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“The Gardener of East of Eden” 
(R. David Flatto, Parshat Breishit 2006) 

 
  
Exactly one year ago I was supposed to speak from this pulpit.  But I never made it to 
shul that morning, as I was in the hospital with my mother, who was unfortunately by 
then very ill.   
 
A few days earlier I shared this Torah with my beloved Ima, hareini kapparat 
mishkavah.  My Ima had a special love for Tanach, and she raised me sharing this love.  
One of the great pleasures I treasured in recent years was exchanging ideas about 
Tanach with her.  This was the last Torah that I had the zechut to discuss with her. 
 
This Torah relates to obstacles that can at times even interfere with family relationships.  
When I think about its themes, my Ima’s remarkable capacity to overcome the most 
challenging of obstacles, particularly her total devotion to her family despite her failing 
health, becomes especially pronounced. 
  
It is precious Torah to me, and I return to it with less of the trappings of a sermon and 
more of an impulse to share the pristine Torah and its related messages. 

 
*  *  * 

 
I want to reflect on a serious topic, touching on loss and deep disappointment and 
dramatic readjustments in life—somewhat heavy stuff for Sefer Breishit, I know.  But I 
think that ultimately this topic also relates to healing, growing and even finding 
inspiration, and it too is a part of the very fabric of the Torah’s opening parsha. 
 
Isaac Bashevis Singer once described his love of Genesis in the following terms: "I am 
still learning the art of writing from the Book of Genesis...Whenever I take the Bible 
down from my bookcase and I begin to read it, I cannot put it down. I always find new 
aspects, new facts, new tensions, new information in it. I sometimes imagine that, while 
I sleep or walk, some hidden scribe invades my house and puts new passages, new 
names, new events into this wonderful book...It is God's greatest gift to humanity."  In a 
similar spirit, I would like to revisit a chapter of “God’s greatest gift.” 
   
One of the powerful episodes we encounter early in Breishit is that of Cain and Abel.  
The first account of brotherly rivalry, of jealousy and violence, of crime and death—a 
disturbing episode whose final scene fades away as the banished murderer, Cain 
marches off alone eastward... 
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Yet, a strange and beautiful Midrash insists that the story's final chapter did not end just 
there. 
  
The ever-curious midrash won’t just leave Cain alone as he marches eastward, and 
instead follows him along as he walks off into the horizon.  The midrash persistently 
inquires "What was it like for Cain as he marched ‘East of Eden’..."?  In a remarkable 
answer, the midrash states that the march was not as lonely as you may think.  For in his 
journey, Cain bumped into non other than Adam, his father! 
   

התחיל אדם , ל עשיתי תשובה ונתפשרתי"א, ל מה נעשה בדינך"פגע בו אדם הראשון א... ' מלפני הויצא קין
תהלים (ר ואמר "אמר כך היא כחה של תשובה ואני לא הייתי יודע מיד עמד אדה, הראשון מטפח על פניו

)יצא קיןה יג ו"פרשה כב ד) וילנא(בראשית רבה (' וגו' מזמור שיר ליום השבת טוב להודות לה) צב  
 
“And Cain departed from before God”…Adam encountered him, and inquired “What 
was your punishment?” Cain responded “I repented and settled [with God].”  Adam 
shuddered and exclaimed, "So potent is repentance, and I knew it not!" Thereupon 
Adam arose and proclaimed (the Psalm), "A song for the Sabbath, it is good to confess1 
unto the Lord!... (Genesis Rabbah Parsha 22)" 
  
A wonderful portrait of East of Eden as the venue of a critical encounter between two 
sinners, and a paean to the power of repentance, teshuva, this midrash nevertheless 
remains perplexing on various levels: 
  
(1) At the most basic level one wonders, where does the midrash get this stuff from?  
How does the midrash dream up that Cain met Adam at this point?   
  
(2)  Moreover, why is the midrash implicating Adam in the Cain and Abel story?  
Adam has his own tzuros, having violated God’s commandment by eating from the 
Tree of Knowledge in Eden!  What does Adam have to do with the Cain and Abel 
chapter?   
  
