
 

Parashat Bereishit: Into the Deep We Go 
Rabbi Joshua Rabin, Astoria Center of Israel, Astoria, New York  1

 

Bereishit 1:2 

רֶץ ה והְָאָ֗ הוּ֙ הָיתְָ֥ ֹ֙ הוּ ת ֹ֔ שֶׁךְ ובָ ֹ֖ י וחְ  ורְ֣וּחַ תְה֑וֹם עַל־פְּנֵ֣
ים פֶת אֱלֹהִ֔ יםִ׃ עַל־פְּנֵ֥י מְרַחֶ֖  הַמָּֽ

the earth being unformed and void, with darkness over 
the surface of the deep and a wind from God  

sweeping over the water— 
 

1.​ Formless and Void 
 

Bavli Arakhin 17a 

 לְתוֹהוּ הָעוֹלָם אֶת לְהַחֲזִיר הוּא בָּרוּךְ הַקָּדוֹשׁ בִּיקֵּשׁ
 נתְִייַשְּׁבָה בְּדוֹרוֹ שֶׁנּסְִתַּכֵּל כֵּיוןָ יהְוֹיקִָים, בִּשְׁבִיל ובָהֹוּ

 הָעוֹלָם אֶת לְהַחְזִיר הוּא בָּרוּךְ הַקָּדוֹשׁ בִּיקֵּשׁ דַּעְתּוֹ.
 שֶׁנּסְִתַּכֵּל כֵּיוןָ צִדְקִיּהָוּ, שֶׁל דּוֹרוֹ מִפְּניֵ ובָהֹוּ לְתוֹהוּ

 דַּעְתּוֹ. נתְִייַשְּׁבָה בְּצִדְקִיּהָוּ

This term teaches that the Holy One, Blessed be He, 
sought to revert the world to chaos and void, as it was 

before Creation (Genesis 1:1–2), on account of 
Jehoiakim, who did evil in the eyes of God. Once He 
observed the people of his generation, His mind was 

settled. Likewise, the Holy One, Blessed be He, sought 
to revert the world to chaos and void, on account of the 

generation of Zedekiah, but once He observed 
Zedekiah, His mind was settled. 

 

Sefer HaBahir 1:2 

 והְָאָרֶץ ב( א' )בְּרֵאשִׁית דִּכְתִיב מַאי בֶּרֶכְיהָ ר' אָמַר
 תָּהוּ, הָיתְָה שֶׁכְּבָר הָיתְָה, מַשְׁמָע מַאי ובָהֹוּ תהֹוּ הָיתְָה
 תָּהוּ אֶלָּא בָּהוּ, וּמַאי אָדָם, בְּניֵ הַמְּתָהָא דְּבַר תָּהוּ וּמַאי

 מַמָּשׁ בּוֹ שֶׁיּשֵׁ דָּבָר בָּהוּ וּמַאי לִבָּהוּ, וחְָזְרָה הָיתְָה
 הוּא: בּוֹ בָּהוּ דִּכְתִיב

Rabbi Berechiah said, "It is written, 'Now the earth was 
tohu and bohu' (Genesis 1:2). What does 'was' mean? 
That the tohu already was. What is tohu? Something 
that confounds [m'taha] people. And what is bohu? 

Tohu was, and it returned to bohu. And what is bohu? A 
thing that has substance in it, as is written,  

'It is inside it [bo hu].'" 
 

Ramban on Bereishit 1:1 

 וּבָרוּר. נכָוֹן פְּשׁוּטוֹ עַל הַמִּקְרָא פֵּרוּשׁ שְׁמַע ועְַתָּה
 אֶצְלֵנוּ ואְֵין מֻחְלֶטֶת. מֵאֲפִיסָה הַנּבְִרָאִים כָּל בָּרָא הקב"ה
 ואְֵין "בָּרָא"; לְשׁוֹן אֶלָּא מֵאַיןִ הַיּשֵׁ בְּהוֹצָאַת הַקּדֶֹשׁ בִּלְשׁוֹן

 הָאַיןִ מִן הוֹוהֶ – לְמַעְלָה אוֹ הַשֶּׁמֶשׁ תַּחַת – הַנּעֲַשֶׂה כָּל
 הַמֻּחְלָט הַגָּמוּר הָאֶפֶס מִן הוֹצִיא אֲבָל רִאשׁוֹנהָ. הַתְחָלָה

