It's Just a Matter of Time: The Age of the Universe in
Jewish Thought

Shiur prepared by

Rabbi Michael Friedman







Is Bereshit Literal?
1. Guide for the Perplexed 2:25

We do not reject the Eternity of the Universe, because certain passages in Scripture confirm
the Creation; for such passages are not more numerous than those in which God is
represented as a corporeal being; nor is it impossible or difficult to find for them a suitable
interpretation... But the Eternity of the Universe has not been proved; a mere argument in
favour of a certain theory is not sufficient reason for rejecting the literal meaning of a
Biblical text, and explaining it figuratively, when the opposite theory can be supported by
an equally good argument.

Guide for the Perplexed 2:29

First, the account given in Scripture of the Creation is not, as is generally believed, intended
to be in all its parts literal. For if this were the case, wise men would not have kept its
explanation secret, and our Sages would not have employed figurative speech [in treating
of the Creation] in order to hide its true meaning, nor would they have objected to discuss
it in the presence of the common people.
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2. Ramban Bereshit 1:1

There is a great need to begin with ‘In the Beginning, God Created,’-it is the root of our
faith! If one does not believe in this and believes in the Eternity of the Universe, they deny
a fundamental belief and have no Torah whatsoever! The response [to Rashi, who suggests
the Torah does not need to start with Bereshit], is that Creation is a deep secret that is not
understood from the Texts, and creations cannot understand it except through a tradition

kept and until Moshe from Hashem...




Approach #1: Science got it wrong

3. The Question of Time, Rabbi Moshe Meiselman, 2011

The issue is not a new one. It was first discussed in our sources in medieval times.
Ever since Aristotle science had claimed that the world had no beginning. His
attitude was that the world has always existed just as we see it today. In more
recent times Newton’s laws together with Laplace’s work seemed to have proven
this conclusively. Neither the philosophic/scientific proofs of Aristotle, however,
nor the scientific proofs of Newton and Laplace moved our Mesorah. None of the
Chachmei haMesorah who confronted the issue ever suggested that the received
position be reevaluated. Creation ex nihilo has always remained a fundamental
belief. The scientific approach has always been simply rejected, even in the face
of so called proofs.

4. Chulin 60a RO PN .4
Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi says that all ~ jnmipa n'wxaa nwyn 53 53 nxT
of Creation was created in its ultimate  IR92) D)"aRa N2 NPT NI
stature and form. DRIR D21 PIRM DAWA DI NRIY

.DI1aR KON DRAR ™pN ON

) What are the implications of a world created, from the

beginning, in a complete form?

WE ARE NOT RELATED
STOP. FOLLOWING ME




Approach #2: The interpretation of science is wrong

5.
Letters of the Lubavitcher Rebbe z71, Rosh Chodesh Siwvan, 5721
[May 16, 1961]

As a matter of fact, the whole problem is based on a popular

misconception as to what science is. Where there is a true
understanding of what science really is, there is no room for
such confusion. For, as 1t is' well known but too often

"axact" sciences,

overlooked, the sciences, swven the so-called
are at bottom nothing more than assumpticons, work hypotheses
and theories which are only "probabkle™, as indeed you pointed
out in your article, but all! too briefly. On the other hand,
raligious truths are definitive and categorical. To guote our

Sages - and it'is also self-evident - "bori vw'shemo, bori

'odif". In other words, science cannot; a priori, challenge

religion, especially our religion, for science chn never speak

in terms of absolute truth.

Letters of the Lubavitcher Rebbe z71, 18th of Teveth, 5722
[December 25, 1961]
4t best, science can only speak in terms of theories inferred

from certain known facts and applied in the realm of the
unknown. Here science has two general methods of inference:

{2} The method of interpolation (as distinguished from
extrapolation), whereby, knowing the reaction under two
extremes, we attempt to infer what the reaction might be at any
point between the two.

(k) The method of extrapolation, whereby inferences ars made
the known rangs. For example, supposs we know the wvariables of

a certain element within a temperature range of 0 to 100, and
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"3 Is the Rebbe’s opinion one stemming from theology or scientific

®
argument?



6. The Age of the Universe, Dr. Gerald Schroeder

Einstein taught the world that time is relative. That in regions of high velocity or
high gravity time actually passes more slowly relative to regions of lower gravity
or lower velocity. (One system relative to another, hence the name, the laws of
relativity.) This is now proven fact. Time actually stretches out... The effect of the
stretching of space produces the effect that when observing an event that took place
far from our galaxy, as the light from that event travels through space and the
sequence of events travels through space, the information is actually stretched
out... Light travels 300 million meters per second. So, at the beginning, the two
light pulses are separated by a second of travel or 300 million meters. Now they
travel through space for billions of years until they reach the Earth. But wait a
minute. Is the universe static? No. The universe is expanding. The universe
expands by space stretching. So as these pulses travel through space for billions of
years, space is stretching. What's happening to these pulses? The space between
them is also stretching. So, the pulses get further and further apart. Billions of years
later, when the first pulse arrives, we read on it "I'm sending you a pulse every
second.” A message from outer space. You call all your friends, and you wait for
the next pulse to arrive. Does it arrive second later? No! A year later? Maybe not.
Maybe billions of years later. Because the amount of time this pulse of light has
traveled through space will determine the amount of space stretching that has
occurred, and so how much space and therefore how much time there will be
between the arrival of the pulses. That's standard cosmology...