(3)  Why is Cain teaching Adam about repentance and not vice versa?  Isn’t it 
backwards?  After all, we usually think of Adam as a far more sympathetic figure than 
Cain.  Although Adam sinned, his weakness was one of temptation and a lack of will 
power (a rather common human flaw), but Cain is a murderer!  Yet here the midrash 
projects Cain in a better light, and suggests that he has greater spiritual intutions, at 
least in regards to repentance—why make such an audacious claim?!  
  

                                                 
1 A double entendre, as the word lehodot also means ‘to thank.’ 
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(4) Finally, normally (in life, and especially in our tradition) parents are the ones who 
teach their children, not the opposite way round.  Yet, here Cain, the child, teaches 
Adam, the parent—why the reversal? 
  
I would like to suggest that a better understanding of the midrash resolves all of these 
difficulties.  In fact, the midrash is built on a close and penetrating reading of the 
psukim, and even more so on realizing the profound psychological-religious messages 
that are embedded within them.   
  
The midrash's messages are deep, sensitive and challenging. 
  
First, we should note that at one level the midrash is correct.  Adam is East of Eden—
read it yourself!  
 
Gen. 3:23. And the Lord God sent him out of the Garden of Eden…24. And He drove 
the man out, and He stationed from the east of the Garden of Eden the cherubim and the 
blade of the revolving sword, to guard the way to the Tree of Life. 
 
The verse states that when Adam was expelled from the Garden of Eden, God placed 
cherubim to guard the eastern gate, implying that Adam resided to the east of the 
garden.  Cain also departs to the east: 
 
Gen. 4:16. And Cain went forth from before the Lord, and he dwelt in the land of the 
wanderers, to the east of Eden. 
 
So Cain is marching toward Adam!2 
  
The matter, to be sure, is not just one of geography; it is about the parallel spiritual 
states that Adam and Cain are in: 
  
If standing in Eden is for the saintly, then being East of Eden is for the sinner.  
  
If Eden is standing before God, then East of Eden is standing far from God.   
 
As Cain falters, he joins his father in the den of iniquity, East of Eden. 

                                                 
2 The verses actually suggest that Cain may still be before God, meaning in Eden!  This surprising suggestion 
merits even greater consideration in light of Rashi’s comment on Gen. 4:1, cited below, and the repetition of the 
curse of the land in Gen. 4:12 (after it was already essentially stated to Adam in Gen. 3:17).  I would add that 
according to Rashi’s comment in Gen. 4:1, it is particularly hard to understand why Cain and Abel should suffer 
for the sin of their parents (as they were born before the sin).  On this suggestion, maybe they did not.  This 
suggestion requires much more extensive explanation and elaboration, and I hope to return to exploring it, God 
willing, at a future time. 
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Yet, I would suggest, the midrash is pushing deeper than that too, and alluding to 
something far more striking. 
 
It seems to me that the heart of the Midrash revolves around one stunning insight about 
the Cain and Abel episode. 
 
Not about something that happens in the episode, but rather about something that is 
glaringly absent from the Cain and Abel episode... 
  
ADAM!!!! 
 
By stating that Cain only met his father after the bloody end of his saga with Abel, the 
Midrash is highlighting that throughout the entire chapter—that is, throughout the 
brother’s entire disastrous relationship—Adam was nowhere to be found!  
  
AYEKAH ADAM?!  WHERE ARE YOU, ADAM, IN THE CAIN AND ABEL 
STORY?! 
 
HOW COULD THIS BE?  THAT AS THE FIRST FRATERNAL RELATIONSHIP 
TURNED SO SOUR, THEIR OWN FATHER (and mother) IS (are) NOWHERE TO 
BE FOUND! 
 
AYEKHA ADAM?!  KEEPER OF YOUR SONS—WHERE ARE YOU? 
 
The Midrash, in a haunting insight, states that only when it is way too late to salvage 
the brother’s fraternity does Adam return to his family life, but not before!   
 
 
 
Why?  Where was Adam? 
 
