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INTRODUCTION


YEARS AGO, WHEN I WAS A CAMPUS MINISTER, a young woman came into my office and asked if I would help her understand some Scripture texts she had been studying in her English class. She was not a Christian and had had minimal exposure to the Bible, making it a difficult read. Even so, when I asked her what she thought about what she was reading and about the Bible more generally, she quickly indicated that she had no interest in the Bible as a religious text because “the Bible is not good news for women.” To some, this may be a bewildering statement. Of course the Bible is good news for women. In Christ’s death and resurrection, there is forgiveness of sin and reconciliation with God. All who believe in Jesus will be saved. That is the promise of Scripture.

While this is true, the gospel tends to come to women with strings attached. In many Christian communities, following Jesus for women also means subscribing to a gender ideology that subordinates women to men and circumscribes women’s activities to “divinely ordained” roles in church, home, and society. While men gain freedom in Christ to live for Jesus, women assume the yoke of a new law—restrictions and requirements assigned to them for being the “weaker” sex. The argument is that these restrictions and requirements are God’s will for women as revealed in Scripture. To ignore them is to reject God’s divine commands and to undermine the authority of God’s Word, the Bible.

Not all interpreters of Scripture, however, believe the Bible espouses the “domestication” and subordination of women. In the history of the church, there have always been those who have questioned notions of women’s inferiority and who have believed that the Bible intends woman’s full emancipation and equality. For them, the Bible, when interpreted correctly, is women’s greatest advocate, encouraging women to embrace in Christ their full humanity as image bearers of God. Unfortunately, this stream of interpretation within the history of the church has often been marginalized and ignored, leaving many to believe that the matter is quite settled: to accept the Bible as authoritative is to affirm women’s distinct status as the “weaker vessel.”

This book seeks to trace the history of this alternative reading of Scripture, reflected in the voices of women and their interaction with Genesis 1–3. Often when a matter is considered settled, as a rule of thumb, it ought not to be broached again unless there is new evidence. In this case, the new evidence is a history—a chorus, no less, of women’s voices that have been buried over time that raise serious challenges to traditional readings and to the gender ideologies these readings have spawned as well as offering compelling rereadings that highlight the dignity, worth, and full humanity of women. These women in history wrote not out of a pressure to be politically correct nor as an accommodation to a secular feminist movement. Instead, they wrote to explain to the church how its ideas and ideals of femininity were hurting the daughters of Christ and compromising their physical safety and well-being. Certain that this was not what a good God intended for them, these women offered their own interpretations of Scripture to encourage the church (and society) to rethink their convictions about the nature and role of women.

Today, women continue to struggle with the limitations and expectations placed on their gender in the Christian community. In many—particularly in evangelical—churches, the pulpit and leadership structures remain closed to women. Even in churches where women can be ordained, female pastors experience limited access to positions of senior leadership in churches or within the denomination as a whole. Unspoken ideals of femininity often associated with child rearing and domestic activities leave a growing number of women struggling for acceptance and welcome. And many churches continue to convey to women that they are responsible for men’s sexual misconduct, reinforcing notions that women’s bodies are dangerous and shameful. Suffice it to say, the Christian community continues to struggle with affirming and celebrating women and women’s gifts and callings. Given the high stakes of this issue for the church’s witness, the long history of harm against women justified by interpretations of Scripture, and the struggles women continue to face in the church and society, it may be time for the Christian community to take up the conversation again about what it means that God created human beings male and female. My hope and prayer is that this survey of women’s voices—their critiques, their rereadings, and their testimonies—will enhance this conversation, deepening our understanding of the Scriptures and opening our eyes to what the Scriptures say and don’t say about gender distinction.


A HISTORY OF WOMEN’S INTERPRETATIONS: WHAT TO EXPECT

In the pages that follow, the reader will be introduced to the writings of over sixty women from the fourth to the twenty-first century. In their interpretive work, many of these women were reacting or responding to a dominant interpretive tradition that emerged early in the church’s history. As such, chapter one explores the interpretations of the early church fathers and the Doctors of the Church who would become conversation partners, adversaries, and sometimes allies for women interpreters in their attempts to change ideas about women based on their own reading of the biblical text. Following this basic orientation, I have arranged the book thematically, exploring trends in the interpretation of Eve as they emerged through the centuries. To this end, chapter two explores the work of women in the fifteenth to the seventeenth century who appealed to the story of Eve to defend the worth and dignity of women. Chapter three surveys interpretations of this same time period that employed Eve’s story to advocate for greater access to formal education for women. Chapter four reflects on how women interpreters of the seventeenth to the nineteenth century wrestled with what Eve signified for women as wives and mothers. Chapter five takes up the interpretation of Eve in the seventeenth through nineteenth centuries by women interpreters who articulated the case for permitting women to preach and teach the gospel. Chapter six explores representations of Eve in nineteenth-century children’s Bibles, devotionals, and educational material, which women prepared primarily but not exclusively for the spiritual and moral formation of women and children. Chapter seven looks at nineteenth-century women interpreters who appealed to the story of Eve in their advocacy for social reform for oppressed populations, including women, people of color, and the poor. Finally, chapter eight considers the story of Eve today and its ongoing influence on gender ideology, particularly within the Christian community.

Because of the nature of the material and the thematic ordering of the book, each chapter can be considered separately. Questions at the end of the book relating to each chapter help the reader reflect more deeply on the material, making this book a great resource for the classroom setting or adult discussion groups. Many of the women’s writings are now accessible online, and the end matter includes links, arranged by chapter, to current internet sites where full or partial texts of women’s writings on Eve can be found. While this book introduces the reader to many interpretations of Eve, the works discussed are representative rather than exhaustive—that is, there are more women interpreters of Eve than those surveyed in the chapters here. Some are left out because their interpretive insights are well represented by other women and as a result, their work contributes little new to our understanding of women’s reflections on Eve. This is especially the case in the nineteenth century when women were writing on Scripture in much greater numbers. Another reason, however, for gaps in this survey of women’s writings on Eve is due to lack of access and knowledge of women’s writings from the Majority World. This is a growing area of scholarship that needs more attention, and, in this respect, this book is just the beginning of the work of recovering women’s voices in the history of the biblical interpretation of Eve.

The focus of this book is women’s representations of Eve. As such, the lives and struggles of the women themselves, while interesting, will not be addressed in any depth here. For such biographical material, I refer you to the Handbook of Women Biblical Interpreters by Marion Ann Taylor and Agnes Choi, which provides information on over 180 women interpreters.1 An appendix at the end of this book has been included, however, to give the reader a brief orientation to each of the women interpreters whose work is surveyed here.

In the end, I hope you are as surprised and inspired by these women and their interpretations of Eve as I was when I first learned of them. I remember in seminary reading Phyllis Trible’s God and the Rhetoric of Sexuality and feeling like I had found a kindred spirit, someone who offered a close examination of the text through the lens of women’s experience. Her work invited me to consider the way gender affects interpretation and to be conscious of the different questions, concerns, and issues women bring to the interpretation of texts. While Trible’s work was my first exposure to a woman’s interpretation of Eve, this survey demonstrates that she stands in a long line of women interpreters of the first woman of the Bible. Many of Trible’s insights are found in the writings of women centuries prior to her scholarly work. However, because women’s representations of Eve have been lost and ignored, female biblical interpreters have found themselves reinventing the wheel from generation to generation. Perhaps the fact that Trible had forbearers she knew nothing of strengthens the validity of her own interpretive work. As Carol Newsom suggests, the repetition of women’s reflections on Scripture, arrived at independently from generation to generation, speaks to the truth of their insights.2 The veracity of Newsom’s comment notwithstanding, the recovery of women’s voices on Scripture means female biblical interpreters no longer need go it alone or reinvent the wheel. We can stand on the shoulders of the great cloud of women interpreters who have gone before, to be carried high, raised up by their insights, and hopefully see further because of their bold and brave forays into biblical interpretation and their attempts to enlarge our understanding of Scripture.










