







[image: image]





ORIGINAL
SINNERS


A New Interpretation
of Genesis

JOHN R. COATS

[image: image]


[image: image]

FREE PRESS

A Division of Simon & Schuster, Inc.

1230 Avenue of the Americas

New York, NY 10020
www.SimonandSchuster.com

Copyright © 2009 by John R. Coats

All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever. For information address Free Press Subsidiary Rights Department, 1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020

First Free Press hardcover edition November 2009

FREE PRESS and colophon are trademarks of Simon & Schuster, Inc.

For information about special discounts for bulk purchases,
please contact Simon & Schuster Special Sales at 1-866-506-1949
or business@simonandschuster.com.

The Simon & Schuster Speakers Bureau can bring authors to your live event.
For more information or to book an event contact the Simon & Schuster Speakers Bureau
at 1-866-248-3049 or visit our website at www.simonspeakers.com.

DESIGNED BY ERICH HOBBING

Manufactured in the United States of America

1 3 5 7 9 10 8 6 4

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Coats, John R.

Original sinners: a new interpretation of Genesis / John R. Coats.
p. cm.

Includes bibliographical references and index.

1. Bible. O.T. Genesis—Criticism, interpretation, etc. I. Title.

BS1235.52.C63 2009

222’ .1107—dc22                   2009021132

ISBN 978-1-4391-0209-1

ISBN 978-1-4391-1759-0 (ebook)


For Pamela, my wife,
and Virginia, my daughter







What is laid down, ordered, factual, is never enough to embrace
the whole truth: life always spills over the rim of every cup.

—BORIS PASTERNAK







CONTENTS


Introduction

PART I
THE BEGINNING

Act One: Adam and Eve, but Mostly Eve

1 AS LINE LEADER, YOU MAKE A RATHER STARTLING ENTRY

2 ANOTHER CREATURE—ONE LIKE YOU, SORT OF—SHOWS UP

3 IT’S ENTIRELY POSSIBLE THAT NONE OF THIS IS WHAT YOU’VE ASSUMED IT TO BE

4 ABOUT THE WOMAN

5 WHO ARE WE? THE RISE OF THE INTERPRETERS

6 THE FRUIT OF THE TREE OF KNOWLEDGE OF…EXACTLY WHAT?

7 ENTER THE SERPENT, CHOICES, AND CONSEQUENCES

8 EVE TAKES THE RAP

9 ANOTHER EVE

10 JUST IN CASE YOU ARE WONDERING WHAT THIS HAS TO DO WITH YOU: ORIGINAL SIN, MY GRANDMOTHER, ME, AND THEE

11 A FEW FINAL IRONIES. ADAM AND EVE GET THE BOOT

Act Two: Cain and Abel, but Mostly Cain

12 THE FIRST BIRTH IS A CO-CREATION. SO IS THE FIRST MURDER—THEN AGAIN, MAYBE NOT

13 SWIMMING IN ABEL’S POND

14 IRONICALLY, CAIN’S RULE DOES BRING A TOUCH OF CLARITY

15 WITH THE UNIVERSE AS MY CAUSE, I LEAD A QUIET, VERY SMALL INSURRECTION

16 THE PLAYWRIGHT TAKES A SHOT

17 CAIN’S ALL-TOO-FAMILIAR BEHAVIOR. YAHWEH AS THERAPIST. A CHANCE NOT TAKEN. SIN AS A THING WITH ITS OWN EXISTENCE

18 THE BEAST AND I COME NEAR TO TOUCHING, OR, HOW ONE CAN DO SUCH A THING

19 ANOTHER SORT OF DEATH

20 CAIN’S QUESTION, RICHARD WRIGHT, AND A MATTER OF LUCK

21 GRIEF

22 THE MATTER OF CAIN’S WIFE, THEIR SON, AND THE FOUNDING OF URBAN CULTURE

23 ADAM AND EVE HAVE MORE CHILDREN. A GREAT-GREAT-GREAT-GREAT-GRANDSON WHO DOES NOT DIE, WHOSE GREAT-GRANDSON WAS NOAH

24 A MATTER OF EVIL?

NOAH: IN THREE ACTS,
A STORY FAR MORE INVOLVED
THAN YOU MIGHT THINK

Act One: Before the Flood

25 GODLINGS AND WOMEN MAKE GIANTS IN THE EARTH. PLANS ARE SET FOR A MAKEOVER

26 ON REFLECTION, I BEGIN TO SUSPECT THAT MADE-IN-THE-IMAGE-OF MAY WELL BE AN ONTOLOGICAL TRAP

27 MUSING ON SAID TRAP, I DISCOVER THAT MAKING THE PERFECT HUMAN BEING AND BUILDING THE PERFECT MODEL AIRPLANE ARE ENTERPRISES WITH SURPRISING PARALLELS

