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PART I

Serpents of Desire:
Good and Evil in the
Garden of Eden






z’ Introduction

Beyond the Lullaby Effect:
Reading the Bible with
Open Eyes

P aradoxically enough, a great problem that faces us when we
study the Torah is that its stories are so familiar to us. No mat-
ter where you grew up, no matter what level of education you've
had, you’ve come across the story of Adam and Eve tens, if not
hundreds, of times. We’ve heard the story in school, and we've
learned it at home. We drink Adam and Eve apple juice and see
Adam and Eve icons repeatedly in advertising. We know that
story, we assure ourselves. Indeed, we know the story too well
for our own good.

When we know a story too well, we become easy prey to a
syndrome I like to call the Lullaby Effect. The Lullaby Effect blocks
our ability to ask, or even to see, the really important questions
that the Bible begs us to ask of it. The Lullaby Effect anesthetizes
us through the stupefying effects of familiarity.
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Here’s how it works. When was the last time you bothered
thinking about the words of the lullabies you've known since
childhood? Stop for a moment and think — really think — about
what their words actually mean. For starters, try that perennial
favorite, “Rock-a-bye baby on the treetop.” Imagine your child
was actually paying attention to the words you were singing: “...
when the bough breaks, the cradle will fall, and down will come
baby, cradle and all”

Now, you can certainly get a kid to sleep by singing this. But
if we bothered listening to what you were singing, lots of questions,
I imagine, would quickly come to mind. “Exactly how far off the
ground was the cradle when it fell?” “Did anyone call 911?” “Who
put the cradle on the bough in the first place?” “Was the parent
trying to get rid of the child?” “Are you trying to get rid of me?”

But no one asks these questions. Few of us are even remotely
disturbed by the violence we sing about when trying to get our
children to sleep. Why? Because we’ve simply stopped listening to
the words. We have heard them too many times. We heard them
as children before we even knew what they meant; and even as
adults, they fail to shock us.

Biblical stories are a lot like lullabies in that way. Almost every
major story in the Torah has its “elephant in the room” — some
major problem, or a series of them, that cries out to be addressed.
Why would God tell Abraham to take his son and kill him, only to
retract at the last moment and say He didn’t really mean it? What,
exactly, did God have against the building of a tower in the Land
of Babel? Why would God bother bargaining with Pharaoh to let
the Jews go, only to harden his heart once the Egyptian monarch
finally agreed? But the stories are too familiar to us. We’ve heard
about them so many times, they’ve become part of our cultural
fabric. We absorb the stories through osmosis, the way we unthink-
ingly develop accents that reflect the place where we grew up. We
fail to see the problems anymore.
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Beyond the Lullaby Effect

In this book, I'm going to challenge you to change all that.
Come along with me on a journey, an adventure through biblical
text. Let’s read these stories that we thought we knew with fresh
eyes and ask the questions that any intelligent reader would ask
about them.

If this idea makes you nervous, relax. We needn’t fear these
questions, for they are not really problems; they are opportunities.
They are windows that the text gives us to perceive its deeper mean-
ing. Sure, you can keep the window closed and pretend it isn’t there.
Butif you don’t open it, the treasure that lies beyond — a richer, three-
dimensional understanding of the Torah, not to mention the entire
world of rabbinic literature — will remain sealed off to you forever.

So here’s the deal: Before you go any further, I invite you
first of all to reread the story of Adam, Eve, and the serpent in the
Garden of Eden. If you know Hebrew, read it in Hebrew; if you
don’t, any translation will do. Yes, I know, you know the story
already — ever since sixth grade, you've had this image in your
mind of the snake wound around the tree, offering Eve an apple.
But that’s precisely the point. You need to forget all that. You need
to erase those images and read the story anew. You need to break
the Lullaby Effect.

