
Lessons from  
the Garden

The human condition generates a deep need for stability, for regularity. 
We seek a status quo. We want to feel, when we go to sleep at night, 

that we will wake up in the morning to our accustomed lives. This need 
stands in direct opposition to the uncertainty, and even chaos, which 
permeates human life. To compensate, we build for ourselves myths of 
stability, myths founded on faith, hope and yearning, myths that enable 
us to live with the instability that is our destiny.

Economic Uncertainty 
and Moral Growth

{By DONNIEL HARTMAN 

The current crisis can be a catalyst for positive change in the Jewish 
community. Self-examination in the light of traditional texts reinforces the 
primacy of ethics as the basis of individual and collective life
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But every so often, these myths are challenged 
by a reality that cannot be denied. As humans 
we encounter chaos that cannot be ignored 
or explained away. It is at such moments 
that we face a critical choice that determines 
the nature and quality of our lives. Do we 
wallow in our victimization, and respond 
solely with anger or depression, looking for 
someone to blame? While such reactions are 
understandable and often justified, do they 
exhaust our reservoir of responses? 

The question is: do we also have it 
within us to see crisis, pain and suffering 
as opportunities for growth? Though we go 
to great lengths to avoid instability, it may 
afford us an opportunity to take stock and 
evaluate ourselves and our lives. Success 
feeds a status quo whose value remains 
unexamined. Crisis and insecurity prompt 
us to question the worthiness of our goals 
and ambitions. Indeed, the sum total of who 
we are as people is often defined more by 
the failures we have overcome than by the 
successes we have attained.  

When economic crisis hits, we experience 
deep vulnerability. We have worked hard 
to create a safety net for ourselves and our 
families. Insofar as we measure ourselves by 
how much we earn and how much we own, 
economic uncertainty undermines our sense 
of self. All of a sudden, the ground moves 
under our feet and we feel wobbly, unworthy. 
It is devastating to get up in the morning 

and not have a job, or see your income fall 
below the level of your lifestyle. It’s painful 
to realize that you can’t retire when you 
planned, and that your kids can’t count on a 
safe or secure career path. 

How we respond says everything about us, 
as individuals and as a society. While crises 
are inevitable and often beyond our control, 
how we respond is a matter of choice. 

To Err is Human 
In traditional Judaism, as in other faiths, 
crisis is often interpreted as punishment. 
In this view, history is a divine plan, whose 
unfolding is determined by man’s compliance 
with the will of God. A person of faith is 
trained to ask, in the face of suffering: what 
did I do wrong to cause God to be angry with 
me? The Babylonian Talmud, in Tractate 
Berachot, articulates this approach: 

Rabba (some say, Rav Hisda) has said: if 
a man sees that painful sufferings visit 
him, let him examine his conduct. For it is 
said: “Let us search and try our ways, and 
return unto the Lord.” (Berachot 5a)

The examination of one’s conduct is a 
lesson that goes back to Adam and Eve. In 
Genesis 2, God places human beings in the 
Garden of Eden, and gives them everything 
they could desire. Life is beautiful. All  
humans have to do is stroll in the garden, eat 
the fruit of the trees and savor the God-given 
bounty. The Garden of Eden is the primal 
symbol of redemption, of blissful stability 
afforded to humankind by God. It is safe and 
protected: a garden, not a jungle. 

There is, however, one catch. In order to 
stay in the garden and be eternally immune 
to the chaos that lurks outside, human beings 
must live in accordance with the directives of 
God. Along with the gift of the garden comes 
the first commandment: 

Who we are as people 
is often defined more 
by the failures we have 
overcome than by the 
successes we experience. 
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The Lord God took the man, and placed 
him in the Garden of Eden to till it and 
tend it. And the Lord God commanded the 
man, saying: “Of every tree of the garden 
you are free to eat; but as for the tree of 
knowledge of good and bad, you must not 
eat of it; for as soon as you eat of it, you 
shall die.” (Genesis 2:15-17)

Commandment, reward and punishment 
thus enter our tradition simultaneously. If 
one wants to stay in the redemptive garden of 
stability, safe under the protective wings of 
God, all one needs to do is obey. Observance 
of God’s law creates security. Conversely, our 
behavior can also damage this status quo. 
It’s a powerful message. As an individual, 
one cannot control the forces of nature and 
life. One cannot predict the stock markets. 
One can’t always thwart the Madoffs of the 
world. One can, however, control one’s own 
behavior, and work to improve it. One is not 
endowed with infinite wisdom, or the ability 
to predict the future, but one can align 
oneself with the all-knowing God. 

