One of the questions that arises from parashat Bereshit is why different names are used for God: In ch. 1, God is referred to as Elohim; in ch. 2 as Hashem Elohim; in ch. 4 as Hashem. There are famous answers to this question revolving around the different meanings of the names (Elohim as a universal name, and Hashem as a particular one; Elohim as the name God uses when exercising judgment, and Hashem when exercising mercy, etc.). But I am less interested in the specific answers to the question than the implications of the question: What does it mean that God has different names? And why does the Torah immediately highlight this?  

To begin with, it is important to notice that one of the main projects of parashat Bereshit (and of the entire Torah itself) is naming. In ch. 1, God creates the heavens and the earth and everything within them, and God names day, night, firmament, land, sea, etc. In ch. 2 it is Adam’s turn to name the living creatures of the world. Adam names woman, and later he names his wife Hava. Chapter 5 is perhaps the most instructive: In essence this chapter serves to link the ten generations from Adam to Noah, and mostly it consists of the same short formula: “X lived Y years and begat Z,” etc. But in three cases, the Torah slows down to tell us that the newly created person was explicitly named—God names Adam, Adam names Seth, and Lemech names Noah, as if to emphasize something about the bookends of these ten generations that was lacking in the middle ones.  

It is intuitive that the act of naming is an intimate activity. Parents bestow names on their children, couples call each other by pet names that denote the special bond of their relationship. In the Torah, God changes the names of Avram, Sarai, and Yaakov, in a sign of their covenantal partnership. And yet this is really a special subset of what is an existential activity of human beings—namely, naming the things in our world, attaching labels to objects and ideas, categorizing them and drawing connections and distinctions among them. In healthy child development, a beautiful symmetry takes shape as about a year after the child has received his name from his parents, he will begin to attach names to them, and to the other people and things in his universe. 

Thus to name an object or a person is to know it, to have some connection to it, to exercise, even if only within our own minds, some control over it. Which is what makes naming God a tricky subject (people too—but especially God as far as the Torah is concerned). In his important commentary on Genesis, Umberto Cassuto writes: “According to the conception current in the ancient East, the name of a thing was to be identified with its essential nature and existence; hence to name a thing meant to bring it into being.” (Cassuto, From Adam to Noah, p. 26) Thus to name God was to cut to the core of God’s essence. Not only that, but giving a name to God was to actually bring God into existence. This treads awfully close to the bright line that Bereshit establishes as a cardinal precept in Jewish belief—that it is God who created people, and not people who created God. 

We cannot name God, for if we did, we would be in effect saying that we control God—the very antithesis of Bereshit’s portrayal of God as the Creator. But we can’t not name God either—because to do so would be to live without a relationship with God, which is potentially the most intimate relationship we can have. No one is closer to us than God—and thus we need a name for God; but no one is farther from us than God—and so how can we possibly give God a name?

In the Talmud, such a question would be answered with “Teiku”—there is no answer, both positions are true, and both are false. The question of God’s name is bound up with the existential questions of human existence—we simultaneously are meant to “fill the world and rule it,” and at the same time we are humbly part of the world of dust and ashes, whence we come and to which we shall return. We develop words and language as a way of understanding and controlling our lives, and yet we are ever-confronted with realities that defy words and are beyond our control.

There is no resolution to this quandary. It is the nature of being human. And perhaps parashat Bereshit, by using God’s different names throughout, is trying to alert us from the outset—alert us, that is, to the reality of multiple perspectives within our own experience, to the multiple and conflicting relationships we have with the world, our spouses, our children, our parents, ourselves, and our God. The human story is bound up with God’s story, our name is bound up with God’s name, under our control and beyond it, intimate and removed at the same time. The question is not how to change the reality, but how to respond to it. That is God’s question to Adam, “Ayekah, Where are you?” and it is God’s question for us as well.

