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The question of the relationship between this [Genesis Chapters 1 and 2] presents a formidable problem and merits special attention.

At the very first glance it becomes apparent that the two passages differ in their use of the Divine appellations. In the story of creation, only the name Elohim occurs, and YHWH (Lord) does not appear once; in this—the second—section we almost always find the compound name YHWH Elohim….This difference aroused long ago the suspicions of Bible students, and has served as the starting-point for all the learned writings and the protracted discus​sions ensuing through the years [since 1711]…on the question of the sources of Genesis and the succeeding books, and on the combination of the elements emanating from those sources….

[A]ccording to the docu​mentary theory, which the majority of scholars have accepted, the difference in regard to the Divine names employed and a number of other divergences between the two sections prove that they belonged originally to two separate works: the first, which uses the appellation Elohim exclusively, formed the beginning of document P, according to which the name YHWH was not revealed until the time of Moses; the second was the opening passage of document J, which mentioned YHWH from the very commencement of the world’s history. Each of these narratives told the story of creation from its respective viewpoint and in a different manner, and a later editor took over the two sections verbatim from their source-works and joined them together without paying heed to the fact that, as a result, in the composite narrative the creation account appears twice (it is customary to call the first part of our section “the second account of creation”). Nor was the redactor concerned that the two narratives differ from each other in character, style and the choice of God’s names, and on a number of points even contradict one another.

According to this view…, we have here not two adjoining sections of a single unified work that follow each other in one connected sequence, but two excerpts from two sepa​rate compositions, which a later editor arranged consecutively by pure chance.

Is this view justified...?

The fact that the two sections differ from each other not only in the use of the Divine names but also in other respects is not in doubt. In the first section, we have before us a sublime picture of the totality of creation, depicted with great synthetic power and absolute simplicity of expression; the Godhead is revealed therein as a wholly transcendental Being, who abides in His own high sphere without contact with the creatures. The second section, on the other hand, gives us a graphic and dramatic story embellished with the marvels of the colorful oriental imagination, which is addressed to the feelings rather than the intellect of the reader; and there we see God in definite communion with man and the other creatures of His world.

But these divergences still do not prove the theory referred to. They are easily explicable on the basis of my hypothesis concerning the existence of various epic poems, whose contents served as ma​terial for the structure of the Pentateuchal narrative in these two passages—an epic poem emanating from the circle of the “wise men”
 being used for the story of creation, and a more popular epic for the story of the garden of Eden. Needless to say, the character of the two poems differed considerably; the first was suited to the intellectuals and philosophers, whilst the second was intended more for the broad masses of the people, and consequently made use of picturesque and vivid descriptions, which were apt to rapture the heart of the simple person. And it is self-understood that, although the Torah gave the two sections a literary form of its own, some residual elements of the original character of the two ancient poems were bound to remain discernible in both of these passages.

In this way, we can also explain the change in the Divine names. I…have already shown…that the variation in the employment of the two names, YHWH and Elohim, in the book of Genesis is subject to certain rules….These rules are based on the difference in the nature of the two names, for they are not of the same type; the name YHWH is a proper noun that denotes specifically the God of Israel, whereas Elohim was originally a generic term and became a proper noun among the Israelites through the realization that there is only One God and that YHWH alone is Elohim. Following are some of the rules governing the use of the two Names in the book of Genesis that emerged from my investigations:

(a) The Tetragrammaton occurs when Scripture reflects the con​cept of God, especially in His ethical aspect, that belongs specifically to the people of Israel; Elohim appears when the Bible refers to the abstract conception of God that was current in the international circles of the Sages
, the idea of God conceived in a general sense as the Creator of the material world, as the Ruler of nature, and as the Source of life.

(b) The name YHWH is used when Scripture wishes to express that direct and intuitive notion of God that is characteristic of the un​sophisticated faith of the multitude; but Elohim is employed when it is intended to convey the concept of the philosophically minded who study the abstruse problems connected with the existence of the world and humanity.

(c) YHWH appears when the Bible presents the Deity to us in His personal character, and in direct relationship to human beings or to nature; whereas Elohim occurs when Holy Writ speaks of God as a Transcendental Being, who stands entirely outside nature, and above it.

According to these rules, the name Elohim had necessarily to be used in the story of creation, for God appears there as the Creator of the material universe, and as the Master of the world who has dominion over everything and forms everything by His word alone, without there being any direct relationship between Himself and nature; and generally the description of creation given in that account is related to the tradition of the “wise men” as stated above….

In the narrative of the garden of Eden, on the other hand, God appears as the ruler of the moral world, for He enjoins a given precept on man, and demands an account of his actions; that apart, stress is laid here on His personal aspect, manifested in His direct relationship with man and the other creatures. For these reasons the name YHWH was required in this section, and this is the name that we actually find. Its association, however, with the appellation Elohim, which is restricted to this one section of the entire book, is easily explained by Scripture’s desire to teach us that YHWH, which occurs here for the first time, is to be wholly identified with Elohim mentioned in the preceding section; in other words, that the God of the moral world is none other than the God of the material world, that the God of Israel is in fact the God of the entire uni​verse, and that the names YHWH and Elohim merely indicate two different facets of His activity or two different ways in which He reveals Himself to mankind. Once this truth has been inculcated here, there is no need to repeat it later; hence, in the subsequent sections the Torah employs either the Tetragrammaton or Elohim only, according to the context.

As for the exclusive use of Elohim in the duologue between the serpent and the woman (3:1-5), the explanation is very simple: it was unfitting (a point already made by other critics) that the personal name of God, which is supremely holy, should be used by the creature that counsels evil, or by the woman holding converse with it.

[Two other main] reasons for regarding the two passages as separate accounts…are interconnected; hence it will be best to consider both of them together. The discrepancies that the exponents of the documentary hypothesis have found between the first section and the second…are as follows :

(a) Instead of six days, as in the first section, the second sec​tion speaks of the creation of heaven and earth in one day (2:4: IN THE DAY that the Lord God made the earth and the heavens);

(b) According to the first section, the world to begin with was a mass of water (2:1), but according to the second the land came first (2:5-6);

(c) Ch.1:27 informs us that the two sexes were created simul​taneously (male and female He created them), but the second section relates that first the man was formed (2:7) and afterwards the woman (2:21-22);

(d) In 1:11-12 we are told that the plants came into being on the third day, that is, prior to man who was created on the sixth day, whereas in section two it is said that before the creation of man no plant of the field was yet in the earth and no herb of the field had yet sprung up (2:5), and thereafter it is further stated that, after man had been formed, the Lord God made to grow out of the ground every tree that is pleasant to the sight and good for food, etc. (2:9);

(e) Likewise the living creatures, which the first section declares were created before man (1:20-21, 24-25), were, according to the second section, created after, and for the sake of, man (2:19).

As far as the first point is concerned, the Scriptural use of the expression in the day… indicates that in cases such as this it does not mean in a day of twelve hours or in one of twenty-four hours, but generally at the time, at the period. [In other words, it is a literary expression, not a literal one.—Shammai]

The third point (we shall deal with the second later) represents no incongruity at all. In the story of creation man is referred to as one of many creatures (see further on this subject below), and his creation is mentioned only as a link in the long chain of created beings; hence it was not possible to enter into details there without impairing the symmetry of the narrative. By stating, male and fe​male He created them, the Bible merely records the fact that both sexes were created, without indicating the order of their formation; we are not told whether they were brought into being simultane​ously or successively. In the second section, where the Bible speaks of the creation of man at greater length, the details are explained, and we are informed that first the man was made out of dust from the ground and afterwards the woman was formed from the rib. In accordance with the prevailing method, a general statement is followed here by a detailed description.

Concerning the fourth and fifth divergencies…, that the reference is not to the first creation of plants and animals, but to something else. [Cassuto explains this below.—Shammai
There still remains the second inconsistency. If we examine our section closely, we shall see clearly that in its present form it does not contain a cosmogony. Although it is possible that the ancient epos relating the story of the garden of Eden linked the beginning of its narrative with a reference to the creation of the world…, nevertheless in the passage before us there is no cosmogonic account at all. Not only is there no mention in it of the hosts of the heavens, or the sea and the fishes—other scholars have already drawn attention to this fact—but there is no reference even to the creation of the cattle; and of the entire vegetable world there appear here only the trees good for food of the garden of Eden and the particular species that are referred to in 2:5 and 3:18. And even in relation to these plants, and so, too, in regard to the beasts and the flying creatures (2:19), Scripture [here] does not necessarily speak of their original creation.

There is also another point. The creation of heaven and earth is likewise mentioned only incidentally…, as something already known, which is alluded to as a background to the scene to be described and as a prelude to the work to be accomplished.

From all this, it clearly emerges that there is no cosmogony here. When we read the Torah as we have it, as a continuous narrative, we find no discrepancy between the earlier statement that at first the world was a mass of water, and what we are told about the dry land at the beginning of the present section. Relying on the account of the first stages of creation given above, our section does not recapitulate the story; it depicts simply the position as it was at the closing phase of creation when man alone was wanting.

An incongruity presents itself only if we separate the conjoined passages and treat our section as an independent nar​rative; then, of course, we need to find in it the beginning of the creation story. The contradiction appears, therefore, only when we regard as proven what the contradiction is supposed to prove; a clear example of begging the question! The theory that the two sections are not a unity does not help us to resolve the inherent problem of the text, but creates instead an otherwise non-existent problem.

As for the repetition of the story of man’s creation, which is told both in the preceding and in the present section, it should be noted that such duplications, although they may seem strange to those who are accustomed to the Hellenic process of thought, are not at all incongruous to the Semitic way of thinking. When the Torah made use of the two ancient poetic sagas, both of which described man’s creation—the one in brief, general outline as an account of the making of one of the creatures of the material world, and the second at length and in detail, as the story of the creation of the central being of the moral world—it had no reason to refrain from duplicating the theme, since such a repetition was con​sonant with the stylistic principle of presenting first a general state​ment and thereafter the detailed elaboration, which is commonly found not only in Biblical literature but also in the literary works of the rest of the ancient East….

An interesting example in the Pentateuch occurs in Gen. 28. In verse 5 of that chapter, we are told: Thus Isaac sent Jacob away; AND HE WENT TO PADDAN-ARAM TO LABAN, the son of Bethuel the Aramean, etc., and in the following verses (6-9) Esau’s reaction to the incident is described; when this matter has been disposed of, the narrative returns to the subject of Jacob’s journey, which is of especial import​ance, and describes it in detail (vv. 10ff): Jacob left Beer-Sheba, and went toward Haran. And he lighted upon the place, etc.