Today, we look back in time and we see approximately 15 billion years of history.
Looking forward from when the universe is very small - billions of times smaller
- the Torah says six days. In truth, they both may be correct...

...when calculating the expansion ratio of space [that is, by what fraction space
had stretched] from the era of nucleosynthesis to our current time, | had neglected
to correct for the effect that the increase in the rate of universal expansion has on
the current cosmic microwave radiation background. This increase introduces a
non-linear effect. [That is, the rate of expansion is not constant, rather the rate is
increasing.] The correction is in the order of 10%. Had the expansion been linear
[and not super-linear resulting from the increased rate], the CMRB would be, not
the currently observed 2.76 K, but 3.03 K. Introducing this correction into the
exponential equation that details the duration of the six 24 hour days of Genesis
Chapter One results in an age of the universe from our perspective of 14 billion
years. From the Bible’s perspective of time for those six evocative days of Genesis,
the number of our years held compressed within each of those six 24 hour days of
Genesis, starting with Day One, would be, in billions of years, respectively, 7.1;
3.6; 1.8; 0.89; 0.45; 0.23.




Approach #3: Chazal said it first

a. Development in Bereshit
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7. Ramban Bereshit 2:3

It seems the explanation is that Hashem ‘Resting’ from all ‘Work’ is that which was created

ex nihilo. ‘To Do’ refers to the Actions mentioned in the six days. Therefore, He is ‘Resting’
frim the Creation and the Doing, from the Creation on the first day and from the Doing
that occurred on the other days... Know, included in the word ‘to Do’ is that the six days of

Creation are all the days of the world, whose existence will be 6000 years.
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8. Malbim 1:11

The Creation goes from level to level, not just that it goes from inanimate to vegetation to

life to speaking like the various organized levels. There is also a progression within the
levels vegetation and life from lowly to more advanced species. The low levels of vegetation
are the grasses that aren’t edible and grows by itself...and above to that which is edible and

contains seeds...Above that is fruit from trees...



b. Secrets of Creation
2 70 XIPM RO AN .9
A1 RY WK, NAWA DNIW P A3 2y 85w ORI DY men 'nH naw para nnaw
1N BYW M M1 .Nawn o) 1Y Naw opvl aImwna KRN D ,Nawa aR5D vy
N Dpna

9. Ibn Ezra, Vayikra 25:2

‘And the land will rest a Shabbat for Hashem’ is a Mitzvah on the Jews... a

secret of the world is hidden here.
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10. Bereshit Rabba 3:7
Rabbi Yehoshua bar Simon says the Torah doesn’t say ‘it will be evening,’” but

‘it was evening.” From here we know the order of times before this one. Rabbi
Avahu says this teaches us that [Hashem] Created worlds and destroyed them
until He Created these.
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11. Tiferes Yisrael Derush Ohr haChaim

The Medrash in Bereshit Rabba discusses evening and morning, and was before there was

a sun in the world. Rav Avuha says from here we learn the order of time before now, and
we learn that Hashem Created worlds and destroyed them. In order to give us a glimpse
at the scope of the matter, which is revealed to us in Rabbeinu Bachaya from the Kabbalists,
refering to an amazing secret, that the world was built and destroyed seven times, for the
seven Shemitot of Yovel, which is 49,000 yeasrs. Further, he says that each Shemita the
world would be Created completely, more and more from the beginning, and at the end,
all the sparks of Kedusha influenced from Hashem that were at the beginning of the world
into the physical world in order to complete itself. After the Shemita it would return to its
completion, the First Cause. This is the purpose for Creation of the world...

So too, in the year 1807 in Siberia, in the northern part of the world, where there is
constantly amounts of ice, they found a giant elephant a few times larger than ours today.
They set up the bones in Petersberg... They found creatures set in the rocks deep in the
mountains much higher than the land, and one scholar of natural sciences wrote that there
are many creatures now that did not exist in the ancient world... Have Emunah, my
brother, that this amazing secret is written in clear explanation in Parshat Bereshit of our
Holy Torah, that it and all of it is the 'mother of all life..." However, here the Torah reveals
to us just a drop of the this wonderous secret, that this world is not here for the first time.
The four foundations and the different periods had previously been created, and the Torah

does not mention them in relation to this period...

