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The Life of Genesis
I n t ro d u c t i o n

Despite predictions of its demise, the book of Genesis 
is still alive and well in the twenty-first century. From 
political and religious debates to consumer culture, 
Genesis is all around us. One has only to glance at the 
headlines to find controversies that take their heat and 
light from Genesis. The question of whether the con-
tents of Genesis 1 should be taught in science classes— 
under the names “creationism” or “intelligent design”—
preoccupies school boards and political candidates. 
Proponents and opponents of gay marriage and gay 
clergy appeal to the testimony of Genesis. The “new 
atheist” writers criticize the irrationality of Genesis, 
much as the old atheists, like Thomas Paine, did more 
than two centuries ago. Evangelical scholars argue 
whether Adam and Eve were historical figures.

In our popular and commercial culture, references 
to Genesis pop up regularly. “Jacobs Ladder” is an up-
scale exercise machine, priced around $3,000. “Am I 
My Brother’s Keeper” is the name of an album by the 
hip-hop group Kane and Abel. The Methuselah Foun-
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2	 Introduction

dation supports scientific research into extending 
human life. Adam and Eve is the name of a sex toy 
company. Examples of such creative branding could be 
multiplied indefinitely. Recently an illustrated version 
of Genesis, by the comics icon R. Crumb, topped the 
New York Times best-seller list. A favorite tourist des-
tination, the Creation Museum (built in Kentucky by a 
group called Answers in Genesis), has attracted over a 
million visitors. This modern shrine to Genesis fea-
tures high-tech dioramas of the Garden of Eden and 
Noah’s Ark, complete with dinosaurs, a well-muscled 
Adam, and a supermodel Eve. In its halls Genesis be-
comes a simulacrum of science, providing comfort for 
its target audience.

In earlier centuries Genesis was alive in different 
ways. In the Middle Ages ascetics and mystics tried to 
gain access to the heavenly Garden of Eden through 
spiritual exercises. The stories of Genesis were repro-
duced in illustrations in stained-glass windows and 
paupers’ Bibles. Monks and nuns chanted sublime 
songs dedicated to the patriarchs. Figs and apples, 
identified as the forbidden fruit in the Garden of Eden, 
were eaten as aphrodisiacs. Christians made pilgrim-
ages to great cathedrals and shrines, where they could 
still perceive the aura of Genesis and its famous events. 
Although most people could not read the book, the 
evidence of Genesis was everywhere.

For roughly two and a half thousand years, people 
in Western culture have been living cheek by jowl with 
the book of Genesis. It is this mutual engagement—in 
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The Life of Genesis	 3

which Genesis colors our lives, while we strain to un-
derstand it—that is the subject of this book. Within 
the large scope of the life of Genesis, three interwoven 
themes animate our story: (1) The life of Genesis in-
volves an interplay between its original meanings—its 
“plain” senses—and its multiple forms of interpreta-
tion over the centuries. (2) The life of Genesis involves 
an ages-long relationship between truth and error, in 
which the boundaries between the two are fiercely 
contested. (3) The keys to understanding the book of 
Genesis in every age correspond to the keys to under-
standing reality generally. But these keys change over 
time, and they open different doors. Let us explore 
these themes and their implications.

Life and Afterlife

A book does not have a life in the most literal sense, 
because it is not an organic life-form. A book is an ob-
ject, made of paper—or in the early life of Genesis, pa-
pyrus or parchment. We can only say that it has a life in 
an extended sense, as part of our past and present. The 
book of Genesis is alive because it is a formative part of 
the human life-world, and it has been so for a long 
time. It is the relationship that people have had with 
this object that gives it a life and makes it a subject for 
a biography. Its life story—which is what the word “bi-
ography” means—is one subplot in the complicated 
history of our collective life in Western civilization. Its 
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4	 Introduction

life is a part of our own biography in the long span of 
human culture.

It is important to make a careful distinction within 
the life of Genesis. This concerns the difference be-
tween the book’s original meanings—those that are 
properties of the “plain” or grammatical sense of the 
ancient Hebrew words, sentences, and narratives—and 
its later interpretations. The latter often rely on as-
sumptions and categories that are foreign to the world 
of ancient Israel. For example, interpretations that rely 
on Platonic philosophy or apocalyptic expectations are 
anachronistic when applied to Genesis, because these 
categories of thought were created after the book was 
written. Like a Shakespeare play set in a rocket ship, 
this is a transposition of the text into a modern idiom. 
It is an imaginative revision, which takes liberties with 
the plain sense, whether self-consciously or not. Later 
interpretations are usually modernizations of the sto-
ries, which keeps their meanings fresh and relevant, 
but which may diverge significantly from the stories’ 
native conceptual horizons.

Walter Benjamin drew a valuable distinction be-
tween a text’s “life” and its “afterlife.” He wrote, “in its 
afterlife—which could not be called that if it were not 
a transformation and a renewal of something living—
the original undergoes a change.”1 Through its trans-
formation—or more precisely, its incessant variety of 
transformations—the text takes on new layers of sense, 
some of which may have been unthinkable previously. 
The book becomes a historical agent, which enters into 
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The Life of Genesis	 5

new religious and political configurations. The biogra-
phy of Genesis includes what Benjamin calls its life 
and its afterlife, its original meanings and its effects on 
later generations. Its afterlife transforms, renews, and 
extends its life.

