A Tale of Two Trees

A Fruit for the Senses

Ibn Ezra, Bereishit 3:6

The "Tree of Knowledge' gave rise to sexual desire, and it is for this reason that the man and his wife
covered their private parts... When Adam ate from the Tree of Knowledge, he '"knew his wife," this
knowledge being a euphemism for sexual relations. This is called [""knowing''] on account of the Tree of
Knowledge. When a youth "knows good and evil, ' then his sexual desire begins.

Ramban, Bereishit 2:9

"And the tree of the knowledge of good and evil."" The commentators have said that the fruit thereof
caused those who ate it to have a desire for sexual intercourse, and therefore Adam and Chava covered
their nakedness after they ate of it [the fruit]. They quote a similar expression, the saying of Barzilai the
Gileadite: "Can I distinguish between good and evil?" (11 Shemuel 19:36) - meaning that this sexual desire
was already removed from him. But in my opinion this interpretation is not correct since the serpent said,
"And you shall be like Elokim, knowing good and evil. *

And it you say that the serpent lied to her, now, ""And the Lord said, Behold man has become like one of us
knowing good and evil" (Bereishit 3:22)...

The proper interpretation appears to me to be that man's original nature was such that he did whatever
was proper for him to do naturally, just as the heavens and all their hosts do, ""faithful workers whose

work is truth, and who do not change from their prescribed course, " and in whose deeds Rhere is no love
or hatred. Now it was the fruit of this tree that gave rise to will and desire, that those who ate it should
choose a thing or its opposite, for good or for evil. This is why it was called the Tree of Knowledge of good
and evil, for "knowledge" in our language is used to express will. ..

Now at that time sexual intercourse between Adam and his wife was not a matter of desire; instead, at the
time of begetting offspring they came together and propagated. Therefore, all the limbs were, in their
eyes, as the face and hands, and they were not ashamed of them. But after he ate of the fruit of the Tree of

Knowledge, he possessed the power of choice; he could now willingly do evil or good to himself or to
others. This, on the one hand, is a godlike attribute; but as far as man is concerned, it is bad because
through it, he has a will and desire.
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R. Hirsch

For as long as man and women were both one body, having the same spirit, serving the One God,
as long as with body and soul they come up to the ideal of Man being in the likeness of God, for so
long was their body pure and holy like their soul, spiritual and sensual, body and soul, both given
by God for the fulfillment of their human mission... The pure human soul, the moral life of the
senses, are no whit less holy than the soul, the spiritual life... But as soon as man hands over the
reins to his sensuousness, does not exercise moral energy to raise his sensual life up into the

realm of godliness, but on the contrary, by his sensuality his godliness itself gets dragged down
into the unfree state of the senses, then at once he has to be ashamed of his nakedness.

Rabbi Mordechai Breuer



Thus, man passed all at once from childhood to adulthood. The slow development that passes
over every individual, little by little, fell upon Adam suddenly and all at once. A moment earlier he
had been perfect and innocent, pure as a child - and now he is already an adult. Together with all
the good in an adult's world, he acquired also all the bad - the splitting and the rift, the shame and
the sin. In contrast to the adults in our world, however, it was he who brought all this evil upon
himself. It was not part of the natural order of things that he should reach maturity. It was not the
way of the world that imposed upon him the spiritual rift between free willed devotion to
spiritual knowledge and drunken addiction to physical desire. Rather, it was he, through the
exercise of his free will, who brought this all upon himself.

Food for Thought

Moreh Nevuchim I, 2

Years ago a learned man propounded as a challenge to me a curious objection... This is what the objector
said: It is manifest from the clear sense of the biblical text that the primary purpose with regard to man
was that he should be, as the other animals are, devoid of intellect, of thought, and of the capacity to
distinguish between good and evil. However, when he disobeyed, his disobedience procured him as its
necessary consequence the great perfection peculiar to man... Now it is a thing to be wondered at that
man’s punishment for his disobedience should consist in his being granted a perfethat he did not possess
before, namely, the intellect. ..

[The answer:] For the intellect that God made overflow unto man and that is the latter’s ultimate
perfection, was that which Adam had been provided with before he disobeyed. It was because of this that
it was said of him that he was created in the image of God and in His likeness. It was likewise on account of
it that he was addressed by God and given commandments, as it says: ""And the Lord God commanded, and
so on' (Bereishit 2:16). For commandments are not given to beasts and beings devoid of intellect.
Through the intellect one distinguishes between truth and falsehood ("\pwy nnN), and that was found in
Adam in its perfection and integrity. Fine and bad (y11 210), on the other hand, belong to the things
generally accepted as known, not to those cognized by the intellect. For one does not say: it is fine that
heaven is spherical, and it is bad that the earth is flat; rather one says true and false with regard to these
assertions... However, when he disobeyed and inclined toward his desires of the imagination and the
pleasures of his corporeal senses, inasmuch as it is said: "That the tree was good for food and that it was a
delight to the eyes" (Bereishit 3:6), he was punished by being deprived of that intellectual apprehension.
He therefore disobeyed the commandment that was imposed upon him on account of his intellect and,
becoming endowed with the faculty of apprehending generally accepted things, he became absorbed in
judging things to be bad or fine.
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R. David Fohrman - https://www.aish.com/jl/b/eb/ge/?s=bc
How are "true" things different than "good" things?

