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			Love is our true destiny. We do not find the meaning of life by ourselves alone—we find it with another.
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			WE HEAR A LOT of stories about individuals these days. One person. One hero. One genius. One gunman.

			This is not one of those stories.

			This is the story about two people. Learning to be together. Learning to live as one.

			And it’s the story, it seems, we were meant to hear first. Because if you go back to the very beginning—we’re talking Garden of Eden beginning—the story you’ll find there doesn’t begin with one person. It begins with two.

			Yet that story of togetherness is not what we usually remember. Because of all the things we’re told were present in that garden—man, woman, serpent, sex, temptation, deception, sin, death—the thing that’s most important usually doesn’t make the list.

			Yet it’s the thing that’s most critical for us to survive. It’s the antidote to all the suffering the story says plagued us then—loneliness, isolation, anxiety, fear—and that plagues us even more today. It’s the essence, the story insists, of what it means to be human.

			It’s love.

			Yes, love—mysterious, lustful, painful, beautiful, exhausted, strained, resilient, triumphant.

			That’s the real story of the Garden of Eden, yet it’s the story we somehow neglect to hear.

			This book is the story of how we forgot that message, and the story of how we can reclaim it again.

			This is the story of Adam and Eve.

			The first love story.

			The story we never tell.

			

			•   •   •

			WHEN MY IDENTICAL TWIN DAUGHTERS were a few years old, I went to a nursery to buy some plants for the front stoop of our home in Brooklyn. The attendant was a man with driftwood-coarse skin, white stubble, a widow’s peak, and a black hole where his canine tooth was supposed to be, out of which stuck a gnawed toothpick. He had once been a groundskeeper at Yankee Stadium. When I described the blustery conditions of our neighborhood, he perked up.

			“What you need is a holly!” he said, and began wending me through the thicket.

			Remembering my grandfather leading me through similar underbrush in Pin Point, Georgia, when I was a boy, looking for sexually compatible wisteria, I said, “But with hollies, don’t you need a male and a female to berry?”

			“Oh, don’t worry,” he said. “One male can take care of seven females.”

			“That’s perfect,” I said. “I have two daughters, a wife, a sister, a sitter, a mother, and a mother-in-law. I’m a holly!”

			For more than a decade, I have lived largely in the company of women. At least in my house, that means certain conversations come up over and over again: girls and math, girls and coding, girls and body image, girls and bullying. (I’m ignoring the conversations about the deficiencies of dads.) In many ways, these topics reflect the larger conversations that my wife and I have every night and that most couples I know have in one way or another—men, women, and work; men, women, and power; men, women, and sex. But there’s one conversation that I rarely hear about.

			Men, women, and God.

			As a father—especially one who cares about such old-fashioned things as values, service, and spirituality—the subject of faith is particularly fraught. On one hand, I would love nothing more than for my daughters to grow up with a healthy interest in spirituality, the freedom to explore what they really believe, and the sensitivity to live alongside others with whom they might disagree. On the other hand, given how organized religion has systematically, deliberately, often violently discriminated against women for centuries, can I rightly encourage them to find their voice in a world that has long tried to blot them out? Even more radical, can I possibly suggest to them—or to myself, for that matter—that something as staunchly lopsided toward the sexes as religion has anything to say about relationships today?

			And yet we need all the help we can get. It’s hardly daring to suggest that we live in a time of great confusion over how we relate to others. We’re all so busy looking at our screens 24-7 that we’ve forgotten how to look at the people directly in front of us. Instead of being drawn closer together by the advances of modern life, we seem to be being pulled further apart. Our most basic bonds of community, family, even civility appear to be fraying. In our hyperconnected world we have a crisis of connection.

			Add to that, the last generation has seen breathtaking shifts in what it means to be in a long-term relationship with another human being. The simplest rules of who we pair up with, who does what within our relationships, and how long we agree to stay together are being rewritten every day. That includes more women working outside the home, more men helping out inside the home, and more of everyone grappling with the definitions of togetherness, happiness, and a meaningful life. Marriage rates have plummeted; divorce rates have become entrenched; nothing seems fixed anymore.

			The Internet has made a complicated situation even more unsettled, with whole new ways to hook up, break up, or simply hole up by yourself. With sexting, infidelity apps, and online porn, once taboo subjects like polyamory, open relationships, and other types of “consensual nonmonogamy” are exploding. Sexuality has become so ubiquitous and nakedness so commonplace that even Playboy stopped publishing nudes.