But the life and afterlife of Genesis are not two 
wholly different things. The plain senses of Genesis are 
never lost as long as people pay attention to the verbal 
details and resonances of the text. Even if one believes 
that the true meaning has to do with abstract spiritual 
truths or coded prophecies, its narrative force and style 
are apparent to any careful reader. Its plain meanings 
are always available, even if they are partially obscured 
under spiritual castles. As Erich Auerbach observed, it 
is the narrative style of Genesis—with its mysterious 
events, laconic dialogue, and sparse background de-
tails—that gives rise to the necessity of interpretation: 
“even the factual and psychological elements . . . are 
mysterious, merely touched upon, fraught with back-
ground; and therefore they require subtle investigation 
and interpretation, they demand them.”2 The life of 
Genesis, in this respect, demands a rich and compli-
cated afterlife.

A text’s afterlife inevitably affects one’s reading of it, 
even if one is trying to attend to its plain or native 
senses. How difficult is it to read the Garden of Eden 
story without importing later interpretations, such as 
Original Sin, Eve as erotic temptress, or the snake as 
Satan? These are products of Genesis’s afterlife, which 
are hard to see around. The life and afterlife of Genesis 
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6	 Introduction

are perpetually in a tangled relationship with each 
other, which is to say that Genesis has a complicated 
biography.

The Uses of Error

The relationship between the book’s life and afterlife 
raises another complicated issue. One theme within 
the interpretation of Genesis has been the falsity of 
many of its interpretations. As we will see, in medieval 
and early modern times daring commentators such as 
Rashi and Martin Luther criticized figural interpreta-
tions of Genesis as arbitrary or untrue. For Luther, the 
falsity of much traditional interpretation undermined 
the authority of the Catholic Church. A century later, 
Galileo criticized the Church doctrines about biblical 
cosmology and argued that it was wrong to take the 
testimony of Genesis as scientific evidence. Half a cen-
tury later, Spinoza argued that scientific method 
should be brought to bear on the interpretation of 
Genesis, casting aside the traditional interpretations of 
church and synagogue. Modern biblical scholarship 
also argues that much of the history of the interpreta-
tion of Genesis is a history of error.

Why then should we be concerned with the biogra-
phy of Genesis? If much of its afterlife in Western civi-
lization has been false, or based on faulty premises, 
why not simply give it an honorable burial? The answer 
to these questions has to do with the importance of 
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The Life of Genesis	 7

error in human life. As Friedrich Nietzsche compel-
lingly argued, illusion and error are necessary in human 
life, especially in our collective memory. Too much his-
torical criticism “uproots the future because it destroys 
illusions and robs existing things of their atmosphere 
in which alone they can live.”3 People and cultures 
need illusions in order to live fully, to flourish. If we 
consider the afterlife of Genesis from this perspective, 
we can see that it mostly consists of such creative illu-
sions. Sometimes these illusions are profound, provid-
ing the means for human life to flourish. Sometimes 
they are cruel, justifying the forces of injustice and op-
pression. But in either case, they provide the inevitable 
atmosphere of human life.

Frank Kermode has commented insightfully about 
the history of error in biblical interpretation:

The history of interpretation, the skills by which 
we keep alive in our minds the light and the dark 
of past literature and past humanity, is to an incal-
culable extent a history of error. . . . The history of 
biblical interpretation will provide many instances 
of fruitful misunderstanding. It arises because we 
want to have more of the story than was originally 
offered, or we want to see into the depths of that 
story. We have always been pretty sure that the lit-
eral sense is not enough, and when we try to go be-
yond it we may err, but sometimes splendidly.4

It is because people want more and more urgent mean-
ings that “fruitful misunderstanding” arises. The sto-
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8	 Introduction

ries of Genesis serve as the occasion for such meanings, 
because Genesis is an authoritative book. That these 
interpretations are often tissues of error tells us what 
we already know about humanity—that we are pro-
ducers and consumers of illusion. (Franz Kafka has a 
lot to say about this in his reflections on Genesis; see 
chapter 7.) The afterlife of Genesis is a record of how 
people have produced, maintained, and repaired this 
necessary atmosphere over the millennia. There are 
many uses of error—some beneficial, some reprehen-
sible—but we could hardly survive without them. 
They are our errors, and we are responsible for them. 
The biography of Genesis tells us much about the  
uses of error, both in our lives and the lives of our 
ancestors.

Genesis and Reality

The interpretation of Genesis in Western civilization 
opens up another set of issues relating to the question 
of truth and error. Over the generations, the ways that 
people have understood Genesis tend to correlate with 
the ways that people have understood reality. It is not 
just that Genesis provides an account of the origins of 
reality—which it does—but that the kinds of meaning 
that people expect to find in Genesis are the same 
kinds that they expect in the world outside the book. 
In other words, the ways that people perceive Genesis 
both shape and reflect their perception of reality. What 
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The Life of Genesis	 9

is perhaps surprising is how radically these ways of per-
ceiving Genesis and reality have changed over time, 
and how in some respects our perceptions have gone 
back to the way they were at the time when the book of 
Genesis was born.

