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“In the beginning God created the Heavens and the Earth”. Of course you know very well 

how the story continues. God created the universe in six days and on the seventh day He 

ceased from work and rested. In fact after each step of creation we are told that God stood 

back, took a long look at what He had made, and declared His creation to be “tov” - good. 

God was clearly enthusiastic about His creation, and rightly so. Indeed, free will was 

fundamental to the goodness of Creation. As we remarked last week, God created human 

beings with the ability to not only be self-aware but to be able to empathise with others, 

including other species, and it was this that set human beings apart from the animals. In fact 

it was precisely because the human beings possessed these exceptional qualities that God set 

them to work as stewards over the other species. As we read, “for Hashem God took the man 

and placed him in the Garden of Eden, to work it and to guard it”. Moreover, these qualities 

also made it possible that the human beings would choose to be in a relationship with their 

Creator. For “They heard the sound of Hashem God manifesting itself in the garden toward 

evening; and the man and his wife hid from Hashem God among the trees of the garden. 

Hashem God called out to the man and said to him, ‘Where are you?’” So everything was 

“tov” - good and free will was the apex of the Creation. It is important to note, however, that 

the gift of free will, of independent conscious thought, gave room for change in Creation, 

which might grow, flourish and expand or be diminished and deteriorate based upon the 

actions of the human beings. Indeed, to this extent, in that He had created human beings 

with free will, making them His stewards over the Creation - God had introduced a huge 

variant. Creation’s stock would rise or fall depending on the actions of the humans. Indeed, 

God had even enjoined them to join Him in the act of Creation. Not only had Adam been 

given the job of naming the animals - and thus defining their function and purpose - but the 

human beings could themselves reproduce, with the responsibility of raising their children to 

independent conscious thought. Had they remained they remained long enough in Gan Eden 

then Adam and Chavah might well have had children there. Thus God said to the woman “I 

will greatly increase your pain in childbirth. You will bring forth children in pain. Your desire 

will be toward your husband, but he will rule over you.” We may deduce from the details of 

this curse that pain in childbirth and patriarchy were not present in the Garden. In fact not 

only was childbirth to be relatively pain free in the Garden a state of complete equity existed 

between the man and the woman. As Biblical scholar, the late Tikva Frymer-Kensky has 

explained: “In their willingness to bear the child, both the man and the woman become 

“partners in the work of creation.” This is an old and significant concept, for Judaism 

considers the work of God’s creation to be unfinished, and it is part of humanity’s task to 

continue this labor, to become “shutafim le-ma’asay be’reishit,” “partners in the work of 

creation.” We may do so liturgically, for “everyone who prays on Friday night and says ‘[And 

the heavens and the earth ] were finished,’ Scripture considers him to have become a partner 

of the Blessed Holy One in the works of creation” (BT Shab. l19b). And we may do so socially, 

by working to improve social justice and to repair society, for “every judge who judges a 

righteous judgment even once, Scripture considers to have become a partner of the Blessed 
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Holy One in the works of creation” (BT Shab. 10a). And there is another, obvious way in which 

we can be partners of God in creation: by helping to create new lives.” 

 

If you are not familiar with the concept of “shutafim le-ma’asay be’reishet” then you might 

find the idea that the work of creation was unfinished a little challenging. After all, if you 

conflate the “tov” of Creation with “perfect” then it’s hard to conceive of any positive change 

to the status quo. And yet Yeshua, for one, clearly believed that God continued to create after 

the six days of Bresheet. Thus when he was challenged to stop performing miracles on 

