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 Tohu vavohu ֹתהּו ָוֹבהּו
Chaos and Creation

In Praise of the  
Aborted Effort
Melila Hellner-Eshed

Myths of beginnings and origination  
are intriguing, whether ancient or 
contemporary, fantastic or scientific.  
“In the beginning God created the 
heaven and the earth.” That’s the  
summary of the whole story, but 
what existed earlier? In the biblical 
story of Creation, we read of archaic 
or primordial elements that preceded  
God’s creation: “The earth was tohu 
vavohu and there was darkness on the 
face of the abyss.” Though it is not 
clear what tohu vavohu is — or, for 
that matter, what the abyss might be 
— it seems that tohu vavohu existed in 
a time before time. The term itself is 
generally translated as “formless and 
void,” or, alternately, as “chaos.” 

Creative interpretations have been 
offered throughout generations of 
Jewish intellectual history to this 
mythic tohu vavohu. In what ways  
do these interpretations inform the 
way we understand our world and 
ourselves in it? Tohu vavohu could 
be understood as primordial matter. 
One very creative midrashic writer  
places a query in the mouth of a 
Hellenistic philosopher, who says 
to Rabban Gamliel (c. 80-120 CE): 
“Surely your God is a great painter, 
yet He had some very good materials 
for his creation, those being: tohu, 
vohu, tehom (darkness, spirit, and the 
abyss).” The philosopher’s statement 
is an imaginative staging of the  
dispute between certain strands of 
Greek philosophy, which stipulat-
ed that the world had always existed,  
and the Jewish view that God  

created the world ex nihilo, out  
of nothing. 

In our midrash, Rabban Gamliel  
defends the Jewish view by saying: 
“May the spirit of this person [the 
philosopher] leave him, for tohu, 
vohu, and darkness are all created  
elements.” The uniqueness of  
Judaism, according to Rabban  
Gamliel, is in acknowledging the  
total nothingness out of which the 
one great God created everything.  
It is not that God won a battle over 
all other gods or that God defeated 
and destroyed realities existing prior  
to his creation, but rather that the 
Divine will turned nothingness into 
being without other mythic protago-
nists or elements. 

Yet the question persists. What then 
is tohu vavohu? Is it chaos? Primordial 
undifferentiated matter? Is it noth-
ingness, empty wasteland? Is tohu 
vavohu something to fear or is it a 
necessary state that precedes any  
creation? Could tohu vavohu have 
been understood as the primordial  
state of “water within water,“ a state 
of fecund chaos that precedes cre-
ation, much as we find in ancient 
Near Eastern mythology? In this 
reading, chaos must be done away 
with in order to allow variegated, 
differentiated existence to come  
into being. 

Medieval commentators differentiated 
between tohu and vohu. They under-
stood the etymology of tohu as that 
which “bewilders, puzzles, disorients,” 
whereas vohu relates to something 
that exists — somethingness. 

Please see pages 7–9 for Consider and Converse, our guide to this issue.

continued on next page

http://forward.com/shma-now/


SH’MA NOW | forward.com/shma-now SEPTEMBER 2019 | TISHREI 5780

2

The Chaos Presidency
Julian E. Zelizer 

Chaos, or what we might think of as 
tohu vavohu, is an essential aspect — per-
haps strategy — of the Donald Trump 
presidency. While some presidents are 
desperate to create order and achieve at 
least the public perception of stability, 
President Trump wants none of that. He 
thrives in a political style that is unpre-
dictable and unconventional. He refuses 
to abide by the normal rules of politics, 
fostering a dizzying state for our democ-
racy that leaves citizens tuning in to see 
what comes next. The constant chaos 
can obscure substantive policy changes 
that are taking place during his tenure, 
such as the rollbacks to policies aimed at 
curbing climate change. In many ways, 

chaos is the point. There is a method to 
his madness. 

The term that began in January 2017 
has been one long political whirlwind. 
Part of the way Trump creates chaos is 
by reversing apparently solid decisions, 
thereby routinely upending expec-
tations and leaving both allies and 
adversaries with a sense that the ground 
is in constant danger of shifting beneath 
their feet. Here are a few examples: In 
August, he announced that he wanted 
to buy Greenland from Denmark, even 
though Denmark doesn’t actually have 
the authority to sell it. When it became 
clear that his idea wouldn’t pass mus-
ter, he reversed an earlier decision to 
go to Denmark to meet with the Prime 
Minister, further eroding U.S. relations 
with other NATO members. After derid-
ing North Korean leader Kim Jong-un as 
“rocketman” and generating real con-
cern of a nuclear confrontation, Trump 
abruptly climbed down from the brink, 
lauding Jong-un and planning a sum-
mit. Chaos ensues from his habit of 
treating autocratic rulers with kid gloves 
while releasing tirades on our allies. 

