
Seven phenomena were created before the world was created,
and they are: Torah, and repentance, the Garden of Eden, and
Gehenna, the Throne of Glory, and the Temple, and the name
of the Messiah…The Garden of Eden was created before the
world was created, as it is written: “And the Lord God planted a
garden in Eden eastward [mikedem]” (Genesis 2:8). “Eastward
[mikedem]” is interpreted in the sense of before [mikodem],
i.e., before the world was created.

Questions:
➔ How does your understanding of the Garden of Eden change by knowing it was created before the
world?
➔ Can you think of anything that connects all these primordial creations?

וּ א רְ בְ ים נִ רִ בָ ה דְּ עָ בְ שִׁ יָא:  נְ תַּ א   וְהָ
ן: וּ הֵ  לּ ם, אֵ עוֹלָ א הָ רָ בְ נִּ שֶׁ ם  קוֹדֶ

נָּם, גֵיהִ ן, וְ דֶ ה, גַּן עֵ וּבָ שׁ ה, וּתְ וֹרָ תּ

מוֹ שְׁ וּ  , שׁ דָּ קְ מִּ ית הַ וּבֵ בוֹד,  כָּ  א הַ סֵּ  כִּ
ע טַּ יִּ יב: ״וַ תִ כְ ן, דִּ דֶ …גַּן עֵ יחַ שִׁ  ל מָ שֶׁ

׳״. גוֹ ם וְ דֶ קֶּ ן מִ דֶ עֵ ים גַּן בְּ לֹהִ  ה׳ אֱ

Pondering the Parsha with Rabbi Leener
Bereishit: The Garden of Eden
The Garden of Eden is a mythical place that has captured the imagination of people for centuries, yet
we know very little about it. Is the Garden of Eden an actual physical location, or merely a spiritual
reality? Or is it both? How did it become associated with the afterlife? By exploring key sources
around the Garden of Eden, we can gain a deeper understanding of our own origins and our place in
the universe. But perhaps the most important question is: can we ever hope to regain the paradise
that we lost in the Garden of Eden?

1) Nedarim 39b

The Sages taught in a baraita: The area of the land of Egypt is
four hundred parasangs [parsa] by four hundred parasangs.
And this is one sixtieth the size of Cush, and Cush itself is one
sixtieth the size of the rest of the world. And the world is one
sixtieth of the Garden of Eden, and the Garden of Eden is one
sixtieth of Eden itself, and Eden is one sixtieth of Gehenna.
You find that the entire world is like a pot cover for Gehenna,
as Eden, which is far larger than the rest of the world, is only
one sixtieth the size of Gehenna. And some say: Gehenna has
no measure. And some say that Eden has no measure.

ע בַּ רְ יָא אַ וְ יִם הָ רַ צְ ץ מִ רֶ ן: אֶ נַ בָּ וּ רַ נ תָּ
ה, סָ רְ פַּ אוֹת  ע מֵ בַּ רְ ל אַ ה עַ סָ רְ פַּ אוֹת  מֵ

וּשׁ — , וְכ וּשׁ כ ים  בְּ שִּׁ   שִּׁ   ד מִ חָ וְהוּא אֶ
ד חָ ם — אֶ ם, וְעוֹלָ עוֹלָ ים בָּ שִּׁ   שִּׁ   ד מִ חָ אֶ

ן, דֶ עֵ ים לְ שִּׁ   שִּׁ   ד מִ חָ גַן — אֶ גָּן, וְ ים בַּ שִּׁ   שִּׁ   מִ

א צָ מְ נָּם, נִ גֵיהִ ים לְ שִּׁ   שִּׁ   ד מִ חָ ן — אֶ דֶ וְעֵ
נָּם. גֵיהִ ה לְ רָ דֵ וּי קְ  יסּ כִ וֹ כְּ וּלּ  ם כּ עוֹלָ ל הָ כּ
יֵשׁ יעוּר, וְ שִׁ הּ  ין לָ נָּם אֵ ים: גֵּיהִ רִ יֵשׁ אוֹמְ וְ

יעוּר. שִׁ הּ  ין לָ ן אֵ דֶ ים: עֵ רִ אוֹמְ

2) Taanit 10a

Questions:
➔ Is the Talmud suggesting that the Garden of Eden is actually a physical location on Earth or some
sort of spiritual “place?”
➔ How do you understand Gehenna in relation to the Garden of Eden?