The same principle applies in the case of the creation of man: after recounting the whole story of the birth of the world to the end, Scripture returns to the theme of man’s genesis, which is of parti​cular significance, and gives us a detailed description thereof.

At a later period, when the Jewish people had grown used to the Greek ways of thinking, the rabbinic sages became conscious of this dupli​cation and expressed their surprise at it, but since they were not yet far removed from the ancient Semitic thought-processes, they found the correct answer to their query. In The Mishnah of R. Eliezer b. R. Jose the Galilean…, we read: “The listener may think that this is another narrative, whereas it is only the elaboration of the first.”
The two Adams
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The two accounts deal with two Adams, two men, two fathers of mankind, two types, two representatives of humanity, and it is no wonder that they are not identical....

Let us portray these two men, Adam the first and Adam the second, in typological categories.

There is no doubt that the term “image of God” in the first account refers to man’s inner charismatic endowment as a creative being. Man’s likeness to God expresses itself in man’s striving and ability to become a creator. Adam the first, who was fashioned in the image of God, was blessed with great drive for creative activity and immeasurable resources for the realization of this goal, the most outstanding of which is the intelligence, the human mind, capable of confronting the outside world and inquiring into its complex workings. In spite of the boundless divine generosity providing man with many intellectual capacities and interpretative perspectives in his approach to reality, God, in imparting the blessing to Adam the first and giving him the mandate to subdue nature, directed Adam’s attention to the functional and practical aspects of his intellect through which man is able to gain control of nature....

Man of old, who could not fight disease and succumbed in multitudes to yellow fever or any other plague with degrading helplessness, could not lay claim to dignity. Only the man who builds hospitals, discovers therapeutic techniques and saves lives is blessed with dignity. Man of the 17th and 18th centuries who needed several days to travel from Boston to New York was less dignified than modern man who attempts to conquer space, boards a plane at the New York airport at midnight and takes several hours later a leisurely walk along the streets of London. The brute is helpless and, therefore, not dignified. Civilized man has gained limited control of nature and has become, in certain respects, her master, and with his mastery, he has attained dignity, as well....

Hence, Adam the first is aggressive, bold, and victory-minded. His motto is success, triumph over the cosmic forces....

Adam the second is, like Adam the first, also intrigued by the cosmos. Intellectual curiosity drives them both to confront courageously the mysterious magnum of being. However, while the cosmos provokes Adam the first to quest for power and control, thus making him ask the functional “how” question, Adam the second responds to the call of the cosmos by engaging in a different kind of cognitive gesture. He does not ask a single functional question. Instead, his inquiry is of a metaphysical nature and a threefold one. He wants to know: “Why is it?” “What is it?” “Who is it?”
(1) He wonders: “Why did the world in its totality come into existence? Why is man confronted by this stupendous and indifferent order of things and events?”
(2) He asks: “What is the purpose of all of this? What is the message that is embedded in organic and inorganic matter, and what does the great challenge reaching me from beyond the fringes of the universe, as well as from the depths of my tormented soul?”
(3) Adam the second keeps on wondering: “Who is He who trails me steadily, uninvited and unwanted, like an everlasting shadow, and vanishes into the recesses of transcendence the very instant I turn around to confront this numinous, awesome and mysterious ‘He’? Who is He who fills Adam with awe and bliss, humility and a sense of greatness, concurrently...? Who is He whose life-giving and life-warming breath Adam feels constantly and who at the same time remains distant and remote from all?”
In order to answer this triple question, Adam the second does not apply the functional method invented by Adam the first. He does not create a world of his own. Instead, he wants to understand the living, “given” world into which he has been cast....He encounters the universe in all its colorfulness, splendor, and grandeur, and studies it with the naivete, awe and admiration of the child who seeks the unusual and wonderful in every ordinary thing and event....He looks for the image of God not in the mathematical formula or the natural relational law, but in every beam of light, in every bud and blossom, in the morning breeze and the stillness of a starlit evening....

While Adam slept

Another look at the strange nocturnal doings that brought forth ‘woman’
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What is the “rib” from which woman was created according to the Bible? Was man really first created as an androgynous being, only later separated by God into two separate beings…, and how did Adam look before God conducted this “operation” on him? Why did God need to create woman in this manner rather than in the way He had created Adam previously, from the “dust of the ground,” into which God breathed in “the spirit of life” (2:7)?

As for the definition of the word tzella—”rib,” it is not entirely clear from the Bible that this word refers to what is normally referred to in Hebrew as a rib—as defined in the dictionary and as used in the Mishnah, although some exegetes have gone as far as to pinpoint exactly which rib was used (for example in the Jonathan Targum, it is claimed that it was the third rib on the right!). This would imply that God “cut” a rib from Adam’s body, and after doing something to it, created a woman from it.

Fifteenth century Spanish exegete Don Isaac Abrabanel adds that if this is so, one would have to conclude that God created man with an extra rib (for if not we would have to assume that all men to this day are missing a rib, and are therefore, alas, handicapped)….
Beyond the fact that the entire matter seems somewhat bizarre, it is also offensive to women (although this cannot be a proper consideration in discussion of the literal meaning of the Biblical text). And indeed, those who have not been disturbed by the obvious inferiority of woman implied in this text have been gratified to conclude that it implies that man is the “reason for her existence” (of woman, that man is the source, and only because of him was she created; see Ralbag [Rabbi Levi ben Gershon, 1288‑1344]).

Philo Judaeus went as far as to explain that woman was created from the rib of man to stress her inferiority and so that she would never demand equality in the future. Although some sages did suggest less misogynist views, others took the view that the rib was in fact a source of nutrition for Adam. Other midrashim have taken even more bizarre routes, most developed later, in the Middle Ages. They (apparently following two different versions of the creation of man) determined that two women were in fact created for Adam. One was apparently created together with him, and like him, was formed from dust. However, she—Lilith—was, perish the thought!, a “feminist” (she refused to accept Adam’s authority over her), and was a shrew. She was so ill‑tempered that she ran away from Adam. She brazenly agreed to accept an unusually harsh punishment, that “100 of her sons” be killed, as long as she did not have to return to accept the domination that Adam imposed on her. Following this unfortunate episode, the disappointed Adam appealed to God to create him a different woman, one who would be more agreeable. Then Eve, the second wife, was created from the rib. For some reason, Adam became so enthusiastic when he saw her that he said, “This now is bone of my bones, and flesh of my flesh.” [More on the misogynistic tendencies among the sages in the next essay.—Shammai]
Christian Biblical scholars also took this path, except that they adapted the interpretation to fit their worldview. Augustine, in “City of God,” discusses the question of whether woman will rise when the dead are resurrected in the future as a woman or whether she will rise as a man. His conclusion is that she will rise as a woman, but that she will not have the same intrinsic inferiority as today, that she will not have need of sex or to have children, for at that future time, sexual lust will have been eliminated from the world. He then goes on to ask why God saw fit to create woman from the rib of man, and he concludes that this act contains intentional symbolism: When Jesus hung on the cross, a spear was thrust into his rib. From that wound flowed the blood and water upon which the church rituals were based. He takes this to imply that from “that rib,” the church will later be built. That is why, opines Augustine, the Bible says, “And God built the rib” (Gen. 2:22) using the word “built” rather than “created.”
Some, on the other hand, interpreted the creation of woman from the rib as a sign of equality between the sexes. They explained that God had to take the rib from the body of man as the basis for the creation of woman to show how similar to man woman is (see Sforno). However, if we consider that when the word tzella is used in the Bible, it generally refers to “side” (as in “the second side of the tabernacle” Exodus 26:20; “the side of the mountain” Samuel II 16:13; ) the interpretation of the entire issue may take a completely different course. Thus, for example, in B’reishit Rabbah (8,1, pages 45‑55), an interesting interpretation is presented concerning this matter by Rabbi Jeremiah ben Eliezer, who lived in the beginning of the fourth century in Eretz Israel. “When God created Adam, he made him androgynous, for it says, ‘male and female He made them’ in the same creature.” This surprising interpretation for the creation of woman is easier for us to accept, for according to this view, woman was not created from an obscure superfluous rib of man, but rather, there was an equal division between two parts of one primordial body which contained both man and woman. In the same vein, Rabbi Shmuel Bar Nachman, who lived a bit earlier, even clarifies what type of androgyny is referred to here. “When God first created man, He created him with two faces, and then he cut him in half and created two backs, one in each direction.”
This myth was undoubtedly old and well known during the time of the Second Temple, as well. This can be proved from the fact that Philo also refers to it, although he has a somewhat different interpretation of events. In his opinion, Adam was created twice, and only the first time was androgynous. These legends are so similar to certain parts of Plato’s “Symposium,” that it is difficult not to accept the views of certain scholars who believe that the sages actually used ancient Greek sources (although, strangely enough, Y. Baar, in “Israel Among the Nations,” believed that both Philo and Plato drew their versions from ancient Hebrew sources).

In the Symposium, Aristophanes explains the source of the power of Eros in the world. He then provides a description of the ancient species of humans who lived on earth. “First there were three sexes, rather than two, as now, male and female. There was a third sex, made of these two; now only its name remains as a memory, but it has completely disappeared. For then, there was an androgynous sex, whose form and name was composed of these two. And now, it no longer exists, and its name has become an invective.”
Then Aristophanes goes on to describe the form of ancient man. “Secondly, every man was completely round; his back and chest were rounded, and he had four hands, and the same number of feet as hands. On his round neck were two faces, equal to each other in every way. And these two faces looking in two opposite directions were joined to one head, and it had four ears, and two sets of genitalia.”
This unusual creature, who was our primeval ancestor, would have remained thus to this day if not for the fear of the gods that because of its great puissance and arrogance, the creature would attack the gods. They consulted one another and arrived at the conclusion that there would be no point in destroying it because they had need of its sacrifices. Consequently, they decided to weaken the creature by sawing it into two parts. From then on, man would walk on two feet. But the most important result was that from that point on, each half would miss and long for its twin, “and they would embrace one another in their arms and stroke one another.”) And when one half longed for the other—the twin—the longing was so great that a mate had to be found, “whether it happened to find a half that was a female—from now on be called ‘woman’—or whether it was a male half.”
And Zeus introduced a very important modification by moving their genitalia to the front, thus enabling them to mate and to produce offspring directly (and not as previously, when man would lay eggs into the ground “like the crickets.” “And when they embraced—if a man found a woman, then they would reproduce and maintain their seed, and if a man found a man, their joining would at least bring them satisfaction (because of those intense and constant cravings), and then they would depart one from the other and concern themselves with the other needs of life.”
True, there is a great difference between the original Greek myth and the version adopted by the Hebrew midrash. The midrash omits the fear by the gods of rebellion of man and the “punishment” involved, using only the idea of the “androgynous” to solve the problem of the contradiction between the two versions of creation (see E.E. Urbach, “The Sages”)….
Heads and tails

Misogynist sages diminished the status of women in order to ‘put women in their place’
Admiel Kosman

Is it permitted or forbidden for a man to walk behind a woman? In our previous study, in which we discussed the myth of the androgyny of Adam, we saw that in the midrashim of the sages that suggested that primordial Adam was an androgynous being, there was a tendency to grant woman a position close to that of man in the hierarchy of creation. This article will attempt to show that this approach was only one aspect of the picture, and on the other side of the Talmudic Beit Midrash, there was no dearth of misogynist sages who used new interpretation to diminish the status of women, and reinterpret the myth in order to “put women in their place.”
It will be recalled that the Eretz Israel myth (which drew, directly or indirectly, on the Greek myth from Plato’s Symposium) by Rabbi Jeremiah ben Eliezer said: “When God created Adam, he made him an androgynous being, for it says, ‘male and female He made them’ in the same creature (Genesis 5:2).” And Rabbi Shmuel Bar Nachman, said, “When God first created man, He created him with two faces, and then He cut him in half and created two backs, one in each direction.” There was of course also another view among the sages that held that woman was indeed created from Adam’s tzella—side or rib—as can be understood from a literal reading of the verses.

