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Project Overview

The biblical narrative begins with two stories of Divine creation. With the raw materials of land,
sea, and sky, God sows the earth and all of its inhabitants into being. In the beginning, God
promises a relationship between humankind and the natural world and provides a clear space for
that promise to play out. People and plants dwell together in a garden where the Divine walks
among them. As creations in the divine image, the First People' learn to serve as gardeners
themselves, commanded by God to watch and work their earthen home. God’s first gift to
humanity is a garden world of reciprocity and divine encounter. However, even though God
promises the First People a fruitful life, the garden dwelling humans turn their sights to fruit of a
different kind. In response to an unsanctioned human-plant interaction, God uproots the first
human pair from their garden home and sends them out to the land beyond Eden. In the absence
of a shared garden plot, God becomes the Place that humans learn to watch and work for as the

biblical narrative unfolds.

Exiled from Eden, the First People and their descendants learn how to embody and survive their
mortality and their developing Divine relationships, and they do not do it alone. Plants and
people go forth from the garden together, stewarding each other through each biblical story. As

co-dwellers in the garden and in exile, human and plant kind move together from land to land in

' This phrase will be employed throughout the project to refer to the first created humans, often referred to
as “Adam and Eve” in colloquial contexts (mostly due to the widespread familiarity with Christian biblical
translations). In an attempt to preserve the original text’s use of terms such as “human” and “person” in
reference to God’s initial human creations, | will refer to these original humans as the “First People”
throughout this project rather than Adam and Eve. | do this with respectful awareness of this term’s
contemporary use to refer to indigenous peoples, and hope this association honors and emphasizes the
deep connection between people and land shared by First People’s past and present alike.
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an ongoing journey back to Place. By tracing the partnerships between people, plants, and Place,
the arc of the Tanakh can be understood as an ongoing search for an embodied return to Eden. To
trace this arc, [ have assigned each section of this project a gardening “season,” playing on the
attributes and gardening tasks associated with each time of year to emphasize the developing
relationships between plants, people, and Divine throughout the text. In this frame, Eden
becomes God’s abundant summer garden flowing, and Song of Songs represents a springtime
synthesis through which humans come to embody Eden through intimate engagement with the
natural world around them. Between these two biblical bookends, I have designated the fall and
winter seasons of the biblical narrative as times of spiritual and biological seeding, under-the-soil
growth, steady preparation for the seasons to come, and sacred dying for the sake of new life to
come. It is my hope that this narrative framework of seasons will aid readers in a creative

reimagination of the biblical text as an exploration of God’s gardens and our roles within them.

The named plant-characters throughout Tanakh denote covenantal, romantic, spiritual, and even
economic connections in the biblical narrative. Plants herald and heal, protect and purify. They
mitigate spiritual and physical maladies and quietly make room for relationships to deepen and
transform through their aid. Studying Tanakh with an eye for its botanical details illuminates a
world of intertextual meanings as well as cultural, medicinal, and spiritual associations
embedded within the biblical narratives. This approach will be referred to as a
“plant-hermeneutic” for the purpose of this project, and it is the primary method employed for
analyzing biblical scenes throughout this work. Resources used in crafting this hermeneutic
ranged from herbalism studies of the Ancient Near East in addition to contemporary herbalism,

and biblical scholarship.
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This project asks the reader to engage with their assumptions about what drives the biblical text
and what it means to be in sacred relationship with the natural world around us. It will begin to
explore these questions by applying a plant-hermeneutic to four major seasons in the Tanakh’s
garden saga: the dual creation narratives in Gen. 1-3, the seeding of families and fates in Genesis
after Eden, the exodus narrative and subsequent turn towards the promised land, and the sensual
homecoming in Song of Songs. Through each of these seasons, early Genesis callbacks and plant
vocabulary keep the reader connected to the texts’ garden roots long after its characters leave the

physical boundaries of Eden.

Coding Explanation

A system of color coding is used throughout the textual examinations in this project, the key for
which can be found on page 9 as well as in Appendix I. This project begins with an exploration
of Gen. 1-3, where I suggest that these foundational chapters introduce a garden-frame to the
biblical narrative through which the rest of the biblical canon can be read. Through this frame,
the created world is God’s garden, and the biblical narrative is an ongoing story of humans
learning to live interdependently with God and plants alike in covenant. To highlight the extent
to which the garden language from early Genesis appears as a linking thread throughout the
entirety of Tanakh, key terms from Gen. 1-3 such as land, earth, human (adam), and plantlife are
color coded throughout each section of the project. Color distinctions are made between
references to general botanical details in the text and “named plant characters,” or those plants
which are given a specific identity within the textual narrative. Specific garden-related verbs are

also assigned colors, with a visual delineation made between verbs that God commands of the
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first garden-dwelling humans and verbs that God performs Godself in God’s first garden. My
hope is that this visual coding will help guide the reader’s eye into a “plant-hermeneutic,” in
which plant and garden details become salient, sacred elements of the biblical narrative critical to

the human project of living in divine relationship.

Throughout this project, several names are used to refer to God. An intentional effort has been
made to remove male pronouns for God within biblical translations, with “They” “She” and
“Godself” used for clarity when necessary. Pronouns and names associated with God are
capitalized for clarity as well. Translations of biblical verses throughout the project alternate
between Everett Fox and Robert Alter, with source attributions located in the footnotes for each
biblical citation. Illustrations for each section were generously created by fellow rabbinic

student Arielle Stein.

In addition to “God” and “the Divine,” the term “Place” is used throughout this project to refer to
the Divine Presence. Though this divine name comes largely from the post-biblical rabbinic
tradition, its roots are based in the biblical text of Exodus. Pirkei d’Rabi Eliezer 35:4° states:
.... Why is the name of the Holy One, blessed be God, called Makom (place)? Because in
every place where the righteous are, God is found with them there, as it is said, "In
every place (Makom) where I record my name I will come to you, and bless you" (Ex.
20:21).
As this project tracks the transition from life in God’s first garden to life as gardeners in the

world beyond, understanding God as Place allows for a theological conception of the Divine that

travels alongside plants and people as well. God transforms throughout the biblical narrative,

2 Accessed via sefaria



Shore 9

morphing from the Gardener who walked amongst Eden’s sacred grove into an embodiment of
that first sacred place itself. To capture the textual dance between sacred physical s(p)ace and
Divine (P)lace throughout the biblical canon, God is also referred to as “P/place” at various

points throughout this project.

What happens when we decenter the human roles in the biblical narrative and see even our most
intimate stories through the eyes of Place or plants? What do we learn about ourselves and our
understandings of God when we pause to identify other players in the biblical text? What might

it look like to work towards an Edenic world of reciprocity, care, and divine encounter?

This project only begins to scratch the surface of an interdependence that seeps through every
biblical scene and story. It offers just a taste of the fruitful insights that emerge when we take the
time to really see every biblical detail as sacred. Through highlighting the botany of these
biblical narratives and investigating the cultural contexts of the plants and herbs mentioned
throughout the text, a world of depth, symbolism, and somatic spiritual experience emerges. My
hope is that this project will inspire reframed interdependence for its readers, and remind us all

that life in divine relationship has always been a group project.

The interconnectedness of our world has perhaps never been clearer than it is today. May we
ground ourselves in our shared root systems of our interdependence as we continue to work our
tired hands deep in the messy dirt of our contemporary landscape. May our shared gardens be

places of generosity and abundance, and may we find our way back to Place each day, together.
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YIRA (ha-aretz)
Land, earth

¥ (zera)
Seed

General plant life & plant byproducts: fruit,
flowers, seed-bearing plants, fruit-bearing
trees, grasses, fields, shrubs, spices, etc

TR or QX (adam or adamah)
Human/Humus:

Named plant character (specific plant identity)

Verbs used BY God as gardener or to garden

Verbs used to describe/ascribe gardening
responsibilities from God — humankind

17V 12 (gan eden)
Garden of Eden (specific place)

Creation story linguistic callback/reference
(use of Gen. 1-3 language in later biblical

passage)

oWn (makom)
P/place (dual meaning: divine and earthly
implications)
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Creation with a Gardener’s Gaze

The opening chapters of Genesis and the dual creation narratives that they contain represent
some of the most well known stories in the entire biblical canon. Though centuries of thinkers
have wrestled with what to make of these dual narratives, what undeniably links the two texts is
a concerted connection between humankind, Divine Presence, and the natural world. Threaded
throughout both stories are the seeds and sproutlings upon and through which the physical and
spiritual landscape of Tanakh unfolds. The plant world is introduced in Genesis 1 and specified
in Gen 2, thus initiating the centuries-long biblical project of moving from the universal to the
particular. These early chapters of Genesis pave the first roadmaps for what it means to live and

die as species in deep relationship with the Divine and with each other.

Applying a plant-hermeneutic to the dual creation narratives in Gen. 1-4 frames both stories with
a gardener’s gaze, highlighting the organic details and plant-partnerships scattered throughout
our earliest foundation stories that form the first frameworks for understanding human life and
Divine relationship. Through this analysis, members of the plant world emerge as characters
critical to the biblical plot, serving as both powerful allies and deadly threats in the narrative and

illuminating early biblical understandings of relationships and theology.

God’s First Gardens

Everett Fox proposes that one way to read the dual creation narratives of Genesis is to imagine

the two accounts as the same story told from two points of view, the first from the heavenly
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perspective and the second from the earthly, human perspective.’ Fox’s lens allows for the two
stories to work alongside rather than against one another. From this perspective, a reciprocity
between the two stories emerges as the garden setting of Gen. 2 reflects back to the first tale, and
casts the God of Gen. 1 as a divine gardener. As a result, God’s first creation acts in Gen.1 are
contextualized, and the inauguration of God’s first garden begins with carefully curated

separations of land, water, and time.

In the first verses of Genesis, for the first few days of creation, God prepares God’s gardening
plot with a slew of tilling forces. God acts as a divine separator, a master of boundaries and a
delineator of natural elements. On the first day of creation in the very first verse of the Torah,
God creates “yx7 nX1 2w NR,” the heavens and the earth, separating out a space upon which
living things might one day grow. God creates distinctions between light and shade and fences
off the heavens from the earth below. Like a gardener moving through the early days of summer,
God wakes early and ends late, creating the world with daily rhythms and natural tides. On the
third day, God peels back the world’s many waters to reveal fertile, dry land beneath, and then

God speaks the plant-world into being. Genesis 1:11-13* read:

God said: Let the earth sprout forth with Y7 ARy YT PIRT RYTA 2508 RN
sprouting-growth, plants that seed forth seeds, fruit 2991 YR 3nY 9 Ay e vy vt
trees that yield fruit, each in their kind, (and) in which TILYIRGTOY

is their seed, upon the earth. And it was so.

3 Fox, Everett. The Shocken Bible: The Five Books of Moses. Vol. 1, Shocken, 1995, p. 16
4 Translation: Fox, The Five Books, p. 14.; color code key listed p. 10



Shore 14

The earth brought forth sprouting-growth, plants that v R YT v iy RYT PR xEim
seed forth seeds, each in their kind, trees that yield DR R 3007 12791 WK ey
fruit in which is their seed, each in their kind. And 2273
God saw that it was good.

And there was setting and there was dawning, a third PYRY Ol R mLATT)
day.

As God’s garden plot yR7 springs to life, terms such as vegetation (X¥7), herbage/grass (2wy),
seed (¥71), fruit ("19), and tree (V) enter the biblical lexicon as general categories of life in the
natural world. The act of generation immediately warrants a positive assessment from God, who
notably employs the phrase “it is good” two separate times on this third day of Genesis
gardening.’ As the narrative continues, none of the subsequent days of creation receive the
stature of this repeated praise from God. The day in which plant life came into the world remains

distinct for its divinely-declared goodness.

On the 6th day of creation God forms humankind (27X) in God’s image. As such, 07X is created
with special gardening responsibilities, appointed by God to rule over all the living creatures of
7R as well as those dwelling beyond its boundaries in the sky and sea. God offers 07X a

blessing to make their role in earth’s garden clear. Gen. 1: 28-30° read:

WP I3 199 DN D VpRh) BTN BON 773N

God blessed them and God said to them, DAY NIV D27 NAT2 1T AW TIRT NN
“Bear fruit and be many and fill the earth and PRIV nipnon o

® The third day of creation is the only day in this opening creation narrative in which God declares that
things are “good” two times. The other six days are only deemed good a single time each
6Gen. 1:28-30, Fox, p. 17 (adapted to remove male pronouns for the Divine)
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subdue it! Have dominion over the fish of the
sea, the fowl of the heavens, and all living
things that crawl upon the earth.

God said, “See, I give you every seed-bearing
plant that is upon all the earth, and every tree
that has seed-bearing fruit; they shall be yours
for food.

¥} Y97 1 2py-27N% 097 N3 3 DR MR
P71 PRI VIRTTR 239708 W
TN T DR YUY

And to all the animals on land, to all the birds
of the sky, and to everything that creeps on
earth, in which there is the breath of life, [I
give] all the green plants for food.” And it
was so.

wpin 1 999 DB A2 vART noI)
227 2Py PY0TNR 70 wWop AR YIRTTY
M.

Here, the lexicon of plant vocabulary first introduced on the third day of creation is linked to a7

in a moment of divine blessing. The world God blesses to 27X is one of summer abundance- one

with fruits born and lush green plants in bloom. Included in this blessing are the behaviors that

God expects of 07X as the human yaX7—dweller. Though typically translated as a command for

fertility through becoming “fruitful,” the first words of blessing ever spoken from God to 27

could also be read as instructions to “be fruit-like.” What is fruit if not generous, abundant, and

seed-spreading? This first blessing becomes the phrase employed by the biblical text again and

again, each time subtly affirming a plant-state as the actualized promise for '07x. Reading this

term with a plant-hermeneutic expands its meaning beyond merely a blessing of biological

" Gen 1:28
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fertility. God’s first blessing is a command to be generous, abundant, seed-spreading, and

inherently entrenched in the ecosystems that sustain us.

07X is instructed by God to, “bear fruit and be many and fill the land,” three blessings that take
on an air of foreshadowing when read alongside rather than apart from the creation account in
Eden.® In this first narrative, God blesses 07X to master the land (7221 v787-nX) and “rule over”
(177) all the living things that dwell in land, sea, and sky.’ Of the many good plants cultivated
on creation’s third day, God designates seed-bearing plants ( ¥ ¥77 1 2y~22-nX) and trees with
seed bearing fruit (¥71 ¥77 Y¥™79 127WR y¥ia-227nX)) as sources of nourishment for 07x. Though
non-specific in their identifications, the botanical world of Gen. 1 is established as one of
goodness and abundance for o7 and all the creatures of the world. There is no sense of scarcity
or servitude in this first garden narrative, just summer bounty and stated boundaries around what

resources are meant for 27X and what resources are meant for others.

Having divided up the resources and imbued 07X with authority over the living creatures and
plants of the world, God is satisfied with Their work and withdraws to rest. Like a tired gardener
at the end of a long summer season, God ceases from the work of growing and tending. The
creation narrative from God’s perspective establishes itself as a period of delineation, cultivation,
resource management, and rest. The plants are good, the humans are blessed to be plant-like, and

the first creation narrative comes to a close.

8 |, that the human is told to “fill the land,” presumably beyond just the boundaries of Eden
°Gen. 1:28
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An Entangled Eden

Shifting to an earthly perspective of creation, Genesis 2 tells the story of o7& in the Garden of
Eden. Though themes of interdependence between humankind and the natural world are woven
throughout this narrative as well, there is a notable addition of moral assessment and intimate
relationship layered upon the existing plot from Gen. 1. Early in Gen. 2, the linguistic focus
shifts from y2X:, the sprouting-place upon which God gardened life into the world in Gen. 1, to
7R, an earthen place from which 07X is physically created. Even more than in the previous
creation narrative, God’s role as a gardener is made explicit in Gen. 2. With hands covered in
divine dirt, God forms (1%°) a human (278:7) from the soil (7n7R) and then plants (v#*1) a garden
to place that human within. Fox writes that “the sound connection [between 07X and 71n7X] [is]
the first folk etymology in the Bible [and] establishes the intimacy of humankind with the
ground.” To highlight the intimate connection between earth and person that Fox argues, 27X
and 717X are color coded with a single hue for the remainder of this project. The linguistic
connection between 07X and 777X establishes these creations as fundamentally related to one
another. God formed humans and humus through the same earthen substrate, and the constant
repetition of these terms throughout the verses above as well as throughout the rest of the Eden

narrative intend to make that fact crystal clear to the reader.

Gen. 2:4b-9"" read:

When God ™7 made earth and heaven— DMWY YR 20K i niy oisa...

' Fox, The Five Books, p. 19
" Gen. 2:4b-9, Fox p.17-19
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No bush of the field was yet on earth, no
plant of the field had yet sprung up, for
YHVH, God, had not made it rain upon earth,
and there was no - (o7X) to work the

80l (-n7x)

1% By 8o Doy M e XSS mw

RSNy Ty

but a flow would well up from the earth and
water the whole surface of the[S0il-

BRI o727NX TRWM PRI T T

TAT T

And M, God, formed _, of dust of
the §Bil, [God] blew into his nostrils the
breath of life and _ became a living
being.

raxa no SRR T oy B o Aim e
1 v I, O Y]

God, m™, planted a _, in the

east, and placed there _ whom
[God] had formed

BN 0w oy o R ooy i v
WY

M, God, caused to spring up from the soil
every type of tree, desirable to look at and

good to eat, and'the Tree of Life in the midst

of HEIBARIEHI-nd the [ree'of Knowing of
Good and Evil

i Ao T a2 R D i e

5903t ngaa v B win2 BREIRE 22

In Gen. 2:9, God brings forth from the 77X trees, adding them to the 727X%/07X family as well.

Among these trees are a general categorization of “every type of tree, desirable to look at and

good to eat,” but also two named tree-entities located in the midst of the garden: The Tree of Life

and the Tree of Knowing of Good and Evil. These two trees are the first plants to receive

distinct identities in the biblical canon, the first named “plant-characters” within Tanakh. Though
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never given voices of their own, these trees serve as critical characters whose encounters with the

story’s protagonists lead to fundamental shifts in the biblical narrative.

In Gen. 2:15, God rests (1711°1) the human (27X7) in the garden, so that the human might work the
garden and guard it. Seemingly softer than the image of authority employed in Gen. 1, the
experience of 0787 in the garden begins in gentle relationship. God makes a point of orienting
0781 to his new garden-home, specifically in regards to which plant-resources are safe to
consume and which will cause him to die. The named plant-characters reemerge in these verses,

this time with Divine warnings attached to them. Gen. 2:15-17"* read

YHVH, God, took [HEIMUMANSE and set him mzay'’? RS e BEE D o7y i npn
in _ to work it and to watch MY

1t

And God ma° commanded concerning the 99K 7Py Yo ox’ BHRE-0Y DTN M e
- saying, “From every (other) tree of :02KA
the garden you may eat, yes, eat

But from the Tree of Knowing of Good and R 778 012 73 30 2aRN XY ¥ 210 NYIT P
Evil, you are not to eat from it; for on that day ‘MR Nin
you eat from it, you must die, yes, die.”

God commands 27&:7 to work and watch over the garden, and encourages them (plural) to eat

from all of the general, unnamed trees in the garden. The named plant-character however, the

2 Gen. 2:15-17, Fox, The Five Books, p. 20

¥ Reminder that the full color coding chart can be found on page 9 and in appendix I. As an overview for
these verses: dark blue-nnTx/nT8/human/earth; yellow- verbs that God assigns to humankind to perform
their role in the world; maroon- Eden; light green- general plant life; bright green- named plant character
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Tree of Knowing of Good and Evil, may not be consumed as food by a7&7. God links eating
from this tree to imminent death, bringing death into the biblical narrative for the first time. In
Gen. 2:17, God introduces Good, Evil, and Death as concepts somehow housed within a single
tree, and instructs 07X to avoid them all diligently. Relying on a tree as the messenger for these
intense existential concepts positions these nR-sprouted plants as wise, powerful, and even
potentially dangerous. If Gen.1 serves to root all of life within the scope of God’s garden, then

Gen. 2 completes the project by locating death there as well.