1

INTERPRETING EVE


IN THE BEGINNING, according to Genesis 1, God created and ordered and sorted and classified the world and all that is in it. When it came to human beings, this activity of creating and sorting included, among other things, sexual differentiation—male and female, man and woman, Adam and Eve, the same yet different. Of course, exactly how men and women are the same and different and what this means for our day-to-day activities has been a topic of debate since the beginning of time. Do men and women have different intellectual, spiritual, moral, or emotional capacities? Are men especially suited for leading and women for serving? Are men and women equal or did God create women to be subordinate to men? Is gender difference an indication of God’s intentions for the roles each is to play in society, church, and marriage? Or are the characteristics and roles associated with gender culturally conceived and passed along? At the center of this debate about the nature and role of women, at least in the Christian tradition, has been the biblical character Eve, the archetypal woman of Genesis 1–3. Not simply one woman among many, Eve came to represent all women, her characteristics, role, and behavior defining the very essence of what it is to be female. As Eve was Woman, women were Eve.

But what exactly does the Bible say about Eve? And what conclusions can we draw from the depiction of Eve in Scripture about the nature of women? Answering these questions has been the task of biblical commentators and church authorities—the great majority of whom, through much of Christian history, were male. And though it would be wrong to suggest that these early interpreters were of one mind about Eve, a dominant interpretive tradition soon emerged in which the broad contours of Eve’s constitution and character were construed quite negatively. Influenced by Greek philosophy and Aristotelian thought,1 the majority of early interpreters concluded that Eve was an inferior and secondary creation who bore primary responsibility for plunging the world into sin and strife. As all women were Eve, this interpretive tradition provided divine sanction for a system of patriarchy and male headship that made women subordinate to their fathers, husbands, and brothers and denied them the right to own property, to pursue formal education, to marry freely, to vote for civic leaders, to participate in public affairs, to choose a profession, and to share in ecclesiastical leadership.

Men, however, were not the only ones interpreting Eve. From as early as the fourth century, women have been reading the story of Eve for themselves, incorporating their reflections into poems, tracts, devotionals, children’s Bibles, dialogues, advice, and prayer books. Excluded from ecclesial structures of influence and authority and barred from the academy, theirs was the work of the lay person, theology on the ground that flowed out of the realities and struggles of daily life as women found themselves confronted with church pronouncements and cultural attitudes that diminished their personhood. Though widely circulated in their own day, over the course of history, women’s readings of Eve have been lost, buried, or forgotten. This book is an attempt to recover their voices and to supplement the more familiar history of male perspectives on Eve with women’s interpretations. At the heart of this work, then, is a simple question: What did women in history think of Eve? Did women see Eve as an inferior and secondary creation? Did women hold Eve primarily responsible for introducing sin into the world? Did women accept the guilt and shame of Eve’s sin?

For a large majority of women writing on Eve, the answer was no. Though some women interpreters assumed the legitimacy of the dominant reading of Eve, a great many offered considerably more sympathetic if not positive portrayals, resisting in subtle and not-so-subtle ways the image of Eve and the accompanying assumptions about women that emerged from the dominant tradition. In women interpreters, then, we discover a legacy of Eve that is much more than male headship and female subordination, inferiority and guilt for original sin. It is also—or often, by contrast—a legacy of women discovering that they have been created in the image of God, of women finding in Eve an ally and a resource for promoting greater rights and freedoms for women, of women discovering, like Eve, worth and empowerment in their relationship to the divine.


WOMEN READING EVE

Readers may be surprised to find out that women in history engaged in biblical interpretation, and such a response would be appropriate. For much of history, social expectations and educational limitations discouraged women from reading, writing, and publishing on Scripture.2 The few women who did write on and circulate devotional, theological, or exegetical material for public benefit tended to be wealthy or culturally well-connected and often well-educated despite the lack of access to formal avenues for education.3 Many of these women received private tutoring in classical literature, philosophy, and languages or were self-taught (or both), having access to extensive libraries that included Greek literature and philosophy as well as the theological works of the church fathers. Additionally and perhaps more significantly, they often had male advocates who encouraged them to write, endorsed their work, and saw to its publication or circulation.4 Until the nineteenth century, then, which saw an increase in women’s access to education and a growing acceptance of women writing children’s Bibles and devotionals, women’s interpretations of Scripture were relatively rare. The women who did publish their work before this time were truly exceptional, often possessing extraordinary intellectual gifts. Anna Maria van Schurman (1607–1678), who produced a Dutch paraphrase of Genesis 1–3, for instance, was proficient in fourteen different languages—including Latin, Greek, Hebrew, Aramaic, Arabic, and Syriac—and often corresponded with other learned colleagues (male and female) in Greek, Hebrew, Latin, and French.

Though denied formal education, then, women’s interpretations and engagements with Scripture were quite learned, demonstrating impressive hermeneutical sophistication and close attention to the details of the text. For example, Rachel Speght (fl. 1617), the daughter of a Calvinist minister, wrote a defense of the worth and dignity of women in which she argued for reading Paul’s writings in light of the specific historical context and holding his words about women’s nature and roles in tension with the egalitarian message of Genesis 1–2. In her effort to promote greater appreciation for women, particularly in the context of marriage, Ester Sowernam (fl. 1617) imaginatively reconstructed the post-fall Adam as a loving and affectionate husband who never blamed Eve for the fall nor regarded her with scorn but instead treated her with the utmost tenderness and respect, recognizing in her the source of his own redemption.

Other women interpreters, like Sarah Towne Martyn (1805–1879), drew attention to features of the text that complicated the dominant tradition, such as the more positive qualities of Eve’s curiosity, wonder, and thoughtfulness. In a similar vein, Sarah Hale (1788–1879), highlighting the text’s silence about the character’s motivations, suggested that Eve was approached by and responded to the serpent not because she was the weaker sex but because she was the spiritual spokesperson for the couple. Still others rejected Eve’s archetypal status altogether and challenged the essentializing of women based on Eve. Eve’s mistake or bad behavior was hers alone, Aemilia Lanyer (1569–1645) contended, and does not imply that all women are bad or should bear the guilt and shame of Eve’s sin.

Not all women challenged the traditional reading of Eve. Some women interpreters used the conclusions of the dominant reading of Eve to promote greater respect and opportunities for women. Bathsua Makin (c. 1600–c. 1675), for instance, conceded that the woman is the morally weaker and inferior sex, as exemplified by Eve. But, she argued, such moral ineptitude is not determinative for women. Instead, it is the grounds and incentive for providing women access to classical education, which, Makin argued, would promote in women greater virtue, moral sense, and fortitude against sin.




PAST WOMEN INTERPRETERS AND MODERN FEMINISM

While women interpreters prepared the theological ground for modern feminism, it is important to remember that they were not feminists in the modern sense of the word. Even the most feminist-minded women interpreters often stopped short of pressing for full social equality, advocating instead for small steps that encouraged greater respect and freedoms for women. It would be more accurate to say, then, that many women interpreters had “profeminist” leanings—that is, they were attentive to aspects of sexism in the culture and in the tradition of biblical interpretation that diminished women.5

This is not to say, however, that their interpretations are simply relics of a time gone by or that they have nothing to teach us today. For one thing, they illustrate creative and close readings of the text, attending to details that in our familiarity with these passages we often pass over. In fact, many women interpreters claimed that their inspiration and impulse to advocate for greater rights and freedoms for women came directly from their engagement with the Bible, noting aspects of the narrative of Adam and Eve that had often been overlooked. Reading Genesis with past interpreters, male or female, can help us become more attentive to the text, then, to what it says and what it does not say and, in this way, to become better readers of Scripture ourselves.