However, when this homily reached Babylon, the tendency there increasingly leaned toward diminishing women’s status. One of the views presented in the Babylonian Talmud is that God created woman from the tail that Adam once had (Tractate Eiruvin 18a), which God removed and used as raw material for Eve. It is difficult to assume that a woman created from the tail of man could ever feel completely comfortable, or equal to him. Consequently, as we shall see further on, she is required to “tail” behind him, and not only in the metaphorical sense of the word.

An additional—even more misogynist—midrash can be found in another Eretz Israel source: After God created woman from the tzella of Adam, the opening left in Adam naturally had to be closed up, as it says, “God caused a deep sleep to fall upon the man, and he slept; and He took one of his sides and closed up the flesh in its place” (Genesis 2:21). Concerning the “closing,” Rabbi Chanina Bar Yitzchak makes the following surprising comment, “God made the place of the closing comely, creating the buttocks, so that man would not be in the degrading position of animals, whose anus is exposed.” (Breishit Rabba 17, p. 157).

And if that were not enough, the following approach comes to claim that not only did God concern himself with beauty and aesthetics of the body while closing up the opening in Adam, but also made the place from which woman was created comfortable to sit on. A woman created from the most inferior part of the man’s body is obviously inferior according to these midrashim.

But even the second view—based on the androgynous myth, which ostensibly views woman created on a level equal to man, and according to which the Divine “operation” actually cut the double creature into two separate beings—also underwent intriguing changes after arriving in the Babylonian Beit Midrash. It seems that the sages there were quite troubled by this concept, because it could lead to the inevitable conclusion that man and women were created equal!

The Babylonian Talmud (Tractate Eruvin 18b) asks about this directly: If we assume that the original “Man” was created as a double male‑female body‑face, then which one walked in front? And the answer according to Rabbi Nahman bar Yitzhak (a fourth‑century Talmudic sage) is not difficult to predict: “It seems that the man walked in front.” And what argument does Rabbi Nahman use to prove his point? “Because we have learned that a man never walks behind a woman, even if she is his wife. If a man happens to encounter a woman on a bridge, he should hurry to take his place ahead of her, and anyone walking behind a woman on a river has no place in the world to come.”
This determination is certainly based on a number of elements: The prohibition against walking behind a woman on a river is certainly a cautionary rule of modesty, intended to prevent men from ogling women required to lift up their dresses as they cross in the water. But the general prohibition against walking behind women cannot be based only on rules of modesty, for men were prohibited against walking behind their own wives, as well. Therefore, Rashi interpreted this as a way of distinguishing status, explaining that it is degrading for a man if he does not walk ahead of women.

This matter carried such weight with them that Rabbi Yochanan found it necessary to formulate it even more forcefully: “It is preferable to walk behind a lion, rather than behind a woman.” Rabbi Nachman apparently assumed that that primordial androgynous being was also familiar with this halacha, and that the female half of the being already then showed proper respect for the male half, thus practically and symbolically determining the direction their shared life should take.

As a general comment on the background of these comments, it should be noted that the ancient world attributed great significance to various hand and body movements, because the precise hierarchy in society was of supreme importance (as it still is in the army to this day). Thus, by way of illustration, fifth-century Greek historian Herodotus comments that in Persia of the fifth century BCE, every meeting between two individuals was accompanied by a regular ritual of body movements, whose only role was to symbolize the social status of each of the participants, with members of the same class kissing each other directly, while a certain kind of bowing was common in meetings between members of different social classes. And here, we can see that this halacha of not walking behind a woman has been preserved until recent times, particularly in oriental Jewish communities.

One of the greatest Iraqi rabbis at the turn of the twentieth century, in response to the query concerning exactly what the precise distance between a man and a woman should be if a man should encounter a woman on the way, answered that it should be at least four cubits (about 2 meters), because each four cubits represents a separate “domain.” According to this response, the distance between a man and a woman cannot be minimal, a man must make sure not to allow a woman to walk ahead of him, and when he passes her, he must maintain a distance of four cubits from her, because only then can he be defined as being in a separate “domain,” having no contact, physical or otherwise, with the female domain trailing behind. Apropos this law, Yehoshua Bar Yosef writes on page 355 of his novel, “Enchanted City,” “Her husband is ashamed to be even seen with her in the street...; he always runs a few cubits before her.” But the real reason is not shame, but rather strict adherence to this law.

Unlike the oriental Jewish communities, the Jews of Europe could no longer keep this law, apparently because of improvements in the status of women in Ashkenazi society in general. In the 19th century, we already have evidence of this in the book Leket Yashar by Rabbi Joseph Ben Moshe of Bavaria, who comments in the name of his rabbi that “a man may walk behind the wife of another man or behind his mother, because at this time we are no longer cautioned against walking behind a woman.”
This, then, is an unusual and daring reform in the status of women using the argument that the times and circumstances have changed, and that what the Talmud says is no longer valid! Rabbi Joseph Ben Moshe even adds practical evidence: “And I recall that his daughter‑in‑law Redil used to walk before a certain old man named Reb Yudil Sofer in the home of the Gaon, where most of the other members of the household used to walk.”
And if this was the state of affairs in certain places in Europe of the Medieval Ages, then certainly this prohibition can no longer be observed in modern times. This is because it would seem peculiar and also because people no longer felt it necessary to behave in this manner. But the rabbis were at odds as to how to explain this dispensation, for couples to walk together in the street, which had become common even among many rabbis. Rabbi Eliezer Yehuda Waldenberg and the late Rabbi Shlomo Zalman Auerbach—considered by many the greatest rabbinical decider of our generation—explained this puzzling matter. Rabbi Auerbach, who although he headed a number of prestigious rabbinical institutions, was exceedingly modest in his personal behavior and used to travel by bus. This engendered an understandable question that arose in a conversation between him and Rabbi Waldenberg. “In one of our meetings some time ago, he asked me: What is the precise definition of the prohibition against walking behind a woman, and does it include the boarding of a bus? It sometimes happens that the wife of a great man is also waiting for the bus—should one avoid granting her respect by boarding the bus before her because of the prohibition of walking behind a woman?”
Both base their response on Leket Yashar in order to allow it, but this “reform” is strange to them, as well. One of the suggestions they offer holds that “In earlier times—in the time of the Talmud—women were not accustomed to walking in the streets of the city, and would remain in the hind part of the home. Therefore an encounter with them and walking behind them may arouse sinful (sexual) thoughts. This is no longer true because reality has changed—women no longer remain at home as they did in ancient times, and we are accustomed to seeing women in the streets. Today, therefore, there is no longer fear of sexual thoughts while walking behind a woman, as the case was then.”
This is a very interesting psychological approach. What it is saying is that ultimately, sexual practices, after they have become deeply rooted, determine halachic norms as well.
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The creation of Adam as hermaphrodite —

and its implications for feminist theology
Azila Talit Reisenberger

Biblical accounts of creation endorse female equality. However, patriarchal interpretations have subordinated the female role to a position of inferiority. The Bible presents two narratives of creation. Narrative A states that God created a male and a female. Narrative B states that God created a female from one side of Adam’s body. In translation, ‘side’ has been portrayed as rib. The idea of Eve’s inferiority to Adam was established as Eve was no longer presented as an equal partner but as a helpmate. Dr Azila Talit Reisenberger is the Head of Hebrew and Jewish Studies Department at the University of Cape Town. She teaches and publishes in the field of Bible and Hebrew literature with a focus on gender issues and the South African experience. For the past 15 years, she has served as a spiritual leader of the Jewish Progressive Community in East London, South Africa. She lives in Cape Town with her husband and three children. This article was published on September 22, 1993, in Judaism: A Quarterly Journal of Jewish Life and Thought.
WHEN WESTERN FEMINISTS TRIED TO SHAPE their theological credo into a unified logical corpus and mold it on the Bible, they felt alienated. The main reason for their difficulty is the way in which women are depicted in the Bible. However, when one deals with the Biblical text, one must make a distinction between Biblical records dealing with historical affairs, and Divine Theology. As long as the text deals with the events of a particular period in history, one can associate oneself with or distance oneself from the story without any feeling of alienation from the Religious Spirit; i.e., if one does not approve of certain actions of King David, one does not necessarily have to feel alienated from God or Judaism.
The portrayal of women in the various books of the Bible differs as greatly as humans can differ. In most cases, they are portrayed in a more positive way than are their male counterparts. Very few feminine characters are evil (e.g., Jezebel and Atalya), as opposed to an abundance of male evil-doers. Even if an account of a particular female protagonist in the Bible may not appeal to women readers, it can be read as an individual account of a particular episode in a specific era.
Feminist theologians, therefore, should have no qualms about the behavior of Biblical heroines, including prophetesses, as they represent individuals in history. However, this method of understanding the Biblical text cannot be applied to the creation account, as this is the record of a direct intervention made by the Divine Power ex nihilo, setting the eternal order of the Universe. God initiates an act out of His Divine Will, not as a reaction to, or in the context of, world events; He acts personally; and He puts his direct mark on the events, as in the primeval history in Genesis 1-2. As long as Eve was the passive creation of God, she would embody the physical attributes and expectations which the Divine would have had of all women, as she would have been in God’s total control. Only after she had assumed her own existence, would she no longer represent God’s plans for her but her own individuality, as an expression of her free will.
Therefore, any principle of theology which strives to understand the Divine expectation of the world, and the understanding of the place of the human being in a meaningful religious universe, should be drawn from the direct actions of the Divine as recorded in the Creation Epic in Genesis 1-2.
It is apparent that there are two main accounts of the creation. The first one is to be found in Genesis 1:1-2:3, and will be called Narrative A. The second one is to be found in Genesis 2:4-2:25—Narrative B….
Feminist theologians, who deal with the parallel accounts of the creation in Genesis, will have to deal with two aspects concerning this Epic as it appears in Genesis 1-2:
1) How does each of the two existing creation narratives portray the woman?
2) What concept or idea did the Bible try to convey and how did it derive this idea?
The First Aspect: The Portrayal of the Woman
Reading the Biblical creation story, as two narratives existing side by side, feminists should not feel alienated:
1) Narrative A clearly states the equality of the two sexes: “A male and a female created He them” (Gen 1:27).
2) Narrative B states that the solitude of the first created human was unsatisfactory and he needed an ezer kenegdo—a compatible partner (assistant and/or protector at his own level), and therefore God put him to sleep and removed one side of his body to establish each sex as an independent entity, who in turn provided company for the other. This attitude of total equality is reinforced in the record of Adam’s line. Gen 5:1-2 states:
“...when God created man, He made him in the likeness of God; male and female He created them, and called them humans.”
The Second Aspect: The Idea Which the Bible Tries to Convey.
…The Torah contains the two creation narratives side by side because each of them represents a different perspective of the creation, and both versions are of value to the People of The Book.