As if in direct response to the intensity of introducing these existential concepts to 27X so
quickly, God decides that o787 cannot be alone and puts the human in a state of deep rest in Gen.
2:18. God draws out from 07X71’s earth-made body a partner to help and to challenge him. Upon
waking, the two helpmates cling to one another and dwell together without shame, at home in
their bodies and the garden that God crafted for them.'* The biblical text becomes briefly poetic,
introducing an intimate softness between human characters unfelt in the first story. That this
human partnership comes to be only after 27877 is introduced to the Tree of Knowing of Good
and Evil positions the tree as a sort of herald for Divine intervention in human relationship,

organically seeding a divine recognition that 07X is “no good” on his own into the narrative.

Fox draws attention to the dance that unfolds in these verses between the power of the natural
world and the omnipotence of God’s will. Fox writes, “nature disappears as a ruling factor in
human affairs, replaced by a principle of morality which is unshakable precisely because it

comes from a God who is beyond the rules of nature...But the result is a book in tension.”"?

4 Gen. 2:18-25
'® Fox, The Five Books, p.4
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Though God gives name to moral concepts when introducing the Tree of Knowing of Good and
Evil, the fact that God also goes to such lengths to keep X1 away from the tree could be read as
a Divine acknowledgement of the plant’s potential power. Somehow privy to this piece of
insight, a serpent emerges from within the garden to tell the helpmate of o7&, referred to in the
text only as “the woman” (7w°X7) about the true nature of the forbidden tree. The serpent reveals
to the woman that rather than inducing death, the tree will open her eyes to a God-like (2°77X2)
state of being capable of discerning Good and Evil in the world. As the woman transgresses
God’s boundary, the text blurs into a mix of linguistic markers previously employed by God. The
woman sees The Tree of Knowing of Good and Evil before her, and notes that “it was good (°2
210) for eating and a delight to the eyes.”' The woman’s assessment employs language
previously offered by God to express approval of creation'” and to describe the trees o787 was
encouraged to eat from in the garden. In a blend of narrative overlap, the garden’s first woman

admires and then eats from the Tree of Knowing.

The woman shares the fruit with her helpmate, who is conspicuously identified here not as the

earth-made-07877 but instead as her person (7g°X7). Gen. 3:5-6" read:

The woman saw that the tree was good'® for DI°Y% RITMIRN *2) PR 210 2 PR xm
eating and that it was a delight to the eyes, AYORT™D3 1AM 2RM N8R npm 223wah BEE TN
and the tree was desirable to contemplate. She it Gl TV

took from its fruit and ate, and gave also to
her husband beside her, and he ate.

' Gen. 3:6

"7Ki Tov; Gen. 1: 4, 10, 12, 18, 21, 25

'8 Gen. 3:5-6, Fox, The Five Books, p.21-22

19 Light purple used for verbs and statements first employed by God in the early creation narratives
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The eyes of the two of them were opened and 28 15007 DR Y R W DI Y Nameam
they knew then that they were nude. They N og? Wy aiRg
sewed fig leaves together and made

themselves loincloths.

In consuming the fruit from this tree, a fundamental shift occurs in the relationship between the
garden’s human dwellers. The two must face a terrifying reckoning with their Divine keeper, and
the prospect of Divine accountability makes for messy interpersonal responses that seem to sever
their previously intimately interwoven relationship with one another. What is not severed,
however, is their relationship to the plant power of the garden around them. In the moment that
“the man and his woman” realize their earth-made bodies are uncovered and nude, the text tells
us that they “sewed fig leaves and made loincloths for themselves.”? In humanity’s first
perceived moment of vulnerability, they reach intuitively and immediately for protection from
their plant neighbors. The text physically places the human and plant residents in contact with
one another, providing the humans temporary respite from their forbidden-fruit-induced
self-consciousness through the leaves of a plant ally. Dressed in the leaves and deeds of one
another, plants and people await Divine judgment together. In this liminal moment between

consumption and consequence, Fig emerges as the quiet protector of the garden’s First People.

The textual immediacy with which the humans sew their fig leaf loincloths after realizing their
nakedness leads some biblical scholars to speculate that the Tree of Knowing of Good and Evil

was itself a Fig tree’', and that the humans reached instinctively for its leaves in the aftermath of

% Gen. 3:7
2! Dennis, Geoffrey W. “Fruit.” Encyclopedia of Jewish Myth, Magic, & Mysticism, 2nd ed., Liewellyn
Publications, 2021, p. 160.
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eating from its fruit. Regardless of where one falls on this botanical identification, the
introduction of the Fig [tree] as the bible’s third named plant-character in this critical moment of
human development and divine consequence establishes figs in the textual canon as precious

symbols of life in moments of crisis or liminality.

The term fig appears 39 times throughout Tanakh? in a variety of contexts, signaling sweetness
and security when abundant and the embodiment of spiritual destruction when cursed, diseased,
or colonized. In Num. 13: 23, Moses’ spies bring figs back from Wadi Eshcol as part of their
botanical proof that the promised land is one flowing with milk and honey. Just a few chapters
later, as the Israelites cry out to Moses over the conditions of their dangerous desert wandering, it
is figs that they cite as part of their desert deficiencies, alongside water.” In both cases, figs
come to represent the potential for persistence and prosperity in moments of liminality and fear.
Concretizing this image of life in the face of death even further, in Isaiah 38:21, the prophet
medicinally prescribes “fig cakes” in order to keep a physically afflicted person alive (°77?)).
Physically and allegorically, figs are invoked throughout the biblical texts as symbols to
represent various states of prosperity and persistence for God’s favored people, with the text
employing the image of “each person dwelling beneath their own fig tree” to describe periods of
both actualized and yet-realized prosperity?* and the inverse image of “fig trees being laid to
waste” to describe a variety of lived, prophesied, or politically threatened states of demise.
Through more than 3 dozen appearances in the text, Fig emerges as a plant character with a

prosperous, protective personality.

22 Two different concordance volumes were used for this citation. (1) BDB, nixn,accessed via sefaria
https://www.sefaria.org/Genesis.3.7?lang=bi&aliyot=0&p2=BDB and (2) Strong’s Hebrew Concordance,
entry 8384 nnaxn accessed via biblehub https://biblehub.com/Hebrew/strongs_8384.htm

2 Num. 20:5

% | Kings 5
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It is perhaps unsurprising then that in the frantic moments following their forbidden
consumption, O7X:7 and W KA turn to Fig to protect them from their newly sprouted self
consciousness. In this pivotal moment of awaiting what God warned 787 would be certain
death, the biblical text makes a point of providing a seemingly innocuous botanical detail that
paves the way for an entire bible’s worth of symbolic references. This rhetorical pattern, in
which the text identifies a named plant-character in the midst of, and sometimes for the sake of,
furthering the narrative plot, appears for the first time here in Genesis and repeats extensively
throughout Tanakh, something which becomes quite clear via applying a plant-hermeneutic to
the text. What begins in Gen. 1 on the third day of creation as the sprouting of God’s garden
flourishes into a diverse biblical narrative woven together by the often understated but powerful

presence of the seed-bearing world.

If God’s first blessing to humanity is the chance to be fruit-like in a summer garden-world where
all beings are at ease with each other and with the land, God’s first curse inverts this offering.
God’s punishments for the fruit-eaters seem entirely geared towards complicating the
relationship between humankind and the natural world. God reclaims God’s garden and burdens
humans with effort while robbing them of their sense of intimate ease, pushing them in a sense
out of summer and into fall. What began in Gen. 1 as a lexicon of bountiful botanical offering
transforms now to biological and botanical consequences for all of the creatures implicated in the

consumption event, serpent and Tree included. Gen. 3:14-19% read:

(v. 14) God said to the snake... (v. 15) I put R AP 72 JYL TR TERA 72902 OUR | AN
my enmity between you and the woman, {0} :2pY WA AN UK 790

%Gen 3:14-19, Fox, The Five Books, p. 23
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between your seed and her seed®®. They will
bruise your head head and you will bruise

their heel
To the woman [God] said: I will multiply, >770 2832 T TAIY TN 7277 AR TYRTON
multiply your pain (from) your pregnancy, {o} 9279Un XIT) TR YRR 0733

with pains shall you bear children. Toward
your husband will be your lust, yet he will
rule over you

To Adam he said: Because you hearkened to NPT KA SHYR iR Iy Ay BN
the voice of your wife, and you ate from the T2y R 72308 A DIRN KXY TARY MY
tree about which I commanded you, saying, 70 o0 92 n3paNn Tiagya
“you are not to eat from it!” cursed shall be
the -on your account, with painstaking
labor you shall eat from it, all the days of your

life

Thorn and sting-shrub let it spring up for you 7T YN RPIR) T2 °RYA 0717 TIN
when you (seek to) eat the plants of the field

By the sweat of your brow you shall eat o > HIR % T2 7Y 0N 9aKA by nyra
bread, until you return to , for from it 1WA 9YIR) AR 19V AR

you were taken. For you are dust, and to dust
you shall return.

A far cry from the dense linguistic affirmation of the human-humus connection in God’s first
blessings, here o7& and n7X are eclipsed in the text by a tizzy of verbs enacted by God and
assigned to the humans. Though the text notes in these verses that God delivers consequences to
each character individually, the ramifications of each punishment highlight the interdependence
inherent to the biblical ecosystem. In the course of describing the serpent’s punishment, God
plucks the Hebrew ¥771 (seed) from its previously exclusive botanical contexts and refashions it
into a term used to denote “descendants” who will be doomed to endure intergenerational and

interspecies discord?” with one another. Just as God’s first blessing framed ‘fruit’ as literal and

% Even in God'’s first curse, the link between human and plant species is affirmed through God’s “seed”
language
27 Gen 3:15-16, Fox p. 23
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metaphoric abundance for the First People, God’s first curse invokes ‘seeds’ as carriers of their
ancestor’s consequences. The actions of these first biblical actors reverberate through
generations of offspring- for plants and people alike. Interdependence becomes intergenerational

through God’s first curse.

As the curse-verses continue, the fruits of the botanical world once offered to humankind are
placed behind barriers breached only through painful labor of the land and the body. “Thorn and
thistle™® are promised to 07X as barriers between him and the nourishment of the land,
introducing a sharpness to the plant-person relationship previously unknown. From the woman
God takes the fruit-like promise of painless reproduction, and also reorganizes her helpmate
partnership into one of patriarchal power® by stating that “her person” shall rule over her (5wn°).
God next tells o7& that the n7X will be cursed on his account, a punishment which further
emphasizes the link between 7R and MR even as it serves to punish them both. Work (72v),
once a gentle garden task bestowed upon 27X by God is transformed for o787 from sacred
stewardship to toil, labor, and servitude. Having reframed the humans’ life as one of painful
labor, God’s final curse for Adam serves as a reminder of his inevitable death. In Gen. 3:19 God
introduces a concept of death now divorced from the Tree of Life and the Tree of Knowing of
Good and Evil. God relocates death to something housed within a7X’s body, linking it to the very
dust God used to form him just one chapter earlier. It is notable that God seems to linguistically

preempt any solace Adam may have gleaned at the prospect of being reunited with 7n7X in death

ZThere is translational ambiguity about what to do with these two terms, with most translators agreeing
that there is likely no single plant species actually being referenced in these verses. Most translators
choose to use “thorn and thistle” because of the phonetic rhythm and imagery evoked, but the terms are
arbitrary. Of interest for the scope of this paper is that it seems these terms are employed as a general
category of plant-barrier rather than a named plant character

% Gen 3:16
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by employing “dust” (75Y) as the term now used for reminding Adam of both his origins and his
ends. If life in these chapters is an abundant connection to a lush garden, death is a dry divorce

from soul and soil.

In response to this sentencing, Adam mirrors God’s behavior in Gen. 2:18°° and turns

immediately towards partnership and affirming life. Gen 3:20%' reads:

The human called his wife’s name: Havva/ 273 oR T R R M v oy BRI
Life-Giver! For she became the mother of all
the living.

Once again, the text juxtaposes a Divine introduction to mortality alongside an affirmation of
shared life. Life, death, Divinity, and human-doings are presented as interwoven forces within
the Eden creation narrative, all connected in a single garden plot. Like subterranean mycelial
networks communicating with one another, action in one realm sends shock waves through the
others. The biblical text goes out of its way to establish deep relationships between human, plant,

and Godkind in these early chapters of blessing and curse.

Finally, God concludes that humankind cannot be permitted to stay in Eden now that they
transgressed the boundaries that God commanded of o7X7 in regards to the Tree of Knowing of
Good and Evil. Fearing that the humans will eat from the Tree of Life as well, God resolves to

send these First People out from the garden. In one final surge of Divine contemplation and

%0 Gen. 2:17-18, Fox,The Five Books, p. 20 read:

NINA Nin 129N 772X DI ' 12PN 7NN K7 Y1200 NYTD YN
But from the Tree of Knowing of Good and Evil- you are not to eat from it, for on the day that you eat from
it, you must die, yes, die

732 ATV 177NPYN 1727 DIND DY 20YTR7 DK NI RN

[Then] God nint said, “It is not good for the Human to be alone; | will make him a helper corresponding to
him.”
%1Gen 3:20, Fox p. 23
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consequence, God exiles o7Xi7 from the Garden to serve the soil he had once been privileged to

rule. The final verses of Genesis 3 and the final words offered in regards to Eden read:*

So M, God, sent him away from the|Sarden s FRR-nx Ty B ooy M anpwn).
, to work fi@I801l from which he had awn NPy
been taken.

He drove out and caused to dwell, | nX)23727-ny [EEE 0720 2w BERE-NR U
eastward o , the {0} ‘BRERYHITINN TAW? n2danna 2770 v

winged-sphinxes and the flashing,
ever-turning sword to watch over the way to
the [I'ree of Life.

In these final verses, the verbs employed in Gen. 2:15 to describe the role of man in the garden
are repeated and repurposed. The work (72v7) that Adam had been created to steward in Eden is
now his punishment in exile. What’s more, his role as “watch guard” ("»w?) of Eden is
completely revoked, and mortal o787 is replaced by winged-sphinxes with eternal swords to
guard Eden’s sacred trees. Though allegorized throughout Jewish tradition, the first named trees
of the biblical world never appear again in the biblical narrative. The exile of humanity from the
garden is not only a story of radical leaving, it is also a story of radical separation between
organic creatures once in deep relationship with one another. While Adam and his newly named
wife Chava set out to explore what the wilderness has to offer, the Tree of Life and Tree of
Knowing remain behind. Left alone behind their eternal guards, these trees remain in Eden,

destined to live a life devoid of the human-neighbors they once knew intimately.

In the very first chapters of Tanakh, humankind’s punishment for unsanctioned consumption is a
separation between person and P/place. From Eden, the natural world moves from the

foreground to the sidelines of the biblical narrative. Even so, the relationship between organic

32 Gen. 3:23-24, Fox, The Five Books, p. 25
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elements and humankind persists throughout the biblical canon, aiding one another as they learn
to live in a post-Eden world. Understanding the dual creation narratives in Genesis as two
different perspectives on a single Divine gardening season reveals a nuanced universe of
inter-species relationships and interdependence. On these early chapters of Genesis, Robert Alter
writes,
The Primeval History, in contrast to what follows in Genesis, cultivates a kind of
narrative that is fablelike or legendary, and sometimes residually mythic...Genesis, then,
works with disparate materials, puts together its story with two large and very different
building blocks, but nevertheless achieves the cohesiveness, the continuity of theme and
motif, and the sense of completion of an architectonically conceived book. Although it

looks forward to its sequel, it stands as a book, inviting our attention as an audience that
follows the tale from beginning to end.*

Genesis 1-4 provides our first glimpses into biblical theology, cosmology, and proposed models
of relationship. These chapters construct the landscape and set the relational stage upon which all
of Tankah unfolds, and in the course of this construction positions plant life as powerful,
protective, nourishing, dangerous, and divine all at once. Long before there is ever a chosen
people or promised land, there are humans formed of earth and Divine breath, an elemental
braiding of soil and soul. To study biblical texts for the thread of descendants born out of these
initial garden souls without also tracing the lines born from its sacred soil is to constantly

recreate the exile from Eden through exegesis.

By approaching biblical texts with an eye towards the natural world, a cast of plant characters
emerges as heralds and helpmates for the Tankakh’s human characters. Understanding these plant
characters as salient rather than subtle features of the biblical text reveals a world of

interdependence, natural wisdom, and deep relationship between people, plants, and P/place

33 Alter, Robert. The Hebrew Bible: A Translation with Commentary: The Five Books of Moses, The Torah.
1st ed., vol. 1 3, W. W. Norton & Co., 2019. p. 7-9
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throughout the Jewish canon. God’s summer season of abundance comes to an end as Eden
disappears behind the fiery swords of its new divine guardians, and fall arrives as humankind
turns to face life beyond their first garden home. Harvesting what blessings they can, humanity
must learn to survive in a world where fall and winter follow what had once been their eternal

Edenic summer.
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Part Il (Fall)
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From Eden to Egypt: Genesis after the Garden

Throughout the centuries, the Christian tradition has referred to post-Eden reality as the “fall” of
humankind. A simple shift in the semantic meaning of this phrase allows for a reunderstanding in
which the “fall” that humanity encounters after Eden is seasonal instead of sin-induced. The
summer season of creative bounty encountered in Gen. 1-3 shifts to a fall of stormy survival
sagas and heated relational harvests. The human characters face floods and navigate sibling
rivalries waged over competition for coveted, limited, and sacred resources. Chapter by chapter,
human and plant characters navigate a fall season of learning to survive in God’s garden world
beyond Eden’s borders. Fall for the biblical humans is a period of harvest; resources are gleaned
and shared between people and places alike. Throughout the remainder of the book of Genesis,
plants serve as landmarks (literal), love-enhancers (relational), and cultural connectors
(economic) that serve to help germinate and fertilize the expanding relational networks of the
biblical narrative. The Gofer and Olive wood of the Noah narrative, the Mandrake roots bartered
over by Rachel and Leah, and the Spices (balm, balsam, and ladanum) that the Ishmaelite
merchants carry with them upon encountering Joseph’s brothers all emerge as salient characters

driving the biblical plot through Genesis’ fall season.

All of these plant-characters appear again in later biblical contexts. However, it is their initial
introduction in the book of Genesis that establishes them as pivotal players for heralding
relationship shifts with the Divine in addition to critical shifts in the textual setting. For Noah,
the Olive branch precedes the Noahide covenant, the first human-Divine covenant described in

the Tanakh. For Rachel, Leah, and Jacob, the mandrakes precede the birth of several children,**

3 Children, but also tribes, as Jacob’s name will change to Israel and his sons and their descendants
become the 12 tribes of Israel. 3 of these tribes are established as the result of the mandrakes in this text.
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Jacob’s night of angel wrestling, and the introduction of “Israel” as a character in the biblical
text. For Joseph, the plant-derived spices carried by the Ishmaelite merchants initiate the
centuries-long saga of Israelite slavery and subsequent exodus redemption. Even as the human
characters of Genesis explore life in a post-Eden world, the relationships between people, plants,
and P/place that unfold throughout its chapters reveal a textual universe still deeply connected to
its first garden home. In subtle and overt textual references, post-Eden Genesis reinforces the
relationship between 07X and 717X, and continues to explore their shared interdependence with

the Divine.

