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GENESIS
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INTRODUCTION

Contents, Composition, and Context

The group of narrative and genealogical tradi-
tions called the book of Genesis describes the
origin of the cosmos and its first inhabitants
and unfolds the life stories of the earliest ances-
tors of ancient Israel. In this way the creation of
the people Israel is set within the context of the
very creation of the universe itself.

To read Genesis is to immerse oneself in
the worldview and values of a distant and for-
eign culture, of a people who believed in a
deity, YHWH God, imagined as parent, river
spirit, traveling man, and warrior, communicat-
ing with the ancestors through dream visions
and waking revelations. To read Genesis is to
encounter a people who considered the land
of Canaan an eternally promised possession, a
people who regularly petitioned and appeased
their God with the blood sacrifice of animals
and who could imagine this God demanding as
sacrificial offering a mother’s only son (Gen. 22)
and the father’s submitting to the demand.

Genesis portrays a people whose women do
not appear to exercise power in the public realm
but who hold considerable power in the private
realm of household and children. Theirs is a
different world and a different way of imagin-
ing and ordering reality from our own; yet they
too love spouses and children, resent siblings,
mourn the loss of kin, fear and face deprivation
in the form of famine and infertility, attempt
to take stock of the comprehensible and make
sense of the in hensible features of their
existence. All of 't human concerns
and emotions em Israelite literature
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of Genesis; but in approaching this material
with special interest in passages pertaining to
women and gender, one must ask, Whose sto-
ries are these?

Questions of History and Historicity

The culture of Israel was never monolithic.
The history of Israel spans thousands of years
and can be divided into three periods: the time
before the monarchy (pre-1000 BCE); the time
when kings ruled (1000 BCE-586 BCE); and
postmonarchic times (586 BCE on). Given the
major changes that took place in social struc-
ture over this long expanse of time, one must
be careful not to generalize about “Israelite
culture” or “the life of the Israelite woman” or
“Israelite attitudes to women.” Biblical texts
reveal considerable variation in the ways Isra-
elites lived and expressed their beliefs. Never-
theless, it is not easy to track changing Israelite
attitudes via apparent differences in the texts of
the Bible.

The Bible’s own story provides a chronol-
ogy that seems to match the historical periods
sketched broadly above. In premonarchic times
are the matriarchs (Sarah, Rebekah, Rachel,
and Leah) and patriarchs (Abraham, Isaac,
Jacob, Joseph), the exodus (the time of Moses,
Aaron, and Miriam), and the age of the judges
(including the warrior heroines Deborah and
Jael). In monarchic times are Saul, David and
Bathsheba, Solomon, the building of the great
temple in Jerusalem, the eventual establishment
of the northern and southern kingdoms, the so-
called Josianic reform of the seventh century,
and the age of classical prophecy. This period
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Long before the existence of the people Israel,
ancient Near Eastern narrators preserved sev-
eral versions of a tale about the great flood W}th
its favored human survivor(s), very much like
the biblical tale of Noah. The story of Noah was
no doubt a popular tale in ancient Israel, told
by various tellers with their own nuances ar?d
variations long before it was first set down in
writing, Nor did this writer have the last word,
for the biblical tale has been transmitted, elabo-
rated, and edited by subsequent writers until it
reached the form in which we now read it. In
exploring the text of Genesis one must be aware
that the ancient stories were once told in a vari-
ety of ways, oral and written.

Theories about the Sources behind Genesis

Over the last hundred years, biblical scholar-
ship has spoken of separable “sources” or “docu-
ments” out of which the whole cloth of Genesis
has been woven. The sources are called J (the Yah-
wist, or Jahwist, source), E (the Elohist source),
and P (the Priestly source). ] is characterized by
the use of the name YHWH for God, by a down-
to-earth style, and by a theology that allows
God a certain closeness to the human realm; for
example, God walks in the garden (Gen. 3:8).
The Elohist source calls God the more

. l generic
Elohim (Hebrew for “god”), supposedly resery-
ing the special name YHW til the revelation
to Moses in Exodus 3; 0d communicates

more indirectly, thro

angels. The P source dreams and
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The Patriarchal Age

Do the stories of the matriarchs and pat
archs actually tell us about life in pre-1000-BCk
Israel, even if the final form of the tales is from
a later date? The tales of Genesis portray specifi
marriage practices; customs of inheritance and
the rights of the firstborn; work roles of men
and women; and attitudes toward male and
female children, toward family and sexual eth-
ics, and toward widows, barren wives, and othe
marginal females such as prostitutes. Can 0
connect such information with the consider
able extrabiblical information about life in the
non-Israelite ancient Near East of the second
millennium BCE (e.g,, from the ancient Mes
potamian cities of Mari or Nuzi), as somé sl
ars have done, in order to reconstruct & worh e
of early Israelite women? Can oné connect [en
view of the workaday roles of men and won;n
implied in God’s punishing words 1 man
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woman in Genesis 3 with archacological and
ethnographic reconstructions of life in the pio-
neer highland culture of premonarchic Israel,
as Carol Meyers attempts to do? Or should
one assume that if the texts were written down
and shaped during the tenth to sixth centuries
BCE, they do not contain reliable information
about the lives of women from an earlier, pre-
monarchic period? Some scholars think that
the evidence to reconstruct any history of Israel
before 1250 BCE is lacking and refuse to speak
of this so-called patriarchal age. Others remain
confident that even though Genesis was written
down in the first millennium BCE, it neverthe-
less does reflect the lives and attitudes of the sec-
ond millennium BCE, of a people who lived by
farming and herding, without kings or elaborate
forms of government, whose lives and work cen-
tered on family and flocks.