Trump understands how chaos can 
bring him success. The nature of the 
modern news media — since the 1980s 
— creates an ecosystem that pumps out 
24-hour, instantaneous, polemical and 
partisan, and attention-grabbing stories. 
A central element of modern presiden-
tial politics is to control that media 
agenda — to dominate pundits’ com-
ments, reporters’ story choices, and 
editorial headlines while shaping the 
issues discussed at the kitchen table. Un-
like routine politics, chaos offers the 
kind of head-turning story that keeps 
the narrative fresh and alive. Just like 
fictional television, Americans are much 
more likely to tune in if what they see is 
truly unexpected. 

Chaos also destabilizes the presi-
dent’s political opponents. Washington 
veterans no longer count on certain pre-
dictable presidential norms — such as 
refraining from politicizing law enforce-
ment, the FBI, and American holiday 
celebrations (for example, this past 
Fourth of July parade). Elected officials 
have assumed that fellow politicians will 
eventually pull back from certain kinds  

continued from cover

In this reading, we could see tohu vavohu 
as the primordial potentiality of all our 
consciousness. It can also be the dynamic 
that precedes fixed existence, where tohu 
is forever becoming vohu, nothingness 
becoming somethingness, which then 
melts back into nothingness endlessly. 

In one of my favorite midrashim on tohu 
vavohu (Bereishit Rabbah 2:2), Earth, a  
personified protagonist in the story, who 
had existed until the great act of creating  
the cosmos as vast undifferentiated mass, 
finds herself in an existential state of 
shocked bewilderment (toha u’voha)  
when she is separated from parts of her  
essence that then become the firmament 
in God’s Creation. In her sorrow and 
confusion, Earth questions the justice  
of this separation, where Earth is the  
inferior domain of mortality, and the  
firmament enjoys celestial immortality. 

Shlomo Ibn Gabirol (living in Andalusia, 
Spain, during the 11th century), in his 
majestic poem “Kingdom’s Crown” (Keter  
Malchut), pronounces God’s greatness 
as “The one who draws existence from 
nothingness,” with the words “[God] 
called to nothingness and it broke open 
to existence and it was founded.” 

In the mystical literature of the Zohar 
and later in Lurianic Kabbalah, we find 
the worlds of tohu as the primordial  
divine creative sparks that blaze as grand 
fireworks before dissolving back into the 
ocean of undifferentiated divinity. 

Reading into these traditions, I find an 
inspiring insight relevant to our con-
temporary world. The transition from 
unsustainable tohu to the firmly es-
tablished world is only possible when 
we learn to celebrate difference and 
otherness, while also affirming comple-
mentary wholeness. 

I feel there is great Jewish wisdom in 
understanding tohu vavohu as the draft 
works of God’s Creation. As the ground 
matter that allows the final work of 
Creation to come into being, they are 
like the initial drafts we write for the 
drawer — too raw, chaotic, or unripe, 
but perfect aborted efforts to create 
something from nothing. Judaism, 

then, teaches us to respect and love 
our in-progress and early works of art, 
thought, imagination, love. 

In the endlessly pulsating dance  
between potential and manifestation, 
we need not fear tohu vavohu, inchoate  
chaos, the drafts of shimmering sparks 
that lead us to ever greater creativity. 

Melila Hellner-Eshed is a senior research 
fellow at the Shalom Hartman Institute in 
Jerusalem. She has taught Jewish mysticism 
and Zohar for the past 25 years at The Hebrew 
University in Jerusalem and serves on the 
faculty of the Institute for Jewish Spirituality. 
Her publications include A River Flows from 
Eden: The Language of Mystical Experience 
in the Zohar (Stanford University Press) and 
Seekers of the Face: The Secrets of the Idra-
Rabba in the Zohar. She is active in the Sulha 
Peace Project, a reconciliation project that 
brings together Israelis and Palestinians. 
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of rhetoric or that they will inevitably  
enter into agreements when there is  
no option left on the table. President  
Ronald Reagan, for example, who 
turned up the voltage with the Soviet  
Union in the early 1980s by calling it 
“evil,” eventually entered into a historic  
arms agreement in 1987 that helped ramp  
down the Cold War. We saw this principle 
tested in 2011 with Tea Party Republi-
cans who threatened to send the nation 
into financial default by refusing to raise 
the federal debt ceiling unless President 
Obama agreed to lower levels of spending. 
While Democrats are often left to respond 
in the media to the latest outrage rather 
than talk about salient issues, the  
Democratic sweep of the House in 2018 
was a result, in part, to candidates sticking 
to important issues such as health care.  