Seeding Survival: Plant Allies in the Flood Story

Just a few chapters after the dramatic events in Eden, the biblical narrative moves to the story of
Noah and the flood. Given the fact that Eden’s central conflict unfolds as a result of an
unsanctioned interaction between human and plant co-dwellers, one might expect an intentional
effort on behalf of the biblical authors to separate people from plant characters in the subsequent
narrative development. However, even with its threats of complete destruction, the flood
narrative does not stand in polar opposition to Eden’s reciprocity and abundance. A close read of
Gen. 6-8 reveals that much like in Eden, the fates of o7X and n7X are intimately intertwined in
life and death alike. The Noah narrative and the characters within it rely on multiple plant
characters for survival and signs of life. From God’s initial warning about the impending deluge
of destruction to Noah’s world-testing strategies once the rains stopped, the plant characters play

a critical role in humankind’s ability to endure Divine consequences in a post Eden reality.
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Like the early chapters of creation, the first named plant character enters the flood narrative
through the Divine voice. God speaks to Noah and tells him of God’s plan to destroy all of the

living creatures on the earth. In Gen. 6:14,% God instructs Noah:

Make yourself an ark of Gofer wood N192) 72R7°NK Ayyn 0% DPATRY nan 7 oy

With reeds make the Ark, and cover it within 19932 YIgm Nan ANX
and without with a covering-of-pitch

The term for ark (72n) used in this verse appears in just one other biblical context, where it is
used to describe the wood-woven basket that Moses’ mother places him in as an infant in her
attempt to save his life by floating him down the Nile river. This intertextual link establishes the
biblical ark (72n) as a plant-born liferaft carrying human characters to safety when survival is on
the line. The Hebrew term employed in Gen. 6:14 (verse above) to signal that it is the Gofer
wood that Noah should use for the ark comes directly from the word “y¥y,” a word last employed
by the biblical text to describe the Tree of Knowing of Good and Evil and the Tree of Life.
Though sometimes translated as “cypress” wood, the term 793 is a hapax legomenon and appears
nowhere else in the biblical text. That this 793 tree is narratively identified by the Divine to stand
in specific relationship with the scene’s leading 27X could indicate a textual callback to the

sacred Trees identified in Eden just three chapters prior.

What is gained by identifying this sort of intertextual connection? Maybe God, finding Herself*®

angry and dissatisfied with humanity’s behavior yet again, remembered Her First People and first

% Gen. 6:14, Fox, The Five Books, p.35

% | have a theological discomfort with assigning any gender pronouns for the divine, and as a personal
practice use various gender pronouns interchangeably in reference to the Divine. As described in the
introduction, for the sake of clarity in this work while still attempting to counter millennia worth of
patriarchal influence, | will use She or They as pronouns for God when necessary in textual analysis.
Translations and commentaries by Alter, Fox, and the Women’s Commentary have been adapted to
remove any male pronouns for God, most typically by swapping the pronoun for a proper noun (Divine
name).
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trees. Perhaps She remembered the way that Eve turned treeward to taste the fullness of Good
and Bad and Life all together in a piece of fruit, or the way the Tree lent leaves so generously
when the humans' eyes opened to their nakedness and vulnerability. Was it a spiritual muscle
memory that brought human and plant allies together in the Divine imagination as they stood

together on the precipice of flooded destruction?

With language dripping in early Genesis callbacks and once again linking humanity’s place in
the world to the trees closest to them, the scene unfolds as God instructs Noah about surviving

the flood to come:

6:12%": And God saw’® the earth and, look, it w272 POYETR AW TIM TIRGTIN 25778 X))

was corrupt, for all flesh had corrupted the {0} PIRTOY 19777 NK
ways on the earth

6:13: And God said to Noah, “The end of all PRI AR7DTD *197 X2 a0 v nih oI nnh
flesh® is to come before Me, for the earth is PINTNR DROTWR 1T DI°I9N ORI
filled with outrage by them, and I am now
about to destroy them, with the earth.

6:14: Make yourself an ark of Gofer wood N192) 7ART-NX Ayn o°3p NPATRY Nan 77 Ty
With reeds make the Ark, and cover it within 17932 YIgn N3An ANX
and without with a covering-of-pitch

6:17: As for me, here, I am about to bring the NYY PRIV D0 D12naNR X010 vk
Flood, water upon the earth, to destroy all 93 DpWa nopn 050 MY 27K b
flesh that has within it the breath of life from VN PIR2TIWR
under the heavens, everything on the earth

shall perish

37 Gen. 6:12-14; 17-22, Alter, The Five Books, p. 26-7

% Color Coding: phrases coded in the light blue color signify linguistic callbacks to the Gen. 1-3 text, ie
language from Gen. 1-3 repeated in current verse

% This term for “flesh” first appears in Gen. 2:23 when nTxn declares his helpmate as “bone of my bones
and flesh of my flesh”. In its context, the term is an affirmation of the human-humus connection
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6:18%: But I will establish my covenant with
you: you are to come into the Ark, you and
your sons and your wife and your sons’ wives
with you,

T2 AR TI0TO8 DRI ANN D°127NE IR
AR TR TR

6:19: and from all that lives, from all flesh,
two of each thing you shall bring to the ark to

keep alive with you, male and female they
shall be.

MRT? IRNaTN RN Yon ooaw MPabn mia o
S0 TR 37 AN

6:20: from the fowl of each kind and from the
cattle of each kind and from all that crawls on
the earth of each kind, two of each thing shall
come to you to be kept alive.

TR W, 73 APY MATRT T IR iy
T TN W3] 930 DAY

6:21: As for you, take from every food that is
eaten and store it by you, to serve for you and
for them as food.

om 7ox HEON 29%: s vaxn-2on MR o)
X7 0 7

6:22: And this Noah did; as all that God
commanded him, so he did

Ay 12 07N DR X WN 933 m by

The proliferation of creation-narrative language in these verses paints a picture of God trying to

work creation in reverse, stripping the world down to its barest bones in an attempt to restart. But

at the same time, the language in 6:12-13 goes out of its way to establish that God is displeased

with the flesh-beings (7w2) of the world, not the botanical-beings. After several verses

describing God’s displeasure with the 7wa of the world, in 6:13 God tells Noah that They are

about to destroy “all of the flesh beings,” and only after this adds, “and the land along with

them.” The repetition of w2 and Y7877 throughout these verses draws attention to the stark lack

of n7R/07XR language throughout this biblical scene. Though perhaps merely the product of

different biblical authors than Gen. 2-4, I wonder if it is possible to read this linguistic choice as

a nod to an enduring human-earth connection in the face of mutual destruction. A look at the

40 Alter uses “and” instead of “but,” however | believe “but” more clearly captures the distinction God is
making between Noah and the other “flesh of the earth” who will be destroyed. Similarly, | chose to use
“come into” instead of “enter” which seemed a more faithful translation of nxa
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verbs that God commands of Noah and his family in this set of verses seems to re-affirm
humanity’s role as God’s gardeners and caretakers of creation. In Gen. 3:18-19, God curses
Adam, telling him that the soil of the world will be cursed on his account and that he will forever
only eat food through the sweat of his brow. But here in Gen. 6, even as God looks with
destructive dissatisfaction at the created world, God makes no mention of Adam’s legacy, assigns
no blame to Eden’s First People for the current situation, and makes no effort to recreate Adam’s
curses for Noah. If anything, God puts a fall harvest spin on Eden’s early blessing to humankind
that they be sustained through the natural world’s bounty*'. Ever the Gardener, God tucks a set of

harvest and food-storage instructions into Their survival plans for Noah and his family.

God places the blame for the corrupted earth explicitly on its “flesh,” (A\w2) not the o7X, and
gives Noah clear instructions for how he will sustain himself and his family with food
throughout the days of the flood. Though God may have exiled the First People from their
Eden-garden home, Noah and his family are saved with a partiality that hinges on humanity’s
plant allies. Even in God’s barest, most watery garden, human existence comes down to a plant
relationship. Fall sweeps through the wider garden world with stormy rains and even death for
most of the world’s living inhabitants. Though this fall death follows Eden’s summer life, Noah
and his family survive in a floating sanctuary, surrounded safely by a womb of wood. Safe in
their tree-made ark (72n), human and plant kind float together through the Divine storm. For
Noah and his family, the 793 tree becomes a very literal Tree of Life, carrying human, plant, and

animal companions towards the hope of gardens yet to grow.

41 Gen. 1:29 Fox, The Five Books, p. 17: God said, “Here, | give you all plants that bear seeds that are
upon the face of all the earth, and all trees in which there is tree fruit that bears seeds, for you shall they
be, for eating.”



Shore 38

In Gen. 8, after months of torrential rain storms and fatal flooding, the text tells us that God
remembers Noah and the other ark inhabitants and allows for the wooden sanctuary to come to a
rest safely upon the still-submerged mountains of Ararat (Gen. 8:1-4). Though God has not yet
told Noah that it’s safe to emerge from the Ark, Noah knows instinctively that survival for him
and his family hinges on the rebirth of a healthy, sprouting earth. To test whether the land has
dried enough to sustain life, Noah begins to send out bird messengers in the hopes that one will

142

return to him with a botanical sign of life. Gen. 8:6-11"* read:

8:6 At the end of forty days Noah opened the
window of the ark that he had made,

WY 7207 11707nR 01 nR9 oF DY YRR ).
Ty

8:7 And he sent out a raven; it went out, going
out and returning, until the waters were dried
up from the earth

2y DT NYRTY 2 RiXY XYM 290K 12w
T

8:8 Then he sent out a dove from him, to see
whether the waters had subsided from the face
of the -

21D Dy 07 7R NIXT? IR MIPTTNR T2

8:9 But the dove found no resting place for
the sole of her foot, so she returned to him
into the Ark, for there was water upon all the
face of the earth. He sent out his hand and
took her, and brought her to him into the Ark

ARTTON YN AWM A9377027 midn nlta NEn D)

TAT

ANTTR TN

8:10 Then he waited yet another seven days
and sent out the dove yet again from the Ark

IS MR N9 070N O A 7Y
1337

8:11 The dove came back to him at evening
time and here! A freshly plucked olive leaf in
her beak!

So Noah knew that the waters had subsided
from upon the earth.

703 770 MRS 737 29 Y7 P 1N X3m
PINT 7R DT PR3 T YT

42 Gen. 8:6-11, Fox, The Five Books, p.39-41
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7R, the humus-garden term for earthen land first appearing in Gen. 1:25, sprouts back into the
biblical lexicon in Gen. 8:8 as Noah searches for a sign of earth reborn. Then, finally, deliverance
arrives for Noah through a tiny plant detail in Gen. 8:11. Tucked safely into the beak of Noah’s

returned dove is a single olive leaf that carries with it the promise of life renewed.

Later in the biblical text, the Olive tree takes on a significant role in spiritual, political, and ritual
moments via the olive oil produced from its fruit. That Olive first appears here in Gen. 8 in this
context of rupture and repair is noteworthy. The arrival of an olive leaf ultimately heralds the
arrival of God’s next promise, the Noahide covenant and God’s resolution to never destroy the
world in this way again. The authors of The Torah: a Woman’s Commentary note that the use of
an olive leaf in Gen. 8:11 establishes, “the olive branch [as] a symbol of renewal and peace in the
aftermath of devastation” (42). We will return to Olive in the next section in an exploration of
anointing practices, where it will also be linked semantically to the eventual promise of a
messianic age. It is not a coincidence that it is Olive who appears as the sign to Noah that it will

soon be safe to venture outside the ark and reestablish life on land.

Olive trees held cultural significance throughout the Ancient Near East in a variety of contexts®.
In his doctorate thesis “The Symbolic and Theological Significance of the Olive Tree in the
Ancient Near East and in the Hebrew Scriptures,” Dr. Bryan Moselle writes,

The theological significance that emerges in the earliest appearance of the olive branch

communicates to the reader that the tree is a representative sign of both Yahweh’s
faithfulness to Noah in reestablishing the new world, and a foreshadowing of the promise

43 Moselle, Bryan R. “The Symbolic and Theological Significance of The Olive Tree in the Ancient Near
East and in the Hebrew Scriptures.” University of Pretoria, 2015.
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of the land his faithful people will inherit. Though it has yet to be developed, the tree will
be a sign of covenant prosperity and blessing that Noah’s descendants will receive.**

As a plant-character personality, Olive brings relief, regeneration, and relational repair to the
biblical narrative. With the hope brought through this single olive leaf and with a bit more time

to heal and dry, Noah heeds God’s call to leave the ark and begin life on land once again.

Once on dry land, Noah offers thanks to God through sacrifices on an altar. Immediately after,

Gen. 9:20 states:

Now Noah was the first man of the- he gapRyoR] -W’N m o
planted® a vineyard

Noah is the first person to plant a vineyard in the post-flood world, and the first human character
to plant anything in the biblical text. Even in the midst of this Fall season of garden death, Noah
embodies an act of radical hope for future springs to come, tucking bulbs into muddy, chilled soil
beneath his hands. Until now, the verb “to plant” has appeared in just one other context, Gen.
2:8, when God plants the Garden of Eden. In re-forming the created world, God’s role as
gardener is reseeded within humankind. In a post-flood reality, Noah becomes “a man of the
soil” (7RI WR), offering praise to God above and then sticking his hands in the dirt below. If
the flood represents the bible’s first story of collective trauma, Noah’s actions offer one roadmap
for spiritual healing. Our Divine connection is not meant to divorce us from the land, even in the
most extreme situations. Similarly, this story emphasizes that our attempts to rebuild after

rupture are often full of land and plant allies of all kinds. Noah turns to the 727% and

4 Moselle, “Significance of the Olive Tree,” p. 124
45 Color code reminder: light purple- verb first enacted by God in Gen. 1-3
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plant-products like wine to help him cope through life after rupture. The messiness that unfolds*®
in the remainder of Noah’s story is a reminder of just how human, just how o7, Noah truly is as
a biblical character. For good and for bad, the 717%/27X connection becomes a way forward after

tragedy and loss for Noah and his family.

God’s post-flood resolution and covenant with Noah reseed Divine relationship and creation in
tandem. The language employed by God in establishing a covenant with Noah and his sons is
full of linguistic references to the plant-based blessings of Gen. 1-3. Like the First People*’, God

blesses Noah’s family and commands them to “bear fruit and be many,”*®

emphasizing their link
to the natural world through semantic symbolism. Acknowledging the wreckage already

wrought upon the world, God also resolves quietly to Godself:*

As long as all the days of the earth- 2in A7) 7o) of P T vl rana o T
Seedtime and harvest I X5 1
And cold and heat

And summer and winter
And day and night

Shall not cease

46 Gen. 9:21-27 detail a scene in which Noah drinks heavily from the wine his vineyard produces and his
sons are left to deal with the aftermath of Noah’s drunken, indecent exposure. In a dramatic scene, Noah
blesses the sons he feels took care of his drunken vulnerability acceptably and curses the son who did
not. This hyper-human scene, one millions of families around the world could likely relate to today, still
holds a plant-character/plant-product at its core- the wine that Noah drinks is a product of the land he
planted. Here, once again, a scene of biblical blessing and curse unfolds as a result of a human-plant
interaction
47 Gen. 1:28, Fox, The Five Books, p.17

nYRIN NANT721 DAY iy DD DATR 1T DYRI! YIXD TN X 431 09 DY D7 AL BTy DN 3!

YIRDTY

God blessed them and God said to them, “Bear fruit and be many and fill the earth and subdue it; have
dominion over the fish of the sea, the fowl of the heavens, and all living things that crawl about upon the
earth!”
8Fox, The Five Books, p.42: Gen 9:1: :y xn-nx IRIOMEIESID:N7 10X 12 1K M-NX DAy 112 God
blessed Noah and his sons and said to them: bear fruit and be many!
4 Gen. 8:22
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The sprinkling of seasons, seed-language, creation-narrative callbacks, and land-centered
regeneration throughout these verses once again highlights the interwoven relationship between
07X and 717X and their ongoing connection to the legacies of Eden. Our relationship to the
Divine is deeply, intimately connected to our relationship with the fn7&—dirt and the plants it
produces. The plant world accompanies Noah and his family on every stage of their flood
journey, from the Gofer wood of the Ark, to the Olive branch of the dove, to the linguistic
choices in God’s words of blessing. There can be no rejuvenation of humankind without a
rejuvenation of earth and seed around them. Only when the soggy earth can once again sustain
plant life are Noah and his family blessed with the command 17°9, bear fruit. With hands in the
dirt and hearts willing to carry on, Noah, his family, and the natural world move together into the

next chapters of biblical life and Divine relationship.

Making a Nation & Changing a Name (Mandrakes)

Genesis’ fall gardening season does not end with Noah. While contemporary readers might
associate the fall growing season with root vegetables such as beets, radishes, and carrots, the
authors of Genesis turned their gaze to a different root-ally. Mandrake, the thick root mass
harvested from the Mandragora plant, first appears as a named plant-character in Gen. 30 as
Rachel and Leah race to give Jacob children. The curved, leggy root has inspired legends for
millenia due to its easily anthropomorphized shape and its associations with fertility and

1'50

arousal.”® Everett Fox calls the plant “love-apples” (2°%717) in his biblical translations,

emphasizing their role in sexual intimacy and setting them up for an intertextual link with the

%0Harrison, RK. “The Mandrake And The Ancient World.” The Evangelical Quarterly 28.2 (1956): 87-92.
p. 87
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lovers (2°117) who appear in Song of Songs later in the biblical canon.’"* For Fox, the somatic
and spiritual associations of the plant are meant to be just as clear to the contemporary biblical

reader as they were to an ancient biblical audience.

In his work “The Mandrake and the Ancient World,” Prof. R.K Harrison notes that the Mandrake
plant grew abundantly across the Ancient Near East and Mediterranean regions, and notes that
the plant was used medicinally and magically across cultures. Human awareness of Mandrake’s
known narcotic properties goes back thousands of years, as does the wisdom of its
hallucinogenic, sedative, and even poisonous effects at high doses.*® Harrison writes that the
plant was lauded for its love-charm and protective powers across the ancient world, in part
because of the “quasi-human appearance suggested by the forked roots of the plant.** Mandrakes

had a reputation for potency and power long before ever appearing in the biblical text.

In part because the herb was thought to be so powerful across the ancient world, legends
emerged about Mandrake harvesting as an extremely dangerous task. Though much of the
documentation for these legends dates to post-biblical periods, their proliferance provides critical
cultural insight to the biblical Mandrake plant-character. For example, already in his 1st century
work The Jewish War, Josephus includes a gruesome description of Mandrake harvesting that
requires “either the urine of a woman, or blood” as well as the lifeforce of a dog who then “dies

immediately.”*® Even in their cultural context thousands of years prior to the documented

" Fox, The Five Books, p. 141

%2 Part IV: Spring of this project is entirely devoted to the many plant-characters who appear in the text of
Song of Songs, Mandrakes included

%3 Carter, Anthony John. “Myths and Mandrakes.” Journal of the Royal Society of Medicine, U.S. National
Library of Medicine, Mar. 2003, p. 143

S*Harrison, p. 89

%ibid,. 89



Shore 44

examples of the more extreme legends about Mandrake harvesting, the biblical authors were
likely aware that Mandrakes were precious, powerful, and dangerously laborious to acquire. Its
inclusion in the biblical text as a plant-character would have stood out to ancient and medieval
readers alike, perhaps even influencing which aspects of the biblical narrative piqued interest or

inspired curiosity.

Given the plant’s well-known ancient reputation for being dangerous to harvest, one might
expect the biblical authors to include a harvest origin story when introducing the plant-character
to the biblical text. Instead, the potent plants make an utterly unglamorous entry into the biblical
lexicon. The text simply tells us that Reuben, one of Jacob’s sons through Leah, “finds" some
mandrakes while spending time out in the fields, and that he promptly brings to his mother®.

Gen. 30: 14" reads:

And Reuben went out during the wheat A aAlERTATNED DB ER 0 12T 19 (7)
harvest and found mandrakes in the field and " RI7ID IRZ7OR 00T MRM R IR?TIR DAR X2
brought them to Leah his mother. And Rachel 2732 PRI

said to Leah, “Give me, please, some of the
mandrakes of your son”

Right away, the ambiguity around Reuben’s casual Mandrake acquisition jumps out for a reader
applying a plant-hermeneutic. An ancient biblical audience would have perked up at the text’s
introduction of this herb as something that Reuben happened to stumble upon. By ancient
understanding, Mandrake harvesting could only be accomplished by a skilled landknower
(perhaps a gardener?) capable of coaxing the powerful plant from the earth safely. Whose hand

liberated these stubborn soil-dwellers from their space in the 717X such that Reuben had the

% Gen. 30:14
5 Gen. 30:14, Alter, The Five Books, p. 107
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chance to come across them? Perhaps, the biblical authors included this detail to signal that the

Mandrakes in this scene were sown, or at the very least harvested, by the Divine hand, just as

The Holy One planted the first seeds in Eden.”® In humanity’s ongoing fall, the season of harvest

introduces a basket of unmanned Mandrakes into the biblical narrative. Perhaps this manna-like

appearance of Mandrakes points to once again towards a God who continues to garden the

post-Eden world through shifting gardening seasons alongside humankind.

