it 

means to doresh b'ma'aseh bereshit In addition. it restricts the number of people who 

may study Ma'aseh Bere hit. thus explicitly making the cosmogonic study esoteric. 

Finally, and perhaps most significantly, it associates Ma'aseh Bereshirwith Ma'aseh 

Merkavah. This association with Ma'aseh Merkavah may shed some light on the nature 

of Ma'aseh Bere.~-hit, but we should be wary of such illumination on two counts First, the 

nature of Ma'aseh Merkavah is _as confounding as that of Ma'aseh Beresh11 Second, the 

relationship bem,een Ma'aseh Merkavah and Ma'a.Yeh Beresh,t is uncertain Despite these 

two significant obstacles. we shall attempt to derive some understanding of Ma'aseh 

Bereshit f-om Ma'aseh Merkrwah 

nr The Association of Ma'aseh Berc!shit and Mc/usch Merkavah 

The meaning of the rabbinic term ma'aseh merkavuh21 is as heterogeneous and 

ob~cure as the tenn ma'aseh bercsh11 Because the Rabbis strictly forbade the public 

exposition of Ma'useh Merkavah, our extant texts from the tannaitic and amora:c periods 

consciously avoid describing Ma'aseh Merkavah explicitly Instead. the Rabbis allude to it 

indirectly. speaking of its dangers and rewards, who can engage in it and who cannot. 

They do not tell us what Ma'aseh Merkavah is, or how to engage in it. later, in the 

Hechalot tex'ts, we find fantastk and explicit descriptions of the nature and practice of 

21 r will Lr~I the tenn mn'nseh 111erkm•nh as I treat 11111 a:,·ch bere.,h,1, cap11al11.1ng 11 " hen it refers 

spcctftcally 10 esoteric pracLicc. and not capitalwng II when it refers to more exoteric practices (t.he 

reasoning for 1h1s will be explained m Chapler S1.,) One should note that Lhe Rabbis do not use this tenn 

cons1stcnlly, al times writing ma'aseh merkavah. ma'aseh hmnerkavah. or simply merkavah. These three 

terms are tnterchangcable For instance. the account of R. Elc:11.ar b Arak and R. Johanan in BT Hag 

14b uses all Lhrce terms altcma11vcly 10 refer to the same practice 1sec Chapter Two). 
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Ma'aseh Merkavah as mysticism, ma'gic and revelation. Whether or not the Rabbis of the 

Mishnah and Talmuds practiced this kind of Ma'aseh Merkavah has been the subject of 

heated scholarly debate. Given the dearth and mystery of the pertinent material from this 

period, i1 is impossible to say with any certainty whether or not the Tannaim and Amoraim 

engaged in a magical and mystical practice of Ma'aseh Merkavah, though it seems likely 

that they did Reserving further discussion of this matter to Chapter Six, letus refocus 

nuw on how the earlier rabbinic sources use the term ma'aseh merkavah. 

Though we do not know for certain whether or not the tenn has any mystical 

connotations, we can deduce other insights with a greater degree of certainty Like 

ma'aseh beresh,t, the term ma'aseh merkavah has a myriad of meanings. At times it refers 

specifically to the biblical description of Ezekiel's vision of the divine chariot found in 

Ezekiel 1, and perhaps Ezekiel l O and -13 1-3 as well.14 At other times, ma'aseh 

merkavah refers to the scriptural exegesis of these and other passages having to do with 

the diV1ne chariot, or tt may refer to the general topic of theosophy. 25 On other occasions, 

it refers simply to the chariot itself26 Most importantly, there is a fifth usage that will be 

particularly relevant to my argument. This definition is that of a discipline of esoteric 

study An example of th.is usage can be found in the Babylonian Talmud, Sukkah 28a: 

They said of R Yohanan b Zak;: ai that he did not leave [ unstudied) 
Scriprure, Mishnah., gemara, ha/achah, aggadah, details of the Torah, 
details of the Scribes, inferences a minori ad majus, analogies, calendrical 
computations, gemam1.1, the speech of the Ministering Angels, the speech 
of the spirits, the speech of palm trees, fullers' parables, and fox fables, 

24 David Halperin. The Merkabah in Rabbinic Literature, p. 25 
25 The tenn Alerkavah in Mishnah Hag, 2: I has often been interpreted to refer 10 scriptural exegesis or to 
the general topic of theosophy. The distinction is moot. SUlce any rabbinic study of theosophy would 
include exegesis 

26 Tosefta Megillah 3(4):28 reads: "many ha,e expounded the merk(T\Jah without haVlng seen it• In this 

case. merkavah refers both 10 theosophic srudy of the chariot and to the actual chariot itself. 
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great matters or small matters. "Great matters" mean Ma'aseh Merkavah, 
"smaU matters" the discussions of Abaye and Raba.27 

In this excerpt, we find Ma'aseh Merkavah included in a list of scholarly fields that R. 

Yohanan b. Zakkai had mastered. We learn from this that Ma'aseh Merkavah was indeed 

a discipline of study as were Scripture, Mishnah, gemara, halachah, aggadah and others 

Among these disciplines, Ma'aseh Merkavah is singled out for special mel}tion as a ''great 

matter." We learn from other sources that its greatness is finnly associated with the 

interdiction from Mishnah Hagigah 2. 1, strictly reserving the study of Ma'aseh Merkavah 
' 

10 the select few 2R Ma'aseh Merkavah is, therefore. an esoteric discipline of study 

Having established that Ma'aseh Merkavah is an esoteric discipline of study, let us 

examine now what implications this may have for our understanding of Ma'aseh Bereshit 

The question at hand is whether we can draw any conclusions regarding Ma'aseh Beresh1I 

from its association with Ma'rueh Merkavah In "ls Ma'aseh Beres/111 Part of Ancient 

Jewish Mysticism?" Gons1ein argues that the connection between Ma'aseh Merkavah and 

Ma'aseh Bereshit is not strong enough to make such deductions. While I agree that we 

cannot attribute to Ma'aseh Bereshir the same mystical aspects that may comprise 

Ma'aseh Merkavah, I must disagree with Gonstein's complete denial of their mutuality. 

Several factors suggest a strong relationship between Ma1aseh Bereshit and 

Ma'aseh Merkavah First of all, though it is ea,y to overlook., we should not ignore the 

fact that structurally these two tenns are similar, using the vague term ma'aseh in 

construct with a modifier Second, the tenns ma'aseh bereshit and ma'aseh merkavah 

have similar heterogeneous meanings, both referring to general topics (cosmogony and 

theosophy), specific scriptural passages (chapters from Genesis and lizekiel) and the 

27 Soncino Lnlnsiation. Sec aJso BT Bava Batra 134a. 

28 In BT Hag1gah 14b. R. Yoh.a nan cites this ruling and dismounts from his donkey out of deference to 

the greatness or the subject matter. 
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exegesis of these passages No other rabbinic term comes to mind which shares this 

constr(Jct and diversity of meaning. Finally, and most importantly, the two terms are 

associated in several rabbinic texts. Ln the Jerusalem Talmud Berachot 8d, the Rabbis 

discuss the subject of Elijah and Elisha's final conversation . R. Yudah b. Pazzi suggests 

that they were discussing henat o/am (the creation of the world). Later, the majority of 

Sages rule that they were discussing merkavah. While there is some sense of equivalence 

here of subjects that are worthy of this famed conversation, the connection between 

Ma'aseh Beresh11 and Ma'aseh Merkavah is diluted To begin with, the text does not 

even use the term ma'aseh bereshit, but benat olam What is more, the subject of 

cosmogony and theosophy are only two of several subjects listed in this passage, and they 

are not even immediately juxtaposed As the two are not paired together, !he connection 

is weak. Stronger is the association established in Mishnah Hagigah 2: I, in which both the 

terms ma'aseh bereshit and ma'aseh merkavah are juxtaposed. In this ruling, both 

subjects are considered esoteric and the exposition is restricted to the presence of a select 

few onetheless, the presence of a third subject, aruyot (illicit sexual relations). 

complicates the man er. 2Q 

In order to establish finnly the relationship between Ma'aseh Bereshn and Ma'aseh 

Merkavah, we must look at two passages that specifically pair these two terms. One of 

these passages is an interpretation of Daniel 2.2~· 

"He [God] reveals the deep thing and the secret thing .. . " (Dan. 2:22). 
"The deep thing," this is the depth of the Merkai,ah . "The secret thing," 
this is Ma 'aseh Bereshit_Jo 

29 While I argue that Ma'aseh Bereshit is an esoleric discipline of study as Ma'aseh Merkavah is, I do not 

claim that the Rabbis t>ngaged in a similar discreet discipline of illicit sexual relatioru;. For a discussion of 

what migh.L link these t.h.ree topics. see Chapter Two. 

30 My own lraIISlation of Sed.cr Olam Rabbah. chapter 30 (LWo occurrences). See also Seder Eliyahu 

Rabbah, chapters 17 and 25 
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This verse fi-om Daniel does not, on its own, imply a discussion of either Ma'aseh 

Merkavah or Ma'aseh Bereshir The Rabbis purposefully inserted these two topics into 

the text, and thereby purposefully paired them. Gottstein states that "the homily 

demonstrates no thematic link between the two realms, and the juxtaposition of the motifs 

here seems to be founded on the mishnah, even tf we consider the homily to be 

tannaitic "31 Assuming that the mishnah (Hag 2. l} predates the origination oft J-,js homily. 

I do not see how Gottstem can assert a causal connection or chain of influence In fact , 

the absence of arayot in this passage suggests that it is not derived from the mishnah. 

While the mi~hnaic authors may have considered Ma'aseh Hereshit and Ma'aseh 

Merkavah to be paired disciplines, Hag 2 I itself does not demonst rate that. However. 

the Seder Olam Rabbah homily adds a novel construction not found in the mishnah, and 

that is the specific pairing of Ma'aseh /Jereshit and Ma'aseh Merka1•ah in the abs~nce of 

arayot or any other subject Therefore, this homily represents a new and distinct tradition 

augmenting that of the mishnah. We have before us two separate traditions. one weak and 

one strong, linking Ma'a.,eh Rere.,'1111 with /1/a'aseh Merkavah 

Understanding the nature of this link will be the key to unlocking the riddle of 

Ma'aseh Heresh,1 Gottstein declares that the Daniel homily "demonstrates no thematic 

link between the tw0 realms." While this is true, Gottstein does not address the true 

nature of the link. Gottstein confuses character and kind The character of Ma'aseh 

Merkavah and of Ma'aseh Bereshtt are distinct, one is a study of theosophy and one is a 

study of cosmogony Nonetheless, they are both of the same kind; they are both 

established topics of study So, while there is no thematic link between the two realms., 

there is a substantive link, and this is what really matters 

J 1 '' Is .\la'as<'h Bl!resl,11 Pan of Ancient Jewish M~st1c1sm?" p I 96 
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The other pa~sage pairing Ma'aseh Bereshit and Ma'aseh Merkavah is found in the 

commentaries on our mishnah from the Babylonian Talmud Hag. 13a: 

K Joseph was studying Ma'aseh haMerkavah; the elders of Pumbedita 
were studying Ma'aseh Bereshit. The latter said to the former, "Let the 
master teach us Ma 'aseh Merkavah." He replied, "Teach me Ma 'aseh 
Bereshit." After they taught him, they said to him, "Let the master instruct 
us in Ma 'aseh Merkavah." He replied, "We have learned concerning it· 
'Honey and milk are under your tongue' (Song 4:2) - the things that are 
sweeter than honey and milk should be under your tongue 0

32 

In this charmingly human portrayaJ, R Joseph beguiles the elders of Pumbedita. He tricks 

them into teaching him Ma'aseh Bereshif, but when it comes time for him to reciprocate, 

he claims that it is not proper for him to disclose a matter as esoteric as Ma'aseh 

Merkavah. For our purposes, the significance of this midrash lies in the pairing of 

Ma'aseh Bereshit and Ma'a,;eh Merkavah, and in their substantive link as mutual 

disciplines of study. As with the previous midrash, Gottstein denies any substantive link 

here. Since the passage is part of the talmudic corpus of commentary of Mishnah Hag. 

2:1, Gottstein suggests that the combination of the two terms is simply a product of their 

juxtaposition in the mishnah. Again, I do not understand how Gottstein can assert a 

causaJ connection or chain of influence from one text to another. Since the Rabbis did not 

document their own motives and influences, any conjecture of this nature is pure 

speculation. ~,s speculation, Gottstein's assertion is suspect. The fact that this midrash 

has come down to us as pan of a redacted collection of commentaries on M. Hag. 2: 1 

does not prove that the midrash was originally a commentary on that misbnah or was 

originally associated with it in any way. In fact, given the absence of arayot in the 

midrash, it seems more likely that the midrash is not based on •the mishnah. As was the 

32 Translated by Gottstein. p. 196. There are further pairings of Ma'aseh Merkavah and Ma'aseh 

Bereshit in Seder Rabbah di Bereshit, found in Wertheimer, Vol. l , pp. 3tr. However, this source is 

unreliable and its redactor suspect. See Gottstein, p. I 97, footnote 58. 
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case with the Danjef homily, the talmudic account of R. Joseph is distinct from the 

mishnah in that it specifically pairs Ma'aseh Bereshit and Ma'Q.)eh M erkavah The 

connection with the mishnah is most likely the work of a redactor. 

Gottstein further derues a relation between the two realms by focusing on R. 

Joseph's refusal to teach Ma'aseh Merkavah. Indeed, R. Joseph's refusal clearly 

distinguishes Ma'aseh Merkavah from Ma'aseh Hereshit. According to R. Joseph, 

Ma'aseh Merkavah is esoteric and forbidden, while Ma'aseh Bereshit is not_ However, 

the view expressed by R. Joseph is not the view implicit in the mid rash. R. Joseph is 

making a polemical statement contrary to the view of the elders of Pumbedita. The elders 

of Pumbedita, the leaders of the preeminent academy in Babylonia, clearly assume that 

Ma'a.seh Merkavah and Ma aseh Beresh11 are equi valent and worthy of equal barter In 

tn.1th, the mid rash itself assumes that Ma'aseh Merkavah and Ma'aseh Bereshit are 

equivalent. and it is onl) in the context of this as.,umption that R. Joseph's deceits provide 

such a dramatic surprise. R Joseph expresses a radical , minority viewpoint in this 

midrash. The viewpoint of the mid rash is the viewpoint of the elders: Ma'aseh Reresh11 is 

equivalent to Jvfa'aseh Merkavah 

The opinion articulated by R Joseph actually marks a turning point in the rabbinic 

conception of Ma'aseh Bere.sh,r As we shall see in Chapters Two and Three of this work, 

the Tannaim considereu Ma'asei1 Bereshit esoteric and so they restricted its exposition 

However. the Amuraim would later ignore the restrictions on Ma'aseh Bereshit as they no 

longer considered il to be esoteric. The misunderstanding between R. Joseph and the 

elders of Pumbedita marks the bridge between these two periods. As an early amoraic 

master, R. Joseph ~xpresses a radical viewpoint that will soon become mainstream Thjs 

change in viewpoint may explain why the terms Ma'aseh Merkavah and Ma'aseh Bereshit 

are never paired in the literature of the Hechalot By the time of the Hechalot. Ma'aseh 

Merkavah and Ma'aseh 8ereshit were not at all equivalent; Ma'aseh Merkavah was 
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esoteric and dangefous, while Ma'aseh Bereshit had been exoteric and mundane for 

centuries 

It is important to note that even in tannaitic times, Ma'aseh Merkavah and 

Ma'aseh Bereshit were not exactly equal. Ma'aseh Merkavah was like Ma'aseh Bereshit, 

but only more so Ma'aseh Bereshit was esoteric and its exposition was forbidden before 

two; Ma'aseh Merkavah was even more esoteric and its exposition was forbidden before 

one, unless he proved to be exceptionally wise. We find more stories about Ma'aseh 

Merkavah and its fantastic rewards and punishments, and more mentions of Ma'aseh 

Merkavah in rabbinic literature than we find of Ma'aseh Bereshit. Ma'aseh Merkavah was 

a degree more powerful and a degree more glamorous. Accordingly, we should not be 

surprised to find occasions where Ma'aseh Merkavah is mentioned, and Ma'aseh Bereshil 

should likewise be mentioned, but it is not. Such is the case with BT Sukkah 28a, where 

Ma'aseh Merkavah is mentioned among Yohan1n b Zakkai's numerous courses of study, 

and Ma'aseh Bereshit is conspicuously absent from the list. Ma'aseh Merkavah is the 

brightest jewel, and as such, it gets the preponderance of attention, both by the Rabbis 

then and scholars today Nonetheless, this does not mean Ma'aseh Bereshit is not likewise 

a jewel and likewise wonhy of anent ion. Ma'aseh Bereshit is equivalent to Ma'aseh 

Merkavah, but not in every sense oftl1e word. It is equivalent, but not equal. Ma'aseh 

Merkavah is more esoteric and more respected even among the Tannaim. Nonetheless, 

despite this distim:tion, the two disciplines are equivalent in tenns offonn, effect and 

function. Though they may differ by degree. they are equivalent as esoteric disciplines of 

study. 

JV Conclusion 

As a final thought in this chapter. I would like addrf'.ss one more statement made 

by Got1stein He writes: 
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Finally, we should note that the term [m]a'aseh [bJereshit itself is not suited 
to a description of esoteric teaching. Ma'aseh [b ]ereshit indicates, in 
·rabbinic parlance, the story of Creation in the book of Genesis or its result -
the creation of the world. It is hard to believe that an esoteric teaching 
would be signified by the same term used to refer to physical reality 
revealed to aJJ.:l3 

In this passage. Gottstein is willing to recognize two definitions of the term ma'aseh 

bereshit, but not a third The question is, "Why not?" If Gottste-in acknowledges that the 

term can have multiple meanings, why is it so hard for him to believe that it can have yet 

one more?J4 This position is exacerbated by our findings from the beginning of this 

chapter There we clearly cataloged four distinct uses of the term ma'aseh bereshil before 

we began to question the existence of a fifth usage as Ma 'aseh Bereshit. A te1111 that is 

capable of having four distinct definitions is capable of supporting a fifth Of course. the 

existence of these four definition~ does not prove that a fifth in fact exists. but it does 

prove that it is possible It is not hard to believe 

Proof of the existence of this fifth definition came from the culmination of diverse 

sources. The story of Ben Zoma first demonstrated that the term ma'aseh heres/111 can 

convey connotations of a panicu!ar speculation that is not condoned by the Rabbis . Next. 

the midrash regarding on. who boasts about his knowledge of creation implied that 

Ma'a.\eh Bereshit can refer to cosmogonic knowledge known only by few _ In both of 

these midrashim, the Rabbis single out knowledge of creation as a subject of suspicion. ln 

the passage from Pesikta Rabbat1, that suspicion is manifested in an explicit interdiction 

regarding the appropriate content of Ma'aseh Hereshif Mishnah Hag. 2. I further 

restricted the exposition of Ma'aseh Hereshft by limiting the number of individuals who 

33 Pages 197-8. 

3.i In The Merkabah in Rabbinic Li1eralur~. p. :!J, Halperin enumcra1cs three different meanings of the 

term ma'aseh bereshir. but he. too. is unwilling to acknowledge its use as an esoteric topic of study. 

30 



; 
may engage in it. These texts together demonstrated that the term ma'aseh bereshil has 

an esoteric dimension. 

Proof that Ma'aseh Bereshit was a discipline of study came by association with 

Ma'aseh Merkavah. First, we established that Ma'aseh Merkavah was an esoteric field of 

study through Mishnah Hag. 2 : l and the passage listing the numerous disciplines that 

Yohanan b. Zakkai had mastered Next, we established that Ma'aseh Bereshit was related 

to Ma'aseh Merkavah Both terms shared similar constructs and similarly diverse usage. 

The two terms were juxtaposed in Mishnah Hag. 2: I, and then purposefully paired in the 

distinct homily on Daniel 2:22. Finally, the account of R. Joseph and the elders of 

Pumbedita demonstrated the tannaitic assumption that Ma'aseh Bereshit and Ma'aseh 

Merkavah were equivalent. Of course, Ma'aseh Bereshit and Ma'aseh Merkavah were 

not equal in every way. Ma'aseh Bereshit was cosmogony; Ma'a,;eh Merkavah was 

theosophy . Ma'aseh Bereshit was esoteric; Ma 'asel, Merkavah was even more so. 

Nonetheless, despite these distinction. they are equivalent as esoteric disciplines of study. 

Though Gottstein concludes his article by stating that "Ma'aseh Bereshit is not 

part of ancient Jewish esoteric teaching," I must conclude this chapter by stating that 

Ma'aseh Bereshir is, indeed, an established part of ancient Jewish esoteric teaching, 
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Chapter Two 

The Prohibitions of Ma'aseh Bereshit 

We have concluded from Chapter One that there existed an early rabbinic 

discipline of cosmogonic study known as Ma'asf!h Bereshit. Some of our textual 

examples illustrating this particular use of the term ma'aseh bereshit restricted this fonn of 

inquiry to a select few individuals. Meanwhile, other sources restricted the -;cope of this 

study of c reation, regardless of who was engaged in it. The reasons for such restrictions 

are many, and we will reserve the entire fifth chapter to address the motives for these 

prohibitions, as well as the motives for their subsequent violation For now, we will 

occupy ourselves in this chapter with the task of outlining the network of rabbinic 

prohibitions of Ma'aseh Bcreshit. paying special attention to their development and 

ultimate collapse. 

There are two types of restrictions on cosmogonic inquiry those that limit the 

number of individuals who may study the topic. and those that limit the scope of such 

inquiry Of course_ the Rabbis were not concerned with systematic. presentations of their 

legislation, and, therefore did r. ) t distinguish between these two distinct types of 

prohibition Throughout the rabbinic literature, the- Sages simultaneously or alternately 

address both topics. In this discussion, I will attempt to address these two types 

separately, though in the process l will unavoidably and artificially dissect individual 

muirashim into component parts. The two distinct forms of restriction divide cosrnogonic 

inquiry into three separate categories. These are: the study of creation that is limited to 

the few, the study of creation that is open to all, and the study of creation that is forbidden 

to all. 1 will address each of these categories in turn 
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The most significant and influential halacha restricting cosmogonic inquiry is 

Mishnah Hagigah 2: I . lt is the foundation of all the talmudic commentary on Ma'aseh 

Bereshil and the focal point of all rabbinic interdiction on the subject. Therefore, it will be 

the centerpiece of this discussion, and its structure will guide the structure of this chapter . 

.{A] One may not expound arayot fthelaws of illicit sexual practice] before 
three [people], nor Ma'aseh Bereshif before two, nor Merkavah before 
one, unless he was wise and understands on his own accord. 
[B] Anyone who looks into these four matters. it is as if [it were better 
thatJ he had not come into the world: what is above, what is below, what 
before and what after 
(C) Anyone who does not respect the honor of bis Maker, it is as if [it were 
better that] he had not come into the world .35 

Halperin makes a convmcing case for this being an independent mishnah, unassociated 

wi!h that which precedes and follows it.36 As such, we cannot date rts origin, except to 

state obviously that it must predate the final codification of the Mishnah.37 Halperin also 

argues persuasively that this mish11ah actually contains three separate segments that the 

redactor assembled and fused together. 38 I distinguish these three sections with capital 

letters, and will address them each separately as they apply to each of the three categories 

of cosmogonic speculation. 

L The Study of Creation Limited to the Few 

Section A of the mishnah is the segment which specifically restricts the number of 

individuals who may study Ma'aseh Bereshit. Unfortunately, in classic rnishnaic style, it is 

35 My own translation. 
36 Halperin. The Merkabah in Rabbinic Literature. p. 20. 
37 Circa 200 C.E. Ibid., p. 60. 
38 Ibid., pp. 21-22. BT imerprelS section C with no regard for its relation to sections A and 8. It must 
have been known as an independent teaching prior to the formation of this mishnah. See p. 22, n.13 for 
citations. 
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terse to the point of being cryptic. With its dearth of words, the mishnah does not explain 

the reasoning for these specific numbers, w hat it means for such a specific number to 

study these disciplines, nor why the three subjects of arayot, Ma'aseh Bereshit and 

Merkavah are grouped together Before we can begin to analyze the significance of this 

mishnah. let us first pause to analyze what it means. Perhaps more appropriately stated1 

let us pause to analyze all of its potential meanings. 

a. The significance of the numbers 

The exact reasoning for the numbers three, two and one is not stated in the 

m1sh11ah, and it remains a mystery, It seems most likely that these specific numbers are 

insignificant, their usage being rhetorical Presumably, the mishnah'.s intent is not literally 

to limit the number of people who can expound arayot, Ma'aseh !3ereshit and Merkavah 

to fewer than three, two and one respectively, but rathP.r to articulate the more abstract 

idea that arayol is esoteric, Ma'aseh Hereshit more so, and Merkavah even more so. 

Contrary to this, BT gives particular explanations why these subjects cannot be studied by 

these particular numbers 39 However, the gemara ~- explanations seem so contrived that 

they serve to suggest further the rhetorical functioning of the numbers three, two and 

one. 40 Nonetheless, while the original intention of the Tannaim may have been rhetorical, 

it is significant that at least some Amoraim ultimately interpreted the numbers literally.41 

39 BT Hag. 11b and subsequent passages. 
4n Halperin. The Merkabah in Rabbinic Literature, p 36. 
41 Regarding the fonnulation of the numbers 1n section A. Halperin olTcrs a provocative and inventjve 
explanation or why these particular numbers were used [sec pp. 34-35]. In his self-proclaimed 
"alternative theory," Halperin suggests that prohibition of s1udy10g /1/a 'aseh Aferkavah was originally 
independent, and a later redactor added the components of /1/a'aseh Beresh11 and ara_vat . This original 
formulation prohibited the solitarv study of /lfa'nsd1 Merkavnh. unless one was wise and understands on 
one's own accord fThe bet in b '.vah,d gives the term numerous possibiliues of meaning (see my 
subsequent discussion). Herc 1-!alpctm interprets it to mean "alone ''I Such a restriction is internally 
log1cal, for it stands 10 reason that one should only study an imponant matter alone if one is capable and 
has a good understanding. and if not. one should find a teacher who docs. Halperin suggests that the 
author of section A of the 111,shnah knew Lhis original interdiction, and fused to it new prohibitions of 
Afa'aseh Bereshir and arayor. This author started with Ala'nseh Afcrkavnh as one, and added up from 
there. While th.is "alternative theory" has an internal logic. 11 does not account for the transfonnation of 
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b. The ambiguous preposition bet. 

Assuming, as the Amoraim do, that the numbers in section A are meaningful, the 

meaning of those numbers is clouded by the ambiguous preposition bet before them. The 

question is whether or not the teacher is included in the sum of those who cannot 

expound. Accordingly, in the case of Ma'aseh Bereshil, if we understand the bet to mean 

"with,'' then a teacher is not allowed to teach Ma'aseh Bereshit to a student. However, if 

we understand bet to mean "to,'' then it is permissible to teach Ma'aseh Bereshit to a 

single student. This second interpretation seems the more reasonable, and it is explicitly 

supported by BT Hag. 11 b, which restates the mishnah with the letter lamed in place of 

the bet This position is corroborated by the story of R. Eleazar b. Arach and his master, 

R. Yohanan b. Zakkaj found in T Hag. 2: I, BT Hag. 14b, and JT Hag. 77a. The BT text 

reads. 

Our Rabbis taught: Once R. Yohanan b. Zakkai was riding on an ass when 
going on a journey, and R. Eleazar b Arach was driving the ass from 
behind [R. Eleazar] said to hjm: Master, teach me a chapter of Ma'aseh 
Merkavah. He answered: Have I not taught you thus: "Nor Merkava'h in 
the presence of one, unless he is a Sage and understands of his own 
knowledge?" [R. Eleazar] then said to h.im: Master, permit me to say 
before you something which you have taught me. He answered, Say on! 
Immediately, R. Yofnlnan b. Zakkai dismounted from the ass, and wrapped 
himself up, and sat upon a stone beneath an olive tree. Said [R. Eleazar] to 
him: Master, why did you dismount from the ass? He answered: Is it 
proper that while you are expounding Ma'aseh Merkavah, and the Divine 
Presence is with us, and the ministering angels accompany us, I should ride 
on the ass? Immediately, R. Eleazar b. Arach began his exposition of 
Ma'aseh haMerkavah, and fi re came down from heaven and encompassed 
all the trees in the field; [thereupon] they all began to utter [divine] song. 
What was the song they uttered? - ''Praise the Lord from the earth, ye sea-

the meaning of the inLerdiction on Ma'aseh Merkavah to its present fonn in the mishnah. In order to add 
Ma'aseh Bereshir and arayol according to Halperin's lheoty. the redactor would be forced to alter radically 
the nature of the prohibition from one of solitary study to pedagogical transmission. Such a 
transformation seems unlikely, and the evidence for it is lacking. Halperin's alternative theory may be 
pos1>ible, but it seems f-ar-fetched. 
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monsters, and all deeps . . . Jruitful trees and all cedars . __ Hallelujah. "42 

An angel [then] answered from the fire and said: This is truly Ma'aseh 
Merkavah [Thereupon] R. Yohanan b. Zakkai rose and kissed him on hjs 
head and said: Blessed be the Lord God of Israel, Who has given a son to 
Abraham our father, wno knows to speculate upon., and to investigate, and 
to expound Ma'aseh Merkavah. There are some who preach well but do 
not act well, others act well but do not preach well, but you preach well 
and act well. Happy are you, 0 Abraham our father, that R. Eleazar b, 
Arach has come forth from your loins.43 

The story understands "doresh Merkavah b-" to mean "teach Merkavah to." R. Eleazar 

asks R.. Yohanan to teach him Ma'm,·eh Merkavah, but R. Yohanan refuses, cittng section 

A of the mish11ah. R Eleazar then proves that he is wise and understands on his owr1, and 

is therefore worthy of being taught Ma'aseh Merkavah. This is further confonnation of 

our understanding of he! as "to. "44 

c Arayot. Ma'aseh Bereshn and Merkavuh. 

The enumeration of these three particular subjects has been the source of much 

scholarly inquiry Many have asked whether these tem1s refer to general subjects or to 

specific scriptural texts 4 ' Since rabbinic Judaism is so hound by scriptural interpretation, 

this question is moot A rahbinic study of any of these general subjects would necessarily 

include the exegesis of scriptural texts Another qi.Jestion that the mishnah leaves 

unanswered is why each of these three disciplines is singled out and nor others. We are 

left pondering what it rs that wey have in common A popular scholarly explanation hits 

-----------
42 From Psalm 1-48:7.9.14. 
4 3 Based on Soncino translation. 
44 We may be tempted to deduce another insight from lhrs account. If we were to assume the historicity 
of this occurrence. then we could date section A of the mishnah back tu the lime of R. Yohanan b. Zakk.ai. 
Unfortunately. we cannot responsibly assume such historici ty or histoncaJ acCUJacy ofthts fantastic story 
45 Arayot most likely corresponds lo Leviticus 18 and 20, in wluch illicit sexual practices are proscribed 
and punishment is prescribed. respectively. 
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been that these three subjects are all associated with Gnosticism, and that their restriction 

was a specifically anti-Gnostic polemic and prevention of Gnostic heresy among Jews.~ 

Halperin has proposed a theory that relates the three subjects without constructing 

such a unified connection as Gnosticism. 47 Halperin was the first to notice that only four 

texts can be found both in a list of texts that the Rabbis find questionable, and a list of 

texts that they prescribe for special occasions. Tosefta Megillah Y:31-38 and BT Meg. 

2Sa-b list a series of texts which may or may not be read and translated publicly. 

Although ma'aseh bereshit (the Creation narrative) is leniently allowed to be both read 

and translated publicly on both lists, its very presence on such a list shows that it was 

questionable_ If no one suspected any reason to restrict its recitation, there would be no 

reason for it to be on this list. Of the more than dozen such "questioned" texts listed in 

these sources, only four are likewise prescribed for special Sabbath or festival reading. 

These are. ma'aseh bereshil (M. Meg. J .6). "blessings and curses''48 ( M. Meg. 3:6}, 

arayot (BT Meg. 3 I a), and the merkavah (BT Meg. 31 a). 49 For only three of these four 

texts, the Rabbis feared that their content wotlld lead to forbidden se~1.1al or heretical 

activity.~0 They are especially cautious since these texts would attract particular attentjon 

as special festival readings. Therefore, according to Halperin's ingeoious observation, 

what unites these three texts is that they are the only three tex'ts which are both highlighted 

in the lectionary cycle and capable of inspiring illicit activity. It may still be the case that 

all three subjects are r~lated to Gnosticism, but Halperin demonstrates that such dramatic 

synthesis is not necessary to explain their presence in section A of Mishnah Hag. 2: l . 

46 See Gottstein, p. 187, citing A Buchler. The relationship bclween Gnosticism and Ma'aseh Bereshit 
and its restrictions will be discussed in Chapters Four and Five. 
4 7 Halperin, The Merkabah in Rabbinic Lileralure. chapter 2, section ll. 
48 This might correspond to Lev. 26 and/or Deut. 28. See ibid., p. 43. n. 98. 
49 Ibid., p. 58. 
50 Io the case of "blessings and curses," lhe question is not about the content of the lext but its recitation. 
There was a fear lhat a public reading of the curses might inadvertently cause them lO occur. There was 
no fca1, however. that the content of such texts would lead one to illicit activity. 
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Having analyze~ section A of the mishnah and many of its complexities. we tum 

now to its interpretation in other texts. Here we shall find the source and limits of the 

mislmah's authority At the same time, we will gather clues revealing to what extent 

Ma'aseh Bereshit was actually practiced and to what extent its restrictions were actually 

observed 

d The Tosefta's support of section A 

Support for the m1shnah's ruling on these three subjects can be found in two of the 

most important extra-mishnaic halachic sources In its brief comments on section A of the 

mishnah. Tosefla Hag ~ I simply restates the m1sh11ah. adding only a few insenions for 

clarification l t reads 

One may not expound amyot before three, though one may expound 
before two. nor A,fa'aseh Beresh,t before two, though one may expound 
before one, nor /vlerkm•ah before une. unJess he was wise and understands 
on his own accord 51 

The word-for-v.,ord repetition of section A of the m1sl111ah is a sign of the Tosena's 

affirmation of the m1shnah The redactor of the Tosefta apparently found the m,shnah to 

be authoritative. though p.;>rhaps ambisuous. Therefore, the redactor adds brief 

interpretations insened into the retelling of the mislmoh. These insenion5 serve two 

fun.:tions i:i, st, lhey demonstrate that the m,shnah'~ numbers represent the maximum, 

and not minimum number of individuals who may engage in these esoteric matters One 

could mistakenly imerpret the m,shnah 's interdiction to be against the private srudy of 

these matters. with arayot being the most dangerous and Ma'aseh Merkavah b~ing the 

least . 52 The Tosefla's addnions rule out this potential reading. The second function of the 

5 I My own Lranslallon. 
52 According ro Halperin's "alternative theory." tlus was tne onginal intention of Lhe prohibition 
regarding .\lu 'aseh .\Ierka\'Oh, before the Mishnah's redactors ;iddcd arayur and .\/a'aseh 8Presh11 le it. 
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insertions is to state explicitly and positively that these three esoteric matters may indeed 

be expounded to a select few. This is a subtle but important distinction. In conclusion. 

these enhancements of the mishnah, along with the word-for-word repetition of the 

mishnah, together affirm and validate section A of the mishnah. 