			As a grown-up, I find these changes baffling enough. As a parent, I’m downright afraid. And like many, I can’t help wondering: Is there any wisdom from the past that can help us today? Has everything from the old days become outmoded? Or are there any values, lessons, or stories worth preserving?

			In my own family, I struggle with these issues every day. My wife, Linda, has a fabulous but demanding career, which means I’m proud of her and the example she sets for our daughters, but I don’t get to see her as much as I’d like. When we do get together, either by phone or at the end of a long day, we spend much of our time deciding who’s supervising homework, who’s taking the kids to their flu shots, and who’s making plans to get away for the weekend when we’ll all stare into devices in far more interesting places. And while I may be a statistical outlier in a world where women show greater interest in religion than men and take more responsibility for teaching values to their children, in my home I’m often the one who’s insisting we reenact some bygone ritual or discuss some dated text. Especially in an era of neuroscience and nanotechnology, I still believe there’s insight in timeworn truths. I tweet, but I Talmud, too.
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				Michelangelo’s Creation of Adam in the Sistine Chapel.

			

			All these issues came to a head unexpectedly one day when our eight-year-old girls and I tagged along with Linda on a business trip to Rome. On our first day, I had the brilliant idea to take our sleep-deprived daughters to the Vatican. See some art! Learn some culture! It didn’t go well. As I tugged the girls through the tapestry-lined hallways of the museum, filled with stunning Greek nudes and Raphael frescoes, they were in full-on rebellion. “We hate carpets! My feet hurt. This is boooooring.”

			Finally we made it to the Sistine Chapel. I insisted they look down, led them to the center of the room, and finally said, “Look up.” One of my daughters took one glance at the magisterial image of God, flying superherolike through the air, reaching his index finger toward a listless Adam, and said, “Why is there only a man? Where am I in that picture?” Her sister, meanwhile, not to be undone, pointed out something I had never seen before. “Who’s that woman under God’s arm? Is that Eve?”

			And that’s when it hit me.

			At every stage of Western civilization for the last three thousand years, one story has stood at the center of every conversation about men and women. One story has served as the battleground for human relationships and sexual identity. One story has been both the ultimate source of division and a potential source of harmony in the history of the family. For some that story is a fantasy; for others it is a fact. But for everyone, it has enduring impact on how we live today.

			It’s the story of Adam and Eve.

			Created fully grown, Adam and Eve have no history; they create history. Born without precedent, they become precedent for generations of their descendants. Married with little road map, they generate the road map that nearly every couple in the West has wrestled with in one way or another ever since.

			And though few people acknowledge it, that wrestling continues. Many of today’s most enduring social tensions—from equal pay to diaper duty, from sexual assent to same-sex marriage—have their roots in the Garden of Eden. No matter if you’re a believer, a nonbeliever, a seeker, a meditator, an I-go-to-services-two-times-a-year-otherwise-leave-me-aloner, every part of your interaction with the opposite (or even the same) sex is shaped to an astonishing degree by a three-thousand-year-old story that has fewer than two thousand words.

			If you’re in a relationship with another person, you’re in a relationship with Adam and Eve. Even today you can’t understand your love life, your home life, your spiritual life, or your sex life without understanding what happened in that garden “in the east” among Adam, Eve, the serpent, and God. And then what happened when centuries of religious leaders—99 percent of them men—manipulated the tale to further their own perversions and preserve their own power. Followed by the revelation of how new generations of leaders—many of them women—reinterpreted the story to highlight its more egalitarian themes.

			I decided at that moment in the Sistine Chapel to revisit the tangled story of Adam and Eve. I would travel in the footsteps of the most famous couple in history—from the rivers of Mesopotamia to the birthplace of the women’s movement, from John Milton’s paradise to Mae West’s Hollywood—and try to answer the question: Are Adam and Eve merely the cause of sin, degradation, and distrust between the sexes or might they be a source of unity, resilience, and, dare I say it, inspiration?

			Can Adam and Eve be role models for relationships today?