Understanding the motivation behind the writing of both creation stories presents no difficulty for feminist theologians, as both narratives do not reveal any inequality between the sexes whatsoever. Yet, feminist readers feel enraged on reading the creation epic because, when they read the Bible in translation, the choice of the words describing the creation of the first woman perpetuates a denigration of the female image:
a. The feminine part taken from Adam is not translated as a “side,” but rather as a (small) “rib.”
b. The Woman is no longer described as a “compatible partner,” but rather as a “helpmate.”
The idea that God took a rib out of the first human and formed it into a woman is a reading error which, unfortunately, is repeated in all translations. A check in any Biblical Lexicon will reveal that the word tzela means a component, or, more often, a side-wall, or simply a side, as in: a side-wall of the Temple in Ezekiel 41; Exodus 25, 26; I Kings 6:5; etc.; similarly, the mountain side in 2 Samuel 16:13; wood panel of certain trees in I Kings 6; etc., and, in our case, one side of the first human being.
The meaning of the Hebrew words, ezer kenegdo, in any Biblical Lexicon emphasizes the protective aspect, as in: “My ezer is from the Lord,” Psalms 121:2, or “...for the God of my father ... was my ezer, Exodus 18:4, etc.; and kenegdo emphasizes twice the equality: firstly—in the preposition ke—which is an abbreviated form of the Hebrew word kemo, “the same as,” and secondly—in the word negdo—which means corresponding, equal and adequate to him….
The 19th century commentator, Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch, referring to Genesis 1:27, says that “Only the two sexes together form the complete [human] conception.” Woman must join in man’s efforts for her direction and sphere in life. Man chooses his own profession; the woman receives it in joining her husband. Referring to Genesis 2:21, Rabbi Hirsch says that God formed (later) one side (not rib) of man into woman. Man was divided from one individual into two “and thereby the complete equality of women was forever attested.”
Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik sees the two stories as two views of man, each a part of his character and mission: one is man, the passive, religious personality; the other is man the active, creative personality.

Umberto Cassuto, an observant Jew, who was an academic Biblical scholar, cites
 the hermaphrodite theory…, but he relies on “He created them” (Gen 1:27), in the plural form, for the correct interpretation. His explanation for the existence of the two versions is that the first account, Narrative A, is to place man and woman in the broad context of the sequence of created beings without telling us whether they were created simultaneously or successively. In Narrative B, we learn that it was successive, with woman being formed from man’s rib. However, Cassuto sees the rib story as an allegory, to emphasize the qualities of what he conceives as a good wife: to stand at man’s side and be a “helper-counterpart.”
Modern linguists also dwelt on the problem, and came up with a similar concept of Adam as being bisexual,
 though some have suggested that the text be corrected in order to suit their theory, which is unacceptable.

Facts Underlying the Rationalization of These Ideas
The hermaphrodite theory: When one reads the Bible literally, and accepts the text as a unitary document, Narrative B—which follows Narrative A—seems to be a recapitulation of details of the earlier narrative. Therefore, the sexual duality, of which one is informed in Narrative B, seems to have existed from the beginning of the process. This indicates that the first human being was bisexual, i.e., a hermaphrodite.
The Rib theory: The word zela does not exist in the Biblical vocabulary with the meaning of “rib.” This understanding, and therefore the idea that Eve was created out of Adam’s rib, could have been suggested by a superficial reading of the following verse: “This one, at last, is bone of my bones” (Genesis 2:23a), because a rib is a bone.
 However, this verse (Gen. 2:23b) continues: “and flesh of my flesh....” However, “bone of my bones” and “flesh of my flesh” is a poetic way to describe the woman as a very real physical part of the original whole, as in the other six occasions in the Bible, when this idiom is used, each of which describes blood ties and close kinship.
 The word “bone” in verse 23 cannot be accepted as a physical bone and cannot support the idea of “a rib” because then, the idiom “flesh of my flesh” should also be read in a physical way, in which case there is a support for the idea of a component, a side of a body: flesh and bones together.
The Allegorical explanations: These come from philosophers whose religious commitment clashed with their philosophical concept of the world, i.e., accepting the Biblical text as a unitary document written by the Divine makes them uneasy about criticizing disturbing details like: why there should be two creation narratives or why there are factual inconsistencies.
The Implications for Feminist Theology
Feminist theologians must distinguish between the core and the periphery. Their theological credo must be shaped in terms of the Bible, which is the core, and not necessarily within the traditional outlook as represented by the different commentators, which form the periphery. The Biblical primeval history includes two narratives of the creation of the world in general and the creation of man in particular. When read separately, each of the accounts maintains the equality of the sexes. Narrative B actually propounds the importance of the woman to the well-being of man, thereby accentuating the ties between the sexes as superseding any other relationship. When Narrative B is read as a recapitulation of Narrative A, it establishes that the female element is a full component of the original whole which was created by the Divine.

As for the commentaries: Any commentary is a subjective expression of the person who conceives it, and of the way in which he (or she) personally reads the Bible. These commentaries are but reflections of the intellectual output of the individual writer, his cultural background together with contemporary social attitudes. Therefore, they should not influence any theological credo, but should rather be studied as evidence for the historical evolution of Biblical study, and as examples of the developmental process in the field of Biblical interpretation.
Unfortunately, the Biblical account of creation, which should promote equality between the sexes, has been misinterpreted by societies in which women were subservient to men. The wish to perpetuate women’s inferiority, by ascribing it to the Divine, led to the erroneous translation of the word zela, which means a side, with its significance of equality, turning it into the less important “rib,” indicating inferior status. Continuing to teach the creation of woman as being from a rib is an attempt to perpetuate the lesser importance of women.
There has been a shift in the present world away from prejudicial stereotypes towards ideas of non-racist, non-sexist equality. Words convey ideas and ideas influence attitudes. It is hoped that future translators of the Bible will be more careful in general, and that they will stop translating the story of the Divine creation of the first woman as being out of man’s rib, in particular.
Technology and responsibility: reflections on Genesis 1-3.

S.D.N. Cook

The book of Genesis requires human beings to apply their power of moral judgment in the exercise of their technological powers. After acquiring the power of moral judgment upon eating from the tree of knowledge between good and evil, human beings have become burdened with the responsibility of judging the moral value of their technological works. They are called upon to be fruitful and to multiply, yet required to maintain order and subdue discord. Dr. S.D.N. Cook was a professor of philosophy at San Jose State University when this article was published in Judaism: A Quarterly Journal of Jewish Life and Thought, September 22, 1996. His primary research and publications are in the areas of philosophy of technology and applied ethics.
Should the emancipation and secularization of the modern age, which began with a turning-away, not necessarily from God, but from a god who was the Father of men in heaven, end with an even more fateful repudiation of an Earth who was the Mother of all living creatures under the sky?—Hannah Arendt