The chaos allows Trump to manipulate 
his messaging, as has been the case with 
his position toward the American Jewish 
community, sowing constant confusion 
and pitting different segments of the 
community against one another. Trump 
has taken every opportunity possible to 
emphasize his strong support for the  
current Israeli government under Prime 
Minister Netanyahu, conflating support 
for Israeli policies with support for Amer-
ican Jews. He has also made foils out of 
Congresswomen Illan Omar and Rashida  
Tlaib when they were accused of using 
antisemitic tropes during discussions and 
tweets about U.S.-Israeli policies. 

While positioning himself as a “defender” 
of Israel, Trump traffics in antisemitic  
images and rhetoric. Most recently, he 
said that Jews who voted for Democrats  
were ignorant and “disloyal” — explicitly  
using one of the oldest forms of  
antisemitic vitriol from his bully  
pulpit. When asked about the comments,  
he doubled down, “In my opinion, you 
vote for a Democrat, you’re being very 
disloyal to Jewish people and very  
disloyal to Israel.”

Chaos is also a way to avoid account-
ability. The president runs his shop in a 
way that makes it difficult for Congress 
or the courts to achieve substantive  
control and oversight. For example, his 
reliance on temporary cabinet appoint-
ments — he has had three secretaries of 
defense, two of them acting secretaries 

— reduces the Senate’s power to ques-
tion and confirm potential appointees. 
His chief of staff, Mike Mulvaney, has 
been in an “acting” position since  
January. Kevin McAleenan has been the 
acting secretary of Homeland Security  
since April 2019, even though this 
position is at the center of the adminis-
tration’s controversial border policies. 

The president’s confidence that he  
can be as chaotic as he wants without 
consequence rests on the reality of the 
intense partisan polarization that grips 
our political institutions. Over the past 
four decades, as Kevin Kruse and I wrote 
about in Fault Lines, we have seen the 
creation of a political world where party 
loyalty is elevated above almost anything 
else. Politicians and voters, more  
dramatically in the Republican Party  
than among Democrats, will not  
seriously deviate from the party line.  
Political scientists such as Thomas Mann 
and Norman Ornstein have called this 
process “asymmetrical polarization.” 
President Trump has learned that his 
base as well as the Republican Party will 
support — almost always — whatever 
moves he makes. 

Of course, in addition to the chaos, 
there are certain issues in which the 
president acts with relative consistency.  
With hardline immigration policies or 
conservative judicial appointments, 
Trump is generally predictable. He has 
stuck to the script that he established 
in the 2016 campaign and rarely diverts 
from the party line. He has pushed his 
agenda despite all the opposition and 
acted with a ruthless determination to 
roll back government in certain sectors 
of the economy, such as environmental 
regulation. In these cases, the chaos  
often takes public attention away from 
the very real policy changes taking 
place, making it more difficult to sustain 
political opposition to his decisions. 

Thus far, the bet has paid off, at least 
within the Republican Party. While the 
president has struggled with his national  
approval ratings and triggered intense 
pockets of political opposition, his 
strength among Republicans has held 
firm — despite a few moments such as 
the backlash against imposing tariffs on 
Mexico. 

The 2020 election will be the biggest 
test for how chaos works in presiden-
tial politics. Should President Trump 
win a second term, the outcome would 
legitimate chaos as a style of politi-
cal leadership. His presidency would 
then become a model that future lead-
ers might replicate, even if in a more 
refined way, because the nation would 
have given him its stamp of approval. 

Of course, a decisive defeat would be 
the most powerful evidence that too 
much chaos is not acceptable. 

Julian E. Zelizer is the Malcolm Stevenson 
Forbes, Class of 1941 Professor of History and 
Public Affairs at Princeton University, where 
he is cohost of the podcast Politics and Polls. 
His most recent book, Burning Down the 
House: Newt Gingrich, The Fall of a Speaker, 
and the Rise of the New Republican Party, will 
be published in April. A CNN Political Analyst 
and regular contributor to NPR, he can be 
followed at @julianzelizer. 

In the Beginning:  
Wonder and Amazement
Steven Exler

Why should we care about what existed  
before the world was created? The 
near-beginning of the Torah — “The 
earth was tohu vavohu and there was 
darkness on the face of the abyss” (Gen-
esis 1:2) — occupies a fascinating place 
between the introductory verse of the 
Torah and the orderly description of Cre-
ation beginning in 1:3. As such, across 
history, this verse has invited varying 
and conflicting interpretations about 
what might have existed in the cosmos 
before Creation, raising rich questions 
about the world, God, and ourselves. 

