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How was the serpent able to convince Eve to abrogate God's commandment, and eat of the Tree-of-knowing-Good-and-Evil?  And what made her vulnerable to the serpent's wily ways? His capacity to manipulate her and her consequent vulnerability both hinge on the use of language.  The serpent is described as "the most cunning (arum) of all beasts of the field which God had made…” (Gen. 3:1).“  The term arum is clearly a play on words with the previous verse, where it connotes the opposite-- naked, bare, as Adam and Eve were, "The two of them were naked, arumim, the man and his wife, and they felt no shame." (2:25).
  The first arum suggests not knowing, unselfconscious nudity, the way children are with their bodies--unfettered, playful and fancy free.  Yet this "innocence" is lost immediately after they eat from the fruit, "And their eyes were opened and they knew that they were naked, ki arumim hem." (3:6) When they realized they were naked, “they sewed together fig leaves, and made themselves loincloths, hagorot.” (3:7). 
 This knowing compels one to cover up. And God knew that they had eaten of the tree not because He was omniscient, and not because Adam confessed, but because Adam told him, "I was afraid because I was naked (erom) and so I hid." (v. 10)   They ate the fruit and became boundaried beings that heard the voice of God (suddenly outside them) wandering across the garden even before He had addressed them. Fear.  Conscience.  The desire to hide.  This second nakedness is one of knowing; it entails self-consciousness, awareness of one's own nakedness.  So in what way was the snake “naked” arom?  According to the Hizkuni,
 the serpent also heard the command not to eat of the Tree of Knowledge, as all the beasts of the garden had heard it, but he decided to abrogate the command and ate, and became knowingly naked, (arom mi'kol ha'yat ha'sadeh) more naked/cunning than all the beasts of the field because he knew he was so.  Like Adam, when the serpent realized he was naked he felt compelled to “dress up."  However, the snake’s “clothing” does not take the form of fig leaves or loincloths, but the manipulation of language. .  Now lonely, in his boundaried being, he looks for company.

Poor Eve.  She is an open book, a tabula rassa, waiting to be written upon. The snake first wields the pen over her pages, and “re-writes” God’s word.  He broaches the conversations thus: "’Did God indeed say, 'You shall not eat of all of the trees of the garden?'" (Gen. 3:2)  The serpent gives the original command a “dressing” for it was not presented, initially, as a negative prohibition at all, “And the Lord God commanded man, saying, "Of all the trees of the garden you are free to eat. But as for the Tree-of-Knowing-Good-and-Evil you must not eat of it, for as soon as you eat of it, you shall die." (Gen. 2:16-17).  God was a liberal father and believed his children would fare better in an atmosphere of permissibility, with a limited number of rules, than in a world composed of too many “thou-shalt-nots” inviting rebellion. So “all” trees are available for the pleasures of their palate, except one.   Yet the snake’s statement is true as well, at least on the level of surface grammar, “You cannot eat from all the trees…” as long as one is forbidden.  In order to have that “all”, the first part of God’s command, one must eat of that one, the forbidden one, “the Tree-of-Knowing-Good-and-Evil.”  Now I will not claim that Eve was sophisticated enough to deconstruct the snake's logic.  In a way, she “didn’t get it”, she was not yet on his level of “cunning”, knowing one is naked and trying to “dress it up,” for she hadn’t yet eaten of the tree.    The snake might have otherwise succeeded on a linguistic plane, pointing out the contradiction between “having it all” and “not being allowed to have one” but she proved thicker than he thought.  She simply insinuates that he is a liar, and corrects him, but she too misrepresents God’s word.