Read the story slowly and carefully. Just the text; no com-
mentaries. And as you do, ask yourself these questions: If I were
reading this for the first time, what about it would strike me as
strange? What are the “big questions” that the Torah wants me
to ask about this story? What are the elephants in the room? Take
some time to think about it. I'll meet you right back here and we’ll
compare notes.



@ Chapter One

Adam, Eve, and the
Elephant in the Room

Okay, let’s say you've taken some time to reread the story of
Adam, Eve, and the snake. (If you haven’t, you can read my short
summary below.) Hopefully, you've read it with fresh eyes and
asked yourself that very basic of questions: “What is strange
about this picture?” Before getting to your conclusions, let’s take
a moment to revisit the basic storyline together. In a nutshell,
here it is:

After creating a world, God fashions two human beings and
places them in Paradise, the Garden of Eden. God gives
them virtually free rein over the territory. There’s only one
restriction: A certain tree is off-limits — the tree labeled “the
Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil” The fruit of this tree
must not be eaten under any circumstances.

It doesn’t take long for the human beings to trans-
gress the only prohibition given to them. At the behest of
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a mysterious snake, Eve eats from the tree and shares the
fruit with Adam. The Almighty becomes angry and hands
out various punishments: The snake? No more walking
upright for him; he must crawl on his belly and eat dust. The
woman? Generations of her kind will endure pain in con-
ception and childbirth. And the man? He and his progeny
will have to work by the sweat of their brow to make bread.
And just to round things out, death is meted out to all the
parties; nobody gets to live forever anymore.

Moreover, Eden is placed off-limits; everyone
has to find somewhere else to live now. The great Life-
guard in the Sky has blown His whistle, and it’s time for
everybody to get out of the pool. Why? Because there’s
another mysterious tree in the Garden - the Tree of Life —
and the last thing God wants is anyone eating anything
from that tree.

Well, what are the issues here? Does the story sit well with you,
or do you find yourself uneasy with it? If you are uneasy, can you
identify exactly why you are uneasy?

AsImentioned earlier, many biblical stories have their “ele-
phant in the room,” an obvious, deeply troubling, “why-didn’t-I-
think-of-that” question at the heart of the story. Is there a question
of this sort, a question of this magnitude, that we need to address
when reading the story of Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden?
I think there is.

Let’s talk a little bit about this mysterious tree in the Garden,
the one that God places off-limits. It has a name. It is known as
the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil. By any measure, that’s
a pretty strange name for a tree, but if that’s what the Bible calls
it, then that’s presumably what it is. It somehow conveys a know-
ledge of good and evil, an ability to distinguish right from wrong,
to those who partake of its fruits.
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But there’s a big problem with this. Why would God want
to deny this knowledge to people? Think about it. Are human
beings better or worse off for their knowledge of good and evil?
Is knowing right from wrong an asset or a liability for humanity?

Imagine a world in which people are pretty much the same
as they are now. They are smart; they can walk; they can talk; they
can drive cars and become investment bankers. They are missing
only one thing. They don’t know right from wrong. We have a
word for people like this. We call them sociopaths.

A person with all the faculties we associate with humanity
except for the capacity to understand right and wrong is some-
one who could slaughter people with an axe the way you and I
mow the lawn. Did God really want to create a society filled with
such people? Clearly, people are better oft when they know the
difference between right and wrong. So why would God want to
withhold this knowledge?

A tempting way out of the dilemma would be to suggest that
somehow it was all a set-up. God really did want people to have the
knowledge the tree would give them and was in fact glad when they
ate from it. But this approach is deeply problematic. For the way the
Torah tells the story, the Almighty seems pretty disappointed with
Adam and Eve when they eat from the tree. In fact, He punishes
them severely. How are we to understand this disappointment? It
seems rather perverse to imagine the Almighty secretly chuckling
with pleasure that Adam and Eve finally ate the fruit He put off-
limits while hiding this joy behind a mask of displeasure and anger.

Clearly, God really did want Adam and Eve to avoid the Tree
of Knowledge. But that brings us back to our question: Why would
the Lord want to deny humanity an understanding of good and evil?

