Excerpts from “Creation and Salvation” by Jean Luis Ska, SJ
On the tree of the knowledge of good and evil

There are two special trees in the garden. The first, the tree of life, is well known under different forms in the Bible and outside of the Bible. In the Bible the tree of life is mentioned in texts such as Prov. 3:18, 11:30, 13:12, 15:4; in the New Testament, in Rev 2:7, 22:2, 14:19. This tree is probably a wisdom motif. The second tree, the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, has no parallel and Gen. 2-3 is the only text where it appears. Several interpretations of the “knowledge of good and evil” have been proposed. Let us mention the most important.

· an existential meaning. “To know” in Hebrew can mean “to be able to”. Good and Evil can mean what is useful and what is harmful. Thus “the knowledge of good and evil” would be the capacity of discerning what is useful and what is harmful, in order to choose the first and avoid the second. 

· An ethical meaning. “Good” and “evil” mean what is morally good and morally evil. The knowledge of good and evil, in this case, would be equivalent to “moral sense”. Some exegetes combine this second interpretation with the first, the existential or functional interpretation.
· A sexual meaning. The verb “to know” may have in Hebrew some sexual connotations. Some elements of the narrative corroborate this interpretation. The snake is a common fertility symbol. Nakedness is another theme related to sexuality. Against this background, some exegetes propose to interpret “knowledge of good and evil” as the discovery of sexuality or sexual maturity.

· A sense of Totality (merism). A merism is a form of speech which describes a totality by naming its opposite elements… If “good and evil” is to be understood as a merism, then the knowledge of good and evil means “omniscience” – the knowledge of everything. And this knowledge can only be God’s.
Several biblical texts can be produced to support each interpretation. Nonetheless, some important points should be mentioned. First, only God really knows “good and evil” (2Sam 14,17,20). Second, the discernment of what is good and evil is indispensable. Deuteronomy 30:15-20 is very clear in this regard since it says that Israel must choose good and not evil, life and not death, a blessing and not a curse. This would be impossible if Israel could not know what is good or evil. Third, the discernment is characteristic of adulthood; in contrast, children are characterized by the fact that they cannot distinguish between good and evil (Deut.1:39, Isa 7:15-16). The same holds true for old age; its sign is that it can no longer distinguish between both (2Sam 19:36). Fourth, it is dangerous and harmful to confuse good and evil (Isa 5:20)

If one keeps these different elements in mind, it is possible to propose a simple interpretation of this puzzle. In human life, it is impossible to act without the knowledge of good and evil, which is more than simple moral discernment. Many texts confirm that this knowledge includes not only the intellectual faculty of distinguishing in an abstract way what is morally evil. In other words, it is the art of obtaining a successful and blissful existence. “Good” is synonymous with “life” and “blessing”, and “evil” with “death” and “curse”. (Deut. 10:15-20). The only real problem with this knowledge comes from the fact that it is not easy to acquire it, since only God really possesses it. This brings us to the second problem, namely, why is it forbidden to eat of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil?

The problem is serious, because we have just affirmed that this knowledge is far from dangerous. On the contrary, it is indispensable. Why then does God forbid the access to the tree which can offer this precious gift? In this case, as in many other biblical texts, the solution depends very much on the way the problem is formulated. Here, it is essential to read God’s sentence with care. What exactly is forbidden? The knowledge of good and evil? By no means. What God forbids is to eat of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. In other words, God forbids the acquisition of the knowledge of good and evil by eating a fruit. It means that a human being cannot treat this tree like all the other trees in the garden, because the knowledge of good and evil is not a simple fruit that can be eaten like all the other fruit in the garden. There is a difference which is essential to human existence. In more modern language, all the fruit of the garden are pleasing and enticing because they awaken the appetite. But the tree of knowledge of good and evil should not be the object of human desire and appetite. It should wake up our consciousness, our freedom, and our sense of responsibility.

What does the snake represent?

In the late Jewish and Christian tradition the snake is the devil himself. See for instance, Wis 2:24 – “Through the devil’s envy death entered the world” (RSV) But is this the original meaning of Gen. 3? The snake, in the Bible, in the Ancient Near East, and in other religions of the world, is a very common symbol. It is the most commonly represented animal. In a few words, the snake represents and evokes “natural life” as opposed to “conscious and free life”. For instance, the snake is often a symbol of fertility and fecundity, especially because the snake appears with the rainy season, when the cycle of vegetation begins again. For this reason the snake is also linked to the cycle of seasons and the different cycles of nature, the most important of which is the cycle of life and death. Everything in nature is born for eventual death. And what is dead “feeds” the living beings. For instance, when a plant dies it goes back to the soil from which other plants grow. In nature, life is cyclic and this is what the snake chiefly symbolizes.
There is another aspect to the snake that is relevant to Gen 3: the snake crawls on the ground (3:14). This narrative actually explains why it does so. By crawling, the snake is especially linked to the mystery of the soil from which every life sprouts and to which every living being, plant, animal, or human being returns. Hence the snake “knows” the mystery of life and death. The snake also loves the dark, the night, and it can kill. Therefore, it is an image of the unpredictable world of instinct and of the dark side of the human personality. It is opposed to the world of light, reason, freedom and language.
To sum up these few ideas: the snake is connected to the deepest levels of life – the unconscious, the dark and unknown side of human life. It is connected to the earth and darkness. It represents our earthen nature, with all its appetites and instincts, with its ambivalence. For this reason, the snake can be easily identified with the devil.

