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Chapter I: Bereisheet (Gen. 1:1-6:8)

Essay 16. The creation of gold
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There is a Midrash Gen. Rabbah 16:2 on the verse, “and the gold of that land is good;
there is precious stone and the onyx stone” (Gen. 2:12). “Rabbi Shimon ben Lakish said: The
world did not deserve to use gold, so why was it created? Because of the Tabernacle and the
Temple,' as it is said, ‘and the gold of that land is good,” as you would say, ‘that good hill
country, and the Lebanon’ (Deut. 3:25),” which is understood as a synonym for the Temple.

A question is how is gold superior, that [the world] does not deserve to use it, according
to Reish Lakish? If it’s because it’s a highly regarded material, we could say that there are
good stones and pearls that are more highly regarded than gold, as the verse Gen. 2:12
concludes, “there is precious stone and the onyx stone.”
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It can be said that even though the good stones and pearls are more highly regarded
than gold, in any case, they are not similar to gold, as pearls are used as an adornment for
ministers to kings and for the wealthy. Besides, the Holy One, Blessed be He, gave [the
ministers and wealthy] honor and greatness, they have the right to adorn themselves with
[the pearls], for this is their greatness. But regarding gold, we see that the entire world uses it,
whether the poor or the rich. Of course, the truly impoverished person, who lacks clothing and
food, may not have gold, but we see many people living in poverty who nevertheless have thin
rings, bracelets, or necklaces made of gold. Therefore, we see that it is almost as if the entire

* English translation: Copyright © 2021 by Charles S. Stein.
! For the gold used in the Tabernacle, see Exodus chapter 37. For the Temple, see 1 Kings chapters 6 and 7.
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world uses gold, and so how do we understand the comment, as it is said by Reish Lakish, that
the world is not fit to use gold?
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It can also be said that we find for the verse, “G-d saw that the light was good” (Gen.
1:4), that the rabbis of blessed memory expounded that because it was good, i.e., it should be
for the use of righteous people, and G-d realized that the people were corrupt and might misuse
this light for evil. Therefore, He rose and concealed it from them, from the corrupt people. He
did so in order to preserve this light for the righteous in the Future to Come, after the resurrection
of the dead, for this corrupt world did not deserve to use this thing that was good.>

Because of this, another difficulty is that it’s also written “and the gold of that land is
good,” i.e., just as the “light [that] was good” was reserved for the righteous, we could say the
same thing about the “gold of that land [that] is good,” that it should be reserved for the righteous.
The corrupt world does not deserve to use it. Not only does the world not deserve to use it,
but maybe it shouldn’t have been created at all? Granted, the light, which was a spiritual
thing rather than a tangible form of energy, was able to be hidden away. But regarding the gold,
which is something tangible, there was no thought to hide it away for the Future to Come,
which is entirely spiritual, and which will have no need for a material substance.’ If so, why was
it created? The solution is because of the Tabernacle and the Temple, both of which used gold.
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2 Chagiga 12a: “Rabbi Elazar said: [The] light that the Holy One, Blessed be He, created on the first day [was not
that of the sun but a different kind of light], through which man could observe from one end of the world to the other.
But when the Holy One, Blessed be He, looked upon the generation of the Flood and the generation of the Dispersion
and saw that their ways were corrupt [and that they might misuse this light for evil], He arose and concealed it from
them, as it is stated: ‘And from the wicked their light is withheld’ (Job 38:15). And for whom did He conceal it? For
the righteous people in the future, as it is stated: ‘And G-d saw the light, that it was good’ (Gen. 1:4), and ‘good’ is
referring to none other than the righteous, as it is stated: ‘Say of the righteous that it shall be good for them, for they
shall eat the fruit of their actions’ (Isaiah 3:10).”

3 Some rabbis, such as Maimonides (Rambam), believe that the World-to-Come (olam haba) or synonymous
Future to Come (atid lavo) describe an entirely spiritual existence for souls, whereas Nachmanides (Ramban) believes
it relates to an existence on Earth where spirituality and physicality are merged.

2



