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the foundation of every jewish bookshelf is the 
Torah. When people refer to the Torah, they might be referring 
to Torah at large, meaning any and all Jewish teachings or they 
might mean Torah as narrowly defined by the Five Books of 
Moses: Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers and Deuteronomy. 
Torah is the basis for all later commentary, ranging from Rabbinic 
literature to halakhic code, and 
even modern Jewish poetry. 
The Five Books of Moses are also 
referred to as the Humash, as 
the word hamesh means “five” 
in Hebrew.  There are many 
different Humashim (plural of 
Humash) that are worthwhile 
checking, and that may offer 
slightly different English 
translations and commentaries 
alongside the biblical text.

 The Biblical Text
TaNaKh is an acronym that 
refers to the collection of 
books that includes the 
Torah (meaning the Five 
Books of Moses), Nevi’im 
(Prophets), and Ketuvim 
(Writings). If you skim 
through a Tanakh, you’ll find 
not only the entire Five Books 
of Moses but also the books 
of the prophets that contain 
prophetic exhortations and 
the Israelites’ journeys in 
the Land of Israel, as well 
as the books referred to as 
Writings. According to the 
Talmud, a group of sages 
known as the Great Assembly 
compiled and codified the 
Tanakh in 450 BCE, although 
many scholars believe it 
wasn’t actually codified until 
between the 2nd century BCE 
and the 2nd century CE.

 UNIT 1 The Seventy Faces of Torah
SESSION 1 “In The Beginning”
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Questions from Rabbi Avi Strausberg
Read through all of the first chapter of Genesis to get a flow and context for this recounting of creation and 
ask yourselves:

1. What do you find striking? 

2. What words stand out? 

3. What questions does it raise?

4. What is created on each day? 

5. How does one day relate to the next?

בראשית א:א-לא Genesis 1:1-31
1ְבֵּראִשׁית ָבָּרא ֱאֹלִהים ֵאת ַהָשַּׁמיִם ְוֵאת 

ָהָאֶרץ: 2ְוָהָאֶרץ ָהיְָתה תֹהּו ָובֹהּו ְוחֶשְׁך 

ַעל־ְפּנֵי ְתהֹום ְורּוַח ֱאֹלִהים ְמַרֶחֶפת ַעל־

ְפּנֵי ַהָמּיִם:

ֹּאֶמר ֱאֹלִהים יְִהי־אֹור ַויְִהי־אֹור: 4ַויְַּרא  3ַוי

ֱאֹלִהים ֶאת־ָהאֹור ִכּי־טֹוב ַויְַּבֵדּל ֱאֹלִהים 

ֵבּין ָהאֹור ּוֵבין ַהחֶֹשְׁך: 5ַויְִּקָרא ֱאֹלִהים ׀ 

ָלאֹור יֹום ְוַלחֶֹשְׁך ָקָרא ָליְָלה ַויְִהי־ֶעֶרב 

ַויְִהי־בֶֹקר יֹום ֶאָחד: 

ֹּאֶמר ֱאֹלִהים יְִהי ָרִקיַע ְבּתֹוְך ַהָמּיִם  6ַוי

ִויִהי ַמְבִדּיל ֵבּין ַמיִם ָלָמיִם: 7ַויַַּעׂש ֱאֹלִהים 

ֶאת־ָהָרִקיַע ַויְַּבֵדּל ֵבּין ַהַמּיִם ֲאֶשׁר ִמַתַּחת 

ָלָרִקיַע ּוֵבין ַהַמּיִם ֲאֶשׁר ֵמַעל ָלָרִקיַע ַויְִהי־

ֵכן: 8ַויְִּקָרא ֱאֹלִהים ָלָרִקיַע ָשָׁמיִם ַויְִהי־

ֶעֶרב ַויְִהי־בֶֹקר יֹום ֵשׁנִי:

ֹּאֶמר ֱאֹלִהים יִָקּוּו ַהַמּיִם ִמַתַּחת ַהָשַּׁמיִם  9ַוי

ֶאל־ָמקֹום ֶאָחד ְוֵתָרֶאה ַהיַָּבָּשׁה ַויְִהי־ֵכן: 

1In the beginning God created the heavens and the 

earth. 2Now the earth was formless and empty, darkness 

was over the surface of the deep, and the Spirit of God 

was hovering over the waters. 