“"Of the fruit of the trees of the garden we may eat.  But of the fruit of the tree that is in the midst of the garden, God said, "You shall not eat of it, and you shall not touch it, lest you die.'"  (Gen. 3:2-3).  She distorts the original command in two ways: 1) she doesn’t refer to the tree specifically as ‘the tree of Knowledge of good and evil;” it is only the tree “in the midst of the garden,” and 2) she adds the command “you shall not touch it.”  The classical commentators take her to task for the second mistake, but very few take note of the first one. The Or HaHaim
 presents an exception.  He suggests that Adam, in his paternalism (not his term, of course), had not told his woman what the tree was. Instead he had called it “the tree which kills” in order to exaggerate the danger and distance her from it.  He didn’t say, “If you eat of the tree of Knowledge of good and evil you will have committed a sin punishable by death.”
 The analogy I’d like to offer is of a parent who says to his child, “Don’t open the cookie jar and eat cookies whenever you want because then it will spoil your appetite for supper.”   This is not Adam, nor is it God for that matter. Adam, rather, is like the parent who says, “Don’t open that jar [he doesn’t even say what it contains] because if you do, all the demons will jump out at you.”  Now the mischievous of mind would be tempted to do precisely that, not knowing what was in the jar, as Eve wasn’t told what the tree was. (Curiosity killed the cat). Furthermore, the cookie-jar-thief has never met a demon, as Eve didn’t understand the meaning of her own mortality.  Death presented no real threat to her.  Adam’s paternalism does not protect her from the tree, but rather sets her up for failure.  

The analogy of the jar recalls the Greek myth of Pandora’s box.  Here, the first woman is sent to Prometheus and his brother Epimetheus, by the gods “to punish them for their presumption in stealing fire from heaven.”  “Epimetheus had in his house a jar, in which were kept certain noxious articles for which, in fitting man for his new abode, he had had no occasion.  Pandora was seized with an eager curiosity to know what this jar contained; and one day she slipped off the cover and looked in.  Forthwith there escaped a multitude of plagues for hapless man, --such as gout, rheumatism, and colic for his body, and envy, spite and revenge for his mind, --and scattered themselves far and wide.  Pandora hastened to replace the lid!  But, alas!   The whole contents of the jar had escaped, one thing only excepted, which lay at the bottom, and that was hope.”
  Here again the woman, not the owner of  the jar, is at fault for bringing these evils into the world on account of her curiosity.

The second problem lies in the added words--"you shall not touch it."  Rashi suggests that her error lay in adding a 'fence' to the words of the Torah, thereby diminishing them. His source, the Talmudic tractate Sanhedrin 29a, suggests this passage in Genesis is a proof text for the principle, “all those who add [to the truth] diminish the truth.”  Yet we have the equally famous adage--“assu si'ag la'Torah” make a protective fence around the Torah.”
 When is a fence protective and when is it set up to be pulled down?  In conversation with a serpent, whether the fence was intended as defense proves to be moot as he maneuvers her into knocking it over.  Rashi comments on the serpent’s words,   “’You will surely not die’, He pushed her until she touched it. He said to her, 'Just as there is no death in touching, so there is no death in eating.’” Upon seeing there were no dire consequences, he dupes her into eating the fruit. Rashi holds the woman culpable because she misrepresented God's words. The homiletical message is spelled out clearly in Rashi’s second source.  Here the metaphor of the “fence” prevails,  “R. Hiyya taught: That means that you must not make the fence more than the principal thing, lest it fall and destroy the plants.”
  Which is to say, one should not let the added stricture obscure the principal prohibition—the touching should be clearly secondary to the eating of the tree.   Did the problem then lie with Hava’s learning?  Did she confuse what was de’ora’itta (a prohibition from the Torah) with one which was derabbenan (a rabbinic ordinance)? If so, who was her rabbi?  The Midrash quotes from Proverbs (30:6) as its proof text, and herein lies the kuntz of the problem.  “Add not to His words, lest He test you and prove you wrong and you be found a liar.” Who is testing God’s word’s here?  The serpent.
  And who is proved the liar?  Apparently Eve, for she said, “God said, “Do not to eat of it, and do not to touch it…"

Yet who heard the original command?  Adam.  Must we assume he reported the command accurately to his wife?  Not necessarily.  Perhaps he was the one to add to God’s words.  This is Avot de Rabbi Natan’s version of the story:

What fence did Adam make to God’s words?  For it says, “God commanded Adam saying, ‘From all the trees in the garden you may freely eat.  But of the Tree of Knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat of it, for on the day that you eat thereof, you shall surely die’” (Gen.2: 16-17).  Adam didn’t want to tell Hava what The Holy One Blessed be He had told him.  Instead he told her, “But from the fruit of the tree which is in the midst of the garden don’t eat from it, and don’t touch it, lest you die.” (Gen. 3:3)  So the evil serpent conceived a plan.  “Because I probably can’t outwit Adam, I’ll try my luck with Hava.”  So he went to sit with her and spoke with her at length.  “You say The Holy One Blessed be He commanded us with regard to touching [the tree of good and evil].  Well look, I’ll touch it and I won’t die, yet you say that if you touch it you’ll die!” What did that evil serpent do?  He stood up and touched the tree with his hands and feet and shook the tree till its fruit fell to the ground.  When that tree saw him, it cried out against him, “You wicked one!  You wicked one!  Don’t touch me!”  As it is said, “Let not the foot of pride come against me, and let not the hand of the wicked drive me away.” (Psalm 36:11).

According to Avot de Rabbi Natan, Adam felt it incumbent upon himself to add to God’s words—perhaps he did not trust her with the truth.   The serpent, in turn, presumed he couldn’t trick Adam (since he had the command directly from God), and instead thought he’d try his luck with Hava. “Frailty, thy name is woman!”
—Only because men presume women to be so. Poor naive Eve, caught between a rock (the law-giving husband/father) and a hard-place (the snake) she doesn’t know where to turn.  She listens to the snake because she had never heard the words directly from God.  Her husband had been the mediator, the arbiter of the Torah, for her.  The Midrash explains the dynamic by way of an allegory:

Rav Shimon ben Elazar said, “I’ll tell you a story to illustrate what Adam was like.  A man married a convert to Judaism (giyoret) and sat with her and commanded her, “My daughter (beet'ti).  Don’t eat bread when your hands are ritually impure, and don’t eat fruit unless they have been tithed, and don’t violate the shabbat, and don’t break any fences, and don’t go walking with any other man (al tilkhi im ish aher).  For if you transgress in any of the commands you will die.”  What did that man (ha'ish ha'hu)[?] do?  He stood up and ate a piece of bread with ritually impure hands, ate fruit which hadn’t been tithed, and violated the Shabbat, and broke down fences, and took her by the hand.  What did the convert say to herself, “All that my husband had been so strict about initially was a lie.”  She then stood up and transgressed did everything he had forbidden her to do.  
The analogy is fascinating in its portrayal of the three central figures of our drama—Adam is a strictly law-abiding husband, a frum Jew, who has married a convert, Eve.  She, apparently, has no access to the law being “newly born” (‘derivative of the rib’, made after Adam and therefore not privy to God’s original command “not to eat…”).  In fact, he calls her, either endearingly or condescendingly, “my daughter” but the pun may very well be intended for this is the only time man actually “gave birth” to woman.  Not only is he father and husband, but he is also the arbiter of the law for her, her rabbi, though not a very good one at that, since he tells her the halachot as if they are all on the same level of stricture.  This is certainly true for the first three, but what of “breaking fences”—does he mean it in the metaphorical sense or the literal sense?  And “don’t go walking with any other man”?  Certainly, the woman’s reputation is at stake; if she is found alone with another man (yihud) she may be accused of adultery.  In public, walking with another man is not worthy of a death sentence.  The phrase is really a clever prelude to the introduction of the serpent as  "ha'ish ha'hu"--the other man, or the-self-same-man?  The pronominal reference is deliberately ambiguous.  The man who flagrantly demonstrates the breaking of the law is merely the flip side of the first man, the pious husband.  Both as snake and as husband, man is “the keeper of the keys”—he locks the doors and unlocks the doors.  She is removed from the gates of the law, no direct access, like a Kafkaesque character wandering the stairwells, knocking on doors.  When she witnesses that man breaking the law with impunity she feels betrayed.  The original strictures were a lie.  She then immediately stands up and breaks all the rules her husband had commanded her to observe. Yet if we take the ambiguity in the Midrash seriously, it is the pious husband who plays both roles, who wants her to break the law.  By making too many strictures, he sets her up for a fall.  Likewise Adam, who misrepresents God’s word, invites disaster. The serpent is the “other side” of Adam as arbiter of “the word.” He uses Adam’s distortion of the law to demonstrate his own immunity to it, shaking the tree until its fruits fall.
 In the first rendition, the tree cries out.  This is the cry Eve cannot utter.  Mute witness to the shaking of the trunk, leaves, branches, falling fruit.  The fence totters, the fence mistaken as the ikar, as the central prohibition.  Once that is down, she has already tasted the forbidden with her eyes, has already ingested the sense of “You shall not” transformed into “but I will.”  “And the woman saw that the tree was good for food and that it was a delight to the eyes…” (Gen. 3:6). Her eyes then lead to her hand, then lead to her mouth.  And she enjoins Adam in the dance towards “knowing good and evil,” aware of their nakedness, arumim hem, conscious of the immanence of death.