28 WHO IS NOAH? IT’S A QUESTION OF CHARACTER. OR SANITY. OR BOTH. BUT WHOSE?

Act Two: The Flood

29 FIRST, ABOUT THE ARK, WHICH IS DEFINITELY NOT A BOAT

30 ABOUT THE FLOOD, WHICH IS DEFINITELY NOT A FLOOD

Act Three: After the Flood

31 THE FIRST COVENANT. NOAH PLANTS A VINEYARD, MAKES WINE, GETS DRUNK, AND IS (FIGURATIVELY) MURDERED

32 SEARCHING FOR NOAH, I TAKE A SIDE TRIP TO THE FIRST BOOK OF SAMUEL AND COME TO TERMS WITH AN OLD HATRED

33 TOWER OF BABEL, OR, OUR GIFT FOR MISSING THE MEANING IN WORDS

PART II
THE WANDERERS

CALLING

34 MUSINGS ON “BEING COMMISSIONED,” AKA DRAFTED, HIJACKED, SHANGHAIED

35 SCHOOL CHUMS DISCOVER WHAT THE POET KNEW. THE SHRINK, HIS A-BOMB, AND LIMITS

36 NOAH, ABRAHAM, JONAH, TEXAS IN THE FIFTIES, AND HOW A CALLING MIGHT SOUND

37 THE QUESTION NEVER ASKED

38 AT TWELVE, AN ECSTATIC EXPERIENCE, OR AN ALLERGIC REACTION TO INCENSE, DISRUPTS, THEN REDIRECTS, MY LIFE

ABRAHAM

Act One: A New Approach

39 AFTER PLANS A AND B, ONCE AGAIN TO THE DRAWING BOARD

40 A MATTER OF RESPONSIBILITY

41 IT SEEMS, AFTER ALL, THAT THERE ARE NO NONPECULIAR PEOPLE

42 ADDITIONAL CREATIVITY IS CALLED FOR

43 A CHANGE IN THE DIVINE APPROACH. THEN, AS IF THE IRONY IN PLAN C WERE NOT QUITE THICK ENOUGH…

44 “YAHWEH’S PICK TO LEAD NEW PLAN—A CAUSE FOR CONCERN IN THE MARKETS?”

45 I BECOME AN AGEIST

46 THE VIEW THROUGH A CERTAIN LOOKING GLASS

47 WRAPPED IN A CONUNDRUM, MORALITY ENTERS A GRAY ZONE

48 WHAT’S GOING ON HERE?! INTERPRETERS GET CREATIVE, MY PERSONAL FAVORITE, AND YET ANOTHER SURPRISE

49 TOO MANY CATTLE

50 ABRAHAM SHOWS A SURPRISING GIFT FOR MILITARY TACTICS, THOUGH IT PROBABLY NEVER HAPPENED

51 YAHWEH REPEATS THE PROMISE—AGAIN. THEN AGAIN. AND AGAIN

Act Two: Families

52 SARAH HAS AN IDEA. THE FIRST SOAP OPERA

53 A DIVINE MESSENGER (WHO IS NOT AN ANGEL!) MAKES A PROMISE TO HAGAR

54 A COVENANT, NEW NAMES, A GOOD LAUGH, CIRCUMCISION, PROMISE OF A SON NAMED LAUGHTER, AND WHY NOT ISHMAEL?

55 THREE VISITORS ARRIVE. NOW IT’S SARAH’S TURN TO LAUGH

56 THE RELATIONSHIP SOLIDIFIES, AND ABRAHAM IS MORE THAN HE SEEMS

57 EDDIE, MY FATHER, A POOL GAME, AND ABRAHAM. I DISCOVER THERE IS YET MORE TO KNOW

58 A FAILED TEST, AND TWO CITIES ARE NUKED

59 A GREEK MYTH, LOT’S WIFE, MY COMPLAINTS, AND A HAWK

60 MOTIVE?

61 ABRAHAM AND SARAH GRIFT ANOTHER KING

62 SARAH GIVES BIRTH TO THE BOY NAMED LAUGHTER. HAGAR AND ISHMAEL ARE SHOWN THE DOOR

Act Three: The Test

63 ABRAHAM IS TOLD TO SACRIFICE ISAAC

64 STILL, SOME OF US THINK THE STORY IS TERRIFIC!

65 ISAAC PROVES HARD TO FIND

66 SARAH AND MOUNT MORIAH

67 SARAH’S DEATH AND BURIAL. ABRAHAM SENDS HIS SERVANT TO FIND A WIFE FOR ISAAC

68 THE DEATH OF ABRAHAM

PART III
THE BLESSING THIEF:
A STORY IN THREE ACTS

Act One: The Grifter

69 THE NAME, EARLY CHARACTER, AND ASPIRATIONS OF SAID THIEF

70 THE RED STEW INCIDENT, WHEN THE INCONVENIENT BROTHER, A MAN OF SIMPLER AMBITION, PROVES AN EASY MARK FOR THE BLESSING THIEF’S DARK TRICKSTER

71 WITH HIS MOTHER’S AID, JACOB STEALS THE BLESSING (UNLESS WE’VE ALL BEEN DUPED)

72 I DISCOVER A HIDDEN TALENT FOR TRICKSTERISM, AND THE THRILLS OF THE DARK SIDE

73 A FASCINATING CONUNDRUM INVOLVING MACRO LOGIC

Act Two: The Mark

74 THROUGH THE BLESSING THIEF’S EYES

75 A DREAM ABOUT A LADDER REVEALS ALL THE CARDS IN THE DIVINE HAND. THE BLESSING THIEF’S CHUTZPAH

76 THEN, ON SEEING THE GIRL, HE FALLS INTO LOVE’S STUPOR

77 HIS SLEAZY UNCLE, HER FATHER, PULLS A BAIT-AND-SWITCH, AND THE BLESSING THIEF WAKES UP NEXT TO THE WRONG WOMAN

78 SPECULATION ABOUT HOW IT HAPPENED. AN APOLOGIA FOR THE BLESSING THIEF. THE BOY GETS THE GIRL HE’D WANTED

79 JACOB’S WIVES, THEIR PROXIES. THE NAMING OF THE FIRST TEN CHILDREN BECOMES AN ALMOST POIGNANT STRUGGLE FOR DOMESTIC TURF

80 WHEN THE BLESSING THIEF DECIDES TO RETURN HOME, UNCLE LABAN AGREES TO THE SEVERANCE TERMS, THEN TRIES TO CHEAT HIM—AGAIN

81 THE BLESSING THIEF LETS THE TRICKSTER OUT OF THE CLOSET. UNCLE LABAN IS NO MATCH

82 AFTER ONE OF MY OWN DANCES INTO THE DARK SIDE, I CONCLUDE THAT THE TRICKSTER IS A BETTER FRIEND WHEN HE WEARS A LEASH

83 HIS KIN READY TO KILL HIM, THE BLESSING THIEF MAKES A RUN FOR IT. LABAN CATCHES UP, BUT LOSES FACE. MAKING A PACT, EACH TURNS FOR HOME. THEN, ONCE AGAIN, ANGELS