Technology and responsibility are not among the most common themes associated with the creation and Eden myths of Genesis. They are, however, inescapable themes of contemporary life: what we take our responsibilities to be in exercising our power to shape the earth, now amounts to deciding whether life on this planet will flourish or die. Yet, in the face of this, even the most contemporary eye can discover in the opening chapters of Genesis, the first of all Jewish texts, an account of technology and responsibility as suitable to the modern condition as any to be found. And to Jewish eyes, whether religious or secular, these ancient myths can offer a contemporary and realistic understanding of what it means to “heal the world.”
The following is an interpretation and commentary on the creation and Eden myths.
 Its aim is to show that they can be seen to depict our relationship to nature as intimate and dependent; to characterize our technological practices as limited, not by the scope of our powers, but by what is required for the sustenance of nature as well as ourselves; and to define human beings as moral agents with the responsibility to look after the needs of nature, in no small way by gauging the moral worth of our technological works….
The creation and Eden myths depict our relationship to nature as profoundly technological. The text even defines human beings explicitly in terms of a technological role, that of caretakers of nature. More broadly, the treatment of our relationship to nature here includes a technological characterization of both human nature and the human condition—particularly when “technology” is understood to include both our instruments and our ability to deploy tools and techniques.
In the first Chapter immediately after humans are made, God’s first instructions to them, the first commandments in the text are: “Be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth and subdue it! Have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the fowl of the air and over all living things that crawl about upon the earth!” [1:28]. This is often taken to mean that humans are in a superior or dominant position in the worldly scheme of things; that our role is to dominate the earth and its wildlife, to do with them as suits our purposes. But the passage says nothing of the kind. Throughout Chapters One and Two, our actions toward nature are not defined in terms of domination and exploitation, but in terms of caretaking, especially the safeguarding of nature’s orderliness.
The term used in the text is not “to dominate” but “to have dominion” (the Hebrew “v’yirdu” suggests “to rule over” or “to take care of”). The distinction is important: having dominion over something is a matter of having it in one’s charge, of needing to see to its needs, stability and orderliness. There is a model for this early in Chapter One where the creation of the sun and moon is described: “God said: Let there be lights in the dome of the heavens, to separate the day from the night, that they may be for signs—for set-times, for days and years, and they shall be lights in the dome of the heavens to provide light upon the earth! It was so. God made the two great lights, the greater light for ruling the day and the smaller light for ruling the night, and [God made] the stars” [1:14-16]. The sense here of the sun ruling over the day and the moon over the night is not that they can do with them as they please; rather, they represent the orderliness of nature in the passage of days, seasons and years: they are signs for set times. And the term used in Hebrew “l’memshelet” suggests “to govern.”
The concern for orderliness is a basic theme throughout the creation story: at the opening of Genesis, God creates the heavens and the earth by bringing them out of chaos, establishing order out of what the text tells us was “without form and void” (or “wild and waste”) [1:2]. So when God says humans should “subdue” the earth and have dominion over it and its wildlife, there is a model already established for this in God’s actions: our relationship to nature should be one of attending to its stability and care, safeguarding orderliness over chaos. This concern with the dialectic of order and chaos is carried over to the social or public sphere beginning in Chapter 4 with the establishment of civil settlements.
In the Eden myth, the text says the human was put in the Garden “to till it and tend it” [2:15]. “Tilling” points to our working of the earth to derive our own sustenance from it. “Tending” suggests our looking after the Garden’s well-being, tending to the needs of nature itself. In Hebrew, “u’l’shamrah” suggests “to keep it” or “to preserve it vigilantly.”
In comparison to the origin myths of many other cultures, the creation and Eden myths of Genesis are distinctively technological in character. Many origin myths are, quite understandably, biological in character: a god or goddess, or many of them, or some great mythical being gives birth to the world and its creatures. The creation myth of Genesis, by contrast, is technological: the god of Genesis does not beget the heavens and the earth, but rather makes them. Likewise, God makes the living things of the earth, including people. The god of the first three chapters of Genesis is a craftsman, a technologist….God is also lawgiver and judge, but in these chapters of Genesis that role seems almost secondary to that of technologist. In fact, much of the work God does in these chapters is specifically craft-like, for it entails giving form to raw materials.
The opening passages of Genesis are often taken as an account of God creating the heavens and the earth out of nothing. Yet, the text does not require an ex nihilo interpretation at all….The references to the earth being formless and void do not describe what God created, but the state of things at the time of creation. God did not make a formless and void earth, but began to create by giving form to that preexisting stuff, much as a potter gives form to clay.
 God sets about to do just this in a number of ways. God makes things distinct from one another: light from darkness, water from water, land from water, etc. This is a process of pulling out of the formless, chaotic void something that has a discernible form (…it is a matter of “subduing” chaos by bringing forth order). God also creates the animals out of the pre-existing dust of the earth, and humans out of pre-existing material and biological stuff.
The text speaks (in both English and Hebrew) of God creating in productive, craft-like terms: God “made” the sun and the moon, the beasts and the human species of the first telling; in the second chapter God “formed” Adam and “fashioned” or “crafted” Eve.
In these myths, humans are also seen as craftsmen. This is evident in our being made in the image of God: God is technological, so are we. And being makers of things is not simply a matter of humans mimicking the divine, nor is it merely something we happen to do. It is intrinsic to human identity and human nature. When God first states the intention to create humankind, God says, “Let us make humankind in our image, after our likeness. They shall have dominion over the fish of the sea,” etc. [1:26]. Humans are imagined and defined as a species with the craft of being caretakers and shapers of the world. A few lines later, immediately after humankind is created, the first thing God says to them is, “Be fruitful and multiply, fill the earth and subdue it” [1:28]. We are given the charge, the commandment, to follow the example of God in establishing order.
When the man and the woman departed from Eden, they entered the human condition. Before that, they were living under circumstances quite different from ours. Leaving the garden is a mythical answer to the question, “How did the human condition come to be?” And the answer suggests that the human condition itself is a technological one. At the beginning of their departure from the Garden, upon eating from the tree of knowledge of good and evil, the first thing the man and the woman did was to begin making things: they made clothes. Later, when God scolds Adam at their exit from the garden, God defines, in part, the human condition: “By the sweat of your brow shall you procure bread to eat” [3:19].
The role technology plays in our relationship to nature is intimately part of the human condition. Ours is a technological relationship: We draw our very sustenance from the earth through the technics of agriculture. In the creation and Eden myths, both human nature and the human condition are essentially technological. They treat technology not as something we happen to do, but as something intimately bound up with who we are within the world in which we find ourselves. We are essentially technicians, shapers of the world and of ourselves.
God also serves as a model of a maker of things as God creates by way of proclaiming. This is seen in the formula familiar in the text: “And God said X, and it was so.” God speaks things into existence. Once again, this is not creating something out of nothing, but proclaiming that a form is to take shape out of pre-existing substances. Clearly, we cannot bring form to substance by speaking. But we do create the world of meaning and relationship through language…, one of our most powerful tools….
Technology and Responsibility
The man and the woman were expelled from the Garden of Eden because they sinned by eating from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. Seen in another way, they entered the human condition by acquiring the power of moral judgment. Whether sin or not, the myth defines us as knowers of good and evil, and calls upon us to bring this knowledge to bear on the exercise of our technological powers.
God told Adam not to eat from the tree, under penalty of death [2:17]. The serpent told Eve that if they ate from the tree they would become like gods, knowing good and evil [3:5]. The serpent was right. It is through this act of the woman, through her initiative, that humans become like gods in becoming moral judges. That is, it is through woman that humans are “born” into the human condition.

Maimonides says that the story of the tree tells us why we possess the ability to make judgments of value (moral, aesthetic, etc.). Prior to eating from the tree, he argues, the only power we had was rationality, and that alone is insufficient for dealing with our many appetites and pleasures, especially in a world filled with so many things appealing to the senses.
 Acquiring the power of moral judgment was necessary to balance human nature, given the human condition.
The two most prominent characteristics of the human condition in the creation and Eden myths are our having the power of moral judgment and our being makers of things. There is an important connection between the two. Throughout the account of creation (which culminates in Shabbat, the seventh day of rest), at the end of each day’s tasks, God judges the work to be good. If we are to presume to emulate God in being makers of things, these myths tell us that we should “become like gods” as well in being judges of the moral worth of our technological works.
The text offers two guidelines for how this may be done. The first is our responsibility, when wielding our technological power in the interests of our own sustenance, also always to act as caretakers of nature, to tend and keep nature itself. The second is found in the theme of limits that appears throughout both accounts. The “expulsion” is associated with the man and the woman transgressing the only limit imposed on them in the Garden. After leaving the garden, God characterizes the human powers of self-sustenance within the human condition, not in terms of limitlessness, but as constrained by the pains of labor. For Adam, this is the sustenance of individuals, when God says “by the sweat of your brow shall you procure bread to eat” [3:19]. For Eve, it is the pains of her labor (literally) in sustaining the species by giving birth.
The theme of being able to draw sustenance from nature by following imposed limits is echoed throughout Jewish law and custom. The Jewish agricultural laws and practices are almost exclusively established by ways that entail the imposition of limits. One can work the soil every day, except one must rest on the Sabbath (when even one’s animals are to be given rest!). Fields may be harvested, but not totally: a portion of the corners must be left for the gleaners, the needy. The land may be worked, but every seventh year it must be left to lie fallow. Every fiftieth year is a Jubilee during which not only is the land allowed again to rest, but, quite symbolically, each landholder is to return possession of that land to the previous owner. Ultimately this is to be done, God says “... for the land is Mine; you are but sojourners and residents with Me” (Leviticus 25:23). A similar expression is found in the line from Psalm 24, “The earth is the Lord’s as is the fullness thereof.” Such passages ought to give some weight to countering the prevalent notion that the message conveyed by the Hebrew Bible is that the earth is a human possession.
In this interpretation of the creation and Eden myths, our relationship to nature is seen as intimate. We are depicted as earth-creatures who depend on the earth for our very sustenance, individually and as a species. Human nature and the human condition define us as technological beings, working the material and biological stuff of the earth so to be fruitful and to multiply. Yet, we also have the responsibility to be subduers of chaos, guardians of order, and always to act within limits. Our ability to fulfill this responsibility rests with our having become knowers of good and evil: we are empowered by this to judge the moral worth of our technological works.
Never in human history has Tikun Olam, the healing of the world, as the essential tenet of Jewish responsibility, carried a greater sense of urgency with respect to our relationship to nature than it does today. And never have the creation and Eden narratives, the first of all Jewish texts, been a more fitting guide. 
The Beginning of Wisdom, Chapter 2

Leon R. Kass

Although the two accounts of creation in Genesis 1 and 2 differ widely, and although they even contradict each other if they are read as historical accounts, the two stories in fact comple​ment each other and form part of a coherent whole. Indeed, there are good reasons for putting together the separate stories. Ordinary human intelligence, eventually culminating in philosophy, seeks wisdom re​garding how to live—that is, it seeks “knowledge of good and bad”—through contem​plation of the nature of things. The Bible, by marrying two creation stories into a unified text, opposes, from its beginning, this intention and this possibility.

FOLLIES OF FREEDOM AND REASON:

THE STORY OF THE GARDEN OF EDEN (I)

…The Garden of Eden story presents a view of our humanity vastly different from the one offered in Genesis 1. This so-called second creation story (which begins in Genesis 2:4) departs from the first not only in content but also in tone, mood and orientation. It addresses or answers different questions and makes a different point, but as we shall see, a point complementary to that of the first story. If read historically, it shows how and when human life got to be so difficult. If read philosophically and anthropologically, it reveals the basic and often con​flicting psychosocial elements of our humanity, thus making clear why human life is always so difficult. And if read morally, it enables us to see clearly and to ex​perience powerfully the primary sources of many of our enduring moral dilem​mas and much of our unhappiness. Like every truly great story, it seeks to show us not what happened (once) but what always happens, what is always the case. Like every truly great story, its truth may lie not so much in its historical or even philosophical veracity as in its effects on the soul of the reader.

Why a second creation story?

