Postmodernizing Eve and Adam 

(Can I Have My Apricot As Well As Eating It?)

Imagine Eve reflecting on the implausibility of the account of their origins which Adam has given her.  
Adam told me,” she says to herself, that God proscribed the good- and-bad-knowledge tree, yet knowledge of good and bad will be an unequivocally proper thing every time it appears in the Hebrew Bible, so how could that be right?”
  It sounds more the kind of prohibition that an enemy of God would make.  And what am I to make of Adam’s claim that God said we would die when we ate of the tree?  After all, a knowledgeable fellow-creature spilled the beans about the tree: we would not die if we ate from it.  We would become like God.  Which is what God had intended, and is what God said happened when we did eat from the tree.  And when we did eat, we did not die in any sense which it is reasonable to attribute to the straightforward Hebrew word for “die.”
 Adam is 900 years old next week, and still very much alive.  
Indeed, Adam told me that our mortality would come from lack of access to a different tree, though he needed to attribute to God what sounded a rather sad resentment in arranging this: “Oh dear, they’ve become as clever as us, we’d better take action to stop them becoming as eternal as us.” 

So Adam’s version of what God said to him is quite implausible, which for centuries has had me wondering why Adam said it or why God said it.  It would be easy to imagine why it might have been invented by someone who wanted to subvert belief in the kind of blessing God whom Adam and I know.  But if God said that, or was willing for Adam to tell me that God said it, what was going on?  
Was it a test, the kind of action that fitted the nature of the God who will give Abraham and Sarah a son and then tell Abraham to kill him, the God who will allow another enigmatic character to have Job’s family killed to see how Job will react?  Such stories resonate with an important feature of life and of God that Adam and I know about, that people’s experience has its moments of impossible demand, unbearable loss, or senseless accident (or, in some ways worse, its moments of devastating and irretrievable mistake).  That may be uncomfortable enough with regard to life east of Eden (or it may not: I am glad our scriptures will look such terrors in the face, because I would rather have their God who does strange things but is clearly in control than Christianity’s God who will be very nice but not very efficient).  Adam’s account of the way things began makes matters worse by declaring that this is how things were within the garden itself.  Not only was there work there to spoil paradise; there were theological enigmas.  There was a God who made prohibitions that seemed not to be ultimately intended, threats that were not to be kept, and economies with the truth regarding where disobedience would lead.  God’s dark side as we experience it east of Eden provokes dark thoughts about God within Eden: does God’s being willing for Adam to tell the story this way mean God was saying, “Yes, do think these dark thoughts about me”?  
To put all that a slightly different way, I wondered whether God might have been saying things that we were expected not to accept.  After all, teachers succeed not by giving their pupils all the answers on a plate (or a fruit tree) but by making them think things out for themselves.  Teachers ask questions, wonder out loud, tell jokes, exaggerate, speak ironically.  They use these very serious forms of speech to seek to be provocative and to encourage people to think.  They assume that they may be most effective when they are not merely providing answers but stimulating questions.  Does God tell stories, seek to provoke, say things that are only half-meant, speak ironically, rejoice to be a little paradoxical and not obviously coherent because people learn better if they figure things out for themselves, provide people with variegated, even contradictory, resources and free them to get on with discerning the truth?  
Might God’s words to Adam have been designed for Adam to question, designed to jolt the two of us into thinking out what God was really like, because God is clearly not like this?  God is not the sort of person who prohibits access to a key resource, who wants to keep us like children rather than like adults, who asks for obedience without thought to commands without reason, or who keeps special gifts such as good-and-bad-knowledge for people such as kings and denies them to ordinary people.  God is not the sort of person who has to try out patently unworkable ideas before arriving at a sensible one, who says one thing and does another, or who regards scrumping
 as mortal sin.  So God speaks as if inclined to behave in all those ways, to jolt us into seeing this.  To put it positively, turned upside down God’s words (and our experience of God) suggest that God planned the world as a place for people to grow to adulthood and responsibility, and provided every opportunity for them to do that, but people prefer childhood and dependence.  God designed humanity from the beginning as male and female, so that only when the world has both does it have humanity complete and God imaged, this being all part of a carefully thought-out creative project.  When human beings fail to behave like adults, God does not then intervene with a bolt of lightning.  God continues to treat people as adults, leaving them with the consequences of their decisions.  God is really rather relaxed about humanity’s un-wisdom, as long as we do not start hurting each other.  God is a person in whom word and deed are one; there is no inconsistency between the two.  God is not into “Thou shalt not.”  All that is the opposite to the surface meaning of God’s words to Adam, and of how things turned out.  