Shabbat he said: “My Father, has been working until now, and I too am working.” This is the 

the concept of “shutafim le-ma’asay be’reishet” - the on-going work of creation. Therefore, 

he also said: “If you have a sheep that falls in a pit on Shabbat, which of you won’t take hold 

of it and lift it out? How much more valuable is a man than a sheep! Therefore, what is 

permitted on Shabbat is to do good. Then to the man he said, “Hold out your hand.” As he 

held it out, it became restored, as sound as the other one.” Yeshua’s statement gives us 

further insight into this concept. Just as human beings were given a role in Creation, 

participating in the act of Creation itself, so this role continues in the Olam Hazeh. Indeed, 

isn’t this one of the reasons why we are all still here? I’m sure that it’s a good thing to long for 

the return of Messiah and to pray for the advent of the Messianic Age, but if that longing 

causes you to want to “Advance to Go” and skip the learning journey that is life itself, by 

which we participate in Creation, expanding and growing spiritually, mentally and emotionally 

and learning to help others to do the same too, then perhaps you need to think again. 

Because the fact is that is precisely by playing the Monopoly game of life, with all its ups and 

downs, never knowing whether the next space will bring free parking or jail, that enlarges us 

all mentally, emotionally and spiritually so that we are more fitted to be called citizens of the 

Kingdom of Heaven. In this respect it is even said of the Messiah that “though He was a Son, 

yet He learned obedience by the things which He suffered. And having been perfected, He 

became the author of eternal salvation to all who obey Him.”  If then the Messiah was 

completed in this way then how much more might we have to be brought to completion via 

the the “slings and arrows of outrageous fortune”?  No, God’s purpose for us right here and 

now in the Olam Hazeh isn’t to “Advance to go”, to skip that difficult process of learning, but 

for us all to participate with Him in bringing our world to completion. In fact the way that 

Hashem does this is just how any parent might help their child acquire a new skill. For 

instance, as a youngster I had plenty of opportunity to watch my Dad paint. Under my 

mother’s instructions house after house after house had to be decorated and redecorated - 

you know, like the Forth Road Bridge never stops getting painted! And I have distant 

memories of Dad showing me how you run your brush up and down a wall in a straight line - 

of how to gloss skirting boards and the like. But there came a point when demonstrating 

wasn’t enough, and in order to learn how to do it for myself I had to be given my own 

section of wall to paint - with the very real possibility that I could make a mess. Of course 

now I can paint a wall all by myself, no supervision required! And it’s the same with how God 

enjoins us with Him to be partners in His Creation. In order to bring us and the world nearer 
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to completion God has left some of it unfinished and given us human beings the paint brush 

so that we, His children, can finish the job off.  

 

“Shutafim le-ma’asay be’reishet” is therefore what we do when we find something in life that 

is unfinished, lacking, incomplete or, given the fallen nature of our world, simply broken. The 

fact that it’s unfinished, lacking, incomplete or broken doesn’t reflect negatively on God, as if 

we expected to find the world perfect, but is instead, as we have said, purposed by Him as an 

opportunity for us, as His children, to exercise our gifts and help the world come into 

completion. Indeed, this process applies to our interpretation and practice of Torah. For the 

Torah itself is not in fact a complete legal system. It contains only a skeleton of laws that 

require interpolation and expansion. While, for instance, the Torah prohibits work on Shabbat 

it barely unpacks the concept of work or specifies in any detail what it might consist of. The 

most that the written Torah tells us is in this respect is that we should not kindle a flame on 

Shabbat. Therefore, instead of telling us exactly what to do or not to do, the Torah instead 

invites us to engage in dialogue with the text and with each other and thereby define for 

ourselves, as a people and as a community, the meaning of Shabbat. We want God to give us 

all the answers, but often God simply refuses to do so because if you just give someone the 

answer then they will never learn. After all, as Yeshua also reminded us, “The Shabbat was 

made for mankind, not mankind for the Shabbat”. Moreover, He also said, “whatever you 

prohibit on earth will be prohibited in heaven, and whatever you permit on earth will be 

permitted in heaven.” In other words God, in His great wisdom, decided for better or for 

worse, to give human beings the ability and authority to interpret Torah and create Halakhah 

for themselves, and indeed as we do so we participate with God in the act of Creation. We 

see an wonderful example of this in this week’s parashah as we read of how the daughters of 

Tz’lof’chad came to Moshe in order to propose a correction or amendment to the Torah. As 

we read, “Then the daughters of Tz’lof’chad the son of Hefer, the son of Gil‘ad, the son of 

Machir, the son of M’nasheh, of the families of M’nasheh, the son of Yosef, approached. 