Act Three: The Seed

84 NOW THERE’S NO AVOIDING A FACE-TO-FACE WITH THE INCONVENIENT BROTHER. BUT WOULD HE STILL BE ANGRY? MUSINGS ON RESENTMENT

85 THE BLESSING THIEF REVERTS TO WHAT HE KNOWS BEST. BUT THIS TIME HE IS DIFFERENT

86 LIKE THE BLESSING THIEF, I DISCOVER THAT THE TRICKSTER CAN SUPPORT A GOAL NOT TOO ETHICALLY CHALLENGED, OR, “HOW TO LOSE A BIG CLIENT IN THREE DAYS AND BE (ALMOST) HAPPY ABOUT IT”

87 A STRANGER ATTACKS FROM OUT OF THE DARK, CHEATS A LITTLE, THEN GIVES THE BLESSING THIEF A NEW NAME

88 WHICH HE’LL THINK ABOUT IF HIS PLAN FOR SURVIVING HIS ENCOUNTER WITH THE INCONVENIENT BROTHER AND THOSE FOUR HUNDRED MEN SUCCEEDS

89 THE NEED TO SPIN THE BLESSING THIEF’S BEHAVIOR NECESSITATES PAINTING THE INCONVENIENT BROTHER AS A SCOUNDREL

90 DINAH

91 THE BLESSING THIEF IS THE IRONIC TURNING POINT IN THE LARGER STORY

PART IV
THE DREAM READER

Act One: The Brat

92 JOSEPH PROVES HIMSELF TO BE HIS FATHER’S SON

93 JOSEPH TATTLES ON HIS BROTHERS, GETS A TECHNICOLORED COAT. HIS RELATIONSHIP WITH HIS BROTHERS APPROACHES THE TIPPING POINT

94 JOSEPH DREAMS

95 AS A SIDE NOTE, DID YOU KNOW THAT DAVID—THE DAVID—WAS ANOTHER BIBLICAL BRAT?

96 I SPECULATE ABOUT OTHER, MAYBE DEEPER REASONS FOR HATING JOSEPH

97 AT TWENTY-ONE, I LEARN WHAT IT IS TO BE HATED

98 JOSEPH IS DRY-GULCHED BY HIS BROTHERS, FINDS EMPLOYMENT IN EGYPT

99 JUDAH AND TAMAR

Act Two: The Slave-Inmate

100 JOSEPH IS SOLD, RISES TO A HIGH PLACE, THEN FALLS—AGAIN

101 I MANAGE TO ATTRACT YET ANOTHER NEAR DISASTER

Act Three: Joseph in Egypt

102 LIKE HIS FATHER AND GREAT-GRANDFATHER BEFORE HIM, JOSEPH RISES UP FROM THE ASHES OF HIS LATEST DISASTER

103 JUST AHEAD, ANOTHER EYE-POPPING DOSE OF BIBLICAL IRONY

104 JACOB FADES, REUBEN PROVES INEPT

105 THAT WE MAY LIVE AND NOT DIE—JOSEPH’S BROTHERS SET OUT TO BUY FOOD

106 WITH THE FAMILY IN CRISIS, JUDAH STEPS UP

107 JOSEPH SHOWS A CRUEL STREAK, QUESTIONABLE JUDGMENT, THEN REDEEMS HIMSELF

108 OFF TO EGYPT, A VISION, A PROMISE, A MOMENT WITH PHARAOH. THEN JOSEPH BECOMES DICTATOR OF EGYPT—OR NOT

109 LAST THINGS

Epilogue

Notes

Acknowledgments

Index




ORIGINAL SINNERS





INTRODUCTION


Read the Bible in your own way, and take the message because it says something special to each reader, based on his or her own experience.

—JOSEPH CAMPBELL

When I was a boy, a measure of goodness was the number of gold stars beside one’s name on the chart in the Sunday school room in our church in Pasadena, Texas, these stars earned by a successful recitation of the books of the Bible and regular recitations of select verses. Sunday school, Training Union (think Sunday night school), and Royal Ambassadors (a service-evangelism club for school boys), as many as three church services a week, two weeks of vacation Bible school at the beginning of every summer, plus a week of summer church camp with its Bible study and three services per day, and one or more weeklong revivals a year (a few under large, clay-red tents)—to grow up in the Southern Baptist church of the fifties was to stand beneath a waterfall of words from and about scripture. Central to Baptist doctrine was the insistence that the Bible was true as it was written, and I accepted this, even as I began to notice what appeared to be discrepancies.

So it was more from curiosity than rebelliousness that I began to ask questions. It seems I asked too many of them—and of the wrong sort—as I was expelled and sent home with a note that read, “Johnny can come back to Sunday school when he stops asking so many questions.” With orders from my mother to keep my mouth shut, I was allowed back the following Sunday. But I never quite returned. As the years passed, I continued to separate from the idea of the Bible’s literal truth until, finally, I put it away.

Now what? If the stories are not to be taken as literal, as the record of the divine presence in human affairs, and of the reasonableness of faith, of what use are they? Certainly, they’re valuable as literature, and I did consider them as that, but I couldn’t get past the quirk of having regarded Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, et al. as historical figures, people who’d lived as surely as I live. While I could accept that they were not that, I could not consider them as entirely fictional. Then, in time, I was presented with an entirely new way of regarding the Bible, its characters, and their stories.