Tosefta Hag. 2: 1 continues with a formulation of the fantastic story of R Y ohanan 

b Zakkai and his disciple, R. Eleaz.ar b. Arach. As was seen above, R Yohanan , 

specifically quotes part of section A of the mishnah. The mishnah is thus shown to be 

applicable in a real-life situation. [ndeed, in keeping with the mishnah, R. Eleazar must .... 
prove that he is wise and understands on his own accord before he is allowed to learn 

Ma'aseh Merkavah from his teacher. We learn from the fire, the trees, and the angel that 

R. Eleazar more than passes his test. Lastly, in further accordance with the mishnah, the 

two are alone It is but one student of Ma'aseh Merkavah expounding to another, both of 

whom are wise and understand on their own accord. 

The Tosefta continues in Hag. 2:2 with a rather cryptic statement regarding the 

transmission of knowledge over several generations of T annaim. 

R. Vose b. Judah says: R. Joshua lectured [hirt.zah] before Rabban 
Yohanan b. Zakkai. R. Akiba lectured before R. Joshua. Hananiah b, 
Kinai lectured before R. Akiba. 53 

The subject matter of these lectures is not stated. One clue to the mystery may be found 

in the fact that in each of these cases it is the junior Sage lecturing before his master, just 

as R. Eleazar did before his master. Many modem scholars have concluded that the 

subject of-these lectures is esoteric mysticism. 54 To prove this assertion. they note that the 

Tosefta uses the term hirtzah regarding these lectures as well as in the story of R. Eleaz.ar 

53 Almost identical versions occur in BT Hag. 14b and IT Hag. 77b, though IT does include a concluding 
addition that implies that the line oftraosmission ended with Haoaniab h . Kinai. 
54 W. Bacber, J. Neusner, N. Sed and Arnold Goldberg, cf. Halperin, The Merkabah in Rabbinic 
Literature. p. 84. 
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, 
and R. Yohanan where the subject matter was explicitly esoteric and mysricaL However, 

Halperin demonstrates that the term hirtzah is used throughout rabbinic sources to refer to 

lectures on ha/achah given by a junior Tanna before his master. 55 In fact, Halperin argues 

convincingly that the original meaning of this segment on the three lectures was strictly 

about halachah and was not esoteric or mystical Nonetheless, its current placement in 

the discussion of Mishnah Hag 2 I in Tosefla, JT and BT demonstrates that the redactors 

of these texts meant it to be viewed as esoteric teaching. Of course, we still do not know 

to which o f the three subjects, or combination thereof, it refers. Still, relevant to our 

discussion here, this mid rash on the lectures corroborates the rulings of segment A of the 

m1sh11ah. In its context here, it demonstrates the transmission of esoteric knowledge from 

one, single wise scholar 10 another, single wise scholar Section A of Mishnah Hag 2 I is 

therefore validated by Tosefta Hag 2 2, just as it was validated by the .previous midrash,m 

in section 2 I 

e The Babylonian Talmud's suppon of section A 

Certain portions of BT's commentary on the mHhnah adamantly affirm the 

prohibition from section A We have already discussed how the gemara makes strained 

attempts to explain the literal meaning and significance of the numbers three, two and 

one .51i In addition, BT Hag 1 lb supports the quantitative restrictions of who may engage 

in cosmogonic inq11iry in its unique commentary on Deut 4 .32 The Tosefta and JT 

contain similar accounts of this commentary, but only the version in BT explicitly notes 

the scriptural verse's use of the second person singular 

"Nor Ma'a-yeh Bereshir before two " From where [in Scriptures do we 
infi:r this teachingp Here our Rabbis taught. "For ask thou now of the 

55 Ibid . p 85. 
56 See above. and BT Hag. I lb and subsequent passages, 
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days past , , ." (Deut. 4:3.2) A lone person may inquire, but two may not 
inquire.57 

With acute herrneneutical skill, the Rabbis found confirmation of the mishnah in the 

particular grammar of the deuteronomic verse. Their reading affirms the mishnah's 

restriction of cosmogonic inquiry, limiting it to one student asking and one teacher 

answering. Furthermore, corollary support of section A of the mishnan can be found in 

BT Hag. 13a, which reads: 

R. Y ohanan said to R_ Eleazar. Come, I will instruct you in Ma1aseh 
haMerkavah. He replie-d: I am not old enough. When he was old enough, 
R Yohanan died . R. Assi [then] said to him: Come, I will instruct you in 
Ma'aseh Merkavah. He replied: Had I been worthy, I should have been 
instructed by R Yohanan. your master_ 58 

While this midrash does not speak directly about numerical restrictions, it nonetheless 

affirms the mis/mah in its rhetorical sense. In essence, the mislmah states that Ma'aseh 

Merkavah is an esoteric matter resetved only for the initiated Here R. Eleazar suggests a 

distinct but related regulation restricting the age of one who can study Ma'aseh Merkavah. 

Such a minimum age restriction would likewise help prevent the uninitiated from such 

esoteric inquiry. It is therefore an affirmation of section A of the mishnah in its rhetoricaJ 

sense. 59 Curiously, there are few s uch references to minimum age restrictions of these 

matlers in rabbinic literature. However, the ruling is confirmed in a Christian source. ln 

his introduction to Song of Songs, Origen ofCaesarea (d _ ca_ 253) writes that the 

''Hebrews'' do not alJow any0ne to study the Song of Songs, the beginning of Genesis, and 

57 My own translation. 
58 Based on Soncino translation. 
59 Halperin argues that thls midrash actually undercuts the authority of the mishnah. According to 
HaJperin. R. Yohanan is unaware of this restriction that R. Eleazar cites. However. it seems unlikely that 
R. Eleazar would know of a regulation or custom about which his master <lid not know. It seems more 
likely that R Yohanan knows oflhe regulation, but simply does not know R. Eleazar's age. 

41 



, 
the beginning and end of Ezekiel, "unless he has reached a full and mature age. "60 With 

the sexually explicit Song of Songs substituting for the sexually explicit arayot, the 

correlation between Origen's observation and section A of the mishnah is striking. 

The evidence for the authority of section A of the mishnah is slowly mounting 

The fi rst part ofTosefta Hag. 2 : I restates, elaborates and adamantly supports the 

mishnah. In the second part ofT. Hag. 2: I, the story of Eleazar b Arach and Yochanan 

b. Zakkai both explicitly and implicitly affirms the mishnah's interdiction. T Hag. 2:2, in 

its present context, further demonstrates the transmission of these esoteric topics from a 

single wise, initiated scholar to another. Furthermore, portions of the Babylonian Talmud 

strongJy maintain the nus/mah 's prohibition BT Hag. I lb and subsequent passages go 10 

great lengths to attempt to rationalize the specific numbers in section A of the m1sh11ah. 

Also in BT Hag. I lb, the special attention paid to the second persun singular from Deut. 

4:32 adds further support to the mish11ah 's interdiction on Ma'ciseh Bereshir Finally, BT 

Hag. 13a supports a rhetorical reading of the mishnah with its reference to an age 

restriction. Th.is age restriction is confirmed in the independent writings of Origen of 

Caesarea. It would seem from all of these sources that section A of the n11sh11ah was 

absolutely authoritative halachah 

f The krusalem Talmud's rejection of section A of M Hag_ 2 1 

Contrary to t!.e sources above, there is evidence that suggests that the mHhnah's 

ir,terdiction might not have been respected by many Tannaim, and further evidence that it 

was rejected by the Amoraim. The most explicit statement of tannaitic controversy can be 

found in the JT's commentary on Mishnah Hag. 2: I 

(Regarding "One may not expound arayot before three. "J R_ Ba [said] in 
the name of R. Judah. [this mishnah is] from R. Akiba, however R. Ishmael 

60 Halperin. The Merkabah in Rabbinic Literature. P- 38 Other Christian sources cite specific ages. but 
their c redibility is doubtful. 
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[disagrees] R. fshmael tatlght that warnings [ should be given] about the 
act [ of expounding arayot]. From where [is this teaching demonstrated]? 
R. Ammi sat teaching: [One gives] warning to the active partner and 
warning to the passive partner. This says that the halachah is according to 
R. Ishmael. 

"nor Ma'aseh Bereshit before two." R.. Ba [said] in the name of R, Judah: 
this is from R. Akiba, however R Ishmael [disagrees]. They expound the 
matter [it is contemporary practice to expound Ma'aseh Bereshit]. From 
where [is this demonstrated]? From R Yudah b. Pazzi who sat and 
expounded, "In the beginning, the world was water within water." This 
says that the halachah is according to R. Ishmael. [The halachic discussion 
is interrupted with a discussion of R Yudah b. Pazzi's and others' 
interpretation of Gen. 1: 2] 

"nor Merkavah before one." l s this, too, according to R. Akiba? Jt is the 
opinion of all [the Sages], so that a man knows to have care for the honor 
his Maker. Is this not what Rav said? No one should begin to speak a 
word [about the Merkavah] before his master unless he has seen or 
served.61 

A pan em appears m the commentary on the first two segments of Mishnah Hag. 

2: 1 that is conspicuously broken in the third case. Regarding arayot and Ma'aseh 

Bereshit, early amoraic sources say that Akiba and rshmael differed. R. Akiba upholds the 

view of the mishnah, and he may or may not be its original source. R. Ishmael disagrees 

with Akiba, and therefore he rejects the mish11ah. It is then demonstrated by a late Amora 

that the halacha is according to R. lshmael.62 Finally, in the third case regarding Ma'aseh 

Merkavah, Alciba, Ishmael and all the Sages are in accordance in support of the mishnah 

as it is stated in section A 

This passage from JT represents a significant detraction of the mishnah's authority. 

both in the tannaitic and amoraic periods. First of all, it states that two leading tannaiti.c 

Sages, each head of his own school of tradition, fundamentally disagreed regarding the 

interdiction. This tannaitic dispute, attested here by an early Amora in a late amoraic 

61 My own translation., 
62 See Halperin, The Merkabah ih Rabbinic Literalure, pp. 27-28. 
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source, is corroborated by Sifra. This tannaitic commentary to Levitjcus follows the 

hermeneutical traditions of the school of Akiba., except for the chapters of arayot which 

follow the traditions of Ishmael's school. This suggests that the Akjban authors of the 

Sifra would not discuss arayot in accordance with Akiba's position as stated in JT, 

whereas members of the school oflshmael were willing to expound upon arayot, in 

accordance with Ishmael's position stated in IT. Sifra reveals implicitly what IT reveals 

explicitly· There was no unanimous support of the regulation of arayot in the tannaitic 

period. Because of Sifra's corroboration of JT regarding arayot, we have reason to trust 

JT's similar assertion regarding the tannaitic dispute over Ma'aseh Bereshit. 

Whjle JT reports that the Sages merely disagreed in the tannaitic period, regarding 

the amoraic period, JT speaks ot unanimous rejection After reporting that Akiba and 

Ishmael disagreed on the m1sh11ah's interdiction. JT continues with a general statement in 

the present tense· "dorsh111 le'nvadah (they expound 0 ,1 this matter)." The anonymous 

attribution of this statement bespeaks a certain unanimity in support of its truth. The 

anonymous subject of the statement suggests a wide and general practice of expounding 

Ma'aseh Baesh1t The verb's present tense refer:, most likely to the late fourth, early fifth 

century, since Yudah b. Pazzi was a late fourth-century Amara. Yudah b. Pazzi serves as 

an example of those who expound on this matter, for he explicitly addresses the topic of 

cosmogony in his statement. "In the beginning, the world was water within water " From 

the case of Yudah b Pazzi, JT deduce5 that this is general practice. and it states explicitly 

that the halacha is in accordance with R.. Ishmael against the m1sh11ah. This position is 

surprising since the Mishnah is normally the basis ofhalachah Surprising as it may be, 

however, JT's language i!. explicit and its position is certrun: The interdiction against 

Ma'aseh Beres/111 from M Hag 2 l section A was openly rejected by the Palestinian 

Arnor:lim 

g. The Babylonian Talmud's rejection of section A ofM Hag. 2: I 
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BT does not contain a parallel to the R. Ba tradition found in JT, but it does 

contain the account of R. Joseph and the elders of J>umbedita. From BT Hag. I 3a. it 

reads: 

R. Joseph was studyingMa'aseh Merkavah, the elders of Pumbedita were 
studying Ma'aseh Bereshit The latter said to the former, "Let the master 
teach us Ma'aseh Merkavah." He replied, "Teach me Ma'aseh Bereshit" 
After they taught him, they said to him, "Let the master instruct us in 
Ma'aseh Merkavah." He replied, "We have learned concerning it: 'Honey 
and milk are under your tongue' (Song 4:2) - the things that are sweeter 
than honey and milk should be under your tongue. "63 

We saw above how BT Hag, I J b and subsequent passages had strained to show the 

significance of the specific numbers mentioned in the mishnah. Here, however, these 

numbers are blatantly ignored The elders of Pumbedita, as a group, teach Ma'aseh 

Beres-hit to R. Joseph Then, they ask R. Joseph to tel\ch them, as a group, Ma'aseh 

Merkavah These actions demonstrate a complete disregard for a literal interpretation of 

the numbers found in I I b However, this story of Pumbedita does maintain a rhetorical 

reading of the mishnah, implying that Ma'aseh Bereshit is esoteric and Ma'aseh Merkavah 

is more so Actually it is the elders who assume that Ma'aseh Rereshit is esoteric and 

equivalent to Ma'aseh Merkavah, and it is R Joseph who asserts that Ma'aseh Merkavah 

is more esoteric 

As mentioneC: in Chapter One, this story represents a turning point from tannaitic 

to amoraic sensibilities, from prohibition to leniency. This story does not reflect the 

tannaitic dispute between R. Akiba and R. Ishmael as found in IT. In fact, this hints at a 

more unified appreciation of the 1msh11ah. The surprising plot of this story functions only 

if the elders and the reader both assume that Ma'aseh Bereshit is the esoteric equivalent of 

(if not entirely equal to) Ma'aseh Merkavah. The elders exhibit no awareness of the R. Ba 

63 Translated by Gonstein. p 196. 
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tradition which distinguishes between M a'aseh Bereshit and Ma'aseh Merkavah. What is 

more. if the intended contemporary reader of this story assumed Ishmael's ruling, then the 

request of the elders would be absurd, the tension of the story would be lost, and the reply 

of R. Joseph would lose all of its sense of drama, However, if the contemporary reader 

were to assume the mishnah's authority, then the request of the elders is reasonable. R 

Joseph's hesitancy builds tension, and his final refusal is a surprising climax. -The narrative 

and drama only work if the author assumes that the general view is that the halachah is 

according to Alciba and the mish11ah Therefore, the story of Pumbedita supports section 

A of the mishnah regarding the Tannaim 

However, given these assumptions. the actual message of the story is an ultimate 

denial of the mishnah, as it pertains to Ma'aseh Bereshit R. Joseph, amnng the earliest 

generations of Amoraim. informs the elders of Pumbedita of a new development. The 

elders begin the story still clutching a tannaitic perception of the halachah R Joseph. an 

early Amora, instructs the elders in the new lenient understanding of Ma'aseh Bereshit, 

and the newly pronounced distinction bet ween Ma'aseh Be re shit and Ma'aseh Merkavah 

As R Joseph informs the elders. so. too, are the readers of this story informed by its 

message. This story serves as a flag marking the transition from tannaitic prohibition of 

Ma 1aseh Bereshil to amoraic leniency. All the while, in keeping with the R. Ba tradition in 

JT, the prohibition of Ma'aseh Merkavah never wavers. 

h. Conclusion to this section 

Our understanding of the authority of section A of the rruslmah has become cloudy 

and complex. In sections "d" and ''e' of this chapter. we saw how the Tosefta and 

excerpts from the Babylonian Talmud show unwavering support for the mishnah in both 

the tannaitic and amoraic periods However. sections "f'' and "g" present a different 

scenario The R. Ba tradition from the Jerusalem Talmud asserts that there \Nas a tannaitic 

controversy over section A between R. Akiba and R. Ishmael This tradition. supponed 
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by evidence from Sifra, clauns that R. Akiba supported the mishnah while R Ishmael 

opposed it. In addition, the JT text asserts that the ha/achah in amoraic times is according 

to Ishmael against the mishnah, and this is supported by contemporary examples. 

Meanwhile, the story of R. Joseph and the elders of Pumbedita in the Babylonian Talmud 

maintains that in tannaitic times the halachah was according to Akiba and the mishnah 

However, the story demonstrates that the dawning of the amoraic period brought,an end 

of the mishnah's authority regarding Ma'aseh Bereshit. The story of Pumbedita marks the 

beginnjng of the exoteric status of Ma'aseh Bereshit and a newly enhanced distinction 

between Ma'aseh Bereshil and Ma'aseh Merkavah. This BT te.x'1 is distinct from the 

previous ones which strongly support a literal reading of the mishnah's prohibition of 

Ma'aseh Bcreshit. 

We are left with a complex collection of paradoxical and dynamic views of the 

mishnah. It is difficult, though possible, to present a unified analysis of the mishnah's 

authority that incorporates all of these disparate elements With one exception, all of the 

pertinent texts suggest a strong support of the mishnah in tannaitic times. Only the R. Ba 

tradition in JT asserts that there was disagreement over this, and its assertion is 

corroborated by Sifra. Though the R. Ba tradition exists in such isolation, we cannot 

discard or ignore it. Therefore, let us conclude that there indeed existed a controversy 

between AJaba and Ishmael over the mishna.ic restriction of Ma'aseh Bereshil, but that the 

majority of the Tannaim supported tre positjon of Akiba and the mishnah, Later, in the 

beginning of the arnoraic period, the majority of the Rabbis gradually reversed their 

position and sided with Ishmael against the mishnah_ By the middle of the amoraic period, 

the Rabbis freely engaged in public exposilion of Ma'aseh Bereshit, though they continued 

to restrict the exoteric study of Ma'aseh Merkavah. 

II The Study of Creation Open to AJJ 
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We have no explicit asserti6n in the literature that any fonn of exoteric 

cosmogonic inquiry was permitted and practiced in the tannaitic period. On the contrary, 

we have explicit testimony from Mishnah Hag. 2· 1 section A that the Rabbis restricted 

public inquiry and exegesis of the first chapters of Genesis. Furthennore, we have seen 

above that the Tannaim held this mi hnah as authoritative Nonetheless, despite this 

explicit mis/mah and its support in other sources, it seems likely that there existed an 

exoteric study of creation and the creation tex1s even in the tannaitic period 

Such a statement is mere speculation, but we have cause to make this assertion. 

First of all, we find preserved in JT the minority view of R Ishmael Though his view on 

this point is not authoritative in the tannaitic period, ir does represent a significant minority 

in that Ishmael headed an ent ire school of tannaitic scholars Therefore, one can assume 

from his stature that this was not the view of a lone scholar, but the view of an entire 

school of Sages This assumption is supported by the ultimate wccess of lshmael's 

posttion and its acceptance by the Amoraim It is more likely that the reversal of the 

majority opinion on this issue from the Tannaim to the Amoraim was a matter of degree 

and not a matter of total transformation fl 1s hard to believe that the Amoraim would 

adopt a view that was not maintained by at least a significant minority of T anna1m This 

significant minority, following the teachings of the revered R Ishmael, allowed free 

cosniogonic inquiry 

Still, in addition to the leniency of R Ishmael and his followers, it seems likely that 

some form of cosmogonic inquiry was permitted by the majority of the Rabbis. One has 

an intuitive sense that common Jews engaged m a certain innocuous cosmogonic inquiry 

that even R. Akiba could condone We know with some degree of certainty that the 

Genesis creation account was often read publicly As Torah, it was part of the annual or 

tnennial cycle 0f public Torah readings What is more, we know that the Israelite laity 

were specifically required to read the creation narrative (ma'aseh beresh,t) as their way of 
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participating in the sacrificial cult of the Ma'amadot. 64 On these occasions, it seems 

impossible that some harmless or naive questions did not arise in response to these public 

readings. One can imagine a genre of simple questions and answers about creation that do 

not enter higher realms, nor offend the sensibilities of the Rabbis, nor dishonor the glory of 

God To be sure. we have no direct evidence that such innocuous cosmogonic inquiry 

existed However, our intuition suggests that it did 

In addition to the implications of Ishmael's authority and our sense of intuition, 

there is at least one form of indirect evidence that the Tannairn condoned a specific kind of 

public exegesis of the Genesis narrative. We learn from Tosefta Meg. 3:3 1 that the 

Genesis account of creation (ma'aseh bereshit ) may be publicly read and translated. We 

know from Targum Onkelos that the creation narrative was indeed translated into the 

popular vernacular of Aramaic. It may be that the tannaitic Sages did not consider such 

translations to be exegesis and cosmogonjc inquiry However, it is certainly the consensus 

of modem scholars that any translation is itself a commentary and exegesis of the text. 

With every word choice, the translator asserts his own interpretation of the text. 

Subsequently, any translator of the cryptic Genesis narrative necessarily engages in 

cosmogonic speculation °~ Therefore, translators and their readers engaged in public 

cosmogonic inquiry in the hean of the tannaitic period. To be sure, such translations were 

a low order of exegesis and cosmogonit inquiry As such_ they were distinct from higher 

ordered and more explicit stu.die~ of creation that the mishnah explicitly restricted. 

64 See M. Ta'anit 4:2, MegiUah 3:6; T. Ta'anit 3 :3: BT Ta'anit 26a. 27b. Megillah 30b, 31b; and IT 
Ta'anit 67b, 6:d. Megillah 73d. 
65 For example. I.his can be seen clearly with Lhe first word of Genesis, bereshit. In its Genesis context, 
bereshit is a- problematic wocd_ It is a noun in I.he construct form. bu! ii is not matched with another 
noun. We do not know what it modifies. Is it the beginning of time? rs it the beginning of creation in 
general? Is it I.he beginning of the creation oflhis heaven and earth? Cow1tless commentators, 
grammarians and translators have belabored these questions and have offered a myriad of responses. 
Onkelos translates it as bekadmin (In ancient times), and in doing so he engages in commentary, exegesis. 
and cosmogonic inquiry. See A.berbach-Grossfeld. pp. 20-21 . 
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Through intuition and the infiirect evidence of translations, we haYe seen that there 

existed a certain tolerable form of exoteric cosmogonic inquiry even in the tannaitic 

period. These innocuous exoteric teachings were distinct from the esoteric teachings 

restricted in the m1sf111ah The former class we shall call ma'aseh bereshit, the latter we 

shall distinguish as Ma'asl!/1 Beresh11 

lll The Study of Creation Forbidden 10 All 

In Section I we discussed the study of creation that was reserved for rhe few In 

Section II, we speculated about a fonn of cosmogonic inquiry that was permiued for aJl 

The'"e remains a third category of cosmogunic inquiry distinct from these We find 

evidence of this category in the cunous story of Ben Zoma 00 Ben Zoma speculates 0n the 

details of primordial creation. and R Joshua pronounces him to '1e "outside." The scope 

of Ben Zoma's inquiry was apparently outside the realm of inquiry that was permitted for 

all In addillon. Ben Zoma does not violate the prohibition of section A of Mishnah Hag 

2 I As a member of the elite inner circle of Sages. Ben Ze ma is clearly among the 

initiated. He does not preach his insights publiclv. but rather shares them with a single 

other elite Sage Indeed. Ben Zoma is follov. ing the restriction of section A perfectly 

Nondheless. he is cdstigated by R. Joshua. Ber, Zoma must have engaged in a fom1 of 

studv that was forbidden even to tne most initiated. e,·en in private Some cosmogonic 

topics were forbidden to all 

The explicit prohibition of such topics 1,;an be found in the latter parts of Ylishnah 

Hag. 2.1, particularly section B To review, the entire m1sl111ah reads. 

[A] One may not expound arayot [the laws of illicit sexual practice] before 
three [people], nor Ma'ast!h 8t!resh11 before two, nor Merkaval, before 
one, unless he was wise and understands on his own accord 

66 A!> told 1n Chapter One For 3 detailed discussion of 1111s account. sec belo,,. sect.Jon Ilic. 
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[B] Anyone who looks into these four matters, it is as if [it were better 
that] he had not come into the world: what is above, what is below, what 
before and what after,67 

(C] Anyone who does not respect the honor of his Maker, it is as if [it were 
better that] he had not come into the world. 

Like section A before them, these sections suggest a complex origin. As mentioned 

above, it is likely that each section existed separately before a redactor assembled them 

into the fonn found in the Mishnah. Once the form of this mishnah was sealed with the 

canonization of the Mishnah, the intrigue and development of these interdictions continued 

in the realm of interpretation and observance. Its terse language became fodder for 

interpretation, and its authority became a matter of dispute. Now, in Section III of this 

chapter, we will chronicle these developments. 

a. A spatial versus temporal interpretation of "before'' and "after," 

The structure of section B of the mishnah is simple. A hyperbolic statement 

introduces four realms of inquiry into which one should not venture: what is above, what 

is below, what before and what after. The complexily of section B comes from the terse 

enumeration of the four matters. We are given four prepositions, but not the object of the 

prepositions Subsequently, we are left asking, "Above what? Below what?" The 

mishnah gives us no frame of reference wi1h which to understand the boundaries of proper 

cosmogonic study 

This ambiguity is particularly perplexing in the case of the final two matters, Here, 

the prepositions /ifanim (before) and la'ahor (after) are themselves ambiguous, since they 

can be interpreted either spatially or temporally If understood spatially, the mish11ah 

prohibits the study of the present existence of that which is. in front of something (i.e. God, 

the Throne, or the Chariot), and that which is behind something (i.e. God, the Throne, or 

6? I have deliberately omitted some of the verbs from this translation to preserve the ambiguity of mah 
/ifanim umah la'ahor. 
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the Chariot). If understood temporally, the mishnah prohibits the study of what existed 

before something in the past (i.e. creation). and that which will exist after something in the 

future (i .e. the messiah, the end of days, or the world to come). The implications of thjs 

distinction are enonnous, for it determines the very subject and essence of these 

prohibitions If these ambiguous prepositions are interpreted spatially, then the prohibition 

of the four matters is theosophical If they are interpreted temporally, then the prohibition 

of the four matters is cosmological and cosmogonical. If theosophical, then section B is a 

limitation of Ma'aseh Merka11ah. If cosmological and cosmogonical, then section B is a 

limjtation of Ma'aseh Bereshil The very subject of this prohibition depends upon how 

one views the ambiguous terms l,jamm and la'ahor 

The context of section B reveals no clues regarding the proper under!.landing of 

these two final prepositions To begin with. the first two prepositions do not n11e out 

either a theosophical o r cosmological interpretation. This i:. because the m,shnah does not 

articulate a subject for these prepositions, thus allowing for a variety of possible subjects. 

If we were to interpret the nushnah theosophically. then we might understand the first two 

matters 10 be about what is above and below God, or the Thro ne, or the Chariot. 

However, we could likewise interpret the mislmah cosmologically, and thus understand 

the first two matters to be about what is above the highest heavens and what is below the 

lowest depths Either interpretation can fit the first two prepositions, so neither is yet 

ruled our. In addition, the particular placement of section B in the context of the greater 

mishnah still y1e.lds no conclusive determination of the meaning o f lijanim and /a'ahor. 

Since section A mentions hoth Ma'aseh FJeresh11 and Ma'aseh Merkavah, section B can be 

either cosmological or theosophical and still remam thematically linked to the section 

before it. Similarly, section C reveals no special insight into this matter One may look to 

the particular choice of the name! Kono (Maker) in section C, and there find an implication 

that the previous m1sh11ah is cosmogonical However, Gottstein has demonstrated that the 
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name Kono is used elsewhere in rabbinic literature in relation to Ma'aseh Merkavah.68 

Section C will not make the determination . In summary, the context of the prepositions 

lifanim and la'ahor in relation to the first two prepositions and the adjacent sections of the 

mishnah does not reveal whether the prepositions should be interpreted spatially or 

temporally. Therefore, on the basis of an isolated reading of the mlshnah, we do not 

know whether the Tannaim intended and understood section B to limit Ma'aseh Merkavah 

or Ma'aseh Bereshit _ 

To confound the matter further, both possible readings find support in other 

textual sources. S. A Lowenstarn relates a spatial interpretation of section B to Psalm 

I 39:8-10,69 

rf I ascend up into heaven. You are there; 
Tfl make my bed in She'ol, behold, You are there. 
If I take the wings of the morning, and dwell 
in the uttermost parts of the sea 
Even there shall Your hand lead me, 
and your right hand shall hold me . .,o 

tn this passage, the psalmist describes the outer limits of space in an effort to show the 

omnipresence and reach of God. Since the Sages were deeply influenced by scriptural 

literary motif. they may have intended a sirr tar spatial understanding of section B, Further 

support of a theosophical interpretation comes from Exodus Rabbah 45:5. Here, in a 

discussion of God's revelation to Moses through the burning bush, an excerpt reads: 

"And Moses hid his face" (Ex. 3 :6). Moses did not act wisely, said ll 
Joshua b. Karhah, in biding his face; for had he not done so, God would 
have revealed unto him what is above and what is below, what [before] and 
what [after)_ Ultimately, Moses did want to see, as it says here, ''Show me, 
I pray thee, thy Glory" (Ex. 33 :18). God. however. oow said: Because 

68 Gottstein. p. 194. n. 42. 
69 Ibid .. pp. 187-88. 
70 Gottstein's translation, p. 18&. 
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when l was about [to show thee], thou didst not feel inclined [to see)] 
therefore now that thou dost want to see, f am not desirous [ of showing 
thee]71 

ln this passage, Moses has an opportunity to learn the secrets of the four matters in an 

encounter with God . There is no mention or hint of creation in this passage. Rather, 

knowledge of the four matters seems to be associated with a vision of God in God's 

present state . Moses would have learned the secrets had he only looked upon God. The 

implication is that knowledge of the four matters is obtained through theosophy The 

visions of Moses at the bush and at the cleft more closely resemble Ma'aseh Merkavah 

than Ma'aseh Beresh11 We find here support for a spatial, theosophical reading of section 

B. 

On the other hand, there are 'ieveral other rabbinical texts that suggest a temporal. 

cosmogonic reading of section B Tosefta Hag. 2 ·7 clearly sees this section relating to 

Ma'aseh Bereshll 

11 Anyone who look::, into these foui matters, it is as if [it were better that J 
he had not come into the world : what is above, whal is below, what before 
and what after. 11 ls it possible that this refers to the works of Creation 
(ma'aseh bereshit)" 
[The Tosefta discusses and interprets Deut . -t 32 and here]77 

From the day that God created man on the emh you may expound, but you 
may not expound upon what i~ aoove. whdt is below, what was and what 
will be in the future.7' 

In this passage, the Tosefta clearly and directly links the four matters to cosmogony and 

the exegesis of the Genesis account. It focuses on only one of the four prepositions, 

lijanim (before), and it specifies from what point one may hegin to speak of creation. 

Perhaps the most striking aspect of this midrash is the final recapitulation oft he mishnah's 

1 I Soncmo 1ransla11on. 
72 This omitlcd passage will be addressed below. 
73 My own translation. 
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enumeration of the four matters. In place'ofi'what before, what after," it reads "what was 

and what will be in the future ." This transformation removes the ambiguity from the 

statement and guarantees a temporal reading of the passage. The Babylonian Talmud 

likewise associates the four matters with the creation. We read in BT Meg. 2Sa-b: 

The Genesis creation narrative (ma'aseh bereshit) is read and translated. 
Ofcourse! You might think that this would cause people to ask what is 
above. what -is below, what before and what after. [However. this ruling] 
comes to teach us [that this is not a concern ].74 

As in the Tosefta, this passage from BT clearly understands section B to regard 

cosmogony and the study of the Genesis narrative. This is true also of BT Tamid 32a: 

[Alexander of Macedon asked the elders of the south country:] Was light 
created .first or darkness? They replied : This question cannot be solved. 
Why did they not reply that darkness was created first, since it is wrinen, 
"Now the earth was unformed and void, and darkness"(Gen. J :2) "And 
God said, 'Let there be light,' and there was light" (ibid , I :3 )? They 
thought to themselves: Perhaps he will go on to ask what is above, what is 
below, what before and what afler.75 

In these passages from Tosefta and BT, we find dear and direct associations of section B 

of the mishnah and cosmogony The four matters are interpreted temporally, and 

understood to be regardingMa'aseh Bereshit. 

The above citations demonstrate diverse and contradictory interpretations of the 

four matters. Exodus Rabbah understands them to be spatial and theosophical, while the 

Tosefta and BT interpret them to be temporal and cosmogonicaJ. Indeed, the rabbinic 

literature does not maintain a consistent, uniform interpretation of section B of Mishnah 

74 My own translation. 
75 Based on Soncino translation. 
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Hag. 2: 1. 76 There is no unanimous opinion whether /ifanim and /a'ahor should be 

understood spatially or temporaJJy. Accordingly, some sources associate the four matters 

with Ma'aseh Merkavah. and some associate them with Ma'aseh Bereshit .11 

Whether or not section B pertains to Ma'aseh Bereshit will remain a mystery. 

However, there are other, similar textual traditions that do specifically refer to creation. 

These sources explicitly forbid all people from engaging in certain topics of cosmogonic 

inquiry. While many of these midrashim include the wording of section B, they do contain 

unique aspects and thereb} ,nerit distinct mention in this chapter. 

b The tradition of the letter bel 

One of the most graphic and popular tmdras}um that restrict cosmogonic inquiry is 

the midrash of why the Torah begins with the letter het. Genesis Rabbah l • l O relates. 

"In the beginning God createrJ.." R. Jonah said in R. Levi's nam~: Why was 
the world created with a be(} Just as the bet is closed at the sides but open 
in front, so you are not permitted to investigate what is above, what is 
below. what before and what after 7~ 

There is a contradiction in this midr?sh that is immediately apparent The letter bet, being 

closed on three sides. does not correspond to the limitation of the four matters. In order 

76 See Gottstcin. p 186. In fact. no reliable source interprets all four prepos1llons as a unit. Most sources 
tend to focus their commentary on any single one of the prepositions. 
77 From this inconsistency. Gottstein concludes that the prohibition of the four mauers originally 
pert.1ined to theoSl)phical issues. and only later was it reinterprck<l 10 pertain to cosmogony. Gollstein 
assens that the original purpose of 1.he prohibition was to prevent t11ose who engaged in exegesis of 
Ezekiel from slipping into forbidden visionary activity However. as Afa'aseh Merkavah began to gain 
more acceptance. the Rabbis sought to free up the theosophical actn·itr from the re.straints of this 
prohJb1tion. To accomplish lhis. the Rabbis intentionally reinterpreted the prohibition of the four matters 
in the cootex1 of Ma'aseh Bereshlf. Thus. they ar11fic1ally re.stricted Ma'nseh Beresh1t at a late period foe 
the sake of condoning the practice ot .\/a'aseh A/l!rkovah 

I have no concrete grounds by which 10 suppon or refute this theory. It is certainly inventive and 
interesting. Nonetheless. I am skeptical of any developmenial theory that is not strongly supported by the 
texts. I am funher skeptical due to the fact that the Exodus Rabbah passage. while it may be an early 
tradition. is preserved in a late texL 
78 Based on Soncino translation. See also IT Hag. 77c: Pcsikta Rabbati. Piska 21 
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to stay consistent with the mishnah, the illustration would be better portrayed by the final 

mem, which is closed o n all fou r sides. However, the purposeful choice of the letter her 

conveys a specific message that could not be matched by a final mem. The letter bet 

unabashedly emphasizes one of the four matters over the others. As the first letter 

beginning the Genesis creation narrative, the letter bet stands as a bold and symbolic 

obstruction of any inquiry into what came before that narrative. It provides the 

prepositional subject missing from section B of the mishnah. 

c . The Deuteronomy 4:32 tradition. 

