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And the people of Berea were more
open-minded than those in Thessalonica, and they listened eagerly
to Paul's message. They searched the Scriptures day after day to
see if Paul and Silas were teaching the truth.

—Acts 17:11,
New Living Translation
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Meet the Parent: Rereading
Genesis







I was inspired to write about the first eleven
chapters of Genesis by two books: In the Beginning by Isaac
Asimov, a classic that blew my mind back in high school, and the
illustrated Genesis by R. Crumb. Neither is hateful toward
the Old Testament, and I've tried to follow their example. I'm
convinced every Western thinker should know exactly what the Bible
says, especially the section known as Genesis. People use it to
argue against evolution, a natural science with enough evidence to
convince anyone who gives it a fair shake. More to the point, the
Adam and Eve account is often used to explain why Christ had to die
by human hands. Many Christians believe his sacrifice was necessary
to pay a debt incurred by the first humans. If those first humans
didn't exist, then Jesus's life story takes on a new, more tragic
dimension.

It's only fair to tell you my bias up front.
This isn't a sneak attack; you'll see it coming for miles. I
believe in Jesus. I believe in his message. I consider myself, in
that sense at least, a Christian. Yet I do not believe anything in
the first eleven chapters of Genesis. To me their words are
self-evidently mythological. Therefore, I don't think Jesus had to
be tortured to death in order to balance some grand universal
checkbook. If anything, I think his death served the purpose of
reminding us how petty and cruel we can be. Sometimes we need to be
confronted with our own venality before we can rise above
it.

You may be one of many "young Earth
creationists" who accept every word of Genesis as literal truth.
Depending on which poll you believe, that's anywhere from 10 to 45
percent of Americans. I suspect my readers fall into a demographic
with a more allegorical interpretation of the Old Testament, but if
I'm wrong and I offend you, I apologize in advance. That’s not my
intention. Rather, I think you of all people agree it's important
that we know exactly what the Bible says. If it says something I
find irrational, then I'm obliged to meditate on that—and I have,
for many years. Perhaps you'll at least understand how I came to
the skeptical conclusions I did. You might not share my
conclusions, but understanding is good, right?

I've chosen to favor the Authorized
Bible translation, also known as "the King James Bible,"
with reservations. There's an undeniable beauty to the poetry of
the King James, but it isn't the clearest or most accurate
version. Modern Bibles are easier to read, but they kind of make
Bible characters sound like dudes from California, so I’ll refer to
more colloquial translations as I see fit. Feel free to shop and
compare.

















GENESIS

This is a Greek word meaning "origin." The
Hebrews called this book Bereshit (an unfortunate collection
of sounds, to be sure), which is simply the first word of the
Torah. It means "in the beginning."












Chapter 1

Chapter and verse designations were added long
after the writing of the Bible, and they don't always make sense.
Of course, it's too late to go back and reassign them
now.

1 In the beginning, God created the heaven and
the earth.

Simple, straightforward; done and done. This
is a summary of the text to follow, and it's probably not meant to
suggest what God did before His famous creative days. The word used
for "God" here is Elohim, which actually means "gods"—but
Hebrew sometimes uses the plural to mean the majestic singular.
Still, there were times in Hebrew history when the Jews believed in
multiple gods. (Baal is described as if he’s real, for example.)
The Hebrews just favored their own racial deity, the war god Yahweh
(or, as the King James Bible fudges, "the LORD"). It is
possible to read this plural as a relic of those ancient times,
locked into the Bible by its sacred status.

2 And the earth was without form, and void;
and darkness was upon the face of the deep. And the Spirit of God
moved upon the face of the waters.

Two verses, and already things get confusing.
It's worth noting that Hebrew cosmology was influenced, as you
might expect, by stories from surrounding nations. The Babylonians
believed a god (first Anu, then Enlil, and finally Marduk) made the
universe out of Tiamat's physical remains. Wikipedia describes
Tiamat as "a chaos monster, a primordial goddess of the ocean," and
that does the trick nicely. It's worth noting that many linguists
believe the Semitic words for "ocean" derive from Tiamat.
The Hebrew word used here is tehom.

Another linguistic note that might help
concerns the word "Spirit." The Hebrew word is ruakh, and it
doesn't refer to what we now call "the Holy Spirit." In fact, it
just means "breath." The implication here is that the wind is (or
at least used to be) God's breath. So what Genesis 1:2 seems to be
saying in modern language is, "The earth was shapeless and empty.
The ocean was chaotic and dark. And God breathed over the ocean."
It's the equivalent of, "It was a dark and stormy
night."

3 And God said, "Let there be light," and
there was light.

Okay, quick confession: I added those
quotation marks. The King James Bible was produced before
quotation marks came into common usage. I prefer clarity to
history. Be that as it may, God invents light in verse 3. The
Hebrew word for light is or. The Latin phrase fiat
lux, which means "let there be light," has been adopted as the
motto of many colleges. The Hebrews had no way of knowing what
light actually is—we're really not a hundred percent sure
today—but they seem to have assumed it was a material substance,
like smoke. Various Greek verses from the New Testament claim "God
is light" and "God is spirit." Given a dated understanding of
physics, those were clever hypotheses. The Hebrews had a different
view of God's physical substance, as we'll see down the
road.