These were the names of his daughters: Machlah, No‘ah, Hoglah, Milkah and Tirtzah. They 

stood in front of Moshe, El‘azar the cohen, the leaders and the whole community at the 

entrance to the tent of meeting and said, “Our father died in the desert. He wasn’t part of the 

group who assembled themselves to rebel against Adonai in Korach’s group, but he died in 

his own sin, and he had no sons. Why should the name of our father be eliminated from his 

family just because he didn’t have a son? Give us property to possess along with the brothers 

of our father.” Moshe brought their cause before Adonai. Adonai answered Moshe, “The 

daughters of Tz’lof’chad are right in what they say. You must give them property to be 

inherited along with that of their father’s brothers; have what their father would have 

inherited pass to them. Moreover, say to the people of Isra’el, ‘If a man dies and does not 

have a son, you are to have his inheritance pass to his daughter. If he doesn’t have a 

daughter, give his inheritance to his brothers. If he has no brothers, give his inheritance to his 

father’s brothers. If his father doesn’t have brothers, give his inheritance to the closest relative 

in his family, and he will possess it. This will be the standard for judgment to be used by the 

people of Isra’el, as Adonai ordered Moshe.’” As Katharine Doob Sakenfeld has written of this 
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passage: “How incredibly daring are Mahlah, Noah, Milcah, Hoglah, and Tirzah in coming 

forward to speak personally and publicly to the great Moses! Moreover, their question 

involves not just Moses’ opinion but a suggestion that a direct decree of the deity is 

inadequate and should be revised. The narrative is dramatic and suspenseful. What will 

Moses’ response be in this extraordinary situation? Once he turns to the deity, what will be 

God’s response? The rustle in the crowd is almost palpable as the women approach, as 

everyone waits, as the word is announced: ‘The daughters of Tzl’lof’chad are right.’”  

 

The writer assesses that these brave women came forward to protest an injustice that the 

Torah, as it had been given at Mount Sinai, apparently permitted: A woman could not inherit 

her fathers’ property. Whether these daughters regarded this gendered injustice as an 

occasion of “inadequacy” in the Torah is not made explicit in the text. It does appear however 

that they at least sought an amendment to the Torah in order to address the issue. Perhaps 

one might have expected the women to have been sent away with a flea in their ear! As 

Pontius Pilate once declared: “What is written is written!” And yet instead of this response 

God announced that “The daughters of Tz’lof’chad are right!” The idea that God changed, 

corrected or amended the Torah in order to make it more just stretches our understanding. 

While they were at it the daughters of Tz’lof’chad might usefully also have challenged the 

grammar of the Ten Commandments which, just as with the laws of inheritance, also reflected 

the concerns of the patriarchal society of their day. But as they stand the form of the 

commandments remain grammatically masculine. The question therefore arises whether 

women are invisible but present in the masculine “you,” or whether the Ten Commandments 

are addressed only to men. Biblical literalists must logically choose the latter explanation. 

However, as Tikvah Frymer Kensky points out, the last commandment, “Neither shall you 

covet you neighbour’s wife…” addresses the men and treats the wife as an object to be 

desired, like the neighbour’s house, field, slave, ox or ass, all of which one may not covet.” Are 

women required to observe the Ten Commandments? Perhaps not according to a literal 

interpretation of the text - according to which they are also regarded as objects under male 

control and possession. A literal interpretation of the text has seen much misogynist abuse 

and injustice perpetrated in the name of God over the millennia. Only in the twentieth 

century in Western Europe were such injustices rolled back and in many parts of the world 

patriarchy still rules ok. Biblical literalists have assumed that since patriarchal concerns are 

reflected by the Ten Commandments and elsewhere in the Torah then patriarchy is 

fundamental to Torah observance. And yet, as the episode of the daughters of Tz’lof’chad 

demonstrates this need not be so. God requires us to engage with Him creatively in bringing 

forth a more just and correct interpretation of Torah so as to bring both ourselves and our 

society into greater completeness. This is part of the work of “Shutafim le-ma’asay be’reishet”. 

