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INTRODUCTION

The Hebrew Bible (also referred to as the Old Testament) is the most influential series of books in human history. Along with the Ten Commandments, the Bible’s most famous document, no piece of legislation ever enacted has influenced human behavior as much as the biblical injunction to “Love your neighbor as yourself” (Leviticus 19:18). No political tract has motivated human beings in so many diverse societies to fight for political freedom as the Exodus story of God’s liberation of the Israelite slaves from their Egyptian masters. The law of “Love your neighbor as yourself” established the imperative of treating people with justice and compassion, and introduced the Golden Rule to the world; the Exodus narrative made clear that, despite the inequities of this world, God intends that, ultimately, people be free.

The stories of the Bible are among the most timeless and moving narratives ever written about the human condition and about man’s relationship to God. These stories have long shaped Jewish, Christian, and to a lesser degree, Muslim notions of morality, and continue to stir the conscience and imagination of believers and skeptics alike. There is a universality in biblical tales, for example:


	The murder of Abel at his brother Cain’s hand is a profound tragedy of sibling jealousy and family love gone awry (see entry 3).


	Abraham’s challenge to God, to save the lives of the evil people of Sodom, is a fierce drama of man in confrontation with God that establishes that human beings have a right to contend even with the Almighty when they fear He is acting unjustly (see entry 12).


	Jacob’s deception of his blind father, Isaac, raises the timeless question: When do the ends justify the means? (see entry 17).




As these examples make evident, the stories, laws, and ideas of the Hebrew Bible have influenced the very thought patterns that govern most of our lives.

Many of us, however, don’t know what the Hebrew Bible is. Perhaps it’s best to start with the basics. The Hebrew Bible is made up of three categories of writings, the Torah, the Prophets (Nevi’im), and the Writings (Ketuvim).*

The Torah, the Bible’s first five books, is regarded as Judaism’s central document. Genesis, the Torah’s first book, begins with the story of the creation of the world and of Adam and Eve, the first human beings, who are created in God’s image. Unlike much of the rest of the Torah, which contains hundreds of laws, Genesis and the first half of Exodus, the Torah’s next book, convey their teachings almost solely through narratives. Here one finds the tale of Noah and the Flood, and the stories of Abraham and Sarah, Judaism’s founding Patriarch and Matriarch, and their progeny.

Exodus, the second book, is set in the period after Abraham and Sarah’s descendants, known as Hebrews or Israelites, have migrated to Egypt. There, the Egyptians enslave and oppress them, until God commands Moses to lead the people to freedom. But first God inflicts ten plagues on Egypt in punishment for their mistreatment of the Israelites. Afterward, the Israelites flee the country, led by Moses, who takes them into the desert, where he begins to reveal God’s will to them. Soon, the people arrive at Mount Sinai. There, Moses encounters God, who inscribes the Ten Commandments, which Moses then brings down to the Israelites.

The Torah’s three and a half remaining books, the second half of Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy, intersperse narratives about the forty-year Israelite sojourn in the desert with more than six hundred mitzvot, the commandments that became the backbone of all Jewish law.

According to Jewish tradition, the Torah is the oldest piece of Jewish literature, and was revealed to Moses by God in the period around 1230 B.C.E., shortly after the exodus from Egypt.*

The second category of biblical works is the Prophets (Nevi’im), twenty-one books that trace Jewish history and the history of monotheism from the time of Moses’ death and the Israelites’ entrance into Canaan, around 1200 B.C.E., to the period after the Babylonians destroyed the First Temple and the ensuing exile of Jews from Jerusalem to Babylon (587 B.C.E.). In English, the primary meaning of prophet is one who predicts the future; however, the corresponding Hebrew word, navi, means “spokesman for God.”

Sometimes referred to as the “Early Prophets,” the early books of the prophets (Joshua, Judges, I and II Samuel, I and II Kings) are written in the form of a story; they remain among the most dramatic and vivid histories produced by any civilization. Here one finds the story of Joshua, the military leader and prophet who succeeded Moses and led the Israelites in battle in Canaan. After Joshua’s death, a series of judges, most of them military figures, followed, some of whom, such as Deborah and Samuel, stood in the religious tradition of Moses, while others, most notably Jephtah and Samson, seemed barely cognizant of the ethical revolution that monotheism had wrought.

The transformative figure within the Early Prophets is David, the warrior king and poet (circa 1000 B.C.E.). David consolidated Israel’s rule over the land that became known as Israel, captured Jerusalem, and established it as Israel’s permanent capital. Although later dissension sundered David’s empire into two separate Israelite kingdoms (Judah in the south and Israel in the north), Jewish tradition—and Christian as well—has long believed that the Messiah will descend from David.

The later prophetic books, which are mainly written in poetic form, are what we usually think of when we refer to the prophetic books of the Bible. The most famous, Isaiah, Jeremiah, Amos, and Hosea, consist primarily of condemnations of Israelite betrayals of monotheism’s ideals, and appeals for ethical behavior. In these books, written over several centuries beginning in the eighth century B.C.E., one finds repeated ruminations about evil, suffering, and sin.

The final books of the Hebrew Bible, known as the Writings (Ketuvim), have little in common. Some are historical; for example, the books of Ezra and Nehemiah tell the story of the Jews’ return to Israel following the sixth century B.C.E. Babylonian exile, while I and II Chronicles provide an overview of biblical history. The Writings also contain the Book of Psalms, one hundred and fifty poems, some of overwhelming beauty, about man’s relationship to God. Job, meanwhile, grapples with the most fundamental challenge to religion: Why does a God Who is good allow so much evil in the world? The Writings also contain the Five Scrolls, which include one of the best-known biblical books aside from the Torah—Esther, which tells the story of the joyful holiday of Purim.

