The Garden of Eden in the Modern World: Sexuality, Mortality, and the Meaning of Life
A Limmud bet midrash session
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Bavli Haggiga 16a

There are three facts about humans; in three they are similar to angels, and in three they are similar to
animals. Three like angels: (1) they have intelligence (da‘at), like angels, (2) they walk upright, like
angels, (3) they speak Hebrew, like angels. Three like animals: (4) they eat and drink, like animals, (5)
they procreate, like animals, and (6) they pass gas like animals.
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“Wild humans” (literally, “people of the field”) — animals. R. Yose says, they cause tent impurity like
humans.

Homer, Odyssey, excerpts from Books 5 and 11; Iliad, excerpts from Book 9

[When we meet Odysseus, he has been trapped on the island of Ogygia with the nymph Calypso for
seven years, although he wants to go home to his wife Penelope, who waits in Ithaca. The gods have
just decided that he must be freed, and the divine messenger Hermes brought that verdict to Calypso,
who went to find Odysseus.]

She found him sitting on the shore, his eyes as ever wet with tears, life’s sweetness ebbing from him in
longing for his home, since Calypso did not make him happy. He was forced to sleep with her in the
hollow cave at night, as she wished though he did not, but by day he sat among rocks or sand,
tormenting himself with tears, groans and anguish, gazing with wet eyes at the restless sea.

The lovely goddess spoke as she approached him: ‘Be sad no longer, unhappy man, don’t waste your
life in pining: I am ready and willing to send you on your way. Fell tall trees with the axe, make a
substantial raft, and fasten planks across for decking, so it can carry you over the misty sea. And I will
stock it with bread and water, and red wine to your heart’s content, to stave off hunger and thirst, and
I'll give you clothing too. And I'll raise a following wind, so you reach home safely, if that is the will of
the gods who rule the wide heavens, since they have more power than I to fulfil their purpose.’ ...

Man and goddess reached the hollow cave, and he sat down on the chair that Hermes had used. Then
the nymph set all kinds of food and drink before him, those that mortals consume. But before her the
maids set ambrosia and nectar, as she sat facing divine Odysseus. So they reached for the good things
prepared for them. And when they had finished eating and drinking, Calypso, that lovely goddess,
spoke first: ‘Son of Laertes, scion of Zeus, Odysseus of many resources, must you leave, like this, so



soon? Still, let fortune go with you. Though if your heart knew the depths of anguish you are fated to
suffer before you reach home, you would stay and make your home with me, and be immortal, no
matter how much you long to see that wife you yearn for day after day. I am surely no less than her, I
contend, in height or form, since no woman can reasonably compete with the gods in form or face.’

Then resourceful Odysseus replied to her: ‘Great goddess, do not be angry at what I say. I know myself
that wise Penelope is less than you, it’s true, in looks and stature, being a mortal, while you are
immortal and ever young. Even so I yearn day after day, longing to reach home, and see the hour of
my return. And if some god should strike me, out on the wine-dark sea, I will endure it, owning a heart
within inured to suffering. For I have suffered much, and laboured much, in war and on the seas: add
this then to the sum.” As he spoke the sun dipped, and darkness fell. And the two of them found the
deepest recess of the hollow cave, and delighted together in their lovemaking. ...

Odysseus made his raft as wide as a skilled shipwright makes the hull of a broad-beamed trading
vessel. And he placed the decking, bolting the planks to the close-set timbers as he worked,
completing the raft with long gunwales. He fixed up a mast and yardarm, and a steering oar for a
rudder. Then he lined its sides from stem to stern with intertwined willows, as a defence against the
sea, and covered the deck with brushwood. Meanwhile Calypso, the lovely goddess, had brought him
the cloth for a sail, and he skilfully fashioned that too. Then he lashed the braces, halyards and sheets
in place, and levered it down to the shining sea.

e What is the choice that Calypso presents to Odysseus?

e In Odysseus’s speech, how does Penelope compare to Calypso?
e What possibilities are there for why he compares them this way?
e Why does he want to go home?