No, I don’t believe there was a Garden of Eden, an Adam and Eve, a Cain and Abel, but I do believe in the metaphor—I live inside it, and so do you. The story of Adam and Eve rings with perfect pitch because my own life has been a constant cycle of falling from grace (Eden), regaining it, falling, regaining. I’ve been my brother’s and my sister’s keeper, yes, but from my own smallness of spirit, my refusal to forgive, all of it justified by old hurts, like Cain I’ve also been their killer, and, ironically, my own. In Jacob’s penchant for sneaky manipulation, I see myself with greater clarity, and in the cluelessness of Joseph’s youthful naïveté and arrogance, I’ve come to understand the hatred that came my way in the summer of 1967 when, having been disliked from the first day by fellow workers in a shingle manufacturing plant, and for reasons I can only guess at—“College Boy” was more an epithet than a nickname—I showed up for work one day in my own “coat of many colors,” a canary-yellow ’65 Mustang convertible, my father’s gift on my twenty-first birthday.*

For more than forty years, I’ve witnessed the same dynamics at play in all sorts of people from all walks of life and from all over the world. Jealousy, greed, stupidity, brilliance, cowardice, bravery, hate, love: so much of the ordinary business of just being alive remains the same, even from one millennium to the next, which is why the Bible works as metaphor. And as metaphor, it loses all purchase as a measure of one’s goodness or badness—loses its tyranny. Instead it shows itself to be a mirror in which to see one’s own humanity, one’s flaws of character, one’s strengths through the lives of the people found in its stories. There is pathos here—Adam and Eve being tossed from the Garden of Eden, the death of a son, the banishment of another, the flood, the sacrifice of Isaac, Esau’s grief and anger. And humor, too, far more than you might imagine. As I hope to show you, the narrative is run through by a river of irony that might bring an amused grin and head shake in one moment, a chuckle in another, and even a time or two of laughing out loud.

And therein lies the unbreakable bond we have with the Bible and its stories: whether or not we can ever establish the historical existence of the characters—the people—in the stories of Genesis, we have to admit that we can find the same pathos in their lives, the same humor and irony that we find in our own. While researching his book Abraham, author Bruce Feiler spoke with a ninety-three-year-old scholar-archaeologist in the old city of Jerusalem, who told him, “All we know of Abraham is in the Bible. In the ground there is nothing…If you’re looking for history, you’ll be disappointed. If you’re looking for Abraham, you won’t be.”1 Nor will you be disappointed if you are looking for Sarah, or Isaac, or Rebekah, Jacob, Rachel, or Joseph. An unexpected surprise may come, however, when, looking closely at them, you begin to see your own reflection.

*   *   *

A great irony in my life is that, despite my Southern Baptist upbringing, my own journey of the spirit had its genesis in my hometown’s Roman Catholic church, where, in the fall of 1958, during a nuptial mass, I had what might be called an “ecstatic” experience,* a split second in which my imagination went off the rails, or something actually happened. Whatever it was, it left me confused, frightened, fascinated, and curious to know what it meant. I still don’t have a clue—and therein lies the greatest irony of my life because what I’ve done with my life, the paths I’ve gone down, the man I’ve become, can be traced back to that single moment more than fifty years ago.

It happened again, or seemed to, in the spring of 1968, my senior year in university, this time in an Episcopal church, during the nuptial mass for my college roommate. Then, two weeks later, a car crash left me with two fractured vertebrae, a broken jaw, pulverized gums, and broken teeth. Ten days in the hospital were followed by more than two months in a rented hospital bed in the den of my parents’ home. I had little else to do but watch the limited fare of daytime television, read, and think. With graduation impending and the military draft a certainty, my life plan in the near term had been boot camp, advanced infantry training, and Vietnam. If anything followed that, it would be graduate school, or joining my dad in the family business, or something else. But that was then, before the accident. Now, given that it would be at least six months before I could even rise to a sitting position without first strapping on a metal back brace, and that I faced more reconstructive oral surgery, my fitness for military service was in serious doubt. With room to consider the future, and still reeling from that second “experience,” I convinced myself that my future was in the church. Within a year and a half, I’d joined the Episcopal Church, married my college sweetheart, moved to Virginia, and had begun my first term at the Episcopal seminary in Alexandria, just across the Potomac River from Washington, D.C.

The idyllic existence of a graduate student had little in common with the lives of the clergymen with whom we worked on weekends, the life for which we were preparing ourselves. Toward the end of my second academic year, with just one more to go before graduation, ordination, and a life I was not at all sure I wanted, I requested and received permission to leave academics for a full-time internship in a local parish, St. Mark’s, on Capitol Hill in the Episcopal Diocese of Washington. While I assumed the year would be important, I didn’t suspect that my assumptions about almost everything were about to be blown sky-high during what would prove to be, to that point, the ride of my life.

By the mid-1950s, the phenomenon known as “white flight” had eroded St. Mark’s membership to the point that the diocesan authorities considered closing its doors. Then, with new leadership calling on “Interested Pagans, Bored Christians, and Others,” and offering lectures and discussions on topics such as “Christianity and the Intellectual” and “Christianity and the Bored Citizen,” the parish began a remarkable evolution, in time gaining a national reputation for its innovative uses of the arts in liturgy, for its revolutionary approach to Christian education, for its policy of “Whatever you believe, whatever you do not believe, you are welcome at this table,” and for the commitment, caliber, and enviable talent of its laity. All were welcome to attend services and classes, but membership in the parish was another matter. The first requirement was participation in the the “St. Mark’s Confirmation Class” (including Episcopalians previously confirmed), a sixteen-week course that included two mandatory weekend retreats. The next step was to assume one’s share of responsibility for the overall well-being of the parish. This included a financial commitment but also a pledge of at least twenty hours of service each month, these spent in groundskeeping, choir, altar guild, teaching (children or adults), or one of the various committees or special projects.

While the rectors of St. Mark’s were strong leaders, the organizing principle of the community didn’t allow the sort of overwhelming personality found at the center of most successful churches. Instead that center was to be found in the community itself, and in the biblical principle of accountability—learning to live by the power of one’s word, that is, learning to be faithful, without which servanthood is impossible. I learned that one of the undergirdings of faithfulness is vulnerability, stretching oneself, with support, toward living the sort of unhidden humanness that Jesus had lived. This called for a reading of scripture that I’d never before imagined—to read it not as admonishments about right and wrong, good and bad, but as a vast, reflective surface in which to see our own lives, individually and collectively. Making that switch, shifting my perspective on stories and characters I’d known since before I could read—regarding it all as meta-phor—proved to be its own task.