			

			•   •   •
			

			AT FIRST GLANCE, the idea that Adam and Eve are still relevant today seems absurd. For starters, many people simply dismiss the story. It’s made up! It’s a fairy tale! We’re smarter now. We know better. And who can blame them? The story seems to take place in a fog of history. Despite centuries of searching, there is no evidence that any of the events in the Garden of Eden—or the rest of Genesis, for that matter—took place. And despite centuries of denial, there is overwhelming evidence that humans evolved in a way contrary to how Genesis describes. We know a lot more today about how the world was created, the origins of humanity, and the biological roots of being male and female. Who needs Adam and Eve anymore? We’ve moved on.

			Even in the world of deeply religious believers, where I’ve spent a lot of time in recent decades, many view the story as allegorical. No less an authority than the fourth-century bishop St. Augustine, who built an entire theology around Adam and Eve, said that to view the story as verbatim was “childish.” While he may have been ahead of his peers, the world eventually caught up. Over time, Adam and Eve became the forgotten patriarch and matriarch, having ceded the stage to their upstart descendants Abraham, Moses, David, and Jesus. They are civilization’s doddering grandparents, taxidermied in some old-age home in Boca, rolled out a few times a year for family occasions, where they sit in the corner, ignored.

			And it gets worse. Even those stalwarts who still acknowledge Adam and Eve have never forgiven them for ruining life for the rest of us. Adam and Eve are the opposite of role models; they’re the first antiheroes. For thousands of years, they’ve been almost universally blamed for being selfish, unfaithful, lustful, disgraceful, and for single-handedly bringing shame, sin, immorality, even death into the world. Theirs was the original trial of the century, and the court of public opinion has been brutal. It’s been conviction by sermon; death by a thousand midrash.

			Actually, it’s the biggest case of character assassination in the history of the world. As the modern plaint goes, “Where do I go to get my reputation back?”

			Well, let’s start here.

			There are three principal reasons why Adam and Eve still matter and why they deserve our respect, even accolades.

			First, they’re part of who we are. The same modern learning that has taught us about biology, psychology, and the power of the human mind has taught us that certain ideas, tropes, and symbols, what Jung called “anima,” live deep within cultures and express themselves in powerful and unexpected ways. Stories are the chief ingredient of this shared tradition. Told and retold, stories are our social glue, our means of understanding the world, and our way of changing the world when we reinterpret them. Woven together, these shared stories become memes that form our cultural DNA.

			Adam and Eve are the ultimate meme. For as long as our species has left traces, our most enduring stories have revolved around births, weddings, journeys, deaths—events associated with the beginnings and endings of social bonds. We are irredeemably connected to Adam and Eve because they constitute our earliest bond. Our family tree begins with them. They are the big bang of humanity. And that’s true even if we don’t happen to believe they existed exactly as the Bible says. We don’t have to believe in Greek myths, for example, to believe they teach us something vital.

			Certainly in the arena of relationships, thirty centuries of humanity have grappled with this story—that’s a hundred and fifty generations. Think of nearly any major creative or intellectual figure in the last two thousand years; odds are good that they interacted with Adam and Eve in a meaningful way. That includes Michelangelo, Raphael, Rembrandt, Shakespeare, Milton, Mary Shelley, John Keats, William Wordsworth, Sigmund Freud, Mark Twain, Zora Neale Hurston, Ernest Hemingway, Bob Dylan, Beyoncé. The list goes on and on and on. It would take nothing less than complete arrogance to believe that our generation could simply erase this story from our mind like a massive cultural lobotomy.

			As the dean of biblical archaeologists, Avraham Biran, once told me about Abraham, “I don’t know if he existed then, but I know he exists now.” The same applies to Adam and Eve. I don’t know if they were alive in the Garden of Eden, but I know they’ve been alive outside of there for the last three millennia. To ignore them—to confine them to the curio closet or Creation Museum—is to ignore something vital about who we are.

			Second, Adam and Eve still matter because they capture what remains a fundamental truth about being alive: Our biggest threat as individuals is feeling left out, isolated, fearful, alone; our biggest threat as a society is succumbing to similar forces of disunion, disharmony, fear, hate. Look around, and by any measure our daily conversations are dominated by anxiety and confusion about the risk of disconnection and drifting apart, about the challenge of maintaining strong societal bonds; about concerns over the decay of our social fabric. Is our communal whole dissolving? Are we forgetting who we are?

			The deep-seated human need for connectedness is the theme—maybe even the dominant theme—that runs throughout the story of Adam and Eve: from the very beginning, when God looks at Adam and says, “It’s not right for humans to be alone”; to Eve’s decision to share the fruit with Adam rather than risk living without him; to the first couple’s painful choice about how to react to the unimaginable pain of having one of their children die at the hand of the other. Adam and Eve are constantly wrestling with whether they should remain together or break apart. God clearly wants them to find refuge in each other. The aching question of their story is whether they can find a way.

