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Referring to the mahloket between Rav Eliezer and Rav Yehoshua, as to whether the world 
had been created in Nissan or in Tishrei, the gemara concludes:  
 

כמאן כרבי אליעזר דאמר בתשרי , יום ראשוןזה היום תחלת מעשיך זכרון ל: כמאן מצלינן האידנא

  .נברא העולם

 
In accordance with whom do we, presently, declare [in tefillah]: “This day is the 
inception of Your handiwork, a memento of the primary of days”?  In accordance 
with the view of Rav Eliezer, who held that the world had been created in Tishrei. 
 

This statement raises an obvious question: Inasmuch as we have adopted Rav Yehoshua’s 
position with regard to Halakhic application, ought we not, in consistency, excise this 
formulation and ignore the issue? Rishonim raised the point – some, indeed, favoring the 
emendation, while others sought to effect reconciliation by modifying the thrust of either 
horn of the dilemma. Of the latter, probably the most familiar is a conjecture, cited ad 
locum by the ba’alei ha-Tosafot, that the planned initiative had been conceptually 
formulated in Nissan but not implemented until Tishrei. 
 
To some contemporary ears, possibly attuned to perceiving the entire discourse in 
symbolic, rather than in literal, terms, once license for modification is entertained, other 
alternatives may prove no less palatable. In this spirit, I submit one for consideration. 
 
The critical term in the gemara’s ascription to Rav Eliezer is patently תחלת (here used to 
modify מעשיך), which defines priority. Specifically, it refers to priority in relation to the 
particular product of that primeval Rosh Hashanah’s creative outburst, antedating all 
existence, with the sole exception of the divine Source of Being, אשר מלך בטרם כל יציר נברא. 
The assertion of antecedence, while innovating the very category of existence, sheds little 
light upon the object of activity. 
 
Admittedly, the term, תחלת מעשיך, can be employed to convey the pristine expression of the 
divine creative impulse. But can it, or must it, be used to define this factor, and that alone? 
The modifier תחלת can be understood and/or translated to serve a different purpose 
entirely. Beyond introducing bare existence, that initial exposure to יךתחלת מעש  reveals 
another facet of a freshly minted datum: that it is the object of admiration and appreciation. 
 
Adoption of these distinctions could neutralize the apparent contradiction. If two observers 
report differently with respect to what they observed, there may be room for disputation 



but not for collision inasmuch as they may really be observing different objects. For we 
could assume that Rav Yehoshua and Rav Eliezer entertained divergent conceptions of the 
passage of the Torah’s account of that world and, presumably, the process of its actions. 
 
Hazal declared that a person recite Vayekhulu upon the transition from his weekday 
existence to Shabbat. Evidently, the underlying principle is the sense that as he stands at 
the transitional point linking the secular and religious, the Jew reflects upon the interaction 
of the two and his coping with their respective challenges. In the course of his recitations, 
he reflects upon his current station and its duties, and, hopefully, comes to grips with its 
significance. As we internalize the passage, we ask ourselves how does this experience 
contribute to spiritual existence. 
 
How we respond is palpably linked to our present discussion. Moral and religious 
sensibility dictate that the sharing both empowers and charges us; in both respects, as 
bonded to and continuing the divine process. The mode and character of that process, and, 
derivatively, of the nature of our responsibility and its discharge – whether as adding 
distinct units to a series of elements or by dynamic engagement in the concatenation of the 
ebb and tide of historical movement – will direct us in denominating both ends and means 
in our life upon and within the Ribbono Shel Olam’s created world. 
 
The challenge of defining and determining the import of our partnership confronts us daily 
– or, minimally, weekly, as we recite and, in short order, repeat Vayekhulu in tefillah and 
in kiddush. How much more pressing and how crucial, however, the joint venture of 
amassing milestones and charting life’s course within the context of avodat Hashem. 
 
As we reaffirm our multifaceted commitment, and, in a blend of utter humility and the 
pride of servitude, the power and the glory of a profound avodat Hashem, we internalize: 
 

  זה היום תחלת מעשיך

  

  'אשרי תמימי דרך ההולכים בתורה ה

  

  .אלוקיו' אשרי העם שה, אשרי העם שככה לו

 


