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Bereis,hrs
There is a great amount of interest demonstrated by our Sages
in the fact that the Torah begins with the letter Bet (Bereishitf,
the second letter of the Hebrew alphabet. It would be more
logical to recount the events of creation with Aleph, the first
letter. Perhaps the simplest and most straighdorward reason
for this, presented in the Midrash, is that the letter Bet is the
language of Beracha, blessing whereas Aleph is the language
of. Arura, cutse.r

On pondering the above, one might find more than a simple
philogical explanation. At the beginning of the Scripture one
perceives G-d's blueprint for human existence. Numerically,
Aleph represents "ore" and Bet stands for "two". Will man's
life be dominated by the Aleph, by an egotistical reliance on
his own oneness, by a self-centered determination to fulfill his
own desires, that his interests and demands are the exclusive
purpose of his life, that the Ani "I" becomes the motivating
force of existence? Or, on the contrary, should human society
live under the sign of Bet, the symbol of two individuals living
in harmony, feeling and sharing mutual concern for the prob-
lems of society. As Hillel pointed out in Pirkei Avot,2 "IIl care
only for myself, what am I?" To fulfill the plans of the Creator
is the theory o{ twoness, rather than oneness. Each individual
must come to the rescue of any fellow few who is in dire need
of spiritual enlightenment, financial aid, freedom from oppres-
sion, etc. If man fails to recognize this simple concept he will
be ignoring the first concept of fudaism found at the very
beginning of our Scripture.

A cogent and pertinent example of this theory is found in
Bereishit. Following the struggle between Cain and Abel we
find Cain's famous reply to G-d's question on the whereabouts
of Abel,3 "I know not. Am I my brother's keeper?" Here is a



clcar dcmonstration of the philosophy of oneness of human

conduct.
It is of interest to note that Cain's answer not only implies

an open abdication of human responsibility for fellow man, but

the Midrash amplifies Cain's attitude towards G-d, statinga

"You G-d, are the custodian of the world. It is your duty to

guard and care for your children." Man fails to realize that G-d

gave "reason" to man, making him solely responsible for deeds

concerning his neighbors. Ever since the episode of Cain'and

Abel, man is still arguing about the doctrine of responsibility.

In our own times, this doctrine of responsibility contains a

specific challenge to the conscience of our generation if religi-

ous values, spiritual ideals and ethical concepts are to survive.

A famous Rabbi once said, "The greatness of man is measured

in how much he feels that he is not limited only to his personal

interests. The great person is the one who believes and senses

that each human is part of himself. Consequently, he feels that

he bears responsibility for his fellow man as well as for himself . "
Another example of the above concept is also encountered

in Parshat Bereishit. In the story of Lemech and his poetic

reassurances to his wives, we find the reason for our failure to

recognize responsibility for our behavior and actions and our

incapability to achieve peaceful co-existence. Nachmanidess
interprets this difficult passage differently than other commen-
tators. Lemech sought to reassure his wives who did not wish

to associate themselves with him anymore. He told them that

it is true he had taught his son Tuval-Cain to specialize in the

forging and cutting of instruments of brass and iron, thereby

inventing instruments of violence and war. But his excuse was/

"I only make weapons but I don't use them. Guns don't kill,
people do!"

Lemech reflected even then the theory of today, that technol-
ogy is morally neutral. It depends on what man does with his

new gadgets that determines whether they are ultimately good

or bad. Lemech tried to convince his wives of his innocence.
They had no right to hold him responsible for his new dis-

coveries, he claimed. After all, iron can also be used for good



purposes, to revolutionize industry and thereby be advantage-
ous to man and society.

Unfortunately, Lemech couldn't be more wron& as we
analyze today's course of events. The House of Krupp in Ger-
man, the military industrial complexes in the U.S. and the
Soviet Union are not only the producers of weapons, but too
often they direct the nation's foreign policy into the course of
war, or impose on other nations the course of their policy.
Anyone closely following today's arms race understands the
powers of weaponry and especially nuclear weaponry.

Israel's wars against its foes are mainly caused by the posses-

sion of secret weapons and the urge for revenge. Whatever
future historians may write about Israeli-Arab wars, no one can
ignore Russia's influence in the Middle East, maybe even being
the instigator for personal interests.

Lemech was really pleading self-righteousness by his argu-
ments. It is much easier to blame others for failing to carry out
their responsibility towards mankind, rather than to ask oneself
what contributions he made toward the cause of peace. If one
is really for the peaceful use of the new technology, it is his
responsibility to create and establish a structured pattem for
the usage of his destructive powers. Man is equipped with the
power to build, but it seems that man is more interested and
eager to destroy.

The first Sidra in Genesis is not only a record of ancient
human history, but also a key to subsequent human history.
The means of peaceful coexistence is interwoven with man's
understanding of his responsibility toward fellow man, in what-
qver society he is found.

We must follow the example of |oseph, in direct contradiction
to the attitude of Cain. Given the opportunity to answer a
strange question. "What do you seek?", his reply is forthright,

"I seek my brethren'"5
The world was created with the letter Bet, casting upon each

individual the etemal obligation to seek the welfare of his
fellowman.
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