Genesis envisions a single, God-created universe in 
which human life is limited by the boundaries of 
knowledge and death. We are earth-bound, intermit-
tently wise, often immoral, mortal creatures. There is 
often a harsh realism in the Genesis accounts of human 
life. But in the centuries after the birth of Genesis, two 
new concepts of reality arose. The first of these was 
apocalyptic religion, which expects a new era in the fu-
ture, when the dead will rise and existence will be per-
fect. In the apocalyptic reinterpretation of Genesis, this 
will be a return to the Garden of Eden at the End of 
Days. The second new concept, in origin a Greek im-
port, envisions an invisible “higher” world, which one 
can attain through wisdom and spiritual discipline. 
This concept, which was given classic form by Plato, be-
came a dominant concept in Jewish and Christian reli-
gious thought. By the third century BCE, most inter-
pretations of Genesis came to be colored by apocalyptic 
and Platonic views of reality, either separately or min-
gled together. The interpretation of Genesis in terms of 
apocalyptic or Platonic meanings is what I call figural 
interpretation. Figural interpretation was the rule for 
over a thousand years in Judaism and Christianity, until 
it started to lose its footing in the early modern era, a 
process that accelerated in the age of science. In the 
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10	 Introduction

twenty-first century we are still dealing with the prob-
lems that accompanied the loss of the figural sense. The 
meanings of both Genesis and reality have become 
problematic, and we are still stumbling over how to 
deal with the loss of the figural sense of things.

The theme of the relationship between realism and 
figuralism in the life of Genesis derives from the work 
of Erich Auerbach (whom we will meet in chapter 7). 
Auerbach showed how the history of Western litera-
ture—starting with Genesis and Homer—is also a his-
tory of the ways that people have understood reality. 
This history begins with the different Greek and He-
brew styles of realism. The terse style of Genesis offers 
a wealth of psychological perspective, a sense of histor-
ical becoming, and a concern for the problematic. In 
contrast, Homer has an elaborately descriptive style in 
which all things are illuminated, but which gives a 
static sense of history and character. Western literature 
begins with these two styles of realism, but in late an-
tiquity and medieval times adopts a figural style, in 
which texts and reality are figures or prophecies of the 
World to Come or the Perfect World: “Life on earth is 
. . . the figure of the life beyond.”5 The figural interpre-
tation of Genesis and reality became problematic in 
early modern times, and with the Renaissance and the 
rise of science new forms of realism took root. Western 
literature therefore began with the realism of Genesis 
and Greek epic, and returned to a revitalized realism in 
the modern era.
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The Life of Genesis	 11

This trajectory—from realism to figuralism and 
back again, but at a different level—provides an illumi-
nating story line for the biography of Genesis. A biog-
raphy can be plotted in innumerable ways, or it can be 
mostly unstructured, in the manner of Henry Ford’s 
definition of history as “one damn thing after another.” 
My plot will emphasize certain bits of the biography of 
Genesis and overlook others, but it has the advantage 
of making a coherent story.

In this plot, the realism of the biblical universe 
(chapter 1, “The Genesis of Genesis”) morphs into a 
figural dual reality, in which this world is a flawed ver-
sion of a more perfect world, and Genesis is a cryptic 
version of a more perfect text (chapter 2, “The Rise of 
the Figural Sense”). The hidden world, which Genesis 
reveals, has two modalities: one is in future time, at the 
End of Days (chapter 3, “Apocalyptic Secrets”) and the 
other is in metaphysical space, the Higher World 
(chapter 4, “Platonic Worlds”). The kinds of figural 
worlds that Genesis opens up are not just ideas, but are 
lived and experienced realities, and have practical and 
political consequences. People do things with Genesis 
in order to influence and change reality.

In early modern times (between 1200 and 1600), 
people in the West began to return to a single world, a 
universe, in which our lives are bounded spatially by 
the earth and temporally by death. The foundations of 
a figural world were undermined (chapter 5, “Between 
the Figure and the Real”), and so—among other con-
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12	 Introduction

sequences—people began to read Genesis in its plain 
or realistic sense, not as a cipher about another world. 
Of course, the real world in Genesis does not precisely 
map onto the modern scientific view of the world 
(chapter 6, “Genesis and Science”). Its philosophical 
concepts don’t precisely map onto modern concepts ei-
ther, yet it remains a part of our moral, religious, and 
political lives (chapter 7, “Modern Times”). Despite 
the fact that it is mostly myth and legend, in modern 
times Genesis is still good to think about and to do 
things with.

In my view, the modern return to realism is a good 
thing, because it allows us to read Genesis passionately 
and critically in the world as it is. Genesis is a magnifi-
cent work of religious literature, which still has the  
capacity to inspire. It represents a world that is real,  
although its world is created and influenced by miracu-
lous beings (angels, God, and sundry other divine be-
ings). Perhaps we can describe its style as “magical” re-
alism, in the sense that its reality is surrounded and 
influenced by the supernatural. The category of the 
magical has become a problem in our modern view of 
reality, influenced as we are by science and scholarship. 
We live—or think we live—in a largely disenchanted 
world. I suggest that our ancient enchantments are still 
alive in our world, although their forms and influences 
have changed over time. Religion, art, and culture still 
draw on the resources of Genesis to explore and articu-
late reality, even when the veracity of Genesis is con-
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The Life of Genesis	 13

tested. To put it in a different way, our pursuit of Gen-
esis and reality still go hand in hand.

