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Scripture Reading, Genesis 2:18-24  (The Inclusive Bible)
These stories from Genesis are very difficult for a Westerner to hear.  I mean, we can hear the words, but it’s very hard for us to go into a poetic frame of mind when we read  something from the Bible.  When you’ve been taught that the Bible is history, and you’ve been taught that it is science, and is to be understood at that level, it’s very hard to have the courage to be playful with the words.  (Because if you’re wrong, you go to Hell…which is a drawback, I’ll admit)…(laughter).

The image I would like for you to use today is of looking through a jewel…the symbol is like a jewel and you look through it and you see facets of yourself, of your life, of your relationships that you couldn’t see before.  You’re not at the level of believing something happened – doesn’t happen – true/false – that’s not the level.  Do you remember when you were a kid and someone told you a story, and you knew it wasn’t true, but you knew it was more important than anything you were ever going to learn in school?  Do you remember that kind of understanding of what sacred poetry is all about?  It’s not true in a scientific sense, it’s not true in an historic sense, but it’s true in the most important sense.  It teaches us who we are and how we connect to the earth and to each other.  Last week we looked at Adam, and we saw the poem there.  Adam is a word that means “human being,” but it also comes from “adamah,” which means “the soil,” and “doma,” which means “blood,” and it goes like that, but the poem just unwraps before you.
Today we’re looking at the part dealing with Eve, and unfortunately, the church has done such a butchering job on this image, that we’re going to have to spend a little time unpacking it before we can start.  If we don’t, we just go back through the same things again.

This is the passage that has been misused in a lot of different ways.  In our time, it’s misused to say that this is the textbook on marriage.  You look at it, and it tells you what marriage is: “God created Adam and Eve, not Adam and Steve.”  Now, you know somebody’s really scared when they say something that dumb.  (It makes sense, because it rhymes, right?)  You’re grabbing for straws when you take it there.  But that’s not the first time this has been misused.  It has a history of misuse.  In 1524, I believe it was,  there was a book on anatomy that got protested because it said men and women have the same number of ribs…and your concerned Christians got together – “How dare you say that…the Bible says a rib was taken from Adam.”  Therefore, a man would have fewer ribs, right?  And they didn’t even bother to count.  A good Biblical believer doesn’t test?  They don’t count your ribs?  Bertrand Russell says that this is a passage that was used to deny women anesthesia.  Because it says Adam was put to sleep, but women are supposed to suffer.  That’s the way somebody heard it.  Now, when you start with a good prejudice and you take up any book there is, including the phone book, you will prove to yourself that your prejudice is justified.  The Bible is no different.  If you start up with a prejudice before you pick up the book, and then you look, you will see your prejudice – the nature of human understanding.

This is not a story about sex…sorry.  It’s not a story about sin.  According to Elaine Pagels, that interpretation began around the 400’s.  A lot of bad stuff started around the 400’s.  Because, remember, that was the time when you had this wonderful mystical religion – a bunch of outlaws (Christianity was an outlaw religion at the start) and the Roman Empire said we can’t beat ‘em, so let’s just buy the sucker.  Let’s force the Bishops to come together and write creeds, and if somebody will affirm Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior, then they can go stick a sword through someone else and everything’s fine.  We’ll have rituals of forgiveness.  It’ll be the perfect religion, but we won’t have that troubling stuff like fairness and compassion.  This will be a religion that the Empire can use.  And so, Christianity was transformed, and this is one of the passages that changed.  The Jews didn’t understand it as a story of why men should be superior to women. (Of course, you can find interpretations proving just about anything).  Let me say before we start: if this is a story about sexuality, then it’s wrong.  It says that the male model comes first and then from that, the female comes, and biologically – has anybody here ever read a biology book? (laughter)  Then you know that’s wrong.  It’s not just a mistake…it’s wrong.  It’s not true.

Here’s what’s even worse:  See, that’s a primordial lie to say that the male is the model and females come from that.  But it also plays into prejudice, because when I look at another person with myself as the model of what a human being should be, all my prejudices come out and flourish and prosper.  If I, as a male, look at women, in comparison to what I am as a male, I’ll see them as a lesser form of the same thing.  If I look at people of color with a prejudice towards myself as a model, then I will see them as inferior.  The very essence of prejudice is not hating another person, but evaluating them in terms of yourself – using yourself as the model…sex, race…all of the “isms.”

Sexism doesn’t just belong to us, obviously.  It spreads around the world.  There was a guy who went to Burma to study the cultures and gender roles, and he was a little concerned because the men always walked ahead of the women.  This was just a part of the culture which they justified with religion.  We tend to do that as well.  But, after the war, he went back and the women were walking ahead of the men and he thought “Gosh, there was a revolution that took place.”  So he went up to one of the men and asked why the women were now walking ahead of the men, and the answer was “land mines.” (Yeah, scripture says that, but we can switch that around.  That’s not a problem.)  That’s what religious people can do when you start with a prejudice and then you start being religious, it’s interesting how things get twisted and shaped.

Do you remember the old Virginia Slims commercials?  It was an attempt to tap into feminism.  When it was obvious they weren’t going to be able to crush feminism, again…why not buy it?  So a cigarette company comes up with a cigarette for women.  (What a beautiful thing, right?  I mean, women should be able to die of cancer, too)  So they came up with a frilly little cigarette with the slogan, “You’ve come a long way, Baby.”  But don’t you know that slogan came up in a room full of men?  Don’t you just feel it?  Because if a woman had been in the 

room, she would have said, “Well, if I’ve come such a long way, why are you still calling me ‘Baby’?”