In Biblical Literacy, I have attempted to retell the Bible’s tales in a way that will not only acquaint the reader with each event’s most important details, but will also convey the Bible’s insights about living: how to raise children, honor parents, serve God, resist evil leaders, be a friend, fight against injustice, and love another person.

The Bible is more subtle than many of us assume; knowing its contents well can empower us when dealing with important life issues. For example, those unfamiliar with the Hebrew Bible may mistakenly conclude that “true religiosity” demands that we uncomplainingly accept “God’s will” whenever we are confronted with pain and tragedy. However, if we turn to the discussion of Job (see entries 127–129), and then to the chapters and verses cited from that book, we learn that there is nothing inconsistent between both believing in God, and arguing with Him. We also learn that while Job is the most famous biblical protagonist to contend with God, such argumentation has a long history, going back to Abraham, whom Jews and Christians regard as the first Jew. When Abraham fears that God is acting capriciously, he challenges the Lord with the daring, rhetorical question: “Shall not the Judge of all the earth deal justly? (Genesis 18:25).

Biblical guidelines have much to offer aside from theology. Readers considering what traits to look for in a partner would do well to consult Genesis 24, which tells the story of Eliezer, Abraham’s servant, who, when instructed to find a suitable wife for the Patriarch’s son, Isaac, is given only one condition: that the bride come from the land of Abraham’s birth. But Eliezer soon develops a longer list of important virtues, among them hospitality, an ability to anticipate others’ needs, kindness to animals, and vigor (see entry 16).

The Bible has had a wide-ranging impact on our lives. Several key biblical ideas—the monotheistic belief that the world was created by a single God and hence is subject to a universal morality, that people should dedicate themselves to making one day a week holy, and that the Jews have been chosen by God to spread His message to the world—have transformed how humans have lived and how they have understood their lives’ meaning.

Thus, although monotheism is sometimes described as if its major contribution came down to numbers, to influence people to believe in one God instead of multiple deities, its major conceptual revolution had more to do with morality. Unlike the amoral, materially demanding pagan gods worshiped by ancient Israel’s neighbors, the central demand Israel’s God made of His people was ethical behavior, exemplified by such admonitions as “Justice, justice you shall pursue” (Deuteronomy 16:20), as well as commandments obligating people to care for the poor, the widow, the orphan, and the stranger (see Laws 63–67). This biblical conception of God lay behind John Adams’s assertion, “The Hebrews have done more to civilize men than any other nation…. The doctrine of a supreme intelligent… sovereign of the universe … I believe to be the great essential principle of all morality, and consequently of all civilization.”

Even Jewish chosenness, seemingly the most “parochial” of the ideas enumerated above, has powerfully affected non-Jews. Thus, Christianity argued that chosenness had passed from the Jews (Old Israel) to Christianity (New Israel), while Islam contended that Muhammad and his followers had become God’s new messengers.

Language is another sphere of biblical influence. The Bible’s language leaves its imprint even on those who have never read it or who regard it as untrue. Thus, the notion that human beings are responsible for one another is underscored by Cain’s question to God, “Am I my brother’s keeper?” (Genesis 4:9; see entry 3). From the Bible, we have learned to resist the seductions of money, to not “worship[ing] the Golden Calf” (Exodus 32:4; see entry 43), to acknowledge that “man does not live by bread alone” (Deuteronomy 8:3), and to realize that “you can’t take it with you” (Ecclesiastes 5:14). We speak of the foolish and the wicked who are unable to recognize the consequences of their actions as not seeing “the writing on the wall” (Daniel 5:25; see entry 140). The notion that punishment should be proportionate to the provocation is expressed in the biblical law of “an eye for an eye” (Exodus 21:24; see entry 169). And many people are surprised to learn that it is the pessimistic Ecclesiastes, not a Greek or Latin philosopher, who first taught, “There is nothing new under the sun” (Ecclesiastes 1:9; see entry 134).

Along with shaping how we speak and think, the Hebrew Bible has also provided many of us with our names. Consider this brief list: Adam, Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Reuben, Joseph, Benjamin, Moses, Aaron, Joshua, Samuel, Saul, David, Jonathan, Solomon, Jeremy (from Jeremiah), Joel, Jonah, and Daniel for boys, and Eve, Sarah, Rebecca, Rachel, Leah, Miriam, Deborah, Hannah, Esther, and Ruth for girls.

Thus, biblical ideas fill our lives with meaning, its laws influence how we behave toward one another, its stories help us define the kind of lives we should lead, its metaphors help shape the way we think and speak, and its characters inspire the names we give our children. That a series of books written some 2,400 to 3,200 years ago has had this enduring impact seems as miraculous as any of the wonders described in the Bible.

And yet… important as the Bible is, its influence for many people today is at best secondhand, mediated through the sermons and explanations of rabbis, ministers, and priests. A 1994 survey of twelve hundred Americans aged fifteen to thirty-five found that a majority could name no more than two of the Ten Commandments.

