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The Power of Speech: How the Rabbis Understood What it Means to be Human

A Name - Poem by Ada Limon
When Eve walked among

the animals and named them—
nightingale, redshouldered hawk,
fiddler crab, fallow deer—

I wonder if she ever wanted
them to speak back, looked into
their wide wonderful eyes and
whispered, Name me, name me.

l. The World is Created Through Speech

Genesis Chapter One

1 Breishit - When God began to create heaven and earth—

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

3 God said, “Let there be light”; and there was light.

4 God saw that the light was good, and God separated the light from
the darkness.

5 God called the light Day, and the darkness God called Night. And
there was evening and there was morning, a first day.

6 God said, “Let there be an expanse in the midst of the water, that
it may separate water from water.”

7 God made the expanse, and it separated the water which was
below the expanse from the water which was above the expanse.
And it was so.

8 God called the expanse Sky. And there was evening and there was
morning, a second day.

9 God said, “Let the water below the sky be gathered into one area,
that the dry land may appear.” And it was so.

10 God called the dry land Earth, and the gathering of waters God
called Seas. And God saw that this was good.

11 And God said, “Let the earth sprout vegetation: seed-bearing
plants, fruit trees of every kind on earth that bear fruit with the seed
in it.” And it was so.

12 The earth brought forth vegetation: seed-bearing plants of every
kind, and trees of every kind bearing fruit with the seed in it. And
God saw that this was good.

13 And there was evening and there was morning, a third day.

14 God said, “Let there be lights in the expanse of the sky to
separate day from night; they shall serve as signs for the set times—
the days and the years; 15 and they serve as lights in the expanse of
the sky to shine upon the earth.” And it was so.

N DOWN"2

DY) DRWD N D72K K2 IPRI2 X
=y W AN AT v 2 7T
*197%Y NopIn DOFRR M) 0N Ve
IR I T 2R N A o
97271 21972 2IRITNR D°5PR KN T
RPN 7 AYHT TR T 7R 2N
g rieR vk 7 ral=i a1k vAl =iy ol
(9) 178 0% PI"ML AW

"I D23 703 3R O 2R MmN
SR DTN Wyn T ook oop 12 T
orarByuichlfey-nR Elieul irah
IWOMLDRY PRI BN RPN 1
TR MN UV (9) DI 0T PR
TR Dipp=o8 DMYT noRn oA AP

| 228 RPN UM AW IR
R 02 Rp 000 MpR?1 YR Y2
RYTR 2vFoR MNN X 12103 270N
Wy 99 vy vf v 2y RYT TIRT
Y} v Ay RYT vIkT ’Yim 2
W7 TN YR Y YR mn?
WAL IWOTLY 2T IR R
RN WEN T (9) Y7y on)

T 0TI TR PI07 0MYD vp72 1Ry
DY) D7) DO IRIRP) DORY )
=LY PRI DMWY YR2 hYiReD Pmw
nRWnn? 2733 IRRITNR 29730 NN
n273 PRy Topa TNy o
YOP72 g8 oK 1N T i0°22137 XY



mailto:yepstein@wexner.net

7"02a

The Power of Speech
Limmud Together UK
Rabba Yaffa Epstein
yepstein@wexner.net

16 God made the two great lights, the greater light to dominate the
day and the lesser light to dominate the night, and the stars.

17 And God set them in the expanse of the sky to shine upon the
earth, 18 to dominate the day and the night, and to separate light
from darkness. And God saw that this was good.

19 And there was evening and there was morning, a fourth day.

20 God said, “Let the waters bring forth swarms of living creatures,
and birds that fly above the earth across the expanse of the sky.”

21 God created the great sea monsters, and all the living creatures of
every kind that creep, which the waters brought forth in swarms, and
all the winged birds of every kind. And God saw that this was good.
22 God blessed them, saying, “Be fertile and increase, fill the waters
in the seas, and let the birds increase on the earth.”

23 And there was evening and there was morning, a fifth day.

24 God said, “Let the earth bring forth every kind of living creature:
cattle, creeping things, and wild beasts of every kind.” And it was
so. 25 God made wild beasts of every kind and cattle of every kind,
and all kinds of creeping things of the earth. And God saw that this
was good.

26 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.” 27 And God created man in God’s image, in the image of
God God created him; male and female God created them.

28 God blessed them and God said to them, “Be fertile and
increase, fill the earth and master it; and rule the fish of the sea, the
birds of the sky, and all the living things that creep on earth.”

