Weekly Jewish Wisdom:
A River Runs Through It

by Dr. Erica Brown

“A river issues from Eden to water the garden, and it then divides and 
becomes four branches.”

Genesis 2:10


This Shabbat we reopen the Torah and begin reading Genesis anew. There is a powerful sense of the “beginningness” of the textual experience as we open up to page one again and read the familiar stories. But in each familiar story, there is unfamiliar terrain. A curiosity we may have wondered about and then lost in our attempt to move ahead.

One of the oddest parts of this week’s Torah reading is the sudden, abrupt pause we have to learn about the rivers that nourished the Garden of Eden. In chapter two we take a virtual tour of this remarkable arcadia. We are told that God created a garden called Eden in the east and placed the first human there and created trees that were both visually pleasing and nutritionally beneficial. And then we are offered a disarming detail. Two specific trees were placed in the middle of the garden: the tree of life and the tree of knowledge “of good and bad.”
Just when we are intrigued by these plantings does the text move to the waterworks of the garden. We are then offered our verse above, followed by the names of the four rivers.

The name of the fist is Pishon, and the one that winds through the whole land of Havilah, where the gold is. The gold of that land is good; bdellium is there and lapis lazuli. The name of the second river is Gihon, the one that winds through the whole land of Cush. The name of the third river is Tigris, the one that flows east of Asshur, And the fourth river is the Euphrates.

The text continues by telling us that God placed man in the garden to “till it and tend it.” Once we understand the geography, we are told the extent of the created world that Adam will be responsible for in this exotic place. And yet, we sense that there is more to these rivers if they are what comes between the two trees that will change humanity forever and man’s own responsibility to the Garden of Eden.

Many commentators are so confused by the appearance of these rivers that they say nothing about them. One modern scholarly work regards the river interruption as a “tension-building device” to heighten the reader’s suspense at a “critical moment in the development of the plot.” In essence the rivers are not important; they are merely a distraction to highlight the problems about to surface.

Another commentary examines the division of the river into four since no such ancient river has ever been located. He calls attention to the fact that the branches are not really branches but river heads, which start as a separate stream in the garden that disappears into the ground only to break out into four distinct rivers outside the garden. The rivers and all the riches they describe heighten our awareness that Adam has been given an extraordinary gift to tend. The rabbis of the Talmud regarded the river’s head as outside of Eden, irrigating it as it passed through (BT Brakhot 34b) and then dividing up the four inhabited parts of the ancient world.

Why do we need this strange lesson in geography when we are really after the juicy narrative of disobedience? I believe that the river segment is not incidental in its description or its placement. The rivers suggest that there is life outside the garden right after the tree that would force Adam and Eve out of the garden is introduced. The rivers foreshadow life outside the garden, a life of potential abundance that spreads itself out in multiple directions. Adam become so distracted by the tree that he forgets the responsibility that he has to till the garden until God actually punishes him later with harder work. Despite the tour, Adam finds himself lost, displaced. He did not pay sufficient attention to all of his surroundings and, as a result, he loses the magnificent garden. 

He also loses unity. There is a place where all four branches meet and the current is very strong because it is unified. In the garden, Adam experiences unity with God, animals and with Eve, but sin fractures that unity. His world breaks up into fragments, like the river’s branches that lead him away and create separate realms.

All is not lost because the rivers will lead Adam to the world outside of the garden that is itself full of mystery. There are not many rivers mentioned in the Bible. In Ecclesiastes, we read “All streams flow into the sea, yet the sea is never full” (1:7). The reverse image of the garden water is presented. All nourishment flows from the garden. The perfection of the garden branches out and touches all parts of the inhabited universe. Still today.
Shabbat Shalom