But this gets us ahead of our story, which begins 
with the birth of the book in a small country in the 
ancient Middle East.
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motif: in Ezekiel, 30; guard-
ing Garden of Eden, 55; in 
Jerusalem Temple, 65–66; in 
Kafka, 224

Children of God in Christian 
belief, 81–82

Children of Light in Essene 
belief, 81–82

Children of the Alley (Mahfouz), 
242–245

Christ, glory of, and Paul’s apoc-
alyptic knowledge, 76

Christian church: as source of 

authority for interpretation, 
115; threat to by non-factuality 
of Genesis, 186. See also 
Catholic Church; Church 
Fathers, Luther’s criticism of; 
Desert Fathers; gnosticism; 
Paul, Apostle; Protestant 
Reformation

Christian Desert Fathers. See 
Desert Fathers

Christian gnosticism, 96–102
Church Fathers, Luther’s 

criticism of, 123. See also 
Augustine of Hippo; Jerome 
(Church Father)

City of God (Augustine), 110, 112
close readings of Scripture in 

apocalypticism, 68–69, 79
clothing in new Garden of Eden, 

73–74
Commentary on Genesis (Rashi), 

116, 118–119, 138, 140
Commentary on Genesis A (Dead 

Sea Scrolls), 53, 69
conflict between testimony of 

Scripture and clear reason, 
reconciling, 126

Confusion of Tongues (Philo), 
91–92

Copernicus, 146, 156–159
cosmological system of ancient 

world, 147–152; Creation as 
coherent, 37; as intellectual 
critique of previous tradition, 
150; Middle Ages, 110–144; 
and other biblical accounts 
of creation, need to recon-
cile, 153
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cosmos: in Creation of Genesis 1, 
33; as focus of God’s concern 
in P, 23

Creation: celestial bodies as 
purely natural objects, 149–
150; distinction between God 
and the cosmos in ancient 
times, 147; in Paul, will obtain 
the freedom of the glory of 
Christ, 78; in Plato, 86–87; 
Rashi’s interpretation of, 
118; as systematic creation of 
orderly world, 32, 33–34

Creation of the World (Philo), 
93, 94–95

Creation stories in ancient Near 
East, 30–32, 38–39

Creation story, 32–39; and antiq-
uity of earth, 181; as crucial 
ingredient for unveiling of 
future paradise, 65; harmoniz-
ing Genesis with Platonic 
cosmology, 153; hidden mean-
ings in repetitions in P, 56–57; 
twofold creation of, in Philo, 
92–93

crisis and apocalypticism, 79
Critical History of the Old Testa-

ment (Simon), 175–176
Cromwell, Oliver, 177
Crumb, R., 2
Crummell, Alexander, 198, 200
cryptic interpretation: decline 

of in Renaissance, 138–139; 
Galileo’s use of, 162; and inter-
pretation of corrupted copies, 
189–190. See also hidden 
meanings

cryptic texts: and apocalypti-
cism, 68; disfigured bodies 
of Desert Fathers as, 107; 
Genesis as, 49–54; imperfec-
tion of text as evidence of, 
56; philosophical wisdom in 
Philo, 91; Rashi on, 117

curse in J source Creation Story, 
40–41

Dante on hidden meanings, 
110–111

Darwin, Charles, 182–183, 187
Davidic kings, prophecy about. 

See Judah, prophecy about
day-age theory, 179–180
Dead Sea as site of glory of para-

dise, 71
Dead Sea Scrolls: as apoca-

lyptic, 61; evil forces ruling 
the world, 80; on mes-
sianic prophecy, 53, 69. 
See also Essenes (Qumran 
community)

delle Colombe, Lodovico, 164
democracy and methods of bibli-

cal interpretation, 168, 175
Descent of Man (Darwin), 187
Desert Fathers, 103–108; asceti-

cism of, 103–104; dual reality 
in, 106; luminous bodies of, 
105–106

Dialogue Concerning the Two 
Chief World Systems (Galileo), 
160

Dickinson, Emily, 208–215
Dinah, inconsistencies in text, 

174
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divine agency omitted from 
natural selection, 183

divine craftsman in Plato, 87
divine names in J and P sources, 

20
divine origin of Scripture, 

58–60, 142–144, 171
documentary hypothesis, 174. 