 מוּכָן מַמְצִיא, כּחַֹ הוּא אֲבָל מַמָּשׁ, בּוֹ אֵין מְאדֹ, דַּק יסְוֹד
 הַפּעַֹל. אֶל הַכּחַֹ מִן ולְָצֵאת הַצּוּרָה לְקַבֵּל

Now listen to the correct and clear explanation of the 
verse in its simplicity. The Holy One, blessed be He, 

created all things from absolute non-existence. Now we 
have no expression in the sacred language for bringing 
forth something from nothing other than the word bara 

(created). Everything that exists under the sun or above 
was not made from non-existence at the outset. Instead 
He brought forth from total and absolute nothing a very 

thin substance devoid of corporeality but having a 
power of potency, fit to assume form and to proceed 

from potentiality into reality. 

1 All translations are from Sefaria, unless otherwise noted. 

 



 

 

 
2.​ Tehom 

 

Devarim 33:13 

ף ר וּלְיוֹסֵ֣ כֶת אָמַ֔ ה מְברֶֹ֥ גֶד אַרְצ֑וֹ יהְוָֹ֖ יםִ֙ מִמֶּ֤ ל שָׁמַ֙  מִטָּ֔
צֶת וּמִתְּה֖וֹם  תָּֽחַת׃ רבֶֹ֥

And of Joseph he said: Blessed of GOD be his land 
with the bounty of dew from heaven, and of the deep 

that couches below; 
 

Ezekiel 31:4 

יםִ תְהוּ תְּה֖וֹם גִּדְּל֔וּהוּ מַ֣ יהָ רמְֹמָ֑  סְבִיב֣וֹת הלֵֹךְ֙ אֶת־נהֲַרתֶֹ֗
הּ יהָ מַטָּעָ֔ ה ואְֶת־תְּעָלֹתֶ֣ ל שִׁלְחָ֔ י אֶ֖  הַשָּׂדֶֽה׃ כׇּל־עֲצֵ֥

Waters nourished it, the deep made it grow tall, washing 
with its streams the place where it was planted, making 

its channels well up to all the trees of the field. 
 

Rashi on Ezekiel 31:4 

לוּהוּ מַיםִ דְּ הוֹם גִּ מַע ועְַל רוֹמְמָתְהוּ. תְּ שָּׁ ן יוֹנהָ לְקוֹל שֶׁ  בֶּ
י, יָּרַד אֲמִתַּ הוֹם… שֶׁ  לַתְּ

“The waters made him great; the deep exalted him.” 
And [he merited this] because he listened to the voice 

of Jonah son of Amittai, who descended into the deep… 
 

Tehillim 42:78 

 …where deep calls to deep… ק֭וֹרֵא… תְּהוֹם־אֶל־תְּה֣וֹם

 

Rashi on Tehillim 42:8 

הוֹם הוֹם אֶל תְּ הּ: קוֹרְאָה צָרָה קוֹרֵא. תְּ  .Deep calls to deep: One trouble calls the next one לַחֲבֶרְתָּ

 

Jonah 2:6 

יםִ֙ אֲפָפ֤וּניִ פֶשׁ מַ֙ ניִ תְּה֖וֹם עַד־נֶ֔ י׃ חָב֥וּשׁ ס֖וּף יסְבְֹבֵ֑  .The waters closed in over me, the deep engulfed me לְראֹשִֽׁ
Weeds twined around my head 

 

3.​ Into the Deep We Go 
 

Brandon R. Grafius, Scared By the Bible: The Roots of Horror in Scripture, 178-179 

There’s a profound truth that apocalyptic movies try to point out, time and time again–we’re afraid of chaos, of the 
lack of order, of our security systems’ collapse. We’re afraid of uncertainty and not being in control. But when we 
step back and look at the bigger picture, sometimes the control we think we have–and the systems that help us 

feel this sense of control–aren’t as great as we think they are… 

At first, it seems like the Bible’s stance toward chaos and order is much more straightforward. God’s always on the 
side of order; chaos is the monster to be struggled against. But when we start pulling at the loose ends of that 

narrative, the threads start to unravel pretty quickly. 

The conflict between order and chaos is first presented in the very opening of Genesis 1, where God fashions the 
world out of the tohu vabohu, the “formless and void” of the pre-creation world. As much as it’s a story of creation, 
it’s also a story of ordering–the word divided is repeated throughout Genesis 1. God is taking up all the formless 

stuff and putting it into its right place so that we have order, so that we have land and water, sea and sky. But over 
against all of this is the tehom, the deep that darkness covers at the very beginning. 
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