One set of commentaries, from the very 
early Targum Onkelos (1st century CE)  
to the medieval Radak (Rabbi David  
Kimchi, 12th-13th century, France) and 
many others, emphasizes the meaning 
of tohu vavohu as two different but relat-
ed descriptions of emptiness and void,  
particularly emphasized to highlight the 
extraordinary act of Creation. God  
truly created something from nothing, 
yesh me’ayin. Only when we picture the 
expanse of desolation that birthed the 
bursting world of Creation can we truly  
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comprehend God’s incomparable power.  
Other schools of interpretation follow  
this general emphasis on God’s power,  
interpreting tohu and vohu as representing 
form and substance, or inchoate matter  
and early forms, or other such steps in 
or aspects of the miraculous Creation 
process. 

But once Creation occurs, what becomes 
of nothingness? Is it gone forever?  
The Kli Yakar (Rabbi Ephraim Shlomo  
Luntschitz, 16th–17th century, East 
Central Europe), an early modern com-
mentator, responds to this question by 
citing a verse in Jeremiah describing the 
destruction of the Temple: “I beheld the 
Earth, and it was tohu vavohu — emptiness 
and void” (4:23). According to the Kli 
Yakar, utter desolation always lurks on 
the other side of creation, ready to sur-
face if the ways of the wicked triumph. 

This second approach introduces the 
notion that absolute and utter noth-
ingness and the richly created Earth are 
not sequential, irreversible steps in cre-
ation and global history. Rather, these 
polar opposites are two ever-present 
alternatives for our universe. In a strik-
ing sense, alongside highlighting God’s 
power, this interpretation brings us face 
to face with our own power. Our choices 
at any moment can determine whether 
the world will remain in its created form 
or return to a state of utter void. 

From between these grand sweeping  
interpretations — the emphasis on 
God’s majestic creation of everything 
from nothing, and the focus on human 
responsibility to prevent the world from 
slipping back to desolation — peeks 
out a third approach, largely midrashic 
and echoed in medieval commentaries 
like the Chizkuni (Rabbi Hezekiah ben 
Manoah, 13th century, France). Chiz-
kuni, among his interpretations, quotes 
a talmudic passage (Hagigah 12a) that 
suggests that tohu and vohu are things. 
They are neither an absence of matter  
nor a threat of destruction. They are 

themselves, creations, items that  
accompany us in the world and our lives 
today. These two almost supernatural 
objects are the items described in a verse 
in Isaiah that uses these two terms, “the 
line of tohu and stones of vohu” (34:11). 
The Talmud explains that tohu is “a 
green line that encompasses the entire 
world, from which darkness emerges,” 
and vohu describes “damp stones sub-
merged in the depths, from which water 
emerges.” These interpretations allow us 
to imagine the world almost newly cre-
ated every day through the presence of 
objects that generate some of our most 
basic resources at all times. In suggesting 
that the sources of water and darkness 
were created before the world, and pre-
sumably remain, this interpretation 
allows us to appreciate some sense of 
the renewal of creation and the presence 
of echoes of it in our everyday lives. 
Tohu vavohu, here, stands for the contin-
ual manifestation of a mini-creation in 
our world. 

Rashi (Rabbi Shlomo Yitzhaki, 11th  
century, France) interprets this verse  
in perhaps the most surprising way.  
Also quoting a midrash, he links tohu  
to the root toheh, which means to  
display amazement. Rashi suggests that 
the biblical word tohu here describes the 
amazed response of the (theoretical)  
person beholding the vast emptiness of 
the not-yet-created world. 

Reading these interpretations, I imag-
ine bringing the last two together. Using 
the Chizkuni’s presentation that tohu 
and vohu are things, and incorporating 
the midrash Rashi quotes — that tohu is 
linked to wonder — we may understand 
tohu as the creation of amazement and 
wonder. This interpretation adds another  
dimension to the world of Genesis 1:2  
— that what preceded or began the 
world is precisely the tool we need to 
appreciate it: awe, amazement, and 
wondrous curiosity. In other words,  
the emphasis of the moments before 
creation are not only divine power,  
human control over the world today, 
and the continual re-creation of the 
world, but the simplest movement of 
first sitting in awe of the sheer amaze-
ment of the natural world, what we see 
and what we can’t even see. 

Through the lens of its interpreters, 
Genesis 1:2 emerges as a mirror for what 
we might want the beginning of the 
Creation to be about: God’s power, the 
weight of human choices, the existence 
of other-worldly physical and emo-
tional states that live with us from the 
first moments of the world until today. 
While creation is all of these, where do 
we place the weight? We may even ask 
whether this sets a template for our spir-
itual lives: God-focused, human-focused, 
or creating space for the interplay of 
our relationship with God and with the 
world itself. These questions inform how 
we pray, how we prioritize our values, 
how we see ourselves, and how we live. 