This religious worldview is surely 
understandable. As the American anthro-
pologist Clifford Geertz observed, chaos does 
not undermine faith in God; chaos makes faith 
in God necessary. Regardless of whether God 
wants or needs this linkage between human 
behavior and reward and punishment, human 
beings yearn for the myth of stability that it 
furnishes them. 

Although motivated by the frailties of 
the human experience, and adopted by so 
many people of faith, this is not the only way 
the Jewish tradition suggests we respond 
to suffering and crisis. A careful reading of 
the same text in Berachot may offer another, 
more constructive, direction. 

“If a man sees that painful sufferings 
visit him, let him examine his conduct.” 
These words need not spur us to assign guilt 
and blame, or to attempt to explain God’s 
actions, but can rather serve as a lesson 
for life, a call to turn painful suffering into 

a vehicle for self-improvement. Suffering 
can be a catalyst for the self-reflection that 
success rarely inspires. One of the tragedies 
of the human condition is that we rarely 
reflect on the path we are taking until we are 
forced to depart from it. We appreciate that 
which is lost in ways that we did not when 
we took abundance for granted. The Talmud, 
in this passage from Berachot, is challenging 
us to disconnect suffering from notions of 
sin and divine wrath, and instead connect 
it to our aspirations to be a people who take 
responsibility for their lives. 

This may not be a literal reading of the 
Talmudic text, yet it is clearly reinforced by 
the continuation of the passage. The Talmud 
asks: what happens if someone looks himself 
hard in the mirror, and cannot find a single 
reason why he is suffering? The answer: if he 
suffers, and then searches his behavior, and 
finds nothing amiss, “let him attribute it to 
the neglect of the study of the Torah.” But 
according to tradition, the commandment to 
study Torah is one of those commandments 
which have no measure, and can thus never 
be adequately fulfilled. “Vehagita bo yomam 
valaylah,” it says in the first chapter of the 
book of Joshua: “You shall study it day and 
night.” Can anyone really study Torah all the 
time? Can a person be punished for failing to 
achieve the impossible? 

Here, the Talmud subverts the logic 
of reward and punishment, and offers an 
alternative. As human beings we will always 
encounter some measure of inexplicable 
chaos. Our response must be, as the text 
suggests, to use crisis as an opportunity 
to grow, to push farther toward the  
unattainable. The Torah sets goals that 
we must strive for, but can never attain. 
Our tradition teaches us to recognize that 
imperfection and failure are not always sinful, 
but are endemic to the human condition. To 
err is to be human. To be fully human is to 
strive always to improve. 

Later in the same passage in Berachot, we 
find support for this position: 

6 | Winter 2010 



Lessons from the Garden /// Donniel Hartman 

“Secrets of Eden,” 
ceramic tile mural, 
Koresh Street, 
Jerusalem. By the 
Jerusalem Armenian 
artist Marie Balian. 
Photo by Mati 
Milstein, 2009. 
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It has been taught, R. Simeon bar Yohai 
says: The Holy One, blessed be He, gave 
Israel three precious gifts, and all of them 
were given only through sufferings. These 
are: the Torah, the Land of Israel and the 
World to Come. 

Suffering is not the result of sin and 
divine anger or disappointment, but rather a 
permanent and fundamental feature of life. 
God gives us Torah, because to be a human 
being is to live a life of value. God gives us 
the Land of Israel, because a people should be 
able to be free in its own country. God gives 
us the world to come so that humans can have 
a sense of an eternity. But all three of these, 
says Rabbi Shimon bar Yohai, are attained 
only through suffering. If something is truly 
a gift of genuine value, it will be so viewed and 
appreciated only if it does not come easily. 

This way of thinking rejects the theodicy of 
the Garden of Eden, whereby man is banished 
from paradise as punishment for sin. Instead, 
the garden is a place that we must leave if we 
are to learn to appreciate what is valuable in 
life and aspire to attain it. Rabbi Shimon bar 
Yohai’s notion of human redemption is as old 
as Genesis, where the first chapter presents 
a slant on the story that differs from the 
version in chapter 2. Here, rather than a God 
who gives us a garden, we have a God who 
plants us in the world. Instead of a God who 
commands us not to eat of the tree, we have 
a God who gives us the gift of the challenge 
to master the world. 

In Genesis 1, God says: “Let us make 
man in our image, after our likeness. They 
shall rule the fish of the sea, the birds of the 
sky, the cattle, the whole earth, and all the 
creeping things that creep on earth.” God 
creates the human being to be master of the 
world – and creates us in the image of God so 
that we can be such masters. 

Genesis 1 doesn’t describe a God who wants 
to take care of human beings by insulating 
them from the chaos around them. In this 
story, God creates a human being to replace 

God. You want stability, you want growth, you 
have to master the world; and in mastering 
the world, you need to master yourself. 