See also E source (Elohist 
source); J source (Yahwist 
source); P source

dragons transformed into natu-
ral order of cosmos, 38

dual reality: in Desert Fathers, 
106; of material world and 
ideal world in Plato, 9, 84–88; 
this world as flawed version 
of more perfect world, 11. See 
also apocalyptic dualism; Pla-
tonic duality

early modern times (1200-1600): 
figural interpretation yields to 
more realistic sense, 10, 110; 
return to single world, 11

Ecclesiastes, 21
eighteenth century: Genesis 

viewed as myth or legend, 
182; questioning divine origin 
of scripture, 143–144. See also 
science, rise of

Einstein, Albert, 175
Elijah, 50
Elohist source (E). See E source 

(Elohist source)
emotions: of God in P, 21–22; of 

Yahweh in J, 20–21, 23
end of days: in apocalypticism, 

67–70; as hidden world in 
Genesis, 11

end of time and primal light,  
119

Enlightenment. See eighteenth 
century

Enoch, book of, 50–51, 61
eroticism in Garden of Eden: in 

Dickinson, 213; Eve as erotic 
temptress, 5. See also sex in 
paradise

errors: and interpretation of cor-
rupted copies, 191; role of in 
life, 6–8

E source (Elohist source): Abra-
ham and Isaac, 234; defini-
tion, 17; representational style 
in, 238

Essays and Reviews, 184–185
Essenes (Qumran community), 

70–75; attitude toward body, 
104–105; saw world under 
the authority of evil powers, 
80; as site of river of paradise, 
71–72. See also Dead Sea 
Scrolls

Eve: in Dickinson, 210; as erotic 
temptress, 5; as justification 
for subjection of women, 
204–207; as “luminous 
Thought” in gnosticism, 100, 
101; Luther on creation of 
from Adam’s rib, 126. See also 
Adam and Eve

evil creator in gnosticism, 98
Ezekiel, Book of, 29–30, 66–67
Ezra the priest as interpreter of 

Torah, 46

125-80792_Hendel_BookofGenesis_ch12_2P.indd   275 5/22/19   11:45 AM



276	 General Index

Falwell, Jerry, 194
fictions, Genesis as: in Dick-

inson, 209–211; in Kafka, 
215–216, 224–225, 228; and 
modern realism, 240; roman-
tic idea of, 265n50; as starting 
point of Western literature, 
230; usefulness of, 244

figs as aphrodisiacs in Middle 
Ages, 2

figural interpretations, 45–62; 
and apocalyptic and Platonic 
philosophy, 9; and conflict 
of science and plain sense, 
155–156; day-age theory and 
gap theory as, 179–180; 
decline of in Renaissance, 
137–138; definition, 249n5, 
252n9; dominant before 
Renaissance, 10, 61; and 
Galileo’s harmonization 
of science and scripture, 
160–161; in Genesis Rabbah, 
252n10; mocked by Rabelais, 
136–137; in Rashi, 118–119; 
yielding to realistic sense by 
early modern period, 110. See 
also allegorical interpretation

figural interpretations of nature, 
163–164, 181

Flood story: antecedents in Near 
Eastern myth, 26–32; cause of 
in Gilgamesh, 28–29; edited 
from J and P sources, 18–24; 
survival of Hurtaly in Flood 
(parody), 132–133

forms, Platonic, 86, 93
freedom of speech and religion 

and methods of biblical inter-
pretation, 168, 175

fruitful misunderstanding, 7–8
fundamentalism, rise of, 186–195
Fundamentals: A Testimony to 

the Truth, 192

Galileo, 157–166; criticized 
Genesis as unscientific, 6; and 
historical-critical method of 
criticism, 172; outdated theol-
ogy of, 164–165

gap theory, 179–180, 181
Garden of Eden: in apocalyptic 

religion, 9; Augustine on, 
111–112; in Dickinson, 212–
215; in gnosticism, 100; from 
J source, 39–44; in Kafka, 
216–219, 223–225, 226; and 
later interpretations of, 5; in 
Luther, 125, 127–128; in Mid-
dle Ages asceticism, 2; Paul’s 
vision of, 75–79; in Rashi, 117; 
roots in ancient Near Eastern 
traditions, 28–29; wordplay 
in, 20. See also paradise; rivers 
of paradise

Gargantua and Pantagruel 
(Rabelais), 129–137

Garrison, William Lloyd, 204
gender relationships: and bibli-

cal justification for women’s 
rights, 207; in J source, 42; in 
P source, 38

genealogies: and discoveries in 
New World, 178; Genesis as, 
17; irrelevance to Luther, 140; 
irrelevance to Rashi, 140; 
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and New World discoveries, 
176–177; parody of by Rabe-
lais, 131–132, 140

Genesis: as complex literary 
work, 233–234; as cryptic 
version of more perfect text, 
11, 49–54, 139–141; as divine 
revelation, 49, 58–60, 142–
144; as literature, 231–232; as 
magical realism, 12; as myths 
and legends, 182, 250n10; in 
nineteenth century bibli-
cal scholarship, 185; oldest 
poetry in, 15–17; as perfect, 
56–58, 141; as relevant, 53–56, 
139–141

Genesis Rabbah, 57–58, 116, 
252n10

geological time and chronology 
of Genesis, 179

giants in Genesis, 130
Gihon river and Jerusalem, 

65–67
Gilgamesh, 26–29
glory. See Adam, glory of; 

Christ, glory of, and Paul’s 
apocalyptic knowledge

gnosticism, 98–102, 103
God: as agent of Creation, 

147; compassionate in J, 
43; distinctions in char-
acter between J and P 
sources, 19; as luminous 
and perfect in gnosticism, 
99; rise of science as chal-
lenge to, 146; transcendent 
in P, 21–22, 23

good and evil in apocalypticism, 

81–82. See also tree of knowl-
edge of good and evil

good as goal of Platonic philoso-
phy, 86

Goodwin, Charles, 184
Greco-Roman age: harmonizing 

Genesis with Platonic cosmol-
ogy, 153; rise of apocalyptic 
expectations, 64

Greek ways of thought: criti-
cized by Spinoza, 142–143; 
influence on Judaism, 84. See 
also Platonism

