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WHEN I WAS A CHILD, I read these Biblical tales with a wonder mixed with anguish. I imagined Isaac on the altar and I cried. I saw Joseph, prince of Egypt, and I laughed. Why dwell on them again? And why now? It falls to the storyteller to explain.

•  •  •

Disciple more than anything else, his aim is not to plunge into historical exegesis—which surely lies beyond his competence—but to reacquaint himself with the distant and haunting figures that molded him. He will try to reconstruct their portraits from Biblical and Midrashic texts, and eventually insert them into the present.

For Jewish history unfolds in the present. Refuting mythology, it affects our life and our role in society. Jupiter is a symbol, but Isaiah is a voice, a conscience. Mars died without ever having lived, but Moses remains a living figure. The calls he issued long ago to a people casting off its bonds reverberate to this day and we are bound by his Law. Were it not for his memory, which encompasses us all, the Jew would not be Jewish, or more precisely, he would have ceased to exist.

Judaism, more than any other tradition, manifests great attachment to its past, jealously keeping it alive. Why? Because we need to. Thanks to Abraham whose gaze is our guide, thanks to Jacob whose dream has us spellbound, our survival, prodigious on so many levels, lacks neither mystery nor significance. If we have the strength and the will to speak out, it is because every one of our forebears expresses himself through us; if the eyes of the world often seem to be upon us, it is because we evoke a time gone by and a fate that transcends time. Panim in Hebrew is used in the plural form: man has more than one face. His own and Adam’s. The Jew is haunted by the beginning more than by the end. His messianic dream is tied to the kingdom of David and he feels closer to the prophet Elijah than to his next-door neighbor.

What is a Jew? Sum, synthesis, vessel. Someone who feels every blow that ever struck his ancestors. He is crushed by their mourning and buoyed by their triumphs. For they were living men and women, not symbols. The most pure, the most just among them knew ups and downs, moments of ecstasy and confusion; we know, for they are described to us. Their holiness was defined within human terms of reference. Thus the Jew remembers them and sees them as they were at the crossroads of their own lives: troubled, exalted, marked. They are human beings: people, not gods. Their quest rejoins his own and weighs on his decisions. Jacob’s ladder rends his nights. Israel’s despair burdens his solitude. He knows that to speak of Moses is to follow him to Egypt and out of Egypt. To refuse to speak of him is to refuse to follow him.

This is true for all the ancestors and for all their adventures. If Isaac’s averted sacrifice had involved only Abraham and his son, their ordeal would have been limited to their own suffering. But it involves us. All the legends, all the stories retold by the Bible and commented on by the Midrash—and here the term Midrash is used in the largest sense: interpretation, illustration, creative imagination—involve us. That of the first killer as well as that of the first victim. We have but to reread them to realize that they are surprisingly topical. Job is our contemporary.

Somewhere a father and his son are heading toward an altar in flames; somewhere a dreamy boy knows that his father will die under the veiled gaze of God. Somewhere a teller of tales remembers, and overcome by an ancient and nameless sadness, he feels like weeping. He has seen Abraham and he has seen Isaac walk toward death; the angel, busy singing the Almighty’s praises, did not come to wrest them from the hushed black night.

Everything holds together in Jewish history—the legends as much as the facts. Composed during the centuries that followed the destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem, the Midrash mirrors both the imagined and the lived reality of Israel, and it continues to influence our lives.

In Jewish history, all events are linked. Only today, after the whirlwind of fire and blood that was the Holocaust, do we grasp the full range of implications of the murder of one man by his brother, the deeper meanings of a father’s questions and disconcerting silences. Only as we tell them now, in the light of certain experiences of life and death, do we understand them.

And so, faithful to his promise, the storyteller does nothing but tell the tale: he transmits what he received, he returns what was entrusted to him. His story does not begin with his own; it is fitted into the memory that is the living tradition of his people.

The legends he brings back are the very ones we are living today.
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ADAM, OR
THE MYSTERY OF
THE BEGINNING
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IN THE BEGINNING, man is alone. Alone as God is alone. As he opens his eyes he does not ask: Who am I? He asks: Who are you? In the beginning, man oriented himself solely in relation to God—and all of creation defined itself in relation to man. Before man, things were there, yet did not really exist; under his gaze, they began to be. Before man, time flowed, but it acquired its true dimension only as it penetrated man’s consciousness.

Adam: the first being to have a name, to experience joy, surprise and agony; the first man to live both his life and his death; the first creature to discover both the attraction and danger of secrets and knowledge.