Moreover, through their close readings of the text, women’s interpretations expose the unexpressed assumptions that undergird traditional readings of this narrative, reminding us that interpretation is never detached or disinterested, isolated from our own beliefs, contexts, and experiences. In this respect, their work reminds us of the situatedness of our readings of Scripture, thereby encouraging in us a healthy dose of humility about our own interpretive work. For just as interpretation is not disinterested, it is also not innocuous. Interpretations of Scripture have the power to bring about harm or to effect healing, to tear down or to lift up. Women interpreters understood this and recognized that though Eve had become the justification for their oppression and marginalization, interpreted differently—or “rightly” they might say—she could be the catalyst for their liberation. We need to hear from women interpreters, then, because the differences in the way women experience the world from their male counterparts lends them different insights into the truths of Scripture. And if, as nineteenth-century social reformer Francis Willard noted, we seek to discern the truth of “the Bible’s full-orbed revelation,” we will need woman’s eye and man’s eye together.6 This book, in recovering the perspective of past women interpreters, is a step toward that truth of the Bible’s full-orbed revelation of the biblical Eve and her legacy in history.




A CLOSER LOOK AT GENESIS 1–3

Readers may be wondering at this point how one text can produce such diverse interpretations. The variations in Eve’s characterization center on multiple ambiguities, silences, and gaps in the first three chapters of Genesis. For example, Genesis 2 describes Adam as being created first and Eve formed later from Adam’s rib to be a helpmate who corresponds to him. While the text offers detailed information about the mechanics of Eve’s creation, it is silent about what these details signify, particularly as they pertain to the nature and role of Eve. Does Eve’s secondary creation, for instance, denote inferiority? Or, does being created last make her the crowning glory of God’s creation? Does being formed from man’s rib mean the woman is derivative and thus subordinate to him? Or does it indicate a relationship of intimacy and mutuality between the man and the woman?

Those who claim that the order of creation signifies Eve’s inferiority often appeal to the description of Eve as an ʿēzer “helpmate” for support. In the Hebrew Bible, however, ʿēzer is also used to describe God’s relationship to Israel (see Ps 33:20, 70:5). As such, the characterization of both Eve and God as an ʿēzer suggests that this word does not denote status at all but rather describes a behavior, the activity of sustaining, upholding, and blessing the life of another. Far from confirming a hierarchical interpretation, then, the word ʿēzer maintains the ambiguity.

Likewise, while Adam’s recognition of Eve in Genesis 2:23 may imply a relationship of authority and dominion over her, it need not be so. Unlike Adam’s classification of the animals in Genesis 2:19-20, which involves a specific formula for naming in the Hebrew Bible, Adam’s address to Eve in Genesis 2:23 reads more like a moment of recognition whereby Adam discovers in Eve a creature like himself.7 The differences syntactically are quite striking. Both clauses are built around the verb qārāʾ “to call.” In the first instance, however, the text uses the active voice of the verb + the noun šēm “name,” as in “Adam called the names (to the animals) . . .” while in the second case, the verb qārāʾ is in the passive voice without the noun šēm, as in “this one shall be called.”8 The lack of the naming formula and the use of the passive voice in the second instance suggest that instead of acting upon the woman with authority and dominion, Adam is receiving and rejoicing in this creature God now brings to him to alleviate his aloneness. Like the word ʿēzer, then, Genesis 2:23 does little to clarify the biblical witness regarding the status and ordering of man and woman.

Further ambiguities surround Genesis 1:26-28. In these verses, God creates the man and the woman simultaneously. But how does one reconcile this description of simultaneous creation with the testimony of Genesis 2 discussed above? Modern scholars attribute the differences in these creation accounts to two sources, the Priestly tradition (Gen 1:1–2:3) and the Yahwist tradition (Gen 2:4–3:24), with their attendant theologies of God and human beings. Early interpreters, however, upholding the unity of the canon and its witness, sought to harmonize these two chapters and generated various proposals for reading them together, each which had an impact on the characterization of Eve. For instance, some argued that Genesis 1 is a more general account of creation, cosmic and comprehensive in its scope, attributing the existence of all things to the creative and generative power of God. Genesis 2 is a recapitulation that zeroes in on the creation of humanity, filling in details omitted in Genesis 1 and depicting the intimacy of God’s relationship with human beings. This particular formula for harmonizing the accounts privileges the testimony of Genesis 2 on humanity’s origins, thereby upholding the notion of Eve as a secondary creation and reinforcing Eve’s inferiority.

Others, however, asserted that prior to Eve’s creation in Genesis 2, the ʾādām “human being” was sexually undifferentiated and only became Adam, the man, when Eve was created. This proposal takes its cues for understanding Genesis 2:21-23 from Genesis 1:26-28, maintaining the simultaneous creation of human beings and subsequently the equality of the sexes. How one harmonizes these two creation accounts, then, has a significant impact on one’s perspective on Eve and her relationship to Adam.

Turning to the words themselves, more questions emerge. What does it mean, for instance, that man and woman are created in the image and likeness of God? Do the man and the woman image God in rationality, moral sensibility, creativity, dominion, or some combination of these? Do they image God as man and woman together or as individuals? Do they equally bear the image of God or does man image God in a way that woman does not (see 1 Cor 11:7-12)?9 And to what extent, if any, was the image of God in human beings lost after Adam and Eve’s disobedience? Again, how one answers these questions affects one’s understanding of human beings and, more particularly, how one thinks about what it means to be men and women.

Finally, Genesis 3 describes the disobedience of Adam and Eve but is silent on matters of emotions and motives, leaving much room for interpreters to speculate. Why, for instance, did Eve eat of the fruit? Was it because, in her trusting nature and generous spirit, she assumed the serpent to be speaking truth? Or did she sin intentionally out of pride and a desire to be like God? What about Adam? Did he eat out of love for and solidarity with his wife or did he eat for selfish gain? Was he enticed by Eve to eat of the fruit or did he eat of his own free will? And what are we to make of God’s response in Genesis 3:14-19 to Adam and Eve’s sin? Was God pronouncing judgment on Adam and Eve for their disobedience? Or was God describing the consequences of their sin?10 Are these words prescriptive, delineating the new norm for humanity in a postlapsarian world? Or are they descriptive of the world in its sinful state as it awaits redemption in Jesus Christ?

Evident, even from this cursory review, is that how interpreters resolve the ambiguities of these chapters profoundly influences their assessment of Eve and, consequently, their understanding of what it means to be male and female. This is not to say that readings of this text are merely a constellation of the interpreter’s assumptions about gender as if the text itself has no impact on the reader. Consensus—or at least resemblance—among interpreters on a good number of points suggests that important affirmations can be made on the basis of Genesis 1–3. For example, God created both male and female in his image and gave them dominion over creation. God desired that man not be alone and created Eve to meet the need for community and intimacy that the animals could not. Finally, Adam and Eve both disobeyed God, an act which had disastrous consequences on their relationships with God, with each other, and with the land. These affirmations aside, however, when it comes to the assessment of Eve’s character, the text seems reticent to render judgment, leaving that task to the interpreter.




EARLY INTERPRETERS TALK ABOUT EVE

While the text is restrained in its description of Eve, early interpreters were not, readily filling in the gaps and silences and resolving the ambiguities to offer their assessments of the first woman in the Bible. One has only to think of the notoriously polemical remarks of Tertullian of Carthage (c. 160–c. 225) in an address to women.