			It took the rest of society three thousand years to catch up with this insight into being human. In contemporary thought, Freud was among the first to write about the perils of feeling isolated and alone. Half a century later, pioneering psychologist Erich Fromm made it the centerpiece of his work. “We are social creatures, made anxious by our separateness,” he wrote. Being separate means being cut off, he said; it means losing our capacity to be human.

			Today, these simmering fears have become an outright plague. We are awash in divisive rhetoric and overwhelmed by the collapse of familiar institutions. The percentage of Americans living alone is higher than at any time in history. The number of seniors living alone has grown; the number of parents going it alone has soared; even the number of young people who say they feel alone has spiked. We have fewer friends, studies have shown, fewer people we can confide in, fewer people we can turn to in times of trouble. Depression rates have surged; unhappiness is rampant; suicide is at an all-time high.

			A key question of modern life has become how to overcome this separateness, how to achieve union, how to transcend one’s individual life and live in concert with another. How to connect. It’s the same question Adam and Eve faced, and I believe their answer still holds.

			That answer is the third and final reason Adam and Eve still matter. They were the first to contend—sometimes successfully, other times not—with the central mystery of being un-alone: being in love. Their lives are a testament to the power of relationships and to the idea that the greatest bulwark to the forces of isolation and division that threaten us every day is the even stronger force of relatedness. Confronted with chaos, God answers with connection. His message: The only thing more powerful than separateness is togetherness. The only thing more forceful than hate is love.

			Over the last century, during the time that Adam and Eve and other biblical luminaries were losing favor, a new way of engaging the world was gaining popularity. It involved using social science, DNA, and big data to explain human behavior. Whereas once we quoted preachers or theologians, now we quote TED Talks or Nobel laureates. That God-shaped hole in the universe? It’s been filled with brain scans.

			While our instinct is to believe that this cutting-edge knowledge has rendered moot insights from the past, in the arena of relationships, at least, the inverse is true. The two show remarkable convergence. Social scientists are now saying what the Bible’s been saying all along. A central finding of modern psychology, for instance, is that our well-being depends on our interactions with others. To be happy is to be connected. And that includes the most central connection of all: a romantic attachment to another person.

			One of the most effective things you can do to improve your quality of life is to succeed in the one aspect of life that’s most difficult to pull off—love. Viktor Frankl, in his postwar classic Man’s Search for Meaning, called love “the ultimate and the highest goal to which man can aspire.” Even in a Holocaust camp, Frankl said, love was the only thing that could bring peace. “I understood how a man who has nothing left in this world still may know bliss, be it only for a brief moment, in the contemplation of his beloved.”

			Erich Fromm, in The Art of Loving, published in 1956, linked the drive for love directly with the drive to overcome aloneness. “The desire for interpersonal fusion is the most powerful striving in man,” he said. “It is the force which keeps the human race together.” Famed twentieth-century mystic Thomas Merton went even further. He said love is so powerful that even those who claim not to be interested in it are bound up in its tentacles from the moment they’re born. “Because love is not just something that happens to you: it is a certain special way of being alive.” Love, he continues, is “an intensification of life, a completeness, a fullness, a wholeness of life.”

			This line of thinking is hardly new, of course. It emerged out of a centuries-long tradition of trying to fathom what Joseph Campbell called the “universal mystery” of human bonding. Across history, our deepest thinkers have explored the notion that life is built around the merging of two souls. That life is lived more deeply and experienced more fully if it’s a narrative of shared identity. Being alive is too overwhelming to be done by yourself; we can only fully be ourselves when we are with another. Philosopher Robert Solomon summed it up well: “Love is fundamentally the experience of redefining one’s self in terms of the other.”

			In recent years, as romantic love has once more become a fashionable thing to discuss, any number of sources in the West have been credited with giving birth to the idea: European Romantics, Enlightenment thinkers, medieval courtiers, Roman poets, Greek philosophers, the Gospels. I believe all these are wrong and that they overlook the real source of this insight. Conditioned to think that any enduring idea must have its roots in the cradle of Western thinking, we have failed to see that this enduring idea actually came from the cradle of Western belief.

