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Reading: (from a Facebook page called Daughters of Time: stories of
remarkable women who shaped history; unknown author)

“What if the Evidence Proves Otherwise?”

In the 1960s, while church authorities [continued to insist that] women's silence was
biblical law, one scholar started asking a question that would shake two millennia of
doctrine: What if the evidence proves otherwise?

Rosemary Radford Ruether was a [Catholic] theologian who refused to accept easy
answers. She looked at Christianity's power structures and saw something everyone else
had normalized: half the human population systematically locked out of leadership,
their voices erased from sacred spaces, their contributions buried under centuries of
institutional amnesia.

But she didn't just complain about inequality. She went digging.

What Rosemary unearthed was explosive. In the earliest Christian communities, before
empire and hierarchy calcified into doctrine, women had been everywhere. Teachers.
Prophets. Leaders. Apostles. The archaeological record showed it. Ancient letters
confirmed it. The evidence was hiding in plain sight, quietly contradicting every sermon
that had ever told women to sit down and be quiet.

She held up these findings like a mirror to the church and said: Your own history betrays
your rules.

Then she went further. Rosemary saw connections that made powerful people
uncomfortable. She recognized that the same theological framework used to silence
women was the exact blueprint used to justify ecological destruction, racial oppression,
economic exploitation. When you build a religious system that says domination is
divinely ordained, you don't just create sexism. You create a permission structure for
every form of injustice.

This wasn't about tearing Christianity down. It was about excavating what it might have
been before power corrupted it beyond recognition. She believed transformation wasn't
betrayal, it was rescue.

Her scholarship became ammunition. People who'd been told they were less than, who'd
been pushed to the margins by religious authority, suddenly had theological legitimacy
to fight back. She gave them the language, the historical proof, the intellectual
foundation to say: No. You're wrong. And here's why.

Rosemary Radford Ruether turned theology into a tool for liberation. Every woman in a



pulpit today, every person demanding religious institutions live up to their own ideals,
every voice refusing to accept tradition as justification, they're standing on ground she
cleared.

She proved that sometimes the most faithful act is refusing to accept what you've been
told faith demands.

Sermon:
We've all heard this announcement at the airport:

THE TRANSPORTATION SECURITY ADMINISTRATION REMINDS YOU TO
REPORT ANY UNATTENDED BAGGAGE AS YOU AWAIT YOUR
DEPARTURE. DO NOT ALLOW ANYONE TO ADD ITEMS TO YOUR
SUITCASE THAT ARE NOT YOURS.

Apparently Eve did not follow this advice as she and her husband Adam were leaving the
Garden of Eden for future destinations. We all carry the stories of our lives with us in
symbolic suitcases, but Eve’s stories were tampered with along the way. The negative
baggage Eve has carried with her through the millennia is perhaps only now being
re-packed with more useful items — at least in some parts of the world.

But little, it may be, has been of such immense influence to philosophical, sociological,
biological and religious thought and practice in the human history of the last three
thousand years than that of the story of poor maligned Eve. The story of Adam and Eve,
in my opinion one of the most insightful allegories ever written about the human
condition, was re-written, re-packed, into baggage of incredible self-destruction.
Human beings wrote it. Human beings re-wrote it or interpreted it in their own
self-interests. And human beings have suffered for it. We have done this to ourselves.
And now we need to un-do it.

This is not an anti-men sermon. It may be an anti-specific-men-in-history sermon, but I
am not talking about any of you, or even men in general. I really do believe that a large
part of the world is growing out of the anti-feminist era of the past, but our ancestors
and even some of us were born into a very strong ideological culture in which men were
on top, women not. And I'm not referring to THAT!

So, let me get down to some of the nasty stuff — the radioactive fallout from when Adam
and Eve bombed out of Eden.

It is written in I Timothy, from the New Testament, “Let a woman learn in silence with
full submission. I permit no woman to teach or to have authority over a man; she is to
keep silent. For Adam was formed first, then Eve; and Adam was not deceived, but the
woman was deceived and became a transgressor. Yet she shall be saved through
childbearing, provided [she] continue in faith and love and holiness, with modesty.” 1
Timothy 2:11-15



These lines from First Timothy, one of the so-called Pastoral Letters written to help new
and struggling Christian communities in the first century, illustrate the power that a
story can wield.