[Later Odysseus tells an audience that at one point in his adventures, he had gone down to the
underworld and there met Achilles. Achilles had died gloriously in the battle of Troy, choosing a short
heroic life over a long and peaceful one. In this passage from the Iliad, Achilles tells Odysseus about
the choice he made.]

My mother, divine silver-footed Thetis, spoke the alternative fates open to me on my way to death.
Remain here and fight at the siege of Troy, forgo all home-coming, yet win endless renown; or sail
home to my native land, lose fame and glory, but live a long life, and be spared an early end.

e What are the options? How would you weigh them against each other?
e Does it matter how long “long life” is? What if it’s only 60 years? What if it's 100? 2007 Do the

numbers change the calculation?

[Since Achilles is speaking to Odysseus at a ship on the beach outside of Troy, where the Greeks have
come to fight, it is clear what choice he made. But when Odysseus encounters him again in the
underworld, Achilles tells him that it was a mistake.]

“Now the spirit of Achilles son of Peleus appeared.... And the ghost of swift-footed Achilles, grandson
of Aeacus, knew me, and spoke through the tears: ‘Odysseus of many resources, scion of Zeus, son of



Laertes, what could your resolute mind devise that exceeds this: to dare to descend to Hades, where
live the heedless dead, the disembodied ghosts of men?’

So he spoke, and I replied: ‘Achilles, son of Peleus, greatest of Achaean warriors...no man has been
more blessed than you, Achilles, nor will be in time to come, since we Argives considered you a god

while you lived, and now you rule, a power, among the un-living. Do not grieve, then, Achilles, at your
death.’

These words he answered, swiftly: ‘Glorious Odysseus: don't try to reconcile me to my dying. I'd rather
serve as another man’s labourer, as a poor peasant without land, and be alive on Earth, than be lord of
all the lifeless dead. Give me news of my son, instead. Did he follow me to war, and become a leader?”

e How does Achilles’s comment color the story’s thinking about life and death?
e Why does he ask about his son?




The Epic of Gilgamesh

He who saw the deep, the foundations of the land, who knew ... was wise in all things: Gilgamesh, who
saw the deep, the foundations of the land, who knew ... was wise in all things. ... He saw what was
secret and revealed what was hidden, he brought back news from before the flood, from a distant
journey came home, weary, at peace, engraved all his hardships on a monument of stone.

He built the walls of ramparted Uruk, the lustrous treasury of hallowed Eanna!

See its upper wall, whose facing gleams like copper.

Gaze at the lower course, which nothing will equal.

Mount the stone stairway, there from days of old.

Approach Eanna, the dwelling of Ishtar, which no future king, no human will equal.
Go out, pace out the walls of Uruk.

Study the foundation terrace and examine the brickwork.

Is not its masonry kiln-fired brick?

Did not seven masters lay its foundations?

One square mile of city, one square mile of gardens;

one square mile of clay pits, a half square mile of Ishtar’s dwelling.
Three and a half square miles is the measure of Uruk!

Search out the copper foundation box, release its lock of bronze;

Raise the lid upon its hidden contents, take up and read from the lapis tablet,
Of him, Gilgamesh, who underwent many hardships! ...

Gilgamesh was singled out from the day of his birth. Two-thirds of him was divine, one-third of him
was human. The Lady of Birth drew his body’s image, the God of Wisdom brough his stature to
perfection. ...

In the enclosure of Uruk he strode back and forth, lording it like a wild bull, his head thrust high. The
onslaught of his weapons had no equal. His teammates stood forth by his game stick. He was
bothering the young men of Uruk beyond reason. Gilgamesh would leave no son to his father. Day and
night he would rampage fiercely. This was the shepherd of ramparted Uruk, this was the people’s
shepherd, bold, superb, accomplished, and mature! Gilgamesh would leave no girl to her mother. The
warrior’s daughter, the young man’s spouse, goddesses kept hearing their complaints. The gods of
heaven, the lords who command, [said to Anu]:

“You created this headstrong wild bull in ramparted Uruk, the onslaught of his weapons has
no equal. His teammates stand forth by his game stick. He is harrying the young men of Uruk
beyond reason. Gilgamesh leaves no son to his father! ... Gilgamesh leaves no girl to her
[mother]!”