But, you may rightly ask, are there really two distinct creation stories? And more important: if so, why? These questions can be fully addressed only after the Garden of Eden story has been carefully expounded. Still, to encourage a wisdom-seeking approach to the story, it may be useful in advance both to demonstrate concretely how the two stories…might be related. By doing so, we may be able to counteract two opposing but equally misleading biases about this story: the prejudice of some pious readers and the prejudice of many biblical scholars. The pious readers, believ​ing that the text cannot contain contradictions, ignore the major disjunctions between the two creation stories; they tend to treat the second story as the fuller, more detailed account of the creation of man (and woman) that the first story simply reported. On the other side, the scholars, though keenly aware of the differences in the two stories, have little interest in relating their content and meaning; practitioners of source criticism, they focus on the differences to prove that the two accounts came from different sources….They rarely consider why the redactor or compiler might have delib​erately selected and juxtaposed these two somewhat contradictory versions….
The first story addresses the reader as a spectator and offers a cosmic vision, majestically presenting man’s place in a cosmic whole. Though the viewer’s van​tage point is terrestrial, the scene viewed is remote and all-encompassing, and what is seen is eternal. Relatively open regarding man’s work, the story addresses us mainly intellectually, providing “metaphysical” scope and knowledge, and it inspires in us wonder and cosmic awe. In contrast, the second story maintains a strictly terrestrial focus and addresses the reader as a suffering moral agent, pre​senting him a poignant account of why misery shadows human life.
The per​spective is close and earthy, the view is genealogical and human. It focuses on human work, in toil and generation, showing us both our complex nature and what is responsible for our life’s being the way it is. It addresses us mainly expe​rientially, personally, and emotively, with moral scope and knowledge, and (as we shall see) it inspires in us shame, fear and moral awe. The second story is not just a magnified version of the human portions of the first. It is, in fact, utterly distinct and independent, and reveals a different but equally true aspect of hu​man existence….
Although the two accounts differ widely, and although they even contradict each other if they are read as historical accounts, the two stories in fact comple​ment each other and form part of a coherent whole. Indeed, there are good reasons—both theoretical and moral—for putting together the separate meta​physical-cosmological and the moral-political stories.
 First of all, reading theoretically, this separation and juxtaposition of the two stories is a way of indicating that the two aspects of our world, the natural-cosmic-metaphysical and the moral-political, although both true, are nonetheless also utterly dis​joined. The first story, addressing us as seekers of natural-cosmic knowledge, documents an eternal, intelligible, and hierarchic order of the world, in which we human beings stand at the top of the visible beings; the cosmos itself is not divine, for it has a higher, invisible, and partly mysterious source. Man, not the sun, is godlike: sufficient proof is contained in our mental ability to grasp the cosmology offered in the text. But as the second story shows, addressing us as seekers of moral-political knowledge, human life, considered here on earth and in its own terms, is for the most part hardly godlike: it has a sorrowful content for which we sense that we are somehow responsible. A life of sinless innocence and wholeheartedness is virtually impossible for a human being, thanks to free​dom, imagination, reason-and-speech, self-consciousness, and pride, and in the face of neediness, sexuality, ignorance, self-division, dependence and lack of self-command.

Second, reading morally-politically, we learn from these two separate sto​ries that neither cosmic nature nor human reason will suffice to help us live well. Cosmic knowledge cannot heal our self-division or teach us right​eousness, not least because—as we learn from the first story—the cosmos is neither divine nor a source of such moral-political teaching. And—as we will soon learn from the second story—our own native powers of mind and awareness, exercised on the world around us, are inadequate for discerning how to live happily or justly.

In short, the first story challenges the dignity of the natural objects of thought and the ground of natural reverence; the second story challenges the human inclination to try to guide human life solely by our own free will and our own human reason, exercised on the natural objects of thought. Ordinary human intelligence, eventually culminating in philosophy, seeks wisdom regarding how to live—that is, knowledge of good and bad—through contem​plation of the nature of things (that is, for short, of heaven). The Bible opposes, from its beginning, this intention and this possibility, first, in chapter 1, by denying the dignity of the primary object of philosophy, the natural things, and second, in chapter 2, by rebutting the primary intention of philosophy, guidance for life found by reason and rooted in nature. God, not nature, is divine; obedience to God, not the independent and rational pursuit of wisdom, is the true and righteous human way.

Speechless innocence: the basic stratum of human life
Alerted to what is at stake, we turn now to the text and to this story’s account of the primordial human being….We can learn most from the story by regarding it as a mythical yet realistic portrait of permanent truths about our humanity, rather than as a historical yet idealized portrait of a blissful existence we once enjoyed but lost.

As our story opens, the earth is hard, dry and lacking in vegetation. Yet every shrub and every herb are, in fact, latently present, awaiting the right conditions to spring forth.
 The earth’s fruitfulness, we learn from the start, needs both the rain of heaven and the workings of man. The text hints that the future lurks in the present, not only for the earth but also for the human being. Even before we meet him, man is defined by his work: less the ruler over life, more the servant of the earth
, man will till and toil, needily waiting for rain, apprehensive about the future. The story begins convincingly, conveying a nearly universal truth about human life.

But why is this our life? What is responsible for its being so difficult? The se​quel intends an answer.

Then the Lord God formed [or fashioned: yatsar] man [or human being: ‘adam] of the dust of the ground [‘adamah], and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and man became a living creature. (2:7)

Human troubles are foreshadowed by man’s dual origins: he is constituted by two principles, the first one low (“dust of the ground”), the second one high (“breath of life”). The human being here first comes to sight not as image of God but as formed and animated (or breathing) dust of the ground. Higher than the earth, yet still bound to it, the human being has a name, ‘adam (from ‘adamah, meaning “ground” or “earth,” from ‘adam, meaning “ruddy” or “tawny”), which reminds us (and perhaps him) of his lowly terrestrial origins. A groundling or earthling, man is, from the start, up from below.

Although formed from the ground, man is not alienated from it. On the con​trary, simply as a living creature, he appears at first to be right at home, in a world that seems absolutely made for him.

This prototypical human being, what is he like? The text does not explicitly tell us. Yet this very silence…suggests that he is a simple being, with a simple soul, living a simple life. In body he looks like one of us: upright, naked, and hairless. But in mind and heart he seems protohuman, more childlike (or maybe even animal-like) than godlike. He is ignorant, speechless, and (above all) innocent; as yet, he knows no complex or specifically human passions or desires: neither shame nor pride, anger nor guilt, malice nor vanity, wonder nor awe visit his soul. Very likely, he also lacks both fear of death and erotic desire. With his simple needs—for food, for drink, for repose—simply met (or largely so; there is as yet no till​ing of the ground), he is content.
Experiencing little gap between desire and its fulfillment, and feeling no opposition either from without or from within, he knows neither self-division nor self-consciousness. Solitary and independent…, he lives for himself, immediately and here-and-now, in a world that provides him peace, ease and the satisfaction of his basic needs.
Read…anthropologically and morally, the story is both revealing and moving. For one thing, it conveys truly a permanent aspect of our being. Whatever else human beings are or become, they are, always and at bottom, also beings with an uncomplicated, innocent at​tachment to their own survival and ease, beings who experience and feel, imme​diately and without reflection, the goodness of their own aliveness….
The basic stratum of life, with its focus on satisfying life’s basic needs, is never far from the surface of human life. We continue to experience its demands, we daily enjoy their satisfaction….

No matter how sophis​ticated and civilized we have become, most of us respond to this portrait of our mythical remotest “past” with something that feels, in fact, like nostalgia. We experience the original ‘adam as a grown-up child enjoying the pleasures of a childlike existence….We envy his apparent being at home in the world, at one with and in command of his surroundings. Even though we probably would not…exchange our life for his (any more than we would willingly return permanently to early childishness), we are made poignantly to experience what we have lost and to wonder why. The text’s answer is right before us.

Disturbing knowledge, dangerous freedom
The simple, primordial human being, because he is primordially human—or perhaps, instead, potentially human—is not quite simple. As the story already hints, there is something disquieting in his original nature. Some innate ca​pacities or potentialities in the human soul dangerously threaten to upset the tranquility of man’s simple and innocent life. Two possible sources of distur​bance are subtly identified, metaphorically, in the form of the two special trees, trees that are distinguished from those “pleasant to the sight and good for food” (2:9), each an object of potential desire: the tree of life (in the midst of the garden) and the tree of knowledge of good and bad….

The tree of life, offering deathlessness, stands in the center of man’s garden. As is true of any other animal, man’s immediate attachment to his own life im​plies an instinctive fear of death, which, should it become active by becoming conscious as an actual fear, could—and does—greatly disturb man’s tranquility….The orig​inal human being shows no interest in the tree of life…, presumably because con​cern with death does not [yet] penetrate the consciousness of his simple soul.

The more important threat to the contentment of elementary human life is represented by the tree of knowledge of good and bad….[It] stands as the object or goal of an (at least) latent tendency in the prototypical human being to seek a certain kind of knowledge or a certain kind of awareness. Once attained, this knowledge will necessarily disturb the psychic peace and harmony of the living creature….To reinforce the threat that such knowledge poses to his own health and happiness, the danger is here revealed…in the form of a divine command.

And the Lord God commanded the man, saying, “From every tree of the garden thou mayest surely eat [literally, eating thou mayest eat]; but of the tree of the knowledge of good and bad, thou shalt not eat of it; for in the day that thou eatest thereof thou shalt surely die [literally, dying thou shalt die].” (2:16–17)

Generally overlooked in this commanding speech is its largely good news about food: the bounty of the entire natural environment is at human disposal; the world is, at least for the purpose of nourishment and self-preservation, a hospitable place. But the story’s focus rightly falls on the one exception to God’s generosity, and on the fact of commanded interdiction and limitation of human appetite.
We take it as an axiom that God is unlikely to waste His commandments and prohibitions, issuing them where there is no need.
 Thus, from the fact that it is here prohibited, we infer the existence of a human propensity that leads toward the tree. Man must be the kind of being that has at least a potential to seek the kind of knowledge represented by the tree. Man must be the kind of being for whom such knowledge is always in his vicinity, but an arm’s reach away, so to speak. To see why a benevolent God might try to keep his creature from it, we need first to try to say what this prohibited tree is and why knowledge of good and bad might be deadly.
We note first that one should regard the knowledge it represents as knowl​edge of “good and bad” rather than the more familiar “good and evil.” The Hebrew word translated “bad” has a much broader meaning than moral evil. Pain is bad, and so are sickness, ugliness, and disorder. It is therefore better to begin with this very broad, and not exclusively moral, understanding of “bad.” Second, the tree of knowledge is obviously a metaphor; knowledge does not grow on trees. Nevertheless, the metaphor is powerful, as we can see by pondering it. Why does the Bible present knowledge as if it were embodied in a tree, obtainable by eating? ‘What, for openers, is a tree?

A tree is a seemingly independent being, self-developing, self-sustaining, and apparently self-caused. But seeming is not being. God caused this tree to come out of the ground—like all trees. The tree’s appearance of independence—its on-its-ownness—is deceptive…; the tree in fact belongs to the earth…, it is in fact of lowly origins and contains no breath of life. A tree…is silent; it has nothing useful to teach about life. In short, a tree is a natural, terrestrial, low but seemingly lofty, attractive (to sight) but amoral being, seemingly—but only seemingly—autonomous and self-sufficing.