4 And God saw the light, that it was good: and
God divided the light from the darkness.

That division could be viewed in several ways,
some more poetic than others. If it means God separated light and
darkness as if they were fluids of varying colors, well, that's
charming, and it's the meaning supported by the next verse. But
some bend this verse into a distinction between "the Forces of
Light" and "the Forces of Darkness." It suggests the introduction
of dialectics, the philosophical idea that you have to view
the universe (or a system of thought) as divisible before you can
manipulate or cogitate upon it; i.e., that one thing or idea can't
be preferable to any other if there aren't two things. It's
a lovely verse any way you read it. The image of God admiring His
own craftsmanship is especially pleasing.

5 And God called the light Day, and the
darkness he called Night. And the evening and the morning were the
first day.

Well, that pretty much locks the "light vs.
dark" business into a literal interpretation, right? In the Semitic
world, the twenty-four hour "day" began at sundown, so evening
comes first.

This is also the verse in which God starts
naming things, in Hebrew of course. The ancient Hebrews assumed
their language came first and was devised by God Himself. We don't
know which language came first, but it probably wasn't Hebrew and
it probably faded out of existence millennia ago.

Note that the King James Bible doesn't
follow our present-day custom of capitalizing any pronoun that
refers directly to God. I do follow that habit out of respect for
Christians—but it's easy to forget, so if you catch me in a lapse,
please understand no offense is meant.

6 And God said, "Let there be a firmament in
the midst of the waters..."

The Hebrew word translated "firmament" (by way
of the Latin firmamentum) is raqia. Raqia
means a stretched-out expanse, as of dough being pressed into a
sheet. It can also mean a flat lid. Scholars have argued for years
about what raqia means here, and that meaning is important
because it's either poetic or preposterous. For obvious reasons,
most ancient cultures saw the sky as a solid dome stretched over a
flat earth. (That's how it looks.) If the writer of Genesis
1:6 shares this view, he’s too dated and ignorant to have been
given accurate information by God. If he's using a metaphor, then
no big deal.

...and let it divide the waters from the
waters. 7 And God made the firmament, and divided the waters which
were under the firmament from the waters which were above the
firmament: and it was so. 8 And God called the firmament Heaven.
And the evening and the morning were the second day.

So here we have God constructing either a
solid dome or a flat "force field" in the sky, with water above and
water below. There is certainly water in the sky (though not in
interplanetary space) in the form of water vapor, but nothing solid
divides that vapor from water on the ground or in the ocean. I
think it's tough to argue or pretend we're not catching the author
of Genesis in a scientific oopsie here, but he needs that solid dam
to foreshadow later events. Dams were made to be broken, at least
in suspenseful stories.

9 And God said, "Let the waters under the
heaven be gathered together unto one place, and let the dry land
appear:" and it was so. 10 And God called the dry land Earth; and
the gathering together of the waters called he seas: and God saw
that it was good.

God gathers all the water scattered on the
ground and combines it into an ocean, allowing land to dry. Our
current view of geophysics has it the other way around: tectonic
activity pushes crust plates around till they collide, driving land
up out of the ocean.

God's cooking with gas now.

11 And God said, "Let the earth bring forth
grass, the herb yielding seed, and the fruit tree yielding fruit
after his kind, whose seed is in itself, upon the earth," and it
was so. 12 And the earth brought forth grass, and herb yielding
seed after his kind, and the tree yielding fruit, whose seed was in
itself, after his kind: and God saw that it was good. 13 And the
evening and the morning were the third day.

So here we have the first plants, generated
from the earth, with the ability to reproduce themselves by
species; in other words, a palm tree could never generate an apple
tree. This is mostly true. It overlooks the possibility of
mutations, of course, but that hardly seems worth quibbling about
now.

What does require comment is the word "day."
The Hebrew word used here is yowm, and as creationists often
remind us, yowm can mean either a literal or a figurative
day. Confronted by inarguable geological evidence that the earth is
far older than the few thousand years a literal reading mandates,
they invoke the latter meaning, as in, "back in my father's day."
But a quick glance at any Hebrew concordance kicks this idea
straight to the curb. Strong's, for example—the concordance
cited most often by the apologists—reads, "yowm...a day (as
the warm hours), whether lit[eral] (from sunrise to sunset, or from
one sunset to the next), or fig[urative] (a space of time defined
by an associated term)." There is no "associated term" in Genesis
chapter 1, but we are given a specification: "the evening and the
morning." There's just no getting around the fact that the Genesis
writer means a literal day. He makes it as thuddingly obvious as he
can.