Anu speaks:

“Let them summon Aruru, the great one. She created the boundless human race. Let her
create a partner for Gilgamesh, mighty in strength. Let them content with each other, that
Uruk may have peace!”



They summoned the birth goddess, Aruru.

“You, Aruru, created the boundless human race. Now create what Anu commanded! To his
stormy heart, let that one be equal. Let them contend with each other, that Uruk may have
peace.”

When Aruru heard this, she conceived within her what Anu commanded. Aruru wet her hands, she
pinched off clay, she tossed it upon the steppe, she created valiant Enkidu in the steppe. Offspring of
potter’s clay, with the force of the hero Ninurta.

e What is the solution to Gilgamesh’s loneliness?

Shaggy with hair was his whole body, he was made lush with head hair like a woman, the locks of his
hair grew thick as a grainfield. He knew neither people nor inhabited land. He dressed as animals do.
He fed on grass with gazelles, with beasts he jostled at the water hole, with wildlife he drank his fill of
water. ...

[A hunter tells Gilgamesh about Enkidu:]

There is a certain fellow who has come from the uplands. He is mightiest in the land, strength
is his.

Like the force of heaven, so mighty is his strength. He constantly ranges over the uplands,
constantly feeding on grass with his beasts, constantly making his way to the edge of the water
hole. I am too frightened to approach him. He has filled in the pits I dug. He has torn out my
traps I set, he has helped the beasts, wildlife of the steppe, slip from my hands, he will now
allow me to work the steppe.

e How does Enkidu straddle the line between human and animal? Pay attention both to

physical features and behaviors.

Gilgamesh said to him, to the hunter:

Go, hunter, take with you Shamhat the harlot. When the wild beasts draw near the water hole,
let her strip off her clothing, laying bare her charms. When he sees her, he will approach her.
His beasts that grew up with him on the steppe will deny him. ...

Shamhat loosened her garments. She exposed her loins, he took her charms. She was not bashful, she
took his vitality. She tossed aside her clothing and he lay upon her. She treated him, a human, to
woman’s work, as in his ardor he caressed her. Six days, seven nights was Enkidu aroused, flowing into
Shambhat.

After he had his fill of her delights, he set off towards his beasts. When they saw Enkidu, the gazelles
shied away, the wild beasts of the steppe shunned his person. Enkidu had spent himself, his body was
limp, his knees stood still, while his beasts went away. Enkidu was too slow, he could not run as
before, but he had gained reason and expanded his understanding.

e After his time with Shamhat, Enkidu is no longer welcome among the animals. What is the

logic in this development?




He returned, he sat at the harlot’s feet. The harlot gazed upon his face. While he listened to what the
harlot was saying, the harlot said to him, to Enkidu:

You are handsome, Enkidu, you are become like a god. Why roam the steppe with wild beasts? Come,
let me lead you to ramparted Uruk, to the holy temple, abode of Anu and Ishtar, the place of
Gilgamesh, who is perfect on strength, and so like a wild bull he lords it over the young men. ...

[Enkidu] heard what was said, accepted her words. He was yearning for one to know his heart, a
friend. The counsel of Shamhat touched his heart. ... Clasping his hand, like a guardian deity she led
him to the shepherd’s huts, where a sheepfold was. The shepherd crowded around him, they
murmured their opinions among themselves: “This fellow, how like Gilgamesh in stature! In stature
tall, proud as a battlement. No doubt he was born in the steppe, like the force of heaven, mighty is his
strength!”

They set bread before him, they set beer before him. He looked uncertainly, then stared. Enkidu did
not know how to eat bread, nor had he ever learned to drink beer!

