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Excursus 25
The Tree of Life as the Hidden Throne of God

ESTERMANN discusses at length the curiosity that although two trees are mentioned

in Moses 3:9, the main body of the narrative “is concerned with one tree only”*** He
sees Tree of Life as having been attached later to the beginning®” and the end®® of the story. An
alternate explanation for this anomaly, consistent with other clues in the text,* is that although
the presence of both trees was, of course, previously known to God (and deliberately disclosed
to the reader®), the Tree of Life was initially hidden to Adam by the Tree of Knowledge.®*! This
is expressed in some rabbinical commentary by the idea that the two trees shared a common
trunk, had branches that were intertwined, or that the first tree encircled about or formed a
hedge around the second one to shield it from view.**

Ephrem the Syrian gives a similar opinion, citing parallels with the division of the animals
on Noah’s ark and the demarcations on Sinai separating Moses, Aaron, the priests, and the
people.®”® He depicts Paradise as a great mountain, with the Tree of Knowledge providing a
boundary partway up the slopes: “this Tree acts as a sanctuary curtain [veil] hiding the Holy
of Holies which is the Tree of Life higher up”*** Thus, the story of the Fall, in analogue to the
stories of the Tower of Babel and of the Watchers, can be conceived as a violation of boundaries
that separated mankind from the dwelling place of Divinity.** That a difference in splendor
between the two trees paralleled their separate locations is affirmed by a Gnostic text that
describes the “color” of the Tree of Life as being “like the sun” and the “glory” of the Tree of
Knowledge being “like the moon”**¢ Supporting the same concept, an Armenian Christian text
asserts that “the Tree of [Knowledge of] Good and Evil is the knowledge of material things”—
referring to the kind of knowledge that was made possible when Adam and Eve partook of the
fruit—“and that the Tree of Life is the knowledge of divine things, which were not profitable to
the simple understanding of Adam”—at least not until after he had successfully passed through
the experience of mortality.5*’

The story of Noah’s family after the Flood has often been compared to the first chapters of
Genesis.*® Significantly, it also culminates with an unauthorized transgression of sacred
boundaries. Note, first, that the ark itself “was designed as a temple”**—in this case, a mobile
sanctuary like the later Tabernacle that was constructed in the likeness of God’s portable
pavilion.*® Immediately after their debarkation, God established his covenant with them,
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