B. 27th Sunday in Ordinary Time
#1

                             Gen 2: 18-24

Background

In Genesis there are two accounts of creation, set side by side. Gen 1: 1-2:4a gives one account of creation more or less following the “science” of the day. It depicts the creative process as taking place over time (eons), moving from the least complex, light, on the first day, and ending with the most complex, humanity, on the sixth day. In Gen 2: 4b-3, the second creation account, it is man who comes first, followed by the animals, and then woman. Both accounts, though different in details and focus, make the same point: all living creatures come from the one Creator, bound together in a unity which cannot be disrupted without thwarting God’s purposes and plans. The second account continues with the saga of just that disruption when humans sinned and were expelled from the garden.

In the midst of this story the author injects a theological statement about unity, specifically the unity of marriage. When this text was written, about the tenth century BC, Israel was still polygamous and allowed divorce. Not until Jesus authoritatively interpreted this text was marriage seen as indissoluble.

Text

v. 18 it is not good for man to be alone: The creation of the animals does not complete “the man.” The word translated “man” is really “the man.” Frequently translated as though it were a personal name, Adam, it is really preceded by the definite article, “the” (ha in Hb) and means “human being,” albeit, as yet, an incomplete human being. God is not finished creating “the man”( ha‘adam).

I will make a suitable partner for him: The Hb word, `ezer, means “assistance,” but can be used to designate the one who helps, the “assistant.” (Our English “helpmate” comes from a corruption of a translation of this verse. The verse can be translated as “a help meet (i.e. fit, suitable) for him.” It is easy to see how  “help-meet” became “helpmate,” causing lots of problems for both women and men.) The Hb phrase, benegedo, means “corresponding to him,” or “like unto to him.” The LXX translates it as kath auton, “according to himself.” And the Vg has “simile sibi,” “like to himself,” “similar to himself.”) God completes “human being” with the creation of woman with whom man finds companionship and completion.

v. 19 So the Lord God formed out of the ground various wild animals…: We are told in advance why these animals do not provide man with what he needs. They are made of the “earth,” like him, but woman is to be made from him, from his “earth,” if you will, i.e. personal, a person like him.

Whatever the man called each of them would be its name: That God lets the man “name” the animals indicates his superiority to them and mastery over them.

v.22 The Lord God then built up into a woman the rib…from the man: Ancient Sumerian mythology provides many of the details and much of the imagery to this entire story. Here the detail of the taking of the rib from the unconscious man derives from a similar story found in ancient Sumer. However, in the Genesis story,  “rib” is a guess. Since the word is not used anywhere else for a body part we cannot be sure of the exact meaning here. The point is clear enough. Woman is made from the same “stuff” as man. She is not composed of different earth, not the “earth” of the animals, not earth inferior to man. She is an equal partner, not created by man, but by God. Woman is both as man as well as for man.

v. 23 This one at last is bone of my bone and flesh of my flesh: This verse constitutes the first lines of poetry one encounters in the Bible. It expresses the man’s joy and enthusiasm at experiencing the woman for the first time. It also recognizes that the woman is his equal, made of the same flesh and bone as he.

This one shall be called woman: If naming the animals signifies man’s superiority to and mastery over the animals, one would think that naming the woman would indicate the same. Unfortunately, to come to that conclusion one would have to eliminate the first half of this verse, where the man clearly recognizes their parity. The “naming” is to separate the “woman” from the animals, to distinguish rather than to dominate.

For out of (her) man this one was taken: The editor (the J redactor) likes to give the etymological basis of words where he can. Sometimes he gets it wrong, as here. The Hb word for man, ‘ish, is not really etymologically related to the Hb word for woman, ‘ishshah, although they do sound like it in Hb. (In fact, our “man” and “wo-man” are from the same root word.) Nonetheless, the point is made. Keep in mind that we have two words here translated as “man”: ha’adam (frequently translated as “Adam” as though it were a personal name) meaning “human being” and ‘ish, “(male) man,” as distinguished from members of the opposite sex.

v. 24 a man leaves his father and mother:  Who is speaking here? Not the man! He has no father and mother. He was created from scratch. Not the woman, neither does she! This is one of many clear indications that we are not dealing with history in this account of creation. Note also that it is the man who leaves parents. We know of no ancient Near-eastern culture where the man left home to join the woman. It was the other way around. Clearly, what we have here is a much later theological reflection on the meaning of creation. This verse links marriage with creation. In biblical perspective, the origin of a reality often defines the reality. God here makes marriage a part of creation. Since man and woman are complementary beings there exists between them a mysterious attraction so strong that it impels them to leave their family of origins and establish a new union or family.