In shifting the onus onto Adam, I am not thereby absolving Eve of responsibility.  When God rebukes them, they commit yet another abrogation in not owning up to their part in the drama.  “God said, ‘Who told you that you were naked?  Did you eat of the tree, which I commanded you not to eat from?’  And the man said, ‘The woman whom you gave me, she gave me from the tree and I ate.’  And God said to the woman, ‘What have you done!’  And the woman answered, ‘the serpent tricked me, and I ate.’” (Gen. 3:11-13). Each one “passes the buck”—she did it; he did it.  It’s not my fault.  Eve started it!  No, it was Snake who tricked me!  The barrage of displacements is familiar to any parent.  No one owns up.  It is like the original distortion of the word—a broken telephone from God to Adam and the serpent, and then to Eve.  No one accounts for the original words; no one admits to the sin. 


How do we then assume responsibility for Eve’s folly?  We open the book, and we read the original words, God’s words, which Eve should have heard all along, “Of every tree of the garden you may surely eat.  But of the Tree of Knowing-Good-and-Evil you shall not eat of it…" Yet in opening the book, and reading for ourselves, are we not partaking of that Tree of Knowledge?  The problem was, and still remains how to reconcile “having it all” (i.e. eating from all the trees), with “not having that one.”  It seems that there is a way in which we can eat of the Tree, making the “all” inclusive of the “one”.  According to Mei HaShiloah, there is a way of partaking of the “Tree-Knowing-Good” while excluding “Evil.”  “There will come a time when the original sin will be repaired and the verse will read, ‘From all the trees of the garden you will surely eat, as well as from the Tree-of-Knowing-Good, but from evil you will not eat.’  Which is to say, the good of the Tree you will eat; but of the evil you won’t eat.”
  One might think the trick lies in how we parse the verse, but I believe the principle resides in how we view knowledge.  For Jewish women today, only one or two generations removed from a real exile from the word, we are just beginning to understand what the knowledge of Torah entails.  For us, to eat of the Tree-of-Good is to read the words directly, because we need to know for ourselves what is a “fence” and what is God’s ordinance.  And we need to guard against disappointment, the sense of betrayal, if the strictures imposed under false pretexts prove to be untrue or present rules we cannot live with.  

When I learned this passage with my daughter, Ariella, while we were studying towards her Bat-Mitzvah, I asked her our opening question:  “Why did Eve listen to the serpent? After all wasn’t he “the most cunning of all the beasts of the field"?  Wouldn’t she sense that?” Now Ariella somehow understood all this on a profound level and answered very simply, “Well, she didn’t have a mother!”  Floored and flattered, I was.  “You mean if Eve had had a mother [like me, I thought] she would have known better?”  “Yes.  The snake was her teacher.  She didn’t have anyone else to talk to in order to know what to do.”  Somehow my daughter felt a mother was a better, wiser resource than a serpent; a girl “not of woman born” was more vulnerable to the wily ways of the cold-blooded reptile world than one brought up in loving maternal arms. Perhaps I am flattering myself, reading into Ariella’s statement, but I don’t think so.  And it wasn’t just her feelings about me, which were so striking.  Here we were, mother and daughter, learning Torah together directly from God’s words. As a teacher and a mother, I feel that the only way we can correct Eve’s error is to give her the mother she never had, “re-create Eve” in God’s image, in our image, as women learning Torah together. “She [Torah] is a tree of life to those who grasp her, and whoever holds on to her is happy.” (Prov. 3:18).