These things haunt us.  The different prejudices, when you look at yourself as the model for other people, are what is behind a lot of the struggle to make everybody bow before Jesus Christ.  It’s not about religion…it’s about politics, because the person’s image of Jesus Christ is white and male and heterosexual and by worshiping that, they empower themselves over other people.  Now, if that seems like a jaundiced viewpoint – and I can understand why it might seem that way – let me ask you a couple of questions.

When somebody talks about a “woman pastor,” what is that about?  Doesn’t that mean that the template, the model, of ministry is male?  What does is mean when we talk about a Black Baptist Church?  You don’t talk about White Baptist Churches, do you?  “Why, he goes to a white Methodist Church.”  When your Jesus is white, it infects everything else.  When your Jesus is male, it infects everything else.  So part of the task of theology is to remove the oppression from the symbols without losing what the symbols stood for.  That’s the challenge of our time, I think.  

When you have a conversation with another person about religion, and there’s no blood involved, (laughter) realize that you’re doing some of the most important work that can take place.  You are planting a little seed.  When somebody says that the Garden of Eden story is the model of what a marriage should be, would you ask them this question?  “It’s really interesting…I didn’t know that Adam and Eve were married…who performed the ceremony?  And if they weren’t married…(laughter)  this isn’t about marriage, it isn’t even about sex.

One of the greatest re-framing jobs that was ever done was done by a woman named Sojourner Truth.  If you’ve never read her, look her up.  She was one of the most powerful figures in terms of gender, in terms of race…just in terms of equality in general.  They were having this big meeting on whether or not women should be allowed to vote.  Realize that this passage was used to argue that women shouldn’t be allowed to vote. (And y’all did make us eat the apple – we’re just poor gullible men…that’s why we get to vote, right?)  So they had this meeting and there were clergy there explaining with that same kind of arrogance why a Biblical understanding of politics means that men should vote and women shouldn’t vote.  Sojourner Truth got up and said something like this: “As I hear the story, Jesus was born of a virgin and God – man didn’t have anything to do with it. And if one woman, by herself, could set the world on its head, maybe the rest of us could set it right.”  Nobody could say anything. (She was six feet tall, and had big muscles, so that probably had a lot to do with their silence.)  

But the point is we start with a prejudice when we lift up a passage like this.  Let me present a little more proof.  Do you remember when Jesus says that the mustard seed is the smallest seed?  That’s not right, is it?  But, have you ever heard a protest over books on seeds and things that say that another seed is smaller?  Have you ever seen Christians getting so upset that they are being unbiblical?  Why not?  Why is it that we only seem to get upset about things that empower us over other people?  What a coincidence!  Have you ever seen Christian literalists insist that we fight with Biblical weapons?  The Bible talks about bows and arrows and chariots…let’s be Biblical.  It doesn’t say anything about jet planes.  Nobody does that.  We only do it with other people and other people’s lives in ways that empower us over them.

As I say, it began in the fourth century when, basically, Christianity was inconvenient for The Empire, and so, it was redefined so that it would work within a power hierarchy.  Well, we’ve got to take it back.  That’s our task…to get back to Christianity before it’s sold out and to reason with people so they come back to the symbols in ways that free us, that liberate us, and don’t enslave us.

In the translation that you read and heard today, it moves away from the idea of the rib and moves to “cutting the people in half.”  Neither one is a very charming image, but if you look at Genesis, it begins with two contradictory stories of Creation.  In one, they are created male and female, and the other is the story of the rib.  How do those fit together?  Well, one of the ways they can fit together is to say that Adam is a symbol of our basic humanity.  It’s not male or female.  The word may be male, but every word was male or female in Hebrew.  Our common humanity is what’s being talked about there and it’s not male or female.  And it’s from that that individuality emerges.  Eve represents relationship, identity, and that’s not male or female either.  We are all parts of a common life and sometimes we try to make sense of our own lives apart from everybody else and it doesn’t get anywhere.  

What this symbol may be calling us to – remember last week was the call to realize that we come from the earth, that we come from the soil – that’s the symbol of Adam.  What if we realized we come from common humanity?  If we realized we come from the earth, maybe we’ll take care of the earth.  But not just scientifically understand that we come from the earth, but poetically, feel that we are children of the earth.  Maybe we would take care of the earth if we felt it, and maybe, maybe our politics would change if we realized that we are all brothers and sisters.  As crazy as that sounds, the alternative is extinction as a species, which sounds kind of crazy to me.

Do you ever know that feeling of kind of melting in with a group of people?  Being at a football game, it just feels really good to be with other people…being at a church, being in a community…singing…if you need to go to bars or Christian parties…enjoying life together? It just feels like your place. That’s Adam – that sense of common humanity.

There’s a wonderful line in Mark Twain – he has a great satire of the Garden of Eden story.  Did you know that Eve wasn’t really kicked out of the Garden?  When you look at the story, Adam was kicked out of the Garden, but Eve wasn’t. (Very interesting, if it was her fault)  One of the really moving things that Mark Twain has Adam say:


“I was wrong about Eve.  I realize now that I would rather live out of the


Garden with her, than in the Garden without her.”

In our relationships, in our partnerships, in our friendships, we remember a part of ourselves that we can’t find when we’re alone – that looking in another human face, you see a depth of Eden, of that Garden, that is much harder to find when we’re just alone.  So, in that story, when you take it back up again, we’ve got to reclaim it and realize it’s not a story about sex…it’s a story about community.  And it’s not a story about sin…it’s a story about human choosing and living with the consequences of a less than perfect world.  From Adam, we remember we are born of the earth.  From Adam, we remember that we’re one common humanity.  But, from Eve, we realize the sacred nature of our relationships with each other, and remember that there’s a part of the Garden that we can only find in each other.

Transcribed and edited by a member of the St. Andrew’s Sermon Transcription Project.
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