And the first three chapters of the Book of Genesis have for centuries been the pivotal
texts for defining both the nature and behavior of the sexes in society, and the very
nature of human kind itself. Even though there is a second account within Genesis to
the contrary, most early interpreters typically concluded that God created woman after
man to be his subordinate, his “helper.” In addition, that a woman was the first to
disobey God was further proof of her derivative status.

As if that was not enough, St. Augustine, in the early fifth century, used this same story
of Adam and Eve to develop his crazed (that’s my opinion) idea about original sin into
which all of us, women and men, are supposedly born. I'll refresh your memories, in
case your time in Unitarian Universalism has erased some of that guilt you may have
picked up in your early years of religious education in other churches. Original sin is the
doctrine by which, through the eating of the forbidden fruit, humans fell from the
perfect innocence of their life in the Garden to a state of chronic guilt, passed on to all
further generations through the act of sexual procreation.

Christianity was still perfecting its story in the fifth century, at which time the concept of
original sin became necessary to justify the need for Christ to die for our sins. Christ’s
own baggage was also tampered with by inventing the story of the immaculate
conception thus making Jesus without original sin because his mother, Mary, did not
have him in the usual way. These were all things that were inserted into the Gospel
stories to prove whatever point the evolving Church needed to make — to connect all the
dots in the theological story being written. It’s a very complicated theology that arose
(that was created) to support the resurrection and redemption story of Christianity. A
lot of that went on in the Bible — there are little additions, big additions, changes, and
purposefully poorly translated passages that have served to change history. It’s a
fascinating thing to study. Some of my more conservative seminary friends were aghast
to learn that the Gospels, and other parts of the biblical text, had been altered.

But for now, back to our main character of the day, Eve. Adam and Eve, of the story,
were the original sinners, but Eve was more guilty because she did it first and then lured
Adam into doing it too. “She made me do it,” said Adam to God. Eve, the evil
temptress. Tell me you don’t see remnants of this kind of thinking even today.
Sometimes I think we only see the oppression of women in other countries, but let us
remember the glaring example of the witchcraft trials in the early days of our own
country.

The French existentialist philosopher, Simone De Beauvoir wrote “The idea of a
woman’s special sinfulness, stemming from commonly held interpretations of the Bible,
combined with a notion of her inferior ‘nature,” affirmed in Aristotelian philosophy, thus
made it seem that the sociological fact of woman’s subordination was inscribed in the
heavens.” (Mary Daly, The Church and the Second Sex, p. 62-63) Mary Daly’s opinion
is that “there are warped attitudes deeply imbedded in Christian thought which have



continued to sustain [a perpetual negative attitude toward sexuality, matter and the
world], despite the fact that inconsistencies and absurdities should have been self
evident to reason.” (Daly, p. 186) Primary among those absurdities would be that not
only is it “misbegotten” to put sexual differences above personhood, it is also illogical “to
assume that one sex can be understood as if it were a complete essence existing in
isolation.” (Daly, p. 189)

I think some of the after effects of how these biblical stories have been interpreted and
used for these thousands of years are very difficult for us to fully grasp, as we have been
imbedded in them for so long. They are with us every day. When a man feels
inadequate because the woman is supporting their family — this is the story of Adam and
Eve. When a woman subjugates herself to a man, or stays in an abusive situation,
because she thinks that is her place — this is the story of Adam and Eve. I should say,
this is the biblical Adam and Eve rendition of a story that actually began thousands of
years before it was recorded in Genesis.

The story of the Garden of Eden and Adam and Eve in the biblical book of Genesis is
attributed to a source called simply “J” because of his use of the expression JHWH to
signify God. The author called J lived sometime between the mid 9'* to the late 8®
century, BCE. But he got the story from an even more ancient source, the creation
stories of Sumeria, 3500 years before the birth of Jesus.
(http://users.cwnet.com/millenia/Sumer-origins.htm)

There are fascinating parallels between these 5000 year old Sumerian stories and what
ended up in the Genesis story of the Hebrew Bible. Scholars also have theories to
explain J’s biblical version and the motivations for writing it the way he did.

First of all, in those early days when Judaism was trying to gain a foothold and
un-assimilate people from the native goddess religions of the region, they needed a story
that would discourage this kind of worship. Both the tree, in the story of Adam and Eve,
and the serpent were well known symbols in those times of the goddess and the sacred
women of the temples.

I want to read a passage to you from a book by Merlin Stone called When God Was A
Woman.