? How does the Tiferet Yisrael react to scientific advances?
[
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12. Letters of Rav Kook 91

Regarding the years of Creation and contemporary geological calculation: this is a Halacha that
there were previous worlds before our cycle, which is expounded upon in all the early
Kabbalists. The Medrash discusses how Hashem Created and Destroyed worlds; the Zohar
discusses multiple types of humans before mankind that is mentioned in the Torah. We just
need a clear interpretation of the depths, which needs a very expansive definition. Those
explorations indicate the other periods of creations, humanoids included, and that the
destruction wasn't entire destruction and creation a new. However, the truth ist we are not bound
by all this, for, even if it was clear the process of Creation was via evolution of species, it would
not be a contradiction to our calculations in accordance to the simple understanding of the Torah,
for we have more earlier ideas such that these issues dont have so much value. The Torah
certainly is simplifying the Act of Creation by speaking in hints and alagory. It is known that
Creation is one of the secrets of Torah. If all is simple as is written, what secret is there?...
Regardless, there is no contradiction of anything from the Torah in this new research. However,
we do not have to accept these theories as absolute, for, even if agreed upon, they are just a
passing blossom, and shortly will develop into something else via more research, and these
estimates will be mocked. Today’s wisdom will be seen as childish, and the Word of God will
Stand forever.

? What is Rav Kook's stance on evolution/the age of the universe?



What it’s all about
13. Emergence of Ethical Man, Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik

The issue of evolution and its seeming irreconciliation with the Bible “troubled
Christian theologians more than Jewish scholars. The naturalistic formula of
man was to a certain extent common knowledge among the Jewish sages, who
did not resent it, whereas Christian theologians are still struggling with the
secularization of human existence by scientific research. The reason lies in the
discrepancy between the Jewish Bible and the Christian Gospels, the ‘Old” and

‘WNew Testaments.
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14. Letters of Rav Kook, 134

Regarding the new investigations, the majority of which contradict the simple

understanding of Torah: My opinion in this matter is that everyone whose mind is straight
should know that, even if these new ideas are not necessarily
true, nevertheless, we do not necesserily need to deny or
stand against them. The primary goal of the Torah is not to
convey simple stories, but to expain the inner matters. This
lifts much more than the power to contradict, and we take
pleasue in being strengthend through such. The primary
point is already explained in the Rishonim and the Moreh

Nevuchim, and today, we are prepared to widen these matters

even more.

? Do new scientific theories affect our perspective according to Rav
Soloveitchik and Rav Kook?



15. Statement of the Rabbinical Council of America
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Dec 27, 2005 -- In light of the ongoing public controversy about Evolution, Creatlonlsm and
Intelligent Design, the RCA notes that significant Jewish authorities have maintained that
evolutionary theory, properly understood, is not incompatible with belief in a Divine Creator,
nor with the first 2 chapters of Genesis.

There are authentic, respected voices in the Jewish community that take a literalist position with
regard to these issues; at the same time, Judaism has a history of diverse approaches to the
understanding of the biblical account of creation. As Rabbi Joseph Hertz wrote, "While the fact
of creation has to this day remained the first of the articles of the Jewish creed, there is no
uniform and binding belief as to the manner of creation, i.e. as to the process whereby the
universe came into existence. The manner of the Divine creative activity is presented in varying
forms and under differing metaphors by Prophet, Psalmist and Sage; by the Rabbis in Talmudic
times, as well as by our medieval Jewish thinkers." Some refer to the Midrash (Koheleth Rabbah
3:13) which speaks of God "developing and destroying many worlds™ before our current epoch.
Others explain that the word "yom™ in Biblical Hebrew, usually translated as "day," can also
refer to an undefined period of time, as in Isaiah 11:10-11. Maimonides stated that "what the
Torah writes about the Account of Creation is not all to be taken literally, as believed by the
masses” (Guide to the Perplexed 11:29), and recent Rabbinic leaders who have discussed the
topic of creation, such as Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch and Rabbi Abraham Isaac Kook, saw
no difficulty in explaining Genesis as a theological text rather than a scientific account.

Judaism affirms the idea that God is the Creator of the Universe and the Being responsible for
the presence of human beings in this world.

Nonetheless, there have long been different schools of thought within Judaism regarding the
extent of divine intervention in natural processes. One respected view was expressed by
Maimonides who wrote that "we should endeavor to integrate the Torah with rational thought,
affirming that events take place in accordance with the natural order wherever possible.” (Letter
to the Jews of Yemen) All schools concur that God is the ultimate cause and that humanity was
an intended end result of Creation.

For us, these fundamental beliefs do not rest on the purported weaknesses of Evolutionary
Theory, and cannot be undermined by the elimination of gaps in scientific knowledge.

Judaism has always preferred to see science and Torah as two aspects of the "Mind of God" (to
borrow Stephen Hawking's phrase) that are ultimately unitary in the reality given to us by the
Creator. As the Zohar says (Genesis 134a): "istakel be-'oraita u-vara 'alma,” God looked into the
Torah and used it as His blueprint for creating the Universe.