Steven Exler is senior rabbi of the The Bayit: 
Hebrew Institute of Riverdale, an open Modern 
Orthodox synagogue in the Bronx. He received 
smichah from Yeshivat Chovevei Torah 
rabbinical school, where he was a Wexner 
Graduate Fellow. He sits on the rabbinic 
advisory boards of Eshel, Yeshivat Chovevei 
Torah (chairperson), and Yeshivat Maharat. 

We are God’s Unruly  
Partners Fighting Chaos 
Leah Sarna

“Sovereign of the worlds! If there be no 
host for the King and if there be no camp 
for the King, over whom does He rule? 
If there be no people to praise the King, 
where is the honor of the King?” This is 
how the personified Torah argues with 
God in favor of the creation of humanity 
(Pirkei D’Rabbi Eliezer, chapter 3). Accord-
ing to the Torah’s argument, God can be 
God without dominion, but God cannot 
be King; God’s Kingship was not mani-
fest until the creation of us, the “people.” 

The original Rosh Hashanah, that very 
first one on the sixth day of Creation 
when God created humankind, was 
also God’s first day as King. Creation, as  
described in the Torah, is a series of  
cosmic orderings. Before God’s first  
creative utterance, there was chaos, 
tohu vavohu. And then there was light, 
separated from darkness. Creation is a 
turn from chaos toward differentiation. 
The culmination of Creation, the most 
orderly piece of it all, was to be the  
human, coronator of God. 

Our choices at any moment can 
determine whether the world 
remains in its created form or 
returns to a state of utter void.
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Humans, with our incredible disorder,  
have been disappointing God ever 
since. Charged with continuing God’s 
work, we were to differentiate the  
animals by naming them, we were to 
care for the garden, we were to recog-
nize the difference between what is 
permitted and what is prohibited and 
avoid that forbidden fruit. Adam was 
not a resounding success, and his fallible  
descendants have not been all that 
much better. As the Torah taught God, 
He cannot be King without us, but the 
Torah’s argument did not anticipate 
that we would be such unruly subjects. 

On Rosh Hashanah, through shofar 
blasts and traditional liturgical recitations,  
we are asked to resubmit ourselves to 
God’s kingship. Of course, this is also a 
daily practice, as most blessings begin by 
describing God as “King of the Universe” 
(Baruch atah Adoshem, Elokeinu, Melech 
ha’olam…). This is the way of the Jewish 
calendar. Daily themes that appear in our 
weekday liturgy also find unique dates in 
the calendar for further exploration and 
renewal. We study Torah every day, but 
on Shavuot we particularly celebrate it. 
We mourn the Temples every day, but on 
Tisha b’Av we feel the loss most acutely. 
We recognize God as King of the universe  
every day, but on Rosh Hashanah, we 
coronate God again, adding kingship  
language into our liturgy above and  

beyond the usual, reaffirming our identity 
as subjects. We need a holiday to refocus 
on this relationship, because it is a  
difficult one. 

The world emerged from chaos in seven  
days. Sometimes it feels that the world 
could slip back to that chaos in an 
equally short period of time. Our brains 
love to draw hard distinctions, but we 
know that many of those distinctions 
are false. Solids and liquids seem so 
very different — but life experience 
or rudimentary chemistry will teach 
us that it is only heat that divides 
them. Male and female gender seem 
vastly different, but that distinction 
comes about by just one chromosome, 
and gender expression is even more 
diverse. Countries seem so different 
one from another, but we know that 
those lines are arbitrary and have 
changed dramatically over time. Some 
of these distinctions that are so beloved 
cause damage when we take them too 
seriously, prioritizing the divisions of 
race, gender, or nationality over shared 
humanity. We tend to overlook what 
doesn’t fit into our categories, and we 
don’t extend care or equality in the way 
that we should. And yet, differentiation 
is at the heart of creation. Undoing 
it feels like a scary reversion. I feel 

protective of the distinctions that our 
brains and cultures draw, even as logic 
and science tell me otherwise. As God’s 
subjects, we are partners in retaining 
order — that alone is difficult — and it 
is harder yet to do it right. 

Fortunately, the High Holidays liturgy  
reminds us that the building blocks of  
order are repentance, prayer, and charity. 
Chaos is fought with charity, with kind-
ness, with reflection, with prayer, and 
with the understanding that we are part 
of something larger than ourselves — 
that our responsibilities extend outward, 
as subjects of a King whose dominion 
is the whole universe. As subjects of the 
King of Kings, on Rosh Hashanah we 
dedicate ourselves to promoting God’s  
vision of order above our own. 

On this Rosh Hashanah, as I celebrate 
the order of Creation, I hope to recommit 
myself as a subject to a King invested in 
the world’s upkeep and rededicate myself 
to the seemingly impossible yet essential 
work of cosmic orderliness. 