CATCH-22 IN THE GARDEN

Actually, the question goes even deeper. It’s not simply that it
seems strange for God to have put a Tree of Knowledge off-limits
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to Adam and Eve. Rather, the very existence of such a tree seems
to create a basic contradiction in the story as a whole. Here’s why:

What happens immediately after Adam and Eve eat from
this tree whose fruits confer knowledge of good and evil? The
Almighty becomes angry with them and punishes them. But if
Adam and Eve were punished for what they did, this presupposes
they knew their actions were wrong. You don’t punish people who
are unaware that they did something bad. So Adam and Eve evi-
dently had some knowledge of good and evil before eating from
the tree. At the very least, they knew it was right to obey God when
He told them not to eat from it, and it was wrong to disobey Him.

But now we’re really stuck. For if Adam and Eve already
understood the categories of good and evil before reaching for
the fruit, well then, they already possessed what the tree was sup-
posed to give them. What, then, would be the purpose of the tree?

It’s a catch-22.

This is a very serious dilemma. This is not like wondering
why the Torah included an extra word in a verse or why Rashi
quoted one midrash over another. Those are interesting questions,
but if you don’t have the answer to them, you can still sleep at night.
On the other hand, the question we have just raised — didn’t Adam
and Eve already have the knowledge the tree was supposed to give
them? — is fundamental. It’s basic. It’s the kind of question that you
do lose sleep over. For as long as you are stuck with this question,
the story of Adam and Eve simply fails to make any sense at all.

So how are we to deal with this problem? I'd like to sketch
the outline of an approach that we may ultimately find useful.

A WORLD BEYOND GOOD AND EVIL

Perhaps we’ve been the victims of faulty premises. We've casually
assumed that we knew what kind of knowledge the tree gave to
Adam and Eve - a knowledge of good and evil, of right and wrong.
But on second thought, just because it’s called a Tree of Knowledge
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of Good and Evil doesn’t mean that Adam and Eve were ignorant
of morality beforehand. It just means that they didn’t call moral-
ity “knowledge of good and evil” They called it something else.

The approach I am suggesting here is not my own. It is, in fact,
the approach taken by Maimonides, the Rambam. Indeed, in his
Guide to the Perplexed, Rambam considers the very same question
we have advanced here: Why would God want to withhold know-
ledge of good and evil from us? And the answer he gives is this: The
tree didn’t give us an understanding of right and wrong when we
had none before. Rather it transformed this understanding from one
thing into another. It transformed our earlier understanding of right
and wrong into something called a Knowledge of Good and Evil.

If this seems a little obscure, try thinking about it this way:
Nowadays, when we do something right, we think of it as “good.”
And when we do something wrong, we think of it as “evil.” But,
Rambam contends, those are not the most natural terms one could
possibly use. Those terms became relevant to us — they became
part of our vocabulary, as it were — only after we ate from the tree
and assimilated knowledge of good and evil. In the world of Eden,
in the world before “the Tree,” the words “good” and “evil” would
have seemed strange and inappropriate. Yes, we would have been
aware of right and wrong, but we would not have called this “good”
and “evil” We would have thought about it differently. We would
have called it something else.

What exactly was that “something else”> What would it
mean to think about right and wrong in the world of Eden, in the
“pre-Tree” world? That, indeed, is the $64,000 question. To some
extent, we are reaching beyond ourselves even to ask this ques-
tion. To ask is to try and understand a world we no longer know,
a world in which right and wrong looked, felt, and seemed vastly
different than they do now. But try we must, for the Torah sug-
gests that it was that world which was the more genuine one. And
it is to that world that we strive to return.
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Uncovering the nature of right and wrong in the pristine
world of Eden will be one of the central tasks before us in the
chapters ahead. But before we tackle that complex issue, we need
to assemble some more data. So for now, it’s back to the drawing
board. It’s time to explore some of the other questions the story
of Adam and Eve holds out to us.
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