By the way, when Old Testament writers use the
word "seed" to mean "human seminal fluid," it's the same Hebrew
word used here, which is zera. Lacking knowledge of genetics
or, indeed, most human biology, ancient Hebrews believed sperm was
sown into a woman like plant seeds in a field. In their view, she
contributed about as much to the makeup of her offspring as a ditch
covered in soil adds to the plants growing therein. We know now, of
course, that half our genetic "recipes" derive from our
mothers.

14 And God said, "Let there be lights in the
firmament of the heaven to divide the day from the night; and let
them be for signs, and for seasons, and for days, and for years: 15
And let them be for lights in the firmament of the heaven to give
light upon the earth": and it was so.

Both "day" and "days" in verse 14 are
yowm. "Signs" are owth, and just like the English
equivalent, that word could refer to banners, omens, or evidence.
Some of those "lights in the raqia" are stars. Astrology was
common in the ancient world just as it is today. The writer,
therefore, is telling us that God put the stars in the sky partly
to send messages via horoscope. We now know the stars are enormous
balls of thermonuclear gas nowhere near the atmosphere of the
Earth, so no concrete evidence has ever been found to suggest
astrology is anything other than ignorant nonsense.

16 And God made two great lights, the greater
light to rule the day, and the lesser light to rule the night: he
made the stars also. 17 And God set them in the firmament of the
heaven to give light upon the earth, 18 And to rule over the day
and over the night, and to divide the light from the darkness: and
God saw that it was good. 19 And the evening and the morning were
the fourth day.

At first this seems redundant. Then it seems
contradictory. In verse 15, the mere utterance of God can make
things come to be. Then it turns out He has to build them Himself.
Call it poetic license on the part of the writer.



The moon, of course, emits no light of its
own; it merely reflects the light of the sun. The writer of Genesis
had no way of knowing this so, plainly, he doesn't.

20 And God said, "Let the
waters bring forth abundantly the moving creature that hath life,
and fowl that may fly above the earth in the open firmament of
heaven." 21 And God created great whales [tanniyn: in
many translations, "the great sea monsters" or "large sea
creatures"], and every living creature that
moveth, which the waters brought forth abundantly, after their
kind, and every winged fowl after his kind: and God saw that it was
good. 22 And God blessed them, saying, "Be fruitful, and multiply,
and fill the waters in the seas, and let fowl multiply in the
earth. 23 And the evening and the morning were the fifth
day.

God makes aquatic animals and "fowl,"
apparently out of seawater, and gives them the ability to
reproduce. The word for "creature" here is nephesh, which
literally means "something that breathes." To an ancient Hebrew, a
plant wasn't a nephesh, so it wasn't even, properly
speaking, alive. Nowadays we know plants take in gases, but in a
cycle opposite to ours: they inhale carbon dioxide and exhale
oxygen—luckily for us! The word for "fowl" is oph, and it
refers to any winged creatures including bats and insects—neither
of which, it turns out, are birds. It's pretty clear from Leviticus
chapter 11 that the ancient Hebrews were shaky on airborne
zoology.

24 And God said, "Let the earth bring forth
the living creature after his kind, cattle, and creeping thing, and
beast of the earth after his kind": and it was so. 25 And God made
the beast of the earth after his kind, and cattle after their kind,
and every thing that creepeth upon the earth after his kind: and
God saw that it was good.

A day after making the sea and air beasts out
of water, God makes land creatures out of dirt. "Creeping thing"
isn't the best possible translation for remes, which means a
small, rapid animal such as a lizard, yet it's in almost every
English Bible.

Fortunately for us, God isn't quite finished
with His six-day work week.

26 And God said, "Let us make man in our
image, after our likeness: and let them have dominion over the fish
of the sea, and over the fowl of the air, and over the cattle, and
over all the earth, and over every creeping thing that creepeth
over the earth." 27 So God created man in his image...

We interrupt this verse to mention two crucial
points. The first is that God makes human beings in His own image
(tselem), after His own likeness (dmuwth). We've
gotten awfully metaphorical in our interpretation of this concept,
Gentle Reader, but the writer is being as clear as he knows how to
be: We were made to look like Elohim. He looks like us. R. Crumb
draws God as an impressive old Jewish man in a shiny-clean robe,
and that's exactly what the writer of Genesis had in mind. If you
don't believe me, wait a while; he'll make it clear again later.
God is anthropomorphic in Genesis chapter 1—or rather, we humans
are "theomorphic."

Second, what's this "us" business? Granted,
the word Elohim is plural, but it hasn't been treated like a
plural till now. Who is God talking to? Who, in fact, has He been
talking to all along?