Even those more knowledgeable about the Bible are subject to information that is vague and imprecise. Thus, one often hears people cite the Sixth Commandment as “You shall not kill,” although no such law exists. Like English, Hebrew has separate words for “kill” and “murder;” in Hebrew, the Sixth Commandment reads Lo Tirtzacb, “You shall not murder.” Indeed, to any reader familiar with the rest of the Torah, only this reading makes sense. For had the Bible legislated, “You shall not kill,” how could one explain those verses mandating capital punishment for premeditated murderers (see entry 150) and supporting the right to kill in self-defense? (see, for example, Exodus 22:1–2).*

Biblical Literacy’s first part covers biblical events and personalities. Starting with Genesis and proceeding straight through the Bible’s thirty-nine books to Second Chronicles (Christian scriptures contain the same books in a different order), it explores the major episodes and personalities in order of appearance. Jewish readers who wish to review the narrative content of the weekly Torah reading (the Torah is read through in its entirety each year during the Saturday morning service) can easily find the events described. Nonreligious readers will discover that reading this section straight through provides them with a comprehensive overview of the Hebrew Bible.

As opposed to an encyclopedia, here events and characters appear sequentially, not alphabetically. To acquaint oneself with David’s life, a person consulting an encyclopedia would have to turn to entries on the warrior poet and king, as well as on the most significant figures in his life: Goliath, Saul, Jonathan, Bathsheba, Nathan, and Absalom. Here, one can read about these people and their involvements with David (see entries 73—84) in the way they appear in the two Books of Samuel.

Regarding the Bible’s later books, particularly the literary prophets and some of the Writings, Biblical Literacy cannot adequately cover each book’s powerful poetic images. In these entries, I have tried to convey what is distinctive about the messages imparted in each book. To borrow an image from Dr. Jeremiah Unterman, a biblical scholar and friend, my tour through those works is somewhat like a wine-tasting expedition, in which one samples many different fine vintages.

Part II focuses on the Torah’s most important laws and ideas. Here, for example, the reader encounters a discussion of circumcision, the Torah’s oldest ritual; what the Bible means in referring to human beings as created “in God’s image;” why the Bible commands that people “fear” God, and not just love Him, the biblical view of capital punishment for premeditated murderers; the commandment to love the stranger; and the meaning and significance of each of the Ten Commandments.

Part III was written in response to a question frequently posed at lectures and by readers of my earlier book, Jewish Literacy: “What exactly are the 613 laws of the Torah?” Here, I have set down a brief description of each law, and the Torah verse on which it is based. Few people are aware that over three hundred of these laws deal with sacrifices, and purity and impurity, and are no longer practiced.

The appendices contain a listing of the Bible’s thirty-nine books in order of appearance, and a listing of the approximate dates of the most important biblical protagonists and events.

One of my major goals in writing this book is to send readers back to the Bible to encounter for themselves its powerful stories of family, of human relationships to God and to other people, and of power and how it should be used. Only through such personal reading and study will the Bible, the most influential book of the past three millennia, remain the most influential book of the next three thousand years.

Two technical notes: In citations from biblical verses, I have italicized certain words (although no such emphasis occurs in the biblical text itself) to underscore a point being made in the entry.

Second, when “Rabbi” is capitalized, this refers to a rabbi or rabbis of the talmudic era.


*Observant Jews use the term Hebrew Bible; the term Old Testament is Christian in origin. In Hebrew, the Bible is known as TaNaKb (rhymes with Bach), an acronym from Torah, Nevi’im, and Ketuvim. Christians also regard the Hebrew Bible as a sacred text, second in sanctity only to the New Testament, which tells the story of Jesus and Paul, and the early years of Christianity.

*In Hebrew, each book of the Torah is named after its first or second word, while the English names summarize the contents of the book. Thus, the first book of the Torah is called Genesis in English, because its opening chapter tells the story of the creation of the world. In this one instance, the Hebrew name is very similar, since the Torah’s opening word, Brei’sheet, means “In the beginning.” In Hebrew, the second book is called Sh’mot, or “Names,” because its opening verse reads “Ay-kh shemot b’nai yisrael—And these are the names of the children of Israel.” In English, the book is called Exodus, because it tells the story of the liberation of the Jewish slaves from Egypt. Leviticus is called Va-Yikra in Hebrew; it delineates many of the laws concerning animal sacrifices and other Temple rituals, which were supervised by the Israelite tribe of Lévites. The fourth book, Numbers, Ba-Midbar in Hebrew, is named for the census of Israelites that is carried out early in the book. The Torah’s final book is Deuteronomy, Devarim in Hebrew. Virtually the entire book consists of Moses’ farewell address to the Israelites as they prepare to cross over to the Promised Land. He knows that he will not be permitted to enter it, but before he dies, he imparts his last thoughts to the nation he has founded.

*The misconception about the Sixth Commandment’s meaning apparently occurred because most Christian Bible translators translated the Ten Commandments so as to make them consistent with Jesus’ teachings. Thus, since the Gospels cite Jesus as opposing all violence, even in self-defense (see, for example, Matthew 5:39), the Sixth Commandment is rendered as if it shared this viewpoint. Now that more Christian Bible scholars are fully conversant with Hebrew, this mistranslation occurs less frequently.
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I. GENESIS
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1. In the Beginning

GENESIS, CHAPTER 1

“In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth” (1:1). The first and most important fact established in the Bible’s opening chapter, indeed in its opening sentence, is that God, and God alone, created the world. This assertion represents a complete break with the prevailing view at the time, that nature itself is divine. Ancient man worshiped nature; the sun was its most common manifestation. Interestingly, the Hebrew word for sun, shemesh, from the root meaning “servant,”* leaves no doubt about the divine order of the universe: that which other people worship as God (i.e., the Babylonian sun god was called Shamash), the language of the Bible makes clear, is but God’s servant.

