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God formed Man, Man forms the person 

And the Lord God formed man of dust from the ground, and He breathed into his nostrils the 

soul of life, and man became a living soul. (Bereshit 2:7) 

The Torah specifies that God took dust from the ground in order to form Man.  Rashi, a 

shrewd reader of the Torah, noticed a seemingly unnecessary qualifier in the verse.  The Torah 

could have merely stated that God took dust to make Man.  Don’t we know where dust comes 

from?  Is it not known that dust comes from the ground?  Therefore, there must be a need for the 

inclusion of the extra wording. 

Rashi then goes on to give two possibilities, quoting from two midrashic sources: 

He gathered dust from the entire earth, from the four directions, so that wherever he 

[man] would die, it [the earth] would accept him for burial (Tan. Pekudei 3). Another 

explanation: He took his dust from the place of which it is said (Exod. 20:21): “You shall 

make Me an altar of earth.” If only it would be an atonement for him, so that he might 

endure! (Gen. Rabbah 14:8). 

The first explanation provided by Rashi shows us that when Hashem took dust from the 

earth, it was from the entire earth.  The extra word teaches us that dust was collected from “the 

earth/ground” – “Ha-Adamah.  For what purpose was this done?  This was done in order to allow 

man to be buried anywhere he may die throughout the earth.  Therefore, had God not taken dust 

from all over, apparently a person would only be able to be buried in a location where the dust 

originated. 

The second explanation regards the extra wording of the passuk as a specific location, the 

ground of where the altar (of the Beit Hamikdash) would stand.  With this dust, Man might 

endure through atonement.  For without this dust, it seems that atonement is unreachable. 

What do we do with such an enigmatic Rashi?  The first thing we should recognize is that 

these midrashim cannot be taken literally.  We have yet to see the make-up of the terrain prevent 

someone from being buried.  If we were to understand this explanation literally, the second 

explanation would have to concede its point.  How could the second explanation even be 

offered?  By the mere fact that anyone can buried in any location, the first approach needs to be 

accepted as definitive.  Additionally, the second explanation isn’t at all bothered by an issue of 

burial.  Would this mean that we can only be buried by the mizbeach or is there really no concern 

about the burial?   

What does each midrash mean and what can we learn from them?  The first Midrash 

expresses an idea that dust was taken from all over the earth, which allows the earth to accept the 

body upon death.  The idea expressed in this midrash seems to be that man is really dust, and 

nothing more.  There is no difference between the body of Man and the ground.  We are made 

from it and will return to it.  This idea is that we should not look beyond the earth for any 

purpose for the physical.  The purpose of the physical is inherently useless.  It is temporal and is 



nothing special.  However, the second midrash is expressing the opposite expression.  It is 

showing that one can utilize the physical world for repentance, because without the dust of the 

altar, one cannot repent. 

It seems to me that there are two different focuses present, two differing objectives.  The 

first explanation focuses on the death of Man.  The entire purpose for taking dust from around 

the world is to ensure the burial is taken care of.  If it were not for that goal, there would be no 

need to collect the dust.  The second explanation however focuses on life.  The reason for 

choosing the dust from the altar is to allow Man to repent, to atone, and live.  Perhaps, Rashi is 

informing us that we can look at the matter that we were formed with and have two different 

perspectives, lead two different lives.   

If we focus on attaining everything without limit, by not rejecting any pleasure we seek, 

what are we pursuing?  We tend to value restraint concerning what we ingest, when avoiding 

dangerous activities, but we may not recognize beyond that.  Rashi is telling us that our goal in 

life should have the same focus.  If we do not show restraint, if we try to grab things from all 

directions of the earth, then we are not really gaining the most from life.  Rather, we are living a 

life focused on death.  If we constantly seek pleasure, we are not gaining the most from life, we 

are in fact destroying ourselves.  Diseases, health issues, and accidents attest to this.  Seeking all 

our pleasures isn’t life, it is death.   

The answer for life lies in the second path, using the ground to endure and atone, to 

become close with God.  When we keep Mitzvot, we improve ourselves and those around us.  

When we give Tzedakah, we help those less fortunate and do not overvalue the mighty dollar.  

When we learn Torah, we learn the ways God relates to the world, learning what to imitate and 

how to live.  When we keep Shabbos, we cease our work, focus on the Creator, and recognize 

our position in this world.  In fact, the second explanation Rashi quotes includes a directive for 

Man to do.  It does not speak of what God did, rather, it speaks of what WE should do with what 

God did. 

If we channel our desires towards God, if we use our money to not only supply our 

Holiday meals with meat, but help those in need, if we utilize our talents to help others, then that 

is the true purpose.  Rashi is revealing that this dichotomy, this choice is in the very essence of 

man.  Take what you have and utilize it for the good, or waste it on harmful matters.   You can 

either be covered by the ground, or you can walk on it. 