This isn't the only time God addresses what
seem to be His peers in the Old Testament (see Isaiah 6:8, but
there are others in Genesis down the road). The Hebrews became
monotheistic little by little over the course of centuries,
centuries which coincided with the writing of the Old Testament.
Some commentators believe God is talking to Jesus or the rest of
the Trinity or His angels here, but the honest fact is that all we
can really do is speculate. In my opinion, He's talking to other
gods in the pantheon; but by the time this became verboten in
Hebrew thought, it was too well established and sacred in the Torah
to revise. If I'm right, Elohim might sometimes take on a
plural meaning. You can think what you want, but remember, only
some Bible writers treated Baal and Marduk as if they were nothing
but statues. In several accounts, Baal is real, he just isn't as
powerful as El/Elohim/Yahweh.

Finally, ancient writers didn't share our
present, more enlightened view of gender linguistics. "Man" here is
adam, meaning both "a human" and "a male human." At its root
it means "ruddy," reflecting Semitic skin tones and the notion that
people were made out of clay. Clay, of course, is made of minerals,
in no way resembling our own carbon-based biology.

...in the image of God created [H]e him; male
and female created [H]e them.

In Genesis chapter 1, men and women are
created at the same time. Remember that. The pronouns are
unequivocal, in both Hebrew and English. Also, we reiterate the
idea that people and the Hebrew God look similar.

28 And God blessed them, and
God said unto them, "Be fruitful, and multiply, and replenish the
earth, and subdue it: and have dominion over the fish of the sea,
and over the fowl of the air, and over every living thing that
moveth upon the earth." 29 And God said, "Behold, I have given you
every herb bearing seed, which is upon the face of all the earth,
and every tree, in the which is the fruit of a tree yielding seed;
to you it shall be for meat [oklah:
"food"]. 30 And to every beast of the earth, and
to every fowl of the air, and to every thing that creepeth upon the
earth, wherein there is life, I have given every green herb for
meat": and it was so. 31 And God saw every thing that he had made,
and behold, it was very good. And the evening and the morning were
the sixth day.

So God makes man and woman together and
instructs them to "have dominion over" [radah: "subjugate"]
the Earth. In other words, He tells them to be hunter-gatherers. He
also gives them the power of reproduction on their first day of
life. He tells them they can eat from any food tree in the
world—any food tree, no exception. Then His work week is
over. I want to hammer that point home, so here are the first three
verses of Genesis chapter 2:

1 Thus the heavens and the earth were
finished, and all the host of them. 2 And on the seventh day God
ended his work which he had made; and he rested on the seventh day
from all his work which he had made. 3 And God blessed the seventh
day, and sanctified it: because that in it he had rested from all
his work which he had made.

Done. No rib-ectomy, no serpent...no Garden of
Eden. Done. God made men and women and sent them on their way with
a hearty l'chaim to take a much deserved rest. (I'm not sure
why an all-powerful creator would need to rest, but never
mind.)

What the what? Where's all that "she gave me
the fruit and I ate" business? What's going on here?












Chapter 2

In my last entry we looked at the
complete creation account ending in Genesis 2:3. Men and women were
created at the same time. There's no mention by name of Eve, the
serpent, or the Garden of Eden. Creation ends at sundown on the
sixth day, and Elohim takes his famous day of rest. And that's it.
So why are we about to tell the story of creation all over
again?

When scholars (especially German
scholars) studied the Torah in the 18th and 19th centuries, they
noticed several occasions when the Bible seemed to be repeating
itself, often with significant variations from one telling to the
next. Like many of us, they were raised to believe Moses wrote the
first five books of the Bible as dictated by God, but that idea
didn't mesh with what they read. For one thing, Deuteronomy
describes Moses's death. For another, why would the same guy tell
the same story twice with different details? The idea that Moses
wrote the Pentateuch (the first five books of the Bible) is an
ancient one, which is why it appears in other Bible books. It just
doesn't seem to be true, at least not completely.

If Moses wrote any of the Bible, he
wasn't the last person to edit his work. We can tell the same way
we determine whether Elizabethan texts were written by Shakespeare:
we analyze word choice, story repetition, obvious sources, and so
on. It may seem strange, even blasphemous to apply literary
criticism to the Holy Bible, but honestly, why wouldn't we want to
know more about our culture's most sacred text?

Perhaps the most obvious
clue about Bible authorship is a writer's choice for the name or
title of God. If you've seen Indiana Jones
and the Last Crusade, you know the
personal name of God is Jehovah, and you know there are various
ways of spelling it. There are even different ways of saying it,
and we don't know which is correct. That's because ancient Hebrews
didn't include vowel characters in their writing, and sometime
around the Greco-Roman period, the Jews decided the Name was too
holy to pronounce with mortal lips. We do know the consonants:
Yodh-He-Wah-He, or YHWH. Jewish scholars have decided the
so-called Tetragrammaton
(or "four-letter word") was probably pronounced
"Yahweh," but no one knows for sure—and God isn't
tellin'.