To evoke Adam is to evoke the awesome mystery of the beginning, which we are forbidden to do, at least in public. Ein dorshim maase breshit bishnayim, says the Talmud. The secret of creation may be dwelled upon only when one is alone—as Adam was alone. It is a subject which transcends language and understanding. He who delves into it risks finding himself cut off from the present and remaining isolated and silenced forever.

And yet, Adam is part of us to the extent that man recognizes that he is both point of departure and fulfillment. He knows where he is heading but not whence he comes. Yet he would like to know: the past intrigues him more than death. He is obsessed more by Adam than by the Messiah. Adam frightens him, and his fear resists the most glowing of hopes.

•  •  •

A philosopher once taunted Rabban Gamliel: Your God is indeed a great artist, His Adam was a masterpiece; but you must admit that He had excellent ingredients at His disposal. What were they? asked the sage. The philosopher named some basic elements in nature: fire, wind, dust; and added chaos, the abyss and darkness, without which no work of art is possible.

All these elements are indeed present in Adam’s personality, the most complex and colorful in Jewish legend. Adam is impulsive like fire, fickle like the wind and as unpredictable as those romantic characters, bearers of turmoil and eternal remorse, whom only God could console and only God refuses to console.

The Bible devotes no more than a chapter and a half to his life: a few facts, a few encounters with God, the adventure with Eve, exile. His story, in Genesis, is contained in forty verses. His life spanned nine hundred thirty years— we can survey it in a matter of minutes.

As always, the Midrash tries to compensate for Biblical terseness and offers a portrait both elliptical and striking. Adam: the first living contradiction. Humble yet arrogant, saint and sinner, strong and yet terribly weak. It is for him and because of him that God manifested Himself in creation, and it is because of him and through him that death entered into it as well. One source describes him as having two faces, thus stressing his ambivalence, not to say ambiguity. Why do Scriptures offer us two different versions of Adam’s birth? Were there two “first men” at the beginning of history? Or are we to understand that even in the early days of his solitude Adam was already two—as though to warn us that while man aspires to oneness, he will never attain it.

But then we have the right to ask the question: Why such a split, such an explosion of the self, which inevitably must lead to endless conflicts and contradictions? Perhaps God intended to begin His work with a question. Perhaps He sought, through Adam, to continuously interrogate His creation. Therefore, in the beginning, there was neither the word, nor love, but the question which has come to bear God’s seal, linking man both to his origins and to his end. Thus the sum of our interrogations reflects the original question, which affected more than Adam, for it did not die with him.

Can we today identify with our first forebear? The Talmud tells us that no man resembles another, yet all men, in every age, resemble Adam: every man recognizes himself in him. Our wishes are rooted in his and so are our sorrows. Our features bear his imprint and so do our gestures. Condemned to imitate him, we are as he was, we behave according to his example. There is but one difference: we have a past, whereas he had none. No memory preceded his own. Born an adult, thrust into a prearranged universe, he was denied the possibility of escaping into childhood dreams or adolescent preoccupations. There was no way out of the present, no refuge in fantasy. The most wretched, the most destitute of mortals comes from somewhere—not Adam. The poorest of men possesses memories torn from yesterday’s world, longings, vantage points—not Adam. To correct this injustice, God gave him . . . a future, the longest in the history of mankind. And He allowed Adam to see it in its totality, to the very last generation: their judges and their kings, their sages and their thieves, their profiteers and their prophets. Thus the first man beheld the image of the last of his descendants and their eyes met. More than the Messiah, Adam is present.

•  •  •

The man who emerges from the various texts and commentaries is appealing and we take him to our hearts. His problems are ours, we are distressed over his fate, his tense, troubled, inexplicably threatened home. We would like to help him. His every move concerns us, we share his fears, his disappointments. Nobody received as much and nobody lost it as quickly or as brutally. Nor was he to blame in any way. He was pushed and was helpless to resist. No one asked him anything; he was made to obey a will other than his own. Everything belonged to him except his will. He had no choice but to submit. First to God, then to his spouse. Traps were laid for him and he fell into them. Poor man: punished for nothing. And he wasn’t even Jewish.

Embodying man’s eternal quest for meaning, justice and truth, Adam remains the contemporary—and the companion—of all men, of all generations. Every one of us yearns to recapture some lost paradise, every one of us bears the mark of some violated, stolen innocence. All our passions and sorrows, all our failings, Adam already knew. He had to contend with all our inhibitions, manias and complexes, with one exception: the Oedipus complex, thank heaven.

