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We’re looking at Genesis this month, and we’re trying to change how European-American audiences approach these ancient scriptures.  Because we’re taught them as though they are history, and if they aren’t history, then they’re just false.  Whereas, in their original format, they were stories that had been told for lifetimes.  They were about the deepest meaning of one’s own life.  Not just about individuals in history, but about all of us.   So, it’s not that they’re not true historically; the point I’m trying to make is that they are always true.  And, that by looking at them poetically, we can actually deepen and broaden our understanding and application of them.  

The image that I’m using for this series is of a jewel that you can hold up.  You can look at your own life and understand it more deeply and profoundly.  In the West, we get confused by trying to make sense of the Garden story literally.  In some Christian versions of this story, Satan is projected onto the Snake.  That’s not the way the Rabbis understood it.  That knowledge is important because the symbol is richer, more basic than that one understanding.  For the Rabbi’s, the snake represented deep life.  Around the world, the snake represents life in its raw form.  

What we are learning is not just how two people made a mistake, but how we get pulled from our center – how temptation or desire pulls us off balance.  That’s what we are trying to learn from the story.  The ancient tradition represented by this story and others, such as the flood, appeared in the Gilgamesh story, an earlier Babylonian book. So, these very wise teachers reframed stories that were already familiar.  We didn’t invent religion.  God was talking to people long before we got here, and God will be talking to people long after we’re gone.  (So, any group that thinks it’s copyrighted God has a problem to begin with.)  

In this version of the story, you almost don’t see the second tree.  In the original story, there are two trees, and there’s a messenger animal that goes to the people and says, “Eat from the tree of life, not from the tree of death”.  That’s the ancient story that existed before Genesis was written.  In a lot of the ancient stories, the messenger of God was the winged serpent.  Knowing that makes the other part of the story make a little more sense.  Do you remember what was the punishment of the snake?  Crawling on its belly.  That’s not much punishment it that’s how it was already getting around. [laughter]  So, an earlier story is changed for the Jewish mindset, and the Christians will later inflect it differently to teach the core message.  

The snake has a forked tongue.  In our mindset, that means that it is a liar and a deceiver.  But, to these people who lived so close to nature, it wasn’t that the snake was deceptive, but that there’s an ambiguity when looking at life this deeply.  The story doesn’t make any sense if we get too literal about it.  Why would God think of putting a tree in the garden with two human beings and forbid them to eat from it?  Why would God put a snake in the garden to trick them?  Mark Twain said that God should have made the snake forbidden, instead of the tree. Then Adam would have eaten the snake [laughter].  If you get too literal about a story like this, you can miss the depth, the richness.  God is a mystery, and whenever religion reduces God to human understanding, we can’t go deeply into that mystery.  

If you read Einstein’s book on relativity, you would know that you aren’t going to understand all of it.  But, we take Scripture and think that we can easily understand Jesus’ genius.  But, it’s coming from a depth beneath us.  In the story, the serpent is the subtlest of all animals.  There is actually a play on words going on here.  Adam and Eve are naked, and the joke in the Hebrew is that the snake was even more naked – slipperier, subtler.  That doesn’t come across in English very well.  

This basic life is slippery for us – it has an ambiguity to it.  It’s not good; it’s not bad.  If we try to pretend that we don’t have that ambiguity inside us, we fall off the wagon in one direction.  A study reported in the Boston Globe showed that people who were moralists for other people were more likely to give in to temptation themselves.  When we don’t recognize that we have that ambiguity inside us, when we don’t know ourselves, we are closer to falling than we know.  That is why Paul talked about confessing sin, recognizing our internal ambiguity.  The flip side is trying to trust that voice, following any intuition that comes, looking for omens.  Did you read the sad story of David Carradine, the actor who recently hung himself?  It was reported that he had an intuition, a feeling, that there was a ghost in the closet.  And, on the back of one of his ties the label read “Grateful Dead”.  In his state of looking for omens, he believed that something was speaking to him.  

If we accept our every intuition, we go crazy in one way.  If we resist every intuition, we go crazy in another way.  When I was in seminary, I always went to the parts of Luther and Calvin they didn’t want me to look at. [laughter]  Here is something from the writings of Martin Luther: Martin Luther often felt tempted.  There is a legend that in a house where he lived, there is a big black spot on a wall where he threw an inkwell at a vision of Satan.  Luther says, “Whenever the devil harasses you, seek the company of others or drink more [laughter] or joke and talk nonsense or do some other merry thing.  Sometimes we must drink more, sport, recreate ourselves and even sin a little more to spite the devil.”  (Now, can you see why the church grew?) [laughter]  Listen to the rationalization here.  “So, we leave him no place for troubling our conscience with trifles.  We are conquered if we try to be too conscientious and not sin at all.”  Now, listen to the conclusion.  “So when the devil says to you, ‘Do not drink’, answer him, ‘I will drink and right freely, because you tell me not to.’” [laughter]  The snake’s forked tongue represents the ambiguity of life.  This image doesn’t fit into our mindset, into our understanding, into our systems.  

Snakes eyes are always open.  A legless lizard can close its eyes and a snake can’t.  Do you know what happens when the humans eat the fruit?  The humans’ eyes are opened.  So, one of the meanings of this ancient story is that a temptation for us is to have it all. The snake represented immortal life, because the shed skins indicated that it had been reborn.  Another symbol was the snake that grabbed its own tail, representing immortality.  In some cultures, the Milky Way was thought to be a big snake.  This is saying that life itself is endless, is an open system, but you are not.  A temptation is to always want more.  Our wants can pull us from what we need, from our natural balance.  Comedian Bill Hicks tells the Adam and Eve story like this (I’ve changed the sexist language):  Adam and Eve were in the garden.  One of them says to the other, “You know, this is perfect.  We have all the fruit we need; we live forever; we know neither pain nor death.”  And the other says, “Yeah, it’s just not enough, is it?” [laughter]

Think how often we take health as a given, nature as a given.  The story calls us to a basic balance within ourselves, within our passions, and to realize that we cannot have it all.  You live in a culture that makes this close to impossible, because every time you turn on the television set or the radio, there’s something that tries to get an itch going – that you need something more.  This story reminds us that those little wants for things we don’t really need can pull us from the Garden of Eden, from our true happiness, which is always in balance.  

Snakes cannot go backwards.  So, they are the perfect guardians.  In the ancient world, they are always guarding something.  Life doesn’t go backwards.  A lot of times we try to hold on to life – to make it permanent.  Many of these stories are about trusting life, trusting change.  God is often a symbol of time.  If we do not recognize that life is about change, then time will feel like our enemy.  God will seem mean.  We live life in seasons; these stories call us to trust in time.  So, when you take up Genesis, you’re hearing your own truth laid bare, not just hearing about something that happened thousands of years ago.  How does a human being fall out of nature, lose balance?  The snake is a symbol of electric life and a reminder that that life is ambiguous.  You can’t just trust it and follow it; neither can you cut it off.  There’s a dance, a pulse, and that’s where the Scriptures lead us.  Also, realize that life only goes forward.  Sometimes we have to let go of the way we wanted things to be and move forward. And, finally, in the same way that snakes never close their eyes, to recognize that we can always want more than we have.  Even if we were in the Garden of Eden, we might want something just outside of it…to realize how vital your own balance is to your happiness, and not to let your wants pull you out of your needs. 
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