Underscoring God’s supreme and supernatural capabilities, the Bible declares that God can create through words alone: “God said, ‘Let there be light’ and there was light” (1:3).

The order of creation in Genesis 1 is:


Day 1: light Day 1: the sky

Day 3: the earth, oceans, and vegetation

Day 4: the sun, moon, and stars

Day 5: fish, insects, and birds

Day 6: the animal kingdom and human beings



Despite arguments advanced by biblical fundamentalists, Genesis 1 need not be understood as meaning that God created the world in six twenty-four-hour days. Indeed, given that there were no sun and moon prior to the fourth day, it is meaningless to speak in terms of standardized, modern time units. Many religious scholars understand each of the six “days” as representing eons.

Humans are the only beings described as being created “in the image of God” (see entry 146) and thus apparently represent the apogee of creation.

Many Bible readers have long puzzled over differences in a second version of the creation story presented in Genesis, chapter 2. While 1:27 suggests that man and woman were created simultaneously—“in the image of God He created him; male and female He created them”—2:7–8 speaks of God fashioning Adam alone, from the earth.* Eventually, God concludes, “It is not good for man to be alone” (2:18).† He puts Adam into a deep sleep, withdraws one of his ribs, and from it fashions Eve, the first woman (2:21–23).

Is such an explanation of woman’s creation demeaning to women? On the one hand, the claim that man was created first, and woman formed out of a part of him, might suggest the male’s inherent superiority. On the other hand, the fact that every new creature depicted in the divine creation is more highly developed than the one that preceded it might indicate that woman, who is last to be created, represents the apex of creation.

In any event, the account in chapter 1, which states that both sexes are created in God’s image, clearly suggests that they are equal in God’s eyes.

God’s initial intention seems to be to create a herbivorous world, and so He directs human beings to restrict their diet to vegetables and fruits (1:29), while also confining the animal kingdom to the consumption of green plants (1:30). Later, after the Flood, God permits humans to eat meat (Genesis 9:3–4).

By the end of the sixth day, God has finished His work, and so on the seventh day, He ceases to create, thereby establishing, as early as the Bible’s second chapter, the tradition of the Sabbath: “And God blessed the seventh day and declared it holy, because on it God ceased from all the work of creation that He had done” (2:3). Much later, the Fourth Commandment ordained that Israel “remember the Sabbath day to make it holy,” as a reminder of the very first seventh day, during which the Lord refrained from creating (Exodus 20:8–11).

The biblical view of creation is optimistic. Genesis’s opening chapter repeatedly describes the Lord as pleased with what He has brought into being: “God saw that the light was good” (1:4); “The earth brought forth vegetation … and God saw that this was good” (1:12); “And God saw all that He had made, and found it very good” (1:31; see also 1:10, 18, and 21, where God pronounces similar judgment on His other creations).

Yet good as it was, creation was still unfinished. The Rabbis of the Talmud deduced from God’s ceasing to create that it is humankind’s mission to serve as God’s partner in finishing His creation and perfecting the world.

[image: ]
2. Adam, Eve, and the Garden of Eden
GENESIS 2:7–3:24
The Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil
GENESIS 2:15–17, CHAPTER 3

Adam and Eve, the Bible’s first man and woman, are the prototype for all people. The Hebrew for “human being” is ben adam, a child of Adam.

The couple begin their lives in a paradise, which the Bible calls the Garden of Eden. There, God provides for all their needs, in return for which He imposes several commandments: They are to be fruitful and multiply (see entry 147), fill the earth and master it (1:28), restrict their diet to fruit and vegetables (1:29), and refrain from eating from the “tree of the knowledge of good and evil.”* God gives this commandment to Adam before He creates Eve, and offers no rationale for it. Adam simply is warned that “as soon as you eat [of the tree of knowledge], you shall die” (2:17).

Immediately after imposing this prohibition, God creates Eve from one of Adam’s ribs. Absent any recorded communication between God and Eve, we must assume that she learns of the prohibition concerning the tree of knowledge from Adam.

Enter the serpent, who we are told is “the shrewdest of all the wild beasts that the Lord had made” (3:1). He speaks human language (the Bible’s only other talking animal is Balaam’s donkey; see entry 50), and challenges Eve: “Did God really say, ‘You shall not eat of any tree of the garden?’” (3:1).

The serpent, in his shrewdness, challenges Eve, who unlike Adam has not heard the prohibition directly from God. Thus, she is more open to disbelieving that God had ever promulgated such a decree.

Eve’s response to the serpent’s question indicates that Adam may have treated Eve as a simpleton, for she now attributes to God words that He never uttered, but which Adam seems to have told her He had: “It is only about the fruit of the tree in the middle of the garden that God said: ‘You shall not eat of it or touch it, lest you die.’” Fearing that Eve might be tempted to eat the forbidden fruit, Adam apparently told her that God prohibited them from even touching the tree.

The Midrash, which consists of rabbinic commentaries on the Bible, suggests that the cunning serpent utilized Adam’s additional, and erroneous, instruction to convince Eve that her husband had lied to her; he pushed Eve against the tree, waited till she realized that she had remained unharmed, then told her, “You are not going to die [if you eat of the tree’s fruit].”

The serpent tells Eve that God wishes to deter her and Adam from eating of the tree because He doesn’t want them to be Godlike: “God knows that as soon as you eat of it, your eyes will be opened and you will be like divine beings who know good and evil” (3:5).