The name of God changes
several times in the first few books of the Bible. As we've seen,
the writer of the first chapter used Elohim exclusively. We now
think this writer was a member of the Jewish priestly class, so
scholars call him "P." He lived around 500 BC, when the Hebrews
were in exile in Babylon. P loves lists. The German scholar Julius
Wellhausen, for whom the documentary
hypothesis of authorship is often
erroneously named, thinks P is a bad writer. I disagree. I think he
manages to skirt around the most preposterous elements of Bible
stories. I guess we could say he's sort of an anal-retentive
academic type.

The second chapter of
Genesis starts a new creation story, because it's the version told
by a writer called "J," who lived almost five centuries before P.
Scholars call this guy J because he likes to use God's personal
name—still acceptable in his lifetime—and in German, the Divine
Name is spelled "Jehovah," just as it is in a few places in
the King James Bible. The truth is, any time you see "the LORD" in all-caps in an
old Bible, that's a place where the text used to read,
"YHWH."

J has been called eloquent, which is a
polite way of saying he tends to ramble. His versions of Bible
stories include more details, even if some of those details seem
ridiculous to present-day readers. You'll see what I mean as we
continue.

4 These are the generations of the
heavens and of the earth when they were created...

The Torah has more than
two sources. Deuteronomy, for example, begins the work of a source
called "D.” These sources were compiled and semi-organized by at
least four redactors, or editors, collectively known as "R." Many scholars think
the beginning of verse 4 is an example of R providing a smooth
segue from one version to another. R's pretty good at his job; the
transition is so smooth that most of us read these books as kids
without noticing we were being told the same story twice. We now
begin the creation story as (re)told by J, who first told it long
before P gave us his version.

...in the day
[yowm] that the LORD God made the earth
and the heavens,

This is the first appearance of the
Tetragrammaton in the Bible. Yahweh is the patron god of the Jewish
people, and J’s obviously proud to throw His name around first
thing out of the gate.

J dispenses with the
seven-day structure of P's account. In J's version, everything
happens in a single yowm—though without P's "the evening
and the morning," it's hard to say which meaning of
yowm he has in
mind.

5 And every plant of the field before
it was in the earth, and every herb of the field before it grew:
for the LORD God had not caused it to rain upon the earth, and
there was not a man to till the ground. 6 But there went up a mist
from the earth, and watered the whole face of the
ground.

Huh? Weren't plants created on the
third day, three days before Elohim made human beings? Now J tells
us man had to come first, in order to till the ground so plants
could grow. It's confusing. Also, we’re told it hasn't rained,
which isn’t surprising as it's only been a few days and we're in
the Middle East. There is, however, dew, which certainly seems to
come up out of the ground—if, that is, you know nothing about
condensation.

7 And the LORD God
[Yahweh Elohim] formed
man of the dust of the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the
breath of life; and man became a living soul.

The Jamieson-Fausset-Brown Bible Commentary says, "Science has proved that the substance of [man's]
flesh, sinews, and bones, consists of the very same elements as the
soil which forms the crust of the earth." Well, that’s just
blatantly, even willfully false. Organic creatures are made of
carbon, hydrogen, oxygen, and nitrogen. Soil is made primarily of
silicon, aluminum and other metals in addition to carbon. There's
organic material in soil, but mostly from the living creatures that live and die
there. We are not made of clay. We are not animated by a puff of
air from God's nostrils. If Adam was, then he was one of a kind. We
now know human beings reproduce genetically and are the descendants
of numerous hominid species in Africa. I'm an African-American! So
are you, no matter what your ethnic background.

You might recall Jewish
folk tales about golems, mischievous anthropomorphic beings crafted out of mud and
animated by magical means. According to the Talmud (Tractate
Sanhedrin 38b), Adam was the first golem.

8 And the LORD God planted a garden
eastward in Eden; and there he put the man whom he had
formed.

Now we're on familiar
footing. Man came first, with no woman in sight. It does seem
strange, though, to find God planting the Garden of Eden rather
than creating it instantaneously, doesn't it? Doesn’t it seem a
bit...dare I say...human?

9 And out of the ground made the LORD
God to grow every tree that is pleasant to the sight, and good for
food; the tree of life also in the midst of the garden, and the
tree of knowledge of good and evil.

Yahweh's garden blooms beautifully
here, including two special—one might even say magical—trees. The
fruit of the first magic tree gives eternal life, the second
ultimate moral knowledge.

10 And a river went out of
Eden ["delight"] to water the garden; and from thence it was parted, and
became into four heads. 11 The name of the first is Pison: that is
it which compasseth the whole land of Havilah, where there is gold;
12 And the gold of that land is good: there is bdellium and the
onyx stone. 13 And the name of the second river is Gihon: the same
is it that compasseth the whole land of Ethiopia. 14 And the name
of the third river is Hiddekel: that is it which goeth toward the
east of Assyria. And the fourth river is Euphrates.