And do you not know that you are (each) an Eve? The sentence of God on this sex of yours lives in this age: the guilt must of necessity live too. You are the devil’s gateway: you are the unsealer of the (forbidden) tree: you are the first deserter of the divine law: you are she who persuaded him whom the devil was not valiant enough to attack. You destroyed so easily God’s image, man. On account of your desert—that is, death—even the Son of God had to die.11


Tertullian was not alone in his harsh assessment of Eve. Other early interpreters offered similarly negative portrayals. Ambrose of Milan (c. 340–397), for instance, claimed that Eve demonstrated woman’s moral inferiority and predisposition to sin when she embellished God’s command regarding the tree of the knowledge of good and evil (Gen 3:3).12 Here, Ambrose holds Eve responsible for misspeaking and misrepresenting God even though the text itself is silent about how Eve came to know of the command or the source of its embellishment.13 Ambrose also holds Eve responsible for Adam’s eating of the fruit and rebelling against God, claiming, “He [Adam] fell by his wife’s fault and not because of his own,” for she intentionally made her husband participate in her own wrongdoing.14 Finally, he concluded that because the text describes God as “building” Eve from man’s rib (Gen 2:22) and thereby forming a human household in the uniting of Adam and Eve,15 the proper setting for women’s activity is the home. In this way, the biblical text warrants, for Ambrose, the limitation of the woman’s role to the private sphere where women are to engage in “domestic ministrations.”16 Throughout, Ambrose accentuates the differences between Adam and Eve and expresses these differences in terms of Eve’s inferiority.

Augustine of Hippo (354–430) followed Ambrose in his conviction that women and men are inherently different, arguing that woman is man’s “help meet” (Gen 2:18 KJV) in procreation but not in companionship. If God had intended to provide man a companion, Augustine contended, he would have created another man.17 Augustine further argued that because woman was created second, she is, by nature, subject to and to be ruled by her husband. After the rebellion of Adam and Eve, Augustine suggests that this hierarchical ordering of the sexes takes on a new gravity, becoming God’s means for restraining the increase of sin.18 Man’s headship plays an essentially negative function, then, to keep women in check and thwart her moral degeneracy. For Augustine, woman’s subjugation to man is a justifiable punishment because of woman’s appetite for and inclination to sin, typified in Eve’s succumbing to the serpent.

Strongly influenced by Aristotle, Thomas Aquinas’s (1225–1274) reflections on Genesis 1–3 again reinforced the notion of Eve as the inferior sex. Like Aristotle, Aquinas held that “the woman is defective and misbegotten,” reflecting a common medieval belief that the birth of a female was the result of a defect at conception.19 For Aquinas, then, male is the norm and female the aberration. Aquinas further asserted that male supremacy and headship is warranted because man is more rational than woman, woman being “the weaker sex.”20 Reflecting on the popular question of who is more responsible for humanity’s sinful condition, Aquinas argued that woman’s sin is greater since (1) she was more puffed up with pride, which made her vulnerable to the serpent’s temptations; (2) she sinned against both God and her neighbor, that is, Adam; (3) she received the greater punishment, suggesting she committed the greater failing; and (4) Adam was motivated to eat the fruit not by selfishness or pride, but by love and goodwill for his wife.21 The Eve depicted in Aquinas’s work, then, is a less rational, inferior human being whose excessive pride led to humanity’s downfall.

By the Middle Ages, the identification of Eve and the female gender with sin was commonplace, fostered not only by biblical commentary but also by the widespread adoption of the Latin Vulgate as the Bible translation of choice. Rather curiously, Jerome omits from the Vulgate the phrase “who was with her” in Genesis 3:6, making Eve doubly culpable for the fall and responsible for Adam’s sin. By implying Adam’s absence during the serpent’s conversation with Eve, the Vulgate portrays Eve as the seduced who becomes the seducer, beguiling a naive Adam to eat the forbidden fruit.22 By the twelfth century, this association became inscribed in religious art with Peter Comestor’s Historia scholastica depicting the serpent with a female head. In effect, this artistic rendering of the temptation equated women—and more particularly, women’s sexuality—with the serpent’s wily ways such that women came to be seen as the embodiment and source of evil and immorality.23 After the twelfth century, representation of the serpent in art took on increasingly feminine features, reinforcing this view of women for the largely illiterate masses.

Not all early biblical interpreters represented Eve this negatively. John Chrysostom (347–407), for instance, affirmed the original equality of women with men, commenting that woman is “like man in every detail—rational, capable of rendering what would be of assistance in times of need and the pressing necessities of life.”24 She was to share equally with man in esteem and dominion over creation, he claimed.25 Similarly, Gregory the Great (540–604) espoused sexual equality prior to the fall, suggesting that woman’s subjugation to man was not part of God’s original design for male-female relations.26

Assertions of women’s equality, however, were complicated by the rather enigmatic words of 1 Corinthians 11:7. While Genesis 1:27 clearly affirms the image of God in both woman and man, 1 Corinthians 11:7 implies, by its silence, that only man images God, suggesting man’s spiritual superiority and headship.27 To reconcile these two texts, Chrysostom held that woman was originally created in God’s image, sharing with Adam dominion over the earth, but lost the divine image when Eve disobeyed and was made subject to the man.28 In his literal commentary on Genesis, Augustine maintained that the woman, being fully human, images God in having a mind endowed with reason. However, he restricts the image of God in woman only to those aspects of her being which she shares with man and not in qualities or characteristics that are uniquely female.29 In other words, woman images God only insofar as she images man. While the majority of early interpreters held to some formulation by which they affirmed and denied the image of God in women, at least one commentator, Basil of Caesarea (329–379) insisted without qualification that both the man and the woman are created in the image of God and, as such, are equal in dignity and virtue.30

Further support for egalitarian readings of Eve came from medieval interpreters like Peter Lombard (c. 1096–1164) whose Sentences affirmed that the woman was to be the man’s companion, neither lording it over him nor being his slave.31 Lombard’s comment was later reiterated by Aquinas, who wrote, “the woman should neither use authority over man, and so she was not made from his head; nor was it right for her to be subject to man’s contempt as his slave, and so she was not made from his feet.”32 Instead, Aquinas affirmed, woman is made from man’s rib to signify the social union of the man and the woman. As a result, it is natural for the man to love his wife because in doing so, he is, quite literally, loving himself.33 Another more positive reading of Eve emerged in the work of Humbert de Romans (c. 1200–1277), a Master of the Dominican order, who noted that while Adam was created outside the garden, Eve had the distinct honor of being made in Paradise and on account of this, is divinely endowed with dignity and worth.34

Finally, while some commentators held Eve primarily responsible for plunging the world into sin, not all were comfortable with this formulation. Melito of Sardis (fl. 170), for instance, held Adam wholly responsible for the sin in the garden.35 Other interpreters mitigated Eve’s guilt by positing Mary as the new Eve whose obedience cancelled out Eve’s error.36 For as “death came through Eve, life came through Mary,” Jerome wrote.37 Through her humility and obedience, Mary rectified Eve’s error by participating in the redemption of humankind, becoming the true “mother of all living.” Through this popular Eve/Mary topos, woman became both the cause of humankind’s sin and the source of humankind’s redemption.38




EARLY WOMEN ON EVE

Though some early interpreters raised concerns and questions that challenged the negative assessment of Eve, the image of an inferior and morally weak Eve dominated and became the established and authoritative reading. It is not surprising, then, that women interpreters absorbed this reading of Eve and reflected it to varying extents in their own work. Fourth-century Latin poet Faltonia Betitia Proba (ca. 320–ca. 370), the first known female to write about Eve, for instance, does little to challenge this negative assessment, largely reproducing it in the poem Cento Virgilianus. Here Proba describes Eve as an “impious wife,”39 “filled with “madness,”40 and the origin and cause of all ills.41 In recounting God’s handiwork in creating the world, Proba drew heavily on Genesis 1. However, when detailing the formation of humanity, Proba appealed to the narrative in Genesis 2. This led her to dismiss, in large part, the testimony of Genesis 1:27 and assign the image of God, who she renders as physically male, only to Adam.42 Throughout, Proba emphasizes Eve’s secondary status and her responsibility for sin, reiterating and reinforcing the dominant reading of Eve.