It remains a mystery why such knowledge would upset God: Indeed, traditional Jewish theology teaches that the meaning of the creation of people in God’s image is precisely that they resemble Him in being able to distinguish good from evil.

In any case, Eve is seduced both by a serpent who urges her to eat of the tree’s fruit and by the tree’s delightful appearance. She eats of the tree’s fruit, then gives a fruit to Adam, who eats it as well.

Now, for the first time, Adam and Eve become conscious of their nakedness,* and cover themselves with loincloths. Soon after, the couple, sensing God’s presence in the Garden, hide. God calls out to them, “Ayecha—Where are you?”

Obviously, the all-knowing God does not ask this because He can’t find them; rather, God wishes to encourage Adam and Eve to acknowledge their sin. But they don’t. Instead, Adam responds by explaining that he was hiding because he feared to confront God while naked. The Lord asks him, “Who told you that you were naked? Did you eat of the tree from which I had forbidden you to eat?” (3:11).

We now encounter an age-old problem: the inability of most people to acknowledge their guilt forthrightly but, instead, to “scapegoat” someone or something else. Adam blames Eve, and, by implication, God, for his sin: “The woman You put at my side, she gave me of the tree and I ate.” In turn, Eve blames the serpent: “The serpent duped me, and I ate.”

God now decrees punishment for both the serpent and the two humans:

The serpent will lose his ability to walk; instead, he will crawl on the earth and eat dirt, and live in a state of constant enmity with human beings, who will strike at his head. Strangely, nothing is said about his losing the ability to converse with human beings (perhaps because this was a one-time occurrence, as in the case of Balaam’s donkey, see entry 50).

Eve receives two punishments: Childbirth will be painful for her, and her husband will rule over her. Although this is often cited as a biblical mandate for men dominating their wives, the Bible never says or implies that this punishment is intended to apply to Eve’s descendants. Why should it? Eve alone sinned. All that the text declares is that her husband will rule over her, presumably as punishment for her having led him to sin.

Adam is punished by having to labor hard for his food: “By the sweat of your brow shall you eat bread until you return to the ground … for dust you are, and to dust you shall return” (3:19).

The final punishment decreed for Adam and Eve is expulsion from the Garden of Eden. No longer will they be surrounded by fruit-bearing trees; from now on they will have to labor for their food.

Reflections: Is the expulsion of Adam and Eve from paradise an unmitigated curse? Not according to the most ingenious interpretation of why Eve sinned, which I heard from the late Jewish educator Shlomo Bardin (founder of the Brandeis-Bardin Institute in Southern California). He explained Eve’s behavior through this parable:

“Imagine that a young woman marries a young man whose father is president of a large company. After the marriage, the father makes the son a vice president and gives him a large salary, but because he has no work experience, the father gives him no responsibilities. Every week, the young man draws a large check, but he has nothing to do. His wife soon realizes that she is not married to a man but to a boy, and that as long as her husband stays in his father’s firm, he will always be a boy. So she forces him to quit his job, give up his security, go to another city, and start out on his own. That is the reason Eve ate from the tree.”

God’s words apparently did not mean that Adam would die immediately (see 2:17), but that on the day he ate from the tree he would become mortal and so subject to eventual death. Despite God’s warning that on the day Adam ate from the tree, he would die, Adam lives nine hundred years; his and Eve’s descendants eventually populate the entire world.

Note: Adam, Eve, and the doctrine of Original Sin-. In Christian theology, eating the forbidden fruit constitutes the Original Sin which taints all future human beings with a primal transgression. Such sinfulness can supposedly be overcome through baptism and acceptance of the divinity of Jesus Christ who died to atone for humankind’s sins, of which the eating from the tree was the first.

Significant as this episode is in Christian teachings, it does not, as Jewish theologian Louis Jacobs argues, “occupy an important place in [conventional] Jewish theology” (The Jewish Religion: A Companion, page 14). The prevailing attitude among Jewish scholars is that people sin as Adam and Eve sinned, not because they sinned.

However, Jacobs does note that among students of the mystical kabbalah, a doctrine similar to Original Sin did evolve that argued that because all human souls were contained as sparks in Adam’s soul, all of humankind was contaminated by Adam’s sin. However, this kabbalistic doctrine about the significance of Adam’s sin remained a peripheral teaching in Jewish life. Furthermore, “even in those [kabbalistic] versions of Judaism in which the idea of Original Sin is accepted, it differs from Christian dogma in that God alone, not a savior like Jesus, helps man to overcome his sinful nature” (page 370).
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3. Cain and Abel
GENESIS, CHAPTER 4
“Am I My Brother’s Keeper?”
4:9

Although people often think of the world as becoming ever more violent, according to the Bible the violence in men’s natures has existed since the beginning. Nothing conveys this somber fact more dramatically than the murder committed by Cain, the first child born to Adam and Eve, of his brother Abel.

Cain’s life starts with high hopes: His mother chooses a name for him that means “I have gained a male child with the help of the Lord.” A short time later, Abel is born, although we are not told the reason for his name.

When the two brothers grow up, Cain becomes a farmer, Abel a shepherd. One day they each bring a gift to God; Cain brings fruit from the land he has tended, while Abel brings “the choicest of the firstling of his flock.” The Bible’s choice of language implies that Abel has worked at bringing God something more precious than the gift of his brother.

God responds favorably to Abel’s gift, but ignores Cain’s. The Lord sees that Cain is upset and immediately challenges him: “Why are you distressed and why is your face fallen?” Cognizant of Cain’s anger and cruel impulses, God warns him, “But if you do not do right, sin couches at the door. Its urge is toward you, yet you can be its master” (4:6–7).