 
 
But here the midrash provides another penetrating teaching— 
 
Where is Adam during the entire Cain and Abel episode?  Well he is East of Eden… 
 
He is exactly where he was when his own life came crumbling down; when he lost his 
Eden, his paradise, his dream. 
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Adam is stuck East of Eden...paralyzed in the very place he crashed after his own life 
came crumbling down.   
 
After losing (his) paradise, Adam’s life comes to a near total halt…and Rashi 
accentuates this point even more.  For Rashi comments (based on a grammatical clue) 
that the one action of Adam that the Bible reports in chapter 4 after Adam was expelled 
from Eden—fathering two children with Eve—actually predates Adam’s sinful eating 
of the fruit, and his expulsion from Eden: 
 
Gen. 4:1 Now the man knew his wife Eve, and she conceived and bore Cain…” 
 
Rashi: Now the man knew [This took place], prior to the above episode, before he 
sinned and was banished from the Garden of Eden… 
   
In other words, according to Rashi, after Adam is ejected from Eden, he totally shuts 
down—from his own life, and from the lives of his children.3    
  
Adam is not a negligent or callous father.  But he is tragically trapped in the depressing 
disappointment of an Eden-less reality.  Blind to the potential for teshuva, of future 
possibility, Adam’s life slowly ebbs away East of Eden... 
 

*  *  * 
 
This year we marked the fifth year anniversary of that terrible day in this country, 9/11.  
In commemorating this event, much of the focus has been on the ever escalating 
tensions between Islam and the west.  In retrospectives, most of the attention has been 
on the tragic, heart-wrenching events of that nightmarish morning and day.  Yet, there 
is a different aspect of that period that people look back on, even though they cannot 
always readily articulate what it is.  Let me try to give it a label: these reflections do not 
focus on September 11th, but rather on September 12th—what it was like waking up the 
next morning after things had taken such a tragic turn. 
 
Together as a country we all lived through a horrific day in which the world we knew 
collapsed.  A world of safety and confidence, and one in which we lived with a sense of 
impregnability.  And then that world disappeared.  And we were left traumatized, 
horrified, even broken, as we woke up on September 12th…  
 

                                                 
3 According to the Midrash, Adam is so fixated on the loss engendered by sin and punishment that the first 
words that he utters to his son Cain when he meets him is “What was your punishment?”  
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Five years later, looking back, our experiences vary.  And for most, who didn’t suffer 
directly loss, it has been easier to move on.  Yet, there are some who have not escaped 
the trauma entirely: 
 
In one interview I heard on NPR, a woman, who did not suffer loss in her closest 
circles, nevertheless described her experience in the following painful terms:  “It is like 
ever since 9/11 I have been driving on the service road, but not on the main highway.” 
It is not always so easy to merge back on to the main highway. 
While none of us have felt the pain of losing Eden, all of us have felt the pain of 9/11 in 
some form or another—some more directly and acutely, and others less so.  
 
And at certain stages in life, each one of us experiences, on a far more personal plane 
(in our own way, and with differing levels of intensity), the pain of loss, of vanished 
dreams, of overwhelming disappointment, when our dreamy Eden, filled with all it 
rapturous wonders, slips away. 
 
When one suffers a significant loss, or experiences profound disappointment, one’s life 
changes dramatically, and sometimes it is not easy to get back on to the main road.  
 
This is most obvious in extreme cases of tragedy.  As I grow older, each year on Yom 
Hashoah I personally find myself to be in ever greater awe of survivors.  Their 
indescribable, heroic ability to rebuild after such destruction seems unimaginable! 
 
But not everybody has such heroic strength.   
 
And sometimes people really struggle with challenges that objectively may be far more 
modest, and of a much more personal nature—and yet such experiences can make a 
deep impression on peoples’ lives, diminishing their confidence, or energy, or even 
their capacity to care.      
 

*  *  * 
 
Adam loses Eden, and he can’t cope.  That is, for a significant chapter of his life, Adam 
is incapacitated.  Not physically, but emotionally and psychologically. 
 
The Midrash is not criticizing Adam.  It is empathizing with him.  Life is painful East 
of Eden, and Adam suffers badly….And I think the midrash demands the same empathy 
from all of us for those who are in pain, and are suffering. 
 