So was Adam having me on (for some positive reason)?  Was God having Adam on?  Am I having you on?  Or did Adam mean it, but is he an unreliable narrator, a bit like Forrest Gump: honest, but limited in what he saw?  Was the experience of an apparent fall downwards designed to make us believe in a fall upwards?  There was surely a sense in which we were not in an ideal state in the garden.  We needed to grow up.  
I wondered that all the more when God later told us the broader story of the creation of the world, the week’s work it took to bring everything into being.  That story gave us a very different picture from the one Adam gave me.  It was a picture of a God who is very organized, with whom word and deed are one, and who always speaks positively.  Its humanity is designed to image God and to rule the world for God, and men and women are created together to do this standing side-by-side.  The picture ends with a job well done, God enjoying a sabbath’s relaxation, and everyone living happily ever after.  
It’s a nicer picture, but of course the trouble is that my experience seems to say, Just a minute.  When I look at creation and at the way things work out in the world and at men and women, it seems much more random than that, much more serendipity, much less neat, with God and life much more ambiguous and mysterious, much more like Adam’s story.  In particular, God seemed hopelessly romantic about the relationship between men and women.  Even at its best, it is a relationship born in blood and mystery, and (worse) a relationship based on the need of one party for the other, a relationship that issues in jealousy and one in which the needy party is the physically stronger party, and that is a recipe for trouble.  Here are these two creatures who are different from each other and are drawn into a relationship that has built into it the inevitability of misunderstanding.  And our experience with the snake and with God afterwards certainly seems to deconstruct the idea that sabbath rest brings the story to a neat end.  
Not that I think that this had really got much to do with the “fall” and the invention of sin.  It was those two first sons of ours, whose mothering brought such grief and pain to me as God said they would, who first heard the words “fall” and “sin.”  Indeed, along with God’s story about creation, their story about sin forms a significant bracket around our story about Eden.  The other two stories offer contexts of interpretation for our story.  You mustn’t read ours in isolation from those – or read them in isolation from ours.  Each of the three puts questions to the other two and puts questions to the way people are inclined to hear the other two.  It’s Cain’s and Abel’s story (I grieve again every time I utter their names) that offers a more straightforward account of the nature of Yhwh, the God who wants people to understand, not to remain in ignorance, challenges them to take responsibility for their destiny, and is concerned about matters such as violence rather than scrumping.  It is when worship leads to resentment, assault and death that we are in the realms of sin and fall, but that is too uncomfortable, so when people listen to the story, they evade it; whereas God wanted audiences to learn from all three stories, especially where they are in tension with each other.
Well now, when Eve told me her story, it went on to give me the woman’s angle on a number of other aspects of what happened in Eden, but we will leave her there, except for her story’s close, which explains my title.  Eve puts together a feminist and a rabbinic observation
 and formulates a question. 
When I was having my tutorial with the snake and partaking of some refreshment, what was Adam doing?  Why wasn’t he protecting me?  He was there all the time, as you will see if you read the story, but he says nothing, and in his version of the story he doesn’t tell you what he was doing.  I will now tell you.  He was asleep.  You know what men are like afterwards.  But a woman wants to talk, afterwards.  And I was thirsty.  So I just fancied an apricot or two.  
“Apricot?” you ask.  Well, there were no apples in the Middle East then, nor were there any jaffas in Jaffa yet.  The favorite fruit of lovers is in Hebrew tappuah (Song 2:3,5; 7:8 [9]; 8.5).  People long thought this was the apple, and I guess that was how they came to introduce the apple tree into the Garden of Eden.  But tappuhim were most likely apricots, a much more refreshing fruit, gold ’n’ gay (see Prov 25:11).  So that’s one reason why I was a pushover for the snake after Adam had lapsed into unconsciousness.  I had to talk to somebody, and my throat was as dry as a bone.  
Well, you may or not believe all that.  You may decide that I am an unreliable narrator.  As I said, there are lots of ways in which the more I think about what happened, and what I myself remember of it, and what I had to rely on Adam for – the more I puzzle over it, the more puzzled I get.  The story is ambiguous at lots of points, but it does not seem to be a disaster if I do not solve all these problems.  I am helped by thinking about them even when I do not reach definitive answers.  The story still functions to shape me as someone who belongs to God, even (especially) when it is ambiguous or puzzling.  