One finds an oft-repeated motif in the rabbinic literature of the exegesis of Deut. 

4 :32 in relation to Ma'aseh Bereshir. In this verse, the Rabbis find both an obligation to 

study creation and a restriction of the scope of that study. We receive an unintelligible 

and broken version of this tradition preserved in Tosefta Hag. 2 ·7· 

One might think that one may inquire before the world was created; 
therefore Scripture says, "Ask concerning the first days" (Deut. 4 ·32). One 
might think that one may ask before the Creation; therefore Scripture says, 
"And from one end of the heavens to the other" (ibid .). For what purpose 
does Scripture say, ''From the day that God created man upon the earth" 
(ibid.)? From the day that God created man upon the earth, you ask, and 
you do not ask what is above, and what below, what was, and what is 
~oing to be.79 

Though this text is opaque, it does reveal a boundary limiting the range of permitted 

cosmogonic inquiry. As the letter bet did above, this mtdrash resolves one of the 

ambiguities of section B of the mishnah by providing. a subject for the preposition lifanim 

(before). We are warned nm to speculate what [came] before, but we are left wondering, 

before what? This midrash, unintelligible as it is, at least answers this fundamental 

79 Adapted from Halperin's translation of the Erfurt manuscript For this translation and a comparison of 
manuscnpt variations of llus passage. see The Merica.bah in Rabbinic Literature. p. 100. 
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question. We may not inquire about what came before the day that God created man 

upon the earth, namely, the sixth day The Tosefta is suppo11ed by a similar interpretation 

of Job 20'4 in Genesis Rabbah 8:2. 

Nonetheless. this designation of the sixth day as the earliest boundary of 

cosmogonic inquiry was not shared by the majority of the rnidrash on this verse. Most 

interpreters ruled that one may ask since the prst day of creation. By the end of the 

amoraic period, all agreed with this view.110 For an articulation of this position, let us look 

to BT Hag. I lb; 

One might have thought that one may inquire concerning the pre-creation 
period, therefore Scripture teaches: "Since the day that God created man 
upon the earth" (Deut 4:32). One might have thought that one may [also] 
not inquire concerning the six days of creation, therefore Scripture teaches: 
"The days past which were before thee" (ibid.). One might have thought 
one may [also] inquire concerning what is above and what is below, what 
before and what after, therefore the lext teaches: "And from one end of 
heaven unto the other" (itid) [Concerning the things that are] from one 
end of heaven unto the other thou mayest inquire, but thou mayest not 
inquire what is above, what is below, what before, what after.81 

Whereas the first part of the deuteronomic verse states, "Since the day that God created 

man upon the earth," the Rabbis find in the continuation of the verse an opening for 

expansion. The Sagc:s thus interpret "The days past which were before thee" as an 

inclusion of the earlier days of creation before man was created on the sixth day. This 

interpretation of Deut. 4 :32 corresponds perfectly with the tradition of the letter bet. Both 

provide the same subject for the preposition /ifanim, and that is that one may not inquire 

about what came before the beginning of God's creation of the world according to the -
Genesis account. 

80 Feldst~in. p. 11 . 
8 l Soncino translation. Sec also JT Hag. 2: 1: Pestkt.a Rabbati. Pi ska 21 . Genesis Rabbah I. IO: and 
Midrash Tanruum L'Devarim 18: 13 . 
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d. The Ben Sira tradition. 

The Wisdom of Ben Sira (also known as Ecclesiasticus) is one of the rare works of 

the Apocrypha that is cited in rabbinic sources. Though this book did not become 

canonized into the Hebrew Bible, it was nonetheless popular among the Rabbis. The 

majority of the work consists of wise maxims resembling the style of the book of 

Proverbs. One of these maxims is a terse but articulate teaching of the essential principles 

of section B of the mishnah. lt is quoted in several rabbinic sources, such as Genesis 

Rabbah 8:2: 

The Torah knows what was before the creation of the world, but you bave 
no business to inquire about aught save "Since man was placed upon the 
earth" (Job 20:4). R. Leazar said in Bar Sira's name; About what is too 
great for thee inquire not , what is too hard for thee investigate not; about 
what is too wonderful for thee know not; of what is hidden from thee ask 
not; study what was pennitted 1hee thou hast no business with hidden 
things.82 

While the actual text from Ben Sira does not specifically address the issue of cosmogony, 

its context in the midrashic passages gives it that meaning The Rabbis take a general 

statement about the wariness of mysteries and make it apply specifically to the issue of the 

mysteries of creation. Ben Sira's statement does not share tbe hyperbole of the mishnah. 

It gjves plain instruction without making dramatic statements about it being better if one 

had not come into the world. I\onetbeless, the essential teaching and wisdom of this 

maxim does echo that of the mishnah. Its repetition in numerous rabbinic sources serves 

to support the authority of sectior. B as it applies to Ma'aseh Bereshit. 

e. The intrigujng story of Ben Zoma. 

82 Soncino translation. See also IT Hag. 5: I , and BT Hag. IJa.. 
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l1s discussed above, the story of Ben Zoma corrohorates section B of the mishnah 

in that it demonstrates that certain topics are forbidden to alL Ben Zoma was an elite 

member of the Sages and among the inner circle of the initiated. He expounds Ma'aseh 

Bereshit in perfect accordance with the section h regulation, for he shares his insight only 

with a single other leading Rabbi . Nonetheless, he is admonished by R. Joshua. We can 

only surmise that there was something about Ben lama's practice of expounding .Ma'aseh 

Bereshll that was inherently wrong Unfortunately. the various accounts of this story do 

not explicitly reveal what exactly was wrong or why it was wrong. The texts are strangely 

ambiguous The story is cloaked in mystery. 

There are four significant versions of the story from Tosefta Hag ] : 6, BT Hag. 

1 Sa. JT Hag. 77b, and Genesis Rabbah 2 4 83 The Tosefta version, as an e:-..arnple. reads: 

There is a story concerning R. Joshua, wbo was walking in the highway, 
and Ben Zoma was wa1king toward him He reached him, t.nd did not 
greet him. He said to him, ''Whence and whither, Ben Zoma?" He said to 
him, "l was looking atMa'aseh 8aesl11r. and there is not berween the 
upper waters and the lower waters even a handsbreadth. hS it is said, 'kid 
the Spirit of God hovering over the face of the waters' (Gen. 1 2). NJd it 
says. 'MS an eagle stirs up its nest, etc. [ over its young it hovers;' Deut 
32: 11 ]. hS an eagle flies over its nest. touching and not touching, so there 
is not between the upper waters and lov.er ,.,.aters e, en a handbreadth." R 
Joshua said to his disciples, "Ben Zoma is already outside" Hardly a few 
d:iys passed before Ben Zoma depa. ced [i .e, from the world].84 

The ambiguities and my~teries of this story have provided much fodder for modem 

scholarly analysis. hccording to Henry Fischel. thi., episode is not about Ma'aseh Bereshit 

and forbidden mysteries. He views .it as pan of a popular Greco-Roman topos, spoofing 

the philosopher who is so preoccupied with higher matters that he is not aware of what is 

83 It will not be in l.hc scope of I.his work 10 provide a critical an:1lys1s of their differences. Rather. we will 
discuss lhc texts more generally. referring lo their differences only II hen it effects our analysis. For an 
exarrunation of their differences. see H:ilperin. The Merkabah m Rabbinic Literature, pp. 96-99. 
84 Translation by Halperin. ibid .. pp '}6-98 
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going on in the real world around him.85 Whether or not this clever theory is correct 

regarding the origin of this story, the context of the story in the four sources makes it one 

of forbidden mysteries. While the story may not have originally been about Ma'aseh 

Bereshit, the redactors have ensured that it is about Ma'aseh Bereshit now in its present 

form. 

Saul Lieberman found in the dialogue some cryptic allusions to Gnosticism. 86 

While there may or may not be direct allusions to Gnosticism in the story, this may indeed 

be an important subtext of the story Ct seems most likely that Ben Zoma's error was that 

he commented on the second verse of the Genesis narrative. Remarkably, this is the only 

example we have of a tannaitic commentary to Gen. 1.2.87 There are, however, numerous 

amoraic commentaries on this verse From the conspicuous lack of tannaitic 

commentaries to this verse, and from R. Joshua's contempt of its exceptional mention by 

Ben Zoma, we deduce that the content of Gen. 1.2 contained forbidden knowledge of 

what came before. Notably, while the Ben Zoma story maintains the essential spirit of the 

letter bet tradition and the Deut. 4:31 tradition, it does disagree on the specifics of such 

restrictions. These other traditions allowed for commentary beginning with the first verse 

of Genesis, the Ben Zoma accotint holds that commentary may not begin until after the 

second verse. 

The question is then raised. Why was G1:n. I :2 fotbidden? What about it made it 

dangerous or forbidden'' A due may be found in the amoraic commentaries on this verse. 

The verse reads, "And the earth was unformed (10h11) and void (bohu), and darkness 

(hoshech) covered the face of the depths; and the spirit of God hovered over the face of 

the waters:• In the numerous amoraic commentaries on this verse, the Rabbis are 

consumed W1th the interpretation of the words tohu, bohu, and hoshech. They take 

85 lbid .. p. 98. 
86 [bid. 
87 Gott.stein. p. 98. See n 68 for an insignificant exception. 
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, 
special care to demonstrate that the world was not created from improper, tainted, or 

negative materials This belabored caution may have been a response to the contemporary 

Gnostics who held that the physical world was evil.88 It is important to note, however, 

that Ben Zoma does not expound upon this pan of the verse [nstead, he is concerned 

with a second half of the verse, drawing a ge=erah shavah correlation between the word 

rahaf (hover) from Gen I 2 and from Deut 3~ 11 There is. therefore, no explicit 

connection between Ben Zoma's exposition and the Gnostic controversy over primordial 

materials Nonetheless, the controversy O\'er pnmordial materials may have been so 

sensitive that the Rabbis built a fence around the entire verse for the sake of guarding 

against Gnostic tendencies and heresy 89 In conclusion. while Ben Zoma's exposition 

seems to have no connection to Gnosticism, the fear of Gnosuc heresy may have been the 

cause for his castigation 

There are other possibilities. still. for the nature of Ben Zoma's e,Tor Indeed. it 

may not have so much to do with the content of Ben Zoma's exposition as with his 

method There 1s a strong possibility that the tannaitic Rlbbis engaged in a controversial, 

ecstatic mysticism 90 It is possible that the reason Ben Zoma did not appropriately greet 

his master R. Joshua is because he wa::. completely engrossed in a mystical trance R 

Joshua may not have approved of such mystical methods of obtaining knowledge, and for 

th.is reason he castigated Ben Zoma 

As we see from our discu-;sir 1 so far, we cannot determine with any certainty the 

nature and reaso11 for Ben Zoma's misdeed One a5pect of the story that compounds the 

my5tery is the variety and ambiguity of R Joshua's final pronouncement This is where we 

would logically expect to find an articulation and explanation of the offense, but none is 

provided. lnstead, R. Joshua makes a sudden and brief pronouncement against Ben Zoma 

88 We will discuss Lhe Gnosucs more 10 Chapters Fo•ir and Five 
89 Urb3ch notes Lhat R. Joshua "as parucuJarly scnst11ve 10 Gnosuc duaJisuc heresy and anytrung that 
resembled it Tohu and bohu may have been seen as possible co-creators of the world. See p. 19 1. 
90 This will be the subjt.ct of Chapter Six 
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In the four versions mentioned above, we have four different articulations of this 

judgment.91 Though distinct in their formulation, three of the four versions declare Ben 

Zoma to be "outside_"92 Unfortunately, we lack again a subject of the preposition. Ben 

Zoma is outside what? Is he outside his senses, or out bis mind? Is he outside this world, 

and presently dying? Or is he outside the realm of traditional Judaism and entering into 

heresy? R Joshua does not say, and we do not know. All we know for certain is tliat R.. 

Joshua expresses disapproval of Ben Zoma's message or method of exposition, and that 

Ben Zoma dies soon thereafter. The story of Ben Zoma is too cryptic and ambiguous to 

reveal anything else with any clarity Though Ben Zoma reveals certain mysteries, the 

account in the sources obscures them. 

f: The amoraic rejection of Mishnah Hag. 2: I section B 

In Section III of this chapter, we have reviewed a variety oftanna.itic and amoraic 

sources which have restricted the scope of Ma'aseh Bereshil for all. Section B of 

Mishnah Hag. 2: I is the central articulation of this restriction. It explicitly forbids the 

inquiry into four matters, though it is not entirely clear what those four matters are. Toe 

tannaitic story of Ben Zoma corroborates this denouncement ofinvestigation into 

forbidden cosmogonic mysteries, but i1, too, is unclear on the particulars. The amoraic 

sources repeat and preserve these tannaitic passages. This, in itself, is a sign of their 

authority and support among the Amor .tim. In addition, the amoraic sources contain new 

midrashim that confirm and explicate section B of the mishnah, including the letter bet 

tradition, the Deut. 4:32 tradition, and the Ben Sira tradition. From the texts that we have 

viewed so far, we find a multipl_icitous, occasionally contradictory, but overall cohesive 

91 For an analysis of tJ1e four different endings. see Feldstein p,8 and HaJperin, The Merkabah in 
Rabbinic Literature. p,98 
92 In Genesis Rabbah. R.. Joshua declares, "13en Zoma has gone." This statement, opaque as it is. is 
probably not far in meaning from the other three. 
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coUection of regulations and interpretations that forbade all people from engaging in 

certain subjects or forms of.Ma'aseh Bereshit 

Against this strong tannaitic and amoraic tradition, we find a developing trend in 

the amoraic period to allow total freedom of cosmogonic inquiry. The first sign of this 

can be found in the Jerusalem Talmud. where R Ba reports that the Tanna R. Ishmael 

allowed the public exposition of Ma'a:seh Beres/111 in opposition to section A of the 

mishnah Though R Ishmael's original position seems to be regarding the number of 

individuals who may expound Ma'aseh Bereshit, the explication of his position in JT 

addresses the issue of forbidden subjects. w~ read . 

" or .\4a'aseh Beresh11 before two " R.. Ba [said) in the name of R. Judah: 
This is from R Akiba. however R Ishmael [disagrees] They expound the 
matter [it is contemporary practice to expound At/a'asell Beresh1t]. From 
where [is this demonstratedr From R. Yudah b. Pazzi who sat and 
expounded, "In the beginning, the world was water within water'' This 
says that the halac.:hah is according to R. lshmaeJ. R. Yuuah ti . Pazzi 
expounded. ''In 1he beginning, the world was water within water." What is 
the scriptural proofl "And the spirit of God hovered over the face of the 
waters " '-'J 

In this passage. the illustration of the authority of R. Ishmael':. ruling is that R. Yudah b 

Pazzi expounds upon the presumably forbidden Gen 1.2. In fact, he cites the very portion 

of the verse for which Ben Zoma had been admonished This is a rejection of the 8\!n 

Zoma story and Sl:ction B of tht: m,shnah, though we must be careful to note that it is an 

amoraic and not tannaitic position. R Ishmael. 1he Tanna, addresses the issue of who can 

expound Ma'aseh .Rt!resh,1 (paralld to section:\) It is only the later explication in the 

amoraic source that addresses the permissibility of previously forbidden topics (paraJlel to 

section B). Having made this distinction, we can draw our conclusion. The tannaitic 

opinion of R. Ishmael preserved in JT rejects section A of the mi.slmah. The amoraic 

93 My own translation. 
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commentary additionally rejects sectio'h B 94 Subsequently, in this section the amoraic 

authors and redactors of JT grant total freedom of Ma'aseh Bereshit. We must qualify 

this statement to apply only to this section, for the redactors of JT also preserved the Ben 

Zoma story, the bet tradition, the Deut. 4:32 tradition, and the Ben Sira tradition 

The contradictory sections of JT are indicative of the generally schizophrenic 

position of amoraic te:-.'ts on this issue. It is common for amoraic texts to preserve 

simultaneously prohibitions of certain topics of cosmogonic inquiry and rnidrashim that 

engage in such inquiry.95 At times .. such contradictory passages are even juxtaposed. 

Although the frequent violations of these prohibitions implicitly reject the authority of 

these prohibitions, we rarely find an explicit statement rejecting the kind of restriction of 

Ma'aseh Bereshit that we find in secrion A and B of the mishnah. Such a statement can 

be found in the opening verse of che eighth-century Pirke d'Rabbi Eliezer 

Rabbi Eliezer Ben Hyrkanos began his discourse: "Who c,"1 express the 
mighty acts of the Lord, or make all His praise to be heard?" (Ps. l 06:2) . 
Is there anyone who can 11express the mighty acts" of the Holy One, blessed 
be He, or "make all His praise be heard?" The ministering angels cannot 
even tell of the details of His mighty acts [And yet it is permined] for us 
to expound upon what He did. and what He will do in the future for the 
sake of His creations exalting the name of the Holy One, Blessed be He, 
that He created from one end of the world until the other as it is said, "One 
generation shall laud Thy works to another, and shall declare Thy mighty 
acts" (Ps. 145:4).96 

In this rare statement we find explicit articulation of the usually implicit rejection of 

Mishnah Hag . 2: 1. H.ere, the act of Ma'aseh Bereshit is not only permitted, but is 

heralded as a special privilege distinguishing humans from the angels. Though such a 

declaration of this posrtion is uncommon, we can hear its message in the abundant amoraic 

94 By implication. it also rejects section C. See discussion below on the relation of section C to the 
previous sections. 
95 This will be the subject of Chapter Three. 
96 Translated by Friedlander 
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midraslum that publicly expound upon what is above, what is below, what came before, 

and what will be in the future. 

lV Section C, and the Link Between Section A and Section B 

[Cl Anyone who does not respect the honor of his Maker, it is as if (it were 
better that] he had not come into the world. 

According to Halperin, section C originally eXJsted as a distinct unit independent of 

the first two sections, but was later fused with them by the nushnaic redactors_ Proof for 
1 

this assertion can be found in several BT interpretations ofthh section that have no regard 

for its context in the mis/mah 97 The current context 0f Section C most relevant for our 

discussion, provides specific meaning co the general phrase "anyone who does not respect 

the honor of his Maker" In this context. the definition of one who does not respect the 

honor of his Maker is one who engages in the public expositJon of one of the three 

restricted subJects, or one who looks into one of the four forbidden matters. 

In its position at the end of the 1msh11ah. section C serves as a concluding 

exhonation, explicating and uniting the previous 1wo sections It gives an official 

explanation as to why the Sages restricted and forbade the three subjects and the four 

fIJaners, respectively The public discussion of Ma'aseh Bereshtt and Ma'aseh Merkm1ah 

is a profanation of the '101)' secrets of God. Arrogantly seeking forbidden knowledge of 

God is likewise a pmfanation of the holy secrets of God Both actions show disrespect for 

the- honor of God Thereby, seuion C unites the previous two sections by giving them a 

single explanation and meaning 

The explanation of disrespect for the honor of God finds echoes in another rnidrash 

from Genesis Rabbah l :5 and JT Hag. 77c. The JT version reads 

97 Halperin. The Merkabah in Rabbinic Litemnirc, pp 21-::2. See p 22. n. 13 for c1talions. 
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, 
N--."-4 duv~ b be 1,o ,... j. 

Rav said: "Let lying lips be dumb" (Ps. 31 : 19). Let them be confounded, ) 
~ . silenced. Let them be tetfl'1011ded • as you say: "And the Lord 
said to him, 'Who has made man's mouth? Who makes him dumb, or deaf, 
or seeing, or blind?'" (Ex. 4 : l l ). Let them be er 5 ~, as you say: "Behold b" ... ..,..,.(. 
we were binding sheaves" (Gen. 37:7). Let them be silenced, according to 
the literal meaning: "Which speak arrogantly against the righteous" (Ps. 
31 :19), who speak concerning the Righteous One of the World words that 
He has withheld from His creatures. "In pride and contempt" (Ps. 31 : 19) • 
this refers to the one who boasts, saying, "l will expound Ma'aseh 
Bereshit," thinking that he is like one who exalts [his Creator], while in 
reality he is only like one who despises l-Iim 98 

.. 
~ ( C(aV..,. ~ • :;' \ v ,. ,,., ..-._ i i 

' ·-~-.,~, ... .. .,... ... ... ·-
The Rabbis are unreserved in their use of hyperbole to emphasize their scorn for one who 

dishonors God by revealing His secrets. According to the Rabbis, it is better if he had not 

come into the world; he thinks he is like one who honors God. but really he is like one 

who despises Him. These are strong words, for the Rabbis regard this as a serious 

offense. According tu the Sages, the matter is so grave because the honor of God is at 

stake. Tn section C, they explam that this is the reason for the restrictions on Ma'aseh 

Bereshit. I hope to demonstrate in Chapter Five that there are other reasons as well. 

V Conclusion 

Many modem scholars have found contradiction in the interdictions of sections A 

and B. 99 It seem& that section A allows the exposition of certain topics to select 

individuals, but then section B forbids their investigation outright. However, this is only a 

contradiction if the subjects of section A are the same as those in section B. Assuming 

that the four matters are to be understood temporally and cosmogonically, this is a 

contradiction only if the Ma'aseh Bereshit of section A equals the four forbidden matters 

98 Translation by Neusner. 
99 See Urbach, p. 193; Gottstein p. l86. 
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of section B As is apparent in my discussion in this chapter, I assert that they are not the 

same. In fact, I maintain that there are actually three types of cosmogonic inquiry. There 

are some aspects, as articulated in section 8 , that are forbidden to all, This divides the 

field of cosmogonic study into two realms: that which is absolutely forbidden and that 

which is permissible Now, the realm that is permissible is further divided into two parts: 

that which may be discussed by the elite few and that which may be discussed publicly by 

all. If we view Ma'aseh Bereshit as a heterogeneous discipline divided into three 

categori~s, then the apparent contradiction between sections A and B is actually not a 

contradiction at all 

In this chapter. we have discussed each of these three categories of cosmogonjc 

inquiry and their corresponding halachot and midrashim Without conclusive evidence, 

we speculated that the Rabbis probably condoned an innocuous form of Genesis exegesis 

and cosmogonic study that accompanied the regular public read ings of the Genesis 

creation narrative Furthermore, if we view translations as interpretations, then the 

permission granted in Tosefta Meg 1·3 I shows a certain public exposition of the creation 

narrative did indeed occur in the tannaitic period 

With stronger evidence, we saw from section B of the m,shnah and its 

commentaries that the Rabbis restricted certain cosmogonic exposition to a select few. JT 

records a tannaitic controversy between R. Akiba and R. Ishmael, but that the view of R. 

Akiba in support of section 8 was the m,ire authoritative among the Tanna.im. In amoraic 

times, the sources alternatively suppo r1 ana reject the restriction of Ma'aseh Bereshi1 to a 

chosen few This heterodoxy reflects a gradual amoraic development in which the 

majority of Rabbis began to favor t he view of R Ishmael over that of R. Akiba. 

Finally, we discussed the realm of cosmogonic inquiry that was forbidden to all 

First, we analyzed section Band its implications if interpreted spatially or temporally. 

Next, we explored the many traditions that parallel and support section B's prohibition of 

certain topics of Ma'aseh Beresh,r Lastly, we saw how the amoraic sources preserved 
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elements of these prohibitions, but nonet~eless reje.cted the outright prohibition of any 

realm of Ma'aseh Bereshil_ 

Throughout the course o f this discussion, we distinguished clearly between 

regulations that restrict the indi,,.iduals who engage in Ma'aseh Bereshit and those which 

restrict the .subject matter oUvfa'aseh Beresh1t This distinction is suitable for an 

academic, systematic discussion of these regulations. It is also appropriate for a 

discussion of Mishnah Hag. 2 . 1 for it, too, makes such a distinction between sections A 

and B. However, in the amoraic texts, the Rabbis do not maintain this distinction. The 

amoraic redactors alternate discussions of both types of Ma'aseh Bereshit regulation as if 

they were one, and individual passages discuss both simultaneously We saw above how 

an Amora transformed R. Ishmael's position on section A into an interpretatirm of section 

B. Since the Amoraim do not distinguish between regulations that restrict individuals and 

those that restrict subject matter, we must recognize that it is an inherent weakness of this 

chapter's analysis in thac ir anificially imposes such a distinction in its evaluation of the 

amoraic materials, 

(n conclusion, let us briefly summarize the finding~ of this chapter_ In the tannaitic 

period, two leading Rabbis disputed the restriction of Ma'aseh Bereshit to certain 

individuals. though the majority favored R. Alciba in favor of regulation. Regard!n6 the 

four matters. there was no controversy; they were universally forbidden. The Tanaaim 

probably approved of certain innowous forms of public exposition of Ma'aseh Bereshit, 

including translations of the Genesis narrative. In the amoraic period, the sources contain 

certain articulations of support for these interdictions, but the simultaneous presence of 

numerous midrashim on forbidden cosmogony bespeaks a growing rejection of these 

haiachol The majority of the Amoraim condoned and even celebrated a general freedom 

of Ma'aseh Bereshit, though they continued to restrict Ma'aseh Merkavah. This freedom 

to engage in Ma'aseh Bereshit, as we shall see in the fo!Jowing chapters, bore a fruitful 

corpus of cosmogonic literarure. 
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Chapter Three 
Ma'aseh Bereshit as a Corpus of Cosmogonic Jnquiry 

The growing disregard of the prohibitions of Ma'aseh Bereshif in the amoraic 

period allowed for the publication of the once private lannaitic study of creation. In the 

amoraic texts we find for the first time the kind of cosmogonic study to which the term 

Ma 'aseh Bereshit in M1shnah }{ag 2 I refers In Chapters One and Two, we found 

several hints that Ma'a~eh Bereshil referred to a distinct corpus of study on the mysteries 

of creation The first suggestion was based indirectly on a talmudic list of scholarly fields 

that R . ,·ohanan b Zakkai had mastered 

They said of R . Yohanan b. Zakkai that he did not leave [unstudied) 
Scripture, Mishnah, gemara, halachah, aggaJah, details of the Torah, 
details of the Scribes. inferences a minori ad majus, analogies, caJendrical 
computations, gematria. the speech of the ministering angels, the speech of 
the spirits, the speech of palm trees, fullers' parables, and fox fables, great 
matters or small matters "Great matters" mean lvfa'aseh Merkavah, "small 
matters" the discussions of Abaye and Raba. 100 

We deduced from this list that Ma'aseh Merkuvah was ind~ed a discipline of study 

containing a corpus of work. as was the case with Scripture, Mishnah, gemara, halachah, 

aggadah and others We deduced further from the story of Pumbedita that Ma'aseh 

Bereshit was likewise a discipline of study with a body of work that could be taught by 

one person to another In Chapter Two, we discussed a tex1 with a more direct statement 

on the nature of Ma'aseh Beresh1t, though this text was disquietingly ambiguous_ 

I00 Soncino translation of BT Sukkah 28a, See aJso BT Ba,·a Batra IJ4a. 
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R_ Yose b, Judah says: R_ Joshua lectured [hirtzah] before Rabban 
Yohanan b. Zakkai. R. Akiba lectured before R, Joshua. Hananiah b. 
K.inai lectured before R_ Akiba 101 

Unfortunately, we do not know from this excerpt or its context whether the subject of 

these lectures was Ma'aseh Merkavah or Ma'aseh Bereshit. Nonetheless, while we do not 

know the specific subject, we must assume that there was in fact a content to these 

lectures. This midrash records the transmission of a corpus of knowledge through 

generations of Rabbis. Whether the subject of this corpus was Ma'aseh Merkavah or 

Ma'aseh Rereshit is immaterial to our discussion here, for, as twin disciplines, what is true 

for one is true for the other in this regard_ l 02 The account of the three lectures is 

therefore further, albeit not definitive, proof for the existence of a corpus of cosmogonic 

teachings in the tannaitic period, known as Ma'aseh Hereshit 

From the tannaitic period, we find only such indirect -references to Ma'aseh 

Bereshi1 No tannaitic text directly defines Ma'aseh Bereshit or reveals the content of 

such cosmogonic study, I 03 as such publication of Ma'aseh Bereshil would directly violate 

section A of the mis/mah. Whether or not its numbers were understood literally or 

rhetorically, section A restricted cosmogonic inquiry to a chosen few. Though this topic 

was "tudied, discus:.ed and transmitted privately, the prohibition of section A prevented its 

publication. However, in the amoraic period, the Rabbis openly disregarded the 

IOI My own translation ofTosefta Hag. 2:2. See also BT Hag_ 14b; ano IT Hag. 77b. 
I 02 See my discussion at the end of Chapter One on I.he equivalency, If not equality, of Ma'aseh 
Merkavah and Ma'aseh BereshiL 
103 I do not count the story of Ben Zoma because it 1s so veiled in ambigwty and fragmentation. Though 
it is doubtfully tannailic, we should consider Avot de Rabbi Nat.an. Chapter 4 contains the lines, "Rabbi 
Judah says: By three things the world is supported: by envy. lust and mercy. And also. by means of three 
things was the world created: voice, disposition. and appearance" (Saldarioi translation). ln context, I do 
not believe that this passage actually addresses cosmogony. but that ii uses cosmogonic terminology 
rhetoricaUy. Saldarini suggests that the subject of this statement is human beings, and not the creation of 
the world. See Saldarini, p. 53, n. 15. 

It is imponan1 to note that the tannaitic texts are equally silent regarding the nature and content 
of Ma'aseh Mer/cavah_ We will discuss this funher in Chapter Six. 

71 



prohibition of section A. ln the amoraic texts. we find the publication of a tangible corpus 

of cosmogonic inquiry. Here, for the first time, we find a tangible definition and 

description of Ma'aseh Bereshit 

l The Tannaitic Cosmogonic Inquiry Recorded in Amoraic Te-xts 

The amoraic tex'ts record the cosmogonic discussions of the Tannaim and earlier 

Sages I 04 that are purposefully omitted from the tannaitic texts. One of the earliest 

attributions regards a dispute between the School of Hillel and the School of Shammai 

over the relative order of the creation of heaven and earth 

"The heaven and the earth" (Gen. 1. I). Beit Shammai maintain: The 
heaven was first created; whjle Beil Hillel hold · The earth was first created 
In the view of Beit Shammai thjs is parallel to the case of a king who firs: 
made his throne and then hi,; footstool, for it is written, "The 1,t!aven is My 
Throne, and the earth is My footstool" (Isa. 66· 1 ). On the view of Beit 
Hillel this is to be compared to a king who builds a palace; afte r building 
the nether portion he builds the upper, for it is written~ ,; In the day that the 
Lord God made earth and heaven" (Gen. 2A) 105 

We cannot be certarn of the dating of this cosmogonical d ispute. First of all, midrashw 

attributions Me always dubious Secondly, :tttribution to entire schools instead of 

individual men increases the window of pussibility, as the schools of Hillel and Sharnmai 

exjsted longer than the lifetime of any individual Ifwe assume that the attributions are 

104 Ey earlier Sages I refer tot.he Rabbis 10 Ilic late Second Temple penod Wltile we do possess the 
extensive cosmogonic writings of Philo. his paruculaJ views arc not expressed in the later midrash. 
Though Philo engaged in cos111ogonic inquiry al a relevant period. his location in Alexandria placed him 
outside the circle of Lhc Palestinian sages. Accordingly. we cannot consider his inquiry to be Ma'aseh 
Bereshir. The mishnaic term Ma'a.reh Bereshtr cannot refer to Philo's cosmogony if the PaJestinian 
Rabbis were unaware of Philo. As this thesis is a discussion of Afa'm:mh Beresh,1. which is a specificallJ' 
rabbimc cosmogony. Philo will remain mostly outside the scope of this work 
1 OS Soncino translation of Genesis Rabbah (BR) I 15 See also BT Hag. 12a; IT Hag. 77c-d: and 
Tanhuma Buber. Bereshit I.I 9. 
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accurate, we know that the original debate occurred prior to the time of the tannaitic 

Sages who comment upon it in the continuation of the midrash. l 06 

We have reason to trust the attribution of Beit Hillel and Beit Shammai in this case 

as it is corroborated by a story from the Babylonian Talmud. 1n this story, Alexander the 

Great asks a series of questions directed to the Sages of the south. including: 

Were the heavens created first or the earth? [The elders of the south 
country] replied: The heavens were created first, as it says, "In the 
beginning God created the heaven and the earth" (Gen. l : l). [Alexander] 
said to them: Was light created first, or darkness? They replied: This 
question cannot be solved. Why djd they not reply that darkness was 
created first, since it is written, "Now the earth was unformed and void, 
and darkness" (1 :2), and after that, "And God said, Let there be light, and 
there was light" ( 1 :3 )? - They thought to themselves: Perhaps be wiU go 
o n to ask what is above and what is below, what before and what after_ 107 

The significant clue here is that the Sages of the south.. in accordan-:e with Bcit Shammai, 

hold that God created heavert first. We know from other texts that the Edomites, 

sout hemers, were disciples of the School of Shammai 108 Therefore, the story of 

Alexander in BT Tamid 32a corroborates the attributions of the previous midrash by 

affinning that the School of Shammai held that heaven was created prior to the earth's 

creation. 1 n these two arnoraic midrash1m, we find tht> record of pre-tannaitic Sages 

engaging in cosmogonic debate. I 09 

Several amoraic te>..1s record the similar cosrnogonic discussions of the Tannaim. 

Genesis Rabbah 1 :9 records R, Garnaliel's excursus against pre-exjstent matter: 

106 Including R. Judah b. R. llai, R. Simeon L. Yochai, and R. Eleazar b. Simeon. 
I 07 Soncino trnnslation of BT Tamid 32a. The response of the Sages to the question of the order of light 
and darkness deserves some discussion. Though they avoid answering the question and proclaim it to be 
unsolvable, the continuation of the text explains that this was only to prevent Alexander from delving into 
forbidden maners. The question of light and dark is not itself a forbidden matter, but a step toward 
forbidden matters. The unattributed explanation Oiat darkness preceded light may be an amoraic 
insert.ion. However. we do find an explicitly tannaitic discussion of this issue in BR 3; 1. 
108 Urbach. p. 188. n. 14. 
I09 For another example. see BR 11: l 4, 
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I 

A certain prulosopher asked R. Gamaliel, saying to him: "Your God was 
indeed a great artist, but surely He found good materials which assisted 
Him." "What are they?" said he to him. "Tohu, bohu, 110 darkness, water, 
mah (spirit or wind), and the deep," replied he. "Woe to that man," he 
exclaimed "The term 'creation' is used by Scripture in connection with all 
of them." Tohu and bohu: "I make peace and create evil" (Isa. 45:7); 
darkness: "I form the light, and create darkness'' (ibid.); water: "Praise 
Him, ye heavens of heavens, and ye waters that are above the heavens" (Ps. 
J 48:4) - wherefore? "For He commanded, and they were created" (ibid. 5); 
ruah: "For, lo, He that fonneth the mountains. and createth the wind" 
(Amos 4: 13), the depths "When there were no depths, I was brought 
forth" (Prov. 8.24). T 1 l 

Genesis Rabbah 1 14 records a cosmogonic interchange between R. Akiba and R. Ishmael . 