The male deity warned Adam and Eve not to eat any of the fruit of the tree of
knowledge of good and evil. To the ancient Hebrews this tree was probably
understood to represent the sacred sycamore fig of the Goddess, the branch of which
was passed around in the temple and the fruit taken as “communion.” According to
Egyptian texts, to eat of this fruit was to eat of the flesh and fluid of the Goddess, the
patroness of [things we don’t talk about here. But do you see the connection to later
ideas of Christian communion being the body and blood of Jesus?] According to the
Bible story, the forbidden fruit caused the couple’s conscious comprehension of the
sexual nature of their bodies. “And they knew that they were naked.” [and used the
leaves from the same fig tree to cover themselves]



But it was vitally important to the construction of the Levite myth that they did not
both decide to eat the forbidden fruit together, which would have been a more logical
turn for the tale to take since the fruit symbolized sexual consciousness. No, the
priestly scribes make it exceedingly clear that the woman Eve ate of the fruit first —
upon the advise and counsel of the serpent.

It can hardly have been chance that it was a serpent who offered Eve the advice. For
people of that time knew that the serpent was the symbol, perhaps even the
instrument, of divine counsel in the religion of the Goddess. It was surely intended in
the Paradise myth that the serpent, as the familiar counselor of women, be seen as a
source of evil and placed in such a menacing and villainous role that to listen to the
prophetesses of the female deity would be to violate the religion of the male deity
[Judaism] in a most dangerous manner. ( p. 220-221)

Another theory about why the Adam and Eve story became immortalized as it was, has
to do with politics. In Poor Banished Children of Eve, Gale Yee argues that the stories of
Genesis arose out of the sociological and political needs of a ruling class that needed to
legitimize its authority, and one of the ways to do this was to enact tighter controls over
the relationships of families and their private behavior. For example, the story of Adam
and Eve is written in a way that will strengthen the bonds of marriage and lessen the
bonds of family and tribe. Marriage bonds are less threatening to the ruling class than
are bonds of family and tribe. Yee’s book is all about how “Genesis 2-3 articulates a
gender ideology that 1. privileges the marital bond over the kinship bond in the interests
of state control over the population, and 2. legitimizes an increased subordination of the
wife to her husband, who himself becomes subordinate to a wider social hierarchy.” (p.

67)

Making hierarchy the norm in families made it easier to create and maintain hierarchy
between the ruling class and the regular people.

So you can see that what we think is just a simple story is not so simple. It’s rather
devious, in fact.

And then St. Augustine, with his own tortured experiences with sex and women, twisted
the plot even further and came up with the depravity of original sin.

I wonder what the original story of Adam and Eve might have been about when it was
first told some 5000 years ago.

Was it about sexual awakening? Or could it have been about the awakening of human
beings to their own consciousness and perception of cause and effect? The knowledge
of how our own actions could lead to good and evil. That we have agency. I think this
story was about the development of our brains to a point where we became self aware.
For me, the only original sin of becoming human has been our feelings of superiority
and separateness from the world we live in. Religion as I see it has been the struggle to
reconnect, ever since our conscious awakening (the eating of the apple) into
separateness. The word religion means to re-bind. To connect us again. These



Sumerians from 5 millenia ago were philosophers and psychologists, and certainly
theologians, before we knew the words.

What insight these ancient Sumerians must have already had into human nature — and
that there had been some momentous change that created that nature. Their stories of
creation and becoming sentient creatures display an understanding of the natural
evolutionary processes greater than some folks seem to be able to accept today. To
know, so long ago, that the creation of the earth, by whatever means, had to begin with
the inanimate and move through the plants and animals before getting to the human
animal is an astounding feat, seems to me.

That this beautiful and powerful story was turned into a different and unfortunately
even more powerful story of betrayal and seduction and evil — makes me angry, and sad.
Eve’s suitcase had some beautiful things in it when she got to the Eden airport. Here
was an allegorical first woman in love with an allegorical first man, figuring out the real
nature of their own minds and bodies. It must have been hard to leave innocence
behind and embrace the reality that our lives are both beautiful and unbearably sad all
at the same time — and we humans are the only ones who know it. Eve had these gifts in
her suitcase. But by the time she left Eden, someone had repacked her baggage.

As we begin this week at Chautauqua, with its theme of “Women Who Change the
World,” think about the fact that, at least in a mythological sense, the first woman who
changed the world was Eve. There has not been a woman since who does not carry with
her some of the baggage Eve unwittingly willed to all of us. Her suitcase was repacked
by a very small number of very manipulative people. No matter what religious tradition,
or none, that you personally follow, think about the power of that one story. Eve did not
pack her own suitcase.