Grimké, Sarah, 205–206

Hagar, inconsistencies in text, 48
Hagar and Sarah, allegorical 

interpretation of by Paul, 
96–97

Ham (Noah’s son), 199
harmonization of Genesis and 

science, in nineteenth century, 
182, 195

harmony and structure. See order 
and structure

heaven as Platonic world of pure 
forms, 95

heavenly bodies, creation of in 
P, 35

heliocentric model of universe, 
146, 158, 163–164

“helper corresponding to him,” 
in Rashi, 118

Herder, J. G., 185, 230
hidden meanings: Abraham’s 

call, in Philo, 94, 103; Adam’s 
twofold creation, in Philo, 
92–93; in apocalypticism, 
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hidden meanings (cont.)
82–83; in Dante, 110; in every-
thing created, 113–114; and 
grounds for Galileo’s heresy, 
164; Hagar and Sarah, in Paul, 
96–97; and interpretation of 
corrupted copies, 190–191; 
parody of in Rabelais, 
134–135; search for, as inter-
pretation, 50. See also cryptic 
interpretation

hidden world of figural sense, 11
historical becoming, sense of, in 

Genesis, 10, 232
historical-critical method of 

criticism, 172. See also modern 
biblical criticism

history: complexity of, 239; 
in conflict with reason, 
126; Spinoza’s concept of, 
169–170

Hodge, A. A., 188–189
Holy Spirit (Holy Ghost): and 

doctrine of inerrancy of 
scripture, 187–188; as final 
arbiter of Scripture, in Luther, 
126–127; reason vs. inspira-
tion by Holy Spirit, 170, 173; 
as speaker in accommodated 
speech, 161–162

Homer compared to Genesis, 10, 
135, 231, 238

hope, apocalypticism as, 65
Hugh of Saint Victor, 113
human equality, 205
human nature: earthly nature 

battling with, by Desert 
Fathers, 105; imperfection of 

in Garden of Eden story, 43; 
in J, 21

humor as interpretation, 129–137
Hurtaly the Giant, 132–133
Hutton, James, 179
hyper-literal interpretations in 

apocalypticism, 68–69, 79

Ibn Ezra, 173
illusions as necessary for people 

to live fully, 7
image of God: in gnosticism, 

99; humans created in, 37; 
and justification for human 
equality, 205; in Platonic phi-
losophy, 93

immortal body, transformation 
into, in Christian apocalypti-
cism, 76

imperfection of celestial objects, 
163

inconsistencies and puzzles in 
the text: location of Garden 
of Eden, 54–55; Luther not 
concerned by, 141; from 
obscure or archaic language, 
52; Philo’s solution to two cre-
ations of Adam, 92–93; and 
search for hidden meanings, 
50; and Spinoza, 173–174; 
survival of Hurtaly in Flood 
(parody), 132–133; by time of 
Nehemiah, 47–48

Index of Prohibited Books: Gali-
leo and Copernicus removed 
from, 164–165; Gargantua 
and Pentagruel (Rabelais), 
130; Men Before Adam (La 
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Peyrère), 177–178; New and 
Old Doctrine ... (Galileo), 
158–159; Theological-Political 
Treatise (Spinoza), 175

individual’s ability to interpret 
Scripture, dangers of, 127

Industrial Revolution and social 
change, 197

inerrancy of scripture, doctrine 
of, 187–189

Inferno (Dante), 110
Inquisition and Galileo, 164–165
interpretation: falsity of, 6–8; 

and freedom of speech, 
freedom of religion, and 
democracy, 168; modern (see 
modern biblical criticism); 
need for in Nehemiah’s time, 
47; and need to make text 
relevant to the present, 48; 
relying on assumptions and 
categories foreign to ancient 
Israel, 4; required by spare 
narrative style of Genesis, 5

interpretations, by period
composition of Genesis, 15–32
6th century BCE (Babylonian 

Exile); Ezekiel, 29–30, 
66–67

3rd century BCE (postexilic 
period), 51–53, 68–69, 70; 
Book of Enoch, 50–51, 61; 
Septuagint, 88–89

2nd–1st centuries BCE: Dead 
Sea Scrolls (see Dead Sea 
Scrolls; Essenes (Qumran 
community)); Jubilees, 
58–60, 61

1st century CE: Paul, 75–79, 
80, 96–97, 263n6; Philo 
(see Philo of Alexandria)

2nd century (Gnosticism), 
98–102

4th century: Desert Fathers, 
103–108; Genesis Rabbah, 
57–58, 116, 252n10

5th century (Middle Ages) 
(see also Middle Ages)
Augustine (see Augustine 

of Hippo)
12th century (Middle Ages), 

115, 155; Rashi (see Rashi)
16th century (Renaissance, 

Protestant Reformation), 
10, 122, 137–139; Luther 
(see Luther, Martin); 
Rabelais, 129–137

17th century, 143–144, 176–
177; Galileo, 157–166, 
172; Spinoza (see Spinoza, 
Baruch)