The two of them become one body: The Hb word, basar, can be variously translated. Here the translator chooses “body.” Others would translate it as “flesh.” It is a little difficult to put the meaning into one English word. We have the same difficulty when it comes to the word for “body” Jesus used to institute the Eucharist. Basar here (and there at the institution of the Eucharist) means “person.” Unfortunately, “person” admits of various nuances in English that can cause as many problems a “body” or “flesh” do. The meaning encompasses the whole person, in all its facets- physical, emotional, intellectual and spiritual. Thus “to become one flesh” means the closest possible intimate, total relationship. It encompasses the narrow sense of genital union, but is far broader to include sexual union in its fullest and fulfilling sense. The English word “couple” actually captures the idea. It comes from the Lt, copula, from which we also get  “copulate.” It means, “bond.” The verb means, “to bind together.” A couple is clearly two separate physical beings, yet they are just as clearly “one.” They express a unity within their diversity. They are more than a genital union. (For Christians they are a model of both the Trinity and the union of Christ and his Church.) This verse cannot be interpreted out of its context. It is inserted as a commentary on the meaning of man and woman being complementary or “suitable partners.”  It seems that the text presumes “suitability” or “equality” in order for the union to be real. After all, this pictures marriage before the fall. It is also presumes that every couple who unite genitally are not thereby “married.” This text was written around the tenth century BC. Israel was still polygamous and allowed divorce. Not until Jesus, interpreting this text, was marriage seen by anyone as indissoluble.


Reflection

To read this text and come away thinking that it means God created men superior to women is a clear example of how perverse human beings are capable of becoming. To use this text to blame God and justify the harm men have inflicted on women is probably one of the worst abuses of God’s word in human history. (Witness the simple twist from “a help meet, i.e., fit, for him” to “a helpmate for him. How much harm was based on that one twist alone!) Clearly, a careful reading of the text reveals that men and women are equally human and equally unequal to God. Men are not less unequal and women are not more unequal to their creator. Ironically, that old rib is the rub! And we can’t even be sure the word is “rib” in the original Hebrew! Imagine that! All these centuries men have been basing their so-called religious belief that men are superior to women on the basis of a word we are not even sure of! However, whatever the body part the word refers to the message is clear: men and women are made of the same stuff, the same material, even if their plumbing fixtures are designed differently. This proposition- that the Bible teaches men are superior to women- is best laughed at than argued with. It’s flat out false and an insult to God as well as both men and women.

What the Bible does teach is that both men and women are incomplete (not unequal) without each other. “Incomplete” doesn’t mean “broken” or “in half.” Humans, male and female, need relationships in order to live, every bit as much as they need food and shelter. Men and women are sexual not only to procreate their species and produce other humans, but also to promote their development as humans and produce a world that is a healthy environment for growth on all levels. Sex (or gender) isn’t just for sex. It’s for marriage, a lifetime bonding, coupling, union that promotes life- the couple’s life and the life of their offspring.

It is just like the Bible, God’ viewpoint, to express this union in terms that were counter cultural. In that culture it was the woman who left her family and joined the man and his family. So what does the Bible say? It turns it around in order to emphasize that both leave their family of origin and start a new family and a new life. While this does not undo their connection to their family of birth, it does subordinate it (and everything else) to the new commitment. In-laws have a place in the new marriage, but not a central and certainly not a controlling one. Courting one’s parents or family, letting them into the privacy of one’s marriage, is a form of adultery (newer brain adultery), infidelity to one’s commitment to one’s spouse. Mama is no longer number one woman, nor is papa number one man.