As the scene continues, the Mandrakes become an ice-breaking bartering chip and a fertility aid

for Leah and Rachel. Distressed that her already fertile sister has come to possess the bounty of

Mandrakes, Rachel approaches her sister. Gen. 30:15-18 read:

And she said, “Is it not enough that you have
taken my husband, and now you would take
the mandrakes of my son? And Rachel said,
“Then let him lie with you tonight in return
for the mandrakes of your son.”

DA NMe?) WRNX TR LRI A7 MR (10)
A 712727 T2V 3% 127 207 N1 032 IRTT NN
737 BRI

And Jacob came from the field in the evening,
and Leah went out to meet him and said,
“With me you will come to bed, for I have
clearly hired you with the mandrakes|of my
son.” And he lay with her that night.

NXRY? 187 xEm 392°07Im 2Py XIN (T0)
22U 732 BRTITR T°R2W 15 *2 XI3R X Rm
NI P23 MRy

And God heard Leah and she conceived and
bore Jacob a fifth son

12 20¥77 7201 AN AR?TIR DR YR (1)
7Raly

And Leah said, God has given my wages
because I gave my slavegirl to my husband,
and she called his name Issachar

NROY RNITIYY 2 B9R 103 IRZ Rm (M)
PRWY? MY RJRA1 WY

%8 Gen 2:8, Fox, The Five Books, p. 19 (pronoun adapted):

¥ WYX DIXD X DY DY DTN [TY273 D7 NIt v6

God nin' planted a garden in Eden, in the east, and placed there the Human whom [They] formed.

% Gen. 30:15-18, Alter, The Five Books, p.108-9
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With the Mandrake’s arrival comes the first and only verbal exchange that exists in the biblical
text between Rachel and Leah. In his commentary on these verses, Robert Alter notes similarities
between this scene between sisters and the birthright-stew exchange between Jacob and Esau,*
in which we also see “one sibling barter a privilege for a plant product.”® Much like the
birthright exchange between brothers over a pot of beans, it is clear that both women recognize
that what’s at stake for them has to do with far more than “just” the plant before them. There is a
recognition of the plant’s medicinal/magical properties in their exchange, but also a recognition
of value, status, intimacy, connection, and power that seems to be on the line for all of the human
characters in its vicinity. Both women seem crystal clear about the fact that this product of the
77X will have a significant impact on their relationships with their shared o7X. Far from a
passive textual detail meant for background fodder, Mandrakes move the biblical narrative and

its characters into a flurry of relationship and encounter.

After a brief exchange between the two sisters, in verse 17 Leah’s attention turns toward Jacob,
as she brags that she has “hired him” for the night through the mandrakes that Reuben brought
her. Whether this means that Leah agreed to Rachel’s request and exchanged mandrakes with her
sister as the price for spending the night with their shared husband, or that the sensual nature of
the mandrakes somehow “rented” Jacob into her company through sheer force of attraction, the
rush of hyperfertility that Leah experiences in verses 16-21 seem to indicate that Leah used at
least some of the precious plant medicine for herself. Over the course of 5 verses Leah births 3
new children into the biblical narrative- Issachar, Zebulun, and Dina. It is only after this trifold

surge of fertility, seemingly brought on through her use of- or at least association with- the

80 Gen 25:34
1 Footnote 15, Alter, The Five Books, p. 107
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Mandrake plant, that God’s attention turns to Rachel’s still-barren womb and blesses her with a

child as well. Gen. 30:22- 25% read:

And God Remembered Rachel and God heard MRD™M D78 328 VAWM 20Ny 207K 91 (2)
her and opened her womb, Ealuimiehs

and she conceived and bore a son, and she 2N2TNR DFPR ARK MRM 12 7201 3R (32)
said “God has gathered® (asaf) my shame”

And she called his name Joseph, which is to NN 1207 A A0 KRG AR ANy XM (79)
say, “May the Lord gather to me (asaf)
another son”

And it happened, when Rachel bore Joseph, 2Py MR ARPTIN 900 AT WK I (7D)
that Jacob said to Laban, “send me off, that DYIRDY PIPRTIR T27R) PITPY 12270
may go to my place and to my land.”

A garden’s worth of events spring forth from the text’s strategic planting of Mandrake roots in
Reuben’s hands. Most immediately, the Mandrakes sprout a whirlwind of dialogue, sex, birth,
and divine praise within the biblical plot. The relationship between plants and people is
reinforced again through the collaboration and negotiation that unfolds. Even as the pulse of the
text quickens with activity in response to the Mandrakes, Rachel and Leah pause to make a
formal acknowledgment of their plant-induced good fortune as a gift from the Divine. Like
Noah, both women pair plant-allyship and Divine praise in their response to life-altering change,

linking the births of four biblical children to Divine will and plant-aided wellness.

This trifold connection between Divine Presence, people, and plants reaches far past these

Mandrake-induced births. The narrative immediacy with which the text connects the Mandrake

62 Gen. 30:22-25, Alter p. 109

8 Personal translation for “qox” to highlight that this single verb is used in verses 23-24, from which
Joseph’s name is derived. Though translated as opposites in the two verses by Fox and Alter ( “God took
away my shame” and “may the Lord add another son”) the term qox is the same verb that God uses to
instruct Noah to gather food for survival on the ark in Gen. 6:21. Joseph’s naming carries quiet callbacks
to the sustaining bounty once promised to Noah.
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exchange to Jacob’s request to be set free by Lavan fits into the pattern that a plant-hermeneutic
establishes. A named plant-character enters the biblical narrative as a critical interaction point
between humans, and a journey with the Divine unfolds as a result. For Jacob, the births brought
on by the Mandrake exchange between sisters prompts him to beg his father-in-law to allow him
to take his rapidly growing family back to his “place” and to his “land”. Perhaps, it is the potency
of the Mandrake’s presence that stirs Jacob out of a period of spiritual stagnation and reminds
him of an enduring homesickness that seems to transcend just the physical. While “place” could
refer to his specific homestead, perhaps instead Jacob longs in this moment for Place, the Sacred

Garden Presence who knew how to navigate and share abundance.

As he makes his journey homeward, Jacob stops to rest for the night and spends his night
wrestling a mysterious angel visitor who renames Jacob as Israel before they part. Though
somewhat winding, there is a narrative path from Rachel’s request for her sister’s Mandrake
supply to Jacob’s journey toward becoming Israel. From Mandrakes comes Israel, the name
which will ultimately be shared with our people’s Promised land- perhaps one of the most
significant biblical connections between a7X and 7n7X. That Jacob’s new name becomes the title
given to the promised land further reinforces the connections between people, plant, and Place in

the biblical narrative.

The Road to Egypt is Paved in Spices: Joseph, Journeys, and Genesis’ Close

Though far subtler in their presence, the named plant-characters in the final chapters of Genesis
also play a pivotal role in the ongoing collaboration between people and Place. Spices, which

come from the drying and distillation of different parts of a plant-body, have served as catalysts
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for human interconnection for millenia. Much like the Mandrakes in Gen. 30, the spices in Gen.
37 enter the biblical narrative with the implicit understanding that someone’s hands harvested
them to get there. Spice routes and trade networks were critical staples in the ancient world, and
the biblical writers were almost certainly familiar with the spice trade practices of Ancient Near
Eastern peoples. That the biblical lexicon includes spices that come from plants indigenous to
areas beyond the immediate land settings of the biblical narrative serves as proof text for some
scholars that spices symbolize a cultural, spiritual, or personal exchange within the text®. The
spice trade first appears in Gen. 37, as Joseph’s brothers share a meal together and contemplate

the best way to eliminate Joseph from their family system.

In Gen. 37:25, Joseph’s brothers look up from their meal and see a caravan of Ishmaelite
merchants carrying “balm, balsam, and Ladanum, traveling to take them down to Egypt.” The
appearance of these merchants inspires Yehudah to beg his brothers to sell Joseph instead of
killing him themselves. Like the Mandrake roots, the appearance of these tiny, named
plant-characters in the text becomes the bargaining chip that launches a journey towards divine
purpose and relationship. The brothers know that selling Joseph to the Ishmaelite merchants will
ultimately carry him to (or at least toward) Egypt primarily because of the spices these merchants
are traveling with. This shared cultural knowledge of economic plant-exchange networks
becomes the catalyst for Joseph's brothers to excise Joseph from the family through trade rather
than traitorous murder. Once in Egypt, Joseph rises to leadership through divine visions and

strategic social navigation. His identity as a son of Jacob/Israel is exchanged for social, political,

6 Moldenke, Harold N. “The Economic Plants of the Bible.” Economic Botany, vol. 8, no. 2, 1954, p. 152
and; Commentary on Gen. 37:35b, Alter, The Five Books, p. 142 “the precise identity of these plant
extracts used for medical purposes and as perfume is in doubt, but it is clear that they are costly export
items”
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and economic capital, all of which serve to ultimately bring the Children of Israel into the Land
of Egypt as part of their Divine journey. All of this textual exchange begins with spice details

from a single verse.

Later in the same story, the balm, balsam, Ladanum® trio reappears in a stroke of textual irony.
Forced to choose between the terror of losing his sons to an Egyptian leader or losing their lives
to ongoing famine, Jacob, now late in years and the father of 13 adult children, sends his
remaining sons to the “Man” (Joseph) in Egypt who holds their fate in his hands.®® In an attempt
to gird his children with gifts to appease the intimidating Egyptian ruler, Jacob commands his
children to take “balm, balsam, and ladanum” with them as a gift of goodwill for the mystery
leader. Without having any idea that this “Man” is Joseph now risen to Egyptian power, Jacob
sends his sons to offer Joseph the same spice-tokens that inspired his sale into slavery initially.
Alter writes, “the tribute or gift to Joseph includes three of the same items as those in the briefer
list of luxury export goods carried by the Ishmaelite traders®” who bought Joseph from his
brothers and sold him as a slave in Egypt ... the brothers are thus drawn unwittingly into a
process of repetition and restitution for their fraternal crime.”*® The spice plant-characters of the
Joseph narrative form a connective thread of relationship and reckoning for all of the text’s

human characters.

This short biblical scene introduces several groups in contact with one another and establishes
Egypt as a place of exchange. Midianites, Ishmaelites, Egyptians, and the sons of Jacob all

engage in interconnected resource trade and intercultural interaction, symbolized in the text first

% Gen. 27:25, Alter, The Five Books, p. 142
% Gen. 42: 1-11

5Gen. 37:25

% Alter, The Five Books, p. 168
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through plant-product details. The path from Joseph’s pit to Joseph’s power tills the garden plot
of the biblical narrative, planting seeds of the ever-developing Jewish people in the land of
Egypt. That this transfer of Jewish bodies from the house of Israel to the house of Egypt is
textually introduced first by a list of plant-products should not be overlooked. The story of our
salvation from Egypt would not happen were it not for the spice routes that brought us there to
begin with. Like spices’ ability to invigorate the senses and warm the body’s circulatory system,
the spice-characters in Joseph’s story come to invigorate the narrative and circulate its characters
into their next location. Here again, the presence of plant-products appears in a moment in which

journey, connectivity, and exchange drive the narrative.

Autumn’s Alchemy: Death & the Dirt

Like deciduous trees that gently release their leaves back to the earth as fall turns to winter, the
fall season of Genesis comes to a close as first Jacob and then Joseph face their deaths with an
acute awareness of their connections to the land. As Jacob dies, he instructs his children to bury

him in the Cave of Machpelah, stating in Gen. 49: 29-30; 32:%

And he charged them and said to them, “I am

about to be gathered” to my kinfolk. Bury me
in the cave with my fathers in the cave that is

in the field of Ephron the Hittite

"IN 1937 BN R 3 B2 TR K
PR T19Y AI3 WK TRI-IR PaRIX

In the cave that is in the field of Machpelah,
which faces Mamre, in the land of Canaan,
the field that Abraham bought from Ephraim
the Hittite as a burial-holding

VIR RRRTIPTOY N 90T I WY iyna
A3 119¥ NRA ATRITNY 03138 732 N i
2RTTITR?

8 Alter, The Five Books, p.198

0 This is the same verb that God uses to tell Noah to gather food, and the same verb that Rachel cites

when she names Joseph.
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(32): the field and the cave within it, bought N1 DRA 2R mvem awa n1pn
from the Hittites.

In Gen. 3:18 God curses Adam by telling him that the land will sprout thorns and thistles around
him, and that his food shall come from the grassy fields through labor and toil.”* Here, in Gen.
49, Jacob instructs his sons to bury him in the field (772) in the land (y7X2) where his ancestors
buried their beloved dead. Again, the text seems to play with God’s curse-language to Adam
while subverting its severity; where Adam was promised labor in the land, Jacob will find his
ultimate rest. Where Adam was doomed to become dust, Jacob turns willingly to the soil where
his ancestors already lie. When Jacob took his Mandrake-induced leave from Lavan, he did so
under the auspices of returning to his P/place and to his land.”” With his final words of burial
instruction in Gen. 49, Jacob recreates a willing, conscious unity between place (land) and Place
(divine) last seen in the coexistence of Eden. To Jacob’s great-grandfather Abraham, God
promised a life of seed-descendants who would fruitfully fill the Promised Land. Jacob carries
this promise with him in death, as he plants himself in soil of the Promised Land that will one
day take on the name bestowed unto him by the angel he wrestled. From Jacob’s name and from
his seed will spring the Israelites and the name “Israel” given to the land God promised them.
Here, at Fall’s end, Jacob/Israel becomes the slow-rooting seed tucked beneath the soil to

germinate through the dark womb of winter.

In the final verses of the book of Genesis, Joseph faces his death while solidifying a future life in

the land for his descendants in a different way. In Gen. 50: 24-26 Joseph tells his brothers,”

" Gen. 3:18
2 Gen. 30:25
Gen. 50, 24-26, Alter, The Five Books, p. 201-202
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And Joseph said to his brothers, “I am about
to die, and God™ will surely single you out
and take you up from this land to the land
[God] promised to Isaac and to Jacob

DI TPD? Tp2 DUTPR). NP "IN PIRTIR OP RN
VAW WK IRTIR NRTT PRI DR A28
SRV POYY? oY

And Joseph made the sons of Israel promise,
saying, “When God indeed singles you out,
you shall take up my bones from this [place]”

D7 TP T VRN PN 327y ARY vaw
TR "ORXYTIN 07V 020N

And Joseph died, a hundred and ten years old,
and they embalmed him and he was put in a

TIN3 DY IR 030 DAY ) AXRTIR 0P P
orEne

coffin in Egypt

Though Joseph dies away from the land of his fathers and is embalmed in the tradition of his
found Egyptian family, his final words point towards a return to the Promised Place spiritually
and physically. In Gen. 2:23, 07X expresses the extent of his intimate connection with his
helpmate in Eden by lauding her as “the bones of [his] bones.”” Now, as the book of Genesis
comes to an end, a band of brother descendants promise to carry their own set of beloved bones
back to the Promised Land. Alter writes,

The book that began with an image of God’s breath moving across the vast expanses of
the primordial deep to bring the world and all life into being ends with this image of a
body in a box, a mummy in a coffin. Out of the contraction of this moment of mortuary
enclosure, a new expansion, and new births, will follow. Exodus begins with a
proliferation of births, a pointed repetition of the primeval blessing to be fruitful and
multiply, and just as the survival of the Flood was represented as a second creation, the
leader who is to forge the creation of the nation will be borne on the water in a little box-
not the “aron” “the coffin,” of the end of Genesis but the tevah, “the ark,” that keeps
Noah and his seed alive™

™ Although the dual creation narratives use both YHVH and no'n7x as names for God, the Hebrew term
used for God in the verses above is “D'n7x,” the same God-name used in first the chapter of Genesis in
the first creation story. Though this is often used as a way of discerning various biblical authors, | also read
it as a subtle nod back towards the first Garden as the book of Genesis comes to a close
5Gen. 2:23, Alter p.15

IINTTNNREY, W'D ') UK KF TIRTY W2an W21 'Yun DYy DYSn NNT BTRD RN
"This one at last, bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh, this one shall be called Woman, for from man
was this one taken”
8 Alter, The Five Books, p. 202 footnote 26b
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Though exiled from God’s first garden, there remains an inseparable connection between the o7X
and 777X (man and land/ human and humus). Remnants of God’s early Garden continue to sprout

through the narratives of the biblical text across its many seasons.

Through a plant-hermeneutic, the fall of post-Eden Genesis emerges as a season of harvest,
storage, connection, and death. As they learn to live beyond the borders of Eden while still
longing for a return to P/place, plants and people move in partnership with one another in a
process of ongoing interdependence. By the end of Genesis’ fall, there is an undeniable
connection between God and God’s people, plants, and land. As fall turns to winter, the
Israelites experience a deep freeze of their freedoms and endure a season of slow, winding

regeneration even after their liberation arrives.
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Part Il (Winter)
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Winter in the Wilderness

Winter arrives for the Israelites with chilling change. 400 years after Joseph’s fruitful time as an
Egyptian leader, the expanding Israelite family finds itself enslaved under a new Pharaoh who
has no memory of their favored ancestor Joseph. Stirred by the anguish of the people She once
stewarded so diligently, The Holy One remembers Her promised seeds and turns towards the
cries of the Israelites in slavery. Even with hardened, unyielding earth underfoot and gray skies
overhead, the winter gardener trusts that the seeds planted in seasons past will survive winter soil
and sprout again in seasons to come. With plagues for the Egyptians and renewed promises of
partnership with the Israelite people, the biblical narrative’s winter comes with a rush of darkness
followed by a slow, steady trek towards brighter days. God’s promise of redemption is linked
explicitly to a renewed promise of seasons spent in the land (y7) flowing with milk and honey
once promised to their ancestors.”” Though their trip through the wilderness is full of longing and
hardship, winter serves as a season of spiritual hardiness and burgeoning cohesion for the
Israelite people. To help them survive the trials of winter and prepare for the spring season
ahead, God once again pairs plants and people with one another. Named plant characters become
the vehicles through which the Israelites mark their homes to protect themselves from plague, the
ritual mixture used to anoint sacred priests and places, and the language used to lament the loss
of their familiar life in Egypt for the ongoing uncertainty in the desert. Even in the depths of
spiritual winter wilderness, the sacred partnerships between people, plants, and P/place remain

deeply embedded in the textual narrative.

7 Exodus 3:8
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With an Arm Outstretched & Plant in Hand (Hyssop & 1071 ha-sneh)

With winter, the once lush world of Genesis becomes brittle, making the conditions just right for
life-sustaining fire to burst from dry bark and bush laid bare. As conversation between God and
garden inhabitants resumes, God uses plants to re-establish Her partnerships with Her people.
Through a burning bush God speaks to Moses’ and through a bare wooden staff”” God shows
Moses, Pharaoh, and the Israelites God’s divine powers.*® The text offers no descriptors about
the nature of these plant-characters whose bodies become puppets for such Divine force, perhaps
allowing the reader to imagine both as the simple, bare wooden branches one might encounter
during the winter months. The reinvigoration of sacred relationship begins as Moses encounters
the Divine in the midst of a plant-character known only as “the bush” (ha-sneh m107). Ex. 3:2-4%

read:

And the Lord’s messenger appeared to him in | 7371 X791 HI@E 707 WR-N222 TR M T892 XPY
a flame of fire from the midst of the bush, and “23R PR AT WX Y32 M9
he saw, and look, the bush was burning with
fire and the bush was not consumed

And Moses thought, “Let me, pray, turn aside T 9737 ARRTTIN RN RITTIRN TR MR

that [ may see this great sight, why the bush TIRE R I
does not burn up”

And the Lord saw that he had turned aside to MR Tinn D298 1R R NINT? IR 02 A R
see, and God called to him from the midst of D17 MR AW AW MR
the bush and said, “Moses, Moses!” and he
said “Here I am”

8 Ex. 3:2, Alter, The Five Books, p. 220

" This is an interpretation of the Hebrew term nun as a wooden staff.
80 Ex. 4:2-3; 7:9-10

8 Ex. 3:2-4, Alter, p. 220-21
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After generations of wintery silence, person and P/place reconnect through the plant-character
that stands between them. The term used for “the bush” (77197) in these verses appears in only one
other context in all of Tanakh, where it is invoked by Moses in his final address to the Israelites
before his death. In the penultimate chapter of the Torah, Moses offers blessings to the Israelites
through a recounting of the final blessings that Jacob offered to each of his sons before he died.
In these near-final words of the Pentateuch, 71077 appears quietly in the very last verse of blessing
that Moses gives in reference to Joseph. With language bursting with promises of garden-like

abundance, Deut. 33:13-16*? read:

And for Joseph he said: Blessed of the Lord is 20 DWW T3RR IR T N27aR 8K RPN
his land, from the bounty of heavens, from :naR N0 ajgan
dew, and from the deep that couches below

and from the bounty of yield of the sun/and 10O WA T WY NN THm
from the bounty of crop of the moon

and from the top of the age old mountains, '021Y NIYI3 T3emI DIRT1T WRY
from the bounty of hills everlasting

And from the bounty of earth and its fullness 0T WRT? TNXTAN MIRIIW 11X ARDRI PN Ta0m
And the favor of the bush dwelling One. May IR N TRTRY
these come on the head of Joseph, on the
brow of him set apart by his brothers

The humble Sneh marks the biblical winter’s start and end. If winter begins with slavery and God
speaking to Moses through the Sneh with promises of liberation, the season ultimately ends with
Moses referencing the same Sneh as he prepares his people for his death. In winter’s final death,
the Israelites will turn towards spring and their life in the land to come. What happens in the
biblical narrative between winter’s start and end is a slow march from enslavement to embodied

interdependence. All along the way, God aids the Israelites with plant-characters to keep their

82 Deut. 33:13-16, Alter, The Five Books, p. 739
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spirits strong and their bodies safe as they make their way to the land God promised.