Consider next the name of our special tree. The phrase “knowledge of good and bad” is ambiguous. Some have held that it is an idiom meaning knowl​edge of all things, others that it means political knowledge, especially knowl​edge of how to rule. But on its face, the name suggests rather knowledge of how to live, of what we would call practical knowledge, including but not lim​ited to moral knowledge….

Putting together the generic characteristics of “tree” with this particular tree’s name suggests that the tree of knowledge of good and bad stands for some au​tonomous knowledge of how to live, derived by human beings from their own experience of the visible world and rooted in their own surroundings (nature; trees in the garden).
Once the potential for human freedom and choice emerges, human beings live by their own lights, learning solely from their own experience….By means of the image of a divinely prohibited tree, the story means to make clear to the reader that human freedom—or, what is the same thing, human reason—is itself deeply questionable, and the likely source of all our unhappiness….
Man in this story is defined by his need for a prohibition; he is a free being, or rather a “too free” being. Accordingly, the crux of the story is prohibition and in​terdiction, which is to say—by negation—freedom and autonomy. The Bible knows that the only way to show human freedom as a problem is to come at it from its opposite: constraint. Here is how the story’s logic works.

The man is told to obey a command. Obedience is called for, its opposite is proscribed. The opposite of obedience is non-obedience or disobedience, or in other words, choosing for yourself….The meaning of the tree of knowledge of good and bad should now be clear: the knowledge prohibited is in fact the knowledge implied in violating all prohi​bitions, or in other words, the knowledge implied in any act of free choice….The name that Genesis gives to the princi​ple of disobedience is “knowledge of good and bad,”
 knowledge freestanding and autonomous—that is, just like a tree….
Some will argue that the problem that God sought to address…is not free​dom itself but rather only its abuse. On this account, freedom is itself a good, even a blessing, but a blessing that can be used for both good and bad. When it is badly used, the fault lies not with freedom or reason itself, but with human ap​petite: or, alternatively, human pride distorts free will.

Supporters of this interpretation emphasize that the prohibition seeks to limit human eating, an activity born of desire. But the context shows that eat​ing, by itself, is not the problem: God generously provides a whole gardenful of trees “good for food,” and the tree of knowledge is clearly distinguished from the trees of nourishing. The text seems to imply not that freedom is corrupted by desire, but rather the reverse: natural desire and its satisfaction are threat​ened as a result of human freedom and reason and a certain kind of knowl​edge. Because we have free choice—that is, because our desires are not simply given by instinct—and because our reason, through its working on our imagi​nation, influences and alters natural appetites, human appetite increases be​yond what is necessary and good for us. Precisely because we are rational and, hence, free, we can freely desire things that are harmful to life, health, and well-being. Thus, a proscriptive limitation on human eating…metaphorically (and perfectly) highlights the dangers freedom poses to healthy natural desire….
Every act of uninstructed free choice, the text seems to intimate, is an implicitly prideful act, presupposing as it does the pos​session of knowledge of what is good for a human being. Every act of choice im​plicitly expresses a judgment of good and bad, better and worse. Every act of choice presupposes that the human agent knows—or thinks he knows—what is good for him (or someone else), on which basis he chooses accordingly. On this interpretation of the text, the fact that God wants to keep man from the tree of knowledge of good and bad suggests that He wants man to remain an innocent, contented, and unself-divided being who follows instinctively the path to his natural good. Or better, reading morally rather than historically, through God’s command about the tree the text teaches the reader that it is his own freedom—and its implicitly yet necessarily disobedient character—that is the cause of all human troubles….
It will not do, as some would have it, to blame God for our troubles.
 To have created a human being means to have created a being with a tree of knowledge of good and bad necessarily in the picture. God did His best: He warned us of the problem and we did not hearken. The fault lies not with the world or with God but in ourselves—and not only once upon a time. By serving as a mirror, the story enables us to discover this truth also about ourselves….
Knowledge and mortality
Completing the portrait of man in his primordial condition, is the ominous remark that accompanied the prohibition: “for in the day that thou eatest thereof thou shalt surely die.” Is it a prophecy, or a threat? What does it mean, both in itself and to its addressees—to ‘adam in the story and to us, the readers? As I have pictured him, the original human being…lacks sufficient self-consciousness truly to understand this prophecy; a sim​pleminded soul could not know death. At most, “dying” to him would convey some vague kind of badness, or perhaps just the absence or loss of everything present. But beyond the puzzle of what primordial man could understand by it, there are also questions about the literal meaning of the remark and about its troubling assertion that the price of knowledge—or autonomy—is death.

On one important matter, the logical connection between the remark about death and the prohibition, the text seems clear. The comment about death gives consequences, not reasons. Death, it is said, will be a consequence or result of transgressing; but avoiding death is not the reason that man should obey. As we have seen, obedience was commanded for its own sake, to address the dangers of human freedom, not to prevent death. Man should hearken to God’s command because God commanded it, not because he wants to avoid a bad result….But what precisely is the prophecy?

God cannot mean that the forbidden knowledge is itself poisonous, that ac​quiring it will be immediately lethal; for when man and woman later eat, they immediately experience shame, they do not die….More likely, “thou shalt surely die” could mean that they will become mortal, rather than potentially immortal, beings; independence and loss of innocence are incompatible with immortality….
 Thus, the dangerous result of gaining the forbidden knowledge is not mortality itself but the recognition of that inevitabil​ity, along with the dire consequences that flow from that recognition.

The subsequent narrative nicely fits this interpretation. Until the (transgres​sive) rise to self-consciousness, human beings evince no awareness of death and, hence, have no interest in finding the tree of immortal life. Once they are aware of their mortality, immortality becomes at once a conscious desire and a known impossibility. By placing a tree of life in our mythical original condi​tion, and by showing original man’s indifference to it, the Garden of Eden story speaks more to the impossible longings of its readers than of the desires of in​nocent man…. 

Speechless aloneness: weakness or strength?
Speech, you will recall, played a major part in the creation story of Gene​sis 1--divine speech. God entered the account speaking. In His first and most perfect (hence, paradigmatic) act of speech, God said, “Let light be,” and light was called into being, letter-for-letter perfect and exactly as summoned. God also created everything else through speech, named a few of the creatures…, pronounced on the goodness of the spoken-forth creatures, and spoke personalized blessings to the human beings. Man, created in God’s image, said not a word. When we come, in the present story, to human speech we are invited to consider whether and to what extent human speech is like God’s. Is human speech central to our being? Is it creative? Evaluative? Relational? Solicitous?
 Though the Garden of Eden story must itself be interpreted without reference to the previous story, the juxtaposition of the two accounts cannot help but raise such questions in the reader’s mind.

The human being as we have met him so far in the Eden story has been silent. He offered no comment of any kind regarding the garden, his appointed task, or even the prohibition. Speech is no part of the fundamental human beginning, of the basic or lowest stratum of human life. Our basic engagement with life is speechless and subrational. In addition, the primordial human being is alone: what need is there to speak, and with whom? We will hear him speak only after the creation of woman; his speech on that occasion will reveal deep truths about the character of human speaking altogether.

The original human being is not only silent. He evinces no other clear evi​dence of the possession or exercise of reason….[B]eing not yet fully free or fully human, [he] lacks any active inclination toward the forbidden knowledge, which is to say his reason is still merely potential and dor​mant….
 Only when dormant reason begins to stir (as it has, of course, for every reader of the text) will the enunciation of the prohibition as a prohibition become im​portant: only then will the prohibition be understood for what it is; only then will it become necessary. On the basis of this analysis, one can argue that human reason is, to begin with, merely potential….

The itch in his soul that could destroy his contentment is, as we have argued, not manifest to the simple human being. Neither is a second difficulty: his aloneness. It is not man (who as yet knows not good and bad) but the Lord God who notices: “It is not good that man should be alone; I will make him a help opposite him [ezer kenegdo]” (2:18). This observation sets in motion the rest of the story: it leads to and explains the creation of woman, which in turn leads to both sexuality/sociality and speech/reason, which in turn issue in the transgres​sion, which in turn leads to and explains human life as we know it.
 We need carefully to consider its meaning.

Why and for whom is man’s aloneness not good? Is it not good for the man, or not good for the world around him, or not good for God? Is it not good because of present circumstances, or because of likely future possibilities? That is, might God be anticipating human death—which He had just mentioned as the inevitable consequence of gaining knowledge of good and bad—in response to which He will now provide the means of perpetuation? Or is it not good for the same reason that gaining knowledge of good and bad is not good: it invites the illusion of self-sufficiency? Much depends on how we understand the meaning of man’s solitariness.

It is common and appropriate to think that “alone” means lonely or in need of assistance, that is, that aloneness is a badge of weakness. Weakness cries out for help, whether as companion, partner, or coworker; and God in fact offers to make a “help” for the human being. But “alone” could also mean self-sufficient or independent; it could be a mark of strength—real or imagined. Aloneness as strength and apparent self-sufficiency might be bad or dangerous in a variety of ways. For example, a solitary being, lacking a suitable mirror, might be inca​pable of self-knowledge. Or lacking self-knowledge and, hence, believing himself independent, the solitary man, though he dwelt in the Lord’s garden, might have no real awareness of the presence of God. Or seemingly self-sufficient, he might be inclined to test the limits…, seeking evidence for or against his own divinity. For aloneness as strength, the proper remedy is weakening, caused by division, opposition, conflict.

Fittingly, God proposes an ambiguous helper. Man’s helper is to be (in Hebrew) neged, that is, “opposite” to him, “over against” him, “boldly in front” of him, “in his face”: the helper is to be (also? instead?) a contra, an opponent. Putting together “partner” and “opposition,” God proposes to make man a coun​terpart. What is called for, whatever the reason, is not just another, but an other other—fitting and suitable (“meet”), to be sure, but also opposed. Company here comes with difference[—and it] will turn out to make a very big difference, both for good and ill.

Naming: The elementary use of reason
Though He promises to make man a counterpart, God does not do so straightaway. Instead, He makes the animals. For some reason, encountering the ani​mals activates or creates the mental and emotional powers that permit man to recognize and receive his fitting counterpart.
 The result of man’s first encounter with the animal others is remarkable….
When God brings the animals to the man to see what he would call them, hu​man reason is summoned to activity, to its primordial activity, naming. Indeed, here the man acts for the first time: the prototypical or defining human act is an act of speech, naming. Encountering the nonhuman animals actualizes the po​tential of human speech, thereby revealing the human difference. For the ability to name rests on the rational capacity for recognizing otherness and sameness, for separating and combining. It requires reason’s separating power, which sees each animal as a distinct unit, separate from all others; it requires reason’s com​bining power, which sees also the samenesses that run through individual ani​mals. Reason collects the same animals under their own singular idea, each idea corresponding to a singular species, each deserving and receiving its own gen​eral name, one common noun for each kind.

