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According to Walter Brueggemann, "No text in Genesis (or likely
in the entire Bible) has been more used, interpreted and

misunderstood" than the story of Adam and Eve in the garden. "This
applies to careless, popular theology as well as to the doctrine of the
church"(41). Augustine attempted to explain the first few chapters of
Genesis on no fewer than five different occasions throughout his career.
Based on his reading of Paul, Augustine and Western Christianity after him
believed that the entire human race inherited the disobedience of Adam and
Eve.

The story in Genesis 2-3 represents the beginning of the J narrative, the
so-called Yahwist account of the creation which originated in the early
years of the Israelite monarchy.8 Commentators have long acknowledged
a variety of elements in the Yahwist creation account which complicate its
interpretation and defy any satisfactory explanation. Among the more
puzzling elements in the story are, first, the implication in Gen. 3:22 of a
plurality of divine beings, a fact which seems to contradict the rest of the
narrative and which also flies in the face of Israelite monotheism. Second,
according to Gen. 2:17, God threatens Adam with the punishment of

8 The Yahwist document, originally independent, was later combined with three other
strands of ancient material to form the Pentateuch. For a recent study of the "Documentary
Hypothesis," see Richard Friedman.
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immediate death for transgressing the deity's prohibition (cf. 3:3, 3:4). God
does not carry out the threatened punishment, however, nor does the text
offer the reader an explanation for the deity's commutation of the sentence
(Westermann 224-5). Third, the origin and nature of the serpent in the story
is unclear. Where did he come from? The identification of this figure with
Satan in the later tradition has no support in the text (Westermann 237-9).
Finally, the prohibition not to eat of the single tree in the garden appears to
be arbitrary. Hence the crime of Adam and Eve is obviously contrived.
Despite the fact that the original sentence of death for their disobedience
was not carried out, the curses invoked on Adam and Eve seem hardly
warranted by the offense. Consequently, some sections of the text depict
the deity as a petty tyrant, certainly a very different picture than that given
by other scriptures of the Jewish and Christian traditions.

We believe these difficulties can be overcome by approaching Genesis
2-3 from a Girardian perspective.9 We propose that this story has evolved10

in order to hide its original meaning. As a result—following Girard's
understanding of the function and evolution of mythology—we will
endeavor to "deconstruct" Genesis 2-3 in order to trace the evolution of this
myth from its origin in a primal crime. This will enable us to explain the
inconsistencies in the text as it stands and to appreciate the final revisions
made by the biblical author(s). We will begin with a brief discussion of
Girard's understanding of myth. Then we will turn to the problems of the
Genesis text.

Girard on myth
According to Girard, myth is, quite simply, a narrative about a primal

murder, rewritten from the vantage point of the killers (1977a, 64-7, 91-5;
1986, 24-44). As such, mythology covers up the role of the victimage
mechanism as the basis of culture. Myths which disguise or cover up such
a crime can take many forms. For instance, the foundational murder of an

9 In his recent book on Paul, Robert Hamerton-Kelly presents a Girardian interpretation
of this passage which is completely different from ours (92-7). Since Hamerton-Kelly
appears to read the myth at face value without a sense of development, he, like most
interpreters, ends with somewhat tortuous conclusions.

10It is virtually certain that the account found in Gen. 2 and 3 did not come into being
as a free composition of the Yahwist. But, as Claus Westermann has pointed out in his
history of the exegesis of this passage (186-91), despite the fact that most see it as a product
of a long prehistory, there is no consensus concerning the passage's evolution to its present
form.
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innocent victim can be staged as a struggle among gods which results in the
sacrifice of one of the deities for the greater good of all. By highlighting the
"necessity" of the victim's death, a myth of the North American Ojibwa
culture covers up the primal murder. As Levi-Strauss explains the myth,

the five "original" clans are descended from six anthropomor-
phic supernatural beings who emerged from the ocean to mingle
with human beings. One of them had his eyes covered and dared
not look at the Indians, though he showed the greatest anxiety to
do so. At last he could no longer restrain his curiosity, and on
one occasion he partially lifted his veil, and his eye fell on the
form of a human being, who instantly fell dead "as if struck by
one of the thunderers." Though the intentions of this dread being
were friendly to men, yet the glance of his eye was too strong,
and it inflicted certain death. His fellows therefore caused him
to return to the bosom of the great water. The five others
remained among the Indians, and "became a blessing to them."
From among them originate the five great clans or totems,
(quoted in Girard 1987a, 105-6; cf. Girard 1987b, 95-6).