29 God said, “See, I give you every seed-bearing plant that is upon
all the earth, and every tree that has seed-bearing fruit; they shall be
yours for food. 30 And to all the animals on land, to all the birds of
the sky, and to everything that creeps on earth, in which there is the
breath of life, [I give] all the green plants for food.” And it was so.
31 And God saw all that God had made and found it very good.
And there was evening and there was morning, the sixth day.
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Questions for consideration —

e Please notice all of the ways that speech is utilized in this chapter. Are there
different verbs used? Who speaks? What is the result of speech?
e Why do you think that speech is the most utilized action in creation? What does

that tell you about the power of Speech?
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2) Babylonian Talmud Rosh Hashanna 32a

Rabbi Yohanan said: They correspond to the ten utterances through which the world
was created. The Gemara asks: Which are these ten utterances? The Gemara
explains: This is referring to the ten times that the phrase “And God said ” appears in

the story of Creation in the first two chapters of Genesis.

The Gemara asks: Does it refer to the repetition of the phrase: “And God said” in

Genesis? There are only nine such phrases, not ten.

The Gemara answers that the phrase “Breishit” (In the beginning) is also considered
an utterance, as it is written: “By the word of the Lord were the heavens made”
(Psalms 33:6), which indicates that all of creation came into existence through a
single utterance, after which all matter was formed into separate and distinct entities

by means of the other nine utterances.
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Questions for consideration —

e What do we learn here about the word Breishit? Why do you think that the

Talmud wants to claim that this is “speaking”?

1. Humans Share the Power of Speech

3) Genesis 2:19 — 20

And the LORD God formed out of the earth all the wild beasts and
all the birds of the sky and brought them to the man to see what he
would call them; and whatever the man called each living
creature, that would be its name.

20 And the man gave names to all the cattle and to the birds of the
sky and to all the wild beasts; but for Adam no fitting helper was
found.
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4) Midrash Genesis Rabbah 17:2

Said R’ Acha: In the hour that the Holy One came to create the human,
God ruled together with the ministering angels.

God said to them: “Let us make a human [in our image]”.

They said to the human: This one, what good are they?

God said: The human’s wisdom is greater than yours.

God brought before them beast and animal and bird.

God said to them: This one, what is his name? They did not know.
God made them pass before Adam.

God said to Adam: This one, what is his name?

Adam said: This is ox/shor, and this is donkey/chamor and this is
horse/sus and this is camel/gamal.

And you, what is your name?

He said to God: 1? It would be right to be called Adam, since I was
created from the Adamah.

And | what is my name?

Adam said to him: It would be right for you to be called my Lord /Adonai,
since you are lord/adon to all the creatures.
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1. Speech is Power
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5) Genesis 11:1-9

And the whole earth was of one language and of one speech. And it
came to pass, as they journeyed east, that they found a plain in the land
of Shinar; and they dwelt there. And they said one to another: ‘Come,
let us make brick, and burn them thoroughly.” And they had brick for
stone, and slime had they for mortar. And they said: ‘Come, let us build
us a city, and a tower, with its top in heaven, and let us make us a
name; lest we be scattered abroad upon the face of the whole earth.’
And the LORD came down to see the city and the tower, which the
children of men builded. And the LORD said: ‘Behold, they are one
people, and they have all one language; and this is what they begin to
do; and now nothing will be withholden from them, which they
purpose to do. Come, let us go down, and there confound their
language, that they may not understand one another’s speech.” So the
LORD scattered them abroad from thence upon the face of all the
earth; and they left off to build the city. Therefore was the name of it
called Babel; because the LORD did there aconfound the language of
all the earth; and from thence did the LORD scatter them abroad upon
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the face of all the earth. Rl
6) Exodus 4:10 — 17 7 P75 nnw

19 But Moses said to the Lord, "Please, O Lord, I have never been
a man of words, either in times past or now that You have
spoken to Your servant; I am slow of speech and slow of
tongue." 1 And the Lord said to him, "Who gives man speech?
Who makes him dumb or deaf, seeing or blind? Is it not I, the
Lord? ' Now go, and I will be with you as you speak and will
instruct you what to say.” ** But he said, "Please, O Lord, make
someone else Your agent." The Lord became angry with Moses,
and God said, "There is your brother Aaron the Levite. He, |
know, speaks readily. Even now he is setting out to meet you,
and he will be happy to see you.'® You shall speak to him and put
the words in his mouth — I will be with you and with him as you
speak, and tell both of you what to do — 6 and he shall speak for
you to the people. Thus he shall serve as your spokesman, with
you playing the role of God to him, " And take with you this

rod, with which you shall perform the signs."
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