Aelia Eudocia Augusta (c. 401–460), the wife of the Byzantine Emperor Theodosius II, followed suit. Eudocia brought her classical education and her Christian faith together in a Homeric cento that included stories from the Old and New Testament. Like Proba, her portrayal of Eve was rather unflattering, comparing Eve with Clytemnestra, the destructive wife of Agamemnon who intentionally plotted her husband’s demise. Eudocia further blames Eve for the population of hell: “she [Eve] wrought many evils for men; she cast many strong souls to Hades’s abode, wrought hardship for all, caused trouble for many.”43

Later women interpreters, however, would challenge aspects of the received tradition to offer their own, more redemptive readings of Eve. Appealing to comments and ideas of early interpreters like Chrysostom, Basil, Gregory, and Lombard, they began to destabilize the conclusions of the normative interpretation, even if only in small ways. A good example of this is the work of the twelfth-century medieval mystic Hildegard von Bingen (1098–1179). In her Scivias, Hildegard spoke rather consistently of women as the weaker sex who, by nature, are subordinate to men.44 However, she also portrayed a more dignified and sympathetic Eve than that of her male contemporaries. For instance, like Basil, Hildegard maintained that women, being fully human, are also full image-bearers of God.45 Later, reflecting on Eve’s participation in the fall, Hildegard suggests that Eve yielded to the serpent’s seductions not out of willfulness or pride but because of her softer nature. For Hildegard, Eve was not so much a rebellious sinner, but a victim of the devil, violated by the serpent.46

Additionally, like some earlier commentators, Hildegard invited her audience to consider Eve not only in terms of her sin, but also in light of Mary’s obedience and humility. She argued that Mary, as the second Eve, not only redeemed what was lost through Eve but came to embody Eve’s original and, as such, her truest nature. According to Hildegard, then, Mary points us back to the prelapsarian Eve as a model for both men and women of the restored humanity, that is, a model for what humanity is by their baptism into the church and what they will yet become. Because of Eve’s association with the female sex in general, Hildegard’s rehabilitation of Eve offered women a more constructive way of thinking about what it means to be a woman.

These early women interpreters reflect something of the struggle women had with Eve. To affirm the received tradition was to denigrate their own sex and accept the many implications and limitations placed on women because of Eve. This, however, became an increasingly untenable position. As such, even Proba and Eudocia—who wrote of Eve in rather disparaging ways—implicitly challenged the received tradition by composing and circulating their Centos and thereby assuming a public voice. Similarly, Hildegard, though not interested in overturning the tradition with respect to worldly matters, gave Eve (and by association, all women) pride of place in the divine reality. Thus even women who in their writing accepted the received tradition of Eve pushed back in subtle and not-so-subtle ways. By the early fifteenth century, women’s struggle with Eve and the received tradition took on new urgency with the circulation of misogynist texts that attacked the worth, dignity, virtue, and even humanity of women. Beginning with Christine de Pizan in Letter of a God of Love (1399), women began publishing defenses of women in growing numbers, which, among other things, offered alternative readings of Eve. As the centuries unfolded, women would revisit the story of Eve again and again in their efforts to challenge cultural and ecclesiastical norms in favor of what they believed to be a more biblical understanding of gender. It is to their work we now turn.
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DEFENDING WOMEN’S WORTH


IN 2007, THE AMERICAN PSYCHOLOGICAL ASSOCIATION (APA) released a report examining the sexualization of girls in popular culture.1 In their study, the task force noted that women, scantily clad and positioned to convey sexual availability, flash across our screens and infiltrate the pages of our magazines with such frequency and uniformity that female objectification has itself become a norm.2 While this phenomenon may be attributed in part to a growing comfortability with human sexuality, psychologists have begun to note the disturbing effects that such stereotyping has had on the development and well-being of girls and women.

The concern is that these images of women seen on TV, on the internet, and in magazines have come to set the standard for what is socially desirable. They define for girls what it means to be female, establishing the criteria by which girls size each other up and by which the rest of society assesses them. By putting physical appearance at the center of a woman’s value, mainstream media encourages girls to become one-dimensional, spending significant amounts of time and energy on their physical appearance rather than on educational, professional, or service-oriented pursuits.3 Failure to achieve these standards for beauty can make girls feel abnormal and cause them to experience shame, preoccupation with body image, anxiety, disordered eating attitudes, and low self-esteem. Furthermore, the attention and fame awarded to women sexualized in the media makes sexual objectification seem desirable, encouraging girls to objectify themselves through clothing, “beauty” products, and body art that foregrounds their sexuality.4

The problem extends beyond issues of self-image, however. The sexualization of women in the media has been linked to the rise of sexist attitudes in society at large and the casual acceptance of violence toward women. According to a 2010 report by the Center for Disease Control, sexual violence against women continues to be a significant problem in the United States.5 Nearly one in five women in the United States has been the victim of rape or attempted rape at some point in her life. One in every four women has experienced severe physical violence. Growing evidence suggests that if media images of women convey the value of women only in terms of their beauty and sexuality, it becomes difficult for men, women, and girls to see value in women beyond these attributes.6

To be sure, the unidimensional portrayal of women in the media is not a new problem. Throughout history in literature and art, the depiction of women has been constructed almost exclusively by male artists and authors, their characterizations of women often reflecting more about their own fantasies and fears than about the female sex. Even so, these images influenced societal views about the nature and role of women. In the face of such unsavory characterizations and demeaning stereotypes, women in history found ways to resist internalizing sexism by reimagining what it means to be a woman through the eyes of God. This resistance found formal expression in Europe in the fifteenth through the seventeenth centuries as women courageously began to write and circulate their own literary texts, calling out and denouncing popular misogynist works while offering more redemptive ideas about what it means to be a woman.7 It is to their stories that we now turn.


FIFTEENTH- TO SEVENTEENTH-CENTURY LITERARY DEFENSES OF WOMEN

The year was 1399. Europe was on the threshold of an intellectual and cultural awakening with the rediscovery of classical texts—Greek poetry, philosophy, and the theological writings of the church fathers. It was a time of promise and possibility, of experimentation and wonder, of new forays into philosophy, art, architecture, science, music, and religion. It was also, however, a time that witnessed the revival of misogynist texts and the new publication of full-scale literary attacks on women.8 Giovanni Boccaccio’s Il Corbaccio (1355), for instance, offered readers an extensive survey of women who embodied stereotypical female vices and defects.9 French fabliaux, comical French tales which circulated in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, portrayed women as evil-minded hags, betraying wives, and foolish girls. Courtly literature and love ballads aired bitter denunciations of women. Sermons spoke freely of the seductive powers of women, tempting and enticing men to all manner of depravity and fallenness. To be sure, such negative portrayals of women were not new. But with the renewed influence of misogynist literature from the past, these disturbing depictions of women found an accepting and impressionable audience.

Not all, however, were comfortable with these literary sketches of women. A young Viennese writer, Christine de Pizan (1363–c. 1430), found them baffling, recognizing little of her own experience in these caricatures. Troubled by these images and concerned about the impact they were having on the lives of real women—mothers, sisters, wives, and daughters—Christine10 took up her pen in protest. Her goal was not simply to challenge received ideas about women, but to reconstruct the image of women more positively as human beings of dignity and value, fearfully and wonderfully made, beloved and delighted in by their divine maker.

Christine was the first but not the only woman to write in defense of her sex. Following her lead, a considerable number of women of the fifteenth to the seventeenth century wrote poems, prayers, treatises, dialogues, and devotionals as a way to resist their own diminishment and promote a more godly, redemptive, and liberating view of women in home and society. These women recognized the disconnect between their experience as women in the world and what God had intended for them. In response, they returned to the Scriptures, searching the Bible for themselves to develop a more faithful understanding of gender and more specifically of what it means to be a woman.11

For many of these women, their work of resistance and reconstruction began with Genesis 1–3 and the narrative of Adam and Eve. At first glance, these chapters in Genesis may seem ill-suited to the task given that they had long been used to support negative assessments of women. Reading the text closely, however, women interpreters arrived at different conclusions about Eve, contending that, rightly interpreted, these chapters speak not of female weakness and male headship, but of divine love, blessing, and grace poured out on both male and female. Women are a gift, female interpreters argued, not a curse.