Among my duties that year would be to deliver the Sunday morning sermon, not once but several times, and to what I considered the most intimidating gathering of human beings I’d ever faced. The congregation at St. Mark’s neither expected nor wanted pat answers and theological dazzlements from the preacher, but rather his insight into the human issue at the heart of the scriptural passages for that day, and plain talk, human being to human beings, about how that issue had presented itself in his life, and how it had been resolved, or how it continued to have ramifications. In fact, talking about some issue that remained unresolved could be far more useful because it was human, after all, to have ongoing struggles, such as character issues, self-doubts, damaged relationships with family and friends. My mentor that year, the rector of St. Mark’s, said that if I was honest in telling them about my own struggles, the congregation would love me for it. If I tried to impress them with my education, or manipulate them with sentimentality, it was a near certainty that someone from the congregation would stand and ask me to stop and sit down. If they didn’t, he said, he would.

Over the coming weeks, I observed that he used a biblical story almost as a morality play, the characters as archetypally human, dramatic elements in the narrative. Without it seeming forced, contrived, sappy, or inappropriately revealing, he would use one or more of the characters as a device for reflecting on some personal experience or some element in his own character. Afterward, whether it was immediate, hours later, or the next day, I might find that something in me had stirred, as if he’d been speaking about me, or on my behalf. Once, for instance, after he’d talked about his own struggles with authority (the scriptural passage may have been from David’s conflict with Absalom, his son), I had a better sense of my part in the ongoing conflicts with my bishop and my father. Following the service, people talked about the sermon, how they’d seen themselves reflected in the character(s) in the story. These responses were possible—and here was the key to the method—because the stories are our stories, and the people in them are all of us. That reflective use of scripture in teaching is the only model that makes sense to me. Because it does not require a religious point of view, it makes the Bible available to everyone.

Graduating in 1973, I served parishes in Texas and California. In 1981, I joined a startup training organization, The Life Training (now More To Life), which, by 1990, had opened training centers in the United States; London and Cambridge, England; and Johannesburg and Durban, South Africa. We taught people to change the negative stories they told about themselves that led to repeated failures; it was a psychological but also a spiritual process, the beginning of an exodus from bondage of spirit to freedom, a personal journey to be taken in the company of others on the same path.

By the time I left the organization, in 1995, I had led or co-led more than three hundred two-day trainings, plus evening workshops and lectures, logging more than ten thousand contact hours with groups as diverse as Wyoming cowboys, British nobility, federal prison inmates, white and black South Africans involved in the anti-apartheid struggles, plumbers, housewives, M.D.s, househusbands, electricians, psychologists, psychiatrists, mechanics, CEOs, and high-court judges. I also went into management training and consulting in corporate culture, as well coaching and crisis intervention.

After eight years in the church, having served a wealthy parish, a fabulously wealthy parish, and a blue-collar parish, I can say that the human issues in each bore a striking similarity. Yet there and in the groups I’ve worked with as a trainer, the powerful, the powerless, and those in between virtually always expressed surprise at discovering that they stood on the same human ground. Few of the stories I heard in the course of those twenty-plus years—and none of the stories I lived—would fail to find their parallel among myriad human tales in the Bible.

Above I slipped it in that you, too, live inside the metaphor. I invite you to consider that possibility, to ponder whether these ancient stories resonate with your own. As you will see from my own musings, you need not be religious for this. In fact, if you’re alive and breathing and reading this, these stories and their characters have already shaped you, and in greater measure than you might think, as they have shaped us all, religious and nonreligious alike. Their moral, ethical, and spiritual DNA are embedded in the foundations of our civilization, in our awareness of who we are as a people and as individuals, our best and worst selves.

Because I’ll be referring to it from time to time, a brief overview of what biblical scholars call the “Source Theory”* of the Bible is in order. The first five books of the Bible, known to Jews as Torah, to Christians as the Pentateuch, are composed of an interweaving of four primary strands of source material, known to biblical scholars as “J” (Jahwist, or Yahwist), “E” (Elohist), “D” (Deuteronomist), and “P” (Priestly), each of separate authorship, at times telling different versions of the same story (for example, one creation story is told by P in Genesis 1:1–2:3, another by J in Genesis 2:4–4:24), and, except for J and E, written in different historical periods. Their work was put into its final form by R (Redactors), editors of such genius that some modern scholars regard their work to be a fifth source.

Finally, since this book follows the book of Genesis, I suggest that you also read the biblical text itself, and that you use a modern translation. While I have relied on the translations of Robert Alter, Richard Elliott Friedman, Everett Fox, and others, unless otherwise noted all biblical quotations are from the Jewish Publication Society Tanakh, 1999.



PART I

THE BEGINNING






ACT ONE
Adam and Eve, but Mostly Eve



1
AS LINE LEADER, YOU MAKE
A RATHER STARTLING ENTRY


Imagine yourself as the first human being. You’ve popped into the world inside the body of a full-grown adult. You’ve gone from nonbeing to being and become fully conscious, although you have no memories, no parents, no siblings, friends, or enemies. No clothes and no language, though it seems reasonable that from thy bowels, as our Elizabethan ancestors were wont to say, would arise some expression of, What th’ …? as you stood, lay, or sat, blank-brained, absorbing those first bursts of fivefold sensory input. This wordless sense of being and identity is just the sort of abstraction that your big Homo sapiens brain is designed to ponder and dissect. Advanced queries such as Who am I? and What am I? will follow, in time.

But all those thoughts require context, and at present you don’t have any. So your brain, with its capacity for objectification, starts building some. Perhaps you begin by noticing that you and a tree, say, are not the same thing. You have feet, for instance, and trees don’t. You can move from here to there; they can’t. Hmm. Then, suddenly, all about you, as if appearing from nowhere—which they did—are hopping things, jumping things, soaring, crawling, running, buzzing, growling, chirping things. Your second What th’… Your first adrenaline buzz and an inner voice screams, Run! Then a louder inner voice shouts, No! Wait! Look! So you do and you see that those tiny creatures hovering around the flowers, and that big, stripey one with the huge teeth, and the ones in the trees all have feet; they can move from here to there. As for the How and the Why of them, well, the same All-Powerful Being who made you lets you know that he also made them, just so you wouldn’t be alone—and how nice was that? Now, as you go about naming everything—bird, bee, tiger, horse, platypus—you notice that there are at least two of each of them, but only one of you. Hmm!