But this challenging Midrash doesn’t leave things there, because life is more 
challenging than that. 
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The problem is that Adam’s life may have shut down, but life around him continues to 
pulsate forward.  And his children need him.  In fact, they need him desperately. 
 
I obviously don’t know if Abel ever stood a chance against his brother’s rage.  But one 
thing is clear—Cain couldn’t restrain himself.  God couldn’t dissuade him either.  If 
there was one person who had a fighting chance—it was Adam (and Eve). 
[In a beautiful comment, the Malbim explains the juxtaposition of Sabbath and parents 
within the verse “You shall each revere your mother and father, and you shall keep my 
Sabbaths… (Lev. 19:3)” as indicating that on the seventh day of creation God pulled 
back and passed responsibility to the parents God created on day six.  Now it is the 
parents turn to procreate and to safeguard future creatures; it is Adam’s turn.] 
 
But Adam is absent from his children’s life, because he is stuck East of Eden.  Adam 
radiated in the center of paradise, but he doesn’t know how to deal with defeat beyond 
its perimeters.   
 
So Adam desperately needs guidance—actually he needs a rebbe—on how to live life 
East of Eden…. 
 
…and along comes the most curious of rebbe’s: his own son, Cain. 
 
Along comes Cain: a Criminal, a Murderer!   
 
And according the midrash it is not Adam who saves Cain…Too late for that!   
Rather, it is Cain who saves Adam by teaching him how to live after his fall. 
 
If Adam was fashioned to live in Eden, Cain was marked to live East of Eden. 
 
Cain commits the unthinkable…but he pleads with God not to be devoured by his sin.   
“Grant me life,” Cain implores God.  “Help me have a future, despite my failings.”   
 
Cain tells Adam: “Asiti Teshuva ve-Nitpasharti.  I failed and I faltered.  Sin lurked at 
the door and began to swallow me.  I sunk to the point of becoming a miserable 
murderer.  But my life cannot end this way.  I want to still live, even if it means living 
East of Eden.  God…” Cain prays, “help me live East of Eden.” 
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Failure can lead to paralysis.  But Cain teaches us that the shock of failure can also be 
absorbed.   
 
Nomadic Cain builds a city.   
 
Life terminating Cain procreates.   
 
Sinning Cain turns to his broken father, and revives him w spiritual inspiration.4   
 
Kach Kocha Shel Teshuva ve-Anochi Lo Yadati!   
 
Usually, fathers teach their children, and the spiritual elite teach the spiritually 
mediocre.   But sometimes things do happen the opposite way round.  Determined Cain 
learns to cope with failure better than his idealistic father.  And sometimes the child has 
something to teach his father, too…   
 
For children have one magnificent capacity that their parents often lack—an uncanny 
capacity to grow.  More, a need to grow.  Through their Imagination, Optimism, 
Energy.  Children find a way to keep on going.  A child slips and falls, cries intensely, 
and then stands up a few seconds later and begins to smile.  Or, two children fight like 
enemies, and minutes later they can be best of friends.  Children have an extraordinary 
capacity to move forward. 
 
The novelist Graham Greene once wrote an essay about Charles Dickens describing the 
difference between his early and later works.  Greene perceptively noticed the marked 
difference in Dickens’ oeuvre: only late in his career did Dickens learn to describe life 
realistically.  By contrast, Dickens’ youthful works are animated by his vivid 
imagination.  These earlier works have a capacity to uplift and inspire, while the later 
ones are constricted by the negative tinge of realism.   
 