The text presents a being who possesses what some cultures call the "evil
eye." The myth barely covers up the fact that his peers murdered this
individual during a social crisis, for it states that his companions "[caused]
him to return to the bosom of the great water." In plain language, his
companions drowned him. The myth justifies the killing, however, by
insisting that the victim presented a grave threat to the community.

Not all myths reveal the primal crime so readily. Myths tend to evolve
so that they not only distort the primal crime but also cover up all traces of
violence. In the above story, the myth is in its very early stage. The
collective violence is quite visible. Presumably, the passage of time would
see the further development of this myth, a development that would
eventually abolish all traces of the primal crime's violence.

Girard cites an Aztec myth about the creation of the sun as an example
of a myth in a later stage of development. In this case, the violence is less
obvious than in the Ojibwa myth.

They say that before there was day in the world, the gods came
together in that place which is called Teotihuacan. They said to
one another: "O gods, who will have the burden of lighting the
world?" Then to these words answered Tecuciztecatl, and he
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said: "I shall take the burden of lighting the world." Then once
more the gods spoke, and they said: "Who will be another?"
Then they looked at one another, and deliberated on who the
other should be. And none of them dared offer himself for that
office. All were afraid and declined. One of the gods [named
Nanauatzin] . . . who was covered with pustules, did not speak
but listened to what the other gods were saying. And the others
spoke to him and said to him: "You be the one who is to give
light, little pustule-covered one," And right willingly he obeyed.
.. . And midnight having come, all the gods placed themselves
about the hearth, called Teotexcalli And then the gods spoke
and said to Tecuciztecatl: "How now Tecuciztecatl! Go into the
fire!" . . . But feeling the great heat he held back and dared not
cast himself into it. Four times he tried but never let himself go.
Since he had tried four times, the gods then spoke to Nanauatzin,
and said to him: "How now Nanauatzin! You try!" And when the
gods had addressed him, he exerted himself and with closed eyes
undertook the ordeal and cast himself into the flames. (1986,
57-8)

Nanauatzin, of course, becomes the sun. The myth of Teotihuacan
transforms the collective murder into self-sacrifice. The deity Nanauatzin
—originally a scapegoat11 of the society (i.e. the other "gods") of which he
was a member—is portrayed in the evolved myth as a generous individual
whose self-immolation resulted in the creation of the sun. In the later story
the collective violence of the "gods" against the scapegoat has been
transformed into the individual, self-directed violence of Nanauatzin (1986,
57-65).

Finally, a Scandinavian myth about Baldr takes the cover-up even
further. According to this myth, the god Baldr has dreams in which he is
warned of his death. In order to protect him, his mother Frigg extracts an
oath from all creatures, animate and inanimate, to do Baldr no harm.
Following this universal pledge, "Baldr enjoys an extraordinary game with
[his companions] the Ases in the public square. They hurl things at him and
strike him with their swords but nothing wounds him" (Dumézil 224,
quoted in Girard 1986, 66). The trickster god Loki (in disguise) asks Frigg

11 The description of Nanauatzin as the "pustule-covered one" identifies him as having
physical characteristics which set him apart from others. As such, he is a typical scapegoat
(see Girard 1977, 64-7 and 91-5; 1986, 17-21).
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if there was any exception to the universal oath. He discovers that the
mistletoe was not required to take the oath because of its youth. Conse-
quently, Loki takes a shoot of mistletoe and gives it to Baldr's blind brother
Hoehr. He then guides Hoehr's hand to Baldr who is killed by the blow.
According to Girard, this story does not represent the original version of
the myth about Baldr. Girard argues that:

It must stem from older versions in which Baldr is the victim of
the most banal and classic of all collective murders. It must be
the work of people who cannot tolerate the traditional represen-
tation of the murder because it makes all the gods, the victim
aside, into criminals. (1986, 68)

Hence, the Scandinavian myth evolves to cover up the collective nature of
the murder which is depicted as the work of a single god. In addition, the
myth characterizes the actual violent act as unintentional. The trickster god
Loki—who has manipulated Baldr's blind brother Hoehr into dealing the
death blow to Baldr—orchestrates the violence. Here we see a myth which
has evolved in such a way as to effect the total elimination of collective
violence.