Given these debates and difficulties, how
should one read and understand the tales of
the lives of the women of Genesis? Rather than
beginning with assumptions about the histori-
cal reliability of a text and the date when it was
written down, one should ask: What sort of
literature is this in terms of its style, structure,
content, and messages? What sort of audience is
this meaningful to? What are its authors appar-
ent worldview and concerns, especially those
pertaining to womens issues broadly defined?
A range of authors and worldviews should
emerge, providing a reflection of the richness
and complexity of the tradition in its relation-
ship to women.

Traditional Literature, Genesis,
and Women’s Tales

Much of biblical literature is traditional litera-
ture. Recurring patterns in language, imagery,
plot, and theme resonate in the ancient Israelite
literary tradition. In the Hebrew Scriptures there
are certain ways to describe God’s victories,

recurring reasons for a patriarch’s initial lack of
children, ways in which the long-awaited con-
ceptions are announced, favorite plots about
the success of the underdog or the escape from
seemingly powerful enemies. There are ways
to frame a genealogy, to compose a lament, to
describe a receiving of divine revelation, When
Israelite authors set about presenting a piece of
the tradition, they were at home in these conven-
tions and creatively adapted them in accordance
with their own perception of aesthetics and their
understanding of political and theological ver-
ity. Through time, from author to author and
editor to editor, various sorts of traditional pat-
terns recur, giving the biblical tradition a certain
unity even within its great variety. In exploring
the women of Genesis and issues of gender, one
must pay attention to the book's traditional style.
Recurrences in language and literary form also
imply recurrences in essential messages and
meanings; changes in form may mark varying
messages. Out of these patterns emerge symbolic
maps in which woman is a key feature.

Paying attention to these similarities and dif-
ferences gives rise to questions: Why does the
creation myth of Genesis 1, which echoes the
basic plot of creation found in the Mesopota-
mian myth Enuma Elish, not depict the watery
chaos as female, even though Isaiah 51:9-11
does preserve this motif? Why are so many
tales of women in Genesis tales about tricksters
who employ deception to improve their mar-
ginal status? Why are wives regularly found by
wells? Why are the important mothers barren?
Many of the tales in Genesis deal with matters
of home, family, and children. These are issues
typical of tales from other cultures considered
by ethnographers to be women's stories. Is it
possible that many of the Genesis tales were
popularly told among women? Can we speak of
qualities of male voice and female voice in bib-
lical portrayals? Finally, in what ways are men
and women gendered by biblical authors?

COMMENT

Creating and Ordering the World

Creation is
into being of ¢
it includes i

the initial coming
and its life forms;
g and continuous

unfolding of the world. All of Genesis 1-11 is
about the creation of the cosmos, including
the more obvious creation accounts in Genesis
1 and 2, the Eden narrative in chapter 3, the
tale of fratricide in chapter 4, the flood story of
chapters 6-9, the story of the tower of Babel in
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Scholars often attribute Genesis 1 to a
Priestly writer (P) because of its image of a tran-
scendent, all-powerful deity, its almost genea-
Jogical style, and its explanation of the origin
of the Sabbath. If so, this Priestly writer’s views
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begin until Genesis 4:1, for 2:25 declares that
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That is, they are not aware of their sexual dif
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and expressed.

Jewish and Christian traditions postdati
the Hebrew Bible and a long history of Wet
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work, birth, and death in Genesis 3 is taken to
be an even stronger indictment of woman as the

allible, unworthy partner who let loose sin and
death. Her biological function as conceiver and
bearer of children is perceived as confirmation
of her fall, a punishment shared by all women
who come after her.

In fact, Genesis 3 has been misunderstood.
Certainly, like Pandora in the comparable Greek
€osmogonic tradition, the curious woman is a
linchpin in the ongoing process of world order-
ing. She, like Lot's wife, dares to disobey a com-
mand not to use all her sensory capacities in a
particular situation—to taste or to look—and
this curiosity about forbidden fruit is often in
Mediterranean tradition associated with the
female. On the other hand, in the lore of all cul-
tures interdictions such as Genesis 2:17 (“But of
the tree .. ") exist to be disobeyed by the tales’
protagonists. That is what makes the story. Eve,
as she is named in 3:20, is the protagonist, not
her husband. This is an important point, as is
the realization that to be the curious one, the
seeker of knowledge, the tester of limits, is to be
quintessentially human—to evidence traits of
many of the culture-bringing heroes and hero-
ines of Genesis (see Trible 1978).