The facility takes care of your basic physical needs—food, water, shelter, climate control—so there’s little for you to do but eat, sleep, hang out with the birds, bugs, plants, and animals, ponder it all, and build those contexts. No hassles. No worries. Except for that one tiny wrinkle that came up during the tour when the All-Powerful Being pointed to that one tree and said, Don’t eat the fruit of that one! He was pretty emphatic, going on about Good, Bad, and Die. Your software being quite adept at sniffing out danger, even in the subtleties of mood and tone, from the sudden shift in voice inflection, and the look, and the finger-pointing, and the finger-wagging, you’d picked up on the bit about Don’t eat. (But, Die? What’s that?) If, however, he’d meant that you were not even to think about it, well, too bad, because that tree you might never have noticed is now the most interesting thing in the Garden.


2
ANOTHER CREATURE—ONE LIKE
YOU, SORT OF—SHOWS UP


That is, until that one day when, on waking from a nap, you find a new creature in the garden. It makes you feel all funny. You forget about the tree. Then, sometime later, when the two of you come up for air, you remember to mention it. So now your partner is curious, too, and when you two aren’t, um, involved, you both can be found at the tree, your curiosity now infatuation, now compulsion, moving you closer each day until, finally, there you are, the two of you, beneath it, contemplating the heavy, hanging fruit of it, dangerously, flirtatiously, close to the forbidden touch. Day after day it hovers there, silent, juicy, whispering. Yum.


3
IT’S ENTIRELY POSSIBLE THAT NONE OF
THIS IS WHAT YOU’VE ASSUMED IT TO BE


The above two sections have bits and pieces of both creation stories. Yes, both. The Bible’s opening line, the familiar “In the beginning…,” is the creation of P,* as is the story of the man and the woman who just popped into being. The tree is from the second creation story, J’s version, which recounts that the woman was created after the man. (Yes, Genesis can get a little confusing.) There’s more. For instance, you probably grew up with the idea that, in Genesis, the first man was named Adam. Nope. While P writes that “God created man in His image…male and female He created them,” he never mentions anyone actually named Adam—or Eve, for that matter, or a Garden of Eden. In fact, we’re well into J’s story (which begins at Genesis 2:4b) before the man is referred to as “the man,” which makes sense from a linguistic point of view, given that adam is the Hebrew word for “human.” Yes, human: male and female. So, adam is a common gender noun rather than a proper name, a “Hey, you!,” and Eve is as much an adam as Adam. While Eve is given her name by the man, Eve means “mother of all that lives”—which is interesting, since she has not yet given birth—and though J does refer to him as “Adam,” at least in translation, the first man is never officially named. I suppose that, were one to send a formal announcement or invitation, say, the proper inscription would read, Eve and friend.

The text that is actually there in Genesis, and what readers assume is there, are often quite different. Indeed, among its other functions, Genesis challenges assumptions, a role made necessary by thousands of years of attempts at interpreting its contents, itself a role to which any interpreter, being human, will bring a point of view. Moreover, people tend to defend their assumptions regarding Genesis—or, for that matter, any part of the Bible—with the tenacity of a lioness guarding her cubs. While proponents of this or that assumption, however outrageous, might truly believe theirs to be the product of divine inspiration, some, for their own reasons, likely made it up. Or someone else did, and they believed it. Take Eve, for example.


4
ABOUT THE WOMAN


In the JPS translation, P’s account of the creation of the humans reads: “God said, ‘Let us make man in our image, after our likeness…’ And God created man in His image, in the image of God He created him; male and female he created them.” The URJ translation of the same Hebrew text reads: “God now said, ‘Let us create human beings in our image, after our likeness…’ So God created the human beings in [the divine] image, creating [them] in the image of God, creating them male and female.” Note that the latter translates the Hebrew adam as “human beings,” not “man,” as in the JPS and most English translations. Note also the use of the plural, “human beings.” About that, Bible scholar Tamara Cohn Eskenazi writes,

This translation resorts to the plural to avoid using misleading masculine pronouns later in the verse. Literally, the Hebrew has: “And God created the adam. In the image of God he created him/it; male and female he created them” (shifting the object pronoun from singular to plural). By referring to adam, the text is not describing an individual but a new class of beings that comprises female and male from the start, both of them in God’s image…The shift from singular to plural does not convey that man was created before woman…Rather, it seems to say that our humanity, as adam, precedes our division into sexual categories. Our humanity comes first; our sexual identity next.1

J’s account of the creation of the humans is earthy, intimate, and hands-on. In chapter 2, verse 7, Yahweh fashions the man from the soil (earth, adama) then breathes into him “the breath of life,” which, breath and spirit being the same word in Hebrew (nephesh), is an act of infusing the human with life and the divine spirit—a significant act. Then, to provide the man with companions, Yahweh fashions, again from the soil, the birds and animals. Still, since the man has no proper mate, at verse 21, Yahweh puts him to sleep, takes one of the man’s ribs, and creates one.

But, one what, exactly?

In Hebrew, the phrase is ‘ezer kenegdo, which, for centuries, has been translated into English as “helper” or “helpmate,” and taken to mean something akin to “the little woman.” “The Hebrew,” writes Robert Alter, in his commentary on Genesis, “is notoriously difficult to translate. The second term means ‘alongside,’ ‘opposite him,’ a counter-part to him. ‘Help’ is too weak because it suggests a merely auxiliary function, whereas ‘ezer elsewhere connotes active intervention on behalf of someone, especially in military contexts, as often in the Psalms.”2 Alter translates the phrase as “sustainer beside him [the man],”3 Richard Elliott Friedman as “a strength corresponding to him.”4 In other words, the woman was created in order to provide the man with a partner—an equal partner. This leaves us with nothing in either creation narrative that places the woman in an inferior position to the man—not her sex, not her place in the order of creation, and not the reason she was created. Yet thousands of years of inventive speculation and creative writing about the book of Genesis, efforts that would yield “proof” of Eve’s (and her sex’s) inferiority to Adam (and his sex), have given us most of what we assume to be true about Eve—even though no validation of those assumptions exists in the original text.