That reading of Genesis 2-3 was not devised as a postmodern one, but I came to realize that it is.  First, it is playful rather than solemn.  This is not to say it is not serious.  Indeed, it is much more serious than many solemn but trivial studies of aspects of the text or attempts to access earlier stages of its history.  It is concerned to set up a serious dialogue between our world and the Bible’s world.  
There may be a number of reasons why interpretation becomes playful.  One that interests me is that we sometimes joke when under pressure, when pain is not far away.  Interpretation is a risky business if you take your texts seriously.  It involves hazarding precious convictions about what this text means, and in the case of postmodernist interpretation, about whether it means.  It involves the possibility of discovering that it means something I wish it did not mean.  
Second, it is open, not closed.  I leave open the answers to questions such as why God tells Adam not to eat of the tree.  Postmodernism discourages the assumption that there is such a thing as the sense, the meaning, of any story; stories (and anything else) are indeterminate, by the nature of being texts, though this hardly implies that anything can mean anything.  In this particular case, I leave the answers to certain questions open because the text itself does.  Closed texts and closed readings present a ready-made meal to the reader, like lectures that tell people the questions and the answers.  Open texts and open readings present the reader with the ingredients for several possible meals which the reader might cook (though not any possible meal), like a lecture at which the hearers have to work and from which they therefore likely learn.  They involve the audience in the communication process, and make it a more effective one.  Postmodernism is more interested in process or performance than in finished work.  
In connection with that interest in process, there is a message in the medium.  Among other things, Gen 2 – 3 handles some of the grim enigmas of being human.  Why is God such a mystery, why is life so Kafkaesque, why are relationships so painful?  If we are to learn how to handle life in such aspects, it will not be solely by a text giving us straight answers to these unanswerable questions, but by its helping us to live with them, to live with mystery, uncertainty, and an absence of answers.  It is the openness of the text that makes that possible.
  Postmodernism rejoices in the participation that this openness facilitates, which is hindered by the contrary virtue of distance, and it encourages the concern with sense rather than reference that it implies.  
Thirdly, my reading deconstructs Gen 1 – 4 rather than seeing it as one whole.  It does this not in the source-critical sense, though it is an interesting fact that Gen 1 and Gen 2 – 3 and perhaps Gen 4 are likely of different historical origin.  It does it in a more substantial sense, seeing the three as point-by-point offering different visions of creation, God, and humanity, in different ways in sharp tension with each other, yet none of them dispensable, none of them exclusively true, or false except if taken as the whole truth, each bringing out into the open the truth that another denies, and all capable of stimulating thought.  They deconstruct each other.  And as Brian Keenan put it in a television interview, once Humpty Dumpty has been broken you cannot put him back together again because there are too many pieces now.  Deconstruction enables us to see more of how Gen 1 – 4 as a whole has rich and varied things to say, of the kind that implicitly acknowledge and invite us to come to terms with the complexity of reality and the inappropriateness of simple views on God and life; but interpreters tend to simplify these down.  So deconstruction aids the reading of the text.  
Historically and rhetorically, Gen 1 “enfolds” Gen 2 – 3, incorporates it in a smothering embrace and attempts to prevent our reading it on its own.
  But it fails.  By allowing chapters 2 – 3 to follow, it allows itself to be deconstructed by them, though it cunningly also puts or leaves Gen 4 after them so that this chapter in turn deconstructs chapters 2 – 3 and our interpretation of them (as having to do with sin and fall) by means of its more straightforward account of the nature of Yhwh.  But I fall into the trap of looking for design and intention in the text; to be postmodern is to accept chance and to deal with actual text rather than hypothetical intention.  And as I have implied, I do not suggest that Gen 4 provides the “answer,” has the real authority; postmodernism believes in anarchy rather than hierarchy.  
Fourthly, this is a reading of Genesis that could not have been offered before the last few decades.  Offering new interpretations of old texts may suggest the assumption that everyone misunderstood them for two or three millennia until the 1990s when their truly modern meaning could emerge.  If we are supposed to learn from Genesis the lessons I have been suggesting, can we really believe that the author (human or divine) not only failed for millennia to get the point home but instead succeeded in providing people with a text capable of being heard with the opposite meaning?  In itself that seems entirely believable.  It would be all of a piece with the general failure of God’s creative project as the Bible pictures it and with God’s success only in providing humanity with opportunities and resources to misuse.  On the other hand, it may not be exactly a question of continuing misinterpretation.  Adam and Eve have always been understood in light of interpreters’ questions and by the methods of the interpreters’ day, whether (within the Christian tradition) it was Paul or Augustine or Calvin or Scopes or von Rad or Brueggemann.  The nature of a story is to leave certain things said but certain things unsaid, and to leave its hearers constraints (the story cannot mean anything) and also scope for imagination.  
