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This story from Genesis 3 is both easy to dismiss and hard to ignore.
First, it is easy to dismiss because it is an etiological myth.

“An etiological myth, or origin myth, is a myth that has arisen . . .
to explain the origins of various social or natural phenomena.”1

The people made up a story,
influenced by the creation stories of the people around them,

to explain mysteries such as:
If giving birth is such a wonderful thing,

why is it so painful and dangerous?
If God loves us and provides for us,

why do we have to work so hard to grow food?
Most importantly, why are snakes so creepy?

The Creation story is a myth and as such, it has no bearing on our lives
and should be given no more consideration than the Epic of Gilgamesh.

It is easy to dismiss.

On the other hand, it is hard to ignore
because so much pain has been caused by this text—

or more accurately, by the interpretation of this text.
It is one of the most over-interpreted passages of the whole Bible.
It has been used for a millennium to support the subjugation of women,

to cast women as tempters and seductresses,
and to blame women for all of the evil and suffering of the world.

(We have St. Augustine to thank for perpetuating that particular myth,
and for using this story to promote the need for men to rule over women.)

It is easy for us to say, “Oh, that’s silly; we don’t believe that any more.”
But it still is part of the system of domination.

Misogyny, like racism, is systemic,
and the tendency to blame women is still all around us.

1 Wikipedia
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Plus, this story has been interpreted as a story of “the fall”
and the cause of original sin.

In her artist statement for the artwork on your bulletin cover,
Rev. Lauren Wright Pittman reflects on the ways the doctrine of original sin

caused harm in her faith journey. [She writes:]
“Beware of the ways deeply-rooted, harmful theology bubbles up in your life.

In this case, for me it surfaced as thoughts of shame, self-blame,
self-distrust, self-deprecation, and self-hatred.”

For this reason we cannot simply dismiss this part of the creation myth:
because too much damage has been done by it.

Now, I do have to admit that I’m on the woman’s side.
Pursing wisdom and knowledge . . . that’s a good thing in my book.
Many theologians and biblical scholars agree.

In recent years, some feminists have responded by claiming the woman
(later named Eve) as a hero
who dared to risk everything for wisdom.

But let’s look at what it does—and doesn’t—say,
starting with all the mistakes that have made their way

into the pop culture version of the story.
For starters, nowhere does the story say the fruit was an apple.
Second, nowhere does the text say the serpent was a snake.

In fact, we know it wasn’t a snake because at the end of the story
the serpent is condemned to slither on its belly.

Before then it apparently had legs, making it not an evil snake but a wicked lizard.
And the serpent is not Satan.

The text never says it is, and the figure of Satan did not appear
for hundreds of years after this text was written.
This was just your average, run-of-the-mill, shrewd, talking lizard

(who, obviously, should not be a key figure in our theology!)
AND the serpent was part of God’s creation which God had just called “good.”
So the serpent is not Satan.

The words “sin” and “fall” do not appear anywhere in the story,
with the story instead focusing on relationship.

The human story begins for us in right relationship:
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with creation, with one another, and most of all, with God.
Whether we call the story of Eden a myth or a metaphor,

it does tells us one thing fairly clearly:
we were created to be in relationship.

God created a-d-a-m. It’s not Adam, a proper name, when it is first used.
The word is adam, which comes from adamah, which is earth.

Adam was one made from earth, or most literally, earthling.
Adam was not gendered—

the term is gender neutral until the additional human is formed.
Then the words that are used change from adam (earthling) to ish and ishah—

ish means man and ishah means woman.
What this says to me is that woman was not made for man;

earthlings were created to be in relationship.

After the two eat the forbidden fruit, they become aware that they are naked;
previously they lacked self-consciousness.

You can’t say a trout is naked or a dog is naked because they lack
the consciousness of such things.

(I used to know someone whose dog refused to leave the house without clothes,
but I think that says more about the owner than it does about the dog.)

The woman and the man in the garden begin to cast blame—
her blaming the serpent, him blaming her, as well as the Creator.

To me, the Genesis story is not about “The Fall,” but about a “falling-out.”
It was a loss of relationship,
a loss of communion with God,

a loss of innocent joy in one another.

What it says to us is that now, as then, relationships are fragile.
Our disobedience, our willfulness, our pride

lead to estrangement and alienation, from God and one another.
Trust is broken and intimacy is destroyed,

and only repentance and forgiveness can heal the damage.