How that came about is its own story.


5
WHO ARE WE?
THE RISE OF THE INTERPRETERS


If you build your house on the southeastern shore of one of the Florida Keys, you must expect that, one day, a hurricane will take it away. Likewise, if you establish your homeland on a piece of geography that, for centuries, has been a principal invasion corridor (think interstate highway), then you will, in time, be invaded. If you do either on the premise that you are under divine protection from such consequences, only to have your house blown away, or an invader roll over your land, you’ll likely arrive at one of two conclusions: your premise for choosing that location was faulty, or your premise was correct, but something you did, or failed to do, really annoyed the divine protector.

In his masterwork, Traditions of the Bible: A Guide to the Bible as It Was at the Start of the Common Era, James Kugel reveals that, over the centuries, passages from the Bible were interpreted this way, then that way, then another; each interpretation, in the context of place and time of its origin, seemed to be correct. Therefore, what we might assume to be the interpretation of the Bible might well be but the product of the latest interpreters. “Who nowadays, for example,” writes Kugel, “does not automatically think of the story of Adam and Eve as telling about some fundamental change that took place in the human condition, or what is commonly called the Fall of Man.”5 Yet the early Israelites made no such assumption, until after the Babylonian invasion. Known in Jewish history as “the great divide,” the year 586 B.C.E. witnessed the fall of Jerusalem, the destruction of the first Temple, and the beginning of nearly fifty years of exile from the promised land, a national trauma expressed with affecting poignancy in Psalm 137:

By the rivers of Babylon
there we sat,
and we wept
as we thought of Zion.
There on the poplars
we hung up our lyres,
for our captors asked us there for songs,
our tormentors, for amusement:
“Sing us one of the songs of Zion.”
How can we sing a song of the Lord
on alien soil?

Then, in 532 B.C.E., soon after the Babylonians fell to the Persians, Cyrus the Great, king of Persia, granted the Israelites the option to return. Some remained—what had been a foreign land to their grandparents was the only home they’d known. Those who chose to go back to Zion were haunted by the idea that, somehow, their ancestors had tweaked the divine nose and lost the protective shield. As for what their ancestors had done, nobody had a clue. The Israelite elders who might have remembered were dead, along with their knowledge of the sacred texts and their meanings. Besides, even if they’d found a key to that old knowledge, they no longer spoke the old language. Fifty years of immersion in Babylonian culture had created new words and given old words new meaning. Too much of the past was out of reach. Still, with no place else to look but their holy books, when answers weren’t forthcoming with sufficient clarity, the role of the interpreter was born.

None was a woman.


6
THE FRUIT OF THE TREE OF THE
KNOWLEDGE OF … EXACTLY WHAT?


The first clue about free will and human nature shows up in Yahweh’s warning to Adam about the consequences of eating the fruit of that tree: Eat it, you die. Don’t eat it, you live. Your call. While most English translations read, “the tree of the knowledge of good and evil,” the JPS reads, “the tree of knowledge of good and bad.” Why the change? In his Commentary on the Torah, Richard Elliott Friedman also translates the Hebrew word as “bad,” because

“evil” suggests that this is strictly moral knowledge. But the Hebrew word (ra’) has a much wider range of meaning than that. This may mean knowledge of what is morally good and bad, or it may mean qualities of good and bad in all realms: morality, aesthetics, utility, pleasure and pain, and so on. It may also mean that things are good and bad in themselves and that when one eats from the tree one acquires the ability to see these qualities; or it may mean that when one eats from the tree one acquires the ability to make judgments of good and bad. Perhaps the meaning was clear to the ancient reader who knew the immediate connotation of the words. It is not clear to us in the text of the story as it has survived. The only immediate consequence of eating from the tree that the story names is that before eating from the tree the humans are not embarrassed over their nudity and after eating from it they are. This is not sufficient information to tell us what limits of “good and bad” are meant, nor does it tell us if absolute good and bad are implied or if it is the more relative concept of making judgments of good and bad.6

So, as much as we might want to know, and think we know, about what J meant by his use of “good and bad,” we can’t know. We can study the writings of the interpreters, but even the earliest of these, those closest to J’s own time, began writing because they didn’t know, either.


7
ENTER THE SERPENT, CHOICES,
AND CONSEQUENCES


The word serpent is from Latin and means “creeping,” an activity we associate with legs of some sort, as opposed to slithering—a fate the serpent might have avoided had he kept the conversation to a light banter. Ironically, the conversation the serpent did initiate with Eve, one of the more familiar fragments in Western literature, begins with what appears to be no more than an innocent request for clarification:

“Did God really say: You shall not eat of any tree of the garden”?

“We may eat of the fruit of the other trees in the garden.”

“It is only about the fruit of the tree in the middle of the garden that God said: ‘You shall not eat of it or touch* it lest you die.’”

“You are not going to die, but God knows that as soon as you eat of it your eyes will be opened and you will be like divine beings who know good and bad.”

The serpent knew the answer before he asked the question, didn’t he? Already, J has warned the reader that the serpent is “the shrewdest of all the wild beasts that the Lord God had made.” His instantaneous and brilliantly outrageous comeback is a giveaway that the question was a setup, a ploy to elicit an answer that he was prepared to annihilate—and that Eve, given that she offered no resistance to the serpent’s argument, was willing to see annihilated.