			The Greeks did not invent love as we know it, nor did the Romans, the Persians, the Europeans, or the Americans. The Israelites did. The earliest model of a robust, resilient, long-lasting relationship appears in the Hebrew Bible.

			It is the fundamental premise of this book that the greatest chronicle of human life in the ancient Near East introduced the idea of love into the world. And not in the psalms, the prophets, or even the patriarchs, as is sometimes claimed. But in the first story of human interaction.

			It is my further conviction that this story speaks in profound and unexpected ways to the deepest yearnings of human beings today. How we lost sight of this achievement is a remarkable, rarely told story. How we can revive it is a vital challenge. I believe we can and we must meet this challenge, because to restore the idea of cocreation to the heart of our lives is to create the strongest bulwark we know against the forces of alienation and self-indulgence that risk tearing us apart.

			“O tell me the truth about love,” Auden wrote. The truth is it began with Adam and Eve. They are our civilization’s first couple. Their story is the one we need to reclaim.

		

	
		
			1
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			FIRST COMES LOVE

			How Adam and Eve Invented Love

		

	
		
			IN THE WINTER OF 2004, less than a year after the fall of Saddam Hussein, I drove south of Baghdad, deep into the Mesopotamian valley of southern Iraq, toward the tribal town of Qurnah, at the juncture of the Tigris and Euphrates rivers. The jubilation that followed the toppling of one of the region’s bloodiest dictators had been replaced by a feeling of chaos and fear. Roadside bombings were on the rise; a wave of kidnappings of American journalists and contract workers had shattered any sense of order. I was accompanied by a driver, a security guard, and a fixer named Hikmat, a jocular English professor with a dense, Saddam-like moustache.

			Our intention was to fulfill a decadelong dream of mine and visit the confluence of the two rivers at the northern arc of the Fertile Crescent. It was in this vicinity, the Bible suggests, that God, after creating the world, planted a garden filled with flora and placed within it his triumphal creation, man and woman. The Bible says Eden is located at the crossroads of four rivers. Two are unknown; but two are the Tigris and Euphrates. For as long as these stories have been told, Eden has been linked with this watery terrain.

			The highway was filled with the aftereffects of war: bombed-out bridges, scorched tanks, looted oil tankers. Every few feet was a fruit vendor hawking the spoils of lifted sanctions: apples, oranges, and bunches and bunches of bananas. Once embargoed, bananas were a status symbol of freedom.

			Another side effect of that freedom was the complete absence of law and order. I was wearing Kejo Level III Rapid Response body armor, made with Kevlar HT 1100 and containing two ceramic plates capable of stopping 7.62x39mm ammunition from an AK-47 assault rifle. I was also wearing a scarf wrapped around my head and black pants. Everyone disagreed about proper precautions—drive an SUV, don’t drive an SUV; tint your windows, don’t tint your windows—but everyone agreed on one thing: Don’t wear blue jeans. Only Americans wear blue jeans.

			An hour south of Baghdad the scenery changed, from dusty, open plains to greener, more watery marshland. Date palms projected from the ground in a hundred different directions; rivulets and tributaries lapped at the road. More like a desert oasis than an English garden, the landscape reminded me how much our vision of the Garden of Eden is filtered through European art. But it’s this marshy reality that is reflected in the opening passages of Genesis, with God creating an expanse in the midst of the watery morass, separating the waters above from the waters below, then drawing land from the water. Water is the one thing God doesn’t create; it’s just there, at the beginning, as it’s here, where that beginning was inspired.

			Qurnah was a parking lot. A long, dense traffic jam of cars was waiting in line for petrol. We maneuvered around the congestion and arrived at the spot where the rivers merged—two wide boulevards of silver that converged on the horizon. It would be easy to romanticize this confluence as the birthplace of Mesopotamia, but the truth is Saddam diverted the rivers slightly and they’ve only met in this specific location since 1993.

			Still, that didn’t stop the locals. A few blocks away was a small public park about the size of a basketball court. Residents call it Janat Adan, the Garden of Eden. It contained two living olive trees and one dead one, and was covered in concrete. Joni Mitchell was right. They paved paradise. A few children were playing when I arrived, and soon more hurried over. They tugged on my coat and asked for coins. The scene was joyful and full of life.

			But minutes later Hikmat came rushing to my side. “Mr. Bruce,” he said, “do you see those men over there?” He pointed to a small band of what looked like hooligans, dressed in dark pants and leather jackets. They certainly weren’t wearing blue jeans. “They want to rob you,” he said. “They even offered to give me ten percent of everything they stole off you.”