The harlot made ready to speak, saying to Enkidu: “Eat the bread, Enkidu, the staff of life! Drink the
beer, the custom of the land.” Enkidu ate the bread until he was sated, he drank seven juglets of beer.
His mood became relaxed, he was singing joyously. He felt lighthearted and his features glowed. He
treated his hairy body with water, he anointed himself with oil. He turned into a man. He put on
clothing, became like a warrior. He took his weapon, hunted lions. The shepherds lay down to rest at
night. He slew wolves, defeated lions, the herdsmen, the great gods, lay down to sleep. Enkidu was
their watchman, a wakeful man.

e How do the bread and beer continue the education of Enkidu? What do these foods exemplify
about humanity?

Enkidu said to the harlot: “Shamhat, bring that man here! Why has he come? I will ask him to account
for himself!”

The harlot summoned the man. He came over, and Enkidu said to him, “Fellow, where are you
rushing? What is this, your burdensome errand?”

The man made ready to speak, and said to Enkidu, “They have invited me to a wedding! Is it not
people’s custom to get married? I have heaped the fancy dishes for the wedding high on the festival
tray. People’s loins are open for the taking. For Gilgamesh, king of ramparted Uruk, people’s loins are
open for the taking! He mates with the lawful wife, he first, the groom after. By pronounced divine
decree, she has been his due since the cutting of her umbilical cord.”

At the man’s account, Enkidu’s face went pale.

e What have we now learned about Gilgamesh? What does Enkidu’s reaction show about his
current state?

[In the ensuing scene, Enkidu arrives in Uruk and blocks Gilgamesh from entering the house of the
bride. The two wrestle to a draw, and then become fast friends. |
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Gilgamesh made ready to speak, saying to Enkidu: “There dwells in the forest the fierce monster
Humbaba. You and I shall kill him, and wipe something evil from the land!”

[Gilgamesh and Enkidu travel to the Cedar Forest and fight Humbaba. Eventually — although this is a
scene worth reading — they kill the monster. The goddess Ishtar is impressed with Gilgamesh'’s feats
and looks, and proposes marriage. He spurns her repeatedly. In vengeance, she decrees Enkidu’s
death. Having seen his fate in a dream, Enkidu’s end comes near quickly.]

The day he had the dream, his strength ran out.

Enkidu lay there one day, a second day he was ill. Enkidu lay in his bed, his illness grew worse. A fifth,
a sixth, a seventh, an eighth, a ninth, a tenth — Enkidu’s illness grew worse. An eleventh, a twelfth day,
Enkidu lay in his bed. He called for Gilgamesh... [Enkidu dies and Gilgamesh laments him publicly.]

Gilgamesh was weeping bitterly for Enkidu, his friend, as he roamed the steppe:

“Shall I not die, too? Am I not like Enkidu? Oh woe has entered my vitals! I have grown afraid of death,
so I roam the steppe. Having comes this far, I will go on swiftly towards Utnapishtim, son of Ubar-
Tutu!”

[Utnapishtim is the hero of the flood story, who was granted immortality by the gods because of the
torture they put him through with the flood. Gilgamesh wants to ask him how he, too, can become
immortal.

In his quest to find Utnapishtim, Gilgamesh gives the same speech to anyone who asks him why he is
undertaking this quest. The first is a tavern keeper, who asks, “Why are you clad in a lion skin, roaming
the steppe?”]

Gilgamesh said to her, the tavern keeper:

“My cheeks would not be emaciated, my face not downcast, nor my heart wretched or my features
wasted, now would there be woe in my vitals, now would my face be like a traveler’s from afar, nor
would my features be weathered by cold and sun, now would I be clad in a lion skin, roaming the
steppe, but for my friend, swift wild donkey, mountain onager, panther of the steppe — but for Enkidu,
swift wild donkey, mountain onager, panther of the steppe! My friend, whom I so loved, who went
with me through every hardship — Enkidu, whom I so loved, who went with me through every
hardship — the fate of mankind has overtaken him. Six days and seven nights I wept for him. I would
not give him up for burial until a worm fell out of his nose. ... I have grown afraid of death, so I roam
the steppe. My friend’s case weighs heavy upon me. A distant road I roam over the steppe: my friend
Enkidu’s case weighs heavy upon me! A distant road I roam the steppe: how can I be silent? How can I
hold my peace? My friend whom I loved is turned into clay — Enkidu, my friend whom I loved, is
turned into clay! Shall I too not lie down like him and never get up forever and ever?”

e How does this speech balance Gilgamesh'’s care for Enkidu with his concern for his own fate?
e Notice the lines that are repeated, where Enkidu’s name is added the second time. What does
the addition of the name do for those lines?