11£ 111 2 the heavens and er the earth" (Gen I I) R. Ishmael asked R 
Akiba Since you have studied twenty-two years under Nahum of Gimzo 
that ach (save that) and rak (except) are limitations. while et and ~am 
(also) are extensions, [tell me] , what of the et written here? Said he to him· 
If it stated, "In the beginning God created heaven and earth,'' we might 
have maintained that heaven and earth too are divine powers_ 113 

FinaJly, Genesis Rabbah 4·6 records the cosmogonic exposition of Ben Zoma While the 

midrash recognizes thar Ben Zoma's exposition hen· is controversial, neither he nor his 

exposition is censured as before 

"And God made the firmar,.ent" (Gen 1.7} This is o ne of the verses over 
which Ben Zoma raised a commotion· He made - bow remarkable! Surely 
it [came into ex.istencej at [God's] word, [as it is written,] "By the word of 

I IO 'f'uhu and ho.1111. though often lfanslated adjectivally as ''unfonncd an<! votd." here arc considered to be 
entities unto themselves Sec Chapter Four. 
I I I Soncino translation. See Chapter Four for a discussion of creation ex n,hilo 
ll 2 Et is the sigo of the accusative (SoncinoJ. 
113 Soncino l.ranslation. "Without the sign of the accusative they might be regarded as nominatives and 
additional subjects of 'created.' or (E J.) as 1n apposition to 'God"' (Soncino). See Chapter Four for a 
discussion of the creation of the world by God alone. Sec also Tanhuma Buber. Bereshit 1 :8. A variant of 
this 1111drnsh ca n be found in BT Hag. 12a. 
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the Lord were the heavens made, and all ; he host of them by the breath of 
His mouth" (Ps 33:6)114 

In these three excerpts from Genesis Rabbah, we find tannaitic discussions of creation 

recorded in an amoraic text, 115 Assuming that we can trust these attributions, we have 

here abundant evidence that the Tannaim engaged in cosmogonic 1nquiry. It is important 

to note that in the three texts above, the Tannaim do not comment upon materia prima. 

In fact, nothing that is stated in the name of the Tannaim violates section B of Mishnah 

Hag. 2: I .11 6 In Chapter Two we saw how the tannaitic texts affirmed the authority of the 

mishnah's prohibitions . Now we see that the Tannaim themselves recognized their 

authority The Tannaim engaged in Ma'aseh Bereshit, but not publicly, in accordance 

with section A of the mishnah. Likewise, in accordance with section B, they did not 

discuss what was above, what was below, what before and what after. 

The crucial question remains: ls this tannaitic cosmogonic inquiry what the 

Tannaim called Ma'aseh Bereshi(I The strange and confounding story of Ben Zoma is 

exceptional in that it contains an account of cosmogonic inquiry that is labeled Ma'aseh 

Bereshit. No other text makes this connection All other tannaitic and amoraic texts that 

speak of Ma'aseh Bereshit do so indirectly, without defining or demonstrating Ma'aseh 

Bereshil_ Meanwhile, all the other amoraic texts that preserve tannaitic and amoraic 

cosmogonic inquiry do not label it as Ma'aseh Bereshit. Can we now assert a connective 

link that the texts do not assert themselvesr Can we equate the cosmogonic inquiry of the 

amoraic tex1s with the Ma'aseh Bereshit of the tannaitic texts? 

T~e answer. with some degree of uncertainty, is yes. We have three reasons to 

draw this connection_ First of all, the story of Ben Zoma equates the two. True. this 

11 4 Soncino translation. We will recall this te>.1 below in a discussion of God's deliberation when 
creating the world. 
115 For a further example, see SaJdarini, pp.306-10. The author analyzes a common midrashic motif of 
ten things lhat were created at the end of the sixth day. Many of these texts cite umnaitic sources. 
116 Urbach, p. 193. 
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bizarre story is frustratingly cryptic. We do nof understand the strange dialogue that 

begins the encounter between the two Sages. We cannot claim to know with any certainty 

the nature of Ben Zoma's error and the reason for R. Judah's rebuke Nonetheless, some 

elements of the story are clear. Without doubt, Ben Zoma is engaging in cosmogonic 

inquiry as he comments upon the thickness of the heavens through the exegesis of Gen 

I 2. Equally without doubt, Ben Zoma labels this activity as "looking at Ma'aseh 

Bereshit." 117 This is an unavoidable and undeniable connection between tannaitic 

cosmogonic inquiry and the tenn Ma'aseh Bereshit 

The second reason to assert this equation comes from our analysis of the tannaitic 

and pre-tannaitac cosmogony in the amoraic texts It is striking that these accounts 

precisely folio~ the Mishnah Hag I 2 rulings on Ma'aseh Bereshit The Tannaim did not 

publicly record these expositions in accordance with section A and they did not discuss 

materia pnma in accordance with section B The fact that this tannaitic coc;mogonir 

inquiry conforms to mishnaic regulation on Ma'aseh Bereshrt is further evidence that it 

was indeed Ma'ast!h BeresJw. 

The final reason to assert this link derives from an amusing dic1logue from Genesis 

Rabbah 34 

"And God said· Let there be light, etc " (Gen, 1.3) P Simeon b. R. 
Yehotzadak asked R. Samuel b Nahman "As I have heard that you are a 
master of aggadah. tell me whence the light was created?" He replied: 
"The Holy One. blessed be He, \, rapped Himself therein as in a robe and 
irradiated with the luster of His majesty the whole world from one end to 
the other " Now he had answered him in a whispcr1 whereupon he 
observed, "There is a verse which states it explicitly 'Who coverest Thyself 
with light as with a garment' (Ps 104.2), yet you say it in a whisper!'' "Just 
as I heard it in a whisper, so have I told it to you in a whisper, he rejoined." 
R. Berek.iah remarked: "Had not R Isaac taught it, could W -.! have said it!" 
Before this, what did they say [ on the matter p R Berekiah said in R. 
Isaac's name. "The light was created from the place of the Temple, as it is 
said, 'And, behold, the glory of the God of Israel came from the east; and 

11 7 In Tosefta. fT and BR The BT ,ers1on does not me11tio11 \ la'a.,l!h Bere!>hll 
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His voice was like the sound of many waters; and the earth did shine with 
His glory' (Ezek. 43:2). Now, 'His glory' it nought else but the Temple, as 
you read: 'Thou throne of glory, on high from the beginning, Thou place of 
our sanctuary' (Jer. 17: 12)." 118 

The notable aspect of th.is midrash. for the sake of our discussion, is R. Samuel's use of 

the whisper and R. Simeon's objection to it. The whisper is a residual trait passed down 

from a previous period when such cosmogonic exegesis was esoteric. R. Samuel has 

heard this exposition of light told in a whisper, and so he maintains the tradition. R. 

Simeon's subsequent ire is due to the incongruity of this practice with the contemporary 

freedom of cosmogonic exegesis. He finds it absurd to maintain this secretive practice in a 

time when Ma'aseh Bereshit is no longer restricted to two individuals. This midrash 

demonstrates to us the connective link between tannaitic and amoraic cosmogonic inquiry 

We see from this account that a single teaching was esoteric to the Tannaim but exoteric 

to the Amoraim. We deduce from this that the esoteric Ma'aseh Bereshit to which the 

Mishnah refers may include the same teachings explicitly and publicly described in the 

amoraic texts R. Samuel's whisper demonstrates that such cosmogonic teaching existed 

previously, but that the Tannaim considered it esoteric and did not publicize it themselves. 

The Amoraim received these cosmogonic teachings, considered them to be exoteric, and 

then published them openly in works such as Genesis Rabbah. R. Samuel's whisper further 

proves the connection between tannaitic Ma'aseh Bereshit and the cosmogonic teachings 

of the amoraic texts, 

So, in response !o the question of whecher or not we can equate the cosmogonic 

inquiry of the amoraic texts with the Ma'aseh Bereshit of the tannaitic texts, we boldly 

answer Yes. Nonetheless, we must recognize t he degree of doubt in this answer. 

Although the Ben Zoma story explicitly links such cosmogonic inquiry with Ma'aseh 

Bereshit. it is perplexing that no other midrash does so. Why did the Amoraim refrain 

118 Soncino Lranslation. See also Tanhuma Buber, Bereshit 1.10: Exodus Rabbah 1: I: and Leviticus 
Rabbah 3 1:7. 
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from calling the tannaitic or their own amcfraic cosmogonic teachings by the name 

Ma'aseh Bereshf(] l suspect that the reason for this is that they did not want to be in 

blatant vio lation of the Mishnah. Although they no longer regarded Mishnah Hag . 2 '. l as 

authoritative, they still respected the Mishnah. Perhaps they recognized the need to 

violate the antiquated mishnah, but they chose to do so in a way that would not dishonor 

it. By not referring to their published teachings as Ma'a5eh Bereshit, they did not 

explicitly violate the letter of the law. Still, this explanation is pure speculation and is, 

perhaps, apolog~ic The sources' dearth of stated connections between the tenn Ma'aseh 

Bereshfl and the amoraic cosmogonic texts, however explainable and understandable, still 

leaves us with a measure of uncertainty. This uncertainty is augmented by the fact that 

our above analysis relies upon rabbinic attributions and narratives that may be entirely 

invented Nonetheless. we should not let this unavoidable uncertainty nullify our analysis. 

It is still probable that the tannaitic excursions into cosmogony as preserved in the amoraic 

texts are indeed the very Ma'aseh JJereshll of the Mishnah We can still draw this 

conclusion We simply canno t make such a judgment beyond a reasonable doubt 

II fhe New Freedom of Amora1c Cosmogonic Inquiry 

As a result of the amoraic rejection of section A of Mishnah Hag. 2: 1, we find for 

the. first time the public documentation ot pre-tannaitic, tannaitic and amoraic cosmogonic 

teachings In addition, the simult;rneous rejection of section B of the mishnah engendered 

an entirely new speculation into matters that were previously fo rbidden. Actually, these 

matters were consistently forbidden by section B of the mishnah, but the Amoraim simply 

chose to defy it In their discourses on creation, the Amoraim freely commented on what 

is above, what is below, what bame before and whal will be after. They transformed what 

was the most esoteric aspect of Ma'asl.!h Beres/111 into an exoteric discipline of public 

exegesis. 
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The most striking example of this transformafion can be seen in reference to the 

story of Ben Zorna. We recall that Ben Zoma's transgression was likely his use of Gen. 

I :2, and his discovery that "there is not between the upper waters and lower waters even a 

handbreadth." As a result. Ben Zorna is castigated by his peer and dies soon thereafter. In 

contrast to Ben Zoma's experience, the Amoraim unabashedly engage in the very practices 

of Ben Zoma without any sign of censure For example, the Amoraim repeatedly expound 

upon verse l :2 of Genesis. [ndeed. their expositions focus mainly on the most sensitive 

pan of the verse, the beginning half about tohu, bohu and darkness, In these expositions 

oa pre-existent matter, the subject of inquiry is distinctly and explicitly "what came 

before." l I 9 

In addition to expounding upon "what came before,'' the Amoraim openly 

speculate upon the distance between the upper waters and the lower waters. In fact, they 

even reach conclusions similar to Ben Zoma's, but no one plays the role of R. Judah to 

castigate them. For a first example, we see Genesis Rabbah 4 :3: 

R. Pinhas said in R. Oshaya's name. As there is a "oid between the earth 
and the firmament. so is there a void between the firmament and the upper 
waters, as it is written. "Let there be a finnament in the midst of the 
waters'' ( Gen. I :6), meaning, midway between them R. Tanhuma said: I 
will state the proof. If it said, ''And God made the finnament, and He 
divided between the waters ... which are upon t,be firmament," l would 
~ay that the water lies directly upon the firmameli"c itself. Since, however, 
it is stated, "And between the waters which are above the finnament," it 
follows that the upper waters are suspended by the word [ of God]. R. Aha 
said: It is like [the flame of] a lamp. and their fruits are the rain. I 20 

A second example comes from Genesis Rabbah 4:5: 

119 We will see examples of such expositions of Gen. I ;2 in Chapter Four's discussion of creation ex 
nihllo. 
120 Soncino t.ransJat.ion 
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The thickness of the firmament equals that 6f the earth: Compare, "It is He 
that sitteth above the circle (hug) of the earth" (Isa. 40:22) with, "And He 
walketh in the circuit (hug) of the heaven" (Job 22: 14)_ The use of hug in 
both verses teaches that they are alike. R. Aha said in R. Hanlna's name: 
(lt is but as] thick as a metal plate. R. Joshua b R. Nehemiah said: It is 
about two fingers in thickness. 121 

These two passages concern the same subject as Ben Zoma's inquiry, but they come to 

different conclusions We deduce from Genesis Rabbah 4 3 that the distance between the 

upper and lower waters is twice the distance between earth and the heavenly firmament 

This is a great distance. The unattributed opinion of 4·.S concurs, stating that the 

firmament dividing the upper and lower waters is as thick as the earth, which 1s 

presumably very thick However. we find in the final passage minority opinions 

supporting the opposite view in accordance with Ben Zoma's discovery R Aha says that 

1t is as thick as a metal plate, which is, in the terminology of Ben Zoma, less than a 

handbreadth Even more astounding, we find R Joshua b R ·ehemiah using terminology 

strikingly similar 10 Ben Zoma's when he asserts that "It is about cwo fingers in thicbess." 

What is the difference between R Joshua b R ehemiah's assertion and that of 

Ben Zoma" What is the difference between the Amoraim's exposition of Gen. 1.2 and the 

interpretation of Ben Zoma" The only difference is the respo11se Ben Zoma is castigated 

and shamed for his exposition of Ma'aseh Bere,\·/ut T .ie Amoratm, on the other hand. are 

honored and immortalized in midrash,c collections such as Genesis Rabbah 

otwith::.tanding this freedom for Amoraim to engage in "what came before," there 

was still some sense of limits to cosmogonic speculation We find such a case in Genesis 

Rabbah 6-8 

ll l Ibid. 

R Simeon b. Yohat said: We do not know whether [the orbs of the sun and 
moon] fly through the air [freely without a spherical track}, glide in the 
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heaven, or travel in their usual mannerJ: with great effort]. It is an 
exceedingly difficult matter, and no person can fathom it.122 

This statement of R. Simeon resonates with the wisdom of Ben Sira., "About what is too 

great for thee inquire not; what is too hard for thee investigate not; about what is too 

wonderful for thee know not." R Simeon seems to feel that the mysteries of the travel of 

the sun and moon are simply too wonderful to know. There is a distinction, however, 

between the articulation of his sentiments and those of Ben Sira. Ben Sira's wisdom is 

voiced as a command, and as a result we may not know such mysteries. R. Simeon's 

statement is more factual , resigning to the fact that we cannot know such mysteries. 

According to R. Simeon, there is no restriction of our freedom to inquire, but only a 

limitation of our ability to know. 

Despite this distinction, the amoraic texts continue to preserve and restate the 

words of Ben Sira. In fact, much of the tannaitic regulation of Ma'aseh Bereshit, 

including and especially Mishnah Hag. 2. I , is likewise preserved and restated in the 

amoraic literature. What is more, we find in the amoraic literature new expressions of 

restriction upon Ma'aseh Bereshit, such as the letter bet tradition ano the Deut. 4:32 

tradition The existence of these midrashim, in the midst of a corpus of free cosmogonic 

inquiry, produces an amoraic literary tradition that is truly schizophrenic. We can find 

~uch paradoxical statements even within individual midrashic segments, such as Genesis 

Rabbah 8:2: 

R. Hama b. R. Hanina commenced: ''Knowest thou this of old time, since 
man was placed upon earth" (Job 20:4). Said R. Hama b. R. Hanina: This 
may be compared to a country which received its supplies from ass-drivers, 
who used to ask each other, ''What was the market price today?" Thus 
those who supplied on the sixth day would ask of those who supplied on 
the fifth day, the fifth of the fourth, the fourth of the third, the third of the 
second, the second of the first ; but of whom was the first day supplier to 
ask? Surely of the citizens who were engaged in the public affairs of the 

122 Ibid .. wilh bracketed insertions according to notes from Theodor. 
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country! Thus the works of eactlilday asked one another, "Which creatures 
did the Holy One, blessed be He, create among you today?" The sixth 
asked of the fifth, the fifth of the fourth, the fourth of the third, the third of 
the second, and the second of the first. Of what was the first to ask? 
Surely of the Torah, which preceded the creation of the world by two 
thousand years, as it is written, "Then I fthe Torah] was by Him, as a 
nursling, and I was His delight day after day" (Prov. 8:30); now the day of 
the Lord is a thousand years, as it is said, "For a thousand years in Thy 
sight are but as yesterday when it is past" (Ps. 90 4). That is the meaning 
of "Knowest thou this of old time?" The Torah knows what was before the 
creation of the world, but you have no business to inquire about aught save 
"Since man was placed upon earth." R. Leazar said in Bar Sira's name: 
About what is too great for thee inquire not; what is too hard for thee 
investigate not, about what is too wonderful for thee know not; of what is 
hidden from thee ask not; study what was permitted thee· thou hast no 
business with hidden things 123 

The inherent contradictions within this one pericope are ludicrous On one hand, it 

instructs us not to inquire about what came before the creation of man on the sixth day 

On the other hand, it begins with 4 lengthy illustration on the means of transmitting and 

obtaining information before the existence of man To further exacerbate the paradox, it 

coolly makes the extraordinary assertion that the iorah preceded the creation of the world 

bv two thousand years. 124 Finally, in its conclusion, it restatrs Ben Sira's warning against 

engaging in such exposition of mysteries 

How can we explain such paradoxei both in th1.:, particular midrash, and in the 

greater corpus of amoraic literature? Why does the amoraic literature simultaneously 

maintain and reject the prohibitions and restrictions of Ma'aseh Bereshit? The reason is 

that the amoraic literature records the gradual transition from the strict tannaitic 

perception of Ma'useh Bere:,;hir to the loose amoraic view. The transformation of 

Ma'aseh Bere.~hit from an esoteric to exoteric discipline did not occur in an instant. As 

we saw with the story of Pumbedita. in the early amoraic period ce11ain elders considered 

123 Ibid. 
124 This will be discussed funhcr in Chapter Four 
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Ma'aseh Bereshit to be esoteric on a par with Ma'aseh MerkavaJ1. R. Joseph's view that 

Ma'aseh Bereshit was exoteric would eventually became dominant in the course of the 

amoraic period. The schizophrenic arnoraic literature records this transition, as well as the 

dispute between parties on both sides of the issue. Just as the Talmuds record the 

minority opinions that did not become halachah. so. too. did the Rabbis record minority 

or antiquated positions in the midrash aggadah. By the time the great amoraic works 

were redacted, such as the Jerusalem Talmud, Genesis Rabbah and the Babylonian Talmud 

in the mid-fourth through sixth centuries, the opinion of the Rabbis was overwhelmingly in 

favor of free cosmogonic inquiry. As a result, these works contain numerous midrashim 

on creation that publicly expound upon what came before, Nonetheless, the redactors 

respected previous opinions and minority opinions. and they recorded them as well. 

lll Conclusion 

In this chapter, we have demonstrated in several stages that Ma'aseh Bereshit was 

a corpus of cosmogonic inquiry. The mulrash of Ben Zakkai's accomplishments and the 

midrash of the three lectures suggested that Ma'aseh Bereshit was a scholarly discipline 

with a content of teaching, equivalent to halachah or aggadah. However, with the 

exception of the story of Ben Zoma, no tannaitic or amoraic text gjves a definition or 

example of Ma'aseh Bereshit. The preponderance of texts refer to it only indirectly. 

With the amoraic rejection of section A of Mishnah Hag. 2: 1, we find published for 

the first time the cosmogonic teachings of the pre-tannaitic and tannaitic Sages. The 

amoraic texts record the cosmogonic discussions of the School of HiUel and the School of 

Shammai, R . Gamaliel, R. Akiba and R. Ishmael, and Ben Zoma, among others. This 

raises the crucial question of this chapter. namely: Is this tannaitic cosmogonic inquiry 

what the Tannaim called Ma'aseh Bereshif? Our answer, with some degree of uncertainty, 

is Yes, for three reasons. One, the story of Ben Zoma, though confounding in some 
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regards, clearly establishes a link between Ma'a~eh Bereshit and the kind of cosmogonic 

inquiry and Genesis exegesis that we find in the amoraic texts. Two, the tannaitic 

cosmogonic inquiries, as recorded in the amoraic texts, conspicuously accord with the 

prohibitions of Ma'aseh Bereshit in Mishnah Hag. 2 : I , Three, the whispering of R. 

Samuel draws the final connective link between tannaitic and amoraic cosmogonic 

teaching, demonstrating that the exoteric cosmogonic inquiry found in the amoraic texts 

was previously considered esoteric, presumably due to the mishnah's ruling on Ma'aseh 

Bereshir. These three reasons allow us to state confidently that the cosmogonic inquiry 

found in the amoraic text is indeed the Ma'aseh Bereshit to which the tannaitic texts refer, 

though. of course, we cannot be absolutely sure. 

The additional amoraic rejection of sectjon B of the mishnah gave rise to a new 

tradition of cosmogonic inquiry that unabashedly expounded on "what came before." To 

illustrate this new freedom. we viewed several texts in which Rabbis engage in the same 

form of cosmogonic activity as Ben Zoma; only this time they are not condemned to 

shame or death. The preponderance of public cosmogonic inquiry into all matters of 

creation demonstrates the Amoraim's complete rejection of section A 11nd B of the 

nus/mah Nonetheless, the amoraic redactors recorded many previous and minority 

opinions. producing mtdrashu.: collections that are laden with contradictions. 

In summary, we find in the amoraic texts a continuous and developing pre­

tannaitic, tannaitic, and amoraic cosmogonic tradition and corpus of teachings. This 

corpus of cosmogonic exposition is the Ma'aseh Bereslut of the Mishnah 
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Chapter Four 

Some Major Themes of Ma'aseh Bereshit 

Now that we have demonstrated the existence of a real, tangible body of work 

which is Ma'aseh Bereshit, let us examine what it contains. In this chapter, we will 

present a sampling of the major themes of Ma'aseh Bereshit. The scope of this chapter 

wiU not allow a comprehensive collection of cosmogonic midrashim and an analysis 

thereof. Instead, we will view and analyze some of the most important themes of Ma'aseh 

Bereshit in order to get a sense of the essence of rabbinic cosmogony This basic 

understanding of essential themes will allow us. in Chapter Five, to discuss the significance 

of Ma'aseh Bereshit. 

The pertinent themes included in this chapter are: 

I. The Creation of the World by God Alone 

II. God's De.liberate but Effortless Creation 

m. The Goodness ofthe World 

IV. The Goodness of God 

V. Creation Ex Nihiln 

Vl The Order of Creation 

VII. Ma'aseh Bereshil as Prophecy 

Though we will discuss each of these subjects separately, one should note that the firsi 

four subjects are closely related in a sequence of argument. If God created the world 

alone. and if God created the world deliberately according to God's will, and if the world 

is good, then God is therefore good. Actually, this sequence is circular, as any three of its 
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points can demonstrate the fourth . For instance, if God is good, and if God created the 

world alone and deliberately. then the world is therefore good. 

The interrelation of these four points, and their relation in tum with the section on 

creation ex nihilo, can be seen clearly in reference to the problem of rohu, bohu and 

darkness.12s The problem with these three entities is twofold (AJ their creation is not 

stated in the Genesis account, and (B) they have a negative connotation. Since their 

creation is not accounted for in the biblical narrative, certain heretics apparently 

mafotained that these three entities were pre-existent matter or partners in creation. If 

they were pre-existent matter, then God 1s a fashioner and not a creator Worse yet, if 

they are primal materiaJs and they are evil, then the world 1s consequently evil If they 

were partners in creation. then God is not sole creator and owner of the world Worse yet. 

if these are partners in creation and they are evil, ,hen the world is consequently evil. 

Obviously. tn/111 , holm. and darkness presented a serious challenge to the Rabb is The 

severity and complexity of this challenge is reflected in the fact that it will be addressed in 

the first fi ve subjects presented in this chapter The final two subJects. we shall see, are 

more independent 

I The Creation of the World by God Alone 

The most significant challenge to thf' rabbinic monotheistic cosmogony comes not 

from an ex1emaJ source but from the Rabbis' ·.ticry own Hebrew Bible. The Genesis 

narrative contains two significant peculiarities preserved from a time when the biblical 

authors were not as monotheistic as the Rabbis. The first problem arises from the plurality 

of the God-name Dolum The term t!lolum is most literally translated as "gods," and in 

many cases the Bible intends :hat meaning. Hcwever, the Bible also uses the term as a 

125 Though Lhe \\Ords tohu and bohu arc customanly translated ,11lh Lhe adjectives Mun1onned and void." 
01c Rabbis Lrcat lhem as d1s1Jnct. tangible ent1llcs. apparentl:r m response 10 lhc heretics 
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proper name for God. The Genesis creation" narrative alternates between using this proper 

name and the Tetragrammaton. 126 The other difficulty arises from the troubling plurality 

of Gen. l.26, in which God says "na'aseh adam (Let us make man)." The Rabbis felt 

compelled to respond to the obvious questions: To whom did God speak? Who assisted 

God in the creation of man? Thus the plurality of Elohim and the statement na'aseh adam 

in the biblical creation narrative presented internal challenges to rabbinic monotheistic 

cosmogony. Augmenting this difficulty were the external challenges of the pagans, 

Gnostics, and Christians. In response to these challenges, the Rabbis vehemently argued 

from scriptural exegesis that God created the world alone. 

a . The denial of the textual plurality. 

The Rabbis' most immediate defense was to deny the plurality of the text by 

demonstrating the singularity of corresponding verbs or adjacent phrases Ttus tactic is 

clearly articulated in Genesis Rabbah 8:9 · 

The heretics asked R. Simlai: How many deities created the world? He 
replied . 1 and you must inquire of the first day, as it is written, "For ask 
now of the first days'' {Deut. 4:32). Not, "since the day gods created 
(baro) man" is written here, but "God created (bara)" (ibid ). Then they 
asked him a second time: Why is it written, "In the beginning Elohim 
[plural] created?" (Gen. 1 J) He answes-ed, "In the beginning gods created 
(baro Elohim)" is not written here, but ''God created (bara Elohim) the 
heaven and the earth." 

R, Simlai said: Wherever you find a point [apparently] supporting the 
heretics, you find the refutation at its side. They asked him again: What is 
meant by, "And God said: Let us make man" (Gen. 1:26)? He replied: 
Read what folJows, "And gods created (vayibre'u) man" is not written 
here, but "And God created (vayibra)" {I :27). When [the heretics] went 
out, his disciples said to him: Them you have dismissed whh a mere 
makeshift, but how will you answer us? Said he to them: ln the past 

I 26 The Telragrammalon is the ineffable proper name of the particular God of lsrdel, spelled with the 
leners yod-heh-vav-heh. and commonly called Adonai. Though the etymology of this name for God is 
disputable. it seems lo be in the singular and thus does nol in itself. present a challenge lo monotheism. 
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Adam was created from dust and Eve wa, created from Adam; but 
henceforth it shall be "In our image, after our likeness" ( 1 :26); neither man 
without woman nor woman without man, and neither of them without the 
Divine Spirit 127 

In this passage, as in many others, the Rabbis deny the plurality of Elohim by 

demonstrating that the word takes the singular verb hara (He created). Similarly, they 

refute the suggested plurality of creators in na'aseh adam by citing the following verse 

which states in the singular "And God created_"128 The Rabbis confront thes~ two 

problematic passages, and they find strong textual proofs to counter the challenges of 

scriptural plurality. 129 

Despite their clever and confident refutation of the implied plurality of creators in 

Scriptures, the Rabbis are still t roubled by the Scriptures' suggestion of polytheism. They 

indirectly express their dismay in the beginning of Genesis Rabbah 8:8 

R. Samuel b. Nahman said in R Jonathan's name· When Moses was 
engaged in writing the Torah, he had to write the work of each day. When 
he came to the verse, "And God said · Let us make mart, etc.," he said: 
"Sovereign of the Universe! Why dost Thou furnish an excuse for the 
heretics?" God replied: ''Write, whoever wishes to err may err."130 

Here, the Rabbis express their bewilderment and fr1,.1.5tration thr')ugh the mouthpiece of 

Moses. They, like Moses, cannot comprehend why God would give such a foothold for 

the .heretics Though God's respon e in th~ midrash is soothing, we sense that Moses' 

question speaks to the deeper s~ntiment of the Rabbis 

127soocino translation. See also Dcut Rabbah 2: 1J and BR I :7 
128 What is unique to this 1111drash is its subsequent explanation of ne1 a,\eh adam to account for the 
plural. Accordrng to R. Simlat. God 1s speaking to all the future generations of nnnkind. enlisting our 
rinnership in the continuous creaLion of human beings through sexual reproduction. 

29 In BR 5:8, an interesting though perhaps unrelated 111,drash, the Rabbis comment on the use of the 
plural "seas'' in Gen. 1: I 0. The) find it peculiar that the Torah would say ~seas• when there is really only 
one sea. assuming that all the bodies of w·ate.r in the world are connected. There ma) be a general 
implication here that some singular things are written in the Torah as plural. and this would support the 
Sif~arity of £/ohm, Still. since this 111,drash makes no direct reference to 1:.,'lvmm. this may be unlikely. 
1-> Soncino translation. The rest of the mu/rash will be quoted below. 
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In fact, it seems as if the Rabbis wo~ld have preferred that the Bible not contain 

such references to God in the plural.131 When the Sages translated these passages into 

other languages for the general populace to understand. they deliberately removed the 

troubling plural language from Gen. 1: 1 and 1 :26. The Septuagint translation into Greek 

renders these verses, "God created in the beginning .. "131 and "I shall make man in 

image and likeness." Onkelos, in his translation of Gen. I : I into Aramaic, conspicuously 

replaces the troublesome name Elohim with the unquestionably singular 

Tetragrammaton.133 In the midrash, the Rabbis herald such textual emendations as the 

will of God. 

It is related of King Ptolemy that he brought together seventy-two elders 
and placed them in seventy-two [separate] rooms, without telling them why 
he had brought them together, and he went in to each one of them and said 
to him, "Translate for me the Torah of Moses your master." God then 
prompted each one of them and they all conceived the same idea and wrote 
for him. "God created in tht> beginning," "I shall make man in i1nage and 
likeness," . .. [ and other emendations are listed after these] .134 

The miraculous nature of the above story demonstrates God's sanctions of these 

emendations. ln fact , the emendations of verses I : I and l :26 are particularly mentioned 

for special notice. Though the authors of this midrash did not personally make these 

131 Feldstein. p 42. 
132 Though the plurality of the name Elohim is maintained here, the reversal of the order of the initial 
phrase prevents one from interpreting falsely that God co-created the heaven and the earth with an entity 
called bereshil. 
133 Aberbach-Grossfeld. pp. 24-5. However. Onkelos does maintain the plurality of Gen. 1:26. In their 
notes. Aberbach and Grossfeld suggest two explanations for Lhis. One is that by the time of the Onkelos 
translation there was no longer any doubt in the n,onotheistic faitb. The second explanation is that 
angelology had become so popular by that time that it seemed only fitting that God would consult with the 
heavenly retinue. The first suggestion that monotheism was oo longer doubted is controverted by the 
numerous arnoraic midraslwn. some mentioned in this chapter. that feverishly argue for a monotheistic 
interpretation of the te.xts. lf no one doubted. there would be no need for such assertions. The second 
suggestion, regarding angelology, is more persuasive and better supported by the m/drashim, as we shall 
see below. 
134 Soncino translation ofBT Megillali 9a. See abridged versions in IT Meg. '71d; and Mechilta, Pisha 
14. 
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textual emendations in the Septuagint and th{ Targum, they nonetheless show strong 

support for this practice. They are capable of explaining away the troubling suggestions 

of a plurality of creators, but they seem to prefer hiding them from those who do not 

understand the original Hebrew. 

b The acceptance of plurality .in Gen. l :26 

Though many midrashim deny the plurality of Elohim and na'aseh adam. there is a 

m,drashic tradition that does accept the plurality of na'aseh adam in verse 1 :26. Some 

Rabbis maintained that, while God alone created the world, He did seek the counsel of the 

ministering angels in His retinue. The continuation of Genesis Rabbah 8:8, quoted above. 

explains· 

Said the Lord · Moses, this man [Adam] that I have created - do I not 
cause men both great and small to spring from him? Now if a great man 
comes to obtain pennission [fur a proposed action) from one that is less 
than he. he may say, "Why should I ask pennission from my inferior!" 
They will answer him, "Learn from thy Creator, who created all that is 
above and below, yet when He came to create man He took counsel with 
the ministering angels." 135 

According to the m,drash above. nm only did God consult with angels, but it was good 

,hat He did, for this consultation provides a positive lesson for mankind. Other texts 

affinned that God took counsel. but offer different sources of that counsel. In various 

rmdrashim, we find God taking counsel with the Torah.'36 the souls of the unformed 

righteous, 137 the heaven and earth, 138 the works of each day, 139 and His ovro heart. I40 The 

l3S Soncino Lranslati0n See also BR 17 4. and Lev. Rabbah 2\1:1. In BR 12:1. God and His court take a 
vote before deciding upon creating each of man's limbs and pans. 
136 Pirkc d'Rabbi' Eheicr 11 
Jl7 BR 8 7: and Rut.h Rabbah 2:J 
13& BR 8·3. 
139 Ibid. 
140 Ibid. This interpretation allows for God Lo be alone. bu1 still explain.stile pluralil)' of "Lei us make 
man." God was ~-peaking 10 His own hean. not lo any oUier being. 
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perplexity of "Let us make man" is thereby ~solved in that God sought the counsel of 

others in preparation of the final act of creation. In each of these midrashim, careful 

attention is paid to make sure that counselors only counseled, and that God alone 

performed the actual deeds of creation. 

The idea that God took counsel raises several new problems. Perhaps God is not 

omnipotent if He needed the assistance of others to create man. Worse, perhaps God is 

not the sole creator of the world. Still worse, perhaps God's counselors did not share 

God's perfection and goodness, and the created world is therefore flawed or evil Because 

of these concerns, many Rabbis. who were willing to accept that God sought counsel in 

the creation of man. insisted that God did not seek counsel in the creation of the world. 