We learn all this from Talmudic literature. Adam’s life is presented there as a tragedy in three acts, with the entire universe as stage and setting. As if to underline the allegorical dimension of the main character, the Midrash inserts him into the condensed time associated with classical theater. Born at the age of forty, his tragedy lasts only one day.

Listen to the Midrash: It was in the first hour of the sixth day that God conceived the project of creating man. In the second hour He consulted the angels—who opposed the project—and the Torah—which approved. In the third hour God selected the clay for Adam’s body. In the fourth hour He gave it shape. In the fifth hour He covered it with skin. In the sixth hour He completed the body and made it stand up. In the seventh hour He breathed a soul into it. In the eighth hour Adam was ushered into paradise. In the ninth hour he heard the divine commandment forbidding him to eat from the Tree of Knowledge. In the tenth hour he transgressed. In the eleventh hour he was judged by a seventy-one-member Sanhedrin. And in the twelfth hour of the sixth day he was found guilty and expelled from paradise.

Thus ends Adam’s story, and thus begins the story of mankind. Born to affirm God’s glory, Adam became the incarnation of His first defeat.

No wonder God had His doubts about the project. He was not convinced that it was a good idea to place man at the center of His universe. He looked into the future and saw that there were among Adam’s descendants innumerable sinners thirsting for crime and blood. Yet He also foresaw that side by side with them, there would be saints and Just Men. So, for the joy of blessing the chosen, God consented to let Himself be afflicted with the wicked.

One Midrash tells us that when He made His decision, God disregarded the advice of two of His angels whose common sense led them to urge prudence. Said the Angel of Truth: What good is it to create man? Surely he will be a liar. And the Angel of Peace added: In what way does he deserve to be given life? Surely he will provoke endless wars. Yet the Angels of Justice and Mercy pronounced themselves favorably: Let man be born and he will be just and merciful. God—we are told—did away with the rebellious angels, destroying them by fire. Another, less radical, version recounts that while the angels were quarreling among themselves, God took advantage of their inattention and hastily created man.

And He created him in His image . . .

So much so that, according to Rabbi Shmuel Bar-Nah-man, centuries later while Moses was transcribing the Torah, he stopped at this passage and questioned God: Master of the Universe, aren’t You concerned that with these words You may give comfort to the miscreants and mislead the innocent and the naïve? If it is true that God created man in His image, will it not be said then that God has an image? And that therefore God is not one, but many? God reassured His servant: You, Moses, son of Amram, write—that is your task and your role. As for those who will refuse to understand or who will deliberately misinterpret My thoughts and yours, well, let that be their problem.

Evidently Moses mistrusted the close relationship that had existed between God and Adam. Rabbinical tradition reduces this danger to a minimum, striving to link Adam to man—to all men.

A Midrash: Why did God create one man and not more? To give us a lesson in equality and teach us that no man is superior to another; we all have the same forebear. That is also why the clay from which he was fashioned was gathered from every corner of the universe; thus no one can claim that the world or Adam belongs to him alone. Adam belongs to all men and to each to the same degree.

Also, so that a just man could not say: I am the son of a just man. And a non-believer: I am the son of a non-believer. And so that one man could not taunt another, saying: My father was greater than yours. And so that every man would feel responsible for the entire world. Since the world was created for one human being, whoever kills one human being, kills all mankind; and whoever saves one human being, saves all mankind. One text offers this cynical explanation: God created one single individual in order to prevent quarrels. And the text continues: Nonetheless, in spite of this precaution, men go on quarreling and killing one another. Imagine what would have happened to the world if God, in the beginning, had created more than one man?

Another question: Why did the Creator wait until the sixth day to give life to Adam—why didn’t he do it at the very start? Answer: When a king invites a guest, he first prepares a palace for him and only then asks him to come. Man is creation’s guest of honor. Another answer: To keep man from taking himself too seriously, from growing vain or arrogant, he could be asked: What are you boasting about—even mosquitoes preceded you in the order of creation?

And yet the Midrash attributes so many talents and virtues to Adam that it is difficult to understand how he did not fall victim to pride. In this respect, Jewish legend differs from most secular concepts, which consider the human being a function of progress. Never mind Darwin and his theory of evolution. Never mind Schopenhauer, who called man a “crazy wild beast restrained only by civilisation.” According to him, the further back one goes, the deeper one delves into the past, the more man emerges as a primitive creature dominated by obscure, irrational and deadly instincts.