Reading Genesis 3

Like Genesis 1 and Genesis 2, Genesis 3 is
about a movement from a fixed and unchang-
ing world to a new, nonstatic order. Genesis 1
and 2 describe the way in which a sterile world
is replaced by one teeming with life. In Genesis
3 the change is from a well-provisioned, closely
controlled world lacking discernment, social
roles, and sexual status to a world in which man
and woman relate to each other sexually and
according to social roles, a world in which they
work hard and know the difference between
good and evil. The world after Eden is clearly
one of birth and death, whereas the garden had
been an in-between world, in which no human
had eaten from life but in which no
one had yet gi . In a wonderful tale

about a trickster s n who believesiit,
and a rather pass mical man, biblical
writers comment tability of reality as

they perceived | senting an image
of an easier, Sm 12
will house life
new, active, cha

All too o
weighed down

e to Genesis
Milton’s inter-

pretation of the story. What if one notices that
the snake does not lie to the woman but speaks
the truth when it says that the consequence of
eating from the forbidden tree is gaining the
capacity to distinguish good from evil, a god-
like power that the divinity jealously guards
(compare the snakes words at 3:5 with God's
words at 3:22)? The snake, like the Greek giant
Prometheus, who was said to have given fire to
humankind, is a trickster, a character having the
capacity to transform situations and overturn
the status quo. The trickster has less power than
the great gods but enough mischief and nerve
to shake up the cosmos and alter it forever. The
woman believes the snake and, in an important
pun on a root meaning “to see” and “to compre-
hend_” the narrator says that she sees the tree is
good to look at/good for making one wise (3:6).

She is no easy prey for a seducing demon,
as later tradition represents her, but a conscious
actor choosing knowledge. Together with the
snake, she is a bringer of culture. The man, on
the other hand, is utterly passive. The woman
gives him the fruit, and he eats as if he were a
baby (3:6). With the eating come the marks of
social life and culture: knowledge of good and
evil, clothing that defines and conceals, and
gender roles. The woman s to be the bearer of
children, the Mother of all life. The husband
is to work the ground, which will now only
grudgingly yield its fruits. A clear hierarchy is
established: woman and her offspring over the
clever snake, who is now reduced to a mere
dust-eating reptile, and man over woman. The
status-establishing punishments meted out to
man and woman and the social roles they are
assigned do reflect the author’s male-oriented
worldview, but no weighty accusation of “origi-
nal sin” brought about by woman is found in the
text. That is a later interpretation from authors
with different theologies and worldviews.

What the author of Genesis does reveal is
that man and woman share responsibility for the
alteration of their status. The man’s self-defense,
like his passive act of disobedience, portrays
him in a childlike manner. When accused by
God of defying his order, the man says comi-
cally, “The woman whom you gave to be with
me, she gave me fruit from the tree, and I ate”
(3:12). Whose fault is it? The woman’s? God’s?
And yet the woman initiates the act. It is she
who first dares to eat of God’s tree, to consume
the fruit of the Divine, thereby becoming, as
the rabbis say of human beings, like the angels
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the length of life allowed mortals (Gen. 6:3). In
this brief mythological snippet, aS in the fuller
tale of Genesis 3, the female is integral to the
passage to reality, to the onset of historical time
and human culture, the days of the “heroes that
were of old, warriors of renown” (6:4).

Women in the Genealogies

One of the markers of time in the creation
account of Genesis 1-11 is the genealogy.
Women are absent from the lists of begetters
and begotten in Genesis 4:17-26; 5:1-32; and
10:1-32, with one interesting exception. In 4:19,
a descendant of Cain named Lamech takes two
wives, Adah and Zillah. The women are each
given credit for birthing sons who found groups
rgsponsible for some aspect of human civiliza-
tion .(e.g., dwelling in tents, raising cattle, playing
musn.c,.forging instruments of bronze and iron)
By giving birth, the women further the marc};
qf human culture. One daughter is also men-
tioned by name: Naamah (4:22). In 4:23 L.
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member of the establishment itself. He and his
prothers, all sons of Israel, are later reunited
in Egypt, setting the stage for the next bookin
the Bible, Exodus. Often ignored, the patter
f’f women’s lives in Genesis are every bit &
interesting and important as those of the men
for the women both reflect and help to crealé
Israel. Tales in Genesis 1215, moreoven revi
attitudes to masculinities and femininities 4"
raise questions about gendered voices behif
the narratives.

The Matriarchs (Gen. 12-36; 38)
Like the tales of Genesis 1-11
recurring patterns of world ordering

with their
the tales