For the most crucial cosmogonic act of the initial creation of the world, most midrashim 

adamantly insist that God was alone and acted alone. This can be seen in the discussions 

of when the ministering angels were created in midrashim such as Genesiis Rabbah I :3: 

When were the angels created'l R. Yohanan said: They were created on 
the second day, as it is written. "Who la yest the beams of Thine upper 
chambers in the waters" (Ps. l 04:3), followed by, "Who makest the spirits 
Thine angels" (ibid. 4) 141 R. Hanina said. They were created on the fifth 
day, for it is written, ''And let fowl fly above the earth" (Gen. 1 :20), and it 
is written, "And with twain he did fly" (Isa. 6:2).142 ll Luliani b. Tabri said 
in R. Isaac's name: Whether we accept the view of R. Hanina or that ofR. 
Yohanan. all agree that none were creat. don the first day, lest you should 
say, Michael stretched (the world] in the south and Gabriel in the nonh, 
while the Holy One, blessed be He, measured it in the middle; but "I am the 
Lord, that maketh all things; that stretched forth the heavens alone; that 
spread abroad the eai1h by Myself (me'itti)" (Isa. 44:24): mi itti (who was 
with Me?) is written 143 : who was associated with Me in the creation of the 
world? Ordinarily, a mortal king is honored in his realm and the great men 
of the realm are honored with him. Wherefore? Because they bear the 

141 Thi.s verse is often associated with the creation of the heavens on the scoond day. Here.. R. Yobanan 
associates the angels with this creation of the heavens of the second day. 
142 R H.anina draws a gezerah shavah between the use of the word fly (ya/a./) in both verses, thus 
associating the angel from lsaiaJ1 with the fonnation of flying things on the sixth day. 
143 Here the Rabbis divide the single word me'ifti (Myselt) into two words mi itli (who was with Me?) to 
further dramatize their point. 
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burden [ of state] with him. The Holy Ooe. blessed be He, however, is not 
so, but He alone created His world, He alone is glorified in His universe. 
R. Tanhuma quoted: "For Thou art great and doest wondrous things" (Ps. 
86: 10). Wherefore? Because "Thou God art alone0 (ibid.) : Thou alone 
did create the world Hence, "ln the beginning God created (bara). "144 

Though this midrash allows for the presence of ministering angels at the time of the 

creation of man. it explicitly states that no angels existed at the time of the creation of the 

world to assist God in that task The statements of R. Luliani and R Tanhuma are 

representative of the vast majority of midra5him Throughout rabbinic literature, there are 

but few isolated midrashim, or manuscripts thereof. that recognize the existence of angels 

at the beginning of creation or prior 145 Nonetheless, as seen above, there is a significant 

tradition of midr.:rsh1m that does allow for the presence of angels giving counsel to God 

regarding the formation of man on the sixth da) . 

Asserting that angels counseled God resolves the plurality of "Let us make man," 

but, as mentioned above, it raises a whole new set of concerns about God's omnipotence 

and the goodness of God's creation To counter these troublesome implications, many 

midrashim fervently minimize the role of these angels They assert GoJ's omnipotence in 

the creation of man and negate the influence 0f the angels upon that act of God. The most 

dramatic of these midrashim can be found in BT Sanherlrin 38b 

Rav Judah said in Rav's name· When the Holy One, blessed be He, wished 
to create man, He [ first] created a ;ompany of ministering angels and said 
to them: Is it your desire that we make a man in our image? They 
answered Sovereign of the Universe, what will be his deeds? - Such and 
such will be his deeds, He replied_ Thereupon they exclaimed: Sovereign 
of the Universe, "What is man that thou art mindful of him, and the son of 
man that thou thinkest of him?" (Ps 8:)) Thereupon He stretched out His 
little finger among them and consumed them with fire The same thing 
happened with a second company. The third company said to Him.­
Sovereign of the Universe, what did it avail the former [angels] that they 

144 Soncino translation. Sec also BR 1 :8: Tanhuma Buber Bercslut I. l and I 12, 
145 For a listing and discussion of lhesc few sources. sec Urbach. p. 204. especially n. 92. To his list I 
add Eliyahu Rabbah I. which states that the cherubim preceded creallon. 
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spoke to Thee [ as they didl? The whole world is Thine, and whatsoever 
that Thou wishest to do therein, do it.146 

in this midrash, God's omnipotence is illustrated through His wrath and power over the 

angels. The role of the angels, as the third party comes to realize, is merely to affirm 

God's wiU. A similar conclusion is drawn in Genesis Rabbah 8:6 . Here, the angels are 

slow to comprehend the mysteries of God's plan, but in the end they likewise affirm God's 

will to do as He pleases. In other midrashim, God's request for advice is merely a 

ceremonial ruse. In Genesis Rabbah 8:4, God withholds vital information from the angels 

regarding the nature of man: 

[God] revealed to them that the righteous would arise from him, but He did 
not reveal to them that the wicked would spring from him, for had He 
revealed to them that the wicked would spring from him; the quality of 
Justice would not have permitted him to be created 147 

Since God does not reveal to the angels the significant fact that wicked people would 

come from Adam, their advice is rendered meaningless. God made sure that His plan for 

creating man would be carried out. In another midrash from Genesis Rabbah 8:5, God 

thoroughly ignores the advice of the angels and acts contrary to it: 

R. Huna the Elder of Sepphoris said: While the ministering angels were 
arguing with each other and disputing with each other, the Holy One, 
blessed be He, created [Adam]. Said He to them: What can ye avail? Man 
has already been made (ne'esah)f148 

As we see here, according to R. Huna, God acts despite the advice of the angels. In of all 

the above muirashim, whether God smites the angels, withholds information from the 

146 Soncino lral\Slalion. See also the beginning of BR 8:5. 
147 Ibid. 
148 Ibid. R.. Huna revocalizes na'aseh adam to read ne'esah adam , "man has been made." Similarly, in 
BR 8:8. R.. Hila compares God's counsel to that of a king who listens to the advice of counselors but then 
aclS differently, according to his own will. and there is .nothing anyone can do about it. 
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angels, or completely ignores the angels, 'the result is the same. The advice of the angels is 

rendered irrelevant as God's supremacy is affirmed. The creation of man, despite the ruse 

of advice from angels, is according to the sole will of God. 

c . The affirmation of one God irrespective of the textual difficulties_ 

In the above midrashim, we saw how various Rabbis responded to the difficulties 

of verses 1 ·1 and 1 :26 There are other m1drashim that affirm the singularity of the 

Creator without regard for these troubling passages. One m;drashic tradition focuses 

again on the first letter of the biblical creation account, the letter bet. 

What is the characteristic of the letter he/? It has a stroke which projects 
above and a stroke which extends back from its base. When the bet is 
asked . "Who created thee?" it points to the stroke above, ''He who is above 
created me " '' And what is his name?" With the extension of its base it 
points back [to the preceding letter in the alphabet, ale.I], "Thr Lord is His 
name ''149 

Here, the particular shape of the letter het is again the subject of exposition. This time its 

shape identifies the Creator as Ado11ai, the One The allusion to the letter ale/ attests to 

the singularity of this Creator. 

In another interesting tradition of m,,.lrashim, the Rabbis refute the participation of 

certain mythic gods in the process of creation Apparently, such ancient pagan heroes 

were still popular among Jews in Palestine and Babylon in late antiquity.iso Surprisingly. 

the Rabbis do not deny the existence of these mythi.: figures. Instead, they absorb them 

and transfom1 them to suit their own polemical needs, as we see in the following two 

midrashim 

149 Braude Lranslallon of Pesikta Rabbati. Piska 21:2 L Sec also BR 1.10. The letter ale/can mean "one" 
or "I.he first," and therefore it refers 10 God. It is also the first lcttc.r of Adona,. the common pronunciation 
of the Tetragramaton, 
l50 Sec Urbach. p. 194. 
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When the Holy One, blessed be He, created l-lis world He said to the 
Prince of the Sea: "Open your mouth and swallow all the waters of 
creation." Said the Prince to Him: "Sovereign of the Universe! It is 
sufficient for me to retain what 1 already have,'' and he began to weep. The 
Holy One, blessed be He, kicked him and killed him; as may be inferred 
from the text, "He stirreth up the sea with His power and by His 
understanding He smiteth through Rahab" (Job 26: I2t you find that the 
Prince of the Sea is named Rahab.151 

Why did the Holy One, blessed be He, create His world in [the month of) 
Nisan and not create it in Iyar? Because at the time that the Holy One, 
blessed be He, wished to create His world He said to the Prince of 
Darkness: ''Get thee hence from Me, for I desire the world's creation to 
begin with light," the Prince of Darkness being as black as a bull. At once 
the Prince of Darkness replied to the Holy One, blessed be He; "Master of 
the universes, why dost Thou wish to put something ahead of me in the 
creation?" The Holy One, blessed be He, said to the Prince of Darkness: 
"Get thee hence from Me. If thou wilt not get thee hence from Me, I will 
rebuke thee • I desire to begin creating the world with light." "And after 
the light, what wilt Thou create?" God replied: "Darkness.''152 

In the above m1drashim, the Rabbis claim the mythic lore to assert their cosmogonical 

polemics. They insert the God of Israel into this epic tradition, describing Him as an epic 

hero as he kicks and kills one rival, and intimidates and expels another In both tales, God 

removes the rival prince before the act of creation, ensuring that God alone creates the 

world . Urbach notes that in the first midrash, God k.iUs the Prince of the Sea, but in the 

second, God merely casts aside the Prince ofCark.ness. Nonetheless, Urbach observes, 

the creation of darkness is specifically attributed to God, lest one think that the Prince of 

Darkness participated in the creation of darkness. m The polemical result is therefore· 

achieved; God alone created the world 

151 Soncino translation ofan excerpt from Numbers Rabbah 18:22. See also BT Bava Batra 74b. 
152 Excerpt from Braude translation of Pesikta Rabbati. Piska 20:2. 
153 Urbach. p. 194. 
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, 
d Summary 

It was the difficult task of the Rabbis perpetually to refute challenges to their strict 

monotheistic cosmogony from Gnostics, Christians, pagans and others. These challenges 

were augmented by several textual peculiarities in the Rabbis' own Scriptures that 

suggested a plurality of creators. The Rabbis responded to these challenges in a myriad of 

ways. They denied the plurality of the texts. and altered their translations accordingly 

Some recognized the plurality of "Let us make man," allowing that God sought counsel 

from the ministering angels Nonetheless, many midrashim insisted that this was not real 

counsel, affirming that the Omnipotent God created alone according to His will . In the 

rare cases in which the Rabbis recognized the existence of rival princes, they were sure to 

demonstrate God's supremacy over them and God's solitude when creating the world. In 

these myriad of polemics, the Rabbis affirmed one central assertion: God alone created the 

world . 

II God's Deliberate but Effortless Creation 

A necessary link between the goodness of God and the goodness of the world is 

that God created the world deliberately. Had aspects of the creation been left to chance, 

then the goodness of the Creator would not guarantee a good world. nor would the 

goodness of the world necessarily be proof of the goodness of the Crea10r Therefore, in 

various midrashim, the Rabbis demonstrated that God created the world with special care 

and deliberation . 

a . God's deliberation. 

The first proof of God's deliberation was that the act of creation was premeditated; 

God did not create the world on a whim. Rather, God began planning early on, as we see 

in chapter 3 of Pirke d'Rabbi Eliezer: 
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Before the world was created, the Holy One, blessed be He, with His Name 
alone existed, and the thought arose in Him to create the world. He began 
to trace [ the foundations of] the world before Himself, but it would not 
stand_ They told a parable: To what is the matter like? To a king who 
wishes to build a palace for himself. If he had not traced in the earth its 
foundations, its exits and its entrances, he does not begin to build. 
Likewise the Holy One, blessed be He, was tracing [ the plans of] the world 
before Himself, but it did not remain standing until He created 
repentance. 154 

In this passage, we see yet another assertion of God's singularity in creating the world. In 

addition, we find a description of God's devising plans immediately after deciding to create 

the world _ To illustrate, the Rabbis compare God to a king who composes architectural 

blueprints before creating his palace. 

From elsewhere we learn that God's blueprint was tbe Torah, whose existence 

preceded creation by two thousand years_ m A common midrash, with parallds in several 

sources, demonstrates God's careful deliberation as He created the world according to His 

toraitic plans-

The Torah declares: "I was the working tool of the Holy One, blessed be 
He." In human practice, when a mortal king builds a palace, he builds it 
not with his own skill but with the skill of an architect. The architect 
moreover does not build it out of his head, but employs plans and diagrams 
to know how to arrange the chambers and the wicket doors. Thus God 
consulted the Torah and created the world. while the Torah declares. "lo 
the beginning (hereshil) God created" (Gen. 1 :1), bereshit (with reshit) 
referring to the Torah. as in the verse, "The Lord made me [the Torah] as 
the beginning (reshil) of His way" (Prov. 8·22). m 

154- Translatea by Friedlander. 
155 According to BR 5: 11 ; and Song of Songs Rabbah 5.1. BT Shabbal 80b says I 000 years. Other 
midra.~him assen the precedence of the Torah without quantifying it. See BR I :8; and Eliyahu Zuta 2 I . 
156 Soncino translation of excerpt from BR I : l . For parallels. see Tanhuma Warsaw, Bereshit; Tanhuma 
Buber, Bereshit I :S; and Pirke d'Rabbi Eliez.er 3. Mishnah Avot 3: 14 refers to this tradition. For a 
di~ion of this midrashic motif in relation to Plato's World of Ideas, see Urbach p. 199. 
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This midrash draws a gezerah shavah between the use of re shit in the Proverbs passage 

and bereshit in Gen. l : l. rendering verse l : I to read "with Torah God created the heaven 

and the earth." Though it is not clear exactly how the Torah, a document of words, 

served as a blueprint for the world, the entire practice of rabbinic cosmogonic exegesis is 

an attempt to understand this. This midrash helps explain why the Rabbis. when studying 

the mysteries of creation, turned first to the Torah_ Others may choose the paths of 

astronomy, geology, or biology to gain understanding about the formation of the world 

and all that fills iL While the Rabbis themselves engaged in such scientific disciplines and 

derived some of their knowledge from these sources, they believed that they had unique 

access to the most direct source of cosmogonic information. the Torah. This was true for 

two paradoxical reasons One. as the blueprint of creation. preceding and determining 

creation, the Torah contains essential cosmogonic mysteries Two, as perfect revelation. 

following and recording creation, it contains essential cosmogonic mysteries. Thol!gh 

these two reasons are paradoxical chronologically. they are consistent in their singular 

result. The Torah is the chief rabbinic source of cosmogonic understanding. 

Having established that God's creation was premeditated and planned with the 

Torah as a blueprint. the Rabbis also demonstrated God's deliberation in performing the 

actual act of creation_ The Rabbis were insistent that God did not act hurriedly, and 

therefore they emphasized the length of the process. Though Omnipotent, God took six. 

whole days to create the world Trus patient det"beration is illustrated in the following 

midrash 

By ten utterances was the world created. And what does this teach? 
Surely it could have been created by one utterance! But this was so that 
the wicked be punished, for they destroy the world. 1.n By ten utterances 
was the world created, and they are_ 11 And God said Let there be light 11 

(Gen l.2). ''And God said: Let there be a firmament" (1 :6). "And God 

157 God took special care 10 create the world by ten utterances instead of just one. This shows that Lhe 
world is especially valuable. Therefore. the wicked who destroy the world are especially punished, 
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said: Let the waters be gathered together, ( t :9). "And God said: Let the 
earth put forth vegetation" (1: 11). "And God said: Let there be lights" 
( l:14). "And God said: Let the waters swann" (1:20). :And God said: Let 
the earth bring forth" ( 1 :24) . "And God said: Behold I have given" (1 :29). 
"And God said: Let us make man" (1 :26). "And God said: It is not good 
that the man should be alone" (2: 18).158 

The significance of the ten utterances is that they are unnecessary. As the midrash 

explicitly notes, the all-powerful God surely could have created the world with a single 

utterance. Instead, God took special care and patiently articulated ten separate utterances, 

thus creating the world in discrete stages. The ten utterances show that in deed as in plan, 

God acted deliberately. 

The final demonstration of God's intentional creation of the world is the refutation 

of external influence. Since the Rabbis have already ruled out any external being's 

significant involvement in creation. all that is left is chance. In several midrashim, they 

show how God did not allow room for chance in His carefully monitored cn.ation of the 

world. 

R. Levi said: Some interpreters, such as Ben Azzai and Ben Zoma. 
interpret: The voice of the Lord became a guide to the waters, as it is 
written, 11The voice of the Lord is over the waters" (Ps. 29:3).159 

To illustrate thrs point, the Rabbis describe the specific movement of the waters 

R. Levi said : The waters said to each other: Let us go and obey the fiat of 
the Holy One, blessed be He; thus it is written, "The floods have lifted up 
their voice. etc ." (Ps. 93: 3) . They asked: But whither shall we go? He 
replied : Let the floods take up dckyam.160 R. Levi said · [Dokyam] means 
derek yam (the way to the sea). R. Abba b. Kahana interpreted it : To such 
and such a place (dok), to such and such a comer. R. Huna explained: To 

l5B Translation of Avol d'Rabbi Natan 36 by SaldarinL Parallels and references to this midrash abound. 
See Mishnah Avot 5: I; BT Rosh Hashanah 32a; BR 17: I; Mecti.ilta. Shira IO; and Pirlc.e d'Rabbi Eliezer 3. 
159 Excerpt of Soncino translation of BR 5:4. See aJso BR 5: I. 
160 In conte:-..t, dnkyam means "their roaring." but the Rabbis will suggest other meanings. 
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this sea (ha-dak yama), R. Joshua b.lf-lananiah said: To the receptacle 
(diksa) of the sea. R. Eliezer said: The sea absorbed them, as you read, 
"Hast thou entered into the springs of the sea" (Job 38: 16)? Which means, 
into the waters absorbed by the sea. Our Rabbis interpreted it: We are 
crushed (dakkim): receive us: we are broken: receive us. R Joshua b. R. 
Nehemiah said: The waters ascended mountains and descended into the 
depths, until they came to the Ocean [Mediterranean]. as it is written, 
"They ascended the mountains. they descended into valleys unto the place 
which Thou hast founded for them" (Ps. 104·8): which place hast Thou 
founded for them? The Ocean 161 

The Rabbis seem to spend an exorbitant amount of energy discussing the movement of the 

waters when the waters divided to allow dry land to appear The reason for this exce!)S is 

that the gathering of the waters described ih Scriptures seems chaotic The Rabbis 

therefore carefully demonstrate that the waters moved with precision according to God's 

command. They did not simply flow as they pleased or according to the random pull of 

gravity Rather, the waters fled to the area specified by God, even despitt gravity. The 

waters flowed over mountains and through depths to reach their oceanic destination. 

Thus. the Rabbis prove that the gathering of the waters. a most chaotic episode of the 

creation sag.a, occurred not by chance Instead, it occurred precisely according to the will 

of God. 

~- Effortless creation 

T hough the Rabbis go to great lengths to show God's painstaking care in creating 

the world, they simultaneously assert that the creation was achieved without effort . The 

problem is that God's meticulous deliberation in creating the world is unbecoming for an 

Omnipotent Being. However. the argument for deliberation is such an important element 

in rabbinic cosmogony that the Rabbis are unwilling to denounce it. Instead, they maintain 

the paradox that despite His deliberation, God created the world without effort. In 

numerous muirashim, they exemplify God's ease of creation Commenting on Gen 2 :2 

161 Soncmo translation of BR 5:3. 
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"And on the seventh day God finished ffis work," an anonymous author in Genesis 

Rabbah I 0:9 retorts: 

His work! Did not R. Bereldah say thus in the name ofR. Judah b. R. 
Simon: Neither with labor nor with toil did the Holy One, blessed be He, 
create the world. yet you say 11from all His work?" 162 

The Rabbis insist that God did not toil, but rather created the world by merely speaking. 

Subsequently, numerous midrashim draw upon Psalm 33 :6, "By the word of the Lord the 

heavens were made, by the breath of Hjs mouth, aJI their hose 163 These midrashim assert 

God's effortless creation of the world, and thus they maintain the dignity of the Supreme 

Being. 

c Summary. 

In order to maintain the connection between the goodness of God and the 

goodness of creation., the Rabbis repeatedly insisted that God created the world 

deliberately, without the possibility of whimsy or chance Using the Torah as a blueprint., 

God premeditated and meticulously planned Hjs creation . Through the lavish use often 

utterances, God carefully executed the act of creation in stages. By guiding the waters to 

their pre-ordained dei,tination, God ensured that the creation would occur precisely 

according to His will. Such deliberation allowed the Rabbis to equate the characteristics 

of the Creator with the characteristics of the created. However, such deliberation might 

imply that God is not all-powerful . To counter such implications, the Rabbis offered 

numerous midrashim that demonstrate that God did not work while creating the world. 

Though they never resolved the paradox of God's deliberate but effortless creation, the 

Rabbis passionately maintained these two principles of faith 

162 Ibid., 10:9. Soe also BR 12:2. 
l63 JPS translation. See Pesikta Rabbati 23:5; and BR 3:2 3:3, and 12; 10 . 
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Ill. The Goodness of the World 

One of the challenges of rohu, hohu and darkness is the negative connotation of 

their ambiguous meaning. Since their creation is not accounted for in the Genesis 

narrative, the midrash records many instances where heretics claim that they are the pre­

existent matter with which God shaped the world The implication of these challenges is 

that the world, if fonned from negative matter, is evil. The goodness of the world is a 

fundamental tenet of rabbinic theology, both for its own sake and bt:cause the nature of 

the world bespeaks the nature of the Creator Therefore, the Rabbis felt compelled to 

address these challenges to the nature of the world and God To counter the claims of the 

heretics, the Rabbis refuted the negative implication of ro/111. bolm and darkness, and they 

madt many outright declarations of the goodness of the world 

a. Direct responses to 10h11, bohu and darkness 

The Rabbis employed several distinct strategies in their refutation of those who 

claim that God formed the world out of infenor materials The first defense is to curse 

such heretics, as can be seen in this excerpt from Genesis Rabbah I c; 

For R. Hanina said: Whoever elevates himself at the cost of his fellow 
man's degradation has no share in the World to Come How much the 
more then [ when it is done at the expense ofl the glory of God! And what 
is written after it? ''Oh how abundant is Thy goodness, which Thou hast 
laid up for them that fear Thee" (Ps 3 I 20) Said Rav· Let him have 
nought of Thine abundant goodness. In human practice, when an eanhly 
monarch builds a palace on a site of sewers, dunghills, and garbage, if one 
says, "This palace is built on a site of sewers, dunghills, and garbage," does 
he not discredit it? Thus, whoever comes to say that this world was 
created out of rohu anrl hohu and darkness, does he not indeed impair 
[God's glory]!164 

! 64 Soncino translation. Sec also JT Hag. 77c 
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Cursing such heretics for their insuh to God probably achieved some satisfaction for the 

Rabbis, but it did not effectively refute the heretical challenge, In fact, this curse 

conspicuously does not deny that the world was derived from negative matter; it states 

only that such a view is an offense that should be punished. Elsewhere, the Rabbis will 

employ a second defense and specifically refute the pre-existence of these materials. 165 

With a third tactic, the Rabbis cleverly deny the negative connotations of the ambiguous 

words tohu and bohu by giving them new meaning. This strategy can be seen in Genesis 

Rabbah 2:2, in which the Rabbis give several proofs for why tohu and bohu should be read 

as ftbewildered and confused "166 By removing the negative connotation of these words, 

the Rabbis simultaneously remove the negative implications upon the nature of the world. 

In summation, with these three strategies, the Rabbis responded to the heretical challenges 

of tohu, bolm and darkness. 

b. The goodness of the world based on mythic lore 

In several midrashim, the Rabbis make outright declarations of the goodness of the 

world based on cosmogonic mythology. One proof for the goodness of the world is 

demonstrated by God's taking counsel from good sources. As we saw above, many 

Rabbis 1,1osited that God sought counsel before creating man. What is relevant here is 

from whom God sought counsel. God sought counsel from such ootahle sources as the 

Torah and the souls of the righteous This good counsel suggests that the subsequent 

world is like\Vlse good. 

Another mythological motif demonstrating the goodness of-the world is found in 

Genesis Rabbah 3: 7. 

165 See section V below oo creation e~ nihilo. 
166 According to Soncino translatiou. 
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"And there was evening, etc." (Gen. I :5). Al. Judah b. R. Simon said: "Let 
there be evening" is not written here, but "And there was evening" Hence 
we know that a time-order existed before this. 167 R. Abbahu said: This 
proves that the Holy One, blessed be He, went on creating worlds and 
destroying them until He created this one and declared, "This one pleases 
Me; those did not please. Me.'1168 R. Pinhas said: This is R. Abbahu's 
reason: "And God saw everything that He had made, and, behold, 169 it was 
very good'' ( 1 :31 ): this pleases Me, but those did not please Me.17c, 

God's creation and destruction of previous worlds further demonstrate God's careful 

deliberation, as discussed in the previous section Additionally, it dtmonstrates the 

goodness of this world. First of all, God proclaims it to be good Second, it is 

distinguished from all other worlds by this goodness. God's proclamation of the goodness 

of this world is especially noteworthy because God did not regard the other worlds as 

such The continued existence of this world is proof of its goodness 

c . The goodness of the world based on the text . 

The Rabbis find in the text of the Genesis narrative further proofs for the goodness 

of the world, Beginning with the first letter of the text, they find proclamations of 

goodness. 

Another interpretation: Why [was the world created] with a bet" Because 
it connotes olessing (beral'hah) And why noc with an a/ef' Because it 
connotes cursing (antr). Another interpretation. Why not with an alef? In 
order not to provide a justification f" r heretics to plead, "How can the 
world endure, seeing that it was created with language of cursing? Hence 

167 Since evening ~,as not spcciftcaJl_y c1eatcd here. ii must have existed already. Therefore, time-order 
existed prior 10 creation 
!68 R. Abbahu derives from the pre-existence of time-order that there must have existed prior worlds in 
whkh time was measured. 
169 R. Pinhas derives from the exclamallon "behold'' that Goo was pleased with this particular creation. 
The.rcfore. Lherc must have been previous creations that did not please God. 
l ?O Soncino translation. See also BR 9:2: Exodus Rabbah 10 3. Ecclesiastes Rabbah 3:2: and Midrash 
Tehilhm 34 :245. According 10 Urbach. p. 21 1, Philo attributes the tradition of God creating and 
destroying previous worlds to the Stoics. and he refutes lhem on the grou.nds that it contradicts the 
perfect.ion of God. The Rabbis do not recognize or acknowledge Ph.ilo's dillicuJty with this mythological 
tradition, and thus they make no attempts 10 resolve it. 
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the Holy One, blessed be He, said, "Loi, I will create it with the language of 
blessing, and would that it may stand!' 171 

Further proof of the world1s goodness is derived from numerous expositions on Gen. 1: 13, 

"And God saw every thing that He had made, and, behold, it was very good." Various 

Sages focused on the all-inclusive scope of 11every thing" and speculated upon what that 

would include. In a pericope of midrashim found in Genesis Rabbah 9 :3 through 9: 13, 

they list a large variety of things in this world that, though normally considered bad. are 

actually good_ This includes death, sleep, the evil inclination, suffering, Gehenna, the 

Angel of Death, punishment, man, and the earthly kingdom (Rome). The Rabbis 

anticipated any objections to the goodness of the world by specifically addressing these 

elements which seemed to controvert their argument. In the Genesis Rabbah chapter 9 

pericope the Rabbis face the difficulties head on, as they demonstrate how even the 

apparently evil aspects of the world are indeed good. In all of these texts a.fld more, the 

Rabbis elevate God's enthusiasm for the goodness of the world that He expressed in Gen 

I : 13 

d. The goodness of the world based on observation 

The Rabbis assert additional proofs for the goodness of the world independent of 

the Genesis narrative, basing their arguments instead on simple observation. The Sages 

looked at the world around them and saw miracle and wonder. In their liturgy, they 

exclaimed "In Your goodness You renew each day the works of creation. How wondrous 

are Thy works, 0 Lord!"172 In God's created works of nature they found demonstration 

of God'~ goodness and the goodness of the world, and thus they command in Mishnah 

Berachot 9:2 : 

171 Ibid., excerpted from BR I : Ill. 
172 Prom the morning blessing Yotu r. 
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[Upon seeing] a mountain, a hm, a sea..,a river, or a wilderness. one should 
recite [the formulaic blessing]: Blessed is the One who performs ma'aseh 
bereshit (the wonders of creation) 

In the midrash, the Rabbis offer further testimony that the world is good based on 

common sense For an example, let us tum to the amusing and mocking words of R. 

Simeon b. Yochai in Genesis Rabbah 12. l 

This may be compared to a mortal king who built a palace People entered 
it and criticized: "If the columns were taller it would be beautiful; if the 
walls were higher it would be beautiful: if the ceiling were loftier it would 
be beautiful " But will any man come and say, "Oh that I had three eyes or 
three feet!" Surely not. 

This kind of base reasoning is incontrovertible and applicable to all Even one who is 

unaware of Scriptures can understand. Unfortunately. this reasoning based on observation 

is not necessarily persuasive, since it is a· matter of perception. Two people can look at 

the same world, and one may deem it good and the other may deem it bad. Though the 

Rabbis were aware of the bad in our world. they chose to find good in it. They chose to 

assert that the world is good 

e. Summary. 

In response to the heretical challenge t!lat God sculpted the world out of inferior 

material, the Rabbis argued that the world is good. In direct response to the heretical 

challenge of tohu. bohu and darkness, they cursed the heretics, denied the pre-existence of 

matter, and denied the negative connotation of these ambiguous words. Furthermore, the 

Rabbis made outright cieclarations of the goodness oft he world baseo on mythic lore, the 

Genesis text, and observa1ion of the world From all of this, we learn that the goodness of 

the world is a central and consistent polemic- and tenet in rabbinic theology 
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IV. The Goodness of God 

Of course, the rabbinic literature is filled with general proclamations of the 

goodness of God. However, what concerns us in this thesis are those proclamations that 

refer specifically to God as the Creator. The goodness of the Creator is demonstrated 

primarily through the summation of the arguments in the above sections. Since God alone 

created the world, and the world was created precisely according to God's will, and the 

created world is good, then the Creator is therefore good. m 1n addition to this deductive 

reasoning, the Sages also made certain proclamations about the goodness of the Creator 

independent of the goodness of His world. In fact , some midrashim demonstrate God's 

goodness despite the existence of certain things in His world whjch are perceived to be 

bad 

"And God called the light, Day, etc_'' ( I ·5). R Eleazar said: The Holy 
One, blessed be He, does not link His name with evil, but only with good. 
Thus it is not written here, "And God called the light Day, and the darkness 
God called Night," but "And the darkness called He Night." 174 

In this passage, the Rabbis notice that the text specifically mentions God's name regarding 

the naming of the light, but the text uses the prono"IJll "He" regarding the naming of 

darkness. They detennine from this that God, the presumed Author of the text, chooses 

to associate His name only with the good and not with the bad.17:1 God is good, th.ereefore, 

irrespective of the goodness of the world and all that fills it. 

173 One might note that tbr last two arguments in this formula are circular. Though the goodness of God 
is dependent upon Lhe goodness of lhe world. much of the rabbinic proof of the goodness of the world is 
based on God's repeated proclamation that the world is good. Nonetheless, though circular arguments are 
false. they can often be persuasive. 
174 BR 3:6. Soncino translation. See also BR 4:6. 
175 Of course. we know from elsewhere that the darkness is also good, as everything in the world is good. 
This either represents a different IJlldition or the belief that God would not associate His name with 
anything that was perceived by some to be bad. 
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V . Creation Er Nihilo 

In both the tannaitic and amoraic periods, the Rabbis disagreed on the issue of pre­

ex.istent matter. However, we find that the majority opinion during both periods 

supported the doctrine of creation ~x nihilo. This doctrine was a rejection of the Gnostic 

and Platonic positions that the world was formed out of eternal matter. The difficulty in 

maintaining this doctrine stems from the biblical text itself, which does not account for the 

creation of several substances. In a midrash we saw earlier. R. Gamaliel. representing the 

view of the majority, explains to a philosopher how each of these substances was actually 

created by God 

A certain philosopher asked R Gamaliel, saying to him· "Your God was 
indeed a great artist. but surely He found good materials which assisted 
Him." "What are they?" said he to him. "Tahu, bohu. darkness, water, 
ruah (spirit or wind), and the deep," replied he. "Woe to that man," he 
exclaimed "The tenn 'creation' is used by Scripture in connection with all 
of them." 
Tohu and bohu "I make peace and create evil" (J sa. 45 . 7); darkness. "I 
form the light. and create darkness" ( ibid ); water· "Praise Him, ye heavens 
of heavens, and ye waters that are above the heavens'( (Ps . 148:4) -
wherefore? "For He commanded, and they were created" (ibid, 5); mah­
"For, lo, He that formeth the mountains, and createth the wind" (Amos 
4: 13 ); the depths '. ''When there were no depths. I was brought forth" (Prov 
8·24)176 

R Gamaliel uses biblical prooftexts to show how God created each of the substances that 

the philosophf'r held served as building material for crt>ation. The Tanna makes a strong 

statement against the ex.istence of materia prima. However. in Genesis Rabbah I ;5, we 

find attributed tc another Tanna that God created the heaven and the earth out of tohu and 

bohu 

176 Soncino lranslalion of BR J :9 
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R. Huna said in Bar Kappara's name: lf the matter were not written [in 
Scriptures], it would be impossible to say it, viz., "God created the heaven 
and the earth;"(Gen. I :1) out of w hat? Out of ''t1Wi\t.he'earth was lf!lw and 
bohu 11 ( 1:2) 

Though we find here an opposing view to that of R. Gamaliel, it is clear that this midrash 

represents a minority opinion. Had this been a mainstream view, then there would be no 

need for Bar Kappara to justify his ability to speak it, citing "lf the marter were not 

written, it would be impossible to say it. " The Rabbis use this precautious phrase only 

when they make a statement that does not accord with mainstream rabbinic theology. If' 

the belief that tohu and bohu formed the heaven and earth was generally accepted by the 

Tannaim, then Bar Kappara would not have to couch it such terms. 

In the amoraic period, the great Sage Rav agrees with the position of Gamaliel, but 

he tries to incorporate the opinion of Bar Kappara as well. In the BT Hag. 2 1 a, Rav 

presents a list of ten things that were created on the first day, including all of the 

substances addressed by R Gamaliel, except "deep." The significant difference with R.av's 

version is that he adds: 177 

Tohu is a green line that encompasses the whole world, out of which 
darkness proceeds, for it is said: "He made darkness His hiding-place round 
about Him" (Ps. 18:12). Bohu, this means slimy stones that are sunk in the 
deep, out of which the waters proceed, for it is said: "And He shall stretch 
over it the line of confusion [rohu] and the plummet of emptiness [ bohu ]" 
( Isa. 34: I I). 178 

While the overall meaning and source of this mysterious statement is uncertain, it is clear 

that Rav teaches that darkness and water are derived from tohu and boJn,. Now, to 

understand how this relates to heaven and earth, we must look to Genesis R.abbah 4:7: 

177 Our text does not stale explicitly that Rav teaches this; some manuscripts do. Urbach stat.es that the 
correct attribution is Rav on p. 195. n.46. 
178 Soncino translalion. 
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"And God called the firmameni shemayim (heaven)" (Gen. l '.8). Rav said· 
Shemayim is [a compound of] esh (fire) and mayim (water). R. Abba b . 
Kahana said in Rav's name: The Holy One, blessed be He took fire and 
water and beat them up together, and from them the heaven was made.179 

From these two texts we learn from Rav that water came from tolw and bohu, and that the 

heavens are partly derived from water. Further, we know from the Genesis narrative that 

the earth was formed from the separation of the waters. Therefore, according to Rav's 

teacrung, tohu and bohu produced water which in turn partly produced heaven and earth. 