In Jewish tradition it is just the opposite: man’s past is linked to history’s sacred origins. A divine reflection, the first man was more righteous, more accomplished than the most “evolved” of his descendants would ever be.

What has not been said about Adam? He was so tall that his body spanned the earth from one end to the other. And so beautiful that the splendor of his heel outshone that of the sun. And so powerful that the wild beasts trembled in his presence.

To illustrate Samson’s strength, the Midrash compares it to that of Adam. The same comparison is drawn for Absalom’s hair, Assa’s legs and Zidkiyahu’s eyes. Adam: the prototype of perfect man. The ideal mold. The supreme example.

Wise, intelligent, erudite, understanding, generous, he was endowed with a flawless soul. Incapable of wrongdoing, of thinking ill; closed to weakness, to doubts. Moreover, he was humble, shy, grateful. Some sources refer to him as Hasid. Others call him the luminary, the “candle of the world.” Some go as far as seeing in him the future Messiah. So glorious was he that the angels, dazzled by his perfection, confused him with his Creator and began to sing him their praises. God responded by making him fall asleep and the frightened angels recognized their error. (As for me, I’d rather think that Adam fell asleep not because of God but because of the angels: nothing bores a perfect man more than excessive praise.)

For Adam was indeed bored in paradise; all the texts point to it. Since he had the whole universe to himself, he desired nothing, thought of nothing and nobody. Happy, content, he seems singularly uninteresting before his downfall. No cloud, no shadow to mar his serenity. His indifference to the world extended to his own person. No trace of foreboding or concern. He was intoxicated with God, brimming over with God, joined to God in God: no need for him to seek God, to serve Him, understand Him, woo Him. So total was God’s presence, he did not feel it. Nor did he think of it; he didn’t need to, for the very source and cradle of his mind were occupied by God.

One pictures his life as drab, devoid of expectation, of stimulation. Like God, Adam was surrounded by angels acting as servants. One prepared his meals, another tasted his wines. From time to time God invited him to join Him in His walks and showed him the visible and hidden beauties of nature: Look well, Adam, all this immensity was created for your sake alone; be careful, do not destroy anything, for after you there will be no one to repair what you have undone. A superfluous warning, for Adam had no thought of destroying or even of changing anything. He was content; he accepted everything, himself included.

No wonder Satan grew jealous. In those days Satan was not just anybody. He was an influential angel, God’s favorite, and he was seated at His right. God was amused by his imagination and forgave him his whims and escapades. Thus Satan couldn’t but resent the intruder who was succeeding too easily and too quickly; he had to fight the newcomer, he had to undermine his position. How? He gossiped, intrigued, plotted; he spared no means.

To disarm Satan and bring him back to reason, God decided to prove to him that Adam was the more intelligent of the two, and thus worthy of his success. All the animals on earth were summoned to appear before Him. Would you know how to name them? God asked Satan. No, he would not. And you, Adam? Adam named them all; and to name things is to possess them. And to God’s satisfaction, he was declared the winner. One Midrashic text insinuates that God cheated. Wanting to assure Adam’s victory, He asked the questions in such a way that Adam could guess the answers; he couldn’t possibly lose. Is that to say that without help Adam would have failed the test? No. The last question is proof. God chose not to whisper the answer when He asked: And Me, Adam, what name will you give Me? Adam rose to the challenge. He cast aside his humility and called God by His name. He understood intuitively that God Himself receives His name from man—illustrating the basic Jewish concept that while God is God and man is only His instrument, still God needs man to make Himself known, just as man needs God to acquire this knowledge.

Having reached this point in the story, we must pause, for its setting is changing: Adam is about to leave his fairy tale to enter tragedy.

And since no tragedy seems convincing or even quite possible without a woman in the cast, both Bible and Talmud call upon Eve to enter the action.

Needless to say, she immediately tried to eclipse her only partner—and succeeded. From the moment she appeared, she took over center stage. She entered Adam’s life and dominated it completely. We see and hear only her. In no time, Adam became the prototype of the weak, submissive husband whose passivity turns into an act of sheer survival. Unbelievable but true: the very man God considered His masterpiece, His crowning achievement, turned into a pallid figure content to follow his wife and let her decide for him, for both. He could not say no to her; he submitted and kept silent.

Why was Eve created? For Adam’s sake, of course. That is what he was told repeatedly. She was to help him by opposing him, by defying him; she was to enrich his life and lead him to discover desire, ambition and remorse. Eve: a remedy against solitude, the unfathomed side of man. Without Eve, Adam would have been a man but not human.