                                                 
4 Cain’s repentance, as depicted in the midrash, is traditionally understood to be implied by his statement to God 
in Gen. 4:13 “my punishment is greater than I can bear” (according to some interpretations of the tone and 
semantic of this verse).   Beyond this, Cain’s repentance seems to be implied in at least two other senses.  First, 
Cain’s very communication with God after sin is in itself a form of restoring their relationship after it has been 
ruptured (see Rashi’s important comment on Gen. 3:9).  Second, Cain’s repentance is manifest in his absolute 
determination to not be destined to doom.  Instead of dying the murderer’s deserved death, he secures a promise 
of life from God; instead of living a nomadic existence, he builds a city; instead of extinguishing more lives, he 
creates life.  In this same vein, the midrash adds, instead of defiling others with sin, he lifts his father with 
spiritual inspiration.  Perhaps, Cain already experienced a phase of disillusionment (and further spiritual 
deterioration) after the rejection of his offering, notwithstanding God’s reassurance (Gen. 4:5-7).  The second 
time around he handles his situation in an altogether different manner, choosing the path of teshuva. 
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The youthful Cain has the imagination to envision a future where his father has sunk to 
an abyss.5  Adam is banished from Eden without a word of protest.  Cain’s punishment 
engenders a plea for life (see Gen. 4:13ff). 
 
And God responds with a promise, and a mark—an ot, of life.   
 
It is this message that Cain brings East of Eden and teaches his father:  Life inevitably 
continues even after great disappointments.  There are gardens to be planted even in 
East of Eden.  
 
And indeed the verses confirm that Adam learns from his son.  Following the lead of 
Cain (Gen. 4:17, “And Cain knew his wife, and she conceived and bore Enoch…”), 
Adam resumes his life—albeit a life that differs essentially from life in Eden—and he 
even has another child of his own, the chain of his future progeny, Seth: 
 
Gen. 4:25. And Adam knew his wife again, and she bore a son, and she named him 
Seth… 
 
Thus, Adam learns that even after Eden, even after life has dramatically changed—life 
goes on, and he needs to embrace it.   
 
Further, Adam’s ability to live after Eden may actually be enabled by accepting and 
embracing the challenges of life that lie East of Eden… 
 

*  *  * 
 
And this brings us to one final, vital point: 
 
Adam’s paralysis leads him to neglect his responsibilities.   
 
But ultimately embracing his responsibilities is the key to Adam’s redemption and 
reemergence.   
 
Viktor Frankl’s6 advice to a patient in Vienna: “Don’t watch your inner turmoil, but 
turn your gaze to what is waiting for you.  What counts now is not what lurks in the 
depths, but what waits in the future, waits to be actualized by you…” 
 

                                                 
5 After sharing this insight with Rabbi Kenny Schiowitz, he added that Adam never lived a youthful life, since 
he was created as a mature adult (see Genesis Rabbah 14:7).  In contrast, Cain (like all of Adam’s progeny) was 
born a child. 
6 Survivor, psychiatrist and the founder of logotherapy and Existential Analysis, the "Third Viennese School" of 
psychotherapy.   
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Frankl teaches us that learning to embrace responsibilities and commitments, even 
when we are wounded, will ultimately provide us with the healing we so yearn.  Adam 
recovers his life when he resumes accepting, and even embracing, his responsibility 
toward others (towards Eve, Cain, Seth, and the rest of the world). 
 
The very opening parsha of the Torah that allures us into the mesmerizing world of 
Eden, also declares the importance, indeed the necessity, of learning to live East of 
Eden. 
 
Living East of Eden is a challenge we all face in one form another.  Disappointments, 
failures, squandered opportunities.  Coping with the pain of a blissful, youthful Eden 
that sometimes seems to vanish before our very eyes.  But the challenge is not just to 
aspire to restore Eden, but to learn from the determination and perseverance of Cain 
who discovered how to navigate—to merge back on the highway—even when in East 
of Eden; a lesson he had to teach his father, our father, as well.  Ultimately, the courage 
to rise to the call to engage the world and embrace its challenges, despite the struggles 
that it entails, itself provides us with a profound source of strength and purpose.  It is 
this very gesture of return that enables and inspires. 
 
Breishit: the Beginning to which we return.  To the imagination of youth; to the period 
of potential and possibility; and also to the ot of life after we fall.  Breishit, to begin 
again… 
 
After all the reckoning of the High Holidays, the call of Breishit beckons us to life: 
l’hayim, to live anew—inspired and animated to grow, despite our disappointments; to 
rise to our responsibilities, despite our limitations; to learn to thrive, even when we have 
drifted East of Eden.  Breishit: with youthful hope and determined optimism, we begin 
again…  