Our tradition thus offers us two different 
theologies. One centers on a God who 
creates gardens, and defines the ideal form 
of existence as one in which we live under 
His protection, free from responsibility for 
the world. Our sole obligation is to live in 
accordance with the will of God, the God of 
the Garden. This desire for redemption from 
the world’s burdens is so profound that the 
prophet Ezekiel, recognizing that man is 
invariably a sinner, wants to alter human 
nature: “I will give you a new heart and put a 
new spirit into you: I will remove the heart of 
stone from your body and give you a heart of 
flesh.” (Ezekiel 36:26) And if ridding man of 
sin also means depriving man of free choice, 
so be it: stability is more important than 
freedom. But is this really all that it means 
to be a Jew?

The other theology, from Genesis 1, sees 
redemption in the never-ending journey of a 
life that strives to be a force for good, to fulfill 
the responsibility to master and improve 
oneself and the world. This means that when 
crisis befalls us, the question is not how to 
get back in sync with God, but rather how to 
get back in sync with ourselves. We are the 
architects of our fate. 

When crisis befalls us, 
the question is not how 
to get back in sync with 
God, but rather how to 
get back in sync with 
ourselves.
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More Precious than Rubies 
How do we begin to meet our responsibilities 
as human beings? How do we use the current 
experience of crisis as a catalyst for growth 
in the Jewish community? How do we 
transform the upheaval in the status quo 
into a gift of renewal? 

A good place to start is by reclaiming 
the ethical values that have too often been 
neglected in the quest for personal gain. 
Perhaps the clearest distillation of these 
values may be found in the famous tale of 
Hillel and the convert: 

It happened that a certain heathen came 
before Shammai and said to him, “Make 
me a proselyte on condition that you teach 
me the whole Torah while I stand on one 
foot.” Thereupon he repulsed him with the 
builder’s cubit that was in his hand. When 
he went before Hillel, he said to him, “What 
is hateful to you, do not to your neighbor: 
that is the whole Torah, while the rest is 
the commentary thereof; go and learn it.” 
(Shabbat 31a)

The non-Jew who challenges Shammai  
and Hillel wants to embrace Judaism, but only 
if it can be reduced to one central obligation. 
Shammai rejects him, but Hillel does not. 
After converting him, Hillel responds: the 
heart of Judaism is the obligation to treat 
others ethically. That is the whole Torah 
and the rest is but commentary. Judaism 
entails religious commandments of many 
sorts. Rituals of the Sabbath and holidays, 
life cycle events, history and culture are all 
intertwined in the tapestry of Jewish life. All 
are essential parts of the whole. But if one 
has to determine the core, the first priority, 
for Hillel the answer is clear – ethics. 

Hillel’s answer reflects a long tradition 
within Judaism. It begins with the first Jew, 
who was chosen, the Torah tells us, because 
he will teach his children to “keep the way 
of the Lord by doing what is just and right.” 
(Genesis 18:19) The election of Abraham – 

and of his descendants, the Jewish people 
– is grounded in his understanding that 
the essence of walking with God is ethical 
behavior.

One of the tragedies of religious life is 
that ethics rarely receives the priority it 
deserves. The transcendent figure of God can 
eclipse the value of the non-transcendent. 
People of faith often mistakenly assume that 
since ritual is directed towards God, it takes 
precedence over ethics, which is directed 
towards mere mortals. A major part of the 
prophetic message is an attempt to rectify 
this mistake, generally to no avail. “Though 
you pray at length, I will not listen; your 
hands are stained with crime,” says Isaiah 
(1:15). People may feel that sacrifices and 
fasting alone will make them beloved in 
God’s eyes, but this is a grave error. “No, this 
is the fast I desire: to unlock the fetters of 
wickedness . . . To share your bread with the 
hungry . . . When you see the naked to clothe 
him, and not to ignore your own kin.” (Isaiah 
58:6-7) Hillel reiterates this message: “That 
is the whole Torah.” 

God wants the ethical to be primary, but 
this does not mean that the ethical alone is 
sufficient. Hillel’s summation – go and study 
– is intended to urge the convert to discover 
the rest of Jewish life, rituals included. Hillel 
is not an opponent of ritual; the totality of 
his teachings proves the opposite. “That is the 
whole Torah,” like the call of the prophets, is 
a statement of priorities not a redefinition of 
Judaism. 