Genesis 2-3

The Lord God formed the Earth Creature, dust from the earth, and
blew into his nose the breath of life. The Earth Creature became a
living soul. The Lord God planted a garden in Eden, in the east, and
placed the Earth Creature He had formed there. The Lord God
made every attractive tree grow from the earth, beautiful and tasty,
as well as the Tree of Life in the middle of the garden, and the Tree
of Knowledge of Good and Evil.
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[Rivers in Eden]

The Lord God took the Earth Creature and placed him in the
garden of Eden, to work it and to guard it.
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The Lord God commanded the Earth Creature, “By all means eat of
every tree in the garden, but do not eat of the Tree of Knowledge of
Good and Evil; on the day you eat from it, you will surely die.”
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Creature, and what may he eat?

Earth Creature, and for how long?

e This is the first stage of the divine plan. According to this plan, what is off-limits to the Earth

e Assuming the trees do more or less what their names imply, what then will be the state of the

The Lord God said, “It is not good for the Earth Creature to be
alone. I will make a fitting counterpart for him.” The Lord God
formed from the earth all the wild animals, and all the birds of the
sky, and brought them to the Earth Creature to see what he would
call them. Any that he would call ‘living soul’ — that would be its
name. The Earth Creature named all the animals and the birds and
the wild animals, but for the Earth Creature he found no fitting
counterpart.
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e Throughout Chapter 1, God issued the same verdict on each day’s creation: “good.” Here we
read for the first time that something is “not good.” What is it?

e What is the suggested solution for that problem? How do the animals fit in to this?

e The Talmud comments:
What is that whlch is wrltten. ‘Thls tlme! Bone of my bones and ﬂesh of my flesh’ (Gene31s
2:23)? This teaches that Adam slept with each animal and beast but his mind was not cooled
until he slept with Eve.”
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say by spinning this midrash?

attempted solution fail?

e Who learned what lesson from this failure?

e Based on your understanding of the problem and the attempt at a solution, why did the

This seems like a very graphic addition to the story. What do you think Rabbi Elazar is trying to

The Lord God brought slumber on the Earth Creature, and he slept;
he took one of his ribs, and closed the flesh beneath it. The Lord
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e What went right this time?

e Compare the companionship described here to that created in Gilgamesh.

e Ancient Israel was a patriarchal society, in the economic sense (rather than the moral sense).
This means that when a couple was married, they went to live in the patriarchal estate. How
does this last verse fit into that context?
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e After a story about how humans are different from other animals, what goes wrong here?




e [s the snake wrong in its assessment of God’s intentions? (Compare the last lines of the story,

below.)

e Based on a careful reading of this last verse, where was the Man when the Woman first ate the

fruit?

The eyes of both of them opened, and they knew that they were
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bestows upon its eater. What do you see here?
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e The punishment of the woman is troubling on ethical grounds. This translation (based on that

by Professor Carol Meyers) differs from many others. How does it change the import of the

line?
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e Consider the original plan for the humans in the garden. How will life now differ from that
plan, based on what was just said to the Woman?

e The original threat had been that eating from the tree of knowledge would lead to death. How

does that tally with this line?
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e What is the labor now imposed on the Earth Creature?

garden?

e What do childbirth and agriculture have in common?