5) Rabbi Aryeh Kaplan, “Waters of Eden”

Rabbi Yehudah said, “Abraham recognized a sign in
that cave [Machpelah], and there his heart’s desire
focused for previously he had entered and seen
Adam and Eve buried there. How did he know it was
them? Because he gazed upon his image [the image
of Adam], an opening to the Garden of Eden
appeared, and that same image was standing
nearby. 

יא הִ הַ ע בְּ ם יָדַ הָ רָ בְ ר, אַ מַ ה אָ י יְהוּדָ בִּ רִ
וָה, ן הֲ מָּ  תַּ יהּ  וּתֵ ע וּרְ יהּ  בֵּ נָא, וְלִ ימָ א סִ תָּ  רְ עַ מְ

ם דָ אָ א לְ מָ ן וְחָ מָּ  תַ אל לְ נָא עָ ת דְּ מַ דְּ קַ מִ ין דְּ גִ בְּ
וּן ינ אִ ע דְּ וָה יָדַ נָא הֲ וּמְ ן.  מָּ  תַּ ין  ירִ מִ וָּה טְ  וְחַ

ח תַּ  פַּ  תְ ל וְאִ כַּ תַּ  סְ , וְאִ נֵיהּ וּקְ י א דִּ מָ א חָ לָּ וּ. אֶ ו הֲ
הוּא ן וְהַ מָּ  תַּ ן  דֶ עֵ א דְ תָּ  נְ גִ א דְּ חָ תְ פִּ ד  יהּ חַ לֵ

. יהּ גַבֵּ ים לְ אִ וָה קָ ם הֲ דָ אָ נָא דְ וּקְ י דִּ

Questions:
➔ How does this clarify or complicate what we think about what the Garden of Eden is?
➔ Why is connecting the cave of Machpelah to the Garden of Eden significant?

3) Zohar 1:127b

The Garden of Eden is the dwelling place of holy
souls, both those who have already descended to this
world and those who will descend in the future. 

ן יְירָ צַ תְ ן וּמִ מָ קְּ רֻ וּ, מְ ה לְּ כֻּ ין  אִ לָּ ין עִ נִ וּקְ י ל דִּ וְכָ
ים וּבִ ר וּן כְּ  ינּ ן אִ מָּ  א, וְתַ תָּ  תַ לְ ן דִּ דֶ אי גַּן עֵ הַ בְּ

Questions:
➔ How does this source subvert your understanding of the Garden of Eden?
➔ What new conception of the Garden of Eden is Rabbi Yohanan ben Zakkai introducing?
➔ Is the Garden of Eden a different reality?
➔ Why is it important to note that it’s the dwelling of souls who will descend in the future?

4) Zohar 2:150a

But how does man purify himself and remove himself from this state of uncleanness? How does he
dissociate himself from man’s fallen state and reassociate himself with Eden? This purification is
primarily through water, through immersion in the Mikvah. Water is the primary connection we
have with the Garden of Eden. The Talmud tells us that all the water in the world ultimately has its
root in the river that emerged from Eden. In a sense, this river is the spiritual source of all water.
Even though a person cannot re-enter the Garden of Eden itself, whenever he associates himself
with these rivers — or with any other water, his re-establishing a link with Eden. We thus find a
Midrash which tells us that after Adam was driven from Eden, he repented by sitting in the river.
Although he had been permanently barred from the Garden itself, he tried to maintain a link
through the river...Thus, even before God placed man in Eden, He established a link between the
Garden and the world outside, namely the river which emerged from it. Even though man has been
expelled from Eden, a link remains. The concept of Mikvah is very closely associated with this link. 

Questions:
➔ How does Rabbi Kaplan understand the Garden of Eden?
➔ Why is creating a link between the outside world and Eden so significant?


