BEREISHIS: ASTUDY OF TEXT, TRADITION & THEOLOGY

WHAT AND WHERE WAS THE TREE OF KNOWLEDGE
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Rabbi Dr. Norman Lamm, Seventy Faces, vol. 1 (New Jersey: 2002 . 209-210
But Judaism has taught all of us, Jews and non-Jews alike, that even when learning is pursued for its
own sake, intellectually, it must never become an absolute, unrelated to moral dimensions. One must

learn in order to do; and even if he learns for the sake of learning itself, it must be the kind of

learning which makes him a different and better human being. King Solomon referred to the Torah,
the repository of Jewish teaching, as “a tree of life to them who take hold of it” (Proverbs 3:18).

Notes that the famed king (whose wisdom was legendary despite his lack of an earned doctorate)
chose as the symbol of learning only one of the two trees that grew in the middle of Garden of
Eden: the Tree of Life and the Tree of Knowledge. Surprisingly, he equated Torah-essentially an



intellectual pursuit-with the tree of Life rather than that of Knowledge. For true Torah is more than

knowledge, it is life. true education is more than learning, it is human experience and neighbotly love
and elemental compassion as well. . . .

That learning must be more than knowledge, that it must enhance life, was expressed in a startlingly
poignant way by the Zohar, the source book of Jewish mysticism. The biblical Tree of Knowledge, it
taught, possessed within it yet another tree-in Aramaic iana de’mota, the Tree of Death. When man
combines knowledge and life, he is capable of suppressing the Tree of Death. But if he pursues

knowledge alone, unconcerned with the Tree of Life-with human compassion and love and
gentleness-he thereby releases the noxious Tree of Death in all of its many and ugly manifestations.
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