18th century, 143–144, 182
19th century (Industrial 

Revolution), 182, 184–185, 
194–195; Darwin, 
Charles, 182–183, 187; 
Dickinson, 208–215; 
Essays and Reviews, 184–
185; Lincoln, 201–203; 
Stanton, 206–207

20th century (World War I, 
Nazi era, postwar period): 
Auerbach, 5, 9, 136, 229–
241; Fundamentalism, 
186–195; Kafka, 215–229; 
Mahfouz, 242–245
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Introduction to Geology 
(Bakewell), 179

invisibility as attribute of God, 
96

invisible, perfect world: contrast 
in Paul with material world, 
96–97; in Platonic philoso-
phy, 93

Jacob: inconsistencies in text, 
174; problem of trickery, 48

Jerome (Church Father), 114
Jerusalem, 96–97
Jerusalem Temple and Garden of 

Eden, 65
Jewish Indians, 177
Job, book of, and The Trial, 

216
John, Gospel of, 101–102
John Climacus, 105
Joshua Ben-Qorhah, 57–58
J source (Yahwist source): Adam 

and Eve, 39–44; ambiguity 
in, 23, 41, 43; character of 
Yahweh in, 19, 20–21, 23, 43; 
definition, 17; flood story, 
18–24; representational style 
in, 238

Jubilees, book of, 58–60, 61
Judah, prophecy about: and 

apocalypticism, 69; in “Bless-
ing of Jacob,” 15–16; deeper 
meanings in, 51–52; transfor-
mation into expectation of 
messiah, 53–54

Judaism: and Greek ways of 
thought, 84, 90; renewal of 

scriptural realism, 139; sym-
bolist mentality in Middle 
Ages, 113

Kabbalah, 113
Kafka, Franz, 215–229; parables 

of, 222–229; The Trial, 
215–222

Kierkegaard, Søren, 186
knowledge of good and evil. See 

tree of knowledge of good 
and evil

Ladder of Divine Ascent ( John 
Climacus), 105

La Peyrère, Isaac de, 177–178
Late Antiquity. See Middle Ages
Leah and Rachel, inconsistencies 

in text, 174
Lectures on Genesis (Luther), 122, 

123, 125, 126, 138–139
Lescarbot, Marc, 177
Letters on the Equality of the 

Sexes and the Condition of 
Women (Grimké), 205–206

Letter to the Duchess Christina 
(Galileo), 164–165

Life of Moses (Philo), 91–92
light, creation of, 35
light and darkness in apocalypti-

cism, 81–82
Lincoln, Abraham, 201–203
linguistic scholarship: as cri

terion for Scriptural inter-
pretation, 116; Rashi’s new 
method of reading Genesis, 
120
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Literal Commentary on the 
Whole Bible (Nicholas of 
Lyra), 120

literal interpretation: hyper-
literal interpretations in 
apocalypticism, 68–69, 79; 
plain senses (see plain senses 
of Genesis)

Literal Meaning of Genesis 
(Augustine), 155

literary sensibility as a resource 
for reading, 233

literary sources, 17–24
living creatures, creation of, 

36–37
Lost Tribes theory, 177, 178
Lot’s wife, in Kafka, 226
Lucifer as astral god, 148
luminous bodies of Desert 

Fathers, 105–106
Luther, Martin, 120–128; and 

appeal to reason, 257n25; and 
historical-critical method of 
criticism, 172; on imperfect 
and irrelevant parts of Scrip-
ture, 140–141, 188; reaction 
to Copernicus, 146; rejection 
of allegorical interpretation, 
6, 138–139

magical realism, Genesis as, 12, 
240

Mahfouz, Naguib, 242–245
Marduk as creator, 30–32, 

147–148
mathematics: as hypothetical 

model, 158; as ideal for histori-

cal objectivity, 170; as ideal 
world, 86

meaning, need for, and fruitful 
misunderstanding, 7–8

medieval times. See Middle 
Ages

Men Before Adam (La Peyrère), 
177–178

messiah, development of con-
cept of, 51–54

Metamorphosis (Kafka), 221
metaphysical space as hidden 

world, 11
methods of science and biblical 

criticism, 167–169, 170–171
Methuselah, inconsistencies in 

text, 48
Middle Ages: belief in sciences 

as handmaid of theology, 154; 
figural interpretation pre-
dominates, 10; and heavenly 
Garden of Eden, 2; medieval 
cosmology, 110–144; symbol-
ism in, 113–114

Migration of Abraham (Philo), 
94, 103

Mimesis: The Representation of 
Reality in Western Literature 
(Auerbach), 229

modern biblical criticism: 
attacks on by fundamentalists, 
191–192; development of, 172; 
influence on Emily Dickin-
son, 208–209; and Stanton’s 
defense of women’s rights, 
207. See also historical-critical 
method of criticism
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modernity, crisis of, 195
moral knowledge in J source, 