God’s question and warning seem to represent a divine effort to prompt Cain to talk about his anger and hurt. But Cain refuses to respond to God, nor does he express his feelings to his brother. Indeed, the next verse in the Bible ends midsentence: “Cain said to his brother Abel …;” we are never told what he said. Possibly nothing; Cain may well have been too angry to speak. Instead, the text continues: “When they were in the field, Cain set upon his brother Abel and killed him” (4:8).

Now God speaks to Cain a second time, and asks him, “Where is your brother Abel?”

Cain responds dismissively, “I do not know. Am I my brother’s keeper?”

It is no exaggeration to say that much of the rest of the Bible constitutes an affirmative response to Cain’s heartless question.

The Lord rails against Cain, “What have you done? Your brother’s blood cries out to Me from the ground!”

The Hebrew word for blood that is used here, d’mei, is in the plural, so that the verse literally reads: “Your brother’s bloods …” From this, the Talmud concludes that what cries out is not only Abel’s blood, but that of all his future, never-to-be-born descendants. (We can say here that in comparable fashion, by the year 2040, almost all the Jews murdered in the Holocaust would have been dead in any event, but millions of their unborn descendants would have been alive.)

Although the Bible legislates a death sentence for murderers, God does not execute Cain. Perhaps the reason is that before this time no one had yet died. Thus, Cain might have been unaware that he was capable of killing someone. Therefore, although he was a killer, he did not premeditate murder, and so did not deserve capital punishment.

Instead, God tells Cain that he can no longer gain a livelihood as a farmer, for the earth, which opened its mouth to receive Abel’s blood, will no longer yield its strength to Cain. God sentences him to be a ceaseless wanderer on the earth.

Cain’s response is consistent with the arrogance he has earlier displayed. Not one word of remorse escapes his lips; instead, he complains: “My punishment is too great to bear!” He then says something that brings to mind a favorite expression of Isaac Bashevis Singer, the late Yiddish writer and Nobel Prize winner, “People who don’t show pity to others, crave it for themselves.” Thus, Cain, the murderer, now complains to God that “anyone who meets me may kill me.”

God takes sufficient pity on Cain to pronounce a curse against any person who would slay him: “If anyone kills Cain, sevenfold vengeance shall be taken on him.” He also puts a mark on Cain (this is generally assumed to be on his forehead, although the Bible does not so specify), so that everyone will recognize him and not abuse him.

When I learned this passage in elementary school (in Jewish day schools, Genesis is generally taught to seven- and eight-year-olds), one question preoccupied my fellow students and me, one to which I have still not heard a satisfying answer: If the only people alive then were Adam, Eve, and Cain, of whom was Cain so afraid? His statement, “Anyone who meets me may kill me,” suggests a somewhat substantial population, a world in which not everyone would know Cain. Indeed, that is why God must give him a special mark.

The Bible provides no answer to this question, just as it doesn’t tell us other facts, such as whom Cain later married. It’s possible that although the Bible only records the creation of the world’s first man and woman, God also created other human beings.

Adam soon has another child with Eve, thereby freeing the rest of humankind from the certainty that we all descend from a murderer. When the child is born, Eve names him Seth, explaining that “God has provided me with another offspring in place of Abel.”

Meanwhile we learn little more about Cain other than that he settles in the land of Nod, has a son with his wife, and founds the world’s first city, which he names Enoch after his son. Several generations later, another descendant, Lamech, is described by the Bible as having the same lovable personality as his ancestor. The first polygamist described in the Torah, Lamech brags to his two wives that he has “slain a man for wounding me, and a lad for bruising me” (4:23).

The downward moral spiral of humankind, beginning with the sin of Adam and Eve, and escalating with the murder of Abel and the killings committed by Lamech, soon grows greater. God feels like an unhappy parent, Creator of a creature who has free will and whom He cannot control. The level of God’s disappointment can be gauged by the harsh words He speaks in in response to humankind’s evil behavior (Genesis 6:7): “I will blot out from the earth the men whom I created … for I regret that I made them.”

Only one thing stops God from doing so: Noah, a special, righteous man to whose life we now turn. Source and Jurther reading-. The explanation that God was trying to prompt Cain to talk about his anger is suggested by psychologist Naomi Rosenblatt and Joshua Horwitz, Wrestling with Angels, pages 52–64.

[image: ]
4. Noah’s Ark
 GENESIS 6:11–8:22

The Bible now describes a new era, during which the world’s moral deterioration has become so extreme that God concludes that He must eradicate humankind and start civilization anew. The Bible introduces Noah and describes him as a righteous man.* God appears to Noah and instructs him to make an ark of gopher wood, and to cover it with pitch. He is to make within it an opening for daylight, and to construct three levels or floors.

God confides to Noah His intention: Furious at how corrupt the earth is, He will flood the entire world till “everything on earth shall perish.” When the Flood ends, the only creatures who will survive will be the fish in the water (obviously they will not drown), and all the inhabitants, both human and animal, on Noah’s ark. Thus, in addition to his wife, three sons, and three daughters-in-law, Noah is to take on the ark one female and one male of every animal and bird, and seven each of certain types of “clean animals.”

Saying nothing, Noah begins building the ark.†

The Flood eventually comes; heavy rains fall continuously for forty days and nights. As the waters rise, the ark drifts from place to place. Soon, all human beings and animals outside the ark are dead. After many weeks of downpour, all the earth’s mountains are covered, yet still the waters rise. No one can leave the boat, but no one goes hungry, presumably because Noah had stored away vast quantities of food.