In the above three myths, a clear strategy for the domestication of
myths is evident. In the Ojibwa myth, the collective violence is visible
(although it is justified). The Aztec myth transforms the collective violence
into individual (in this case, self-directed) violence. And finally, the
Scandinavian myth transforms the collective violence into individual
violence and depicts the individual violence as unintentional.

In our opinion, in the myth behind Genesis 2 and 3, Adam stands as a
scapegoat figure. And like the above cited myths, this myth evolved in
order to conceal, as fully as possible, the violent elements of the primal
crime.

The present study attempts to explore the contours of the myth behind
Genesis 2 and 3, a myth which had its origin in a primal murder. It also
briefly suggests how the myth behind the Adam and Eve story might have
evolved before its use by the Yahwist in Genesis 2 and 3. Finally, the study
asks if the Adam and Eve narrative as presented in the Bible is indeed a
"revelatory" text, that is, one which contributes to the demystification of
the victimage mechanism.
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An alternative Eden story: Ezekiel 28:12-19
Although several biblical texts hint at elements of an earlier "creation"

narrative which was the source for the Yahwist in Genesis 2-3 (e.g., Job
15:7-8; Isa. 14:12-15), there is no question that the tradition found in Ezek.
28:12-19 is somehow related to the Adam and Eve narrative of Genesis 2
and 3. However, the Ezekiel narrative does not appear to depend directly
on the Genesis account or vice-versa. Instead, it is more likely that Ezek.
28:12-19 and Genesis 2 and 3 are dependant upon a common tradition.
Hence, if we examine the Ezekiel text and then compare the Genesis
narrative to it, we should be able to discern something of the myth in its
original form.

Chapter 28 of Ezekiel, as it stands in the Bible, is a polemic against the
prince of Tyre. In the midst of the chapter (12-19), we are treated to what
seems to be a lament over that prince. However, a quick reading suffices
to show that the primal man is the original subject of the Ezekiel lament,
for the subject of the lament occupies Eden, as verse 13 attests.

12 Son of man, raise a lamentation over the king of Tyre,
and say to him, Thus says the Lord YHWH:

You were the signet of perfection, full of wisdom
and perfect in beauty.

13 You were in Eden, the garden of God;
every precious stone was your covering,

carnelian, topaz, and jasper,
chrysolite, beryl, and onyx,

sapphire, carbuncle, and emerald;
and wrought in gold were your settings and

your engravings.
On the day that you were created they were prepared.

14 With an anointed guardian cherub I placed you;
you were on the holy mountain of God;

In the midst of the stones of fire you walked.
15 You were blameless in your ways from the day you

were created, till iniquity was found in you.
16 In the abundance of your trade you were filled with

violence, and you sinned;
so I cast you as a profane thing from the mountain of God,
and the guardian cherub drove you out from the midst of the

stones of fire.
17 Your heart was proud because of your beauty;

you corrupted your wisdom for the sake of your splendor.
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perfection. In short, the primal man was without guilt. However, even
though verse 15a describes this individual as "blameless," nevertheless,
verse 15b suddenly states that "iniquity was found in him." But we are told
nothing about this iniquity.16 In the following verse (16), however, the
individual is described as "filled with violence."17 Finally, Ezek. 28:17
accuses him of "pride and corruption." The text goes to great lengths to
convince the reader of the guilt of the first man. Crime upon crime is
heaped onto him. He is proud, corrupt, violent, and iniquitous. But the
passage, it seems to us, "protests too much." Is it trying to cover something
up?

As we have seen in the myths about Nanauatzin and Baldr, one of the
ways that mythology veils the victimage mechanism is by eliminating—at
least partially —violence from the text. Another way is to justify it, as in
the Ojibwa myth. The Ezekiel text does not shy away from revealing the
violent fate of the first man. The text tells us that he was reduced to ashes
(28.18-19).18 It even suggests, as mentioned above, that the death of the
victim was the result of collective violence. However, the Ezekiel text
justifies the violence perpetrated against this individual by pointing out
over and again that this individual deserved his fate.