The Torah is like a garden over which human beings have been made stewards, for better or 

for worse. Unfortunately, in the past, human beings have weaponised the Torah so as to 

pursue their own selfish interests and without regard to the well-being of others. And yet 

Moshe cried out: ‘Tzedek, Tzedek Tirdof!’ Justice, justice only shall you pursue! This is 

especially so with regard to how we unpack, interpret and practice Torah - because a just, 
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fair, whole society, that benefits the many and emulates the harmony of pre-Fall Gan Eden 

cannot be established on the back of a Halakha that serves the sectional interests of an elite 

few. As Sifre comments with regard to Hashem’s ruling on the daughters of Tz’lof’chad: “After 

hearing that only men were counted in preparation for the distribution of the Land, these 

women complained that because they had no brothers, their family would be without a share. 

They said, “The compassion of the Omnipresent is not comparable to the compassion of 

human beings. A human being might have more compassion for males, but He Whose word 

brought the world into being is different. His compassion is for both male and female - His 

compassion is for all.” These were sentiments to which Yeshua no doubt also subscribed. As 

we read, “Some P’rushim came up and tried to trap him by asking him, “Does the Torah 

permit a man to divorce his wife?” He replied, “What did Moshe command you?” They said, 

“Moshe allowed a man to hand his wife a get and divorce her.” But Yeshua said to them, “He 

wrote this commandment for you because of your hardheartedness. However, at the 

beginning of creation, God made them male and female. For this reason, a man should leave 

his father and mother and be united with his wife, and the two are to become one flesh. Thus 

they are no longer two, but one. So then, no one should break apart what God has joined 

together.”  

 

Note Yeshua’s words. It is clear that his interpretation of Torah was framed by the harmony 

and equality of Gan Eden, where everything was ‘tov’. His prophetic imperative to demand 

justice and equality compelled him to challenge the prevailing hierarchies and earned for him 

their approbation. And yet, as we have heard, he saw what he was doing as participating with 

God in the continued act of Creation. “My Father,” he said, “has been working until now, and I 

too am working.” In rescuing the Torah from sectional interests and in embodying a Torah 

that was being brought to its fulness in his own life he not only provided us with an example 

of how we are to walk with Hashem, but this encourages us to do likewise. Therefore, if you 

see something lacking, fill it up; and if you see something broken, fix it! Exercise justice, mercy 

and compassion, not least in how you interpret Scripture, for this is the rudder that directs 

our lives. Choose to do the right thing, as Messiah did, and you will be participating with God 

in the on-going act of creation - “Shutafim le-ma’asay be’reishet”. Isn’t that what Messiah has 

taught us? Isn’t that what Torah observance is all about? As Tikva Frymer-Kensky has said, 

“there is another, obvious way in which we can be partners of God in creation: by helping to 

create new lives.” Therefore let us nurture and encourage life wherever we find it. And in 

conclusion let us be aware that “Shutafim le-ma’asay be’reishet” is a multi-generational task. 

Do not be arrogant; do not think that you alone can finish the job. Trust in your children and 

generations yet unborn to take up the task. Know that you are part of the living chain of 

people who have dreamed, worked for a better world and carried on this mission for four 

thousand years in an unbroken covenant. As Rabbi Tarfon said, “It is not your responsibility to 

finish the work of perfecting the world, but you are not free to desist from it either.”  

 


