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Do the Math

“And G-d Almighty took [Adam] and placed him in the Garden of Eden, to work it and to protect it. And G-d Almighty commanded the man saying, ‘From all the trees of the garden you may eat. From the tree of knowledge, of good and evil, [however,] do not eat’ ” (Genesis 2:15-17).


W

ith the Succah away and the dust cleared from the tumult of the holiday season, we can now dedicate our energies more fully to realizing our resolutions of self-improvement for the new year. Very appropriately, then, this week’s parsha teaches us a number of lessons about the Evil Inclination and its strategies to better equip us in our battle against it.


After their creation, Adam and Chava were placed in the Garden of Eden. G-d gave them just one command to observe there, not to eat from the Tree of Knowledge. Compliance with this mitzvah was so significant it would have brought the world to its perfection. Unfortunately, however, they failed, and brought untold misery upon themselves and their descendants.


Nevertheless, those great ancestors of ours, fail though as they did, did not just go over to the tree in the middle of the garden and eat from its forbidden fruit. Adam and Chava, the original creations of G-d, were too keenly aware of G-d’s presence for such a flagrant betrayal. Initially, it was the Evil Inclination, in the guise of the sly snake (1), which enticed Chava against the word of G-d. What was the Evil Inclination’s strategy, by which he succeeded to seduce G-d’s very handiwork?


The Evil Inclination employed two deceptive tactics in his dirty work. The first of these was to exaggerate the scope of G-d’s restriction on Adam and Chava. 

When the snake confronted Chava, he questioned her, “Did G-d perhaps say to you not to eat from any tree of the garden?” (2). The snake knew very well that G-d only forbade the fruit of the Tree of Knowledge. Nevertheless, his ploy was to paint a negative picture of life under G-d’s dominion (3). “How can you possibly abide by G-d’s commands?” the snake asked. “Everything is forbidden to you!”


During the late 19th – early 20th centuries, millions of beleaguered Jews came over to these shores from Europe. Although a good number of them were Torah observant, and continued to practice the laws of the Torah throughout their lifetimes, the succeeding generation all but disappeared into American culture. 

Rabbi Moshe Feinstein, one of the most respected Torah leaders of the previous generation and a Russian immigrant himself, reflected on a certain tendency of the parents, which he felt was a major factor in the children’s decision to forsake their heritage. Rabbi Feinstein observed that while the parents remained steadfast with the Torah amid tremendous self-sacrifice, they would complain to their children, “Oy! It’s so difficult to be a Jew!” Although the parents displayed exemplary dedication, they were, at the same time, unwittingly discouraging their children from following in their footsteps.

Chava, though, was not taken in by this first of the Evil Inclination’s tactics. She contently responded to the snake, “In fact, G-d is very good to us. We are allowed to partake of all the fruits of the garden. It is from the Tree of Knowledge alone that we are forbidden, even by the threat of death” (4).

Nevertheless, the snake was not deterred. He had, after all, succeeded in opening a dialogue with Chava, and with her guard lowered, proceeded on with the fatal blow.

“You have nothing to fear by eating from that tree,” continued the snake. “As a matter of fact, you have only to gain.” This second, and victorious, method was to magnify the “benefits” of defying G-d’s command (5). “If you eat from that tree you’ll ‘become like G-d.’ You should know, G-d Himself ate from the tree, which enabled Him to create the universe. He just doesn’t want you to be able to do the same, so He told you not to eat from it” (6). By distorting G-d’s motives in prohibiting the fruit of the Tree of Knowledge, the Evil Inclination presented Chava with a compelling, and tempting, argument to discount G-d’s warnings. And he succeeded, when Chava “saw that the tree was good (to be like G-d)…and took from its fruit and ate” (7).   

Although this devastating incident took place nearly six thousand years ago, “there is nothing new under the sun” (8). The general tendencies of Man are the same, and for that reason the Evil Inclination’s job has remained unchanged. Consequently, the lessons of our forbearers’ experience are as relevant now as they were when they occurred.   

The Evil Inclination knows that one of the most effective ways to undermine a person’s commitment to his heritage, or discourage its exploration, is to bring it out in all its gloom. “Judaism is so difficult,” he tells us. “Its impossible to keep all those laws!” These are the types of grievances the Evil Inclination raises against us. And his one-two-punch is the convincing argument that only freedom from religion allows one to partake of life’s pleasures.    

“Calculate the ‘loss’ incurred by adhering to G-d’s command against the eternal reward for its fulfillment,” said the Sages in Pirkei Avos (9). The difficulties we may encounter in fulfilling G-d’s will are insignificant in comparison to the eternal reward we shall receive for our dedication, not to mention the quality of life now in this world. “And calculate the ‘gain’ of an act in violation of G-d’s word against the eternal loss for doing the same.” Base, sensual pleasures of this world are but fleeting moments in history – hardly worth the resultant consequences sure to be had.   

------------------------

(1) See Commentary of Ibn Ezra to Bereishis 3:1 for a discussion about the identity of this creature. (2) Bereishis 3:1. (3) Rabbi Yeruchom Levovitz in Da'as Torah, vol.1, pg.19. (4) See Bereishis 3:2-3. (5) See commentary of Seforno to ibid. v.1. (6) See ibid. v.4-5, and Rashi. (7) Ibid. v.6. (8) Koheles 1:9. (9) Pirkei Avos 2:1.      
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