The two become one. That’s the shortest definition of marriage in the world. And God thought it up, both marriage and the definition. In any coupling the two elements maintain their separate identities-be they two box cars on a train, a plug and a socket, a jar and a lid, etc.- yet they become something different at the same time. No wonder marriage reflects the very triune nature of God as we know him. We consider marriage to be a sacrament because it makes visible and tangible the invisible and intangible God. The idea that all of us will be complete and completely fulfilled, maintain our unique individuality, yet be coupled/connected with everyone else, live in unity without uniformity is incarnately, i.e. in the flesh, expressed, if imperfectly lived, in the witness of good and happy marriages. Even lifetime celibates, the exceptions that prove the rule, are products of a marriage.

Marriage is the most up-close and personal relationship a person could ever have with another person. Because it requires as complete a self-revelation and self-giving as is possible, it also requires a lifetime commitment to each other. While there are certainly exceptions to this rule (which Christ himself recognized in Mt5:32 and again in 19: 9)they only prove the rule, for such “exceptions” amount to recognizing that the marriage in question was not a real marriage at all, though it looked like one on the surface.
Key Notions

1. God is the author of sex and of marriage. Both are his idea.

2. Both are good in themselves, despite the wrong uses humans may put them to.

3. Both men and women are equally unequal to God; one sex is not more unequal than the other.

Food For Thought

1.Humans and Animal: Because humans have two brains, the hypothalamus and the cerebral cortex, sex functions on two levels in a human being. There is the “animal” level, the one humans have in common with animals. On this level the goal of sex is procreation, the continuance of the species. The incentive/stimulus is pleasure. Humans share this aspect of sex with other animals. Sex is a pleasant, indeed quasi-ecstatic experience. All animal species have their “courtship” rituals leading up to coupling and humans are no exception, even if human rituals are more complex. However, once the purpose is achieved (complete with its concomitant pleasure) the couple (in the vast majority of cases and species) uncouples and each goes its separate way.

On the “human” level, within the competence of the newer brain, sex has other goals besides procreation and other means besides pleasure to achieve those goals. The goal is companionship/communion and the means is commitment to each other.  Animals do not, so far as we can tell, get married to an animal they have coupled with. True, there are some exceptions in the animal world of lifetime monogamy, but they hardly qualify as what humans call “marriage.” Marriage is a “coupling” for life, not just to produce life or perpetuate the species. It completes the two otherwise solitary and incomplete individuals for the enhancement of their experience of life. Two people who marry promise and expect to be and do together what they could not be or do alone or with anyone else. The couple remains psychically coupled (as one body) even though they may not be physically coupled .It is a lifetime union, brought to its closest physical expression in times of sexual intercourse, but expressed in psychic intercourse at virtually all times. Really, all intercourse, interrelating, conversing, communing is sexual in some sense, even if it is not genital.

In humans, sex and all its attendant aspects is much more than, though not less than, genital. While it would be wrong to completely “spiritualize” sex, it is also wrong to deny its spiritual component when it reaches the level of human beings with their newer brain.

Sex finds its fullest and finest expression, its human purpose (as opposed to its animal purpose) in the context of marriage. Humans who engage in genitally involved sexual activity outside of this context do not respect its purpose as God created it and intended it. There are always negative consequences when humans contradict God’s express wishes and plan. People get hurt by others and hurt others. People hurt themselves. Trust gets destroyed by premature credence in what others promise in the excitement of courtship ritual, but do not later deliver. A person’s personal worth gets diminished as a result of regressing into the realm of the animal brain and animal world.

2. Boundaries: Violating the boundaries God has set up regarding sex and marriage eventually catches up with a person. One’s conscience or the consequences of ones’ actions eventually make obvious to a person that God does know best after all. For instance, a person for whom the boundary of marriage makes no difference regarding engaging in pre-marital sex will find the same is true regarding post-marital sex. Adultery after marriage is connected to sexual intercourse before marriage. Even a couple who engaged in sexual intercourse before marriage to each other because they were “in love” and being in love made it right according to them, knows that about each other. If love (a rather high moral standard) makes intercourse right before marriage, then it makes it right after marriage. Should a person fall “in love” with someone other than his/her spouse, intercourse is just fine. Unfortunately, the other spouse knows of this moral standard and cannot trust his/her partner. If the standard for intercourse is marriage, rather than being “in love,” then trust, marriage’s necessary ingredient, is possible, indeed protected.
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