One Midrashic text candidly admits that Eve was created more to serve God than Adam. God wished this marriage to take place so as to forestall Adam’s being looked upon as a divinity, a god on earth just as the Creator is God in heaven. Solitary men are distrusted everywhere, even in heaven. No divine attribute seems as enviable as solitude.

Another text tries to make us believe that it was Adam who chose Eve to be his wife. Could he have taken another? Was there another? Yes, Eve was not the first woman in creation; she had been preceded by Lilith, mother of demons, but Adam didn’t love her, couldn’t love her, for he had been present at her creation. She therefore held no mystery, no attraction. And so God introduced Eve, and Adam found her to his liking. Indeed, it was love at first sight.

But why did God take her from her future husband’s rib? The question evidently did not trouble Adam, but seems to have preoccupied the Midrash, which offers the following explanation. Before carrying out His project, God thought to Himself: I shall not take her from Adam’s head, for then she might carry her head too high, flaunting her arrogance and pride; nor shall I take her from his eyes, for then she might tend to be curious, too curious and greedy; nor must I take her from his ears, for she might tend to eavesdrop; nor from his neck, for she might be stiff-necked and insolent; nor from his mouth, for she would not stop chattering; nor from his heart, for she would be sick with jealousy; nor from his hand, for she might turn into a meddler. No, God decided, I shall take her from the most chaste part of Adam’s body—his rib. And, adds the Midrash with caustic humor, despite these precautions, woman has all the faults God tried to prevent.

But before we accuse the Midrash of anti-feminist tendencies, let us listen to another, more flattering, text:

A king met Rabban Gamliel and told him: I don’t know how to say this, but . . . your God—yes, your God—is nothing but a thief. Here was Adam sleeping the sleep of the just and suddenly God steals one of his ribs. —Rabban Gamliel’s daughter chose to answer the sovereign: Do you know what happened to me last night, Your Majesty? Thieves entered my house; they took all my silver and in its place they left me gold. — If only I could be the victim of such robbers every night, said the king. — Well, said the sage’s daughter, that is precisely what happened to Adam. True, God did take a rib from him, but in exchange he gave him a beautiful woman who helped him when he needed help, served him when he needed to be served and was silent when he talked.

But why wasn’t Adam consulted first? After all, it was a matter of some concern to him. If indeed there is an answer, I have been unable to find it in our legends. Perhaps God was simply unwilling to risk a refusal.

At any rate, faced with a fait accompli, Adam declared himself pleased and ready to comply. Whereupon the marriage was arranged: God officiated and the angels and seraphim took over both the technical and the artistic aspect of the ceremony. There was singing and dancing and joy in every sphere and celestial palace. Never since has a wedding been performed with such pomp or in the presence of such distinguished guests.

The bride and groom might have lived happily ever after, had it not been for the irruption on stage of a new character ushering in the second act.

With the arrival of the serpent, the action changes course. The plot thickens and the reader is caught up in the growing excitement. For the first time the couple faced a third presence. Something was bound to happen. Either Adam and Eve would become closer to one another than ever before or drift apart. Confronted with the serpent, they had to—and were able to—choose. They were in a situation of conflict; they were free—human at last.

The mechanism had been set much earlier. Remember? God had given Adam and Eve full freedom to roam through paradise, doing whatever they liked, eating whatever appealed to them, with one exception: they were not to taste the fruit from the Tree of Knowledge. God had warned them firmly: transgression would result in death. Neither husband nor wife could possibly know what it meant to die, yet they obeyed. And they would have obeyed to the end had not the serpent intervened. He altered the existing rules, and thereafter Adam and Eve were no longer the same.

A strange character, the serpent. Evil and cursed, mythical yet real. His role? One source assures us he was the angels’ emissary; they had concluded that man would represent too formidable a challenge unless he could be made to stray and sin. In those days the serpent walked and talked, he even talked quite well. He knew how to convince and get others to obey; he was king of the beasts. A gambler, and vain at that, he was easily persuaded to conspire against those humans, those potential rivals, who were eluding his authority.

Other sources deny the angels’ role in the conspiracy. They claim the initiative came from the serpent himself. He fell in love with Eve and planned to kill Adam and marry his widow. Better yet: to arrange for God to kill Adam, then to abscond with Eve and her fortune—with the heiress and her inheritance. He aimed too high, a legend tells us, and he was punished; he obtained nothing of what he coveted and lost everything he could call his own. God told him: No longer will you reign over the animals; rather, from now on your fate will be lowlier than theirs; no longer will you walk erect or run; from now on you will crawl in the dust.