To an ancient Hebrew, these directions
were as precise as Google Maps. They're almost too precise. We
don't know to which rivers the Pison and Gihon refer, but we do
know exactly where the Tigris and Euphrates split: northwest of the
Persian Gulf, in an area that used to be extremely fertile with
both flora and fauna. There was a city there, Dilmun, famed far and
wide for its bounty, so much so that it was called "the Land of the
Living" and "the place where the sun rises." Dilmun is also a
setting in the Enûma Elish, the Babylonian myth of creation that
predates the Genesis texts.

15 And the LORD God took the man, and
put him into the Garden of Eden to dress it and to keep
it.

P's creation story said humans were
made to be hunter-gatherers. J says Adam was given the job of
groundskeeper. Notice, too, that J hasn't said anything yet about
either women or animals.

16 And the LORD God
commanded the man, saying, "Of every tree of the garden thou mayest
freely eat: 17 But of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil,
thou shalt not eat of it: for in the day [yowm] that thou eatest thereof thou
shalt surely die."

There's always a catch, right? Yahweh
either forgets to ban consumption of the fruit of life or allows
Adam to eat it in order to prolong his career as a gardener. But
the fruit of the second magic tree is fatal; God warns Adam it
would kill him within a day.

So why create it in the first
place?

18 And the LORD God said, "It is not
good that the man should be alone; I will make him an help meet for
him."

"Helpmate" is a common
misquote of this verse. "Meet" used to mean "fitting" or
"appropriate." Interestingly, "meet" isn't the translation of a
word in the original Hebrew text; it's just thrown in. The Hebrew
word for "help" is ezer. Sad to say, this verse has been used to justify no end of
sexist behavior and subjugation. No present-day writer would ever
suggest women were created to be man's assistant, but J lived
almost three thousand years ago. Of course, J is quoting Yahweh
here, a fact which bears contemplation. I'll leave that, as math
textbooks say, "as an exercise for the reader."

19 And out of the ground the LORD God
formed every beast of the field, and every fowl of the air; and
brought them unto Adam to see what he would call them: and
whatsoever Adam called every living creature, that was the name
thereof. 20 And Adam gave names to all cattle, and to the fowl of
the air, and to every beast of the field; but for Adam there was
not found a help meet for him.

In P's version, God made fowl on the
fifth day, cattle early on the sixth day, and men and women
together but later on the sixth day. That makes sense in that small
animals eat plants, big animals eat small animals, and humans eat
everything. J turns this around so plants come first, followed by
man to take care of them, then fowl and land creatures together,
and finally women last of all. Try as we might, there's just no
reconciling the order and meaning of these accounts.

Yahweh decides it isn't good for Adam
to be alone, so He creates animals out of dirt for companionship.
(If only, J seems to be suggesting, Adam had been a "pet person.")
At least Adam gets the job of naming every animal, which makes him
partly responsible for Hebrew vocabulary.

21 And the LORD God caused
a deep sleep to fall upon Adam, and he slept: and [H]e took one of
his ribs, and closed up the flesh instead thereof; 22 And the rib,
which the LORD God had taken from man [adam], made [H]e a woman
[ishah], and
brought her unto the man [adam].

Yahweh invents anesthesia, removes one
of Adam's ribs, and uses scrimshaw to craft that rib into a
full-size woman.

A bright person of my acquaintance
once asked me why women have an extra rib if the Genesis story is
untrue. All I could do was sigh in frustration. Women do not have
an extra rib. Men are not missing a rib. As any thoracic X-ray
clearly demonstrates, we each have twelve pairs. This is one of the
most easily disproven legends in history.

Which came first, male or female human
beings? That's a meaningless question, of course, as we're the
exact same species; but it's worth noting that both men and women
begin their fetal development as females. If anything, male gonads
develop from the organs of women, not the other way
around.

23 And Adam said, "This is
now bone of my bones, and flesh of my flesh: she shall be called
Woman [ishah],
because she was taken out of man [ish]."

The first line spoken by
any human in the Bible is a pun. Unfortunately, this is also an
example of folk
etymology, the (often false) explanation
for how words come to be. "Fornication Under the Consent of the
King" is a present-day example. (The "F word," by the way, probably
comes from Dutch or Germanic words meaning "to pound.") Most
present-day scholars agree the Hebrew words ish and ishah actually have separate roots.
That seems hard to believe, but consider this: our words "male" and
"female" have separate origins as well. Language is a funny
thing.

24 Therefore shall a man
leave his father and his mother, and shall cleave
[dabaq: to cling or adhere]
unto his wife: and they shall be one
flesh.

J uses this story to
explain the origin of love and sex. Stephen Trask, the composer
of Hedwig and the Angry
Inch, recycles this old story to explain
human pair-bonding, in a song called “The Origin of
Love.”

25 And they were both naked, the man
and his wife, and were not ashamed.

And why should they be? Let's give the
happy couple some privacy for a while. If only there weren't the
ominous foreshadowing of that single forbidden magic
tree...












Chapter 3

1 Now the serpent was more subtil than any
beast of the field which the LORD God had made. And he said unto
the woman, "Yea, hath God said, 'Ye shall not eat of every tree of
the garden?'"