This justifies the view of Bar Kappara that heaven and earth were formed from tohu and 

bohu, but it maintains the position of Gamaliel that rolru and bohu were created by God. 

Thus, Rav is able to affirm the majority view of Gamaliel while incorporating the minority 

view of Bar Kappara. As a result, Rav. one of the most respected Amoraim, presents the 

standard amoraic opinion in favor of creation ex nihilo. Nonetheless, we still find arnoraic 

expressions of pre-existent matter 

Three things preceded the creation of the wMld water. wind and fire 180 

So we see, in the amoraic period as in the tannaitic period, the standard rabbinic position 

was for creation ex nihilo, but statements supporting the existence of pre-existent matter 

are nonetheless present in the rabbinic literature 

VI. The Order of Creation 

One of the major cosmogonic concerns of the Sages was to establish the order of 

creation. As we saw in Chapter Three, the School of Shammai and the School of Hillel 

aebated over whe!her the heaven o~ the earth was created first. this controversy 

179 Soncino trans lation. 
I SO Exodus Rabbah 15:22, Soncino 1rnnsla1ion. 
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continued through the tannwtic and amorwc periods. 181 Similar debate occurred over 

ot11er aspects of creation as well, In the dialogue between AJexander and the Sages of the 

south, we find a discussion of the precedence oflight or darkness: 

[Alexander] said to them: Was light created first, or darkness? They 
replied: This question cannot be solved. Why did they not reply that 
darkness was created first, since it is written, "Now the earth was unfonned 
and void and darkness" (Gen. 1:2) and after that, "And God said: Let there 
be light, and there was light" (1 :3)? - They thought to themselves: Perhaps 
he will go on to ask what is above and what is below, what came before 
and what will be after I R2 

We find a similar expression of darkness preceding light in Genesis Rabbah 3: f : 

R. Judah and R. Nehemiah disagree. R. Judah maintains: The Light was 
created first , this being comparable to a king who wished to build a palace, 
but the site was a dark one. What did he do? He lit lamps and lant-erns, to 
know where to fay the foundations; in like manner was the light c1eated 
first. R. Nehemiah said: The world was created first, this being similar to 
the king who built a palace and then adorned it with lights. 183 

The assumption for both of the Rabbis in this passage is that darkness preceded light 

Nonetheless, they disagree on another aspect of the orde, of ~reatioo. the precedence of 

light and the world . Actually, the true subject of ,rus debate 1s the relationship between 

creation and the Genesis narrative. Since the first act of creation in the Genesis narrative 

is the creation of light, R. Judah implicitly argues that the biblical text records the entirety 

of creation. On the other hand, fl Nehemiah's position that the world was created first 

implies that some acts of creation occurred before the beginning of the biblical narrative. 

The relative order of the creation of light and the world thus has significant implications . 

181 See BR 1;15. 
182 Tam.id 32a. Soncino translation. 
l83 Soncino translation, See Urbach .. p. 192. n. 30 and 31; and Ginzberg, Vol. V. p. 7. n. 17. 
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Another important subject of conjecture was the appearance of man in the order of 

creation. Though the Genesis narrative seems incontrovertible on this topic, the timing of 

man's creation was nonetheless a source of significant rabbinic debate. Many Rabbis 

maintained what would seem to be the literal biblical interpretation that man was the last 

entity created at the end of the sixth day. However, other Rabbis held that man's soul was 

created at the beginning of the sixth day, before the creation of the land animals, and only 

man's body was created at the end of the day. Still others argued that man's soul was the 

first of all things created rn the beginning on the first day We find all three of these viP,WS 

expressed in Genesis Rabbah 8 · l 

["Thou hast fonned me ahor and kedem" (Ps I 39:5)184) R. Leazar 
interpreted it He was the latest (ahor) in the work of the last day, and tbe 
earliest (kedem) in the work of the last day. That is R. Leazar's view, for 
he said "Let the earth bring forth the soul of a living creature" (Gen I .24) 
refers to the soul of Adam R Simeon b Lakish maintained: He was the 
latest in the work of the last day and the earliest of the work m the first 
day_ That is consistent with the view of R Simeon b. Lakish, for he said. 
''And the spirit of God hovered" (1 2) refers to the soul of Adam, as )OU 

read, "And the spirit of the Lord shall re~t upon him" (Isa. 11 .2). R. 
Nahman said Last 111 creation and first in punishment. R. Samuel b. R. 
Tanhum said. His praise [of God], too, comes only at the last, as it is 
written. "Hallelujah Praise ye the Lord from the heavens," the passage 
continuing until, "He hath made a decree whicl1 shall not be transgressed " 
This is followed by, "Praise ye the Lord from the earth, etc " and only after 
all that, "Kings of the earth and all peoples" (Ps. 148· 1-l I). R. Simlai said: 
Just as his praise comes after that of cattle, beasts. and fowls, so does his 
creation come after that of ca' tle, beasts, and fowl First we have "And 
God said: Let the waters swann" (Gen. I 20). and after them all, "Let us 
make man" (L26).1x~ 

I 84 Though JPS translates this as "You hedge me before aod behind," I.he Rabbis understand tzartant to 
be derived from I.he root yvd-tzadi-resh (formed), A~ we saw wil.h /1fan1111 and /a'nhor in section B of 
Mishnah Hag. 2: 1. ahor and kedem can have both spaual and temporal meanings. The Rabbis choose to 
interpret t.heni tcmJX>rally here, as "before" and "after 11 

I 85 Soncmo translation. 
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R. Leazar holds that man's soul was created at the beginru1tg of the sixth day. R. Simeon 

b. Lakish demonstrates that man's soul hovered over the waters, being the first of God's 

creation. Finally, R. Simlai asserts, according to the order of the Genesis narrative, that 

man was specifically created last because in Psalm 148 man was the last of God's creations 

to praise God. Similar to the debates over the precedence of heaven or earth, light or 

darkness, and light or world, the Rabbis do not agree exactly when the creation of man 

occurred. Nonetheless, though there is no accord, the subject of the order of creation is a 

significant and fruitful aspect of rabbinic cosmogony 186 

Vll. Ma1aseh Bereshil as Prophecy 

The scope of the Genesis narrative and rabbinic cosmogony is not limited to the 

study of past events alone. Ma'aseh Bereshit is Likewise a study of the future. The 

mysteries of the future are found in Ma'aseh Bereshit because God, the Author of creation 

and the toraitic narrative, could see into the future God planned for the end in the 

beginning, so God designed His world and His account of its creation to anticipate future 

events. By studying the mysteries of creation and God's account of it, the Rabbis could 

unlock the secrets of God's anticipated future. In this way, Ma'aseh Bereshi1 is prophecy; 

those who e11gage in it are prophets. 

a. Proven prophecy of Ma'aseh Bereshit. 

We find proof for this assertion in certain prophecies of Ma'aseh Bereshit that 

have already come to pass. For example, the Sages found in the fonnation of the seas 

prophetic revelations of the punishment of the generation of Noah and of the sins of 

Moses. We see in Genesis Rabbah 5: I 

186 We will postpone a discusS1on of why it is so significant and fruitful until Ch.apter Five. 
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"Let the waters be gathered together unto o ne place" (Gen. l :9). , . _ R. 
Abba b. Kahana explained it in R. Levi's name thus: Let the waters be 
gathered together for My purpose, [ so as to perform] what r will one day 
do by means of them. 

The midrash continues to explain that God's purpose of gathering the waters in one place 

was to store them until the generat1on of Noah, so that they could be used to flood and 

destroy the inhabitants of the earth God anticipated this future use of the waters when he 

gathered them together on the second day Genesis Rabbah 4:6 corroborates this 

prophecy, and reveaJs another one as well, in its discussion of why God does not declare 

the creation of the second day to be good . 

R. Levi said in the name ofR Tanhum b Hanilai : It is written. "Declaring 
the end from the beginning" (Isa. 46 . I 0): from the very beginning of the 
world's creation God foresaw [the existence of] Moses whc was called, 
"for it was good" and that he was destined to be punished through them 
[the waters]; 187 therefore "for it was good" is not written in connection 
therewith . 

R. Simon said in the name of R Joshua b Levi· This is similar to the king 
who had a very stem legion, and said, Since this legion is so stem, let it not 
bear my name. Thus the Holy One, blessed be He, said, "Since the 
generation o f Enosh, the generation of the Flood, and the generation of the 
separation of races were punished t .;ough them [the waters], let 'for it was 
good' not be written in connection therewith 'IJ88 

In this midrash. the creation o f the waters is not called "good" because the waters will 

play negative roles in the future Thus, we see that Ma'aseh Bereshll can be prophetic, 

because it speaks of the punishment of the wicked generations and the sins of Moses. The 

proof of the prophecy comes from later on in the biblical narrative, when these events 

actually occur as anticipated in Ma'aseh BeresJ111 

187 Because of his sin at the waters of Meribah. 
188 Soncino translauon. This 1s also further proof of the goodness of God. 

114 



Ii 

b. The eschatological prophecy of Ma'aseh Bereshit. 

The single most important prophetic element of Ma'aseh Bereshit is its foretelling 

of the messianic end of days. Numerous cosrnogonic midrashim preview the 

eschatological future. Such eschatology became increasingly important as contemporary 

conditions worsened. The generations of the Tannaim and Amoraim saw the destruction 

of the Temple, the loss of their sovereignty, the brutal death of a third of their people in 

the failed Bar Kochba revolt, and the expulsion from their native land of Judea. These dire 

times bore elaborate dreams of redemption. After two crushing defeats at the hands of the 

mighty Roman Empire, the Jews postponed their hopes of achieving this redemption until 

the eschatological future. Their eschatological hopes included six discrete elements: (I) 

the arrival of a Davidic Messiah, (2) vindication and revenge for Jewish suffering, (3) the 

restoration ofthe Temple, (4) the miraculous gatheringofthe exiles from every 

generation, (5) judgment and retributive justice, and (6) the reward of eternal bliss. The 

Rabbis encouraged this messianic hope to comfort and renew the Jewish people in their 

time of grave distress. 

The Sages viewed the history of the world in three periods: creation, revelation 

and redemption. They saw themselves, as we do now, fjV1ng at the final stages of the 

j)eriod of revelation, on the cusp of redemption. Desperace to learn about this coming 

period of redemption, the Rabbis sought insight in the study of creation. Creation and 

redemption are paired at opposite ends of this time continuum, as both are periods of 

cataclysmic and cosmic change. It was thus only natural that the Rabbis would look to the 

known period to find out about the other, unknown period. In Ma'aseh Bereshit, the 

Rabbis found prophecy regarding each of the six eschatological hopes listed above. 

The arrival of the Messiah and the vindication oflsrael was prophesied in a 

brilliant metaphoric reading of the initial Genesis narrative. In this account from Genesis 
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R.abbah 2:4, R. Simeon b. Lak:ish interprcts each stage of creation as a symbol for each 

succeeding enemy of Israel, culminating in the triumphant arrival of the Messiah 

R. Simeon b. Lakish applied the passage to the [foreign] powers. "Now 
the earth was tohti'' symbolizes Babylonia: "I beheld the earth, and lo, it 
was tohtl'' (Jer. 4 :23);189 "and bohu" symbolizes Media: "They hastened 
(vayabhi/111) to bring Haman" (Est. 6: 14). 190 ''And darkness" symbolizes 
Greece, whjch darkened the eyes oflsrael with its decrees, ordering Israel, 
"Write on the horn of an ox that ye have no portion in the God of Israel ." 
"Upon the face of the deep" - this wicked state [Rome]: just as the great 
deep cannot be plumbed, so one cannot plumb this wicked state. "And the 
spirit of God hovered:" this alludes to the spirit of Messiah, as you read, 
"And the spiri1 ofthe Lord shall rest upon him" (Isa. 11:2)_19 ,1 

Like the Passover tale had gadya, this is a metaphoric and cryptic account of how foreign 

powers successively conquer Israel, only to be conquered by the next power. Ultimately, 

however, the spirit of the Messiah will succeed them all and rule in the end In this 

eschatological future. lsrael will be vindicated by the destruction of her brutal enemies. in 

This is revealed by God, in preview, with the creation of the world. 

The restoration of the Temple is foretold in Genesis R.abtah 2.5: 

R. Hiyya Rabbah said From the very beginning of the world's creation the 
Holy One. blessed be He, foresaw the Temple built, destroyed, and rebuilt . 
"In the beginning God created" [syml J lizes thP ·1 emple] built. as you read, 
"That I may plant the heavens, and lay the foundations of the earth, and say 
unto Zion: Thou art My people" Osa. 51 · l 6) ''Now the earth was tohu" 
alludes to [the TempleJ destroyed, as you read, 11I beheld the earth, and. lo, 
it was tohu'' (Jer. 4:23). "And God said Let there be light," i.e. rebuilt and 
firmly established in the Messianic era, as you read, "Arise, shine, for thy 
light is come, and the glory of the Lord is risen upon thee, etc." ( Isa. 
60· I). 1113 

189 Jeremiah's descnption is of the land after Lhe Babylonian conquest 
190 R. Simon seems 10 draw a lingwstic connection between hohu and 11nyabhillu 
19 I Soncino translation. 
192 See also BR 6:3 in which the moon. S),mboliz.ing Israel. \\ill outlast and outshine the brighh.:r sun. 
symboli:,.ing Rome. 
J 93 Ibid 
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After the destruction of the Temple and the repeated military failures of the Jews against 

Rome, it must have seemed impossible that the Temple could ever be rebuilt again from 

the pile of rubble and weeds. The story of creation implicitly demonstrates the possibility 

of th.is miracle. If God can create the entire world from nothing, surely God can rebuild 

the Temple from ruins. The midrash above further demonstrates that not only can God 

rebuild the Temple, but God will rebuild it. The restoratioo of the Temple is prophetically 

proclaimed in Ma'aseh Bereshit. 

The ingathering of the exiles is likewise foretold . According to Jewish 

eschatologicaJ belief. the righteous of Israel and every nation will be gathered together at 

God's Holy Mountain in Jerusalem at the end of days. Joining them will be the righteous 

of every past generation, resurrected from the dead_ One of the difficulties of this doctrine 

is thP matter of space_ How can all of those people fit into one city, a city already filled 

with people? A resolution of this difficulty is provided in Ma'aseh Bereshit, as we see in 

Genesis Rab bah 5 · 7 

194 Ibid. 

In human practice, a man empties a full vessel into an empty one; does he 
ever empty a full vessel into a full vessel? Now the world was full of water 
everywhere, yet you say, "[Let the waters under the heaven be gathered 
together] unto one place'1 (Gen. I :9)! In truth, from this we learn that little 
held much. 

(Other examples are given where little held much, before the midrash 
concludes:] 

R. Yohanan went up to inquire after the wellbeing of R. Hanina, and he 
found h.im sitting and lecturing on this verse: "At that time they shall call 
Jerusalem 'the throne of the Lord,' and all the nations shall be gathered unto 
it" (Jer. 3: 17). Said he to him: Can it then hold [them all]! It is amazing! -
The Holy One, blessed be He, will order it: "Lengthen, enlarge, and receive 
thy hosts," as it is said, "Enlarge the place of thy tent" (lsa. 54;2).194 
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The gathering of all the waters into one place, a pla~e already filled with water, comes to 

demonstrate the possibility that all the righteous of the world can gather into the city of 

Jerusalem, a city already filled with people. Thus Ma'aseh Bereshit resolves one of the 

great eschatological difficulties, as it further supports the Jewish hope for ingathering of 

the exiles. 

The Genesis creation narrative also prophesies the eschatological Day of Judgment 

in which all of the righteous and wicked of the world will be tried before God's heavenly 

court . In Genesis Rabbah 3·8, R Yannai notices a peculiarity in the description of the first 

day 1'95 The other days are called yom sheni (the second day), yom shelishi (the third day), 

etc Howe~er, the first day is called yom ehad (one day) Through a metaphoric reading 

of the narrative. he explains the significance of this peculiarity 

R. Yannai said. From the very beginning of the world's creation the Holy 
One, blessed be He. foresaw the deeds of the righteous and the deeds of 
the wicked "And the earth was desolate" alludes to the deeds of the 
wicked: "And God said· Let there be light," 10 those of the righteous: "And 
God saw the light, that it was good," to the deeds of the righteous; "And 
God made a division between the light and the darkness " between the 
deeds of the righteous and those of the wicked; "And God called the light 
day" alludes to the deeds of the righteous, "And the darkness called He 
night ," to those of the wicked. "<\nci there was evening," to the deeds of 
the wicked. ''And there was morning,'' to those of the nghteous; "One 
day-" the Holy One, blessed be He, gave them , ne day, anJ which is that? 
It is the Day of Judgment 196 

Given the success of Rome and the continued humiliation of Israel, the Jews surely had 

cause to doubt God's justice. Though justice W/.\S not to be found in this world, the Jews 

anticipated a future time when che guilty would be neld accountable for their sins and the 

righteous would be rewarded for their righteousness They yearned for an eschatological 

Day of Judgment that would right the wrongs of this world and bring about God's long-

195 Though this is not st:.itcd spec11icallv here. 11 1s in BR 3 9 
196 Ibid. . 
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overdue justice. Through R. Y annai's metaphofic reading above. Ma'aseh Bereshit brings 

prophetic reassurance that the Day of Judgment will come. 

Finally, the eternal reward of the righteous is foretold in Ma'aseh Bereshil. Faith 

in the World to Come is essential for the Sages. for it is the underpinning of God's justice. 

Reward and punishment in the World to Come counters the apparent injustices observable 

in this world . Without this faith in God's perfect justice, the covenant with God would be 

finished. Therefore, the Rabbis repeatedly insisted upon the existence of the World to 

Come, and they found con.finnation in Ma'aseh Bereshit. [n yet another interpretation of 

the letter bet, they find evidence of the World to Come: 

Why was [the world] created with a be(! To teach you that there are two 
worlds.197 

This interpretation is based on the understanding that the letter bet, as the second letter in 

the alphabet, has a numeric value of two. Thus, Ma'aseh Bereshit shows that God created 

two worlds in the beginning, this world and the next. That the World to Come Wlll 

correct the injustices of this world and vindicate Israel is demonstrated in a midrash from 

Genesis Rab bah 6· 3 

["God made the two great lights, the great iight to rule the day and the 
small light to rule the night'' (Gen, I . 16)]. R Levi said in the name ofR. 
Jose b. Lai: lt is but natural that the great should count by the great, and 
the small by the small. Es~u councs [time] by the sun, which is large, and 
Jacob by the moon, which is small. Said R. Nahman: That is a happy 
augury. Esau 198 counts by the sun, which is large: just as the sun rules by 
day and but not by night, so does Esau enjoy this world, but has nought in 
the World to Come. Jacob counts by the moon, which is small: just as the 
moon rules by day and by night, so has Jacob a ponion in this world and in 
the World to Come.199 

197 Ibid., BR 1:10. 
198 Esau represents Rome. which marks ume through a solar calendar. Jacob represents the descendants 
of Jacob who mark time through a lunar calendar 
199 Soncino translation. 
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This midrash explicates an important quality of the World to Come, that it is exclusively 

limited to the righteous. The reward of Israel through eternal bliss, and the exclusion of 

the wicked Rome from this eternal bliss, guarantees justice. restores faith in God, and 

renews a shaken covenant. 

c. Summary of Ma'aseh Bereshit as prophecy. 

As Author of the world and the Genesis narrative describing it, God knew the 

future and designed creation accordingly Therefore, one can find in Ma'aseh Bereshit 

certain revelations of the future The Rabbis saw this in the gathering of the waters for the 

purpose of flooding the earth at a later time. More importantly. the Rabbis found in 

Ma'aseh Bereshit certain revelations about the future period of redemption. ln fact, they 

discovered prophecy and corroboration of the six most important elements of their 

messianic faith In this way, Ma'a.,eh Bereshit restored hope and faith in God for 

generations living in misery, destitution, and shame 

VIII. Summary of Chapter Four 

Paving determined in Chapter Three that Ma'~eh Bere,;h11 is a tangible corpus of 

rabbinic cosmogony, we set out in thjs chapter to examine some of its content Though 

the scope of this chapter did not allow for a comprehensive study of this literature, we did 

address some of the most important themes 200 Many of these themes sought to refute 

heretical interpretations of tohu and bohu_ In respon~e to such challenges, the Rabbis 

repeatedly and firmly asserted that God alone created the world, that the world was 

200 Some important cosrnogonic issues from the m,drnsh but not addressed in llus chapter include: the 
method of creation. Incorporeal Ideals. the gender of God. U1c nature of man. tbc greatness of man. and 
moral lessons denvcd from creation. Of course. this I isl is itseJf not complete. a~ the Rabbis found in 
Ma'aseh Bereshtt virtuallv unlim11cd inspiration and meaning. 
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created according to God's will, that the world is good, that God is good, and that the 

world was created ex nihi/o . In addition to these polemically charged themes, the Rabbis 

considered other cosmogonic issues as well. In numerous midrashim, they disputed over 

the precise order of creation. Furthennore, they found in Ma'aseh Bereshil prophetic 

messages of the eschatological redemption. All of these themes, and still others not 

mentioned here, coUectively comprise a rich corpus of rabbinic cosmogonic inquiry. In the 

following chapter, we shall look to these themes to help explain the significance of 

Ma'aseh Bereshil 
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Chapter Five 

Why Prohibit and Why Engage 

Up to now. we have seen how the Rabbis restricted and prohibited Ma'aseh 

Bereshil. only to engage in it themselves. The questions remain: Why did the Rabbis 

prohibit such cosmogonic inquiry'I Why did they violate these prohibitions? What is so 

important about Ma'aseh Bere!;i·h11 that it should merit such attention? What jg truly at 

stake here'> There are many related but distinct answers to these questions In fact, there 

are five separate reasons for the importance of Ma'aseh Bereshit. and they are. (l) the 

honor of God, ( JI) political status, (Ill) polemical advantage, (JV) prophecy, and (V) the 

power of k.nowledge Each of these five reasons. on its own, explains why the Rabbis 

both restricted and engaged in Ma'aseh Bereshit. Together, the explanations augment 

each other to demonstrate the crucial significance of Ma'aseh Bereshit to the Rabbis. We 

shall address each one in tum 

I. The Honor of God 

The reason given by the Rabbis '.'or the restrictions o n /o.fa'aseh Bereshit is the 

protection oft he honor of God. This is articulated most clearly in section C of Mishnah 

Hag. ?.: l , which acts as a summation and exhortation for the mishnah's previous 

prohibitions. Lt states. "Anyone who does not (thus] respect the honor of his Maker, it ts 

better if he had not come into the world •· Similarly. we find in Genesis Rabbah I :S: 

[regarding "Let lying lips be dumb which speak arrogantly against the 
righteous with pride and conternpt'' (Ps. 3 1. 19)] "With pride!" in order to 
boast and say, "I discourse onMa'aseh Bereshitl" "And contempt:" to 
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think that he contemns My Glory! F9r R. Jose b. R. Hanina said: Whoever 
elevates himself at the cost of his fellow man's degradation has no share in 
the World to Come. How much more then [when it is done at the expense 
of] the glory of God!201 

In both of these cases the Rabbis clearly state that the reason one should not expound 

upon the mysteries of creation is because such an act is disrespectful of God. In doing so, 

the Rabbis illustrate an imponant aspect at the heart of cosmogonic inquiry. They realize 

that any study of creation is ultimately a study of God Himself, for to know creation is to 

know the Creator. Therefore, the Rabbis restricted cosmogonic study in order to prevent 

inappropriate investigation of God. 

There is no reason 10 doubt th.is assenion of the Rabbis regarding their cause to 

restrict Ma'aseh Bereshit Though there are several other reasons why they did thus, 

these reasons do not negate or disprove in any way the stated reason of the Sages· to 

protect the honor of God. The Sages were deeply religious and pious mr n who dedicated 

their lives to the service of God and God's people It only stands to reason that men who 

would suffer manyrdom rather than dishonor God and deny God's laws would likewise go 

to such lengths to protect God from dishonorable inquiry. Therefore, we have cause to 

trust the assertions made in the sources that Ma'aseh Beresh,1 threatened the honor of 

God, and was therefore restricted and prorubited 

Ironically, this very reason the Rabbis restricted Ma'aseh Bereshit was also reason 

to violate such restriction. For the SageS, one of the most appropriate ways of honoring 

God was to seek knowledge of God. Accordingly, the rabbinic literature is filled with 

discussions of the nature of God and God's attributes. In pious consideration, the Rabbis 

frequently debated such topics as God's nearness and transcendence, or His attributes of 

mercy and justice. The Rabbis gained this understanding of God primarily by means of 

two sources: revelation and the study of God's historical deeds. These particular methods 

201 Soncino 1ranslation. 
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of insight avoid direct speculation upon thi nature of God. Rather, the Rabbis primarily 

studied God through God's own descriptions by means of the Prophets, or through the 

specific role God has played in history. Ma'aseh Bereshit is an example of these forms of 

inquiry. Through Ma'aseh Bereshit, the Rabbis gain indirect knowledge of God through 

the study of His creative act. They derive knowledge of this creative act from the 

scriptural narrative and from their own observations of the created world. Therefore, 

since cosmogonic inquiry was an indirect study of God through revelation and historical 

action, Ma'aseh Bereshit fits into mainstream rabbinic exegesis and inquiry. It was a 

noimative, pious act demonstrating the glory of God through His wondrous creation. As 

such, the Amoraim came to regard it as an acceptable and exoteric practice. Notably, its 

sister discipline Ma'a-;eh Merkavah remained esoteric as its direct study of the nature and 

status of God in the present did not fit the standard mold of rabbinic inquiry 

We find in the m1drash numerous articulations of how Ma'aseh 8ere'ihil was not 

only permissible, but that 1t positively enhanced the honor of God The Rabbis argued for 

the permissibility of cosmogonic inquiry by demonstrating that it was according to God's 

will. Genesis Rabbah J -6 illustrates how God assists man in this endeavor by providing 

cosmogonic revelations in the Prophets and Holy Writings that explain the cryptic 

mysteries of the Genesis narrative. 

R. Judah b. R. Simon said From the commencement of the world's 
creation ''He revealeth the de0p things, etc" (Dan. 2 .22 ), for it is writ1en. 
"In the beginning God created heaven" (Gen. I: I), but it is not explained 
how. Where then is it explained? Elsewhere· "That stretcheth out the 
heavens as a curtain" (Isa. 40:22); "And the earth" (Gen. I -I), which is 
likewise not explained. Where is that explained? Elsewhere: "For He saith 
to the snow: Fall thou on the earth, etc." (Job 3 7 .6 ). "And God said: Let 
there be light" ( I _J), and the manner of this, too, is not explained. Where 
is it explained? Elsewhere· "Who coverest Thyself with light as with a 
gaiment" (Ps. I 04:2) 202 

202 Soncino Lranslation 
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According to this midrash, God openly and purposefully reveals the secrets of creation in 

the tex1s of the Prophets and Holy Writings. Therefore, we learn that God sanctions the 

practice of Ma'aseh Bereshit. Furt.her, we find in other sources that Ma'aseh Bereshit is 

not just a practice condoned, but that it is a practice encouraged Regarding cosmogonic 

inquiry after the first day, R . Levi cites Prov. 25:2 in the ff Hag 77c· 

"It is the glory of God to conceal a thing." It is the glory of God to 
conceal a thing before the world was created. "It is the glory of kings to 
search a thing out," after the world was created. 203 

Though R. Levi restricts the parameters of cosmogonic inquiry, he nonetheless describes it 

as $1orious. More importantly, through scriptural citation., he shows how God and 

tradition consider it to be glorious. A similar but more explicitly positive description of 

Ma'aseh Beresh1t can be found in a text we viewed earlier from Pirke d'Rabbi Eliezer: 

Rabbi Eleazar Ben Hyrkanos began his discourse: "Who can express the 
mighty acts of the Lord, or make all His praise to be heard?" (Ps. 106:2). 
Is there anyone who can "express the mighty acts" of the Holy One, blessed 
be He, or "make all His praise be heard?" The ministering angels cannot 
even tell of the details of His mighty acts. [And yet it is permitted] for us 
to expound upon what He did, and what He will do in the future for the 
sake of His creations exalting the name of the Holy One, Blessed be He, 
that He created from one end of the world until the other as it is said, "One 
generation shall laud Thy works to another. and shall declare Thy mighty 
acts'j (Ps. 145:4).204 

Here, Ma'aseh Bereshit is not only the special privilege of the human race, but it is 

elevated to the near status of commandment through the citation from Ps. 145:4. The 

Rabbis take this vetse, which is not necessarily about creation, and infuse it with 

cosmogonic meaning. Cn this context, the Psalmist implores us to laud God1s mighty 

203 Translation by Neusner. 
204 Translated by Friedlander. p. 9. 
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works of creation, one generation to another. This exhortation is fulfilled through the 

study of creation and the publication of those findings in the amoraic texts. We honor 

God by actively engaging in Ma'aseh Bereshit. The very reason the Rabbis give for 

prohibitingMa'aseh Rereshit, is now reason to encourage and openly partake of its 

mysteries. 

II . Political Status 

Another related but distinct reason that the Sages restricted Ma'aseh Bereshit was 

because it was a source of polit ical status. As we saw in the excerpt from Pirke d'Rabbi 

Eliezer, the ability to engage in Ma'aseh Bereshif was one of the distinguishing 

characteristics that demonstrated the superiority of mankind over the angels Similarly 

the text from Genesis Rabbah l 5 explains that cosmogonic inquiry was the subject of 

arrogant boasting by people who elevated themselves through the degradation of God. 

Thus we find that the Rabbis were sensitive to the power of Ma'aseh Bereshtt as a source 

of status among its practitioners They therefore limited its pract,ice to a select group of 

Sages who were deserving of such an honor 

Nonetheless, as before. we find that thf' very reason for restricting Ma'aseh 

Bere~-h,t is also a reason to engage in it. The Rabbis expounded upon Ma'aseh Bereshfl in 

order to reap the very political adv"ntage they denied to others. We learn from historians 

that the Rabbis encountered opposition in their efforts to secu re political and judicial 

control of the autonomous Jews of Palestine living under Roman sovereignty In fact, 

contrary to the testimony of the rabbinic literature. it seems likely that the Rabbis did not 

enjoy as much power as the ruling Jewish Patriarchs ln addition, the privilege and status 

of the Rabbis were challenged by their subjects. Unlike that of the priests and Levites 

from the Second Temple period. the authority of the Rabbis did not rest upon the solid 

foundations of birthright . Instead, the Rabbis rose from the midst of the common people. 
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distinguishing themselves only througtf their scholarship. To maintain this distinction, the 

Rabbis had to assert their unique ability to understand the texts, traditions and laws_ 

One demonstration of this unique ability was the exposition of Ma'aseh Bereshit 

By restricting the study of creation to their own inner circle, the Rabbis reserved for 

themselves the privilege and honor of Ma'aseh Bereshir. However, the ttidden and secret 

exposition of creation, characteristic of tannaitic practice, did not necessarily achieve 

political advantage. Only if the public is aware of this cosmogonic inquiry could the 

Rabbis benefit from its prestige. Therefore, the public expositions of Ma'aseh Bercshft, 

characteristic of arnoraic practice, displayed to the community that the rabbinic elite was 

engaged in a venerable study of creation. Through clever midrashim, the Rabbis could 

impres& their followers with their unique expertise in the complex and mystifying secrets 

of creation. In such a way, Ma'aseh Bereshil affirmed the status of the Rabbis as an elit~ 

class of scholars. 

We find evidence and artic•ufation of this political motivation in the rabbinic 

literature. We saw previously how the Septuagint and Targum Onkelos delineate between 

classes of people regarding the issue of Ma'aseh Bereshit. The Rabbis, grounded in their 

scholarship and theological conviction, are capable of reading the original Hebrew text 

with its troubling signs of plurality_ However, the translations remove these complexities 

for the non-Hebrew-speaking general public who might be led astray by such complexities. 

Similarly, in Genesis Rabbah 12: l, R. Huna distinguishes between classes of people 

according to their ability to understand an aspect of God's creation. 

"But the thunder offfis mighty deeds who can understand?" (Job 26: 14). 
R. Huna said: When thunder goes forth in its full force, no creature can 
understand it. It is not written, none understands, bm "who can 
understand?" The intelligent know ffis hints and His thoughts.205 

205 Soncmo translalioo. 
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The intelligent understand God's hints and know his thoughts, and, implicitly, the rest of 

the community does not. In a fantastic midrash from Genesis Rabbah 7:2, the Rabbis 

demonstrate the absurd folly of an unqualified person engaging in Ma;aseh Bereshit. 

"Let the waters swarm, etc." (Gen. 1 :20). Jacob of Kefar Nibburaya gave a 
ruling in Tyre that fish must be ritually slaughtered. When R. Haggai heard 
thereof he ordered, "Come and be :flagellated." "What!" exclaimed he, 
"when a man gives a scdptural ruling he is to be :flagellated!" "How do you 
know that this is scriptural?" inquired he. "Because it is written, 'Let the 
waters swarm with swarms of living creatures, and let fowl fly, etc.,"' 
replied he: "Just as a bird must be ritually killed, so must a fish be ritually 
killed." "You have not ruled well," said he to him. "And whence can you 
prove this to me?" he asked. "Lie down [to be lashed] and I will prove it to 
you." Said [R. Haggai] to him: "It is written, 'If flocks and herds be slain 
for them, will they suffice them? or if all the fish of the sea be gathered 
together for them, will they suffice them?' (Num. 11 :22); 'shall be slain' is 
not written here but 'be gathered together."' "Lay on me," exclaimed 
[Jacob], "for thine exposition is good. 11206 

In this quaint account, Jacob ofKefar Nibburaya derives fromMa'aseh Bereshit the 

ridiculous ruling that fish should be ritually slaughtered like fowl, since both were created 

together on the same day. R. Haggai whips him because of the serious consequences of 

his foolish deeds. Jacob is the sorcerer's apprentice who has a vague notion of the 

meaning of creation but whose bumbling attempts prove disastrous. An unqualified 

person should not meddle in such matters since they can determine halachah and Jewish 

practice. This midrash affirms for the Rabbis their unique role as interpreters of Ma'aseh 

Bereshit and arbiters of halachah. All of these midrashim together demonstrate the 

Rabbis' conscious delineation of individuals on the basis of Ma'aseh Bereshit. 