In this context, it is interesting to 
note the perspective of Rashi, the great 
medieval commentator, on the Hillel story 

One of the tragedies 
of religious life is that 
ethics rarely receives the 
priority it deserves.
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in Tractate Shabbat. Rashi associates the 
words, “What is hateful to you, do not 
to your neighbor” with a verse from the 
book of Proverbs (27:10): “Do not desert 
your friend and your father’s friend.” 
And who is that friend? The Holy One, 
Blessed Be He. “Do not disobey His 
commandments,” writes Rashi, “for it is 
hateful unto you when a friend disobeys 

yours.” As reinterpreted by Rashi, Hillel’s 
answer is that the essence of Torah is 
the recognition of one’s duty to fulfill 
all of God’s commandments, For Rashi, 
to prioritize the ethical is to relegate 
God to the sidelines. He perpetuates the 
dichotomy between ethics and faith that 
the prophets and Hillel tried to overcome. 
To this day, it still needs overcoming.

“Hillel.” Illustration 
by Arthur Szyk, 1947. 
Reproduced with the 
cooperation of The 
Arthur Szyk Society, 
Burlingame, CA.  
www.szyk.org
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Hillel’s ethical dictum requires constant 
reinforcement, lest the practice of Judaism 
slip into mediocrity and routine. The moral 
voices within our tradition need to be given 
more prominent roles in defining the living 
essence of what it means to be a Jew. Another 
such figure, less well known than Isaiah or 
Hillel, is worthy of special mention. In the 
Jerusalem Talmud, Tractate Bava Metzia 
(8c), we find a story about Shimon Ben 
Shetach, a great rabbi of the first century 
BCE, who traded in flax. His students said to 
him, “Master, allow us to buy you a donkey, 
so you will not have to labor so much.” In 
antiquity, it was forbidden for rabbis to 
be paid for their teaching. The rabbis felt 
that money together with Torah created a 
potential for corruption, and that teachers 
of Torah had to be financially independent of 
the community. As a result the rabbis worked 
in various trades, and Shimon ben Shetach 
dealt in flax. 

So the students went and bought 
their rabbi a donkey from a non-Jew, an 
Ishmaelite. After they took possession of 
the animal, they discovered a precious stone 
upon it. Now they come to the rabbi and tell 
him joyfully: You need not labor ever again! 
“Why so?” said he, and they told him about 
the precious stone. 

We all remember the famous folktale of 
the poor fisherman who can barely feed his 
family and catches a  for Shabbat; and when 
his wife cuts it open, there’s a ruby inside, 
and their worries are over forever. Here, 
Shimon ben Shetach’s students went to buy 
a donkey and came back with a ruby. The 
students interpret this in religious terms 
as divine intervention, a miracle. Shimon 
Ben Shetach, however, asks the following 
question: when the person sold you a donkey, 
did he know there was a ruby attached? 

Here we have a group of Jews, buying a 
donkey from a non-Jew. May his loss be 
our gain? Must we worry about his welfare?  
What complicates matters is that there 
is a specific law in Judaism that does not 

necessarily obligate the returning of lost 
property to non-Jews. While Jewish law 
stipulates that if you find a lost item in the 
public square you must return it, this only 
applies if the person who lost the item knows 
that he or she lost it, and still lays claim to 
it. If the original owner does not want the 
property anymore, you don’t have to return 
it. In gentile society, as understood by the 
rabbis, property not in the possession of the 
owner was considered ownerless and whoever 
found it, kept it. Thus Jews were not obliged 
to return the lost property of non-Jews not 
out of prejudice or malice, but because non-
Jews didn’t claim ownership of the property 
after it had left their hands. 

But Shimon ben Shetach will have none 
of that. “Did he know?” he asks. The students 
say, no, the seller of the donkey didn’t realize 
that the ruby was attached. “Go and return 
it,” the rabbi commands. The students invoke 
the letter of the law, citing the consensus 
of several eminent rabbis: “Even according 
to the view that stealing from a heathen is 
forbidden, appropriating his lost property is 
permitted.” 

The rabbi’s response is one of the great 
lines of the Talmud: “What do you think, 
Shimon ben Shetach is a barbarian?” 

We are often faced with temptation. There 
are many reasons why what is hateful unto us 
we sometimes countenance when it is done 
to others. There are many moments when 
we fail to truly see the other and respond 
with sufficient moral force or sensitivity. 
But the voice of Shimon ben Shetach rings 
clear. “Return it.” This is the type of intuitive 
moral sense that we as a community need to 
continually embrace. As a community we need 
to utilize the opportunity provided by the 
recent economic crisis to re-examine some of 
the priorities and values that may have taken 
center stage and recommit to the core of who 
we must be as Jews. With Hillel, we need to 
stress the primacy of ethics as the fundamental 
norm of Jewish individual and collective life. 
All the rest, as Hillel says, is commentary. 
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