The word translated as "serpent" is
nachash, which refers to any snake. It's an
onomatopoeia, a sound effect word, derived from the
sibilance of a snake's hiss. "Subtil" (or "subtle") is from the
Hebrew aruwm, which means "cunning," usually in a negative
sense. The woman here is still Ishah.

R. Crumb draws the talking snake as a bipedal
lizard-man, like a Sleestak from Land of the Lost. This is
appropriate, because at this point, Yahweh hasn't cursed the snake
to 'crawl on its belly.'

At no point in Genesis, at least, is the
serpent connected in any way with Satan, not once, not ever.
There's nothing in the account to suggest the character is anything
other than a walking, talking snake. If that makes the story appear
childish, well—it probably seemed that way to later Hebrews as
well, which may be why it was given a larger meaning in centuries
to come.

2 And the woman said unto the serpent, "We may
eat of the fruit of the trees of the garden: 3 But of the fruit of
the tree which is in the midst of the garden, God hath said, 'Ye
shall not eat of it; neither shall ye touch it, lest ye
die.'"

Ishah repeats Yahweh's fruit consumption
warning from 2:17 but expands it to preclude even touching the
fruit. You'll remember, as she does, the penalty for doing so:
death that very day.

4 And the serpent said unto the woman, "Ye
shall not surely die..."

This is often called the first lie, but it's
actually more of a half-truth. If Ishah eats the fruit, she will,
in fact, die. Fair enough. She will not, however, die that very
day. So really, when you think about it, didn't Yahweh utter the
first half-truth? I mean, I'm just reading the story. You tell
me.

5 ..."For God doth know that in the day ye eat
thereof, then your eyes shall be opened, and ye shall be as gods,
knowing good and evil."

Um...That part's true, right? Isn't it right
there in the name of the "tree of the knowledge of good and
evil?"

Also: "gods?" The word here is elohim
again, and Hebrew doesn't have capital letters to denote proper
nouns, so this could just be another reference to Yahweh Elohim.
Common English translations are evenly split on this
issue.

6 And when the woman saw
that the tree was good for food, and that it was pleasant to the
eyes, and a tree to be desired to make one wise, she took of the
fruit [priya] thereof, and did eat,
and gave also unto her husband with her, and he did
eat.

Dun dun DUNNN.

As most people nowadays know, priya
refers to any fruit, not a specific kind. Since this is a magic
tree, unique to itself, the fruit could be anything from
snozberries to Juicy Fruit gum. There are apples in the Middle
East—they're even mentioned later in the Old Testament—but early
rabbis thought this priya was a fig, no doubt suggested by
the next verse.

The phrase "with her" doesn't appear in the
Hebrew text, near as I can tell, but it's thrown into almost every
English translation. What's odd about this is most of us grew up
with the notion that Adam was off somewhere taking a nap, and Ishah
came and found him and pestered him into eating the fruit with no
explanation. In the King James, however, Adam's with her
when she talks to the snake, but he doesn't say anything. Either
way, this is not a terrific plan on Ishah's part, even if the
snake's sales pitch is mostly true. We're left with the impression
of a talking snake of human intelligence, craftily duping Ishah
into a fatal mistake that would leave the serpent the garden's sole
remaining sentient species. As Douglas Adams would say, 10 out of
10 for ambition, but minus several million for
execution.

7 And the eyes of them both
were opened, and they knew that they were naked; and they sewed
fig [t'en] leaves together; and
made aprons.

Young's Literal Translation prefers
"girdles." Either way, this doesn't entirely address the
issue of Ishah's nudity, does it? Hot!

The magic tree has, in fact, expanded the
couple's worldview, though how this relates to good and evil is
beyond me. Are we to infer that prior to eating of the fruit,
neither Adam nor Ishah had a conscience? Did they have any moral or
ethical sense? Perhaps a better name for the magic tree would be
"Tree of Nudity Taboos."

By the way, what would’ve happened if any of
these characters had eaten from the tree of life instead? After
all, Yahweh never forbade it.

8 And they heard the voice
of the LORD God walking in the garden in the cool of the day: and
Adam and his wife [ishah] hid
themselves from the presence of the LORD God among the trees of the
garden.

Say what now?

The New American Standard Bible prefers
"sound" to "voice," but the Hebrew qowl is from a root
meaning "to call aloud." "Cool" is ruwach, closely related
to ruach (breath), so a better translation might be
"breeze." Any doubts about the physical form of Yahweh in Genesis
should be laid to rest here. He's close to human-sized, He likes
taking walks, He has an audible voice, and He's affected by daytime
temperatures. Also, Adam and Ishah can hide from Him by ducking
behind trees.

9 And the LORD God called unto Adam, and said
unto him, "Where art thou?"

Yahweh has no patience for hide and
seek.

10 And he [Adam] said, "I heard thy voice in
the garden, and I was afraid, because I was naked; and I hid
myself." 11 And [H]e said, "Who told thee that thou wast naked?
Hast thou eaten of the tree, whereof I commanded thee that thou
shouldest not eat?"