So we see, the Rabbis restricted Ma'aseh Bereshit to prevent rivals from boasting 

of their knowledge of creation's mysteries. Meanwhile, they privately engaged in such 

matters as a means of bolstering their own authority and position in society. This strategy 

206 Ibid. 
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required the Rabbis to expound Ma'aseh Bereshit openly and publicly in order to 

demonstrate to the community their unique and superior scholarship. Eventually, this 

exposition became so public, so exoteric and so mundane that it no longer fully served this 

function. As we saw with the account of R. Joseph and the elders of Pumbedita, Ma'aseh 
·t 

Bereshit began to lose some of its cache as it was publicly expounded by the Amoraim. R. 
A 

Joseph thus relied upon his unique knowledge of Ma'aseh Merkavah, which was still 

exclusive, to assert his dominance and authority as the head of the academy in Pumbedita. 

III. Polemical Advantage 

Perhaps the most important reason that the Rabbis restricted and engaged in 

Ma'aseh Bereshit is because it yielded polemical advantage. It was not the general 

practice of the Rabbis to argue in the form of essays, making systematic, logical arguments 

in the fashion that we do today. Rather, they preferred the biblical custom of asserting 

polemics through narratives and illustrations. For instance, the Bible does not 

demonstrate the power of God through a complex system of proofs and deductions, but 

through the narration of God's splitting apart the seas, or causing mountains to shake. 

Similarly, the Rabbis demonstrated their assertions through narrative illustrations, such as 

stories of kings or animals. In this process, the Rabbis routinely relied on the authority of 

scriptural texts to legitimize their arguments. As we have seen iri many of the midrashim 

excerpted so far, the Rabbis grounded their arguments with scriptural proofs and 

quotations. It is important to recognize that the Rabbis often quoted scriptural texts out 

of context, altered the lettering in their reading of the texts, or interpreted the texts far 

beyond their literal intent. Through these and other hermeneutical techniques, the Rabbis 

manipulated the scriptural narrative to suit their own theological or polemical needs. 

Herein lies one of the great powers of Ma'aseh Bereshit. The Genesis creation 

narrative is one of the most important sections of the entire Bible because it speaks 
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dramatically of both the nature of the cre!ted world and the nature of the Creator. Access 

to this crucial narrative allows one to manipulate and control it, Through its 

interpretation, one can co-opt the authority of the text and make wholesale assertions 

about the world and about God. For t.his reason, the Rabbis restricted the exposition of 

Ma'aseh Bereshit, so that this powerful tool did not fall into the wrong hands. 

Nonetheless, this very reason for restriction was also a strong motive for the Rabbis to 

engage in such exposition. The potential polemical power of the creation narrative 

particularly attracted the attentions of the Rabbis, and they responded with fruitful 

cosmogonic polemic. 

a The order of creation. 

One important ~ource of polemics was the order of creation. As we saw in section 

VI of Chapter Four. the Sages fiercely debated the order of the creaticn of heaven and 

earth, light and darkness, man and the other creature!), etc The reason for this debate was 

that the Sages subl.cribed to the popular notion that what preceded in creation preceded in 

importance According to this doctrine, God created what was most important first. and 

thtm created items of successive importance Therefore, a discussion of the order of 

creation is really a discussion of the relative importance of created entities. Consequently, 

in their manipulation of the creation narrative., the Rabbis could assert the importam;e of 

an object by establishing its creation in tlte early stages of the cosmogonic process. 

Examples of such polemical ordering are numerous A popular midrashic motif 

establishes the pnmary importance of several entities by asserting that they preceded all 

others in the order of creation. An example of this motif can be found in Mid rash 

Tanhuma Buber, Naso 19: 

Thus our Rabbis taught : Seven things preceded the world [in the order of 
creation] , and these are they· the Hol~ Throne, the Torah, the Temple, the 
fathers of the world. [srael. the name of the Messiah, and repentance. And 
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there are some who say the Gard<;n of Eden and Gehenna as well. 
[Following this the Rabbis give scriptural proof for each item on the list.)207 

Genesis Rabbah l :4 specifies that only the first two items on ttus list were actually created, 

while the others were only contemplated prior to the creation of the world. Either way, 

their precedence establishes their importance. This argument from narrative is powerfully 

effective. Rational arguments with proofs and logical deductions may persuade·someone 

that these seven things were important, but to say that they are so important that they 

preceded the creation of the world: that is truly impressive. 

Another example of the polemical nature of creation's order can be found 

regarding the creation of man Man's creation at the end of the sixth day presented a 

difficult paradox for the Rabbis. On the one hand, this is a position of prestige since all 

the world was created in preparation for man's arrival. On the other hand, man's position 

at very end of creation means that every single created entity preceded man in the order of 

creation, implying that everything else in the world is more important than man. The 

Rabbis, eager to demonstrate the importance and primacy of man, worked from both sides 

of this paradox. In numerous midrashim, they glorified man's position at the end of 

creation, citing that all the world was God's banquet and man was God's intended guest. 

In other midrashim, the Rabbis denied man's place at the end of creation. As we saw in 

Chapter Four, they specified that man's soul was created at the beginning of the sixth day, 

or even at the beginrung of the first ,fay before rhe creation of the world. Though the 

R.1bbis were not consistent in their strategy, they were consistent in their intent to 

illustrate the primacy of man through the order of creation. Occasionally, however, we 

find disparate intent expressed in a single mid.rash, such as one we saw from Leviticus 

Rabbah 14 · I : 

2o7 My own translation. See also Midrash Tanbuma Warsaw, Naso 11, for an identical list. For similar 
lists, sec BR I :4; BT Pesa.him 54a: and Pirke d'Rabbi Eliez.er 3. 

131 



If a man acts meritoriously, they say to him: "You preceded all ma'aseh 
bereshit [in the order of creation];" but fr not, they say to him: "A gnat 
preceded you, a snail preceded you."208 

Whether man is to be exalted or denigrated. the Rabbis utilized the order of creation to 

determine man's status. Such is the power of Ma'aseh Bereshtt 

A fi nal example of the polemical character of creation's order can be found in the 

famous debate over the relative precedence of heaven and earth. Here we find the most 

explicit rabbinic statement that the timing of a thing's creation determines its importance, 

Commenting on the fact that sometimes heaven precedes earth in scriptural passages and 

sometimes earth precedes heaven. R. Eleazar b. R. Simeon states in Genesis Rabbah l · I 5 

If my father's Vlew is right. why is the earth sometimes given precedence 
over the heaven, and svmetimes heaven over earth? In fact it teaches that 
they are equal to each other.io~ 

They are equal to each other in value because neither precedes the other in the order of 

creation. The cosmogonic debate about order, while it addresses issues of the distant past, 

is in reality a debate over the present value of created entities The relative value of 

heaven and earth is a loaded issue The hidden subtext of this debate i. actually the extent 

to which the Rabbis may interpret biblical law Th~ School of Shammai argued for a strict 

interpretation of biblical law, citing that the Torah is from heaven and should not be 

altered The School of Hillel, on the o the, hand, argued for a ler.ient interpretation of 

biblical law, citing that the Torah is intended for the earthly humans and may be 

interpreted by us as we see fit. Accordingly, the School of Shammai asserted that heaven 

(symbolizing divine prerogative) was of primary importance, while the School of Hillel 

asserted that the earth (symbolizing human prerogative) was of primary importance. To 

208 Soncino Lransla11on Sec also T Sanhe<lnn 8:){: and 81 Sanhcdnn J8a. 
209 Ibid. 
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prove these assertions, both schools tumeti to Ma'aseh Bereshil to show that heaven or 

earth was created first.210 They used ancient cosmogony in their debate over the heated 

contemporary issue regarding the nature of biblical law and its interpretation. In this 

distinctively non-cosmogonic debate, Ma'aseh Bereshit was a powerful polemic. 

b. The Creator owns the world. 

Another polemical reason for Ma'aseh Bereshit explicitly articulated in the 

midrash comes from Genesis Rabbah I :2, which reads: 

R. Joshua of Siknin quoted in R_ Levi1s name: "He hath declared to His 
people the power of His works, in giving the heritage of the nations" (Ps 
l l I :6). Why did the Holy One, blessed be He, reveal to Israel what was 
created on the first day and on the second day, etc.? So that the nations of 
the world might not taunt Israel and say to them: "Surely ye are a nation of 
robbers: think of that 1" But Israel can retort: "And do ye not hold yours as 
spoil, for surely 'The Caphtorim, that came forth from out of Caphtor, 
destroyed them, and dwelt in their stead' (Deut. 2:23)! The \>..:>rid and all 
the fullness thereof belong to God. When He wished, He gave it to you; 
and when He wished, Be took it from you and gave it to us." Hence it is 
written, "In giving them the heritage of the nations, He hath declared to His 
people the power of His works:" He declared the beginning to them, viz., 
"In the begiruting God created, etc. "21 l 

R. Joshua of Siknin specifically questions the 4"eason for cosmogonjc revelation, and he 

responds with an answer: God revealed to us His creation of the world to show that the 

world belongs to Him. Thls fact, though seemingly obvious, is crucial to Israel's claim of 

Canaan or Palestine, the land God promised to Abraham and his descendants. The 

problem is that when his descendants came to claim this land in the time of Joshua and the 

Judges, it was populated and claimed by others. Israel could claim it only at the expense 

of others. Lest Israel appear to be a nation of robbers who steal land, the Rabbis turned to 

2 IO Feldstein. pp.68-69. 
21 I Soncino translation. 
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Ma'aseh Bereshit to demonstrate that the lancf. indeed all the world, belongs to God and 

God may promise it to whomever He wishes. Israel did not steal it from the other nations 

because Ma'aseh Bereshit proves that rt never really belonged to them. Of course, this 

issue ofland is not limited to the historical period of Joshua and the Judges. Indeed, there 

has not been a time in Israel's millennial history that she did not have rivals contesting her 

claim to her promised land In the time of the Rabbis, as now, Jsrael 's chief claim to its 

promised land is grounded in Ma'aseh Bereshit 

c. Ma'aseh Bereshit and the threat of heresy 

We said above that polemical advantage was perhaps the most important reason 

that the Rabbis restricted and engaged in Ma'as<!h Bereshit Of all the important polemical 

advantages gained by lvfa'as11h Hereshil. none were as crucial as those that refuted heresy 

As we discussed briefly in Chapter Four. there were a host of rival theologies and 

philosophies that threatened to lead the Israelites astray throughout the rabbinic period 

Some of these challenges came from outside Israel, others rose from its midst. Many of 

these foreign and heretical groups grounded their beliefs firmly in co!>mogony In the face 

of these cosmogon.ic challenges, the Rabbis responded by restricting and prohibiting 

Ma'aseh Bereshit, as well as by engaging in it. 

The mot ivation to avoid cosmogonic speculation and to engage in it was the same; 

which tactic the Rabbis chose at any given time was simply a means of strategy. ln the 

tannaitic period. the Sages chose to respond to the heretical cosmogony by distancing 

themselves and their people from any form of cosmogonic inquiry. Cosmogony was so 

associated with heretical practice that any study of creation aroused suspicion. The Sages 

absolutely forbade the study of the most sensitive aspects of creation, such as what came 

before They allowed the study of other aspects only to a select group of init iated. 

Presumably, scholars steeped in the rabbinic tradition would not be shaken by this complex 

study of mysteries Since such Rabbis were firmly grounded in rabbinic theology. they 
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would not be tempted to stray into heresy. For t~ rest of the population, the Rabbis 

recommended that they avoid cosmogonic inquiry altogether. This was their policy, too, 

regarding the heretics themselves, as they warned their public in Deut. Rabbah 2:33, "Do 

not meddle with those who declare that there is a second god."212 Privately, however, the 

Tannaim did engage in a limited form of cosmogony as a means of refuting the 

cosmogonic claims of the heretics, as we saw with Gamaliel and the philosopher. Perhaps 

even the most initiated Rabbis needed some doubts to be dispelled. Nonetheless, such 

examples of tannaitic Ma'aseh Bereshil are rare, and they were probably not addressed to 

the greater community. For the most part, the Tannaim reacted to the threat of the 

heretics by constructjng a wall separating the Jewish people from the heretics or anythlng 

that resembled heresy. 

For unexplained reasons, the Amoraim chose a different strategy in response to the 

threat of the heretics. Unlike their tannaitic predecessors. the Amoraim chose 10 face the 

heretical challenge head on, publicly confronting the heretics on their own cosmogonicaJ 

turf. Instead of treating cosmogony as taboo, they recognized it as a powerful polemical 

tool for refuting the heretical claims of their rivals. Where the heretics claimed that 

several powers created the world, the Amoraim used Ma'aseh Bereshu to show that God 

alone created the world. Where the heretics claimed that an t:vil creator created an eviJ 

world out of evil or inferior materials, the Amoraim tbed Ma'aseh Bereshit to show that 

the Creator is good, that He created a good world, and that He created it ex nihilo. 

Where the heretics grounded their assertions in their hereticaJ cosmogony, the Amoraim 

responded with their own brand of cosmogony, unabashedly oelving into previously 

forbidden matters to meet this challenge. What is more, the Amoraim did so publicly, so 

that they could persuade the greater community not to be led astray by the foreign 

cosmogorues. It is uncertain why the Amoraim chose such a different strategy in 

212 £bid. 
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confronting the heretical cosmogonies, Per~aps the threat of heresy had become so 

widespread by their time that they could no longer remain sileat. This is, of course, pure 

speculation What is more certain is simply that the Amoraim responded to heretical 

challenges by actively engaging in Ma'aseh Beresh11. 

The nature of rabbinic cosmogony would become clearer if we were to know who 

it was exactly who challenged the Rabbis. Throughout the rabbinic literature, the Rabbis 

rarely address the object of their polemics However, in the cosmogonic midrashim, the 

Ral?bis often direct their attacks toward a named adversary: the minim (heretics). m 

Unfortunately, we do not know precisely who these m1111m were. Some modem scholars 

say they were Gnostics, some say they were Christians, and others say they were both of 

these and mere An example of this uncertainty can be seen in the polemjc against the 

existence of two Powers. This might be an anti-dualistic polemic, and therefore directed 

against the Gnostics, the lranians, or others. On the other hand , this might have nothing 

to do with dualism, but instead be an a rgument against two gods who exist in harmony. If 

so, then this polemic 1s directed against the Christians regarding Jesus or the pagan Greeks 

regarding Metatron. 114 There is evidence that the object of the rabbinic polemics could be 

any of these groups, though it is most likely the Gnostics and the Christians. 

The true identity of the Gnostics is itself an enigma The term Gnosticism 

generally refe1 s to a wide vanety of dualist heresy in late antiquity We know that the 

Gnostics were greatly concerned with cosmogony. and they believed in a dualistic tension 

between the Good Most High God and the wicked Demiurge They asserted that the 

Demiurge rebelled against the Good Most High God and. together with a host of 

malevolent angels. created an evil world out of wicked mdteriaL Whether or not the 

Rabbis were aware of the Gnostics cannot be fully demonstrated, but it seems likely. 

213 Such as BR 1.10. 8:8. 8:9. and Tanhuma Buber I: I I: 12. In BR 1 9 the obJCCI 1s a plulosophu: 1n 
BR 4:3 it is a Samaritan. 
214 Gruenwald p. 248. 
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Gnosticism was widespread throughout the Rf>man empire, though our extant Gnostic 

texts come primarily from Egypt.215 We know that the Gnostics were familiar with Israel 

as they derived much of their theology from Jewish sources, particularly the Genesis 

narrative and the Jewish apocalyptic literature, though they inverted the meaning of these 

texts. The most telling evidence suggesting that the Rabbis were aware of the Gnostics is 

that the rabbinic cosmogonic polemics seem to address specifically the Gnostic beliefs 

described above. The Rabbis explicitly refuted the existence of two Powers and that 

angels assisted significantly in creation, and they forcefully asserted that God is good and 

created a good world from nothing. The parallels are uncanny. Though this does not 

prove for certain that these polemics were anti-Gnostic, it seems probable.216 

The other most likely candidate for the identity of the mysterious minim are the 

Christians. As Christianity originally grew from within Judaism, it is more likely that these 

fonnerly Jewish Christians would deserve the specific title of heretics. In addition, it 1s 

hardly conceivable that the Rabbis were not aware of this popular and deviant Jewish sect, 

or that they could ignore their heretical theology. Furthermore, there 1s strong evidence in 

the rabbinic cosmogonic ,mdrush,m of certain anti-Christian polemics. The early 

Christians had made much of the plurality of God language in the Genesis narrative, 

particularly Gen 1:26, "Let us make man." The Church fat hers interpreted this as 

referring to the Trinity, or to Christ, logos, and \N1sdom. As we saw in Chapter Four, the 

Sages devoted numerous midrashim to the n:futation of such notions. It is therefore very 

215 Altman. p.6. 
2 l 6 Gruenwald (p. 51 ) argues thal the Rabbis may nol have been concerned Wtth Gnosticism because il 
was simply too radical and too repelling lo be a serious threat of heresy. Here l must disagree. 
Gnosticism has a foundation in Judaism and Jewish texts and speaks in a vocabulary that would be 
familiar to a Jewish ear, albeit distorted. More importantly, the period of Gnosticism's greatest influence 
was a time of dire distress, suffering, and humiliation for the Jews. Given such a situation. it seems only 
natural that some members of God's supposedly chosen people might view their God to be evil, or ser in 
this world filled Wtth good and evil suggestion of dualistic Powers. We Wtll address this further in a 
discussion of Jewish heresy below. 
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likely that the Rabbis specifically targeted the Christian heresy in their cosmogonic 

polemics, but due to the ambiguity of the terrn minim, we cannot know for certain, 

Whether the Rabbis were refuting Gnostic theology or Christian theology, the 

most important question 1s whether or not these minim were Jews or outsiders. Most of 

the evidence suggests the former We have abundant evidence proving that at the time of 

the Second Temple's destruction Israel was a diverse and fragmented nation. The 

Jerusalem Talmud Sanhedrin 29c attests. "Israel did not go into exile until it had turned 

into twenty-four parties of heresy."2 17 Augmenting this divided reality, the particularly 

dire state of the Jewish people may have motivated many Jews to stray from orthodox 

belief in favor of a more negative theology such as Gnosticism With the extraordinary 

suffering and humiliation accompanying the destruction of the Temple, the failure of the 

Bar Kochba Revolt. and the exile from Judea, the Jews had abundant reason to doubt the 

goodness of their God and the goodness of their world There is evidence in the midrash 

that some Jews doubted the singularity of God In Genesis Rabbah 8:9, a heretic 

challenges R. Simlai about the plurality of" Let us make man." and R Simlai rebuts his 

challenge with a typical rabbinic response However, R Simlai's disciples are not satisfied, 

and they press him for a more satisfying answer Now, this may simply be a literary device 

to allow the midrash to give two responses to the challenge On the other hand. it may be 

evidenct that some Jews, indeed some scholars, had some doubts about orthodox belief 

Still, the greatest proof in midrashic sources for the existence of Jewish heresy can be 

found in the character of Elisha b. Abu ya Th.is member of the elite circle of leading Sages 

became the archetypical heretic, suggesting the existence of two Powers and often 

questioning the justice of God and the world We find further suggestion of the existence 

of Jewish heresy in the fact that the Gnostic, Christian. and Jewish polemics seem to 

address a Jewish audience. The Gnostic writers' use of the Genesis narrative in their 

217 T raoslation by Ncusner 
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cosmogonic polemics could be appreciated only by a Jew or former Jew. Regarding the 

Christians, we know that their original source for proselytes was the Jewish community. 

Finally, in the midrashim, we find that where the Rabbis argue with heretics they often cite 

biblical sources as prooftexts. Who but a Jew would appreciate this line of argument? 

What is more, I must agree with Gruenwald's observation that the tone of the rabbinic 

cosmogonic polemics sounds more like an internal diatribe than an outward disputation 

AU of this eV1dence together suggests the true identity of the minim to be Jews, 

The Rabbis used Ma'aseh Bereshit as an internal cosmogonic polemic to prevent 

members of their own community from straying to Gnosti~, Christian, or other heresies. 

Still, given the ambiguity of the term mimm, we cannot be certain. Gruenwald argues that 

since we cannot absolutely prove the existence of Jewish heretical groups, we must 

assume that there were none I disagree. The abundance of evidence mentioned above 

suggests a strong probability that Jewish heresy existed, and that it was the true subject of 

rabbinic cosmogonic polemic. If there was not such a threat of Jewish doubt and heresy, 

why would the Rabbis bother polemicizing against it? 

Many modem scholars have focused on the relationship between Ma'aseh Bereshii 

and heresy. fndeed, the threat of heresy is perhaps the most important reason why the 

Rabbis restricted and prohibited Ma'aseh Be,eshit, as weU as why they engaged in it. 

None :1eless. we must keep in mind that the refutation of heresy is only one of several 

important polemical advantages of Mo'aseh Pereshil. Furthennore, we must be mindful 

lhat polemical advantage is only one of several important reasons why the Rabbis 

restricted and engaged in Ma'aseh Bereshit. 

TV. Ma'aseh Bereshit as a Source of Prophecy 
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Another important reason why the Rabbis expounded upon Ma'aseh Bereshrt was 

because it predicted the eschatological redemption.218 As we saw in Chapter Four, the 

Rabbis found in Ma'aseh Bereshit prophetic revelations of six major attributes of the 

messianic future, including: the arrival of a Davidic Messiah, vindication and revenge for 

Jewish suffering, the restoration of the Temple, the miraculous gathering of the exiles from 

every generation, judgment and retributive justice, and the reward of eternal bliss. One 

cannot underestimate the importance of this prophetic message of hope in one of the 

darkest times of Jewish history. Through Ma'aseh Bereshil, the Rabbis comforted their 

troubled people, and instilled in them the fortitude to remain faithful and loyal to their 

God 

V The Power of Knowledge 

Perhaps one of the most obvious and understated reasons for restricting and 

engaging in Ma'aseh Bere\·h1t is that knowledge is power Through Ma'aseh Bereshil, 

one learns the reasoning behind the c reation of the world, how it was formed, and by what 

plan it was determined. More importantly, however, this study of the past enlightens the 

present. One who uncovers creation's mysteries understands the world as it is today, how 

it functions and by what laws it is governed. The expositor of Ma'aseh Rereshil can live 

according to the secrets of the world, knowi 1g what to do and when to do it, and thereby 

gain wealth, health and happiness One who doe~ not know these secrets, and does not 

live according to the cosmic order, 1s doomed to suffer misfortune. 

The Rabbis recognized the awesome power and benefits derived from wisdom. ln 

the tradition of Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and Ben Sira, the Rabbis heralded wisdom as a 

precious and sought-after prize. Wisdom instructed one- when to embark on a journey, 

218 As LlllS was discussed in detail in Chapter Four. we\\ ill onl)' briefly recount those conclusions here. 
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what crops to plant in a given year, and how to have ' successful marriage. Though they 

recognized the value of knowledge derived from any source, the Rabbis particularly 

lauded knowledge derived from Torah. Ma'aseh Bereshit fits into this category, as it was 

an exposition of the Genesis narrative and a study of the world created according to the 

principles of Torah. Because Ma'aseh Bereshit was such a powerful tool and guide for 

success, the Rabbis carefuUy restricted its exposition to contain and control its power. At 

the same time, the Rabbis grew attracted to this great tool and its potentjal benefits, and 

sought to wield it themselves. 

VI , Conclusion 

The peculiar and inconsistent relationship between the Sages and Ma'aseh Bereshit 

raises a host of perplexing questions. Why did the Rabbis restrict its exposition to a select 

few individuals, and why did they prohibit certain aspects of its study? Furthermore, why 

did the Sages subsequently violate their own regulations? Why did Ma'aseh Bereshit 

deserve so much attention? In the course of this chapter, we have seen the awesome 

importance of Ma'aseh Bereshit through the numerous reasons for its regulation and 

violation thereof. I have taken special care to systematize and distinguish the many 

differen• reasons for Ma'aseh Bereshit's special attention. Modem scholars have tended to 

focus on any one of these issues, especially heresy, while ignoring the rest. We must be 

careful to pay attention to the many possible motives for why the Rabbis restricted and 

engaged in Ma'aseh Bereshit, lest we attribute too much significance to any one motive. 

Because there were so many potential reasons, we cannot be sure of any one. 

As we looked at five reasons why the Rabbis restricted and engaged in Ma'aseh 

Bereshil, there were two aspects that were common to all of them. First, we found that 

the reasons that the Rabbis restricted and prohibited cosrnogonic inquiry were the same 
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reasons that they engaged in it nonetheless. This great irony helps explain why the Rabbis' 

positio n on Ma'aseh Bereshit was so volatile and paradoxical 

The second strand uniting all of the reasons was power. As we saw in each of the 

fi ve sectio ns above. the Rabbis restricted Ma'aseh Bereshir because they were wary of its 

power, and they engaged in it because they were drawn to its power. In sectio n I 

regarding the honor of God, the Rabbis recognized that the study of creation is really the 

study of the Creator Therefore, the study of Ma'aseh Bereshit yields certain secret 

mysteries about God, and to understand secret mysteries abom God is to have some 

power or influence over God Similarly, in section JI on political status, we saw how the 

Rabbis used Ma'aseh Bereshit to assen their collective authority over the community as an 

elite class of scholars In section III regarding polemical advantage, the power of Ma'aseh 

Bereshll was demonstrated by its use as a forceful and effective means of argument. 

Cosmogonic exegesis allowed the Rabbis and their adversaries to control the Genes;s 

narrative and co-opt its authority. Through this polemical advantage. the expositor of 

Mu'aseh Bere!;hit had power over Others through the power of persuasion This could be 

seen in the debate over the order of creation and its decidedly non-cosmogonic 

ramifications regarding the interpretation of biblical law As well , it could be seen in the 

rabbinic argument for Israel's claim to the promised land Most importantly, the polemical 

power of "-1a'aseh Beresi111 was crucial as it pertained to heresy_ On the one hand. 

cosmogonic inquiry was powerful because it coulri lead an orthodox Jew into heresy_ On 

the other hand, it was the most effective means of refuting the heretical cosmogonic claims 

of the rabbinic adversaries. Furthermore, in section rv we saw how Ma'aseh BereshtL 

functioned as prophecy. providing a powerful means for the Rabbis Lo comfort and restore 

hope to their beleaguered people, and thereby maintaining the covenant with God for 

succeeding generations. Finally, section V demonstrated how knowledge derived from 

Ma'aseh Bereshtl yielded power over the world If one was privy to the secrets that 

underpin the cosmos, then one could ljve according to those secrets and thereby prosper_ 
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ln conclusion, though there are many distinct reasons why the Rabbis both 

restricted and engaged in Ma'aseh Bereshil, all of these reasons are united by a common 

strand. The essential nature and significance of Ma'aseh Bereshit is power. The Rabbis' 

paradoxical relationship with Ma'aseh Bereshit reflects their struggle with how to control 

and wield this powerful tool. 
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Chapter Six 

The Mutual Implications of Ma'aseh Merkavah and Ma'aseh 

Bereshit 

fn Chapters One and Two of this work, we looked to Ma'aseh Merkavah to gain 

an understanding of Ma'aseh Bereshir Ma'aseh Merkavah is addressed more frequently 

and more explicitly in the rabbinic sources. and modem scholars have devoted more time 

to its explication. Consequently, in many regards we know more about tannaitic Ma'aseh 

Merkavah than we do about tannaitic Ma'aseh Hereshit_ Having demonstrated in Chapter 

One that Ma'aseh lvlerkavah and Ma'aseh Bereshir were equivalent disciplines of esoteric 

study. we have gained some insight into Ma'asl!h Bereshit from our greater knowledge of 

Ma'aseh Merkavah Thus far from lvfa'aseh MerkQ\IOh, we have learned that Ma'aseh 

Bereshit was a formal discipline of study; we have learned the meaning of the ambiguous 

preposition bet in Mishnah Hag. 2-1; and we have found further proof of the esoteric 

nature of Ma'a~·eh Beresh,r In this chapter, we shall determine ifthere are other insights 

into Ma'aseh Bereshil that can be gainl!d from its relationship with Ma'aseh Merkavah. 

As well, given our new finding!' from this thesis, we shall speculate whether or not we can 

gain insight into Ma'aseh Mcrkavah from our understanding of Ma'aseh Bereshit. In the 

process, we shall explore the natures of Ma'as1:h Merkavah and Ma'aseh Bereshit, seeking 

to understand what unites these two distinct esoteric disciplines. 

L The Uncertain Nature ofTannaaic Ma'aseh Merkavah 

a. The evidence. 
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Among modem scholars, the most hoAy debated aspect oftannaiticMa'aseh 

Merkavah is whether or not this practice was magical, mystical, neither, or both. The 

uncertainty derives from the fact that the tannaitic and amoraic rabbinic sources do not 

directly define Ma'aseh Merkavah nor articulate a single example of its teaching or 

practice. The rabbinic sources speak only indirectly about Ma'aseh Merkavah as a 

discipline, and they gjve but the slightest hint of its possible magical or mystical nature. 

However, in the later Hechalot literature we find explicit definitions and exemplifications 

of Ma'aseh Merkavah, including fantastic details of mysticism. magic and revelation. In 

many cases the Hechalot literature acts as a manual of how to engage in Ma'aseh 

Merkavah. In other places it describes in detail what a yored merkavah, one who engages 

in Ma'aseh Merkavah, experiences. In the Hechalot literature we finally find a detailed 

description of Ma'aseh Merkavah, but, unfortunately, we do not know if this description is 

true for tannaitic Ma'aseh Merkavah 

AJas, the mysterious Hechalot literature raises as many questions as it answers, as 

we do not know by whom, where, or when it was written. Many scholars argue that it 

was written by an elite fraternity of Rabbis, while Halperin argues that it was written by a 

group in opposition to the rabbinic elite_ There is similar controversy regarding the 

location of its composttion, some scholars finding evidence for Palestine, others for 

J3abylonia. As for its dating. we have only a general idea 1Jf somewhere between the years 

100 and 800 of the Common Era. We know that it is later than 100 because it speaks 

often of Akiba who lived at that tim(;', and we know that it is before 800 because it is 

mentioned in several ninth- and tenth-century Karaite and Christian sources.219 To 

advance their own theories, some scholars such as Scheiern argue for an early dating on 

that timeline, and others such as Halperin argue for a later dating. The result of all this 

uncertainty and controversy over authorship. place, and time, is that we cannot assume 

219 Halperin. The Faces of the Chano., pp. 359-60. 
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outright that the Ma'aseh Merkavah of the ~halot is the same as the Ma'aseh Merkavah 

of the rabbinic literature. However, given this uncertainty, we can still speculate upon a 

connection between the Ma'aseh Merkavah of rabbinic literature and the Ma'aseh 

Merkavah of the Hechalot by comparing the themes and characteristics of both sources 

The Ma'aseh Merkavah of the rabbinic and Hechal'ot literatures share much in 

common. Both are a discipline of study containing a corpus of knowledge that can be 

passed from one person to another As well. both are a form of exegesis of Ezekiel's 

vision. Finally, and perhaps most dramatically. in both the rabbinic and Hechalot 

literatures, Ma'aseh Merkavah is reserved for an elite few.120 The initiated derive fantastic 

rewards from Ma'aseh Merkavah; all others receive dramatic punishment for attempting to 

engage in it. In the rabbinic literature, the uninitiated are punished with fire221 and skin 

disease,222 while the initiated are rewarded with approving fire. a chorus of trees, and 

blessing. m Similarly. in the Hechalot literature. the unmitiated yored merlwvah may 

suffer a fiery or watery death, while the successful yored merkavah is promised the 

benefits of stature. power, honor. intelligence and happiness. 124 In summary, buth the 

rabbinic and Hechalot literatures describe a Ma'aseh Merkavah that :s an esoteric 

discipline involving the exposition of Ezekiel's theosophical vision 

There are some areas. however. in which the two textual traditions differ The 

Hechalot explicitly describes a form of Ma'aseh wferkavah that is mysticism. magic, and 

revelation. It is mysticism. in that qualified yordl!i merkavah ascend to the upper realms 

220 In the rabbinic literature, Afa1a.•eh Merkavnh is indisputably esotenc lore. However. in the Hechalot 
literature there is consistent tenSJon between cso1enc1sm and mclusivity. On the one hand. the yored 
merkavah must know certain secret adjurations in oder to pass Lhe numerous tests and obstacles blocking 
his ascension. This suggests csotericism. On the other hand. the works of Hcchalot literature profess lo 
be guides enabling anyone !Cl learn these secrets. This suggests inclusi,•ity Nonelheless, we must keep in 
mind I.hat lhe existence of I.he rnclus1ve tendency 1n tlus paradox does not negate the exclusive, esoteric 
tendency. This esotenc aspect does compare to rabbmic esotcricism, 
221 As i.n BT Hag. 13a. 
222 As in JT Hag. 77c. 
223 As in lhe story of Eleazar b. Arach and Yohanan b. Zakk.ai from RT Hag . 14b Sec Chapter Two 
224 See Merkavah Rabbah. sccuon 70\ as quoted b~ ScltMer. p 11 5. 
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of heaven to view God and God's retinue upon the divine chariot. It is magic, in that the 

yordei merkavah ascend to the chariot to receive, among other things, secret names of 

God that can be used in powerful adjuration. Also, it is revelation., in that the yordei 

merkavah learn secret mysteries of Torah from the Lips of God and the angels. 

Meanwhile, fl-om the rabbinic literature, we have no definitive proof that the Tannaim 

engaged in similar mystical and magical acts of ascension. Of course, if they did engage in 

this practice, the Rabbis would not have discussed it publicly or described it in their 

literature due to its esoteric natu1e. Nonetheless, there are some enigmatic hints and 
... 

allusions suggesting that the Tannaim engaged in ascensions to the divine chariot, or that 

they believed that they did. 225 The most significant hint comes from the mysterious story 

of the four Rabbis who entered pardes. 

Four men entered a garden: Ben Azz.ai, Ben Zoma, Aher [Elisha b. 
Abu ya], and R. Ak:iba. One of them looked and died; one looked and went 
mad; one looked and cut the young plants, one ascended safely and 
descended safely. 

Ben Azz.ai looked and died. Of him Scripture says, "Precious in the 
eyes of the Lord is the death of His saints" (Psalm 116:15). 

Ben Zorn.a looked and went mad. Of him Scripture says, "lfyou 
find honey, eat only your fill" (Proverbs 25: 16; the biblical text concludes: 
"lest you become stuffed with it and vomit it"). 

Elisha looked and cut the young plants. Of him Scripture says, "Do 
not let your mouth_ bring your flesh into sin" (Ecclesiastes 5:5). 

R. Ak:iba ascended safely and descended safely. Of him Scripture 
says, "Draw me, we will r'\J.n after you'' (Song 1 :4).226 

ln most manuscripts of Toseft.a227 and the Babylonian Talmud,228 the texts read that Rabbi 

Akiba ascended and descended safely. This cryptic story is clouded in mystery, but its use 

... 
225 We can only discuss whether or not they believed in such ascensions. Whether or net the Rabbis 
actually engaged in such ascensions is less a maner of scholarship than faith. 
226 Translation from Tosefta Hag. 2:3-4 by Halperin, The Faces of the Chariot. o.31. 
227 One manuscript (Erfurt) reads as the IT Hag. version, with Ala'ba entering and going out safely. See 
Halperin, The Faces of the Chariot. p. 31. 
228 Hag. 14b. One manuscript (Gottingen 3) has Alolla enter and go out. See Halperin, The Faces of the 
Chariot. p. 31. 
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of these words and its context in the commentary of Mishnah Hag. 2:1 suggest that it 

describes a form of Ma'aseh Merkavah that includes ascension. Still, this suggestion is 

not proof of tannaitic mysticism. The rabbinic texts specifically avoid the fantastic 

descriptions of magic, mysticism, and revelation characteristic of the Hechalot literature. 