Back at winter’s start, Moses receives God’s Sneh-funneled call with startled apprehension. He
asks God how anyone in Egypt will believe he’s there on God’s behalf, and worries that the
people will doubt that God appeared to him at all. With a textual nod to the events of Eden, God
responds to Moses’ challenge by transforming his wooden staff into a snake. Given that the first
story of exodus/exile in the biblical narrative comes after the interactions between snake, tree,
and humankind, that God’s first demonstration for Moses plays with these elements brings
echoes of Eden into the Exodus narrative early on. With wooden staff in hand and God’s voice
still echoing in his ears, Moses returns to his once-upon-a-time palace home in Egypt to advocate

for the freedom of his people.

The plagues that God rains upon Egypt show that even after spending generations beyond the
bounds of Eden, plants, people, and P/place exist together in a shared ecosystem. Even in
cosmopolitan Egyptian society, the 10 plagues that God sends affect not just the people of Egypt
but the land, plants, and livestock they rely on as well. God hardens Pharaoh's heart like the
frozen ground of winter,* leaving him unyielding and unwilling to release his Hebrew slaves to
freedom. As the tense negotiations between Moses, God, and Pharaoh reach their climax, the
biblical winter reaches its darkest nights. God’s final plagues for the Egyptians are overwhelming
forces of physical and spiritual darkness. After a plague of all-encompassing night, Moses
prepares the Israelites for an impending wave of final-plague death. Facing the raw vulnerability

of wintery death, the Israelites are aided once again by a plant-character that sees to their

8 Ex.7:3
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survival. In Ex. 12: 21-23% Moses assembles the elders of the Israelite community and instructs

them:

...Draw out and take yourselves sheep
according to your clans and slaughter the
Passover-offering

13w [D728 RN PRI RT227 AEn RO J(RD)
108 WY DPNRDYN? XY 07 MR

And you shall take a bundle of hyssop and
you shall dip it in the blood that is in the basin
and you shall touch® the blood that is in the
basin to the lintel and to the two door posts,
and as for you, none of you shall go out from
the entrance of your house until morning

§o7 Wy *072 Dn7aw DR TR AR (20)
W D737 NPT CRYEYR) RIPYRIToN oRyam
1IP27TY INP2TNNEN WK YN X7 DHX) 192

And M will cross through to scourge Egypt,
and God shall see the blood on the lintel and
on the two door posts, and M will pass over
the entrance, and God shall not allow the
Destroyer to come into your house to scourge

D777NR AR BX%RTNR A3 T 1Ay (30)
71 22y N nRDY npmn "RY 2y vy
M7 0PN K37 AR I’

Hyssop, an inconspicuous bushy plant in the mint family related to modern day oregano, is the

plant-character whose first role in the biblical narrative serves to save the children of Israel. In

exchange for dipping its branches in the blood (27) of an animal, God holds death itself back

from visiting the Israelite homes. Like Noah before them, the Israelites receive clear instructions
about how to survive a force of Divinely wrought destruction from the Divine One Themself that
hinges on bringing plants and people together. Like Noah the Israelites are told by God to “take”
(nP?) a named-plant character and use it for survival. Like Noah, the Israelits are told to get

inside and trust that their plant-partnership and Divine promises are enough to keep them safe,

8 Ex. 12: 21-23, Fox, The Five Books, p.262, personally adapted to remove male pronouns for nin

8 Lit. touch; again physical intimacy between plant and nT(x)

8 The phonetic link between “nTx” and “nTa” throughout this instruction brings the creation of life in early
Genesis to the reader’s mind as God/Moses prepare the Israelites to survive a wave of death
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and like Noah they are saved. On the darkest night of the year, the Israelites are spared by God’s

command and Hyssop’s hand.

Later in the biblical text, Hyssop plays a critical role in purification rituals for Israelite bodies,
homes, and souls. Like so many of the biblical characters who become linked by blood,
marriage, or rhetorical foil, Hyssop acquires a helpmate during its biblical journey, partnering
with Cedar and birthing potent physical and spiritual purification into the textual universe. It is
through these two plants that God allows/instructs the Israelites to emerge from the extreme
liminality experienced in an individual body as a result of Teima (impurity) and metzora/tzaraat
(leper/leprosy ).*” In Numbers, God once again employs the Hyssop-Cedar pair to instruct the
Israelites about re-purifying themselves after coming into contact with a dead body.*® In Psalms
51:9, the text’s speaker begs God to, “Purge me with hyssop till I am pure; wash me till I am
whiter than snow,”® just before making the now well-known request for God to “open my lips
that my mouth may tell Your praise.”® The process of returning to one’s true state of
personhood and by extension one’s truest relationship with the Divine necessarily involves
honoring humankind’s long standing relationships to planthood. Only through coming into

contact with specific, named plant characters can the Israelite person transform their liminality

into reconciliation and restoration.

Surrounded by darkness and perched on the eve of their liberation, Hyssop’s first appearance in
Exodus 12 establishes the plant as a powerful ally for surviving dangerous liminality. On the

precipice of deathly plague, God’s destructive force is held at bay by braiding together the very

8 Lev. 14: 2-6

% Num. 19: 2-3:6;18

8 Ps. 51:9, Alter, The Five Books, p.133
% Ps. 51:17, Alter, The Five Books, p. 134
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resources God gifted to the First People in order to spare the Israelites from destruction. The
Israelites are to dip Hyssop into the blood of an animal of the land,”" and paint their doorposts
with the resulting blend of plant and blood. By bringing together botanical paintbrush and animal
blood, the Israelites symbolically offer homage to the hierarchies of God’s first summer garden,
where 07X lived with authority and care for the flesh and flora of the world in tandem. Through
this carefully orchestrated enactment of God’s first earthly ecosystem, the Israelites survive
God’s deadly plague and turn towards the liberation that lies ahead. This dark moment of liminal,
life-or-death narrative is transformed through yet another collaboration of plants, people, and

Divine Presence.

Surviving this surge of Divine destruction ultimately thrusts the Israelites into their greatest
journey yet- their journey to freedom, to Sinai, and to the Promised Land. However, before even
completing the Israelite escape narrative, the text pauses to establish Passover and its rituals as

eternal observances for the Children of Israel. Ex. 12:40-42° read,

And the settlement of the Children of Israel TV DWRY 0MEN2 120 YR PR 212 2w
which they had settled in Egypt was thirty I NIRR YRR
years and four hundred years

It was at the end of thirty years and four DYV I I NING YR I oW YRR M
hundred years, it was on that same day: All of DX TIRD MM NINIYT92 W 790 0P
m’s forces went out from the land of Egypt

It is a night of keeping-watch for mim D87 YR OR°%ITY AT X 0w 7R
To bring them out of the land of Egypt; :an7? PR 21209 oo Nl nin azaTNan
That is this night for M, {5}

A keeping-watch of all the Children of Israel,
throughout their generations.

¥ The lamb described in Ex. 12:21 would fall under the category of an “animal of the land” described in
Gen. 1:30
92Ex. 12: 40-42, Fox, The Five Books, p. 323
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In consecrating the liberation of the Israelites in a yearly ritual, the text commemorates what we
now call Passover as a “night of keeping-watch” (2> %°7). The term used for “keeping watch”
in the verses above is the same term used by God in Eden when assigning humanity its task as
guardians of the land.”® Embodying the enduring ecosystem of reciprocity between them all, God
takes on the task first assigned to humankind’s garden ancestors, serving as the watchguard for
the Children of Israel on their darkest night of winter. The Israelites survive, and Moses institutes
a yearly memorialization of this moment with a special recognition of God’s lifesaving
watchguard. From the bristles of Hyssop’s bushy leaves to embodied garden roles, the Israelite
Exodus from Egypt happens as the result of a group project between plants, people, and God.
Though their paths to spring will be long and winding, the rest of the biblical winter only further

affirms the interdependent ecosystems that exist between them all.

Anointing a Plant Powered Priestly System

The period that follows for the Israelites requires patience, as the Israelites’ growth in the
wilderness takes place slowly over the course of a long winter. Freed from the clutches of slavery
and forced labor, the Israelites begin their journey towards the Promised Land. Their time in the
wilderness will ultimately serve to reorganize them as a people with priestly systems and Divine
purpose. As they prepare for future seasons of life in the Land, the Israelites learn to live as a
collective like never before. In establishing systems for leadership, organization, protection, and
care, the Israelites find new ways to connect with plants and P/place alike. Over the course of

their 40 years of wandering, the Israelites move from a state of raw freedom into a realm of

% Gen 2:15: Y ATAYT [TY7132 NN DTN DK D'Q7Y DI Nl
God nin' settled the Human in the garden of Eden, to work it and guard it.; That the text of Ex. 12:40-42
also includes references to “day” and “night” only reinforces this Genesis connection.
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spiritual and communal interdependence. As if following suit, their plant-partners also enter a
new stage of refinement. Instead of acting as single agents, the plant characters accompanying
the Israelites in their transformation towards peoplehood also tap into a sense of collective
identity. Through oil infusions, incense spice blends, and plant-partnerships, the plant characters
of the biblical narrative enter a new stage of complexity and cooperation alongside the Children

of Israel following the Exodus from Egypt.

As the Israelites transverse the wilderness, their relationship to P/place is tested again and again
as they balance the ongoing uncertainty of winter with new rules for organizing their lives as a
collective serving God. After reverting to Egyptian worship practices as they awaited Moses to
return to them from Sinai, God commands the Israelites to construct a portable Tabernacle
dwelling where people and P/place can interface with one another more directly. Along with this
dwelling, God initiates a priestly system of ritual servants and sacrificial offerings to perform on
behalf of the Israelites as a system for spiritual communication. As part of the installation of both
the Tabernacle and the Priestly family, God instructs Moses to craft an anointing oil to consecrate

sacred bodies and sacred space. Ex. 30:22-26; 31%* read:

And M said to Moses, saying, VAR AWRTOR AT 0210
“And you, take your choice spices: five niRn W YT R URY oopva N anx)
hundred weight wild myrrh, and aromatic aisgalyl | i7jnighiziRababivatRalisgalyRin ki dntalialily - i)l
cinnamon, half of that, two hundred fifty Napightat

% Alter, The Five Books, p. 335
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weight, and aromatic cane-besm”, two
hundred gift weight

And geassia®, five hundred weight by the
shekel of the sanctuary, and elive oil, a /in

7 PRRRR WTRT TRy nivn wan AR

And you shall make of it oil for sacred
anointing, a perfumer’s compound,

IR AR NORR MR WIeTnown 1Y IR o
S UTRTNIYN 10y

perfumer’s work, sacred anointing oil it shall
be.

And you shall anoint with it the Tent of
Meeting and its furnishings and the Ark®” of
the covenant

:NTy7 1IN DX1 TYIR YIXNY B2 A

7L WTRSREWR IR R? 1210 PRI 127N
el o bkl

And to the Israelites you shall speak, saying:
Oil for sacred anointing, this shall be to me
for your generations

Moses is instructed to place this sacred oil on the Tent of Meeting, the Ark of the Covenant, the
altars, tables, and lamps used for ritual offerings, as well as Aaron and all of his sons in an act of
holy appointment. Olive, once a hope-bearing sign for Noah of life renewed, now becomes a
sacred substrate for Divine designation. Through this anointing formula, people work in
relationship with other people, plants work in relationship with other plants, and together they all
become sacred and separate in their roles for serving the Divine relationship. The circulation of
spices in this sacred space allows for a circulation of Divine energy within the consecrated

sanctuary, its instruments, and the priestly body.

% The term “nwa—nap” appears 5 times in the biblical canon and there are many who argue that “aromatic
cane” is a mistranslation of what was meant to be “cannabis” in the original Hebrew. This theory has been
further supported by archaeological discoveries in recent years which identified cannabis resin along with
frankincense on ancient Israelite altars. There are several sources for this listed in the works
cited/referenced page at the end of this project, including “Cannabis, Moses, and the Israelites” by
Edward T. Dodge as well as pieces published by Haaretz and Science Daily

% Cassia (Cinnamomum aromaticum) is a fragrant spice made from the inside of the bark of an evergreen
tree; another type of cinnamon

% The term used for “Ark” in this verse is |Inx, which is the same word used to describe the coffin where
Joseph’s embalmed body and bones are placed. The “Ark” used by Noah is a different term in the
Hebrew
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Just a few verses later, another slew of spices enters the lexicon in Ex. 30:34-5:%

And M said to Moses, “Take you the spices | miazm NPEEH | A1 2°H0 7712 TER=% i e

T

balsam and onycha and galbanum, spices and 77 722 72 2T AP 0°p0
clear frankincense, equal part for part it shall

be

And you shall make of it incense, a perfume TR Yime mann 0Ri0 ayn nR PABR FoR

compound, perfumer’s work, tinctured with
salt, pure and sacred

And you shall pound it to fine powder and 79I 2R3 NTYT 0100 73 ANy $1373Bn ApnY
place some of it before the Ark of the 1027 TR DYTR WP Ry 77 TR YN
Covenant in the Tent of Meeting where I shall

meet you.

Like the mixed multitudes of the burgeoning Israelite nation, new entities are formed through the
synthesis of multiple plant-characters working together. Plant-character co-ops like the sacred
incense blend (n7vp) and the sacred anointing oil (W7p~nnwn 1MY) soothe the senses of both the
Israelites and Divine and ease them into a new era in the post-Eden world. These spice blends
become the sensory entry point through which the Israelites identify spaces for Divine encounter,
including their own bodies. Anointing the priestly system pairs plants and people together and
allows the Israelites to meet with the Place that dwells among them as a result. Through strong
smells, warming resins, and sacred oils, the Israelites are given the plant-tools through which

they can connect with God as individuals and as a collective.

Frankincense, Myrrh, and Cinnamon have all been studied extensively for their somatic and
psychological influences in ancient and contemporary contexts alike. The smoke produced by

Frankincense has a specifically psychoactive effect, with studies noting elevated moods and

% Gen. 30:22-26; 31, Alter, The Five Books, p. 336 personally adapted- Alter rendered n'no as
“fragrances” in his translation but | have chosen to keep the translation as spices for consistency and
clarity
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expanded consciousness as potential side effects for those in close proximity.’”'*® In addition to
their common use in ancient embalming ceremonies, Myrrh and Cinnamon carry strong scents,
and have known antibacterial and mildly psychoactive properties as well.!”"12 Even this cursory
overview of the properties of these spices illuminates why it was these herbs that the biblical
authors employed as God’s method for awakening and purifying spiritual bodies and sacred
spaces. With somatic and spiritual effects well documented in today’s scientific world, the
oil-substrate used for biblical holy anointing purposes potently affirmed the intimate connections
between plants, people, and Divine Presence once again. The priests breathing in the sacred
incense and oil compounds that they were commanded to tend as part of their priestly duties
would likely have experienced spiritual and psychological elevation just due to their proximity to
the powerful herbs around them. That the sacred, scented concoction is a blend of processed,
stored herbs the Israelites carried with them from Egypt rather than fresh herbs recently plucked
tracks well with the garden realities of late winter. Through careful stores from harvests past, the
plant-person connection remains for the Israelites even in the depths of winter wilderness,

sustaining their spirituality and shaping their burgeoning religious rituals.

% Boswellia, the tree from which Frankincense resin is produced, has been studied for its medicinal
efficacy for ailments ranging from digestion to depression and even cancer

(Kahn, Akhtar J. Medicinal Properties of Frankincense . International Journal of Nutrition, Pharmacology,
and Neurological Disease [Serial Online] 2012, 2012,
https://www.ijnpnd.com/text.asp?2012/2/2/79/95925)

190A joint study exploring the psychoactive effects of the Boswellia plant released by Johns Hopkins and
Hebrew University in 2008 lauded the potential for an entirely new class of antidepressants and
anti-anxiety medications made from Frankincense:

(Moussaieff, Arieh et al. “Incensole acetate, an incense component, elicits psychoactivity by activating
TRPV3 channels in the brain.” FASEB journal : official publication of the Federation of American Societies
for Experimental Biology vol. 22,8 (2008): 3024-34. doi:10.1096/fj.07-101865)

19" Nemu, Danny. "Getting high with the most high: Entheogens in the Old Testament". Journal of
Psychedelic Studies 3.2 (2019), p. 120
192https://unitproj.library.ucla.edu/biomed/spice/index.cfm?displaylD=5
https://www.healthline.com/nutrition/myrrh-cil#TOC_TITLE_HDR_4
;https://www.healthline.com/nutrition/10-proven-benefits-of-cinnamon#TOC TITLE HDR 10



https://www.healthline.com/nutrition/myrrh-oil#TOC_TITLE_HDR_4
https://www.healthline.com/nutrition/10-proven-benefits-of-cinnamon#TOC_TITLE_HDR_10
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In his piece “The Fragrance of Life: Cinnamon in the Bible” author Prabo Mihindukulasuriya
writes,
in the cultural context of ancient Israel the sense of smell was regarded as an important
medium for perceiving conditions of life: from fullness of life, health and pleasantness on
the one hand (eg. SS. 4.11; Hos. 14.7; Jer. 48.11, etc.), to death, disease and decay on the
other (Ex.7.18, 21; 8.10; 16.20, 24; Is. 19.6; 34.3, 12; Joel 2.20; Amos 4.10; Ps. 38.6;
Eccl. 10.1, etc.). Therefore, the sweet fragrance of spices was an olfactory symbol of
God's holiness because it denoted life and health as opposed to the stench of disease and
death.'®
From the Tree of Life in Eden come the scents of life in the wilderness. The plant-characters in
these verses symbolize the thin line between life and death when it comes to Divine encounter,
but they also highlight how intimate the connection is between them all. In their intertextual and
cultural contexts, biblical fragrances born out of spice plant-characters serve to enliven and
enrich the experiences for Place and people together. Spiritual circulation increases as the

Israelite ecosystem begins to comprehend the extent of their interdependence on the plants, and

people that surround them and the God that guides them.

