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“A river flows from Eden to water the garden.”  

It’s not the most dramatic of Torah passages, to be sure. Not forceful and commanding, 

the way “You shall not wrong nor oppress a stranger, for you were strangers in the land of 

Egypt” has always struck me. Not forward-looking or prophetic, in the manner of “Go forth from 

your land…to a place that I will show you.” It’s not even urgent, like Moses’ profound 

exhortation, “Choose life!”  

No, it has none of those qualities, that small half-verse from Genesis. I’d never even 

taken note of it, until I came across it at my hometown synagogue, splashed in huge Hebrew 

letters across the top of the ark.  

And yet it’s come to mean a lot to me. So much so, that I wrote a novel based on it. 

It’s a passage that I couldn’t miss, sitting in the sanctuary of Westchester Reform Temple 

in Scarsdale, New York, on Shabbat or other holiday services. The temple was renovated in 

2008, the new space more inclusive, more beautiful, and more “green” than its predecessor. At 

some point during the development of the plans, someone decided to inscribe that clause from 

Genesis 2:10 above the curtained space where the temple’s Torah scrolls are housed. I don’t 

know who made that decision, or why those words were chosen. What I do know is that the 

statement came to intrigue me. 

At first it was just the letters that caught my attention. A fairly new student of Hebrew, I 

would sound out the words in my head, as I settled into a pew with my family and waited for the 

rabbi to embark on opening prayers, or let my mind wander during an interlude in the service. 



Nahar yotze meeden, lehashkot, et-haggan. The only part I could interpret was meeden. From 

Eden.  

But at some point a rabbi or teacher must have offered the translation, and as I played 

around with it, sometimes consciously and sometimes not, I remember thinking what a rich and 

life-affirming reflection it was. A garden would most definitely be lush and fragrant if it were 

watered by a river flowing out of Eden, wouldn’t it? But Eden also brings up so many troubling 

connotations – destruction and loss, banishment and betrayal. Alas, given Eden’s fate, a garden 

being nourished by water flowing from that place does not have long to exist. Soon, I began to 

see that this simple half-verse wasn’t simple at all. In fact, it encompassed the many 

contradictions inherent in life: birth and death; creation and destruction; promise and rejection; 

union and abandonment.  

And in this way, it was emblematic of so many Torah portions I know and continue to 

find personal meaning in every time I read them. I remember participating in a study group many 

years ago, when the rabbi offered a lesson about Lech L’cha  or “Go Forth” – where God 

commands Abraham to leave his home and travel to a strange land to become the father of a 

whole new nation. The rabbi translated the portion and then broke us up into pairs so we could 

describe our own Lech L’cha moments to one another. That year, my youngest child was 

entering kindergarten, and I became teary as I told to my study partner how hard it was for me to 

watch my young family change, my children grow up. Like Abraham, I was being sent to a new 

land – but I wasn’t ready; I wanted to stay where I was. My partner looked at me, confused. Her 

interpretation of Lech L’cha was far different. It reminded her of a time when she finally was 

finished with law school and could embark on her exciting career in a law firm. To her, the 

portion wasn’t about loss at all, but about imminent adventures.  



It was eye-opening to both of us, that the portion struck us in completely opposite ways. 

The meaning stemmed not so much from what was on the page, but from what was inside of us 

as we were reading it. 

 This notion inspired a provocative subplot in my new novel, The Lily Garden. In the 

book, one of my main characters, Aaron, a history major, falls in love with a classmate, Tanya, a 

Bible Studies student. Aaron embarks on a career as a history professor, while Tanya goes to 

New York to become an activist – but even though they’re moving in different directions, Aaron 

is certain they will eventually spend their lives together. He visits Tanya in New York often, and 

on one of those visits – a cold December weekend – he plans to propose to her on the pedestrian 

walkway of the Brooklyn Bridge. He asks her to meet him there, a small token of his love tucked 

into the pocket of his winter coat, the wonderful future it represents filling his imagination. 

Before he can even get the question out, however, she turns him down, rushes away, and 

disappears. He never sees her again, and he has no idea why she’s abandoned him. His only clue 

is her favorite line from Genesis, the line she always quoted: A river flows from Eden to water 

the garden. 

Because Aaron’s an academic, he’s sure he can figure out what motivated her to bolt. 

After all, he knows how to unlock meaning from cryptic phrases; it’s his stock in trade. He 

researches biblical texts, ancient poetry, and classic literature. He analyzes writings that use 

rivers, water and gardens as central metaphors. He digs into the historical, cultural and literary 

connections between rivers and love, water and love, gardens and love. But there’s nothing out 

there that applies to his life, his loss. The line she spoke, he realizes, meant something specific to 

her; and because she never told him what it was, he can never know. 

And if he can never know, how can he move on? 



 

Nahar yotze meeden, lehashkot, et-haggan. I suppose it seems unlikely that my 

character’s story takes off from this passage I saw in my temple above the Torah scrolls. Aaron 

is not Jewish; none of my characters are. Organized religion doesn’t play any role in the book. 

And yet, my own life is infused with Jewish culture, traditions, and texts. My Jewish experience 

has a home  deep within me. So I guess it’s not at all improbable that some aspects of that 

experience would find a pathway into my story. How could they not?  

With Covid slowly taking its place in the rear-view mirror, I am ready to be back in the 

sanctuary of my temple, as so many others in my community are. Who knows what verse from 

the Torah will catch my eye next? Who knows what new thoughts it will generate, what new 

inspiration it will provide? 

I can hardly wait to find out.   

 

 

  