Why would anyone have to tell Adam he was
naked? Apparently Yahweh means, "Who told you nudity was wrong?" If
Adam learned that from the tree of the knowledge of good and bad,
then that means nudity was, in fact, wrong, which means Yahweh made
Adam in a sinful, imperfect state. So what exactly is the moral
lesson of this story?

12 And the man said, "The woman whom thou
gavest to be with me, she gave me of the tree, and I did
eat."

It's her fault! No, wait—it's Your
fault!

13 And the LORD God said
unto the woman, "What is this that thou hast done?" And the woman
said, "The serpent beguiled [often, "deceived"] me, and I did eat."

It's the talking snake's fault! I think one of
the reasons this story is so charming is its evocation of
children's precocious talent for buck-passing under pressure.
"Um...the space pirates did it!"

14 And the LORD God said
unto the serpent, "Because thou hast done this, thou art cursed
above all cattle [land animals], and above
every beast of the field; upon thy belly shalt thou go, and dust
shalt thou eat all the days of thy life: 15 And I will put enmity
between thee and the woman, and between thy seed and her seed; it
shall bruise thy head, and thou shalt bruise his
heel."

And that's why women are scared of snakes to
this very day!

Yahweh gets so mad at the snake that He
changes its very form, demoting it to ground level and making sure
humans and snakes will always have a violent relationship. He also
decrees snakes shall forever eat dust—which, of course, they don't.
Tongue-flicking is how snakes collect chemical samples for the
Jacobson's organ in the roofs of their mouths. It's a process more
akin to smelling than eating.

Is all of this starting to seem rather like
one of Rudyard Kipling's "Just So Stories?" "And that is how the
Rhinoceros got his skin!" Mythologists call these pourquoi
stories, from the French word for "why."

16 Unto the woman he said,
"I will greatly multiply thy sorrow [itstsabowm,
which can mean "sorrow" and/or "pain"] and thy
conception; in sorrow [etsep: "painful toil"]
thou shalt bring forth children; and thy desire
shall be to thy husband, and he shall rule over
thee."

And that's why childbirth hurts and men are in
charge—and don’t you forget it!

17 And unto Adam he said,
"Because thou hast hearkened [shama: "paid
attention"] unto the voice of thy wife, and hast
eaten of the tree, of which I commanded thee, saying, 'Thou shalt
not eat of it': cursed is the ground for thy sake; in sorrow shalt
thou eat of it all the days of thy life; 18 Thorns also and
thistles shall it bring forth to thee; and thou shalt eat the herb
of the field; 19 In the sweat of thy face shalt thou eat bread,
till thou return unto the ground; for out of it wast thou taken:
for dust thou art, and unto dust shalt thou
return."

And that's why farming sucks!

20 And Adam called his
wife's [ishah] name Eve; because
she was the mother of all living.

The former Ishah takes her married name at
last. Adam actually names her Chawah. ("Mother of all
living" is em chay.) So how did "Chawah" become "Eve?" As
“Chawah” passed through the Germanic languages, it morphed from
Chavah to Ava pronounced "Ah-vah" to Ava
pronounced "Ay-va" to Eve.

There's nothing to mean "because" in the
original Hebrew text, by the way, so this verse could be translated
as, "Adam renamed Ishah 'Chawah,' the Mother of All Living."
Chawah seems to be related to roots meaning "to breathe" or
"to live." (It's related to l'chaim, meaning "to
life.")

Many commentators feel this verse is out of
place and may have been shifted from after verse 24.

21 Unto Adam also and to his
wife [back to ishah] did the LORD
God make coats of skins, and clothed them.

Well, that seems thoughtful. One has the image
of Yahweh whipping out a Singer and some fabric swatches. "Your
ruddy skin would look fabulous in white fox. You're a
winter!"

22 And the LORD God said, "Behold, the man is
become as one of us, to know good and evil: and now, lest he put
forth his hand, and take also of the tree of life, and eat, and
live for ever:"

"Us?" Who's "us?" Technically, there is no
"us" in the original Hebrew. Yahweh's exact quote begins, "Hen,
adam echad yada..." which means, "Look, (the) man is one to
know..." There’s a strong implication of "one of Us," but it isn't
explicit.

Yahweh realizes He probably shouldn't leave
these two alone with magic trees anymore, so He acts quickly to
revise what was probably not the ideal setup in the first
place.

23 Therefore the LORD God
sent him forth from the garden of Eden, to till the ground from
whence he was taken. 24 So he drove out the man; and he placed at
the east of the garden of Eden Cherubims, and a flaming sword which
turned every way, to keep the way [i.e., guard the path]
of the tree of life.

It seems strange that Yahweh would put so much
effort into guarding the east side of Eden, given the Middle
East is actually west of the Tigris and Euphrates. Cool fire
sword, though.
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