How women interpreters arrived at these conclusions from the opening chapters of Genesis is the subject of this chapter. What follows is a survey of the interpretive work of seven women from the fifteenth to the seventeenth century hailing from various communities across Europe, each of whom argued for a more redemptive reading of Eve. Beginning with the trailblazer herself, we turn our attention to the work of Christine de Pizan.




CHRISTINE DE PIZAN: REFASHIONING EVE

Christine de Pizan takes up the story of biblical Eve in two separate works, the poem Letter of the God of Love (1399)12 and The Book of the City of Ladies (1405).13 On both occasions, her engagement with the biblical text is foundational to her larger project of deconstructing and redeeming the image of women from that found in popular literature. Letter of the God of Love, for instance, takes to task the thirteenth-century bestseller Le Roman de la Rose by Jean de Meun and its classical inspiration Ovid’s The Art of Love14 for caricaturizing women as fickle and weak and reducing them to objects of men’s amorous advances.15 Similarly, The Book of the City of Ladies is a rejoinder to Lamentations by Matheolus, a satirical tirade popularized in the late fourteenth century in which the author complains about God’s decision to create the woman and longs for the final judgment day when, like all other forms of evil, the female sex will disappear.16 For Christine, these depictions are not only demeaning in their portrayal of women but are theologically flawed. How, she wonders, could a worthy artisan like God, the supreme craftsman, “have deigned to make such an abominable work” as the female sex described by Matheolus?17 Either God’s creative work is defective, or this depiction of women is wrong. Returning to the biblical text and the narrative of Eve, Christine ventures to discern the truth of the matter for herself.

In an effort to find out what the Bible really says about women, Christine starts with Genesis 1:26-28.

And he said: Let us make man to our image and likeness: and let him have dominion over the fishes of the sea, and the fowls of the air, and the beasts, and the whole earth, and every creeping creature that moveth upon the earth. And God created man to his own image: to the image of God he created him: male and female he created them. And God blessed them, saying: Increase and multiply, and fill the earth, and subdue it, and rule over the fishes of the sea, and the fowls of the air, and all living creatures that move upon the earth. (Gen 1:26-28, Douai-Rheims)18


Here, in this opening chapter of Scripture, in this first testimony about what it means to be male and female, Christine discovers an emphasis on sameness between the sexes, not difference. Both male and female are created in the image of God. This sameness, for Christine, does not exist only at the level of generalities, but manifests itself in practical and tangible ways. Following the church fathers, Christine argues that the image of God is lodged in the soul, which has no gender distinction. God gave the same good and noble soul to men and women alike. As the soul was believed to be the nucleus of human intelligence, skill, judgment, and good sense,19 male and female share equally in moral and intellectual capacity. In their essence, then, by God’s design, men and women are equal in all the ways that are fundamental and distinctive to what it means to be human. To suggest otherwise—to claim, for instance, that women have a defective intellectual or moral faculty—for Christine, is to “slander the vessel which bears the imprint of God” and comes awfully close to maligning God himself.20

Christine goes on to examine the details of Eve’s creation in Genesis 2. Even here, however, she finds no biblical indication that the woman is a secondary or inferior being. Eve, she notes, was made from the noblest substance of God’s created order, that is, the man. According to medieval logic, created matter assumes the dignity and worth of its material cause or origin.21 As such, Eve takes on the value and honor of the man from whom she is made. Additionally, Christine notes that God especially honored Eve by forming her in Paradise in contrast to Adam, who was created from the mud of Damascus and therefore outside of the garden.22

Following medieval interpreters, Christine further observes that Eve was created from the rib of the man, located in the middle of his body. From this she concludes that the woman “should stand at his [man’s] side as a companion and never lie at his feet like a slave.”23 The reason for this is not only because she is his equal, but because she is part of him and there is an intimacy and mutuality between them that is rooted in her very creation. As Eve was made from Adam, he should be inclined to love her, not dominate or demean her, for—as Aquinas before her had noted—loving Eve is like loving himself.

Briefly, Christine turns her attention to Genesis 3. Here she makes an interesting and important distinction. In Genesis 1 and 2, the reader encounters the creation of the archetypal man and woman as God intended them to be. In Genesis 3, however, there is a shift in the focus of the narrative, moving the spotlight from the Creator to the created and giving readers a window into the activities of the first human beings. Here we see Adam and Eve in a specific moment in time, conversing, eating, and sharing. The choices they make here, Christine suggests, are theirs alone. As such, one ought not judge all women by the actions of Eve in Genesis 3. Instead, just as not all angels are bad because some fell from grace,24 so Eve’s heeding the serpent’s words does not prove that all women are weak and prone to sin. “Commonly, one alone won’t prove the rule,” she contends.25 For this reason, Eve’s sin should not be attributed to all women nor should all women be held accountable for her sin.26

Moving on to examine Eve’s behavior more closely, Christine notes that rather than exhibiting weakness and inconstancy, Eve’s reaction to the serpent is consistent with the noble and good character given her by the Creator. For Christine, it was her innocence and trusting nature that led Eve to believe the serpent’s words as sincere and to relay to Adam what she heard. In other words, Eve was not motivated by pride or glory nor did she “tempt” Adam to sin but acted out of the best qualities of her created nature. Eve intended to do good, wanting the best for her husband, but was deceived. While some might consider Christine’s reading fanciful, her interpretation highlights the surprising silence of the text about Eve’s motivations. We simply do not know, as readers, why Eve passed the fruit along to Adam. As Christine notes, then, ascribing to Eve malicious intent27 is the work of the interpreter, not the text.




ISOTTA NOGAROLA: WHO SINNED MORE?

While Christine de Pizan was driven to the story of Eve by the alarming increase in misogynist literature, Isotta Nogarola (1418–1466) wrote her influential work, Dialogue on the Equal or Unequal Sin of Eve and Adam (1451), primarily as a way to participate in scholarly debate and share her intellectual insights as a humanist scholar.28 This is not to say, however, that her interest in the interpretation of the story of Eve was merely theoretical. As the first single female humanist, Nogarola knew personally the social limitations on women and cultural skepticism about women’s intellectual capabilities that were often supported by appeals to biblical Eve. Though the Dialogue was occasioned by her humanist training and vocation, then, it gave Nogarola an opportunity to weigh in on a debate of immediate significance and to offer her own defense of women that centered on “quite another and contrary viewpoint” of Eve in Genesis 3.29

The work itself narrates a playful dialogue between fellow intellectual and friend, Ludovico Foscarini, and Nogarola about the relative gravity of Adam and Eve’s sin, a topic inspired by Augustine’s suggestion that Adam and Eve sinned unequally in sex but equally in pride.30 Displaying an impressive knowledge of Scripture, theology, and philosophy, Nogarola argues that Eve is less culpable than Adam for the condition of evil in the world because she is the weaker sex. For those who hold firmly to male-female equality, this may be enough to make them stop reading. Yet to do so would be to miss out on Nogarola’s clever and insightful argumentation. Nogarola’s intention here is less about conceding to women’s inferiority and more about highlighting the logical inconsistency of prevailing views about women. Women, she contends, cannot be both the weaker sex by divine design and more culpable for original sin, for “where there is less intellect and less constancy, there is less [blame for] sin.”31 In other words, if the woman is truly the weaker sex, then she cannot be held more responsible for original sin than Adam who, though superior, also participated in sin. To claim Eve as more culpable than Adam is to imply that she had the equivalent moral and intellectual capacity to that of a man, which is akin to saying that men and women are equal. Nogarola leaves the debate open-ended. However, by the end, it is evident that Nogarola’s primary goal is not so much to defend Eve, but to deconstruct the gender ideology of her day.