Rabbanit Leah Sarna, who was ordained at the 
Orthodox Yeshivat Maharat, is the director of 
religious engagement at Anshe Sholom B’nai 
Israel Congregation in Chicago. 
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Jewish sensibilities are approaches to living 
and learning that permeate Jewish culture. 
The ideas, values, emotions, and behaviors 
they express — emanating from Jewish 
history, stories, and sources — provide 
inspiration and guidance that help us to 
respond creatively and thoughtfully to life’s 
challenges and opportunities. Sensibilities 
are culturally informed senses or memes. 
This month, Sh’ma Now explores the Jewish 
sensibility of tohu vavohu/chaos and 
creation. For Rosh Hashanah, when the 
world was conceived, we examine the role 
chaos plays in creation.

Consider & Converse: “Tohu vavohu” walks 
you through this issue, inspires reflections, 
prompts questions, and provides ways to 
connect this reading with other meaningful 
experiences. It is found online at forward.
com/shma-now.

https://forward.com/shma-now/
mailto:sberrin%40shma.com?subject=
http://forward.com/shma-now
http://forward.com/shma-now


SH’MA NOW | forward.com/shma-now SEPTEMBER 2019 | TISHREI 5780

6

trolls deeply our untamed, elusive, 
wildly creative unconscious mind. 
Melville goes where every creative 
person aspires to travel: to the depths 
and heights of prophecy; to the inner 
sanctum of madness; and, like Akiva  
emerging from deep inquiry, to a 
place of ephemeral humility where 
he is adrift in a fleeting tranquility 
before his next adventure into chaos 
and creativity. 

As a new generation of American 
Jews, we ought to think about how 
destruction and chaos have shaped 
our success and marked our path forward. And we should face our challenges as previ-
ous generations of Jews have so gallantly faced theirs. Today, we must figure out how 
Jewish values will help shape the direction of our nation and the ongoing project of 
American identity. The same generation that saved civilization from Nazi fascism also 
built the first Jewish state in 2,000 years. Those achievements are monumental and re-
mind us that making order from chaos is the challenge of every generation.

What will we do to respond to the threats that troll the deep in our day? What creative 
responses await our unique call to make light, to make justice, to make peace? In the 
Genesis narrative, it is not so much light that God creates on the first day, but distinc-
tion, the ability to discern between light and dark, water and earth, good and evil. Eternal 
Jewish values — especially the idea to repair the world through learning, spirituality, and 
deeds of loving-kindness — can serve as a compass on this journey in turbulent times. 

Adina Lewittes:  Nightly, we pray for safety in the darkness. At dawn, we 
greet life anew, offering thanks for the rooster distinguishing between darkness 
and light, as well as the discernment Rabbi Andy Bachman identifies as the 
foundation of Creation. But the rooster doesn’t crow at daylight; it crows at 
nighttime’s end, signaling the approaching sunrise. Its power is to discern not 

daylight, but the sun’s imminent arrival; its power is to declare not what is, but what’s coming. 

“Who is wise?” asks the Talmud, “One who sees ‘hanolad,’ that which is being born.” Like 
the rooster announcing the impending sunrise, a wise person perceives not what is, but 
what’s emerging. 

As the New Year approaches, we yearn to emerge from the surrounding despair. Can we 
see darkness not as a limitation of our vision, but as a fertile source of anticipation? Can 
we learn not to fear the dark but to embrace its promise of light, of hope? 

Let’s not wait for darkness to lift before bringing more light into the world, or for fear to 
abate before illuminating the world with courage, or for hate to recede before reaching out 
with love. Let’s not wait until we no longer see today before declaring a vision for tomorrow. 

NiSh’ma On this page, our three commentators examine the second line in the Torah — the one that speaks about the  
formlessness and void before Creation. Our commentators reflect on contemporary approaches to chaos.  
Our online version is interactive, and we welcome your comments.  —S.B.

Andy Bachman: I recently read Moby-Dick, 
joining a long tradition held by those who be-
lieve that this is the greatest novel written in the 
English language. Melville’s character the Whale 

Hadar Cohen:  In the beginning of the Creation 
process, there is formlessness. Formlessness is a 
state of complete emptiness; it is nothingness 
that holds the potential for everything. In it is 

Hadar Cohen, a Jerusalemite, is a mul-
timedia artist, writer, and dancer based 
in Oakland, Calif. She organizes spiritual 
feminist gatherings, including “feminism 
all night,” a public community gathering 
space for feminist discourse. She grad-
uated from The Cooper Union, where she 
studied electrical engineering. Her work 
can be found at hadarcohen.me. 