Even a cursory read of these verses and the larger priestly system with a plant-hermeneutic offers
a whole world of cultural and somatic context. Robert Alter notes that like the spices that
appeared in the Joseph story, the presence of ritual spices in the wilderness points towards
broader cultural connectivity in Egypt and beyond.'*'® Frankincense, Cinnamon, and Myrrh,
sourced largely from the Arabian peninsula, were highly valued within the spice trade and would
have been well known to an ancient biblical audience. Even in the Tent of Meeting, God’s most

exclusive dwelling space since the days of Eden, plant-characters ignite extensive networks of

19Mihindukulasuriya, Prabo. “The Fragrance of Life: Cinnamon in the Bible.” Academia.edu. 2012, p. 3
194 In his commentary on Ex. 30: 23-4, Alter writes, “cinnamon was originally raised in Ceylon and
elsewhere in South Asia, and the word appears to have arrived in ancient Israel with the luxury import
from wherever the plant was grown” Alter, The Five Books, p. 335

195 Alter, The Five Books, p. 335
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cultural, spiritual, and physical connectivity between peoples. Mihindukulasuriya suggests that
these plant details offer, “a vivid glimpse of a Creator who delights in the natural treasures of his

own good creation, distributed throughout diverse ecological niches!®”

Longing & Lament (Leeks, Onions, Garlic)

40 years of winter wandering does not unfold without its storms. As the Israelites travel with one
another through stretch after stretch of desert landscape, they complain openly to one another
and to their leaders about the unending winter around them. Like the harsh world of winter, the
landscape that surrounds the Israelites following their liberation is one of scarcity. Water is hard
to come by and the first store of it they encounter is bitter and undrinkable.'”” Food-stores are
quickly depleted, and the Israelites voice their worried despair to Moses. Stuck wandering
through a wintery garden plot, the Israelties worry that they will die in the wilderness and cope
by romanticizing seasons past in Egypt, where life was hard but consistent and familiar. Ever the
Gardener, God sets up systems to irrigate and sustain the Israelite community through winter in

the wilderness. God gives Moses the ability to turn bitter waters drinkable'®®

and, according to
rabbinic tradition, grants the community well stores of water wherever they travel on account of

Miriam’s merit.'” Noteworthy for the our ongoing trace of Edenic elements in the text is that

1% Mihindukulasuriya p. 3

07 Ex. 16:1-3

19 Ex. 15:23-25: :1nQ1 DY) 09¢ni 7 i7 DY DY D'AN 17RRYL DN 7¢ YY DN I RinIN uxe

He cried out to YHWH,

and YHWH directed him [to some] wood;

he threw [it] into the water, and the water became sweet.—

There he imposed law and judgment for them, and there he tested them:

Noteworthy that it is wood (yy) that Moses is instructed to throw into the bitter water to make it drinkable-
another example of wood serving as a tree of life.

19 Num. 20:1-2 and Rashi on Num. 20:2:1: “Rashi on Numbers 20:2:1

had no water: From here [we learn that] all forty years they had the well in Miriam’s merit.” (accessed via
sefaria); Taanit 9a:9 “R. Jose the son of R. Judah says: Three good leaders had arisen for Israel, namely.
Moses, Aaron and Miriam, and for their sake three good things were conferred [upon Israel], namely, the
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water first becomes accessible for the Israelites in the desert when God instructs Moses to cast a
piece of wood (7¥) into the bitter waters of Marah.”’ Even in the winter wilderness, wood
remains linked to its original Tree of Life ancestor and carries a life-giving legacy as a result. For
food, God provides the Israelites with daily manna, a food-substance that rains down from the
sky six days a week for the Israelites to collect and cook into each day’s meals."" Traveling
before the Israelites as a guiding cloud,'? God acts as a winter greenhouse for the Israelites as
they move through the wilderness, ensuring that they remain nourished and well watered
throughout the long trek through the wilderness. Perhaps not since the days of God walking
amidst Eden freely has the Divine One dwelled so intimately among Her creations.'* God
becomes the storehouse of carefully rationed supplies that allows for the Israelites to survive a

desert winter.

Despite all this supernatural aid, the Israelites grow weary of winter and lament the monotony of
their wintery desert existence.''* Even after such highs as receiving the Torah at Sinai and having
the Divine Presence dwell among them in their constructed Tabernacle, the Israelites continue to
express their concerns that they will not survive the wilderness. In one such scene, the Israelites,
sick of their daily Manna rations, long for fresh food of the earth and locate this resource in

memories of the soil they’ve left behind in Egypt. In Num. 11:4-6'" the Israelites complain:

Well, the Pillar of Cloud and the Manna; the Well, for the merit of Miriam; the Pillar of Cloud for the merit
of Aaron; the Manna for the merit of Moses. When Miriam died the well disappeared, as it is said, And
Miriam died there, and immediately follows [the verse], And there was no water for the congregation....”
(accessed via sefaria)

"0 Ex. 15:23-25

" Ex. 16:4-5

"2 Ex. 13:21-22

3 1n Gen. 3:8 God “walks within the garden” (jaa 737nnn o'p7x), and in Ex. 33:17 Moses begs God to
“‘walk among us” ( 11y M7 Nitn), and God agrees.

"4 Num. 11:1; Num. 11:4-6; Num. 14:1-4; Num. 17:6

"% Num. 11:4-6, Alter, The Five Books, p.514
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And the riffraff that was in their midst felt a 03,9327 12y MXA 1NRN7 137232 WK 7908 (7
sharp craving, and the Israelites, too, again 2 117982 o7 TR DRI 032
wept and said, “Who will feed us meat?

We remember the fish we used to eat in Egypt NX D37 2°7¥N2 2ARITIWR 73T07NR 01 (7
for free, the cucumber and the melons and the DO2%3T-NX) MRAT-NN) DA DX ORGP
leeks and the onions and the garlic. DRI N
And now our throats are dry. There is nothing ALY 1T7OR OR72 9D PR AW nyo1 ap (1

save the Manna before our eyes

In his article “Historical Perspective on the Use of Garlic,” Richard Rivlin notes that Garlic was
well documented for its use throughout ancient cultures and in ancient Egypt in particular. Rivlin
writes,
...the earliest known references indicate that garlic formed part of the daily diet of many
Egyptians. It was fed particularly to the working class involved in heavy labor, as in the
building of the pyramids (Moyers 1996). Indeed, a recurring theme throughout early
history is that garlic was given to the laboring classes, presumably to maintain and

increase their strength, thereby enabling them to work harder and be more
productive... "¢

Perhaps, as strength and spirits waned for the Israelites in their ongoing wandering, they began to
long not for the conditions of their life in Egypt but rather the herbal allies that sustained them
through hardship in the past. Though garlic only appears in this single biblical context, it

becomes a giant of spiritual, medicinal, and relational power in post-biblical Jewish culture,

6 Rivlin, Richard S. “Historical Perspective on the Use of Garlic.” The Journal of Nutrition, Volume 131,
Issue 3, March 2001, p. 952

"7 Rivlin notes that garlic cloves were discovered in King Tutankhamen'’s tomb which dates back to Egypt
in 1500 BC. He also notes “cultures that developed without contact with one another came to similar
conclusions about the efficacy of garlic...Ancient medical texts from Egypt, Greece, Rome, China and
India each prescribed medical applications for garlic. In many cultures, garlic was administered to provide
strength and increase work capacity for laborers... Modern science is tending to confirm many of the
beliefs of ancient cultures regarding garlic, defining mechanisms of action and exploring garlic’s potential

for disease prevention and treatment” (Rivlin 952)
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featured in rabbinic texts and diasporic folk culture throughout generations of Jewish life.''®

That it is Garlic and its allium cousins Leek and Onion that the Israelites long for in their
vulnerable winter state offers insight to the cultural connotations of these herbs in their ancient
context and initiates a centuries-long plant-person partnership in Jewish tradition. Like garlic,
whose bulbs are tucked beneath the soil before fall’s first freeze and flourish only after enduring
a winter of slow, steady growth, the Israelites undergo a period of immersive, extended

transformation as the winter goes on.

True to the natural tides of the seasonal world, there is not one specific day that marks the
biblical narrative’s garden transition from winter to spring. The change happens slowly, with
some blooms springing up early as heralds of spring yet to come and other days full of still more
wintery sludge. Though the Israelites receive the matan Torah, the gift of Torah, in Exodus 19,
they will continue to wander in the wilderness for the remaining three books of the Torah’s
narrative. It is not until after Moses’ death that the Israelites cross into the Promised Land, and
even then one could argue that the war-filled conquests of the Israelite army in the early books of
the Prophets are a far cry from spring-like rebirth. Still, the books of the prophets are full of plant
language. Figs, grapevines, trees, pomegranates, palms, apples and more all sprout back into the
biblical lexicon as the Israelites wage war for and ultimately settle into life in the promised land.
Invoked as signs of divine favor and in warning against widespread societal sin, the proliferation
of plant characters that reappear in the post-Torah books of Tanakh point toward spring dawning

in the biblical narrative after Deuteronomy’s close.

8 An entire Thesis could be written about the relationship between Jews and Garlic throughout history,
and large volumes of research on this topic exist already. Though it exists behind a paywall, Jordan
Rosenblum’s “A Brief History of Jews and Garlic” in Feasting and Fasting is a comprehensive starting
point.
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In his final words to the Israelites, Moses states:'"”

33:27a A refuge, the God of old, from 0Riy NYT* nopmY o7 CHN TIvn
beneath, the *arms everlasting...

33:28 And Israel dwelled securely, untroubled WIPN) TAT PIRTIN 2Py 1Y 772 moa YR jawn
Jacob’s abode/in a land of grain and wine, its 51 DWW PRYTAR
heavens, too, drop dew

33:29a: Happy are you, Israel, who is like TUY ¥ A2 YW1 oY Ti03 p DR 7w
you? A people rescued by the Lord, your
shield of help...

The last image that Moses imparts to his people is one of settled tranquility and abundance last
known to the dwellers of Eden. In this formulation, God is not a remote Divine figure of the
heavens but rather a being who supports Israel “from beneath” (napn) with outstretched arms.

At two different points in these verses, Moses utilizes phonetic wordplay to subtly nod towards
the image of a restored garden life. First, in Deut. 33.27a, the phrase “arms eternal” (22iy nyr)
evokes the root ¥—1-7 (seed) within Moses’ final offering to the Israelites. The phonetic link
colors the image of “eternal arms outstretched” as a subterranean-seeded mycelial network of
Divine support, nourishment, and connection. Through Eden’s first seeds still everlasting, Moses
reminds the Israelites of their eternal ecosystems and interdependence. Rounding out his last
words to the Israelites, Moses reminds the Israelites that they were “rescued by M, your shield
of help” (771¥ 13 mi°2 ywi1 op).'* Read without the vocalizations added post-canonization by the
Masoretic tradition'?!, the phrase translated as “shield of help” reads simply, “71v 132”7,

Applying a garden-centric plant-hermeneutic, one might choose to read this phrase not as magen

"9 Deut. 33:27a-29, Alter, The Five Books, p. 741
120 Deut. 33:29a, Alter, The Five Books, p.741
21 For context: https://www.britannica.com/topic/Masoretic-text
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(shield) ezrekha, but rather as mi-gan ezrekha, from the garden of your help. What does it do to
our interpretation of Moses’ last message if instead of lifting up God’s military might Moses
affirms our interdependence to all of creation with his last breaths? Though certainly not the
conventional pshat reading of the text, the nuanced linguistic play in these final verses of the five
books of Moses gives pause for a reader employing a plant-hermeneutic. As winter comes to an
end, Moses sets the Israelites up for the forthcoming spring by invoking the memory of God’s

abundant garden in their ancestors’ summers past.
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Part IV (Spring):
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Resetting the Garden Stage:

No where in the biblical canon does spring flourish as it does in the colorful text of Song of
Songs. Though the poem stands on its own as a textual unit concerned primarily with its internal
characters, the lexicon of botanical vocabulary employed throughout its verses reveals a broader
conversation between Song of Songs and the rest of the biblical anthology. In Songs’ poetic
expressions of ecstasy and delight, Myrrh, Frankincense, Figs, Cedars, Spices, Pomegranates,
and an array of flora work together to drive and describe the intimacy shared by the text’s two
lovers. The text of Song of Songs dances between the literal and metaphorical, crafting an
ambiguity between bodies and botany in the process. As a result, the narrative forges a textual
reunification between a7X and MR, whereby the two become blurred and embodied within one
another through the lovers’ intimate delight. Through intimacy and interpersonal connection,
plants and people come together and invite the reader into a garden space of paradise and

pleasure. In Song of Song’s springtime garden of ecstasy, Eden is reenacted and re-membered.

In his article “The Song of Songs and the Garden of Eden,” Francis Landy identifies several
instances in which, “the garden functions as a setting and a fully-worked image.”'* Landy notes
that the text of Songs is “polysemantic,” highlighting the extent to which the language employed
throughout the poetic verses carries intertextual resonance along with multifaceted meaning as
the speakers dance between metaphor and demure desire. In the latter half of Songs 4, for
example, “the garden” is used to describe the beloved’s body as well as the meeting place for

their encounter. The text reads:

122 | andy, Francis. “The Song of Songs and the Garden of Eden.” Journal of Biblical Literature, vol. 98,
no. 4, 1979, p. 517
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4:12 A locked garden, my sister, bride, a locked well a TV 2191 23 1722 NnX 2wl 173
sealed spring Ratlqly!
4:13 Your branches, an orchard of pomegranates with 0°737 "2 oy @i 072 TIY
luscious fruit, henna and spikenard ‘201 oy @093
4:14 Spikenard and saffron, canna'* and cinnamon, "3y~ 0y (183 M 89721 | 71
with every tree of frankincense. Myrrh andjaloes WRI™72 oY NivIR1 R 73R
with every choice spice/perfume'*** Halalizm!
4:15 A garden spring, a garden of living water and D911 070 0 NI 033 T
streams from Lebanon 12771
4:16 Arise, O north, and come, O south, blow on my P 233 DT 170 ORI YiDY MW
garden, let its spices flow. Let my lover come to M2 DR 137 V717 X2 Maia
his garden and eat its luscious fruit REypYa)
5:1a I have come to my garden, my sister, bride, I have 178 "nvIr 92 nnR™Y X3
gathered my myrrh with my spices*... niya-oy

The speakers’ longing and desire are palpable. In 4:16, the female lover pines for her lover to eat

the fruits of her garden, blurring the lines between her body and nature’s bounty. Fruit, with all

its early Genesis connotations and consequences, appears in the text now as a symbol of sexual

and spiritual abundance. While the first biblical couple was exiled from Eden for sharing fruit

with one another, here the two lovers delight in the fruits of each other’s bodies as well as the

123 Noted above in footnote 91 but repeated here: Like many of the spices in the bible, it is impossible to
know the exact species meant by the term “canna.” That said, there are many who make convincing
arguments that the nap (canna) mentioned here and elsewhere in the biblical text (such as ex. 30:23
where it is called canna-bosm [niwa-nay]) is the plant “cannabis,” renowned throughout the ancient and
contemporary world for its extensive medicinal and psychoactive properties. Evidence of cannabis resin
has been discovered in the ancient Jewish worship site of Tel Arad, supporting this claim further.
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/smart-news/cannabis-found-altar-ancient-israeli-shrine-180975016/#:~:

text=Roughly%2035%20miles%20south%200f.reports%20Kristen%20Rogers %200f%20CNN.;
https://www.edwardtdodge.com/2016/11/14/cannabis-moses-and-the-israelites/

24Noted above in footnote 94 but repeated here: Personal adaptation of Alter’s translation. | inserted
“spices” (n'mo1) rather than use his term “perfumes” to highlight the spice-presence tracked throughout
the earlier biblical texts, beginning with Joseph’s brothers and the Ishmaelite merchants


https://www.smithsonianmag.com/smart-news/cannabis-found-altar-ancient-israeli-shrine-180975016/#:~:text=Roughly%2035%20miles%20south%20of,reports%20Kristen%20Rogers%20of%20CNN
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/smart-news/cannabis-found-altar-ancient-israeli-shrine-180975016/#:~:text=Roughly%2035%20miles%20south%20of,reports%20Kristen%20Rogers%20of%20CNN
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fruits from the lush landscape that surrounds them.
On these verses Landy writes,
The identification of the Beloved with a locked garden (4:12) provides us with our first
equivalence: that of the garden and Woman, of whom the Beloved is the idealized
representative. Like the garden, the woman is a source of delights, olfactory and delicious
seductions... People are themselves paradigms of the garden, products of a cultural
process, manifesting itself, above all, in the sense of oneself, as distinct from all others.
She is enclosed in her person, protected by the defenses that preserve her identity, her
unique privacy. At the same time, as a “sealed spring” (4:12) “...a fountain of gardens, a
well of living waters” (4:15), she is a spring distinct from the garden, that is created, that
flourishes. The garden (the body, the personality) becomes, as we know through
psychoanalysis, an object, inhabited, animated, tended by us, its informing spirit'?
The spices once used to anoint bodies and buildings designated for sacred service are repurposed
to enhance and describe the intimacy between lovers. The natural garden world in Song of Songs
becomes its own Tent of Meeting for the texts’ lovers. Eden is rebuilt in the bodies of the lovers
and in the blooming world where their love for one another flourishes. In her article, “The
Depatriarchalizing in Biblical Interpretation,” Phyllis Trible also notes that “person and place
blend” in the text of Song of Songs. There is so much botanical language in Song of Songs that
the reader cannot help but find themselves planted in a lush garden of reunification beside the
two lovers. In fact, Trible wonders if “perhaps the Paradise described in Genesis 2 and destroyed
in Genesis 3 has been regained, expanded, and improved upon in the Song of Songs.”'* There is
notably no mention of God throughout the lovers’ poem, perhaps signaling that people and plants
are perfectly in sync with Place in this new garden. Spring blooms in God’s garden and Her

creatures run to one another in delight. With hearts full of hope and hands full of fruits, people,

plants, and Place dwell joyfully together in a garden world renewed.

125 | andy,”Songs and Eden,” p. 519-20
126 Trible, Phyllis. “Depatriarchalizing in Biblical Interpretation.” Journal of the American Academy of
Religion, vol. 41, no. 1, 1973 p. 42-3
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Applying a plant-hermeneutic to Song of Songs reveals a fascinating undercurrent of sexual
empowerment in the lovers’ recreated Eden. Where the first blessing for humanity was to be
fruitful/fruit-like and multiply, here in Songs the two lovers seem more than satisfied in the
abundant bounty offered through the bodies of one another. Though the highly sexual nature of
the text may seem on the surface to imply procreation as a natural consequence of the lovers’
encounters, the plant-characters of these verses signal a different reality. In her article, “Biblical
birth control: The surprisingly contraception-friendly Old Testament,” Elissa Strauss notes that
many of the spices invoked in Songs were actually well-known contraceptives in the ancient
world. Strauss writes,
Athalya Brenner points out in her book “The Intercourse of Knowledge: On Gendering
Desire and Sexuality in the Hebrew Bible,” a number of the plants mentioned in the Song
of Songs were used by women in the ancient Mediterranean world as contraception and
abortifacients. These include pomegranates, wine, myrrh, spikenard and cinnamon.
Brenner goes on to argue that since the book makes no mention of procreation as the
purpose of sex, the many metaphors comparing sex to “gardens” and “orchards” may also
be read as a reference to the forms of birth control that those gardens provided. Indeed,
the man in the poem seduces the woman by offering her many of the plants that would
have allowed them to have sex without the risk of pregnancy.'?’
Of the plants that Strauss mentions in this passage, Myrrh seems to be one of the most
well-known contraceptives across the ancient world. Many have called attention to the fact that
in the book of Esther, the women are anointed with Myrrh oil for a period of twelve months

leading up to the beauty pageant for King Ahasuerus. In his article, “As is the Practice of

Women, The Practice of Birth Control in the Book of Esther”” Rabbi Joseph Prouser notes that if

127 Strauss, Elissa. “Biblical Birth Control: The Surprisingly Contraception-Friendly Old Testament.” Salon,
Salon.com, 4 Jan. 2014
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the purpose of this textual detail were merely cosmetic, assigning a full year of myrrh dosing to

the young women would be largely excessive. Instead, he argues,

Myrrh was a component of many anti-fertility potions in ancient and medieval Western
medicine. An ongoing regimen of myrrh mixed with wine (a beverage which notoriously
abounds in Ahasuerus' court) was specified when "Soranus, antiquity's foremost writer on
gynecology ... described procedures he thought would inhibit conception." In addition to
its properties as an oral contraceptive, Soranus specifically discussed the use of myrrh as
an abortifacient agent when used as a pessary (a vaginal suppository or ointment). So
applied, myrrh functioned as an emmenagogue, inducing menstruation even with the
presence of a fertilized ovum...The Kahun papyrus, dating to 1850 B.C.E., describes a

male contraceptive cream, of which myrrh appears to be the active ingredien

t128

With this context in mind, the proliferance of Myrrh throughout Songs casts the sensuality

between lovers as explicitly for its own sake rather than geared towards a desire to “bear fruit.”