Finally, after five months the waters begin to recede; by the seventh month, Noah’s ark comes to rest on the top of Mount Ararat. (To this day, some amateur archaeologists claim to have spotted elements of the still-resting ark upon the mountain, which is in a remote region of Turkey.) However, it takes another three months until the mountaintops become visible.

Noah sends out a dove to see if the waters have receded enough for the ark’s residents to disembark. But soon the dove returns, an indication that it can find no resting place. A week later, Noah again sends out the dove; that evening, the bird returns with a plucked-off olive leaf in its bill. Seven days after that, Noah sends the dove a third time; the bird doesn’t return, a sign that there is now ample vegetation on the earth.

Soon thereafter, Noah, his family, and the animals disembark. God has created a situation similar to that of the Garden of Eden (although now there are four human couples instead of one).

Yet, as quickly becomes apparent (see next entry), the people through whom God has chosen to start all over are far from flawless.

A final note: When Noah emerges from the ark, he offers a sacrifice to God, choosing from the clean animals, which number at least seven. In response to the offering, God promises, “Never again will I doom the earth because of man, since the devisings of man’s mind are evil from his youth” (8:21). God’s reasoning has puzzled many Bible readers: A short term earlier He had destroyed the world because of human evil; now He announces that He will never destroy it again because of human evil.

My understanding of this is that God has at last made some peace with the fact of human evil; because human nature is so drawn to evil, God will not punish people so harshly. He therefore provides Noah with a sign that never again will the earth be destroyed by a flood; from now on rains will be followed by rainbows (Genesis 9:12–17): “As long as the earth endures,” God promises, “seedtime and harvest, cold and heat, summer and winter, day and night, shall not cease” (8:22).

Reflections: How righteous a man was Noah—A talmudic dispute. In introducing Noah, the Bible describes him as “a righteous man, blameless in his generation” (6:9). The words “in his generation” seem superfluous; what do they add to what we already have been told?

Unwilling to accept the existence of superfluous words in a document they regard as divine, two Rabbis of the Talmud assert that these words convey important additional information about Noah, but disagree on the words’ implications. Rabbi Yochanan argues that “in his generation” suggests that Noah should be regarded as righteous only by the standards of his particularly evil generation; had he lived in more normal times, he would have been regarded as morally average. Indeed, one could argue that, Noah’s refusal to argue with God to save the world, and his later act of drunkenness (see next entry), call into question the depth of his righteousness.

Resh Lakish, Yochanan’s rabbinic contemporary, takes the opposing view: If Noah grew up among such evil people and nonetheless is spoken of as righteous, how much greater would he have been had he been raised among moral people? His view of Noah, likely influenced by the fact that he too came from a “deprived” background, might well be psychologically more astute than that of Rabbi Yochanan. The Talmud offers alternate accounts of Resh Lakish’s youth: In one version he was raised in a circus, in another, among a band of thieves. Resh Lakish, more than Rabbi Yochanan, well understood the difficulties entailed in overcoming an unsavory background. He was, therefore, more sympathetic to Noah, and rightly so, I believe.

How does the story of Noah and the Flood compare with other ancient flood stories? The existence of flood stories throughout ancient Near Eastern literature suggests of course the actual occurrence of a great primeval flood (archaeological evidence exists of a widespread inundation in the Near East, although there are no indications of one worldwide). The other flood stories bear some striking similarities to the story occurring in the Bible. To cite just one example, in the Babylonian Gilgamesh epic, Utnapishtim, the Babylonian Noah, speaks of sending out a dove that turned back because of lack of a resting place.

However, these other versions differ from the Bible’s account in explaining both why the Flood occurred and why one man, or family, was saved. In the Mesopotamian accounts, either no reason is given for the deluge, or it is explained as the gods’ angry response to the loud, bothersome noise made by humankind. Similarly, the hero’s rescue is not attributed to his moral worthiness, but to the subterfuge of a particular god acting against the desire of the others (Nahum Sarna, The JPS Torah Commentary: Genesis, pages 48–49).
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5. Ham’s Sin and the Evil Caused by Drunkenness 
GENESIS 9:20–27

The combination of Noah’s drunkenness followed by his son Ham’s vile disrespect toward him leads to one of the saddest incidents described in Genesis. It all begins when Noah and his family emerge from the ark after the flood, and Noah turns to farming. He plants a vineyard from which he produces his own wine. Shortly thereafter, he drinks of the wine and becomes drunk, stupefyingly drunk it would appear. What occurs next has been argued about by Bible commentators ever since. Noah uncovers himself within his tent, and his youngest son, Ham, “saw his father’s nakedness and told his two brothers outside.” The brothers, Shem and Japhet, walk backward into Noah’s tent carrying a sheet, and lay it across their father, covering his nakedness without looking upon it themselves.

When Noah awakes from his stupor, “and learned what his youngest son had done to him,” he curses Ham’s son, Canaan, and condemns him and his descendants to serve his brothers and their descendants.

This passage is maddeningly obscure. First, why is Noah so enraged at Ham’s act? Possibly, the words “saw his father’s nakedness” are a euphemism for some perverse sexual act Ham performed on his drunken father (much later, Lot’s two daughters get Lot into a drunken stupor during which they commit incest with him; Genesis 19:30–38). Supporting this interpretation is the fact that the Bible commonly uses the expression “to uncover someone’s nakedness”—similar to, although not the same as, “saw his father’s nakedness”— as a euphemism for sexual relations (see, for example, Leviticus 18:6–19). If that is the case, Noah’s wrath would be understandable.