But if this is a story about relationships,
it is also a story about voices—specifically, whose voices we listen to.
Seeking the fruit of the garden,
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the man and woman allow the serpent’s manipulative voice
to become louder than God’s voice.

In her commentary on this passage, Rev. Danielle Shroyer writes,
“In the ancient world, snakes were a symbol of transformation.

Their venom held the possibility of both poison and medicine.
Our human story begins in the crux of this same paradox of possibility,
as the first humans embark into the fertile field God had prepared for them.
‘God knows that when you eat it, your eyes will be opened,’ the serpent says.

And while the serpent didn’t lie—indeed, their eyes did open—
as it often goes with crafty tricksters, that isn’t the whole story.
Because while the humans wouldn’t physically die as they imagined,
God also told the truth.

A death would happen. It was the death of their innocence.”2

One of the questions before us today is to consider
what voices might be pulling us toward more poison than medicine.

What sources do we seek for news, for information?
How much time do we spend “doom scrolling” through social media?
Whose voices—and what messages—take up too much space in our heads?
Whose voices do we trust about what we’re supposed to look like,

what we’re supposed to wear, and how we’re supposed to act?
Whose voices tempt us with things that look pleasing to the eye

and good to taste but might not bring wisdom and good?

I had a friend in college whom I will call Diane.
She was molested at a young age and assaulted again later as a young teen.

Both attacks sent her the clear message that she wasn’t valued,
that she wasn’t valuable.

She decided that she would rather give herself away than be taken,
so, fueled by alcohol and shame, she became promiscuous.

She got pregnant at 16.
Knowing that her conservative parents would not respond well to the news,

she had a secret abortion.
Her pastor preached against abortion, calling it a sin

and anyone who would have one was reprehensible.
She went to a Christian college that repeated the message.

2 From the Seeking theme material by Sanctified Arts.
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And every anti-abortion message became an anti-Diane message.
She listened to the wrong voices.
It wasn’t her fault that she did—

those were the only voices she heard.
The church brought poison instead of medicine.

Earlier I quoted the artist Rev. Lauren Wright Pittman
reflecting on the ways the doctrine of original sin

caused harm in her faith journey. Again, she wrote:
“Beware of the ways deeply-rooted, harmful theology bubbles up in your life.

In this case, for me it surfaced as thoughts of shame, self-blame,
self-distrust, self-deprecation, and self-hatred.”

But then she went on to say:
“I was giving power to a hermeneutic

that wasn’t even in line with who God has revealed God’s self to be,
and the image of God that I bear.”

Who will we listen to?
Whose voice will we prioritize?
“[We have to] to become adept at parsing out the many voices

that call for our allegiance.
We must begin by first listening to the voice of God at our center.
This voice tells us, above all and after it all, we are God’s Beloved.

When we know this, we filter out so much of the silt and grit that traps us.
We release ourselves into the arms of love.
We make space for the work of transformation to be born in us.”

On the flip side, what kind of voice are we for others?
for our children? our students, employees, or colleagues?
Do we offer messages that pull them toward more poison than medicine?

I saw something recently that would be funny if it weren’t true.
It said moms of boys are like

“Oh would my sweet boy like another sandwich?
You’ve got to grow big and strong!”

And moms of girls are like
“Those shorts make you look fat.”

Poison or medicine? What do we offer?
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When we listen to the wrong voices,
and when we ourselves offer poison in our words,

we threaten our relationships.
We threaten the connective threads between us.

And so we hide.
Like Adam and Eve, we hide our nakedness, our vulnerability, our shame.
We hide our pain from others,

or we hide from one another’s pain.
We even try to hide from ourselves,

hide from our own awareness of our guilt,
or our awareness of our deep longing.

And we try to hide from God.
We hide behind our justifications and rationalizations.
We hide behind dogma and doctrine and unanswerable questions.
We hide behind our anger at God for not letting us stay in Eden.

But we did get to take one souvenir with us when we left:
an awareness of the voice of God calling for us,
the Parent searching for the lost children.

This is the heart of Lent:
the journey to reconciliation, to right relationship,

to being at-one with God, creation, others, and ourselves once again.
There is no original sin. There is only original grace.
The question remains: Who will we listen to?
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