� This essay was originally written for publication and translated into Hebrew, "yetzira mehudeshet shel Hava."  It has appeared in the MaTaN publication of essays on the topic of Bat Mitzvah.   This drash draws on insights from a lecture Doctor Bryna Levy gave during Tishrei of 1997 (תשנ"ח), the teachings of Doctor Avivah Zornberg in the fall of 1999 (Parashat Breshit 5760), and a graduate seminar with Osnat Braverman-Shiloh on the garden of Eden story, at MaTan, in the spring of 2000/5760.


� According to The Brown-Drivers-Briggs Lexicon of the Hebrew Bible, the first arom is related to the root ayin.resh.heh “to be naked or bare”, from whence the term ervah, nakedness comes (implying shameful exposure as in Gen. 9:22, Ex. 20:23, and Lev. 18:10) (see p. 788, entry 6168 and 6172).  The two terms  arom and aryi'eh are used synonymously in Ezek. 16:7, 22, 39, and 23:29.  The term arom as “cunning”, is derived from the root ayin.resh.mem “to be shrewd or crafty”, as in I Sam. 23:22, Prov. 12:23 (B.D.B. p. 791, entry 6191 and 6175).  However it is not incidental that the same sounding word is used in this context to mean two seemingly diametrically opposite states of being.


� The term hagorot, translated as “loincloth” in the NJPS, actually means “belt” and is most commonly used in a military context, referring to the protective covering used by soldiers to defend the area of the groin and to carry the sword (2 Kings 3:21, Isa. 3:24, 2 Sam. 18:11).   The connotations of hagorah suggest that Adam and Eve live tenuously, as embattled, in the garden of Eden even before God has rebuked them.  (I owe this insight to Osnat Braverman who taught us the significance of “clothing”—in both the figurative and literal sense).


� The Hizkuni is a mid-13th century commentary on the Humash by Hezekiah ben Manoah.


� The Or HaHaim is a largely kabbalistic commentary on the Humash by Hayyim Ibn Attar of the 18th century.


�The commentator must explain the conflict between God’s warning,  “on that day you will surely die” (Gen. 2:17), and the facts on the ground-- on the very day of eating they did not die.   Instead they were punishable by death, or in the existentialist sense they began living unto death now that they understood they would one-day die.


� Bulfinch, Thomas Bulfinch’s Mythology, The Modern Library, Random House, Inc. 1867, p.16-17. 


� Pirkei Avot 1:1.


� Genesis Rabbah 19:3.


� The Hizkuni suggests the serpent is the extension of God in that He opens the mouth of the snake just as He opens the mouth of Bila’am’s donkey (Num. 22:28).


� Avot de Rabbi Natan, 1:1, my translation.


� Hamlet, I;ii.


� Osnat Braverman, in our MaTaN seminar on “the garden of Eden”, pointed out that the term nahash, serpent in Hebrew, is inextricably related to the verb lenahesh, to divine, to practice divination (cf. Lev. 19:26, and Deut. 18:10), a sin punishable by death.  The problem with divination, or necromancy, lies in the use of signs or rituals to read the future.  One sets up arbitrary or irrational means of determining the truth—“if the stars are aligned with Jupiter east of the Milky Way, then you will encounter a strange man…”.  The nahash is the ultimate diviner in that he distorts God’s words, sets up arbitrary signs to determine the truth.  “If you touch it, you won’t die….”  He plays God to Eve in mediating between action and future consequences.  “You will surely not die.  For God knows that on the day that you eat thereof, your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and evil.” (Gen. 3:4-5).


� Mei HaShiloah, on Gen. 2:17.


� There is a kabbalistic tradition that in the ideal world, “The Days to Come”, the Tree of Life (also in the midst of the garden) merges with the Tree of Knowledge of good and evil, etz hada'at, becomes etz ha'ha'im when we cleave to the Torah, the source of life, as a source of truth, knowledge.  See Rabbenu Bah'ya on Gen. 2:9.
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