Debates like this one about who sinned more or who was the guiltier party, Adam or Eve, were common in the medieval period, often serving as the topic for standard school exercises.32 With few exceptions, Eve was found to be more guilty and thus more responsible than Adam for the condition of the world and of humankind. Because of the archetypical significance ascribed to Eve and Adam, the outcome of the debate impacted not just how one assessed the character of these first human beings but the character of all women and all men. All women, then, felt the weight of Eve’s indictment in tangible and intangible ways. One can only imagine the psychological and spiritual burden women carried in being told again and again that they were the reason the Son of God had to die. But the more obvious burden was the imposition of social and legal restrictions to property, education, and a role in public life rooted in this low evaluation of women. Women had to be carefully managed if sin was to be kept in check. Nogarola’s defense, then, was not simply about casting Eve in a more favorable light but about challenging the conclusions drawn from the traditional line of reasoning that rendered women objects to be blamed and controlled.

Ludovici opens the debate with the standard arguments for why Eve’s sin was more severe than Adam’s. (1) Eve received a harsher punishment which suggests that God deemed her sin greater. (2) Unlike Adam who ate the fruit out of love for his wife, Eve was motivated by sinful desires, that is, human pride and a yearning to become like God. And finally, (3) Eve seduced Adam to sin and, as such, she bears the blame for both his sin and her own.33

Nogarola responds first of all by considering the relationship between Eve’s capacity for obedience and her culpability for failure. Eve is the weaker sex, she concedes, morally and intellectually inferior to Adam. However, her inferiority is no fault of her own but by divine design, implanted in her by God. God gave Eve less capacity for obedience and subsequently, less responsibility. She was made to be a helper to the man, created for man’s consolation, his subordinate in every respect. By contrast, God created Adam perfect, giving him greater knowledge of the truth and depth of wisdom as well as important responsibilities and privileges like naming the animals.34 That God esteemed Adam more highly than Eve is evident, Nogarola argues, in the fact that God entrusted to Adam alone the command about the tree of the knowledge of good and evil in Genesis 2:16-17:

And the Lord God commanded the man (and not “them”): “From every tree of the garden ‘you’ (singular) may eat (and not ‘you’ (plural)), for the day ‘you’ (singular) eat of it, ‘you’ (singular) (and not ‘you’ (plural)) will die.”35


She concludes from this that “when gifts increase greater responsibility is imposed.”36 As such, Adam, as the superior sex, is more responsible for obedience and thus more culpable for original sin.

Nogarola moves on to examine Eve’s motivation for partaking of the fruit. It was not pride that caused her fall, Nogarola claims, but rather a desire for the pleasure that comes from knowledge.37 Appealing to Genesis 3:6, Nogarola notes that the Bible explicitly says that Eve ate the fruit because it was pleasing to the eyes and good for increasing knowledge.38 Knowledge, Nogarola contends, is a natural desire, common to all human beings and thus not, in itself, sinful. Where Eve failed was in allowing her desire for knowledge to overpower her judgment so that she was unable to discern the serpent’s deceptions. By contrast, Adam showed explicit contempt for God’s command, eating the fruit from Eve’s hand in full knowledge of his wrongdoing.39 Transgression, such as Adam exhibited, is an act of pride, Nogarola claims, putting one’s own will above the will of God. Because Adam intentionally transgressed God’s command and was not misled as Eve was, he committed the greater sin.40

Next Nogarola considers the relative impact of Adam and Eve’s sin. By her sin, Nogarola comments, Eve “harmed only herself . . . but the man Adam spread the infection of sin to himself and to all future generations.”41 Nogarola derives this notion from the testimony of Scripture, “as the Apostle Paul says, all sinned in Adam”42 and the work of medieval theologians who often attributed the necessity of Christ’s incarnation to the sin of Adam, not Eve.43 With the support of both the Scriptures and church tradition, then, Nogarola suggests that it was Adam and not Eve who passed original sin on to the whole human race. For Nogarola, Adam, not Eve, is the reason the Son of God had to die.

To those who would then say that Eve must bear greater responsibility because she led Adam to sin, Nogarola notes that Adam had the moral and intellectual capacity and freedom to make his own choices. In fact, it is illogical to believe that Eve, as the weaker sex, inferior to Adam, could have compromised his freedom or coerced Adam in any way.44 As such, he alone is responsible for his disobedience and the consequences that followed from eating of the fruit.

Finally, Nogarola considers the punishments of Adam and Eve and what they suggest about the severity of their respective sins. Appealing again to the grammar of the text, Nogarola notes that in Genesis 3:17-19, when God addresses Adam, God uses the singular pronoun “you.” In other words, God’s judgments in these verses are specific to Adam and do not apply to Eve. That the woman also experiences death as described in Adam’s sentence is not because she bears both Adam’s punishment and her own, as others had argued, but because Adam’s punishment is so great that it radiates out beyond the man to affect all of creation.45 If one treats the punishments of the man and the woman separately, Nogarola observes, then the man’s punishment is clearly more terrible than the woman’s, death being a more severe sentence than pain in childbirth.46 And if the punishment is any indication of God’s assessment of Adam and Eve’s sin, then it would seem that God considers Adam to be the guiltier party.

Nogarola’s alternative reading does not release Eve from the charge of sin. In fact, subversively Nogarola aims to show that Eve is responsible for her sin precisely because she has the capacity for obedience, being morally and intellectually equal to Adam. However, she also demonstrates that Eve is not alone in her sin—that if Eve is guilty, so is Adam. As such, it is no good to punish all women for Eve’s sin while at the same time overlooking men’s culpability in Adam.

In some respects, the goals of Christine and Nogarola were modest. Both were more interested in changing common perceptions about women rather than challenging the social order, and their interpretations of Genesis 1–3 reflect that social conservatism. Even so, their work in highlighting what, according to the text, men and women hold in common, what they share in being human, paved the way for other women interpreters who would advocate for social change as an appropriate application of this reading of Eve’s story. It is to these women we now turn.




SEVENTEENTH-CENTURY ITALIAN WOMEN WRITERS:
FINDING FREEDOM IN EVE

By the late fifteenth century, the nature and role of women had become a common subject of literary debate in Italy and across Europe. At least fifty defenses of women were published between 1524 and 1632 in Italy alone.47 Moderata Fonte’s The Worth of Women (1600)48 and Arcangela Tarabotti’s Paternal Tyranny (1654)49 are two such defenses. Like Christine and Nogarola, the reinterpretation of Genesis 1–3 forms the basis of their reflections on gender.

Fonte’s The Worth of Women is a playful and witty dialogue that unfolds between seven women debating the question of who is superior, the man or the woman. Early in the dialogue, the character Lucretia suggests that according to the Bible, women are a secondary creation—subservient to men. Her dialogue partner Corinna quickly counters Lucretia’s statement by claiming that this is a misinterpretation of the creation narrative. Far from being inferior, Corinna suggests, women are the crowning glory of God’s creative activity.50 Through hyperbole, satire, and humor, Fonte presents an overtly pro-woman reading of Eve that challenges the very foundations on which the system of patriarchy is based.

By contrast, Paternal Tyranny is an invective borne of Tarabotti’s anger at a cultural system that deprived women of the ability to make decisions for their own welfare and sanctioned the exercise of what she calls “tyranny” over their lives.51 A victim of this very system, Tarabotti was forced by her father to take religious vows at age sixteen and to live out her days in a Benedictine convent.52 During her years in this monastic community, Tarabotti wrote more than six treatises to protest the oppressions of patriarchy and to argue for the restoration of women’s liberty. Her writing is passionate, rife with the pain and frustration of unrealized hopes and dreams. At times the caustic quality of her comments is off-putting. Still, Tarabotti deserves our attention, for she represents all those whose lives have been diminished, whose full humanity denied on the basis of misinterpretations and misappropriations of Scripture. In her anger, hurt, and frustration, she reminds us of the need to return to the words of Scripture again and again so that we might consider anew God’s will for his people, recognizing in our sinful humanity the capacity to get it wrong.

In this spirit, Tarabotti prophetically calls the church and the wider society to reconsider Genesis 1–3. Here she notes that God the Creator accorded freedom to all human beings, male and female. To endanger or compromise woman’s freedom, then, is to violate God’s divine intentions for her. As such, patriarchy—far from being God’s design for male-female relations in home, church, and society—is an affront to God,53 a testimony to the disorderedness of the world in which we live, a system not to accept or embrace but to grieve and resist.

