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Parshat Bereishit
Is the Image of Greatness Merely Good?
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When one opens the Torah, it can be seen in the special calligraphy or sofrut in the
Ashkenazi tradition, the letter pey has a hidden letter bet inside of it, in the white space
surrounded by black ink. The word pey in Hebrew means mouth, as the world was made
into being through words, spoken communication. Accordingly, the very first word is
bereishit, with the first letter in the Torah being bet.

The Talmud Yerushalmi , based on Deuteronomy 33:2 describes that when the Torah was1 2

given to Moses at Sinai, it was engraved in black fire on white fire. There are a few different
explanations of what this means, mostly with the black fire being what one can see and the
white fire being what one cannot see. One understanding is that the black fire is the written
Torah and white fire is the oral Torah. Another more mystical possibility is that perhaps the
black fire is the physical and the white fire refers to things that are hidden or not so readily
apparent.

The Torah begins with the story of creation, that in the beginning there was nothing,
everything was brand new, without a template. The all powerful God simply spoke, declared
what would be and it was. And after each step, God proclaimed that it was “good.” Since
there was nothing before, and something now exists, it seems to be objective, and I wonder
what it could possibly mean that there is a goodness quality ascribed to these actions and
results? Each creation is miraculous and unique, as it has never existed before, and each
creation is harmoniously connected with the ones before it. The ultimate creation happens
on day six, the last of creation, humankind.

And God said, “Let us make man in our image, after
our likeness. They shall rule the fish of the sea, the
birds of the sky, the cattle, the whole earth, and all
the creeping things that creep on earth.”

And God created man in His image, in the image of
God He created him; male and female He created
them. (Genesis 1:26-27)

נּו ם ְּבַצְלֵמ֖ ה ָאָד֛ אֶמר ֱא�קים ַנֲֽעֶׂש֥ ֹ֣ וַּי
יִם ם ּוְב֣עֹוף ַהָּׁשַמ֗ ת ַהּיָ֜ נּו וְיְִרּדּ֩ו ִבְדַג֨ ִּכְדמּוֵת֑

ֶמׂש ֶרץ ּוְבׇכל־ָהֶר֖ ּוַבְּבֵהָמ֙ה ּוְבׇכל־ָהָא֔
ֶרץ׃ ׂש ַעל־ָהָאֽ ָהֽרֵֹמ֥

ֶלם א ֱא�קים ׀ ֶאת־ָהָֽאָד֙ם ְּבַצְל֔מֹו ְּבֶצ֥ וַּיְִבָר֨
א אָֹתֽם׃ ה ָּבָר֥ ר ּונְֵקָב֖ א אֹ֑תֹו ָזָכ֥ ֱא�קים ָּבָר֣

(בראשית א:כו־כז)

God created man in His image, first stating the intention, using the word betzalmenu, then
after it is done, betzalmo.

And, like the pattern before, a little later in verse 31, God concludes day six, looks around at
his work and proclaims that it was good, but this time it is not merely good, it is very good.

2Sefaria, Deuteronomy 33:2
ת] ָלֽמֹו׃ ׁש ָּד֖ ֶדׁש ִמיִמי֕נֹו (אשדת) [ֵא֥ ֹ֑ ת ק ֹ֣ ה ֵמִרְבב ן וְָאָת֖ ר ָּפאָר֔ יַע֙ ֵמַה֣ מֹו הֹוִפ֙ ח ִמֵּׂשִעי֙ר ָל֔ ה ִמִּסיַנ֥י ָּב֙א וְָזַר֤ ָ֞ ר יְהֹו וַּיֹאַמ֗

He said: The LORD came from Sinai; He shone upon them from Seir; He appeared from Mount
Paran, And approached from Ribeboth-kodesh,aCf. Meribath-kadesh, 32.51. Lightning flashing at
them from His right.b

1   Jerusalem Talmud Shekalim 6:1:50
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According to Ramban, this wording of דוְִהּנֵה־֖טֹוב ֹ֑ ְמא , behold it was very good, signifies their
permanent existence. This insert of meod, could also mean mostly, meaning that
humankind is mostly good, leaving room for evil. Humankind is imperfect (as we will learn
with the story of the Garden of Eden just shortly after) even though created in God’s image.

The creation of humankind is so complex, it has two stories, a few verses later on in
Genesis 1:26-27

And God said, “Let us make man in our image, after
our likeness. They shall rule the fish of the sea, the
birds of the sky, the cattle, the whole earth, and all
the creeping things that creep on earth.”

And God created man in His image, in the image of
God He created him; male and female He created
them. (Genesis 1:26-27)

נּו ם ְּבַצְלֵמ֖ ה ָאָד֛ אֶמר ֱא�קים ַנֲֽעֶׂש֥ ֹ֣ וַּי
יִם ם ּוְב֣עֹוף ַהָּׁשַמ֗ ת ַהּיָ֜ נּו וְיְִרּדּ֩ו ִבְדַג֨ ִּכְדמּוֵת֑

ֶמׂש ֶרץ ּוְבׇכל־ָהֶר֖ ּוַבְּבֵהָמ֙ה ּוְבׇכל־ָהָא֔
ֶרץ׃ ׂש ַעל־ָהָאֽ ָהֽרֵֹמ֥

ֶלם א ֱא�קים ׀ ֶאת־ָהָֽאָד֙ם ְּבַצְל֔מֹו ְּבֶצ֥ וַּיְִבָר֨
א אָֹתֽם׃ ה ָּבָר֥ ר ּונְֵקָב֖ א אֹ֑תֹו ָזָכ֥ ֱא�קים ָּבָר֣

(בראשית א:כו־כז)

In this version of the creation of humankind, we continue to have the word b'tzelem, that
now in two individuals, this creation of humankind was actively made in God’s image. God
made man נּו נּוְּבַצְלֵמ֖ ִּכְדמּוֵת֑ , in our image and after our likeness, according to Rashi refers to
the power to comprehend and to discern. So as we saw before, even though humanity is
created in God’s image, there is a balance here against greatness to imperfection,
individuality, comprehension and discernment.

Can we learn from trying to define good as being not only satisfied, but pleased and proud
of our accomplishments? We can be like God in understanding that there is room for
imperfection within greatness. Our world needs the existence of the black fire and the white
fire, what is obvious and what is hidden beneath the surface.
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