3And God said, “Let there be light,” and there was light. 
4God saw that the light was good, and he separated the 

light from the darkness. 5God called the light “day,” and 

the darkness he called “night.” And there was evening, 

and there was morning—the first day.

6And God said, “Let there be a vault between the waters 

to separate water from water.” 7So God made the vault 

and separated the water under the vault from the water 

above it. And it was so. 8God called the vault “sky.” And 

there was evening, and there was morning—the second 

day.

9And God said, “Let the water under the sky be 

gathered to one place, and let dry ground appear.” And 

SOURCE #1 

http://www.sefaria.org/genesis.1.1
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it was so. 10God called the dry ground “land,” and the 

gathered water God called “seas.” And God saw that it 

was good.

11Then God said, “Let the land produce vegetation: 

seed-bearing plants and trees on the land that bear 

fruit with seed in it, according to their various kinds.” 

And it was so. 12The land produced vegetation: plants 

bearing seed according to their kinds and trees bearing 

fruit with seed in it according to their kinds. And God 

saw that it was good. 13And there was evening, and 

there was morn-ing—the third day.

14And God said, “Let there be lights in the vault of the 

sky to separate the day from the night, and let them 

serve as signs to mark sacred times, and days and years, 
15and let them be lights in the vault of the sky to give 

light on the earth.” And it was so. 16God made two 

great lights—the greater light to govern the day and 

the lesser light to govern the night. He also made the 

stars. 17God set them in the vault of the sky to give 

light on the earth, 18to govern the day and the night, 

and to separate light from darkness. And God saw that 

it was good. 19And there was evening, and there was 

morning—the fourth day.

20And God said, “Let the water teem with living 

creatures, and let birds fly above the earth across the 

10ַויְִּקָרא ֱאֹלִהים ׀ ַליַָּבָּשׁה ֶאֶרץ ּוְלִמְקֵוה 

 ַהַמּיִם ָקָרא יִַמּים ַויְַּרא ֱאֹלִהים ִכּי־טֹוב:

ֹּאֶמר ֱאֹלִהים ַתְּדֵשׁא ָהָאֶרץ ֶדֶּשׁא  11ַוי

ֵעֶשׂב ַמזְִריַע זֶַרע ֵעץ ְפִּרי עֶֹשׂה ְפִּרי 

ְלִמינֹו ֲאֶשׁר זְַרעֹו־בֹו ַעל־ָהָאֶרץ ַויְִהי־ֵכן: 

12ַוּתֹוֵצא ָהָאֶרץ ֶדֶּשׁא ֵעֶשׂב ַמזְִריַע זֶַרע 

ְלִמינֵהּו ְוֵעץ עֶֹשׂה־ְפִּרי ֲאֶשׁר זְַרעֹו־בֹו 

ְלִמינֵהּו ַויְַּרא ֱאֹלִהים ִכּי־טֹוב: 13ַויְִהי־

 ֶעֶרב ַויְִהי־בֶֹקר יֹום ְשִׁליִשׁי:

ֹּאֶמר ֱאֹלִהים יְִהי ְמאֹרֹת ִבְּרִקיַע  14ַוי

ַהָשַּׁמיִם ְלַהְבִדּיל ֵבּין ַהּיֹום ּוֵבין ַהָלּיְָלה 

ְוָהיּו ְלאֹתֹת ּוְלמֹוֲעִדים ּוְליִָמים ְוָשׁנִים: 