			We hurried to the car, and I tossed my backpack into the trunk. The men stepped forward, flashing guns. My mind was racing, and I barely had time to register the irony of the moment. We’re being kicked out of the Garden of Eden. Not since Adam and Eve . . . I was just about to hop into the backseat when suddenly a little girl pushed through the crowd of men and offered me a small token of my visit.

			An olive branch.

			Humans might spoil the garden, but Eden never dies.

			

			•   •   •

			BEFORE WE TALK about what Adam and Eve might mean for today, we have to talk about what Adam and Eve meant in the ancient world. Though we tend to imagine the story as taking place in the fog of prehistory, it actually grew out of a distinct time and place at the dawn of human civilization in the Fertile Crescent. And more than just growing out of that era, the story of Adam and Eve represents a radical break from that era in a number of critical ways.

			First, the story has one god.

			Second, the story has two people.

			Third, those two people are in a relationship built on love.

			In order to unpack those coded messages hiding in plain sight, I decided to begin my journey in a place that we don’t often associate with Adam and Eve but that is central to their legacy, Jerusalem. A little more than a decade after my visit to Iraq, I flew to Israel in early fall, during the week when the opening chapters of Genesis are read in synagogues around the world. In Hebrew, this portion of the Torah is known as Bereshit, from the opening word of the Bible, which was indelibly rendered into English by the King James translators as “In the beginning.”

			And what a beginning it is.

			The man and woman who become known as Adam and Eve make their first appearance in history in the first chapter of Genesis and almost from the outset a peculiarity surrounds their lives: There’s not one story about their origins in the Bible; there’s two. The second story is both longer and more famous. It begins in Genesis 2 and continues all the way into Genesis 5. This more detailed narrative contains many of the iconic episodes in Adam and Eve’s life. God forms Adam from the earth and places him in the Garden of Eden. Adam feels lonely, so God creates Eve from part of his torso. Adam is besotted with Eve, declares her “bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh,” and the two are united.

			These joyful scenes are followed by the drama surrounding the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. A discontented Eve leaves Adam and ventures into the garden alone. She meets a talking serpent, who persuades her to eat a piece of fruit from the tree, which God has expressly forbidden. Eve offers the fruit to Adam, who also eats. The two open their eyes and discover they are naked.

			In the final act, God visits the couple, doles out consequences for their behavior, then banishes Adam and Eve from Eden. The couple heads into exile and quickly have two sons, Cain and Abel, one of whom murders the other. Adam and Eve then reunite to have a third son, Seth, who finally fulfills his parents’ destiny to be fruitful and populate the earth.

			One reason this second story is better known is that it contains many of the flash points that have caused such epic debate over the years: Who is superior, man or woman? Who is guiltier, Eve or Adam? In essence, which is God’s chosen sex, male or female? But when you consider the second story in light of the first, these questions take on starkly different meaning.

			The first story occupies the second half of Genesis 1 and is both shorter and less plot driven. More important, its message about the relationship between man and woman is almost the opposite of the second story. If the second story is about the shifting hierarchies between man and woman, the first is about their fundamental equality.

			On the sixth day of creation, God creates humanity in his image. This human creation has no identifiable gender or personality. God then divides this creation into male and female, gives these humans dominion over the animals, and enjoins them to have lots of children. The story ends with God declaring his new creations “very good.”

			Many explanations have been offered over the years as to why there are two stories that in key details are quite different. Traditional commentators stressed that the first account was more general and the second more specific. True, but not entirely satisfying. Beginning in the nineteenth century, historical criticism linked the first account with the more formal, priestly biblical author, known as P, and the second with the more narrative source, J. Also true, yet that doesn’t explain why the editor of the final text chose to include both versions.

			There’s another explanation that seems to grow out of the stories themselves. The narrative of Adam and Eve at its core is about the power of two. There are two people, two points of view, and, yes, two sides to the story. The fact that there are two versions of the narrative reinforces this notion that life is fundamentally about creative tension. Creation is cocreation. And this message is not accidental or ancillary. It is central to the entire Bible. Abraham has two wives who duel for his legacy and two sons who do the same; Isaac has twin sons who are also rivals; Jacob has two wives from the same family. Later, there are two tablets of law, two kingdoms, two exiles, and two temples. For Christians there are two testaments, old and new. In the biblical worldview, unity is the rarity; duality is the norm.

