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Superior or Inferior
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When a woman conceives and gives birth to a male (Vayikra
12:2).

The Midrash (Vayikra Rabbah 14:1) teaches that just as
man was created after all the other creatures, so too the
laws of his ritual purity were written only after the laws of
the animals.

The Midrash continues with a clarification, quoting the
pasuk (Tehillim 139:5) Achor v'’kedem tzartani, "Later and
earlier You have formed me": If a person merits, they tell
him, "You preceded all of creation." If he does not merit, they
tell him, "Even a gnat preceded you."

How can they tell him that he preceded all of creation,
when he was, in fact, created last? Does his performance
of mitzvos change reality?

The idea that man was created last can be understood in
two ways. One way is that man is the purpose of creation,
and Hashem therefore created all his needs beforehand, so
that from the moment he entered the world, everything
was prepared for him, as Chazal (Sanhedrin 38a) say, Man
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was created on Erev Shabbos so that he would immediately
enter the feast. If he chooses good, he does in a sense
"precede" the rest of creation, not in the chronological order
of creation, but in terms of his significance in creation.

Yet it can also be interpreted as a reflection of how low a
person can fall. Every creature follows its nature, but only
man was given bechirah, free choice. If he chooses evil, he
becomes lower than the animals.

Chazal's language implies that for man to rise above the
animals and be regarded as the purpose of all creation, he
requires a specific merit. He must accept the yoke of Torah
and mitzvos and battle his yetzer hara in order to reach this
level.

Rav Dessler once commented that a person can observe
all the mitzvos and still be no better than an animal if
he does not overcome his base animalistic desires. If he
lives without accepting the yoke of Torah and mitzvos,
indulging in all his physical pleasures, and fulfilling the
mitzvos and learning Torah only when it is convenient for
him, he is no better than an animal. If he wishes to become
a greater person he must break his animalistic desires and
accept the yoke of Torah and mitzvos.

(Rav Moshe Sternbuch on Chumash. Machon Aleh Zayis)
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