e There’s a silver lining: what will he now eat? How does that compare to the original plan in the
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wvyn Jn- 'DD oR AN RN I

all the living. The Lord God made the Earth Creature and his UGy DTRD DTY- g 17
Woman garments of skin, and clothed them. D\)J'?ﬁ 1Y mmg
The Lord God said, “Now the Earth Creature has become like one of DIRD 10 5D,;7: RN DR
. . . . 20 NYT? NN TT‘IND nn
us, knowing good and evil. Now what if he stretches out his hand NP9 T NOW-a AN YN
and takes also from the Tree of Life, and eats, and lives forever?!” m ‘;3N1 0NN PYN D)
The Lord God sent him out of the garden of Eden to work the earth Dn%-R ‘N INNYYN .0YYY

from which he had been taken. He banished the Earth Creature, -"9?3? R 1,32‘-7 17213018
d had the cherubim and the fiery rotati d east of Eden, t TR N DYR NP7 UK
and had the cherubim and the fiery rotating sword east of Eden, to 119135 DTN 120N DTRA
guard the path to the Tree of Life. 1IN0 VY NRY DY27ID-NNR
PY T77-NR I0WH nyonnnn
D”I‘l"l

and animals. What is now different?

of life? What would be wrong with them being/remaining immortal?

e The garments of skin mark an important transformation in the relationship between people

e What is the concern God has if the humans remain in the garden and eat the fruit of the tree

11




Word banks

Passage 2:

AINYP ATIVY TTV-13 NN DIRD-NR DID-R N N
the Lord God D712-8 ‘N | (he) took ngn
he placed him NN | the Earth Creature DTRN-NY

in the garden of Eden 1713
, NNYY) =) NNYN , eny o
to guard it T (Anix | to work it (ANIR TI2YY) PTIYY
Passage 3:

7998 D122 72 3390 YIRN RY P71 290 NYTH PYNI SIRA HOR 130-PY YO0 THRY DTRA-HY DIIY-R 1IN
JDInn nin 1apn

the Lord God DR N (he) commanded 130N
saying 0R? | the Earth Creature DTRN-7Y
you may certainly eat 29RN 938 | from every tree of the 130-YY 251
garden
you may not eat from R0 2IRN XY | byt from the tree of Y71 20 NYTD PYm
it knowledge of good
and evil
on the day of 02 | because ?
you will surely die NN M1 | you eating from it 12HN TR
Passage 6:

YWIR-2TY? 12-H5Y DIRT-NNPD YWIRN 1D NYR RIP? NREY 12N 192 'NYYN DYY DYSN NRE DTRD IR
NN 1927 PN INYRA PAT) IR-NR) VIR-NR

the Earth Creature DTRD | he said RN
bone of my bones RPN DY | this time DYan NRt

flesh of my flesh! 1920 VN
woman MR | this one shall be called R’ NRTY
this one was taken NRY ANP? | for from a man AARE)
shall abandon AY? | therefore 129
and his mother MR N | his father IR NR
to his wife/woman MYRY | and cling 7N
one flesh DR 37 | and they shall become i
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Passage 16:

T12p3 TR
1299 TY ONY

0 DI DN YIRND KD IDRY POIY YR PYN-1N YIRA TNUYR YD NYNY-D IR DIRY
7IRP PR NP1 NTYD 2PY-NR DPIR) 72 RN ITIT) PIPYPI0 0 0D NIZIRA 1agva
2300 99-78) MR 19Y-) DNR2 MIAR 73 NRTRD-DN

he said MR | and to the Earth DR
Creature

to the voice of your YR 797 | because you listened nynw-»
wife

from 19 | and you ate 2IRM
which I commanded TINY TR | the tree YN
you

“do not eat from it” 129N YIRN XY saying I0KRY
the land TR | cursed [passive] MR
with pain 13XY2 | because of you 1293
all the days of your life Mo 95 you shall eat it NI7IRA
and thistle 717 | and thorn Pin
and you shall eat N?2R) | shall grown for you 77 RN
by the sweat of your TIR NYID | the wild grass N7YN 2VY NX
brow

bread DD? | you shall eat 2R
to the earth MTRD O | yntil your return TV TY
because dust 172 | for from it you were nNR2 NIKn 2

taken

and to 2R you oy
you shall return NN | qust 2%
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