Fifthly, and most obviously with all our work on texts such as Gen 1 – 4, this is a reading that presupposes that the stories are imaginative tales rather than historical accounts.  That presupposition continues to be opposed, and I imagine always will be.  Many conservative believers reckon it essential that the text has the external referents that they believe it “obviously” claims to have.  A fundamental facet of postmodernism is a doubt whether any statements are as safe as that.  It is this conviction that makes postmodernism post-modem, for central to modernism are the convictions that there is objective reality and that reason, objective, critical scientific method, can access it.  The second proposition, at least, has become questionable.  The point is made with particular clarity by Francis Watson in an anti-postmodern book, Text, Church, and World,
 which declares that the historical-critical emperor has no clothes.  Historical-critical study by its nature generates only perpetual indecision about the questions it seeks to handle.  We talk about progress but the impression of progress is an illusion.  
Modern study of scripture has entrusted the task of interpretation to our reason.  In its own nature scripture is as concerned with the imagination and the will and it is people who bring their imaginations and wills to it who are most likely to indulge in productive dialogue with it.  One of the most significant developments in the study of scripture in my scholarly lifetime has been the renewing of Ignatian meditation, a study of scripture that unconsciously goes back behind Hans Frei.  It invites people to envision scripture when they read it, to enlist all the senses in living the scene, in the conviction that the senses are not a hindrance to understanding but an aid to understanding.  And then it invites them to put their imagination into the service of discerning a course of action in the world, a critical, historical course of action.  There is fantasy involved, but fantasy in the service of participation in the actual story so that finding oneself there can issue in change.
 
If my reading is in such ways a postmodern one, can I have my apricot and eat it?  Can I play the postmodern game and then return to the seminary unsullied?  
If I were a hard postmodernist, I would be committed to the view that there is no truth, that texts cannot refer to some reality such as God even if there were such a reality.  I am not sure whether anyone is a rock-hard postmodernist.  The Observer reviewer and literary critic Valentine Cunningham produced a swashbuckling tour de force on “postmodernity, texts, and history,” entitled In the Reading Gaol.  He summarizes as the argument of the book that the “amalgamation of word and world is the condition… of all writing.”
  A systematic reading of the First Testament in particular as exclusively self-referring or as exclusively a story about language is a metaphorical reading.  
Every generation of scholarship is tempted to the view that its critical framework or hermeneutical method is (at last) the right one to unlock the secrets of its subject, nay to give access to the riddle about the meaning of life.  One might expect postmodernism to be the one exception to this rule, but like liberalism in general, it is tempted to resist the application of its own principle to itself.  Yet in order to be true to itself it must not turn the conviction that there is no meta-narrative into the sole meta-narrative.  I do not see how a hard postmodernist can indulge in conversation.  But we discover how useful is any approach to interpretation by suspending disbelief and seeking to go the whole distance with it, because that is the way to discover what we can learn through it.  We can only discover its boundaries by transgressing them (we are back to a metaphorical reading of Gen 2 – 3 as a story about language).  But at the end of the game of chess in which we may risk not only pawns but even rooks or a queen for the sake of a successful outcome, after every game of interpretation all the pieces come back onto the board for future games.
  As a result of my suspending belief and/or disbelief, it may be that what I learn will explode the worldview with which I came to the project; that is a common enough experience in biblical studies.  Or perhaps it may modify it.  If postmodernism has not so far destroyed my conviction that God is there and that language can have meaning (but of course I could not go back to the seminary if it did, so perhaps I cannot let it), reading Gen 2 – 3 postmodernly has changed my convictions about the ways in which the Bible may be expected to speak and the ways in which God may be expected to speak.  Or rather, it is not postmodern theory that has done that, but the biblical text when I was able to take it more seriously, more literally, with the help of postmodern technique.  I now see that the God who was happy to have Genesis in the holy book acts like a teacher who offers pupils a varied selection of reading material and invites them to make sense of reality in light of the selection.  The teacher has not affirmed any of it in isolation, except in the sense of implying that it has the capacity to lead people on.  If Gen 2 – 3 is rather ambiguous in its response to questions to which we would like some straight answers, this is because God believed we might be helped by its being like that.  As a learner I discover what I think only by saying it; and as a teacher I may be more effective in the figments of imagination that I share than in the familiar truths that I repeat.  This paper may even be an example.  
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