Rabbi Andy Bachman is executive director of the Jewish Community Project Downtown in New York. 
He has served as senior rabbi at Congregation Beth Elohim in Brooklyn, where he lives, and executive 
director of the Edgar M. Bronfman Center for Jewish Student Life at New York University.  

Adina Lewittes is the scholar-in-residence at B’nai Jeshurun in Manhattan and the founder and 
rabbi of Sha’ar Communities in New Jersey. 

 ְוָהָאֶרץ ָהְיָתה ֹתהּו ָוֹבהּו ְוֹחֶשְך
 ַעל־ְפֵני ְתהֹום ְורּוַח ֱאֹלִהים

ִים׃ ְמַרֶחֶפת ַעל־ְפֵני ַהָמֽ
“The earth being unformed and void, 
with darkness over the surface of the 
deep and a wind from God sweeping 

over the water.”     
– Genesis 1:2

the heart of chaos. To manifest this 
world, form must emerge from this 
emptiness. 

Between nothing and everything, 
there is form — a structure that can 
hold something. Form is an organiz-
ing system, a certain way of setting 
boundaries and delineating how 
content can be structured. 

Creation is not a process of making 
something out of nothing, but rather 
of shaping what is already there. Cre-
ation transforms the chaos embed-
ded in formlessness into a configu-
ration where each particle belongs 
in its particular location. 

In the space of chaos, all energies 
can freely interact with one another. 
There is no sense of separation; ev-
erything is completely interwoven 
and interconnected. Through the 
act of forming, we become separate. 
Boundaries emerge, differentiating 
and setting apart each subject for its 
uniqueness. 

Even when we are separate, we hold 
the memory of complete connection. 
And this awareness can guide our 
work toward pursuing justice and 
healing our world, as Rabbi Andy 
Bachman describes. Remembering 
this unity and how we are connected 
inspires our human journey. 

https://forward.com/shma-now/
http://hadarcohen.me
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Introduction
Sh’ma Now curates conversations on a single theme rooted in Jewish tradition 
and the contemporary moment. At the core of this issue of Sh’ma Now is 
the Jewish sensibility of “tohu vavohu / chaos & creation.” Drawing on 
the second verse of the Torah — “the earth being unformed and void, with 
darkness over the surface…” (Genesis 1:2) — this month’s issue examines 
the nature of “chaos” and how it plays out today. In recent years, chaos 
and disruption have come to be known as instrumental to innovation and 
creative activity. We also know that chaos can be horrific. The writers explore 
several fundamental questions: What role does chaos play today—spiritually 
and politically? What was the “unformed” before Creation? What is the 
relationship of creating distinctions and holiness? 

Sh’ma Now has never viewed learning or “meaning-making” as solely an indi-
vidual activity. That’s why we have included this guide, which is specifically 
designed to help you to consider the idea of going forth in your discovery of 
ideas and questions independently or with others, formally and informally.

How to Begin
This guide offers a variety of suggestions, including activities and prompts for 
individual contemplation and informal or structured conversations. We sug-
gest that you use this guide to share reflections and thoughts over a Shabbat 
meal, or, for those who are more adventurous, to lead a planned, structured 
conversation, inviting a small group of friends and family to your home or to 
a coffee shop. If you would like more information about ways in which this 
journal can be used, please contact Susan Berrin, Sh’ma Now editor-in-chief, 
at SBerrin@shma.com. You can also print out a PDF file of the entire issue at 
http://forward.com/shma-now/.

Guidelines for Discussion
If you wish to hold a structured conversation, the following guidelines 
may help you to create a space that allows for honest personal exploration 
through sharing:
•  Create a sense of shared purpose that can foster the kind of internal 

reflection that happens through group conversation. 
•  Remind participants of simple ground rules for conversations. For example: 

Avoid commenting on and critiquing each other’s comments. Make 
room for everyone to speak. Step into or away from the conversation 
appropriately. No one participant should dominate the conversation.  
Let silence sit, allowing participants to gather their thoughts.

•  For each of the questions below, we recommend that you print out the 
article in question, or provide the link to it, and we ask that you take a 
moment to read it in print or on screen, before the conversation begins.

•  Allow people a few minutes to absorb the article, perhaps even to read it a 
second time, before moving into the discussion.

A Guide to “tohu vavohu /
chaos & creation”

https://forward.com/shma-now/
mailto:SBerrin%40shma.com?subject=
http://forward.com/shma-now/
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Interpretive Questions  
can focus the reader on the ideas in the articles.