While the tone of Fonte’s and Tarabotti’s works is vastly different, both write out of a shared conviction that patriarchy is a social construct and not a divinely ordained ordering of human affairs. As the young widow Leonora of Fonte’s The Worth of Women notes,

If we [women] are their [men] inferiors in status, but not in worth, this is an abuse that has been introduced into the world and that men have then, over time, gradually translated into law and custom; and it has become so entrenched that they claim (and even actually believe) that the status they have gained through their bullying is theirs by right.54


For both of these female interpreters, Genesis 1–3, when read rightly, challenges the legitimacy of patriarchy, promoting instead the spiritual and social equality of women and men. It is to their insights into the text that we now turn.

“And the rib that the LORD God had taken from the man he made into a woman” (Gen 2:22). Early interpreters believed that because God made Eve after he made Adam and from the rib of Adam that she was an inferior creation, secondary and derivative, a weaker and less substantial form of man. For Fonte and Tarabotti, however, that God created the woman after the man does not indicate her inferiority but rather her superiority.55 As a seed is inferior to the thing which emerges from it, Fonte comments, so man is more lowly than woman who was created from his body.56 In making her last, God singled out the woman for honor, Tarabotti argues, she being “the compendium of all perfections.”57 Thus, while God infused all his creation with his power, wisdom, and love, he set apart the woman as the final and finishing touch, it being God’s will “that all those catching sight of her should marvel.”58

“I will make him a helper” (Gen 2:18). In a similar way, both Fonte and Tarabotti revisit the notion that the woman was created to be the man’s helper and through careful study of the text, reject the idea that the term helper implies a subordinate status. Instead, they argue that Genesis 2:18, “Then the LORD God said, ‘It is not good that the man should be alone; I will make him a helper as his partner,’” signals parity between the sexes. This is evident, Tarabotti notes, from the fact that the woman was created to complete and perfect the man of whom it is said, “It is not good that the man should be alone.” As woman’s creation completes a limitation in man, the text cannot be made to support man’s superiority. Furthermore, Tarabotti notes that the woman is not just a “helper” but “a help like unto himself.” In other words, the woman is much more than simply another creature, as is clear from the difference between Adam’s reaction to the animals (Gen 2:20) and his reaction to Eve (Gen 2:23). “This at last is bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh,” Adam says. From this, Tarabotti suggests that Eve was created to be his companion and equal, not his inferior. Fonte draws a similar conclusion. Highlighting the ambiguity of the word “helper,” Fonte comments, tongue-in-cheek, that if men need women’s help, “that must mean that they are inferior to us [women].”59

“She took of its fruit and ate” (Gen 3:6). In their examination of Genesis 3, Fonte and Tarabotti conclude with Nogarola that Adam sinned more egregiously. Like Nogarola, they assert that Eve ate in pursuit of knowledge, not out of pride or malice against God.60 As Eve’s intention was good, Fonte and Tarabotti frame her actions not so much in terms of sin, but as a mistake.61 Eve exercised misguided judgment. What she did in eating the fruit is still wrong, they suggest. However, Eve’s error pales in comparison with Adam, who ate out of greed, selfishly desiring the sumptuous fruit for himself.62

In assessing their relative guilt, Tarabotti takes particular notice of what it took to induce Eve versus Adam to eat the forbidden fruit. Was Eve morally weak and more susceptible to temptation than Adam? For Tarabotti, Genesis 3 suggests quite the opposite. Though Eve ate the fruit first, it took all the wiles and trickery of the serpent, that is, the devil, to deceive her.63 By contrast, Adam was taken in by the natural charms of a human being, the woman.64 Furthermore, Adam was fully conscious that in partaking of the fruit, he was offending God. In this respect, Adam’s behavior resembles Lucifer, who rebelled against God out of puffed up pride, craving his power and glory. For Tarabotti, Adam’s sin is particularly heinous because of the level of friendship and intimacy God had extended Adam. God had taken Adam into his confidence about many profound matters, Tarabotti claims, and given Adam everything his heart desired (including a “sweet companion”). Furthermore, Adam alone received the explicit command not to eat of the forbidden fruit.65 After all of this, Adam repays God with rebellion. Surely this is a worse betrayal than Eve’s “mistake.” “Man, who boasts of being strong,” Tarabotti insists, “should have resisted; there is no excuse for his sin.”66

According to Fonte and Tarabotti, God agreed. Adam’s sin is more grievous than Eve’s. This is why God’s response to Eve and Adam after their disobedience is uneven. Only when Adam eats of the fruit, Tarabotti notes, does God intervene, summoning “Adam, where art thou?” to signal that he was the principal source of human rebellion.67 Furthermore, Tarabotti contends, God does not “punish” Eve, he only punishes Adam by cursing his labor.68 When God speaks to Eve in Genesis 3:16, he does not curse her but rather describes the consequences of her actions. “Thou shalt be under thy husband’s power, and he shall have dominion over thee.”69 This, Tarabotti suggests, is not a punishment but a warning, cautioning women that their husbands will strip them of all authority should they succumb to their “wifely sentiment” and yield to their husband’s demands.70 In other words, by outlining the consequences of Eve’s actions, God means to advise women against surrendering their freedom to men.

Applying this principle to her own situation, Tarabotti notes that God nowhere charges Adam with the task of starting and forcing women to join religious orders. Men who force women into cloisters, she claims, are like the devil himself who assumes a role that does not belong to him.71 For God gave both the man and the woman free choice, freedom to choose to obey or disobey God, but also freedom to make one’s own choices in life without being coerced or forced or limited or regulated by another on the basis of gender. Tarabotti sees this freedom exhibited in Eve in Genesis 3:6 when she chose for herself to eat the fruit without needing to seek her husband’s consent. Here we see that Eve’s will was not tied to Adam’s, but she was permitted, even created, to act independently.72 While some might argue that it is precisely the woman’s misuse of her free will that resulted in the institution of patriarchy and the curbing of her freedoms after the fall, this argument fails to account for why Adam would not have suffered the same consequences, having also misused his free will to choose badly. After all, it is Adam who intentionally disobeyed God’s command and exhibited a will inclined against God, Tarabotti insists. As such, it makes no sense that God would rescind the woman’s freedom alone. Instead, Tarabotti suggests that if women have lost their freedom, it is because what God intended for both men and women, men have assumed only for themselves.73

Tarabotti paints the woman’s life as an ongoing struggle against those who would seek to dominate or control her. There is hope, however, for in Genesis 3:15, God announces the promise that there will come one who will crush the head of the serpent, thereby rescuing women from the “injustices suffered.”74 Like all evil, in God’s redemptive plan, one day patriarchy will be eradicated and women’s freedom restored.

For both Fonte and Tarabotti, patriarchy—social hierarchy between men and women—is a social ordering of gender that has no biblical grounding. Instead, they regard it as a system that hinders women from living the fullness of the life God intended for them. At its worst, patriarchy renders men unaccountable for their treatment of women, making women vulnerable to abuse, rape, abandonment, manipulation, trafficking, and all manner of oppressions and victimizations. At its best, patriarchy denies women full humanity by obstructing their agency and self-determination, reducing women to objects of benevolence rather than honoring them as people of dignity and value. Perhaps most importantly, patriarchy is a problem, Fonte and Tarabotti point out, because it assumes too high a view of man, failing to take into full account the inclination of all human beings, male and female, to sin. By awarding power without responsibility and accountability, patriarchy allows sin to go unchecked. For this reason, it will not do to affirm spiritual but deny social equality. For in a world corrupted by sin, even the “benevolent” exercise of power by men over women is certain to be infected by sinful tendencies that inevitably diminish the well-being of women and further men’s own bondage to sin. This, they argue, is not what God desires for either sex.
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