On the other hand, the Bible’s own words, and the reaction of Ham’s two brothers, suggest that all Ham did was look upon his father’s nakedness and perhaps mock it to his brothers. An intrusive, humiliating thing to do, certainly, but undeserving, it would seem, of the wrath it evokes.

The episode’s second problematic feature is Noah’s curse; he directs it, not against Ham, the son who uncovered his nakedness, but against Canaan. Why? We don’t know, although in moments of rage people often say inappropriate things, as, for example, laying a curse on the descendants of the person at whom they are enraged. Noah’s imprecation against Canaan is a particularly unfortunate one, guaranteed to provoke intrafamily hatreds for generations: “Cursed be Canaan, the lowest of slaves shall he be to his brothers.” He then blesses his other two sons and concludes, “And let Canaan be a slave to them” (9:25, 27).

Canaan was the ancestor of the people who settled the land of Israel before the Israelites. It is presumably no coincidence that the Bible repeatedly denounces them for practicing sexual perversities (see, for example, Leviticus 18:23–30).
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6. The Tower of Babel 
GENESIS 11:1–9

The Tower of Babel story tells us something about human vanity and arrogance. More important, it also provides an answer to a seemingly unanswerable question: If all humankind descended from one couple, Adam and Eve, how did different nations and languages emerge? The Bible sets out to answer this question in the story of the Tower of Babel, the last Torah narrative to deal with the story of humankind as a whole (starting with chapter 12 of Genesis, the Torah becomes the story of Abraham and Sarah’s family and the Israelite nation that descends from them).

At the beginning of Genesis 11, we learn that all humans live in close proximity to each other and speak a single language. Migrating from the east (the text does not record from where) to the Shinar valley in Babylonia, they develop a plan to build a brick tower “with its top in the sky, to make a name for ourselves; else we shall be scattered all over the world” (11:4).

Humans’ desire to “make a name” for themselves—that is, to become famous, even immortal—represents a normal, although not always noble, expression of the human ego. But why do the people believe that if they don’t build such a tower they will be scattered throughout the world? The Bible doesn’t tell us.

God comes down from heaven to inspect the building project, and concludes, “If as one people with one language for all, this is how they have begun to act, then nothing they may propose to do will be out of their reach” (11:6). In other words, God sees dangers—albeit unspecified ones—to humankind’s character by their having created this ancient superskyscraper. Unfortunately, this is as specific as the text becomes in detailing what the tower builders’ sin was. The earlier sins committed in Genesis are explicit (Adam and Eve eat the divinely forbidden fruit of the “tree of knowledge;” Cain murders Abel; Noah’s contemporaries are violent and lawless); here, the sin seems to be collective, overweening pride.

God decides to confound the builders’ language “so that they shall not understand one another’s speech.” With this, the building of the tower comes to a halt; lacking a common language, the workers can no longer collaborate on the massive project. Shortly thereafter, they begin moving all over the world, probably with the few others who speak their language.

The tower is left uncompleted, while the city in which they had lived becomes known as Babel “because there the Lord confounded the speech of the whole earth” (11:9). The city’s name has entered English as “babble;” indeed, after God confused the people’s language, they experienced each other’s speech
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7. The Patriarchs and Matriarchs: Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Sarah, Rebecca, Leah, and Rachel
GENESIS, CHAPTERS 12–50
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8. God Chooses Abraham
GENESIS 12:1–9
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9. When Abraham Lies to Save His Life
GENESIS 12:10–20, CHAPTER 20
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10. The Covenant Between God and Abraham
GENESIS, CHAPTER 15
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11. Ishmael, Abraham’s Firstborn
GENESIS, CHAPTER 16
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12. Abraham Argues with God
GENESIS 18:16–23
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13. The Sinful Cities of Sodom and Gomorrah
GENESIS, CHAPTER 19
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14. The Akedah: The Near Sacrifice of Isaac
GENESIS, CHAPTER 22
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15. The Cave of the Matriarchs and Patriarchs
(Me’arat ha-Machpela)
GENESIS, CHAPTER 23
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16. Isaac: The Man to Whom Things Happen
GENESIS, CHAPTERS 22, 24, AND 27
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17. Jacob and Esau
GENESIS, CHAPTERS 25 AND 27

Jacob Deceives His Father: “The Hands Are the Hands of Esau but the Voice Is the Voice of Jacob”
27:22
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18. The Bible’s First Dream: Jacob’s Vision of a Ladder That Reaches Up to Heaven
GENESIS 28:10–22
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19. Jacob, Rachel, and Leah: The Unhappy Triangle
GENESIS, CHAPTER 29
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20. Jacob Becomes Israel
GENESIS 32:23–33
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21. The Rape of Dinah
GENESIS, CHAPTER 34
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22. The Young Joseph: Beloved Son, Hated Brother
GENESIS, CHAPTER 37
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23. Tamar (and Judah): The Woman Who Disguised Herself as a Prostitute
GENESIS, CHAPTER 38
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24. Joseph and Mrs. Potiphar
GENESIS, CHAPTER 39
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25. The Dreamer Becomes the Interpreter of Other Men’s Dreams
GENESIS, CHAPTERS 40–41
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26. Joseph Tests His Brothers
GENESIS, CHAPTERS 42–45
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27. The Twelve Tribes
GENESIS, CHAPTERS 48–49
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