Though often employed as both an innuendo and sensory marker, Myrrh travels with the lovers

throughout the chapters of Songs, steadily ensuring that their sensuous encounters bear pleasure

and not progeny.

And the shadows flee,

I will betake me to the mount
of myzrh,

To the hill of frankincense.

1:13 My beloved to me is a bag of 72 0T 1 0% v7iT 1[0 iy
myrrh
Lodged between my breasts

3:6 Who is she that comes up niTm N2 127RT71R A9V nXi op
from the desert npaR Yo AR Ny WY
Like columns of smoke, 9910
In clouds of myrrh and
frankincense,
Of all the powders of the
merchant?

4:6 When the day blows gently 57 TR O°99%7 107) 0¥ Y Ty

I2I277 nu23oN) AIRD 08

2Prouser, Joseph H. “As Is the Practice of Women: The Practice of Birth Control in the Book of Esther.”
Conservative Judaism , vol. 53, no. 2, 2001, p. 52
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4:14 and , 3§-~> oy BIRYAR B553) |
and WRI™73 oY NivINI

) Haljajip)
With all aromatic woods,

- and aloes—

All the best spices'’.

5:5 I rose to let in my beloved;
My hands dripped
My fingers, flowing
Upon the handles of the bolt.

B0 1) *7i77 HNDY 21X nnp.

hl
g3 Nigs Y v I8 “nvazN)

5:13 His cheeks are like beds of o iR N7 aRRT Ny Y
spices, 212y QiR nisva ninoty
Banks of perfume
His lips are like ;
They drip flowing .

Eden’s pre-curse state of non-hierarchical reciprocity is reestablished through the passionate
dance between lovers, who seem more than content to reach only for the fruit of one another’s
bodies. Where the curse that God levied unto the First People promised that procreation would
carry pain and patriarchal power dynamics, in Songs’ the lovers delight in one another aided by
herbal spices that keep them safeguarded against God’s Edenic decree. “In many ways, then,
Song of Songs is a midrash on Gen. 2-3,” Trible writes, “...female and male are born to mutuality
and love. They are naked without shame; they are equal without duplication. They live in

gardens where nature joins in celebrating their oneness''.”

The garden setting of Songs brings an Edenic springtime to the forefront of the biblical narrative.

Spiritual and physical intimacy are embodied through the lovers’ garden, and the resulting

129 See footnote 100

130 Adapted Alter’s translation, personal choice to translate nmwa 'wxn as “the best spices” instead of
“choicest perfumes”

31 Trible, “Depatriarchalizing,” p. 47
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ecosystem stands in perfect harmony with Eden’s reciprocity and abundance. After enduring
such long, challenging fall and winter seasons, spring blooms in the biblical narrative as a respite
of ease for humankind. With no mention of God in these texts, the human characters serve as the
chief stewards of the natural world and one another. Now skilled gardeners themselves, the
humans of this resprouted garden know how to tend to one another and the natural world around
them with reverent delight and care. Eden is reconstructed through an ingathering of people,

plants, and P/place

Abundance Embodied

If the exile from Eden was a divorce between people, plants, and Place, Song of Songs renews
the bond between them with loving intimacy. With desire and delight, the poem’s lovers express
their longing for one another through the lexicon of biblical plant-characters, affirming
humanity’s oldest relationships in the process. The herbs that serve as spiritual and intercultural
connectors throughout Tanakh reappear in Song of Songs as the ultimate sensory stimulants.
That these spices and herbs were last associated with priestly rituals and holy spaces makes their
mapping onto a woman’s body and sexual intimacy all the more significant here. Having traveled
from far off lands and over distant seas, spices are long established movers in the biblical text.

In Song of Songs, they move the two lovers closer together and ignite the sensory imagination of
the biblical reader. In Song of Songs, plant-characters peak in their service of the biblical

narrative.

Spices such as Myrrh, Frankincense, and Cinnamon are not the only biblical plant-characters that

enter Song of Songs to heal Eden’s legacies of spiritual and physical rupture. In addition to
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familiar plant-characters such as Pomegranates, Figs, and Mandrakes, a fragrant array of flowers
and fauna also flank the lovers as they find their way back to one another. The two lovers return
to a state of reciprocity and abundance through the plants that guide their way and enhance their
senses. Trible writes,
The woman is the garden (4:10-15), and to the garden her lover comes (5:1, 6:2, 11).
Together they enjoy this place of sensuous delight. Many trees adorn their garden, trees
pleasant to the sight and good for food: the apple tree (2:3; 7:8; 8:5), the fig tree (2:13),
the pomegranate (4:3, 13; 6:7), the cedar (5:15), the palm (7:8), and “all trees of
frankincense” (4:14). Spices give pleasure as does the abundance of fruits, plants and
flowers: the meadow saffron (2:1), the lotus (2:1, 16;4:5, 5:13; 7:2), the mandrake (7:13),
and others (2:12,13; 4:13, 16; 6:11)... In Canticles nature and work are pleasures leading
to love, as indeed they were before the primeval couple disobeyed and caused the ground
to bring forth thorns and thistles and work to become pain and sweat (Gen 2:15; 3:16,
18,19)"
The pleasure and reciprocity in Song of Songs restores order in God’s garden world by reversing
the curses placed upon the primeval couple. Contact with the natural world and with the labor it
takes to tend it are restored as acts of pleasure instead of pain. With ecstatic pleasure and
interpersonal connection, the lovers delight in their shared fruits and the spice-filled world.

Eden’s exile fades to nothing but a memory from summers long past as spring flourishes for the

Songs’ lovers in a plant-filled paradise.

In his article “Rethinking Sex and Spirituality: The Song of Songs and its Readings,” David
McLain Carr notes that “there is no clear plot or logical sequence” to the Song of Songs’
narrative.'*® Where the bible’s summer, fall, and winter gardening seasons progressed linearly

through family histories and Divine encounters, the springtime text of Song of Songs is full of

32 Trible, “Depatriarchalizing,” p. 43-44
133 Carr, David McLain. “Rethinking Sex and Spirituality: The Song of Songs and Its Readings.”
Soundings: An Interdisciplinary Journal, vol. 81, no. 3/4, 1998, p. 421



Shore 84

wild and abundant life forces unconcerned with narrative coherence. As such, the

plant-characters that sprout through the verses of Songs’ sow a scattered love story into the

confines of a single garden plot. The incoherence of the Songs’ plot structure allows for a

summary retelling of the entire book just by stitching together the threads of plant-character

appearances:
1: 12- | While the king was on his couch ixe W iahl i b Rl letal R brloby o7
14; 16 | My nard™*|gave off its scent. 72 T P 0% >7i7 | Biea Y9y
A sachet of myrrh is my love to me, TV 123 °7 0797 | NPT D3UN
All night between my breasts {o} 73
A cluster of Henna, my lover to me,
In the vineyards of Ein-Gedi
WPIWR 093 AR OTIT AR A
0, you are fair, my lover, you are sweet, bl
Our bed is verdant,'* too. (110°m) @R 17D NI
Our house’s beams are cedar, 2002 ]
Our rafters are gvergreens.
2:1-3 | (1) I am a rose of Sharon, NIV 1% N7%20 "IN (X)
A lily of the valleys. oning 12 s (2) [vRRun
(2) Like a lily among thorns, BN (3) P23 TR Ny R
So is my darling among the maidens. 9¥32 02327 172 0717 12 9T Xy
(3) Like an apple tree among trees of the forest, M7 Pinn 1791 "NAWN RN
So is my beloved among the youths.
I delight to sit in his shade,
And his fruit is sweet to my mouth.
2:16 My beloved is mine PR 7y 5 I Y 0737
And I am his
Who browses among the lilies.

134 Alter, The Five Books, p. 590 footnote 12: “This is an appropriately sexy beginning to this richly
sensual poem: the lover is lying in bed waiting for her, and as she approaches, she is aware of the
fragrance with which she has scented her body. In the next line, it is the lover who metaphorically
becomes the fragrance. Nard, or spikenard, was imported to the ancient Near East all the way from
the Himalayas, where the plant was grown, so it is clearly a luxury item”

135 Alter, The Five Books, p. 590, footnote 16: “She probably means to say that the bed on which they will
enjoy love’s pleasures is a forest floor, but she could be saying an actual bed inside on which they lie
partakes of the verdancy of the flourishing realm of nature outside. The ambiguity continues with the
cedar beams and evergreen rafters of the next line, which are either literal, because they are making love
in the forest, or metaphorical, because their house is redolent of the green world outside”
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4:13 Your limbs are an orchard of pomegranates D 737 *78 oY @AN 0718 T
And of all luscious fruits, ‘oY @293
Of henna and of nard—

5:13 His cheeks are like beds of spices, DR NPT aAT Ny NN
Banks of® perfume DY Y niova @AWY ninoty
His lips are like lilies;
They drip flowing myzrrh.

6:2-3 | (2) My beloved has gone down to his garden, oyag ni3y? 37 7 07T (2)
To the beds of spices, (3) :Dawiw viph7) 0332 Nivay
To browse in the gardens BRI YT 0% 07371 0777 R
And to pick lilies. {o}
(3) I am my beloved’s
And my beloved is mine;
He browses among theflilies.

7:13 Let us rise early in the vineyards 8 022 v ()
We shall see if the vine is in flower, X7 THOT MRS 1937 IR0
If the blossoms have opened, 22 Y17DR RN oY BRAIRNT
If the pomegranate trees have budded
There I will give my loving to you

7:14 The mandrakes™ give off fragrance, ANeHY 1IN BRI (7))
And at our door all luscious fruit;"’ 717 O°JW03 DUWTN DR
fresh picked and stored as well 27 °PIDY
I have laid up for you, my love

8:13- You who dwell in the garden, friends listen for your D°2°Wpn 0°021 2°332 NAWs

14: voice. Let me hear it. 1 PIRYT 12P7
Flee my lover and be like a dear or like a gazelle on 9Y7 IR °2%7 3?-'-‘@?1 LA px

. . o2 77 Y DORY

the spice mountains FET R e T e

136 “This plant was thought to be an aphrodisiac, as is evident in the story of the mandrakes found by
Reuben (Gen. 30:14-16). It is also quite obvious in the Hebrew that dudai’'m, “mandrakes,” plays on
dodai, “my love” (in the sense of “love making”) that she has just used. Either the phonetic closeness of
the two words led to the belief that mandrakes were aphrodisiac, or the belief in their power to stimulate

desire generated the name for the plant” Alter, The Five Books, p. 612

137 BDB Dictionary: Tan n.m. excellence (NH id., choice fruit; Syriac ) ix.z fruit; Arabic 3% glory, honour,
nobility);,—m cstr. Dt 33:13 + 4 times Dt 33; pl. o'Tan Ct 4:13; 7:14; sf. 'Tan Ct 4:16—excellence: excellent
or choice things; always of gifts of nature: oy 'm Dt 33:13 i.e. (natural) gifts of heaven; viny nxian mv
14; o'nr wna m v 14; oYy nivaa ‘n v 15 (I a1 yax ' ; (0T Mo wikd v 16; pl. abstr. 'n M9 (= excellent
fruit) Ct 4:13, 16; 'n alone = foreg., 7:14. (accessed via sefaria)
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The love story of Song of Songs is a literal and metaphorical garden of connection. The text
reads as a swan-song curtain call for the plant-characters of the previous biblical texts with a
swath of flora seeded into the fold as well. The love shared between the text’s lovers is
inseparable from their connections to the botanical world that surrounds them. The constant
shifts between body and botany paint an image of an interspecies garden fully integrated into a

single, harmonious whole.

Digging into Divinity

In our ongoing exploration of the ties between plants, people, and P/place, it is worth mentioning
that centuries worth of Jewish and Christian scholars alike have argued that the overt sensuality
described throughout Song of Songs is meant to denote the intimacy of Divine relationship rather
than human sexuality. Carr writes, “In the hands of Rabbinic and then early Christian
interpreters, the Song no longer focuses on the love between a man and woman, but upon the
love between God and God’s people or God and the individual soul. Despite all the clues about
its originally non-religious use, the Song was interpreted spiritually by both Jewish and Christian
communities.”'*® Many of these interpretations strike a distinction between the Godly and the
earthly, and argue that the earth-laden language of Songs is meant to signal “a basic reorientation
of human eros away from the visible world toward the invisible world...”"** In his piece “The
Song of Songs from the Bible to the Mishnah,” Jonathan Kaplan notes that “various comments
attributed to Rabbi Akiva in tannaitic literature...first attest to the emergence of interpretation of

Song of Songs as a divine love song only in the early second century C.E.'* Though Kaplan

138 Carr, “Rethinking Sex,” p. 423

"ibid., p. 426

140 Kaplan, Jonathan. “The Song of Songs from the Bible to the Mishnah.” Hebrew Union College Annual,
vol. 81, 2010, p. 43
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goes on to argue that the earliest interpretations of this sort likely date slightly earlier than
Akiva’s time, he still draws a distinction between the ancient text’s original focus on
human-to-human love and its later interpretations as a divinely focused text. Like so much of our
tradition, we encounter the text of Songs today with an awareness of the centuries worth of
voices who have glossed its meaning over time. As such, it is impossible to fully separate the
erotic poem’s original intent from the frame of divine love placed upon it by millenia of religious

sages.

The ambiguity of the divine role in the text only further emphasizes the holy reconstruction of
early creation enacted through the springtime abundance encountered in Songs. The First People
were created in God’s gardener image, and in Songs the humans seem to embody this role so
thoroughly that even the brightest religious minds of history were torn trying to discern between
the acts of humankind and divine in the poem’s 8 chapters. Carr notes that the divine gloss added
to the text “invites the believer- invites us- into a massive re-imagining of our world. Now, we
are the lover and God is the beloved. Now, we and God are romancing each other in Springtime.
And whatever obstacles come between us and God are mere temporary hurdles to a love that is
stronger than death.”'*! Even without our gardening season frame, Carr notes the ways in which
Song of Songs represents a spring oasis of resilient love based in reciprocity. In the end, Carr
advocates for a reading of the text which integrates the spiritual and the sexual rather than
bifurcating them. “Perhaps this often overlooked Biblical book can help us envision a sexuality
that is holy and a spirituality that courses through the whole person- that is, the whole embodied

person,” Carr concludes.'*

" Carr, “Rethinking Sex,” p. 428
2 ibid., p. 432
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The blend of sex, soil, and spirituality in Song of Songs seals the circle first started in Eden
between 77X ,07X8, and 1P, The mutuality that flows with ease throughout the verses of the
text evokes a sense of sweetness and longing not seen since the very first days of summer’s
garden. After centuries of (largely Christian) messaging that the expulsion from Eden was
humanity’s fall, what could be more comforting than a restored garden of abundance, where God
longs for Their people and the people long for God back? Sexually and spiritually, Song of
Songs stands as a climax in both the biblical spring garden and the broader journey from Eden to
embodied reciprocity first started in early Genesis. Whether Songs stands as a tale of
Divine-human or human-human love, the reciprocity throughout the text seems to blur the need
for any distinctions between these types of love at all. Mutual longing is revealed in the text as
an element fundamental to holy relationship, and a garden of reciprocal abundance stands as the
vessel for holding it all. Shir haShirim shows us that when we live embodied realities that honor
interdependence, relationship, and sensory experience, we access paradise and the Divine

Presence as one.
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Conclusion
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Seasons Cycle On

It is impossible to say how many gardening seasons have passed since the days of God’s first
garden. We could surely cast a seasonal gaze across Jewish history and highlight dark winters
and bright springs, but an exact measure of these seasonal cycles is unnecessary. What remains
salient throughout Jewish history are the ongoing relationships between people, P/place, and
plants across time, space, cultures, and nationstates. The plant-characters painted across the
pages of Tanakh follow the Jewish people to every place they inhabit throughout the diaspora.
From rabbinic texts to folk traditions stewarded by Jewish homekeepers across time, plants have
remained a salient aspect of Jewish ritual, medicine, and spiritual practices. There is not a single
Jewish holiday or homestead untouched by the legacy of biblical botany. Spices, herbs, oils,
garlics, and flowers have accompanied the Jewish people throughout the centuries, affirming the
ongoing relationship between human and plantkind in their shared, ongoing pursuit of Divine
connection.'”® The Jewish people and the canon of Jewish scriptural inheritance begins in a
garden, and in doing so forges an intimate bond between plant and person that remains present

throughout our tradition today.

What does it do to our worldview when we shift our gaze of creation to see a single, sprawling,
garden shared by us all? What might Judaism look like if the people of the book understood their
sacred stories as a multi-season gardening saga that we continue to live out today? How might

we shift our spiritual practices if we saw ourselves as sacred stewards of the land and of one

43 Two books on the topic of Jewish herbalism have emerged in recent years as authoritative anthologies
on regional folk practices: Ashkenazi Herbalism and Ritual Medicinal Lore of Sepharidc Women. These
are listed in Appendix lll: Resources for Learning More about Jewish Herbalism
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another, divinely obligated to practice mutuality? What does it do to us to see gardening as

Godly?

These questions do not exist in a vacuum. With the climate crisis actively unfolding in our
contemporary moment, adjusting our spiritual outlook could mean the difference between life
and death for human and plantkind alike. In our highly polarized, hyper-political contemporary
landscape, we need postures of reciprocity now more than ever. There are many in the ecojustice
space who have argued that the texts of the biblical canon are the basis for the hierarchical,
patriarchal, and consumerist orientations of humankind towards the natural world that have
brought us to the ecological crisis we face today. This, I believe, is a critical misinterpretation of
the text in its truest form. I hope that this project has illustrated that the biblical universe is an
ecosystem that stretches from Eden to the final chapters of the Ketuvim and beyond, where plants
and people act in deep relationship with one another and with God. There is no reality where a
truly Tanakh-based religiosity advocates for human superiority in any realm. Instead, our sacred
texts reveal a shared, collaborative garden world connected by a mycelial network of the Divine
Life Force. Increasing our awareness about these connections offers us pathways for spiritual

attunement and engagement that exist beyond the walls of our formal institutions of Jewish Life.

What do we do with the heightened awareness of interspecies connection brought on through
studying sacred texts with a plant hermeneutic? The short answer is: connect. So much of
Western culture fueled by white supremacy focuses on hyper individuality, independence, and
isolation. The antidote to these woes has been with us since well before our earliest sacred texts
were born into the ancient world. We were never meant to live in isolation, and our role in this

world has never been merely to consume and control. We were created to live collaboratively
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and to behave in ways that honor the fragile interdependence of all living things. Our sacred texts
braid God, people, and plants together and our sacred tradition affirms that connection again and

again.

Proverbs 3:18 famously teaches us: “A tree of life is she to those who grasp her, and those who
hold her are deemed happy'*.” Reach out. Touch a tree. Walk on the grassy bank of a sidewalk.
Breathe deeply and take in the scents of the world around you, scents that filled your ancestor’s
lungs. Notice the resources and plant-products that accompany you throughout each day.
Welcome plants as sacred ancestors themselves into your rituals and your sacred spaces. Offer a
blessing, formal or informal, for the networks of connection that surround you and the soil that
sustains you. Compost the construct of God as a heaven-dwelling masculine figure and immerse
yourself in an image of God who spreads through the world like invisible mycelia beneath your
feet and in your lungs with each step and every breath. Open your eyes and your heart to the

radical possibility that we can return to Eden each day through one another.

In her profound book Emergent Strategy: Shaping Change, Changing Worlds, author (and 1
would argue prophetess) Adrienne Maree Brown writes,
Matter doesn't disappear, it transforms. Energy is the same way. The Earth is layer upon
layer of all that has existed, remembered by the dirt...Everything we attempt, everything
we do, is either growing up as its roots go deeper, or it’s decomposing, leaving its lessons

in the soil for the next attempt'*.

Applying a plant-hermeneutic to the biblical text reveals the same truth that Brown writes of

here. We are living on the lessons that our ancestors planted into the soil for us to uncover. The

44 Prov. 3:18, Alter, p.361
145 Brown, Adrienne Maree. Emergent Strategy: Shaping Change, Changing Worlds. AK Press, 2021, p.
52;120 (ellipsis marks page break)
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water that flowed in the rivers of Eden is the same water that flows through our veins and pours
down as rain on our tired earth today. “Do you understand that your quality of life and your
survival are tied to how authentic and generous the connections are between you and the people
and place you live with and in?” Maree asks.'* Is this not the question we should be posing for
our spiritual existence? As we think about how to shape Jewish life in our turbulent times, our
answer lies in authentic connection and interdependence. The text of Song of Songs offers us a
roadmap back to paradise, and that roadmap is one of unapologetic, flourishing love for the sake
of love itself. Are we willing to drop our polished, detached facades of polite institutional
engagement and return to ecosystems that thrive on mutuality and care? Are we willing to bury
our hands in the dirt and recognize that God is there too, muddy and waiting to welcome the

seeds we plant together?