			There’s one more prominent duality at the heart of the Adam and Eve story and that may be the most radical of all: There’s only one God but there are two people. There’s a partnership between the divine and humans. In this detail alone, the biblical account is unlike any origin story that came before it. To understand the significance of that, I left Jerusalem one morning and headed south toward the city of Beer Sheva to meet one of the premier excavators in the ancient world.

			Yossi Garfinkel holds a chair of archaeology at Hebrew University and is an authority on the Neolithic world, the period that extended from around 12,000 B.C.E. until 2,000 B.C.E. This was the period when civilizations first emerged in the Fertile Crescent; it’s also the period when the Adam and Eve story was first told. Yossi is in his early sixties and nearly bald, with skin darkened from years in the sun. On this morning he was digging at a site believed to be connected to King David. He left a group of students, and we settled under a tree. He began by putting Adam and Eve into historical context.

			Scholars largely agree that the book of Genesis emerged through a series of oral stories that were passed down for centuries and written down beginning in the first millennium B.C.E. Robust city-states thrived in the Tigris-Euphrates Valley as early as 5000 B.C.E. These civilizations, among them Akkadian, Sumerian, and Babylonian, all used storytelling to explain their origins.

			“The earliest humans were hunter-gatherers,” Yossi said. Beginning around seventy thousand years ago, humans lived in small, tight-knit bands that moved around a lot. As anthropologist Yuval Harari said of these communities, “Members of a band knew each other very intimately, and were surrounded throughout their lives by friends and relatives. Loneliness and privacy were rare.” Men and women in these societies divided responsibilities more or less equally. Men did the hunting, while women did the gathering. Their gods reflected this diversification.

			“In hunter-gatherer societies, there were no central powers so there were no central deities,” Yossi said. “People had a god of the rain, a god of the wind, and so on.” Some of those gods had male characteristics; others female; many had both.

			Next came the period that Yossi studies closely, the birth of farming. “Around 12,000 B.C.E., people began to settle in permanent villages,” he said. “They started agriculture; they domesticated plants and animals; they began cultivating their own food. This is really when humans started raising themselves from nature.”

			“Some say this is the biggest revolution in history,” I said.

			“Exactly. And it’s perfectly reflected in the Adam and Eve story.” When Adam and Eve were in paradise, he explained, they got food from nature without having to work hard. Once they were expelled, they faced what everyone else faced after the agricultural revolution. They had to work a lot more. “God even says they’ll have to live ‘from the sweat of their brow,’” Yossi said.

			“Are you suggesting that transition is captured in the biblical story?”

			“Absolutely. Adam and Eve symbolize the movement from hunter-gatherers to village life.”

			This transition was also reflected in the way these societies understood their gods. Whereas before there had been a wide variety of deities, now the number winnowed. “When people started to live in villages, they began to have a single leader, so they created gods with more concentrated power,” Yossi said.

			Also, as societies became more complex, the number of male deities increased and the number of female deities decreased. There’s disagreement about why this happened, but certain facts are not in dispute. Female gods predominated in the preagrarian world. Of the tens of thousands of miniature sculptures found across the Mediterranean in the Neolithic age, Yossi said, 95 percent have been female.

			It became popular in recent decades to conclude that all these figurines meant early human societies worshipped goddesses. “In the beginning, people prayed to the Creatress of Life, the Mistress of Heaven,” the artist Merlin Stone wrote in her influential 1976 book When God Was a Woman. More recently this view has come into question. Historian Gerda Lerner, writing a decade after Stone, found that women were held in high esteem in agrarian culture, as were female gods. But they still weren’t in charge. “I would conclude that no matriarchal society has ever existed,” she wrote.

			Still, female gods were plentiful, especially in private spheres like weaving, brewing, and fertility.

			So what happened to all those female deities? The answer, Yossi said, is that around 2500 B.C.E. the prominent role women played in society began to slacken. The transition to agriculture put more pressure on resources, which increased the need for war, which elevated men. Agrarian societies made some people wealthier, which allowed elite males to have multiple wives. Kinship was slowly replaced by class as the organizing principle of societies. Women as preeminent voices started to wane; women as supportive players started to rise.