Unlike the traditional image of the serpent plucking the fruit and offering it to Eve, in J’s story he never touches it. Likewise, he does not suggest that she eat it, not directly. Instead he entices, seduces with intimacy (“your eyes will be opened, and you will be like Gods”), subtly implies that the real motive driving Yahweh’s admonition is power, keeping the franchise on divine knowledge for himself, and away from her. Then, “When the woman saw that the tree was good for eating and a delight to the eyes, and that the tree was desirable as a source of wisdom, she took of its fruit and ate. She also gave some to her husband, and he ate. Then the eyes of both of them were opened and they perceived that they were naked; and they sewed together fig leaves and made themselves loincloths.”

Sometime later, on hearing Yahweh moving about in the garden, they hid from him. When asked why, Adam said, “I heard the sound of you in the garden, and I was afraid because I was naked, so I hid.”

“Who told you that you were naked?” Yahweh replied. “Did you eat of the tree from which I had forbidden you to eat?”

They’d been naked all along, of course, judging it neither as good nor bad, living in a state of innocence akin to the toddler who has no opinion about whether he and his family should go to the mall naked, in clown costumes, or drag. Anyone who has raised a child from infancy knows that when an infant is hungry, has a loaded diaper, an irritating rash, or an upset tummy, he’ll scream until you fix it. But the child won’t judge you as bad if you don’t fix it, or as good if you do. Neither will he care whether you’re fat or skinny, liberal or conservative, religious or atheist, gay or straight, good-looking or plain, rich or poor, bald or hairy, or whether you’ve succeeded in pre-enrolling him in the right preschool.

But, in time, he will. Think of the bite of the fruit as a force-feeding, an apt metaphor for the child’s brain crossing inevitable developmental thresholds, growing the capacity for abstract thought, including the first inklings of subject (I, me) and object (you, they, it), including the capacity for making moral and ethical judgments. This latter higher, even noble function comes with a dark side. Without meaning to, at least, not at first, he will begin assuming the good to be what he likes, the bad to be what he doesn’t like, and, of course, assume that he is right. This is not an evil process, but an organic process that comes with being human. Once started—and it always starts—it can’t be stopped. But it can be reined in. With time he can learn to step back, to make sober observations—yes, judgments—about his behavior, learning to recognize when judgment becomes judgmentalness, then choosing to stop—that is, to stop it that time. Then there’s the next time.

Looked at from this point of view, the Fall is not a onetime occurrence, but an ongoing process in a life, a product of the fault lines in human nature and human choosing. In other words—and though I claim to speak only for myself here, I suspect I am not alone—those times I notice my judgmentalness coming on, when I could choose to just say no, but I don’t, it’s because I just don’t want to. In the moment, I’d rather be right than wise.

So, Yahweh’s questions are rhetorical. The single avenue provided by the story to knowing shame, a higher function, is the fruit of that tree. Eating the fruit, they’d become self-aware, crossed over into an understanding of the duality of right and wrong, good and bad. The first thing they did with their new toy was to make themselves wrong for being naked.

On the subject of punishment, Yahweh, like other ancient gods, was not one to say, Okay, this one time I’ll let it slide. In fact, what came next was less punishment than a reckoning. For his part, the serpent was told,

“Because you did this,
More cursed shall you be
Than all cattle
And all the wild beasts:
On your belly shall you crawl
And dirt shall you eat all the days of your life.
I will put enmity
Between you and the woman,
And between your offspring and hers;
They shall strike at your head,
And you shall strike at their heel.”

To Eve he said,

“I will make most severe
your pangs in childbearing;
In pain shall you bear children.
Yet your urge shall be for your husband,
And he shall rule over you.”

Then, to Adam, he said, “Because you did as your wife said and ate of the tree about which I commanded you, ‘You shall not eat of it,’

“Cursed be the ground because of you;
By toil shall you eat of it
All the days of your life: Thorns and thistles shall it sprout for you
But your food shall be the grasses of the field;
By the sweat of your brow
Shall you get bread to eat,
Until you return to the ground—
For from it you were taken.
For dust you are,
And to dust you shall return.”


8
EVE TAKES THE RAP


Having studied the passage, some interpreters concluded that the fault for Israel’s defeat by the Babylonians and the exile that followed belonged, at least in part, with Adam and Eve, who, by their disobedience, had condemned not only themselves but all subsequent generations. Moreover, among the perpetrators, they saw an obvious order of guilt. First place went to the serpent, of course. Although either of the human beings could have just said no, the woman could have said it first, so second place went to her. Later interpreters, Jews and Christians, would pile on with the likes of “From a woman sin had its beginning, and because of her, we all die” (Sirach 25:24) and “I permit no woman to teach or have authority over men [because] Adam was not deceived, but the woman was deceived and became a transgressor” (St. Paul, 1 Timothy 2:13–14). St. Paul seems to be saying that Adam knew what he was doing when he ate the fruit, but that Eve had been under the spell of the serpent. The text, however, says nothing about a spell, and if Adam was not deceived, and did eat the fruit, then either he knew what he was doing, making him equally culpable, or too weak-willed to resist, or was too stupid to realize what Eve was offering. Then there’s the text itself, in which J writes, “Eve gave Adam the fruit and he ate it”—an act of free will.

If you’re ever in Rome, go to the Sistine Chapel, look up into that magnificent vault, and follow the panels along the central axis until you find the one containing the incident at the tree. Here, in this panel, titled Original Sin, Michelangelo has followed an old medieval tradition of depicting the serpent as a woman with a snake’s lower body. Look closely and you’ll see that the serpent-woman has plucked a piece of the fruit and is holding it out to Eve, while Adam is plucking his own.


9
ANOTHER EVE


Had early interpreters been content to say that scripture proved Eve to be an inferior creation to Adam, and leave it at that, there’d have been little about her to capture the imagination. Guilt made her infamous. This image, of the Inferior-Guilty Eve as the woman who brought us all down, would define her and her sex for the next twenty-five hundred years, right up to the modern era, when fluid attitudes about religion and morality would be used to transmogrify her guilt into naughtiness and take her into pop culture. In the decades following World War II, secular interpreters—creators of imagery in advertising, for instance—began tinkering with Eve’s likeness, taking liberties that most would not dare with the Virgin Mary.
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