Each of us lives only for a brief moment, but the gardens we tend today will be what feeds the
worlds yet to come. From soil came 07X and to soil will we all return. We will spend far more
time as divine dirt than we ever do in our human bodies. May we use our brief, embodied
existence to draw close to one another and tend the world around us with diligent care. In Taanit
23a:15, a man named Honi asks a nearby elderly gardener what the point is in planting seeds for
trees whose fruit will bloom long after the planter’s lifespan. The gardener responds, “Just as my
ancestors planted for me, I too am planting for my descendants.”'¥” As if in conversation with
this story, Avot d’Rabbi Natan 31b teaches “If you have a sapling in your hand and are planting

it, and someone should say to you that the Messiah has come, stay and complete the planting,

146 Brown, p. 93
47 Taanit 23a:15, accessed via Sefaria
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and only then go to greet the Messiah.”'*® We have inherited a garden world that is calling to us

to seed it with care. Let us heed this call to care.

May our plant-people connections lead us ever back to the sweet paradise of P/place. May we be
unafraid to plant seeds of a better future, even when the ground is cold and unyielding underfoot.

May each of us become stewards who safeguard and work for the thriving of us all.

Ken yehi ratzon, so may it be.

148 Avot d'Rabbi Natan 31b, accessed via Sefaria
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Appendix



I. Color Coding Reference Chart
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YIRA (ha-aretz)
Land, earth

v (zera)
Seed

General plant life & plant byproducts: fruit,
flowers, seed-bearing plants, fruit-bearing
trees, grasses, fields, shrubs, spices, etc

TR or OIX (adam or adamah)
Human/Humus:

Named plant character (specific plant identity)

Verbs used BY God as gardener or to garden

Verbs used to describe/ascribe gardening
responsibilities from God — humankind

17V 13 (gan eden)
Garden of Eden (specific place)

Creation story linguistic callback/reference
(use of Gen. 1-3 language in later biblical

passage)

WP (makom)
P/place (dual meaning: divine and earthly
implications)
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II. Concordance Source Sheets*

Cedar

Cinnamon & Cassia

Fig

Frankincense

Garlic

Hyssop
Ha-Sneh
Mandrake

Myrrh

Pomegranate

Lilies & Roses

Olive

Tree of Life

Plant Perspectives Sampling (rabbinic & beyond)

*These pages are linked to sefaria source sheets in the digital version of this project. If you are
accessing this project in its printed form and would like to access these text sheets, please email

heatherashore@gmail.com


https://www.sefaria.org/sheets/454092.35?lang=en&with=all&lang2=en
https://www.sefaria.org/sheets/468240?editor=1
https://www.sefaria.org/sheets/454091.9?lang=en&with=all&lang2=en
https://www.sefaria.org/sheets/468242?editor=1
https://www.sefaria.org/sheets/454112.1?lang=en&with=all&lang2=en
https://www.sefaria.org/sheets/454093.1?lang=en&with=all&lang2=en
https://www.sefaria.org/sheets/454172
https://www.sefaria.org/sheets/454094.23?lang=en&with=all&lang2=en
https://www.sefaria.org/sheets/454100.10?lang=en&with=all&lang2=en
https://www.sefaria.org/sheets/468257?editor=1

III.  Resources for Learning More about Jewish Herbalism
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Books

Medicine in the Talmud: Natural and
Supernatural Therapies Between
Magic and Science

By: Jason Sion Mokhtarian

Ashkenazi Herbalism: Rediscovering the
Herbal Traditions of Eastern European
Jews

By: Deatra Cohen & Adam Siegel

A frog under the tongue: Jewish Folk
Medicine in Eastern Europe

By: Marek Tuszewicki translated by
Jessica Taylor-Kucia
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Ritual Medical Lore of Sephardic
Women: Sweetening the Spirits, Healing
the Sick

By: Isaac Jack Lévy and Rosemary Lévy
Zumwalt

Seeds of Transcendence:
Understanding the Hebrew Bible
Through Plants

By Jo Ann Gardner

Ecology and the Jewish Spirit edited

By: Ellen Bernstein



http://www.ellenbernstein.org/ecology
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Articles

“Jewish Folk Medicine”

By: J.S. Zidel

https://wiredspace.wits.ac.za/bitstream/handle
/10539/19021/(Nov%201933)%20Jewish%20

folk%?20medicine.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowe
d=y

“Healing And Medicine: Healing And
Medicine In Judaism”

By: encyclopedia.com

https://www.encyclopedia.com/environment/e
ncyclopedias-almanacs-transcripts-and-maps/
healing-and-medici i icine-i

ling-and-m

udaism

“Healing the Spirit: A Jewish Approach”

By Nancy Flam

https://www.]jstor.org/stable/24460295

“Medicinal Herbs”

By: Jewish Virtual Library

https://www jewishvirtuallibrary.org/medicina
l-herbs

“Torah Flora: Plants and Nature in Bible and
Jewish Tradition”

By: Torah Flora

https://torahflora.org/

“Jewish Healing and Magic”

By: Geoftrey Dennis

https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/je
wish-healing-magic/

“Healers of the Pale: A Hidden Herbal
Legacy”

By: Deatra Cohen

https://www.jewishbookcouncil.org/pb-daily/a
shkenazi-folk-medicine-the-hidden-herbal

“Health and Healing for Eastern European
Jews”

By: YIVO

https://yivoencyclopedia.org/article.aspx/Heal
th_and Healin



https://wiredspace.wits.ac.za/bitstream/handle/10539/19021/(Nov%201933)%20Jewish%20folk%20medicine.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://wiredspace.wits.ac.za/bitstream/handle/10539/19021/(Nov%201933)%20Jewish%20folk%20medicine.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://wiredspace.wits.ac.za/bitstream/handle/10539/19021/(Nov%201933)%20Jewish%20folk%20medicine.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://wiredspace.wits.ac.za/bitstream/handle/10539/19021/(Nov%201933)%20Jewish%20folk%20medicine.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://www.encyclopedia.com/environment/encyclopedias-almanacs-transcripts-and-maps/healing-and-medicine-healing-and-medicine-judaism
https://www.encyclopedia.com/environment/encyclopedias-almanacs-transcripts-and-maps/healing-and-medicine-healing-and-medicine-judaism
https://www.encyclopedia.com/environment/encyclopedias-almanacs-transcripts-and-maps/healing-and-medicine-healing-and-medicine-judaism
https://www.encyclopedia.com/environment/encyclopedias-almanacs-transcripts-and-maps/healing-and-medicine-healing-and-medicine-judaism
https://www.jstor.org/stable/24460295
https://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/medicinal-herbs
https://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/medicinal-herbs
https://torahflora.org/
https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/jewish-healing-magic/
https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/jewish-healing-magic/
https://www.jewishbookcouncil.org/pb-daily/ashkenazi-folk-medicine-the-hidden-herbal
https://www.jewishbookcouncil.org/pb-daily/ashkenazi-folk-medicine-the-hidden-herbal
https://yivoencyclopedia.org/article.aspx/Health_and_Healing
https://yivoencyclopedia.org/article.aspx/Health_and_Healing
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“Green Wisdom: Rokhl’s Golden City: The
roots of Jewish herbalism”

By: Rokhl Kafvrissen

https://www.tabletmag.com/sections/communi
ty/articles/green-wisdom-jewish-herbalism

“Women's Medical Practice and Health Care
in Medieval Europe”

By: Monica H Green

https://www.jstor.org/stable/3174557

“Creating a Sustainable Jewish Ecology”

By: Ellen Bernstein

http://www.zeek.net/710ecology/

“The Spiritual Advisor students need right
now (hint, it’s not the rabbi)”

By: Ellen Bernstein

https://forward.com/opinion/194611/the-spirit
ual-advisor-students-need-hint-its-not/

“Revisiting the medicinal plants of the Bible
and the Holy Land”

By: Amots Dafni

https://researchoutreach.org/articles/revisiting
-medicinal-plants-bible-holy-land/

Podcasts

“Jewish Ancestral Healing Ep. 18: Ancestral
Wisdom in Jewish Mysticism w/ Jill
Hammer”

https://open.spotify.com/episode/3mjP20Tr7St
OHDQPP5njuG?si=69bb36b4casSedb7f

“Jewish Ancestral Healing Ep 2.4: The
alchemy of Ancestral Plants and Moroccan
Jewish Longing and Belonging with Mazal
Masoud Etedgi”

https://open.spotify.com/episode/69PoKHbET
mVN85BUuXsKIy?si=8fcc5a6390a24ab9

“Jewish Ancestral Healing ep. 2.5: Ashkenazi
Herbalism with Deatra Cohen and Adam
Siegel”

https://open.spotify.com/episode/7F1x0Zxufvy
Rbc2LrNiS2W?si=c827823¢c164b4141



https://www.tabletmag.com/sections/community/articles/green-wisdom-jewish-herbalism
https://www.tabletmag.com/sections/community/articles/green-wisdom-jewish-herbalism
https://www.jstor.org/stable/3174557
https://open.spotify.com/episode/3mjP2oTr7St0HDQPP5njuG?si=69bb36b4ca5e4b7f
https://open.spotify.com/episode/3mjP2oTr7St0HDQPP5njuG?si=69bb36b4ca5e4b7f
https://open.spotify.com/episode/69PoKHbETmVN85BUuXsKLy?si=8fcc5a6390a24ab9
https://open.spotify.com/episode/69PoKHbETmVN85BUuXsKLy?si=8fcc5a6390a24ab9
https://open.spotify.com/episode/7Flx0ZxufvyRbc2LrNjS2W?si=c827823c164b4f41
https://open.spotify.com/episode/7Flx0ZxufvyRbc2LrNjS2W?si=c827823c164b4f41
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“Jewish Ancestral Healing Ep. 2: Jewish
Ancestral Plant Magic w Dori Midnight”

https://open.spotify.com/episode/1QyNi97mb
b4PYHGcS jv78Y 7si=67d956850d384469

“Jewitches: Jews & Garlic”

https://open.spotify.com/episode/2S8sCOOAy
V5SM{fUmYOXhCBP?si=ba6cf72176c74bb6

“Jewitches: Herbs & Judaism”

https://open.spotify.com/episode/2UcczUFs9¢g
7uDajftmmCtp?si=e8a9835648294814

Contemporary Projects

“Jewish Seed Project”

By: Jewish Farmers Network

https://www.jewishfarmernetwork.org/jewishs
eeds

“Try it at home”

By: Grow Torah

https://www.growtorah.org/try-it-at-home

SWANA!* Ancestral Hub

https://www.swanaancestralhub.org/

“Jewish Monthly Tea Experience”

By: Gold Herring

https://goldherring.com/team/

Contemporary Experts: Jewish Herbalists in the Field Today

Name/Website Notes
Dori Midnight About/Bio: My work is rooted in and guided by
Jewish ancestral traditions, feminist, decolonial and
https://dorimidnight.com abolitionist scholarship, queer liberation, and
disability and healing justice work. I believe that

% From the SWANA Hub website: “S.W.A.N.A. is a decolonial word for the South West Asian/ North
African (S.W.A.N.A.) region in; Swana= a less colonial way to refer to the diverse geographical region
more commonly known as the Middle East + North Africa (MENA)”



https://open.spotify.com/episode/1QyNi97mbb4PYHGcSjv78Y?si=67d956850d384469
https://open.spotify.com/episode/1QyNi97mbb4PYHGcSjv78Y?si=67d956850d384469
https://www.swanaancestralhub.org/
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rooting into ancient Jewish wisdom from a radical,
decolonial and abolitionist position can be a source of
support as we work towards the world we dream of,
built in interdependence, co-liberation, and love. I
offer classes on reconnecting with Jewish ancestral
traditions, Jewish plant and protection magic, and
remedies and rituals for unraveling times. [ write
liberatory liturgy inspired by ancient Jewish text and
weave collaborative, radical, joyous Jewish
community ritual spaces.

*though I have been in practice for 20 years, I have
yet to find the right word for my work. Healer has
never resonated for me, though many people call me
that. Some people who work with me also call me
“my main witch” or “bubbe.” My prayer is that my
work flows in the river of tradition of my Jewish
ancestors who called themselves: sanadoras,
prekantadoras, mechashefa, buenas madres, and
tzadikim — people who carried ancestral wisdom,
listened deeply and tended to their communities with
love and care.

Resources: archived online workshops, shop, general
information and networking; very well-known expert
in American Jewish herbalism scene

Rebekah Erev Studio

https://rebekaherevstudio.com

About/Bio: Rebekah Erev (they/them) is a queer
artist, teacher, ritual leader/kohenet, community
herbalist, dreamworker, cultural organizer and healer.
For over two decades they have practiced and taught a
Judaism steeped in the old ways, ancestral and earth
reverence and visions of the world to come. They
celebrate diaspora with Dreaming the World to
Come and with Queer Mikveh Project, a
community, advocacy tool and art practice. Learn
more here.

Resources: workshops, online resources



https://www.instagram.com/queermikvehproject/
https://rebekaherevstudio.com/bio
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Jewitches

https://www.jewitches.com

About/Bio: Founded in 2020, Jewitches was created
to honor the magic, mysticism, and folk traditions
found within Judaism. A play on words (Jewish +
witches), it was the perfect name for everything it
aimed to create.

In 2021, Jewitches launched the shop: a place to find
all the things a Jewitch could ever want, featuring
unique and carefully curated pieces

Resources: overview of herbs and judaism (below),
very useful links to other practitioners & book lists,
media/visual summaries of Jewish plant & folk
practice connections

Helpful links:
o Herbs & Judaism overview:

https://www.jewitches.com/post/herbs-judaism
Blog: https://www.jewitches.com/blog

Library: https://www.jewitches.com/library

B’samim Apothecary

https://bsamimapothecary.com

About/Bio: Mazal/Maz (they/them/theirs) is a
trans/non-binary artist, arab/mizrahi/amazigh jew,
child of immigrants, spoonie/chronically ill person,
herbalist, Drama Therapist, clown, cultural organizer
and poet. Maz utilizes imagination, play, and ritual as
tools for liberation, healing and connection. They
honor, study and practice the plant medicines, liturgy,
piyutim (sacred songs) and healing rituals of their
mizrahi and arab jewish lineages, and of the sacred
texts of Judaism. They have studied and taught
herbalism for the past nine years. Their herbal
practices and study merges SWANA ancestral herbal
medicine, Jewish mysticism and Torah, intuitive
herbalism, and psychology. Mazal is trained as a



https://www.jewitches.com/
https://www.jewitches.com/post/herbs-judaism
https://www.jewitches.com/blog
https://bsamimapothecary.com/pages/about
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trauma-centered and body-centered Drama Therapist,
and brings those frameworks of healing to their herbal
work (M.A. Counseling Psychology + Drama
Therapy, California Institute of Integral Studies).

Resources: herbalist supplies, tinctures, active
apothecary

Chelsea Taxman:

https://www.chelseataxman.com/
@moon.beam.dreams

About/Bio: With support from my jewish ashkenazi
ancestors, my plant teachers, & yoga mentors, I am a
healer & plant medicine maker working toward
liberation. I want us to take back our power in our
own ancestral and intuitive medicine in the home and
as sacred practice. As a community herbalist one of
my roles is to connect people with plants, education,
and collective deep healing. My work is part of a
larger movement with other queer healers and
collaborators, including the knowledge you bring to
the session. I practice and teach with a desire to share,
especially with those who might not otherwise find
alternative wellness modalities accessible (disabled,
trans, queer, low income, diasporic, etc.)

I feel inspired by community, lessons from honeybees,
queerness, song, and my dreams. My work combines
formal and inherited education from many traditions
including judaism, ayurveda, raja yoga, and an
apprenticeship with traditional chinese herbalism

Resources: Chelsea is the herbalist who curated the
Gold Herring Jewish Monthly Tea Experience. She
also has a free “Jewish Medicinal Herb” curriculum
published on her website and through JOFEE. You
can access it here



https://drive.google.com/file/d/1rjvvEaN_Kp8L-WD5QGiJYXV6CpfY_DTA/view
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Arielle Bareket:

https://www.goldenbonesbotanicals.c
om

About/Bio: Arielle is a clinical herbalist, registered
nurse, gardener, potter, maker and perpetual learner
who lives in deep admiration of the plants, animals
and the ecosystems on this planet. Trained as a
clinical herbalist and a registered nurse, [ am an
integrative practitioner cultivating a culture in which
there’s collaboration with respect between various
healing modalities, each being valid and having a
place and purpose.

Resources: limited resources on her website, but
teaches with Row & Sage

Row and Sage

https: rowanan m

About/Bio: Rowan + Sage is a small-batch
apothecary and online community herbalism school

led by Sarah Corbett — a clinical herbalist with over a
decade of experience in plant medicine and holistic
healing. Rowan + Sage was born from Sarah’s
experience of connecting with plants for support
during an intense time of disabling chronic illness.
Like many others on the plant path, nature called her
back home, showing her the healing that is possible
when we come into reciprocal relationship with the
more-than-human world.

Resources: Herbaria subscription, expert workshops
with Jewish herbalists

Myrto Daskaloudi

Moonsofaphrodite.com

About/Bio: Myrto (she/her) is a Greek & Jewish
herbalist, astrologer, and dancer from so called
Hudson, NY / Mahican lands. In her work, she
weaves together her love for the plants with her
ancestral stories of the stars. You can connect with her
work via her website, moonsofaphrodite.com, as well
as in her featured workshop, Greek & Jewish

Protection Plants.

Resources: Greek & Jewish plant workshop:
https://www.rowanandsage.com/contributors/myrto-da



https://www.rowanandsage.com/
https://www.rowanandsage.com/shop
https://www.rowanandsage.com/shop
https://www.rowanandsage.com/learn
https://www.rowanandsage.com/upcoming-events/greek-jewish-protection-plants-with-myrto-daskaloudi
https://www.rowanandsage.com/upcoming-events/greek-jewish-protection-plants-with-myrto-daskaloudi
https://www.rowanandsage.com/contributors/myrto-daskaloudi#:~:text=Greek%20%26%20Jewish%20Protection%20Plants
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skaloudi#:~:text=Greek%20%26%20Jewish%20Prote
ction%20Plants

Evan Cohen (she/her)

www.bigcatbirthbotanicals.com

About/Bio: Evan is a queer, southern, Jewish doula &
herbalist who comes to this work with deep integrity.
She has lived in the mountains of Western North
Carolina for the past 12 years, and has a strong
connection with the abundance of herbal medicine
that this land has to offer, as well as the community at
large. As an activist, Evan strongly believes that
everything and everyone is connected, and all of our
actions impact one another and the earth. With the
values of harm reduction, trauma-informed care,
gender inclusivity, and a dedication to anti-racism
work, Evan aims to create a nourishing container for
anyone who enters. Evan's work embodies a gentle yet
strong core, deep listening, and intuition. It is her goal
to listen to what is not being said, to be quiet enough
to hear what needs to come up, and to make space for
you to feel safe, seen, and supported. As an herbalist,
doula, and flower essence practitioner, Evan uses both
intuition and experience to offer guidance, insight,
and education. You can connect with her work via her
website,_as well as in her featured workshop,

Listening to The Flowers.

Resources: birth doula, herbal allyship, mentorship
(for doula but perhaps in herbal stewardship)



https://www.rowanandsage.com/contributors/myrto-daskaloudi#:~:text=Greek%20%26%20Jewish%20Protection%20Plants
https://www.rowanandsage.com/contributors/myrto-daskaloudi#:~:text=Greek%20%26%20Jewish%20Protection%20Plants
https://www.bigcatbirthbotanicals.com/
https://www.bigcatbirthbotanicals.com/
https://www.rowanandsage.com/upcoming-events/evan-cohen
https://www.rowanandsage.com/upcoming-events/evan-cohen
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