Though we can easily explain the silence of the Rabbis on this esoteric topic, we cannot 

argue from this silence. 

Due to the lack of explicit description of a mystical Ma'aseh Merkavah in the 

rabbinic sources, the strongest ar&,ument for t he existence of a tannaitic mysticism comes 

from the descriptions of mystical Ma'aseh Merkavah in the Hechalot literature. In order 

to link the Ma'aseh Merkavah of the Hechalot to that o f rabbinic literature, one must rely 

upon an early dating to the themes found in the Hechalot. To demonstrate the antiquity of 

such themes, many scholars have turned to the apocalyptic literature. which predates and 

coincides with the rabbinic materials Although the apocalyptic literature does not use the 

term Ma'aseh Merkamh, scholars find in it explicit descriptions that are characteristic of 

the Hechalot Ma'aseh Merkavah but absent from the rabbinic literature. With such 

explicitness. comparisons can be made with fruitful results, as the apocalyptic literature is 

similar to that of the Hechalot on many counts. First of all , both purport that their heroes 

receive revelation from God or one of God's angelic agen:s. Second, the apocalyptic 

liter .. lure contains numerous accounts of ascensions simi·lar to those found in the 

Hechalot . Such journeys to the divine thror ! a.nd merkavah can be found in the First and 

Second Books of Enoch, as well as in the Apocalypse of Abraham. 229 Third, we find in 

the "Angelic Liturgy" from Cave IV of the De.ad Sea Scrolls ofQumran a description of 

the heavenly retinue and divine chariot strongly resembling theosophical accounts in the 

H echalot literature . In these many ways, there are significant correlations between the 

apocalyptic literature and that of the Hechalot The material is suggestive and the 

229 Halperin. The Faces of the Chanol, pp.65-66. 
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' evidence is fragmentary; it is up to the modem scholar now to theorize a connection or 

not. 

b. Scholem's theory 

The current scholarly community is divided over the question : Did the Tannaim 

engage in a mystical and magical form of Ma'aseh Merkavah? Gershom Scholem 

represents the position that they did, and his theory is simple and clear. He links the 

Ma'aseh Merkavah of the three periods discussed above in a consecutive chain of 

transmission. The Ma'aseh Merkavah to which the rabbinic sources allude is the Ma'aseh 

Merkavah explicitly defined in the Hechalot. The rabbinic sources speak from the outside, 

the Hechalot from Lhe inside. Scholem recognizes that the extant Hechalot texts which we 

have are probably later than the rabbinic sources, but holds that these texts contain 

material from the tannaitic period. This Hechalot Ma'aseh Merkavah, which was 

practiced by tannaitic and amoraic Rabbis, has its roots in the ancient Palestinian Jewish 

and Christian apocalyptic literature. So, in response to our question on the nature of 

Ma'aseh Merkavah in tannaitic Palestine, Scholem is unequivocal and unwavering. 

Tannaitic Ma'aseh Merkavah is more than just exegesis; it also includes the revelation and 

mystical ascensions as defined in the Hechalot and apocalyptic texts. The tannaitic Rabbis 

actively engaged in mystical Ma'aseh Merkavah and journeyed in mystical ascents. or at 

least believed that they did. The pardes story descri~es one such ascent, and Akiba's 

mysterious warnings of water in the Babylonian version refer to the infamous water test 

described in the Hechalot. The rabbinic texts do not record such practices because, 

according to Mishnah Hag. 2 : I, it was forbidden to discuss them in public. The tradition 

was passed down orally untiJ it was finally recorded in the Hechalot Literature, which was a 

guide to practicing Ma'aseh Merkavah 
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This is Scholem's theory, and it is baseJ on a continuous line of transmission from 

the apocalyptic texts, through the rabbinic period, until the Hechalot. It is neat and 

simple, and it resolves many of the perplexing mysteries surrounding these texts. 

c. Halperin's theory. 

With the publication of his seminal volume The Faces of the Chariot, David 

Halperin has established himself as one of the new leaders in the field of Merkavah studies. 

He has further distinguished himself with a radical theory in direct opposition to Scholem 

and the general consensus of the scholarly community. Halperin assens that there is no 

continuous tradition between the apocalyptic literature and that of the Hechalot This 

supposed tradition is broken with the gap of Palestinian rabbinic literature. Here, Halperin 

finds no sign of the mystical ascents that characterize the Hechalot and apocalyptic texts. 

He insists that Ma'aseh Merkavah in tannaitic times was solely exegesis of Ezekiel's vision 

expounded in sennons in synagogues throughout Palestine during the Shavuot cycle when 

the relevant chapters of Ezekiel were read as Haftarah fn these annual sennons, the 

Rabbis comforted their flock with consoling words about how the remote and 

transcendent God was concerned with Israel According to Halperin, this exegetical 

practice became more like the mystical practice of the Hechalot only later in arnoraic 

B<!bylonia Here, the parde\ story was transformed into a smry of ascension as the 

definition of Ma'a.seh Merkavah broadenP-d , 

The two periods are complecely distinct Jn lannaitic Palestine. Ma'aseh Merkavah 

was solely rabbinic exegesis. Later, in amora1c Babylon and in the Hechalot, Ma'aseh 

Merkavah was mysticism and magic. In fact. I lalperin claims, the Hechalot is the 

antithesis of rabbinic accounts of Ma'aseh Merkavah for the Hechalot is specifically anti­

rabbinic in its polemic Halperin sees the Hechalot as a revolt againSt the rabbinic elite 

who try to quash the popular practice of ascension Just a~ the yored merkavah must 

overcome the angels who try to suppress his mysticism, the authors of the Hechalot reveal 
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the secret methods of ascension in order to foil the suppressing machinations of the 

Rabbis. Thus the tannaitic rabbinic texts and those of the Hechalot were written by 

different authors in different periods in different places who had different definitions of the 

term ma'aseh merkavah. On account of these distinctions, one cannot draw a continuous 

line of transmission from the apocalyptic literature to the Hechalot The theorized chain 

of mystical ascension is broken during the period of the Tannaim. Halperin attributes any 

similarities found in these texts to the outcroppings of certain universal themes that are 

bound to appear in distinct circumstances without having any fonnal connection. So, in 

response to our question on the nature of Mo'aseh Merkavah in tannaitic Palestine, 

Halperin, too, is unequivocal and unwavering, except he maintains that the Ma'aseh 

Merkavah of the Tannaim was strictly exegesis. 

d . Analysis of th-.. theories 

One encounters two difficulties in an attempt to refute Scholem's theory. First, 

one must overcome the strong desire for Scholem's theory to be true. The theory of 

continuous transmission is clear and simple. ft resolves uncertainties and places many 

disparate pieces together in a way which we can comprehend. Scholem has solved the 

puzzle in a simple and neat fashion Unfortunately, it is too simple and neat. The texts 

from each period reveal a complexity that resists fitting into a mold of strict linear 

transmission. This brings us to the second great difficulty in refuting Scholem: We do not 

have enough evidence to prove him wrong. On the other hand, we do not have enough 

evidence to prove him right either. Whether or not the Tannaim practiced a mystical or 

magical form of Ma'aseh Merkavah is entirely a matter o f speculation. The sources from 

that period are intentionally evasive on that issue. There is some suggestion that the 

Tannaim practiced a form of Ma'aseh Merkavah similar to that described in the Hechalot, 

but there is no conclusive proof Scholem's flaw is that he finds certainty in evidence that 

is only suggestive. Scholem may indeed be right, but we cannot know for certain. 
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One encounters similar difficulties in refuting Halperin. He, too, may be right, but 

we do not have enough information from the sources to support his theory with any 

degree of certainty. Like Scholem0 Halperin seems to find certainty in matters which are 

merely speculative, Except where Scholem at times confuses likelihood with certainty, 

Halperin seems to confuse unlikelihood with certainty, making hjs conclusions entirely 

dubious, For instance, Halperin makes much of the distlnction between thepardes story 

in the Palestinian Talmud and its counterpart from the Babylonian Talmud. The 

Palestinian version has Akiva enter and exit safely, while the Babylonian version has him 

ascend and descend safely The distinction leads Halperin to conclude that the 

Babylonians took a Palestinian story that was not at all about ascension and made it about 

ascension Unfortunately, this theory is shaken by the account in the Tosefta, a text which 

is most likely of Palestinian tannaitic origin. Every extant manuscript of the Tosefta 

except for one has the same mystical reading as the Babylonian tex1. Halperin dismisses 

this, explaining that later medieval scribes emended the Tosefta tex1s in order to 

correspond to the more authoritative Babylonian Talmud According to Halperin, only 

one tex1 preserves the original reading This may be true, but it is a wild and entirely 

unlikely hypothesis. The Faces of the Chariot is filled with similar assertions which are 

possible but not probable. Since we were not alive at that time, we cannot disprove 

Halperin for sure. Still, the foundation of Halperin's theory is so shaky that it cannot 

support such definitive statements found in the conclu ;ion of his book He may be right, 

but the evidence suggests that he is not. 

Halperin's theory is funher refuted by accounts in Pesikta Rabbati and 

Deuteronomy Rabbah ,in which Moses stom1s heaven and fights off angels in o rder to 

receive Torah. 230 ff the stories of ascent in the face of angelic opposition are evidence that 

the Hechalot is anti-rabbinic, why do the rabbinic midrashim have similar accounts of 

2JO Pcsii..1.a Rabbati. Piska 20: and Deu1. Rabbah 11 : 10 
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ascension in the face of angeLic opposition? 1f the angels represent the Rabbis in the 

Hechalot versions, then whom do they represent in the rabbinic versions? Again, 

Halperin's theories may be true, but with every step they become less and less likely. 

Finally, the greatest opposition to Halperin's theory can be found outside the realm 

of philology. Many scholars have looked at the greater Hellenistic world at the time of the 

Tannaim for insight into their theosophical practices. We have evidence that the Gnostics 

engaged in ascensions similar to those described in the Hechalot. As we saw in Chapter 

Five. it is likely that the Rabbis were intimately familiar with Gnostic practice. Still, aside 

from the Gnostics, it seems that the entire Hellenistic world surrounding the Rabbis valued 

dreams, visions, mysticism and magic as valuable means toward obtaining knowledge. 

Indeed, it was the general consensus that such methods yielded the highest forms of 

knowledge 231 It seems highly unlikely that the tannaitic Rabbis would abstain from what 

was apparently a universal practice at that time. It is further doubtful tha~ the Rabbis 

would use vocabulary and imagery of mysticism and magic if they did not engage in those 

practices themselves. Halperin dismisses such external influences, doubting that Jewish 

writers would embrace something foreign.232 Of course, this assertion seems to ignore the 

mult1•millennial history oflsraelites and Jews embracing foreign influences and making 

them their own. Agam, it is possible that Halperin is right, but 1t is less and less probable. 

In resµonse to the question oftannaitic Ma'asPh Merkavah, Scholem and Halperin 

give opposing theories for which each claims certainty without demonstrating that 

certainty. lndeed, there is nc, way to avoid uncertainty in this issue. We are speculating 

about a practice which the only texts from that period specifically avoid . We have only 

indirect knowledge of Ma'aseh Merkavah in tannaitic times We have regulations about it 

and stories about those who engage in it, but we have no direct definition or description of 

it in the rabbinic sources What is worse, even these indirect allusions to Ma'aseh 

231 Gruenwald, pp. i-iv. 
232 Halperin. The Faces of Lhe Chariot, p.454 
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Merkavah cannot be taken literally . We do not k:rl'ow the full polemical agenda that 

underlies the regulations, and we do not know by whom and when the stories were 

written . Although names are attributed to many of the stories, we cannot trust such 

attnbutions of names. This is just one of many ways we must be cart-ful not to confuse 

historical fact with literary convention, or historical fact with an author's ideal. 

Furthermore, with the apocalyptic, rabbinic and Hechalot texts, we cannot determine the 

date of each text, let alone who is the author, redactor, and editor. ln addition, we can 

never know for certain the myriad influences that affected these texts and the practices of 

Ma'aseh Merkavah. And finally. in our position centuries later, we cannot penetrate the 

numerous paradoxes and inconsistencies in these texts to determine with any degree of 

certainty what was actually practiced at that time. As a result of all of these clouding 

elements, we cannot presume to see with any deg:-ee of clarity imo the practices of the 

Tannaim. Alas, when pressed to define lvfa'aseh Merkavah in tannaitic Palestine, we must 

regretfully respond that we do not and cannot know with any certainty whether the 

Tannaim practiced any form ofMa'aseh Merkavah beyond exegesis. We can only s;;ty that 

it seems likely that they did 

IL Is Ma'aseh Beresh11 Likewise Magic and Mysticism'7 

Assuming, without any declarations of certaint1, that tannaitic Ma'aseh Merkavah 

is magical and mystical as in the Hechalot. should we make similar assert.ions about 

tannaitic Ma'aseh Bere.~h,t? In Chapter One we made much of the equivalence, if not 

equality, of Ma'aseh Merkavah and Ma'aseh Ben·sh,t as sister ~soteric disciplines. 

Throughout this thesis we have drawn many conclusions abou! Ma'aseh Bereshil based 

upon its equivalence wi1h Nfa'aseh Merkavah. The question is: Can we assume magical 

and mystical qualities in Ma'aseh Bereshif due to its association with Ma'aseh Merkavah7 

The answer is definJtively negative. 
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Our proof for the likely mystical and magical quality of tannaitic Ma'aseh 

Merkavah is based primarily on later sources. Crucial for this assertion is that we do not 

possess any extant texts that define or explicate tannaitic Ma'aseh Merkavah, and we are 

therefore free to project our assumptions onto this period of silence. However, this is not 

the case with Ma'aseh Bereshir. While we do not possess any tannaitic sources that define 

or explicate tannaitic Ma'aseh Bereshit, we do have abundant amoraic sources which do 

so. As we demonstrated in Chapter Three, these amoraic sources preserve a significant 

corpus oftannaitic and pre-tannaitjc cosmogony. We also proved that this cosmogony 

was indeed Ma'aseh Bereshil. Therefore, we cannot project assumptions onto tannaitic 

Ma'aseh Bereshit because we have in our possession a literary corpus ofMa'aseh Bereshit 

preserved in the amoraic texts. More specifically, we cannot deduce a magical or mystical 

element of Ma'aseh Bereshit due to its association with Ma'aseh Merkavah because we 

possess this corpus of Ma'aseh Bereshil. As we saw in Chapter Four, this corpus shows 

no signs of magic, mysticism, or revelation beyond standard exegesis. 

Since the amoraic texts provide us with such an explicit definition and 

exemplification of tannaitic Ma'aseh Bereshil, we have no need, as we do with Ma'aseh 

Merkavah, to look to later materials for clues. Interestingly, the later rabbinic cosmogonic 

materials such as Sefer Y etzirah and Baraita d'Ma'aseb Bereshit do contain magic and 

mysticism. ln fact. these source~ closely resemble the Hecbalot literature in their 

vocabulary and form. However, we cannot retroject these magical or mystical practices 

back to tannaitic times, as they do not concord with our corpus of rabbinic Ma'aseh 

Bereshit. Nor can we assert the antiquity of these mystical and magical cosmogonic 

practices based on the apocalyptic literature . While ~ apocalyptic literature often dwells 

in matters of creation, its cosmogony does not reflect the mystical and magicaJ elements of 

Sefer Y etzirah and Baraita d'Ma'aseh Bereshit. If anything, the apocalyptic cosmogony, 

especially where it co~ents on the Genesis narrative, more closely resembles tannaitic 
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Ma'aseh Bereshit. The methodology of studying tanniutic Ma'aseh Merkavah, as 

described in section I of this chapter, does not apply to Ma'aseh Be re shit 

Of course, it is impossible to prove that the Tannium did not engage in some form 

of cosmogonic magic and mysticism. In fact, we have some evidence that the Amoraim 

may have possessed the Sefer Yetzirah and engaged in cosmogonic magic The 

Babylonian Talmud in Sanhedrin 65b relates: 

Raba said: If the righteous desired it, they could [by living a life of absolute 
purity) be creators, for it is written, "But your iniquities have distinguished 
between [you and your God]'' (Isa. 59.2). Raba created a man. and sent 
him to R. Zera. R. Zera spoke to him, but received no answer Thereupon 
he siud unto him. Thou an a creature of the magicians Return to thy dusL 

R. Hanina and R Oshaya spent every Sabbath eve studying Sefer Yetzirah_ 
by means of which they created a third-grown calf and ate it. 233 

Whether or not the Sefer Yetzirah mentioned here is one of the two ex1ant versions of the 

Sefer Yetzirah is difficult to say Nevertheless, the Sanhedrin account does describe a 

magical application of cosmogony among Amoraim in an amoraic text. It is possible that 

the Tannaim engaged in ~imilar practices. As we mentioned above regarding Ma'aseh 

Merkavah, mysticism and magic were likely to have been universalistic practict:s in the 

Near East in late antiquity, with strong influences fiom both the ea..l and the west. ft is 

not hard to imagine that such practices would be fused with th~ power of cosmogony In 

fact, it may be likely that the Tannaim engaged i'l a magical and mystical form of 

cosmogonyY4 but it is important to note that this form of cosmogony was not Ma'aseh 

Beresh,r. As we demonstrated in Chapter Three, the tem1 Ma'aseh Reresh,r referred to 

the kind of Genesis exegesis exemplified in Chapter Four The cosmogonic magic 

described in the Sanhedrin passage above is in no way related to Ma'aseh Bereshir. lt is 

233 Soncino uanslalion 
234 According Lo lhe pnnc1ple that there 1s nothing new under the sun. cosmogonjc magic did not begrn 
with lhe Scfcr Yetzirah 
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not part of the Talmud's commentary onMa'a.J'th Bereshit, for that discussion occurs in 

tractate Hagigah in a commentary on Mishnah Hag. 2: 1. The cosmogonic magic of the 

Sanhedrin passage and Sefer Yetzirah is not Ma'aseh Bereshit. Neither does the Baraita 

d'Ma'aseh Bereshit resemble tannaitic Ma'aseh Bereshit; it simply reflects the work of a 

later author who drew upon a revered term and infused it with new meaning. Ma'aseh 

Bereshit, as it is used in the tannaitic texts such as Mishnah Hag. 2: I, is decidedly not 

cosmogonic magic or mysticism. While it may be possible that the Tannaim engaged in 

such magical and mystical cosmogony, they did not cal l it Ma'aseh Bereshit. 

UL The Connection Between Ma'aseh Merkavah and Ma'aseh Bereshil 

Given that Ma'aseh Merkavah was probably a tannaitic form of magic and 

mysticism, and that Ma'aseh Bereshit was not, what is it that unites these di~tinct 

practices? Why are Ma'aseh Merkavah and Ma'aseh Bereshit paired both in the original 

rabbinic sources and in the numerous scholarly commentaries upon those rabbinic sources? 

Our first answer comes from the most significant pairing of these terms, Mishnah Hag. 

2-1. Section C reads: "Anyone who does not respect the honor of tus Maker, better he 

had not come into the world." The Mishnah restricts the inquiries of Ma'aseh Merkavah 

and Ma'aseh Bereshil because they pose a potenti&, affront to God. The threat is the same 

in both disciplines because both are means of obtaining knowledge of God. Ma'aseh 

Bereshit achieves this by studying the most significant and explicative act of God; 

knowledge of creation yields knowledge of the Creator. Ma'aseh Merkavah yields similar 

knowledge through ascensions which allow the mystic to look upon the glory and throne 

of God, or through adjuration and reveJation in which the mystic acquires secret mysteries 

of God. Nevertheless, though both of these disciplines achieve similar results, the means 

by which they achieve these results are different. As mentioned in Chapter One, these 

sister disciplines Me equivalent, but not equal. Both are esoteric, but Ma'aseh Merkavah 
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, 
is more so. Ma'aseh Bereshit studies God indirectly, through the buffering intermediary 

of the act of creation. What is more, Ma'aseh Bereshit studies God as He was in the past, 

and as He will be in the future. ln these two ways, Ma'aseh Bereshit is in line with 

traditional rabbinic, scriptural exegesis. However, Ma'aseh Merkavah studjes God 

directly, without intermediary, and it studies God as He is in the present. This significant 

departure from traditional Torah study earned Ma'aseh Merkavah the uruque status as the 

most esoteric discipline Still, Ma'aseh Merkavah was not the only esoteric discipline, as 

Ma'aseh Bereshit likewise inquired of God's mysteries, only in a fashion that was less 

dangerous 

The reason given in section C of the mtshnah for the restriction of Ma'aseh 

Bereshit and Ma'aseh Merkavah indeed unites these two disciplines as esoteric ~tudjes of 

God Nevertheless, there is yet a deeper link connecting these two forms of inquiry. They 

are both about power. All of the reasons outlined in Chapter Five explaining Ma'aseh 

Bereshit as a means of power apply equally to Ma'aseh Merkavah Like Ma'aseh 

Bereshit, Ma'aseh Merkavah seeks knowledge of God, and such knowledge yields power 

over God. Refuting Scholem's prejudice for mysticism, Halperin and Peter Scnafer have 

demonstrated that Mu'aseh Merkavah in the Hechalot literature is more about magic than 

mysticism. True. ascents through the heavens play a prominenl role in the Hechalot, but 

.nese ascents are primarily a means of obtaining magical names for God and incantations 

to be utilized for effective adjuration. The mystical element was a means toward a magical 

goal. These magical names for God held powerful sv.ay over the ruling angels, and even 

over God H.imself235 Furthermore, as with Ma'aseh Bereshit, Ma'aseh Merkavah was a 

means of acquiring and affirming political status We saw th.is clearly in the Babylonian 

Talmud when R. Joseph wielded his unique knowledge of Ma'aseh Merkavah as a badge 

of distinction. using it to assert his authority over the Pumbedita academy. ln further 

235 See Sctiarcr. pp. 107-114, 142-152 See Halperin, The Faces of the Chariot, p. 384. 
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resemblance of Ma'aseh Bereshit, Ma'aseh M:rkavah also yielded polemical advantage 

As with Ma'aseh Bereshit, the Rabbis used Ma'aseh Merkavah to refute the heretics in 

their own arena of interest. Ira Chern us has solidly demonstrated that rabbinic Ma'aseh 

Merkavah was specifically anti•Gnostic.236 In addition, Ma'aseh Merkavah, likeMa'aseh 

Bereshit, was a powerful tool for bringing comfort to a beleaguered nation, Through the 

ascensions of Ma'aseh Merkavah, the Rabbis demonstrated how the remote God on High 

was still near to Israel. still cared about Israel, and still favored Israel over the other 

nations. Such a powerful means and powerful message were necessary to keep Israel 

loyal to a God that seemed to have betrayed her, Finally, Ma'aseh Merkavah bears a 

likeness to Ma'aseh Bereshit in that both disciplines yield knowledge, and knowledge itself 

is power. The vored merkavah sees the cosmos, and understands the order of the world 

and how it functions. He can live according to the laws that govern the cosmos and 

according to rule of God and the ministering angels Through this unique "isdom. the 

merkavah mystic can achieve health, wealth and power.237 Ma'aseh Merkavah, as we saw 

with Ma'aseh Bereshit, 1s essentially about power. 

So we see that despite certain differences, Ma'aseh Merkavah and Ma'aseh 

Beteshll share much in common. Ma'aseh Merkavah is most likely magic and mysticism. 

though Ma'aseh Bereshit is certainly not . However, uniting these two disciplines is that 

tfi'!!y are both esuteric inquiries of God, though Ma'aseh Merkavah is more esoteric than 

Ma'aseh Bereshit Ma'aseh Merkavah studies God directly in the present, while Ma'aseh 

Beresh/1 studies God of the past and future, through the indirect means of studying God's 

act of creation. Still, the greatest connection between Ma'aseh Merkavah and Ma'aseh 

236 Sec Chemus, chapter I. esp. pp, 14-1 S. In his brilliant analysis, Chemus proves how the rabbinic 
insistence on the association of Ma'aseh Merkavah and Sinai is an anti•Gnostic polemic. The Onostics 
specifically denied the relevance of the Torah and the existence of historical time. By focusing on the 
revelation at Sinai, the Rabbis affirm the impor1ancc of Torah and the existence of historical time, as this 
event marks the beginning of the period of revelation. The Rabbis used Ma'aseh Merkavah, a practice 
closely related to gnosts. specifically to refute Gnostic doctrine. This recalls the si.mil.ar rabbinic practice 
of refuting the Gnostics in their own arena of cosmogony. 
23? See Schafer p. 144. and Halperin.. The Faces of the Chariol. p. 440. 

159 



Bereshil is that they are both potent tools and meafis toward acquiring power. For all the 

reasons mentioned in Chapter Five regarding Ma'aseh Bereshit, Ma'aseh Merkavah is 

likewise about power_ Despite their differences, Ma'aseh Merkavah and Ma'aseh Bereshit 

are truly equivalent, sister disciplines of esoteric study. 

TV Some Implications of Ma'aseh Beresh11 on Ma'aseh Merkavah 

Throughout this thesis we have relied upon Ma'aseh Merkavah to i!lumine certain 

aspects of Ma'aseh Bereshit, since. in many ways. our knowledge of Ma'a:1eh Merkavah 

exceeds our knowledge of Ma'aseh Beresh// The rabbinic literature contains many more 

references and descriptions of this more esoteric and likely more important discipline. 

Subsequently. modern scholars have written numerous tomes on Ma'aseh Merkavah. and 

have given Ma'a.~eh Baeshit only secondary attention. At this time, there exists no 

comprehensive analysis of Ma'aseh Bereshtl 238 Still. there are some aspects of Ma'aseh 

Bereshit that can shed light upon the deepest mysteries of Ma'aseh Merkavah. While we 

do not possess many rabbinic descriptions or explications of Ma'a,'ieh Ber.?shit, we do 

possess an entire body of cosmogonic inquiry that is Ma'asth Bereshit. The only 

equivalent to this corpus in the field of Ma'aseh Merkavah is the Hechalot literature, and 

the C" nnection between the Ma'aseh Merkavah of the Hechalo1 and the Ma'aseh 

Merkavah of the Tannaim is dubious. 

T he situation is such: we have numerous rabbinic descriptions of Ma'aseh 

Metkavah. but we have only questionable examples of it. At the same time, we have few 

descriptions of Ma'aseh Bereshit, but we have abundant examples of it. Due to this 

situation, Ma'aseh Merk.avah and Ma'aseh Beres/11t should be studied together, because 

each fills the other's lack 

238 This thesis takes a step in I.Wit direction . 
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Up to now, we have used Ma'aseh Merkavah to derive certain knowledge of 

Ma'aseh Bereshit. Now, at the risk of lapsing into circuJar argument, we shall apply some 

of our findings on Ma'aseh Bereshil to the study of Ma'aseh Merkavah . Many of the 

conclusions reached in this thesis can provide some insight into the mystery and debate 

over tannaitic Ma'aseh Merkavah_ First, the multiplicitous term ma'aseh bereshit may 

influence the debate over whether the tannaitic term ma'aseh bereshil refers to esoteric or 

exoteric practice. Scholem and others argue that the term ma'aseh merkavah refers to 

esoteric mysticism and magic, while Halperin asserts that it is merely exoteric exegesis of 

Ezekiel's vision is a synagogue setting. Our analysis of the term ma'aseh bereshit in 

Chapter One demonstrated that this single rabbinic term can simultaneously refer to both 

esoterica and exoterica_ This suggests that the term ma'aseh merkavah may likewise have 

esoteric and exoteric mearnngs. If true, this would prove Scholem and Halperin to be both 

right and wrong. Scholem was right to recognize an esoteric usage, and Halperin was 

right to recognize an exoteric usage. However, if we can apply our understanding of 

ma'aseh bereshi1 to ma'aseh merkavah, both scholars erred in assuming that the existence 

of one meaning negates the possibility of the other.239 

Second, regarding the existence of a corpus or tradition of tannaitic Ma'aseh 

Merkavah, the study of Ma'aseh Bereshi1 can yield forther insight. Contrary to most 

.;cholars, Halperin argues that there did not exist any body of Merkavah interpretation or 

understanding that was passed down from one scholar to another.240 Since we do not 

possess any trace of such a body of work from the tannaitic or amoraic period, we cannot 

determine whether or not such a tradition ex:isted. However, the real existence of an 

extant body of tannaitic Ma'aseh Bereshit pteserved in amoraic texts suggests the 

239 lfthere are indeed simult.aneously esoteric and exoteric meanings of the tenn ma'aseh merkavah, it 
would be useful to apply our system of capitalization to this lenn as well with ma'aseh merkavah 
referring to exoteric and general uses of the term, and Ma'aseh Merkavah referring to explie1tly esoteric 
uses. 
240 Halperin. The Merkabah in Rabbinic Literature. p. 6 1. 
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existence of a corpus of Ma'aseh Merkavah. j)f course, this association does not prove 

the existence oftannaitic Ma'aseh Merkavah tradition. Regarding trus enigmatic matter, 

we can tum to Ma'aseh Bereshit only for speculative hints. 

Third, we should not assume that the esoteric nature of Ma 'aseh Merkavah itself 

suggests that it is a mystical or magical practice. 1\1/a'aseh Bereshit demonstrates that an 

esoteric rabbinic discipline is not necessarily magical or mystical. It may be likely that 

Ma'aseh Merkavah was magical and mystical, but we cannot assert this simply because it 

is limited to a select group of initiated Rabbis. This distinction is ignored by a number of 

modern scholars who routinely refer to rabbinic mysticism and magic simply as 

"esotericism." This tenn, in its proper meaning, refers to the number and quality of 

individuals who engage in a certain practice; it does not refer to the nature of that practice 

Esotericism does not equal mysticism or magic, and we should not use this term to refer to 

such specific practices 

Finally. the example of Ma'a\·e/1 Bereshit may finally be able to put a belabored 

issue to rest Jn his groundbreaking study ot tannaitic mysticism, Schol em emphasized the 

similarities between rabbinic Ma'aseh Merkavah and Gnostk ascensions so much that he 

referred to Ma'aseh lvferkavah as "Jewish Gnosticism. '1 Since then. numerous scholars 

have refuted Scholem's label, asserting that though the Jev·s may have been influenced by 

Gnostic mysticism in the development of Ma'aseh "'1er/a:,vah, this Jewish practice is 

actually anti-Gnostic.241 A study of Ma'aseh Heresh11 confirms these assertions. Like 

Ma'aseh Merkovah, Ma'aseh Beresh// may be rooted in Gnostic influence The Gnostic 

fascination with cosmogony may have origmally inspired tr.e Rabbis to form a discipline of 

the study of creation's mysteries. Nonetheless. the discipline that the Rabbis formed was 

pointedly anti-Gnosti,; in its content. Since the Gnostic-influenced M.:i'aseh Bereshil is 

241 Fo1 a fine refutation of Scholem's label. see Chemus pp. 13-14. 
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hardly "Jewish Gnosticism," we may further deduce that this is an equally inappropriate 

tenn for Ma'aseh Merkavah 

V Conclusion 

In both rabbinic literature and contemporary scholarly literature, Ma'aseh Bereshit 

has quietly remained in the shadow of Ma'aseh Merkavah. However, it is time now for 

Ma'aseh Bereshit to receive greater attention from the scholarly community. Though 

perhaps not as significant as Ma'aseh Merkavah, Ma'aseh Bereshit was nonetheless an 

imponant rabbinic discipline. It was, after all, a carefully guarded practice among the 

Tannaim before the Amoraim publicized it to enhance its effect. Ma'aseh Bereshit 

revealed mysteries of God, enhanced political status, provided polemical advantage against 

a wide range of heresies, brought comfon to a defeated nation, and yielded power to th0,;e 

who mastered it. In its own right, Ma'aseh Bereshit was a crucial and powerful rabbinic 

discipline deserving the attention of contemporary scholars of rabbinics. Nonetheless, 

should today's scholars remain consumed with Ma'aseh Merkavah, let them at least tum to 

Jv(a'aseh Bereshit to unlock some of the majestic gates of Ma'aseh Merkavah. 
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Conclusion 

In the course of this thesis, we have attempted a systematic study of rabbinic 

cosmogony. ln Chapter One, we explored the many different meanings of the rabbinic 

term ma'aseh bereshir Chapter Two discussed the ambiguous and varied prohibitions of 

Ma'a,;eh Bereshit. ln Chapter Three, we demonstrated that the mysterious Ma'aseh 

Be re shit of the tannaitic texts was indeed the rabbinic cosmogony of the amoraic texts 

Chapter Four illustrated some major themes of this corpus of Ma'aseh Bereshit In 

Chapter Five, we speculated upon why the Rabbis both prohibited and engaged in 

Ma'aseh Bereshil. Finally, in Chapter Six, we returned to the topic of Ma'aseh Mericavah 

in an effort to show how our findings regarding Ma'aseh Beresh,1 can help illumine the 

depths of mystery surrounding Ma'aseh Merkavah 

Throughout the progression of this study, we have drawn several new and 

important conclusions. One, the term ma'aseh hereshrt supports a wide range of usage, 

and can have both exoteric and esoteric meanings Two, one of these meanings, denoted 

by capital l.mers in this thesis, refers to a discipli..ne and corpus of study restricted to a 

select group of individuals In this way, Ma'aseh 'leresh11 is like Ma'at;el, Merkavah. 

Three, though the tannaitic tex1s which discuss Ma'aseh Beresh,t do not define or 

exemplify Ma'aseh Bereshlf explicitly, we find definition and exemplification of Ma'aseh 

Bereshit in the amoraic texts. The amoraic sources preserve pre-tannaitic and tannaitic 

cosmogony. This cosmogony, though not so stated explicitly. is Ma'a-.eh Bereshit Four. 

the essence of Ma'aseh Bereshir is i:;-ower. The utilization and protection. of that power 

motivated the Rabbis both to engage in and restrict the study of Ma'aseh FJereshit Five, 

unlike Ma'aseh Merkavah, Ma'aseh Beresh11 is probably not magic o r mysticism. And six, 
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these new insights into Ma'aseh Bereshit may pfovide further understanding oftannai.tic 

Ma'aseh Merkavah. These six assertions represent the contributions ofthis thesis to the 

contemporary study of rabbinic esotericism. 

Of course, these six conclusions are not free of uncertainty. The contemporary 

study of rabbinic esotericisrn is an exercise is speculation. In general, the rabbinic sources 

can be cryptic and unreljable. Due to their sensitive nature, rabbinic esoteric matters are 

further obscured in a cloud of mystery. With certainty unattainable, we are restricted in 

our discussions to assert only possibilities and probabilities. Therefore, despite the breadth 

and depth of this thesis, it does not resolve the issue of Ma'aseh Bereshit and rabbinic 

co~mogony. At best, it provides but a modest few new insights into a matter that refuses 

resolution Ma'aseh Bereshit, the rabbinic study of creation's mysteries, shall itself remain 

a mystery, 

Blessed are You, 0 I ord our God. Maker af ma'aseh bereshit. -Mishnah 
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