15ְוָהיּו ִלְמאֹורֹת ִבְּרִקיַע ַהָשַּׁמיִם ְלָהִאיר 

ַעל־ָהָאֶרץ ַויְִהי־ֵכן: 16ַויַַּעׂש ֱאֹלִהים 

ֶאת־ְשׁנֵי ַהְמּאֹרֹת ַהגְּדִֹלים ֶאת־ַהָמּאֹור 

ַהגָּדֹל ְלֶמְמֶשֶׁלת ַהּיֹום ְוֶאת־ַהָמּאֹור ַהָקּטֹן 

ְלֶמְמֶשֶׁלת ַהַלּיְָלה ְוֵאת ַהּכֹוָכִבים: 17ַויִֵּתּן 

אָֹתם ֱאֹלִהים ִבְּרִקיַע ַהָשָּׁמיִם ְלָהִאיר ַעל־

ֹׁל ַבּּיֹום ּוַבַלּיְָלה ּוְלַהְבִדּיל  ָהָאֶרץ: 18ְוִלְמש

ֵבּין ָהאֹור ּוֵבין ַהחֶשְׁך ַויְַּרא ֱאֹלִהים ִכּי־

טֹוב: 19ַויְִהי־ֶעֶרב ַויְִהי־בֶֹקר יֹום ְרִביִעי:

ֹּאֶמר ֱאֹלִהים יְִשְׁרצּו ַהַמּיִם ֶשֶׁרץ  20ַוי

נֶֶפׁש ַחיָּה ְועֹוף יְעֹוֵפף ַעל־ָהָאֶרץ ַעל־ְפּנֵי 
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vault of the sky.” 21So God created the great creatures 

of the sea and every living thing with which the water 

teems and that moves about in it,according to their 

kinds, and every winged bird according to its kind. 

And God saw that it was good. 22God blessed them 

and said, “Be fruitful and increase in number and fill 

the water in the seas, and let the birds increase on 

the earth.” 23And there was evening, and there was 

morning—the fifth day.

24And God said, “Let the land produce living creatures 

according to their kinds: the livestock, the creatures 

that move along the ground, and the wild animals, 

each according to its kind.” And it was so. 25God made 

the wild animals according to their kinds, the livestock 

according to their kinds, and all the creatures that 

move along the ground according to their kinds. And 

God saw that it was good.

26Then God said, “Let us make mankind in our image, 

in our likeness, so that they may rule over the fish in 

the sea and the birds in the sky, over the livestock and 

all the wild animals, and over all the creatures that 

move along the ground.”

27So God created mankind in his own image, in the 

image of God he created them; male and female he 

created them. 28God blessed them and said to them, 

“Be fruitful and increase in number; fill the earth and 

ְרִקיַע ַהָשָּׁמיִם: 21ַויְִּבָרא ֱאֹלִהים 

ֶאת־ַהַתּנִּינִם ַהגְּדִֹלים ְוֵאת ָכּל־

נֶֶפׁש ַהַחיָּה ׀ ָהרֶֹמֶשׂת ֲאֶשׁר ָשְׁרצּו 

ַהַמּיִם ְלִמינֵֶהם ְוֵאת ָכּל־עֹוף ָכּנָף 

ְלִמינֵהּו ַויְַּרא ֱאֹלִהים ִכּי־טֹוב: 

22ַויְָבֶרְך אָֹתם ֱאֹלִהים ֵלאמֹר ְפּרּו 

ּוְרבּו ּוִמְלאּו ֶאת־ַהַמּיִם ַבּיִַּמּים 

ְוָהעֹוף יִֶרב ָבָּאֶרץ: 23ַויְִהי־ֶעֶרב 

ַויְִהי־בֶֹקר יֹום ֲחִמיִשׁי:

ֹּאֶמר ֱאֹלִהים ּתֹוֵצא ָהָאֶרץ נֶֶפׁש  24ַוי

ַחיָּה ְלִמינָּה ְבֵּהָמה ָוֶרֶמׂש ְוַחיְתֹו־

ֶאֶרץ ְלִמינָּה ַויְִהי־ֵכן: 25ַויַַּעׂש 

ֱאֹלִהים ֶאת־ַחיַּת ָהָאֶרץ ְלִמינָּה 

ְוֶאת־ַהְבֵּהָמה ְלִמינָּה ְוֵאת ָכּל־ֶרֶמׂש 

ָהֲאָדָמה ְלִמינֵהּו ַויְַּרא ֱאֹלִהים ִכּי־

טֹוב:

ֹּאֶמר ֱאֹלִהים נֲַעֶשׂה ָאָדם  26ַוי

ְבַּצְלֵמנּו ִכְּדמּוֵתנּו ְויְִרּדּו ִבְדגַת ַהיָּם 

ּוְבעֹוף ַהָשַּׁמיִם ּוַבְבֵּהָמה ּוְבָכל־

ָהָאֶרץ ּוְבָכל־ָהֶרֶמׂש ָהרֵֹמׂש ַעל־

ָהָאֶרץ:

27ַויְִּבָרא ֱאֹלִהים ׀ ֶאת־ָהָאָדם 

ְבַּצְלמֹו ְבֶּצֶלם ֱאֹלִהים ָבָּרא אֹתֹו 

זָָכר ּונְֵקָבה ָבָּרא אָֹתם: 28ַויְָבֶרְך 

ֹּאֶמר ָלֶהם ֱאֹלִהים  אָֹתם ֱאֹלִהים ַוי
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Questions from Rabbi Avi Strausberg
1. Now, go back and closely read verses 1-5. 

What’s confusing about these verses? What questions do you have that are unanswered? 

2. Draw a picture in your mind of what the world looked like before God began creating. 
Describe this picture to your havruta.

a. Was there a world? What was it like?

b. Then, what happened?

c. When does light enter the picture? Darkness? Water?  Are these things pre-existing or does 
God bring them into the world through creation?

d. Are your answers similar, or very different? 

Take a look at the following two texts drawn from a great project called ‘929’ that provides 
modern commentary and interpretations on all of Tanakh from great teachers, thinkers, and 
writers. The project invites you to join with students all around the world learning a daily 
chapter of Tanakh, according to a set schedule, until they complete all ‘929’ chapters of 
Tanakh.

subdue it. Rule over the fish in the sea and the 

birds in the sky and over every living creature 

that moves on the ground.” 29Then God said, 

“I give you every seed-bearing plant on the 

face of the whole earth and every tree that has 

fruit with seed in it. They will be yours for food. 
30And to all the beasts of the earth and all the 

birds in the sky and all the creatures that move 

along the ground—everything that has the 

breath of life in it—I give every green plant for 

food.” And it was so.

31God saw all that he had made, and it was very 

good. And there was evening, and there was 

morning—the sixth day.

ְפּרּו ּוְרבּו ּוִמְלאּו ֶאת־ָהָאֶרץ ְוִכְבֻשָׁה 

ּוְרדּו ִבְּדגַת ַהיָּם ּוְבעֹוף ַהָשַּׁמיִם 

ּוְבָכל־ַחיָּה ָהרֶֹמֶשׂת ַעל־ָהָאֶרץ: 

ֹּאֶמר ֱאֹלִהים ִהנֵּה נַָתִתּי ָלֶכם ֶאת־ 29ַוי

ָכּל־ֵעֶשׂב ׀ זֵֹרַע זֶַרע ֲאֶשׁר ַעל־ְפּנֵי 

ָכל־ָהָאֶרץ ְוֶאת־ָכּל־ָהֵעץ ֲאֶשׁר־ּבֹו 

ְפִרי־ֵעץ זֵֹרַע זַָרע ָלֶכם יְִהיֶה ְלָאְכָלה: 

30ּוְלָכל־ַחיַּת ָהָאֶרץ ּוְלָכל־עֹוף 

ַהָשַּׁמיִם ּוְלכֹל ׀ רֹוֵמׂש ַעל־ָהָאֶרץ 

ֲאֶשׁר־ּבֹו נֶֶפׁש ַחיָּה ֶאת־ָכּל־יֶֶרק ֵעֶשׂב 

ְלָאְכָלה ַויְִהי־ֵכן:

31ַויְַּרא ֱאֹלִהים ֶאת־ָכּל־ֲאֶשׁר ָעָשׂה 

ְוִהנֵּה־טֹוב ְמאֹד ַויְִהי־ֶעֶרב ַויְִהי־בֶֹקר 

יֹום ַהִשִּׁשּׁי:

 ‘929’ 
Chapters of 
Tanakh
You can 
learn more 
about it 
here:

http://
www.929.
org.il/pages/
aboutEN.
html

http://www.929.org.il/pages/aboutEN.html
http://www.929.org.il/pages/aboutEN.html
http://www.929.org.il/pages/aboutEN.html
http://www.929.org.il/pages/aboutEN.html
http://www.929.org.il/pages/aboutEN.html
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Etgar Keret, from ‘929—Bible Together’ 
I remember the first time I read from the Bible. I was six years old and after I read the first verse 
I stopped. I had a strong impulse, not to read the next verse but rather, to understand what it was 
there in front of me. Before the first verse, in verse zero, before the heavens and the earth, before 
it all began, before that scary word “B’reishit—In the beginning”. Because I knew, even then, that 
everything in the world had something that existed before it, that influenced it, that caused it to 
change, and suddenly here is this word, used like a ‘No Entry’ sign preventing me from asking what 
existed there before it. As a son to Holocaust survivors I was well acquainted with this sign, that 
place that declares itself the beginning so as not to be obligated to expose the horrors that occurred 
previously. 

I felt that the Bible too was concealing some secret, some primeval trauma. Something that happened 
before its first written word. The thought scared me as I had no knowledge of this terrible thing that 
couldn’t even be expressed in words, but it also filled me with hope because it revealed that a certain 
point in time, whenever things become too terrible, anyone can just decide “that’s enough”. Anyone 
may stop and start from the beginning, create his world anew. Anyone, even God. 

Rabbi Ilay Ofran, from ‘929—Bible Together’ 
The first three words in the Torah have no meaning in Hebrew. The first three words in the Bible, in the 
definitive text of the Jewish People, of the Jewish religion, of Jewish culture over the generations and 
maybe of all of humanity, are words that no-one has ever understood.

“B’reishit—In the beginning”—we cannot understand or define the concept of time but merely how to 
measure it. Human consciousness is incapable of comprehending the infinite, and therefore when we 
hear the word “B’reishit”, we always ask “And what existed before that?” And we cannot understand a 
beginning that has no end before it. 

“God”—easy and simple: if humankind succeeded in understanding it, it cannot be God. 

“Created”—humans are incapable of creating anything, they are limited by the law of Conservation of 
Mass. We know how to assemble materials, to dismantle them, to change their physical state and even 
use them to make complex tools, but we are unable to “create” anything. We can make things from other 

SOURCE #2 

SOURCE #3 
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pre-existing things but never out of nothing. Our feeble intellect has difficulty in understanding how it 
is possible to create an object from material that didn’t exist. 

So the Torah begins with three words that humans, by definition, nature and essence cannot 
understand. 

Maybe this is in order to teach us a touch of humility while reading this book. Maybe in order to 
encourage us to investigate and seek and make an effort. Maybe to accord a measure of awe and fear of 
ecstasy to our study. 

But for those who, despite all this, successfully traverse these three words—the continuation is usually 
a little less complex. 

Questions from Rabbi Avi Strausberg
These two writers offer very different and very compelling responses to the first three words of the 
Torah. 

1. What’s your response to reading the first three words of the Torah? What do they make you think 
of? What do you think of the responses of Etgar Keret and Eli Ofran?

2. Have you ever read any parts of the Torah before? If yes, in what context? What do you remember 
from those times? If this is your first time, was there anything surprising?

3. Does the story of the creation of the world feel important to you? Why or why not? What makes 
Torah a compelling (or not compelling) place to learn about creations? 