Whatever the serpent’s motivation may have been, one fact remains: his first target was Eve. Why? Rightly or wrongly, he assessed the woman as being more vulnerable, more gullible, more malleable than her husband. He expected that of the two, she would offer the least resistance. His intuition proved right. Under his influence, Eve agreed to bite into the forbidden fruit, she even succeeded in turning her husband into an accomplice. (The moral of the story? Perhaps that everybody can be seduced: woman by Satan and man by woman.)

Here again, something in this episode will almost certainly disturb the careful reader. Is it conceivable that Eve could have hesitated even one second between the voice of the Creator of the Universe and that of the serpent, albeit a serpent on an extraordinary mission? We would find it easier to accept such a reaction from Adam; between the demand of heaven and the promises of woman, man may well hesitate or else not hesitate at all. But Eve, how could she possibly disregard God’s will and submit to the will of a serpent?

Here is what happened, according to legend. Obviously, it was all Eve’s fault: she talked too much. Even before she tasted the forbidden fruit, she was guilty of exaggerating the facts. And as we all know, exaggeration leads to digression, which in turn leads straight to transgression.

Let us reread the text in the Book of Genesis: God instructs Adam and Eve not to eat of a certain fruit. Yet in her conversation with the serpent, Eve added something of her own to the prohibition: We were told not to eat from the tree and not even to touch it, for to do either would bring death upon us.

Lesson number one: fiction is dangerous business. Lesson number two: one must choose one’s conversation partners with care and not talk to just anyone and surely not about theology. Eve’s mistake was to enter into a dialogue with the serpent in the first place. Lesson number three: she was wrong in committing not only herself but her absent husband as well. Lesson number four: Adam should not have left his house; had he stayed home with his wife, the serpent would have had no chance of success. Eve had been an easy prey. The serpent knew just how to manipulate her. He knew that sin was one subject sure to interest Eve.

No sooner had Eve made the serpent’s acquaintance than she was already telling him the story of the forbidden fruit; she could not refrain from disclosing that which, after all, concerned only herself and her husband. And you really believe this? asked the serpent, looking surprised. You who are so intelligent, so perceptive, you actually believe that it is enough to touch the tree to die? When she did not answer, he walked up to the tree—and legend tells us the tree shouted with anger—and put his arms around it. You see, he said nonchalantly, I touched it and I am alive. Wouldn’t you like to try it? Go ahead, you may, nothing will happen to you . . . Eve remained apprehensive and did not move. She was curious but distrustful. And then the serpent shoved her toward the tree. Eve saw the Angel of Death but stayed alive. Yet it was, for her and for us, the beginning of the end. The first contact with death. Caught in the treadmill, she ventured farther and farther. Too late to turn back, too late to erase what she had seen and experienced.

What Eve did not understand was that she would find in the forbidden fruit not death but the idea and the sensation of death; that it was possible for her to see the angel and not succumb.

She suddenly realized that life and death are not two separate domains; they meet in man, not in God. It is possible to live with death; all one needs to do is turn one’s back on the living. It is possible to be dead and not know it.

But then, why did Eve commit the irreparable? What drove her to the serpent and why was it so important for her to touch the tree? Why didn’t she stop in time? Could she have been—already then—attracted and fascinated by death, by nothingness?

The Midrash advances the following hypothesis: Eve was tempted by the promise of power. If you taste from the tree, the serpent had told her, you shall be like God, who ate from the same tree before creating the world; like Him, you shall have the power to create and destroy, to kill and resurrect. He convinced Eve that that was precisely what God had sought to prevent with his prohibition. She opted for the serpent’s clever arguments over God’s dry commandment. Clearly, she was ripe for seduction, though one may theorize that she considered the serpent an instrument rather than an accomplice and that she collaborated with him in order to establish her power.

Nor was the serpent fooled. His game simply became more sophisticated. Once he obtained a first concession from the woman; namely, that it was possible to touch the tree with impunity, he knew she would want to continue, to push ahead and test God by testing herself. Only now the serpent was saying no, invoking all sorts of pretexts. The more she wanted to bite into the fruit, the more he discouraged her. She pleaded with him, appealed to his feelings, reminded him of their friendship. Her excitement became unbearable. She had to eat this fruit no matter what the cost. Nothing else mattered any more; neither her dignity, her woman’s pride, her fear, her security, nor her loyalty to her God, who was present, or to her husband, who was not. Driven by a passion she could no longer control, she knowingly courted disaster. She could not help herself; her curiosity and her greed were stronger than she.
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