•  Melila Hellner-Eshed, [page 1] a scholar of Jewish mysticism and Zohar, 
opens up the issue with some of her favorite texts and stories about 
Creation. “Reading into these traditions, I find an inspiring insight very 
relevant to our contemporary world. The transition from unsustainable tohu 
to the firmly established world, is only possible when we learn to celebrate 
difference and otherness, while also affirming complementary wholeness.” 
She goes on to compare God’s creation as a work in progress, “…raw, 
chaotic, unripe, or imperfect, but nonetheless, unformed potentiality and 
aborted efforts to create something from nothing. Judaism, then, teaches 
us to respect and love our in-progress and early works of art, thought, 
imagination, and love.” Melila suggests we not fear chaos and the unknown 
or unknowable, but rather be kind to ourselves and that chaos. How might 
that kindness manifest in approaching the awe of a new Jewish year — filled 
with majestic liturgy and drama that is often beyond our comprehension? 
Melila suggests that there exists a continuous evolution of nothingness 
becoming somethingness. How does that concept work in the world?

•  Julian Zelizer, [page 2] journalist and co-host of the podcast, Politics and 
Polls, writes that President Donald Trump understands how chaos works in 
his favor and brings him success. He uses chaos to destabilize his opponents, 
to distract from distressing headlines, and to avoid accountability. After 
exploring this use of chaos, Julian writes that the “2020 election will 
be the biggest test for how chaos works in presidential politics. Should 
President Trump win a second term, the outcome would legitimate chaos as 
a style of political leadership.” How do you understand President Trump’s 
political savvy in regards to chaos? Is the use of chaos an outgrowth of the 
technology sector’s anthem of disruption? What is the relationship between 
disruption and creativity? 

•  Rabbi Steven Exler, [page 3] rabbi of the Hebrew Institute of Riverdale – The 
Bayit, an open Orthodox synagogue in the Bronx, brings to life the voices of 
our rabbinic sages. He writes, “Through the lens of its interpreters, Genesis 
1:2 emerges as a mirror for what we might want the beginning of creation 
to be about: God’s power; the weight of human choices; the existence of 
other-worldly physical and emotional states that live with us from the first 
moments of the world until today.” We are left to wonder about several 
things: First, “once creation occurs, what becomes of nothingness?” What 
was that “void” before there was something? What do we learn about the 
moment of Creation that informs our choices today — about God’s power to 
create and destroy as well as our own power to create and destroy? How do 
awe, amazement, and curiosity play into your understanding of Creation? 
And how do these attributes function in your life today?
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Reflective Questions  
can help one to integrate the ideas in these articles with one’s own  
sense of self. 

•  Rabbinit Leah Sarna [page 5] writes about the holiness and distinction 
of God’s Creation and how that plays out today. “The original Rosh 
Hashanah, that very first one on the sixth day of creation when God 
created humankind, was also God’s first day as King. Creation, as described 
in the Torah, is a series of cosmic orderings. Before God’s first creative 
utterance, there was chaos, tohu vavohu. And then there was light, separated 
from darkness. Creation is a turn from chaos toward differentiation. The 
culmination of creation, the most orderly piece of it all, was to be the 
human.” She goes on to question whether some of those distinctions seem 
arbitrary: “Our brains love to draw hard distinctions but we know that many 
of those distinctions are false. Solids and liquids seem so very different — 
but life experience or rudimentary chemistry will teach us that it is only 
heat that divides them. Male and female sexes seem vastly different; that 
distinction is but one chromosome. Countries seem so different one from 
another, but we know that those lines are arbitrary and have changed 
dramatically over time.” And she concludes, “As subjects of the King of 
Kings, on Rosh Hashana we dedicate ourselves to promoting God’s vision of 
order above our own.” How do you understand God’s plan and how do you 
relate to it? What is the relationship between orderliness and distinction, 
and a sense of holiness/kedushah? How are we humans tasked today with 
understanding and having agency around the blurriness of distinctions?

•  In NiSh’ma, [page 6] simulated Talmud page, three commentators examine 
the second line in Genesis: “The earth being unformed and void, with 
darkness over the surface of the deep and a wind from God sweeping 
over the water.” (1:2) We begin with Rabbi Andy Bachman writing about 
Herman Melville’s Moby Dick. Andy writes, “the Whale, trolls deeply our 
untamed, elusive, wildly creative unconscious mind.” He goes on to say, 
“Just as Melville’s generation reckoned with slavery and Civil War, our 
own is facing the ongoing scourge of racism, income inequality, and global 
warming.” He says that creating and making order from chaos is the work of 
every generation. Rabbi Adina Lewittes and writer and dancer Hadar Cohen 
respond to Andy’s commentary. How have destruction and chaos shaped 
you and marked your path? What are the specific challenges of chaos today, 
for this generation of American Jews? What role will Jewish values and 
sensibilities play in responding to that chaos?  

A Guide to “tohu vavohu /
chaos & creation”
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