When I say something is true, I'm describing objective reality. I'm telling you that
something is out there; it's real. And it's real whether I like it or not. If we talk about
morality as a matter of true and false, then, this might be shorthand for saying that
making moral choices involves discerning something objective. It involves figuring out what
the right thing to do is; what my Maker expects of me -- and then trying to align my
behavior with that "truth".

How then, do we see virtue differently when we call it "good" rather than "true"? While
the word "true" has a core meaning of "real", the word "good" is not quite as objective a
term. For example, what else does "good" mean besides "that which is ethically correct"?
Its other meaning is: "that which is pleasing". When I say something is good, what T am
really telling you, in a subtle way, is that I approve of it; that it is desirable.

Perhaps, then, Maimonides means the following: The shift from a world of true and false to
a world of good and evil was a shift between a world where my essential choice was an
objective one, to a more subjective world -- a world in which my desire infrudes and
becomes an inescapable part of the moral calculus...

As we suggested earlier, the "Tree of Knowledge" was deeply associated with desire -- it
appealed to us at all conceivable aesthetic levels, from the most base (taste) to the most
profound (mind). Perhaps the mysterious tree of knowledge was really a tree of desire. And
perhaps the most fundamental ramification of our choice to eat from it was simply this:
The role that desire plays in our lives would become forever changed.

To explain: In the pre-tree world, desire was more easily controlled. It was a natural part
of man -- but a part that was in equilibrium with the rest of us. It was less likely to




blind-side us. In the post-tree world, that can no longer be taken for granted. Desire
brandishes a higher profile in man's psyche. It remains ever present, in the background,
always a force to be reckoned with. Desire becomes a lens through which I view things. I no
longer see a clear world of "true" and "false"; I now see something that is ever so slightly
different. I see "good" and "evil".

And let's talk about the other side of the coin. When a kid pushes away a plate of broccoli
because he says it's "bad" and prefers the pizza because it's "good" -- he is not
dispassionately telling you about the quality and nutritional benefits of the food. He's
telling you what he likes and what he doesn't like. In a curious kind of way, he is actually
telling you more about himself than he is about the food.

Similarly, when the Torah speaks of "knowing good and evil", perhaps this is shorthand for a
new way of looking at moral choices. Yes, I am still trying to figure out what God wants of
me -- at least overtly. But there's another factor that can potentially cloud my vision: It's
not only about what 6-d wants anymore; it's also about what I want. Inside of every moral
decision is a little bit of pizza and broccoli. My own desires are now an inescapable part of
the picture; I am seeing right and wrong "from the inside" now. I can rise above these
desires, but doing so is not as easy as it seems.

"My elderly mother needs help organizing her house before she moves -- but my kid needs
me to help him prepare for finals. Who do I spend the evening with?

"Should Billy lie to the teacher to protect his friend Bobby, when the teacher asks him
whether Bobby was cheating on his test?"

It's a dark and rainy night in Manhattan. You throw your trusty Chevy Suburban into
reverse and begin to back out of your parking spot, when you hear a sickening thud. You get
out of the car to behold, right behind you, a shiny black Lexus convertible -- with a badly
dented front end. You look around. The street is entirely dark, not a soul to be seen. Do you
leave a note or not?

That world changed -- we changed -- when we ate of the Tree of Knowledge. After
partaking from this wellspring of desire, I would suggest, Adam and Eve sensed that the
engine that burned inside them was more powerful than it had been before. Yes, their
heightened desire made them greater beings, more like God Himself, the Ultimate Creator:

...you shall be as gods, knowing good and evil... (Genesis 3:5)...

But there was a hitch: Humanity traded in its engine for a more powerful one -- but it was
still left with the same steering wheel as it had before. The delicate balance between




passion and intellect was altered. In the post-tree world, Adam and Eve -- all of us, really --
were left to struggle with the dilemma: How does one direct a powerful, massive engine,
with a small, easily overmatched intellect?

Disobedience

Benno Jacob, cited by Nechama Leibowitz, lyyunim Chadashim be-Sefer Bereishit, p. 20
The tree distinguished between good and evil, between the permitted and the forbidden, between
life and death, independent of the specific content of the command. On the contrary, the man's test
was to see whether he would be influenced by practical considerations regarding the utility of the
command, whether he would direct his will solely to obey the Commander. The man was given the
command so that he should not think that he is God. but rather he should know that he has a
Master and Commander. The fruit of the tree was not harmful, nor did it contain deathly poison. On
the contrary, it was good to eat.

R. David Fohrman, https://www.alephbeta.org/playlist/story-of -haman-in-eden

God is our parent in heaven, we are His child, He's given us this gift, all of these trees. What
does He want? He wants us to enjoy eating from all of these trees. He says: Mikol eitz hagan
achal tochel - from all of these trees you shall eat, surely eat. It's the first positive
command in the Torah, enjoy all these trees. He just wants us to understand that the frees
came from Him. How do we convey that understanding? There's one tree that's His; by
honoring the prohibition not to partake of God's own tree, that's the way we convey our
understanding that we're guests in the Garden, that we're not the owners, that we're there
at God's pleasure. That what He's given us with all these trees are His gifts, and when we
enjoy them, we're enjoying what He has lovingly bestowed to us.

Impatience

A910 DNN
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