			These changes were eventually reflected in the stories of the gods. Roles once assigned to female deities were gradually transferred to male ones. In Sumer, the goddess of pot making morphed into a god; the powers of incantation, once controlled by a female god, were given to a male; the goddess of healing was demoted and forced to share powers with a male. “By the end of the second millennium,” writes Assyriologist Tikva Frymer-Kensky, “the ancient goddesses have all but disappeared.”

			The significance of this for the Bible is that the period during which this shift was taking place, the second millennium B.C.E., is exactly the period in which the major events of Genesis take place. Not surprisingly, these events revolve around men—the patriarchs!—with women assigned a secondary role. This tension is also reflected in the story of Adam and Eve.

			Humanity makes its debut in the Bible in Genesis 1:26. It’s the sixth day, and God has so far created light, sky, the earth, the seas, the stars, and the animals. Already the God of the Bible shares similarities with Mesopotamian gods—water plays a crucial role in both traditions, as does the chaotic void that exists before creation.

			But the differences are greater. The God of Genesis has no appearance or shape; God uses words to create the world, not physical powers; and, most important of all, God is solo. Gone are the elaborate rituals that characterized the mating of gods and goddesses; gone are the sexual partnerships between male and female deities; gone is the whole idea that god has female characteristics at all. The God of the Hebrew Bible is almost exclusively male.

			There are several history-shaping consequences to this change. First, a lonely God needs a human partner to keep him company and fulfill his mission. Second, a solitary God needs a man and woman to carry out the sexual function he no longer can perform by himself. But how does a singular God create two human beings with enough diversity to populate the earth but without too much rivalry that might hobble their effort?

			The way the story solves this dilemma is electrifying. God becomes plural. After starting off masculine at the beginning of the story, the singular, male God suddenly declares in Genesis 1:26, “Let us create a human after our likeness.” This use of plural is shocking, and it’s followed by an even more startling elaboration: God creates a single human entity that mirrors this plurality. Genesis 1:27 says, “God created humankind.” The Hebrew word the text uses for God’s creation, ha-adam, literally “the adam” or “the human,” is not the proper name for Adam or even the word for “man.” It’s a more generic, gender-neutral term for all humanity. The text is clearly suggesting that all of humankind is the reflection of God.

			This choice of language has many implications for Adam and Eve, but what was most relevant for my visit with Yossi is that the birth of humanity as described in the Hebrew Bible contains a moment of parity between a singular/plural God and a singular/plural humanity. Long before the hierarchies that have burdened male-female relations for millennia, at the start of the story there is pure equality. God contains both male and female; humanity, created in God’s image, also contains both male and female. To drive that point home, the text goes on to say that God then divides this human entity into two parallel sexes. “Male and female he created them.”

			So what’s being communicated here? Some commentators have suggested God is speaking in a majestic plural (the “royal we”) or perhaps referring to angels in his heavenly court. Some Christian interpreters said this plural implies God is speaking to other members of the Holy Trinity. But the more I learned about the history of gods and goddesses, the more I wondered whether Genesis might contain an echo of the not-too-distant past when divinity was shared between male and female. In that case, maybe Adam and Eve were the heirs of an era when men and women, like their gods, divided responsibilities more equally.

			I asked Yossi what he thought. “Look, do I think it’s possible that the biblical story contains an echo of the female gods of Mesopotamia?” he said. “Absolutely. We have references to female gods later in the Bible, in the book of Kings, so we know the Israelites were aware of them.”

			“But why have this echo so prominently in the opening verses of Genesis?”

			“Because Adam and Eve are designed to represent the entire human species,” he said. “Since they reflect this broader shift of humans from the paradise of hunter-gatherers to the difficult life of agrarians, it would be logical that they represent the broader shift from male-female gods to a single male god and from male-female cooperation to patriarchy.”

			“But here’s what I don’t understand,” I said. The morning had turned to midday by now and some excitement had been generated by the dig. “The people who wrote down this story had no way of knowing all this. They didn’t know about the history of hunter-gatherers or the battle over the sexual identity of gods. How were they able to capture this transition?”

			“That’s what we call the longue durée, the long memory,” he said. “At some point there were people in the Neolithic period who remembered that their grandfather was a hunter-gatherer. They were able to tell their children about that transition. And slowly, slowly, as the stories were passed down, some details were forgotten and others were added, until you get to the biblical narrative.”

			“I would have thought with all
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					Love is rooted in the divine.

					Love is rooted in humanity.

					Love is rooted in the individual.
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