Human speech differs from the divine. God’s speech, in the first creation story, had summoned the creatures of the world into being: “Let this named thing be….” Human speech, in contrast, does not create the creatures of the world. As the text indi​cates, the creatures themselves (the animals) are given; man creates only their names. The names he gives them—say, “camel” rather than “porcupine”—may be arbitrary, but the distinctions between the creatures that the names recog​nize and celebrate are not: the camel and the porcupine, by their clearly dif​ferent natures, clearly deserve and invite different names. Human naming is reason’s fitting acknowledgment and appreciation of the ordered variety of an articulated world.

Yet human speech, even at its most disinterested, does not merely mirror the given world….Even the most disin​terested act of speech, such as naming the animals, is not an act of unmotivated reason; it is important to know one animal from the other, since some may be dangerous, others may be tasty, while still others may strike the human perceiver as amusing or awe-inspiring or potentially useful. To generalize: what A says about B always tells you something also about A. This does not mean that speech is necessarily arbitrary and distorted by passion. But it does mean that, as we lis​ten to the content of speech, we should be attending also to the soul of the speaker.

The text tells us that the man gave names to all cattle, to the fowl of the air, and to every beast of the field, but unfortunately we are not told what those names are; we do not even hear him speak. Yet this unfortunate silence invites the reader to wonder what motivates the allegedly simple human acts of nam​ing. For we do not know whether the name giving was primarily disinterested, reflecting, say, the look or activity of the animal, or primarily interested, reflect​ing human hopes and fears. We do not know, that is, whether the man called the horse “swifty” or “strong-backed,” the elephant “thick skin” (pachyderm) or “ivory” (elephas, in Greek), the tiger “stripes” or “fang,” the porcupine “thorny pig” or “don’t touch,” or the camel “humpy” or “burden-bearing” (gamal is from a Hebrew root meaning “to benefit or requite”). But as we shall soon see in the naming of the woman, human naming is hardly unmotivated….
Human naming, while it does not create the world, creates a linguistic world, a second world, of names, that (partially and interestedly) mirrors the first world, of creatures. As the text indicates, human beings not only practice speech, they create it. Names are the first human inventions: although they point to the things named, they have a certain independence from them. Names (and other words) and the ideas they represent constitute a mental human world that is necessarily separated from the world it means to describe. The gap between the two worlds—the world of words and the world of things—raises the question of how well human speech can capture and reveal the truth about the world it attempts to bespeak: Are our words adequate to the things? To what extent is speech revelatory, to what extent obfuscating? These difficulties, which adhere even to the relatively disinterested uses of speech (like naming the animals), become magnified when reason’s view of the world is colored by the presence of desires and passions. Under these circumstances, speech becomes a vehicle for projecting human wish and desire, even more than for mirroring the outside world. Down the road, the somewhat independent, somewhat interested realm of language can become the medium for human independence altogether. For human beings can productively imagine, with the help of the creative possibili​ties open in speech, a world different from the one they now inhabit. All that is required is the growth of the requisite self-consciousness.

The encounter with the animals, in fact, stirs the germ of human self-awareness, and with it, the germ of a new—that is, previously invisible—human desire. Man’s naming of the animals reveals to him his human difference: he names the animals but they cannot name him. Man alone among the animals can name. Accordingly, man’s powers of discernment turn back upon himself, and with feeling. He inwardly discovers: “I am not alone, but I am different from them. They are different from me, indeed, too different to satisfy my newly awakened desire for a mate. Now that I am not alone, I am beginning to feel lonely.”
To be accurate, this discovery is still latent in the man; it is only the text that notes, “But for the human being there was not found a help-opposite-him” (2:20). Why not? What was lacking among the animals? Was it speech and the possibility of conversation? Or was something else required in a counterpart that could properly remedy the problem of man’s aloneness?

Predicating and self-naming: awareness of self and other
The suitable counterpart arrives in the immediate sequel:

And the Lord God caused a deep sleep to fall upon the man [or human be​ing: ‘adam], and he slept; and He took one of his ribs [tsela’] and closed up the place instead with flesh. And the Lord God built the rib which He had taken from the man [‘adam] into a woman [‘ishah], and He brought her to the man. And the man said:

“This one at last [literally, the time: hapa’am] is bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh;

this one shall be called Woman [‘ishah], because from Man [‘ish] this one was taken” (2:21–23)

The counterpart is created out of man himself; God builds a woman [‘ishah] out of the man’s [‘adam’s] rib and brings her to the man….The appearance of the woman prompts the first full human sentence, indeed, the first speech of any human being directly quoted in the text. We therefore ex​pect that this speech will be especially revealing, not only about the nature and uses of language, but also about the soul that is moved to speak.

In his paradigmatic speech, the human being is not only a namer, he is also a predicator, displaying an advanced capacity to see sameness within otherness.

Most significantly, he not only names the woman, he states a reason for the name he chooses: “This one shall be called Woman [‘ishah] because from Man [‘ish] this one was taken.” The articulated explanations, as well as the linguistic struc​ture, reveal the creative, world-ordering power of human speech and man’s in​terest in rationally ordering his otherwise confused and confusing experience.
But there is more to human speech than creative dexterity. Man’s counterpart stirs his soul to a new level of self-awareness. As she stands before and against him, he also sees himself for the first time. As a result, he now names himself: no longer (as God named him) ‘adam, earthling, generic human-being-from-the-earth, but ‘ish, individual male human being, man as male in relation to female woman….
Whereas the appearance of the animals elicited names, the appearance of the woman elicits poetry. Human speech is not just neutral description; it also expresses human desire, a desire that had been stimulated by the encounter with the animals (“This one at last ...”). In fact, the man’s entire speech seems to have been incited by desire, almost certainly by sexual desire: as the names indicate—”she Woman, me Man”—the appearance of woman makes man feel his mas​culinity, which is to say, his desire for her. Regarded as an expression of sexual desire, the speech may accurately reveal the state of the man’s soul; but at the same time, the presence of powerful desire may distort his view of woman.

Though he acknowledges the woman’s otherness (she gets her own name, differ​ent from his), the man is much more impressed by her similarity; indeed, because of his desire, he exaggerates and treats similarity as sameness: “This is my flesh and bone; this is mine; this is me….” The name, like the desire it expresses, is a form of capture, a taking-hold of her, a verbal act of (anticipatory) appropriation. As if to underscore his self-centered outlook, the text makes clear that he is speaking not to her but only about her. Human speech is dangerous not only because it can reconstruct the world through language, but because any such reconstruction will likely carry the dis​tortions born of human passion and human pride….

Human reason, generally content to let its necessarily partial truths masquerade as truth entire, leads human freedom astray….
The end of the Garden of Eden story [following the expulsion from Eden in Chapter 3] proclaims that living a human life means living with mortality. As we watch the human beings leave the world of childish innocence for the real world, we hear, as an echo behind them, the clos​ing words: “the tree of life.” With their path blocked to the tree of life, human be​ings—both the ones in the story and the readers—can turn their attention not to living forever but to living well.

The story of man in the Garden of Eden helps readers on their way to find​ing the path to a life well lived. For it enables us to reflect on our basic nature and to discover the perils inherent in our special gifts of speech, reason, self-consciousness, and freedom. In following the emergence of human reason and human speech, we have…considered the multiple manifestations of self-awareness and the emergence of passions to which self-awareness gives rise. We have examined the meaning of free choice and recognized its inherently disobedi​ent character. We have seen the birth of craft, reason’s prodigal son, as well as conscience, reason’s judge, and awe, the seed of piety, reason’s recognition of its own limits. And we have thought about all these matters not with neutral detachment but with judgmental engagement.

The early verdict on human reason and human freedom is, to say the least, mixed. The Bible agrees with Aristotle in holding that man alone among the animals has logos, thoughtful speech, but it takes a much less celebratory view of our distinctiveness.
 Speech can be an instrument of mischief and error, decep​tion and falsehood, pride and domination. Reason creates a divided conscious​ness and overstimulates the imagination. Free choice is not necessarily wise choice. Judgmental self-consciousness yields vanity, shame, and guilt. Artfulness separates man from nature and creates new needs and desires, without bringing contentment.

But human speech and reason, in the form of this remarkable story and our ability to ponder its meaning, hold out a redemptive possibility. The remedy begins with our being willing to recognize and acknowledge the follies of which we human beings are capable—indeed, precisely because of our special intellectual capacities….

The source of our troubles, dear reader, is not in our stars but in ourselves. Suitably humbled, we are prepared to be educated.
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� The Hebrew original says, literally, “Every shrub of the field before it was in the earth” In this subtle way, the text suggests that what follows is an account that unfolds and reveals what is inher�ently always there, rather than an account that tells of a once-upon-a-time event. In the same way, we shall learn about the unfolding of man’s character from its inherent and permanent roots. I am grateful to Yuval Levin for this observation.


� The verb in the expression “to till the ground,” ‘avad, means “to work” but also “to serve.” It is cognate with ‘eved, “servant” or “slave.” We shall have occasion in later chapters to examine the activ�ity of farming and, in particular, whether it represents mastery of or subservience to the earth.


� In contrast to the first creation story, the first divine speech in this story is moral, not creative. Further, in speaking to the human being, the Lord God does not bless, as He does in the first story; He commands.


� An obvious if trivial example: God does not command man or the animals to breathe. A less obvious but nontrivial example: God does not command mothers to love their children.
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� My students often say, “If God did not want man to eat of this tree, why did He put it there in the first place? And why did He tempt them to eat of it precisely by prohibiting it?” This is the sort of trouble readers make for themselves by reading the story as a historical event rather than a literary vehicle for conveying some permanent truths about the problem of hu�man freedom.
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� Alternatively, as Bill Rosen has suggested to me, the man may have just enough reason to un�derstand a command, but not enough to speak or think: “Even a dog can ‘understand’ a fairly large vocabulary of commands, particularly prohibitions.”


� Understanding the full implications of aloneness, and the meaning of the remedy provided for it, thus requires also the discussions of man and woman.
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� Insofar as that something else involves sexual complementarity, the rejection of the animals is tantamount to a rejection of bestiality. But as we shall see in the discussion of the serpent, this is not the whole story.


� To be fair to Aristotle, he too knew the dangers of human rationality. In the very passage that famously celebrates man as the rational animal, Aristotle notes that “just as man when he is per�fected is the best of animals, so too separated from law and justice he is worst of all....Without virtue he is most unholy and savage, and worst in regard to sex and eating.” (Politics 1253a31)