41
Moses as scribe of Genesis, 

58–60, 142, 173
mystical experience merging 

with philosophical ascent of 
the intellect, 95

myths and legends, Genesis as, 
182, 250n10

narrative force and style: in 
Abraham and Isaac, 234–235; 
apparent to any careful 
reader, 5; Creation story as, 
38; in Secret Revelation of 
John, 98

nature: and Augustine’s reading 
of Scripture, 112–113; compar-
ison with tribes in Blessing of 
Jacob, 16; evidence of nature 
as sure and reliable, 162; as 
object of God’s Creation in 
ancient world, 147; separa-
tion from God in Genesis 1, 
150–152

Nazi era and threat to Western 
Civilization, 229

Negro race, justification for 
enslavement of, 197–204

Nehemiah as interpreter of 
Genesis, 46

New and Old Doctrine ... (Gali-
leo), 158–159

Newton, Isaac, 166–167
New World (Western hemi-

sphere), discovery of, 
176–182

Niagara Creed, 187, 188–189
Nicholas of Lyra, 120
Nietzsche, Friedrich, 7, 217
nineteenth century: attempt 

to harmonize Genesis and 
science, 182, 195; biblical 
scholarship, 184–185; rise of 
fundamentalism, 194

Noah: and connection with New 
World, 177; God’s decision to 
save in P, 23; inconsistencies in 
text, 48; and justification for 
slavery, 197; Luther’s figural 
use of, 138–139, 141; name 
as wordplay, 20; as saint in 
Rabelais, 130; walking with 
God, 50

nonsectarianism in America 
after Civil War, 203–204

objectivity in biblical criticism, 
171–172

observation as basis for real-
ity, 150

Odo of Morimond, 114
Og the giant, 133
On the Miraculous and Internal 

Evidences . . . (Chalmers), 181
On the Origin of Species (Dar-

win), 182–183
On the Revolutions of the Celes-

tial Spheres (Copernicus), 146
order and structure: in Creation 

of Genesis 1, 33–34; and echo-
ing repetitions in Creation 
story, 32; preferable to disor-
der in Plato, 87; reality as, in 
P, 23, 38–39; 
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original meanings vs. interpreta-
tion, 3

Original Sin: as interpretation 
of Garden of Eden, 5; in 
Kafka, 218

Osiander, Andreas, 157

Palestinian Targums, 69
Palladius, 107
Pambo, Abba, 105–106
parables of Kafka, 222–229
paradise: Christ’s glory trans-

forming the world, 78–79; 
evil forces will be trans-
formed, 80–81; Jerusalem 
Temple as, 65–66. See also 
Garden of Eden

Parker, Theodore, 208–209
parodies of the Bible, 129–137
patriarchal hierarchy and Eve’s 

desire for forbidden fruit, 42
patriarchs, importance of, 17
Paul, Apostle: apocalypticism 

in, 75–79; on slavery, 263n6; 
vision of heavenly mysteries 
and Platonic philosophy, 96; 
world as under the authority 
of evil powers, 80

peasants’ rebellion and apocalyp-
ticism, 127–128

Penn, William, 178
perfection as attribute of Torah, 

56–58, 141
Philo of Alexandria: and Abra-

ham’s call, 94, 103; allegorical 
interpretation in, 55–56, 
91–92; harmonizing Genesis 
with Platonic cosmology, 153; 

reading the Bible through the 
lens of Greek philosophy, 
90–95; on Septuagint, 89

philosophy as queen of the sci-
ences, 153–154

plain senses of Genesis: and 
conflict with scientific 
knowledge, 155; and doctrine 
of inerrancy of scripture, 
187–188; genuine sense not 
necessarily true, 171; vs. in-
terpretation, 4; in Rashi’s in-
terpretations, 116, 120; read-
able as realistic, 11; still 
available, 5

planets as gods in ancient astron-
omy, 147–149

Platonic duality: anachronistic 
when applied to Genesis, 4; 
buried with rise of Galilean 
science, 163; concept of reality 
in, 9; influence on translators 
of Septuagint, 89; Luther’s 
criticism of, 123. See also dual 
reality

Platonism: harmonization of 
Timaeus with Genesis 1, 
89–90, 180; Kafkaesque revi-
sion of, 225

poetry, old, 15–17
popular culture references to 

Genesis, 1
postexilic period: development 

of concept of End of Days, 
68–69; development of con-
cept of messiah, 51–53; devel-
opment of new ways of living 
according to apocalyptic 
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postexilic period (cont.)
secrets, 70. See also Babylo-
nian Exile, return from

precious stones motif, 30
Priestly source (P), 17
Principia Mathematica (New-

ton), 166–167
problematic features in style of 

Genesis, 10
prophecy: in apocalypticism, 53, 

69, 139; in Blessing of Jacob, 
15–16. See also Judah, proph-
ecy about

Protestant Reformation: based 
on alliance between reason 
and plain sense, 122; and 
decline of cryptic interpreta-
tion, 139. See also Luther, 
Martin

P source: Creation story of, 
32–39; emotions of God, 
21–22; flood in, 19, 22, 23

psychological perspective in 
Genesis, 10

Pythagorean school, 86

Qumran community. See Essenes 
(Qumran community)

Rabelais, François, 129–137, 140
Raleigh, Walter, 177
Rashi, 115–120; criticized figural 

interpretations, 6; explana-
tions of Scripture, 138; on 
genealogies, 140

realism: and Galileo, 163; leading 
away from religious horizons, 

240; modern return to, 12; in 
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