If we briefly summarize our findings from the examination of the early
tradition found in Ezek. 28:12-19, we observe a number of elements which
suggest that the victimage mechanism lies behind this text. First and
foremost, the text implies polytheism. The stones of fire represent gods.
Hence, it is not a story of God and humanity but rather it seems to be a
story about violence among the gods. As such, it can be compared to the
stories of the Ojibwa, Scandinavian, and Aztec gods cited above. The
Ezekiel text also implies the murder of one of the characters of the
narrative, a character who was "turned to ashes upon the earth in the sight
of all who saw [him]" (28:18). That character met his fate at the hands of
the group. Can we find the same elements in the other Eden narrative of the
Bible, the Adam and Eve story of Genesis 2 and 3?
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21 The exception is Gen. 3:1-5 where only Elohim appears.
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22 As Westermann points out, the meanings "you will become mortal" or "you will die
sometime later" are hardly possible (225). Gen. 3:22 indicates that the expulsion of Adam
and Eve is intended to prevent their gaining immortality (Sarna 18, 21). Hence, the whole
story presumed their mortality, not their immortality as is often assumed.
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26 It is almost universally agreed that verse 23 is out of place. Verse 24 provides the
conclusion to 22, while verse 23 is intrusive. See, for example, Westermann 271; von Rad
94.
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hubris) in verse 17. According to that verse, the gods (i.e., "stones of fire")
destroy the primal man because: "[His] heart was proud because of [his]
beauty; / [He] corrupted wisdom for the sake of [his] splendor."

The "gods" behind the Genesis and Ezekiel accounts—that is, the
community of human beings from whom the tellers of the myth descended
—successfully directed their rivalrous violence away from themselves.
They accomplished this by focusing their violence on a scapegoat whom
the Genesis text calls Adam. Adam, originally a member of the circle of the
"gods," was most likely murdered as a result of the mimetic rivalry of the
others.

The evolution of Genesis 2 and 3
The Genesis narrative—like the text of Ezek. 28—suggests that at

some time in the distant past, a community convulsed by a great social
crisis suddenly and unanimously focused its violence on a single, conve-
nient victim. This action provided an outlet for the diffused aggression and,
as a result, effected the "creation" of that society. Although we cannot track
the evolution of the Adam and Eve narrative with any great precision, we
can make some comments about the development of the story from its
origin in the primal crime to its final form in Genesis 2 and 3. The
development of the story was aided by five significant narrative additions,
each of which helped to cover up the collective violence of the primal
murder

First and foremost, the earliest form of the myth justified the punish-
ment received by the primal man. The fact that the Adam and Eve story as
well as the Ezekiel variant (cf. also Isa. 14 and many Canaanite parallels)
attribute the cause of the primal man's demise to pride (cf. Jensen) shows
that this justification for the punishment was clearly an early, if not the
very earliest element of the mythic narrative.

Second, at some point in its history, the myth introduced the prohibi-
tion to steer clear of the tree. The addition of this prohibition also aids the
justification of Adam's punishment. The trivial nature of this command,
however, stands out from the Adam and Eve narrative as something quite
remarkable. Although the Adam and Eve story portrays the victim as guilty
and deserving punishment, the reader of the biblical text wonders if the
punishment really fits the crime. The addition of the tree prohibition may
also have come early in the evolution of the myth (i.e., before the Yahwist
version).
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Third, the collective nature of the crime was eliminated in the course
of the myth's development. The gods became the God named "YHWH
Elohim." This change must have taken place early in the myth's evolution
for in both the Ezekiel text and the Genesis account, YHWH and the
inhabitant(s) of Eden are the primary characters of the narrative and all
hints of collective murder are suppressed. In the Genesis and Ezekiel
accounts, the other deities are not absolved of responsibility as in the
earlier version(s) of the myth. They simply cease to exist. Only their telltale
shadows remain (e.g. Gen. 3:5; 3:22; etc.).

Fourth, the punishment for the transgression became exile instead of
death during the course of the myth's history. This move alone virtually
eliminated any hint of violence from the picture. This change probably
occurred at a relatively early time since even the Ezekiel text implies the
change of punishment from death to exile (cf. Ezek. 28:16).

The fifth addition to the story is the inclusion of a quasi-dualism. In the
final version of the story the serpent (possibly one of the original gods) has
become the tempter. This addition accomplishes two things. First, it puts
the serpent and the deity in an adversarial relationship, making Adam and
Eve mere pawns in the struggle between these two beings.27 Second, it
removes virtually all responsibility for Adam's fate from YHWH Elohim
(i.e., the former gods). The role of the serpent in the Genesis account
resembles the role of Loki in the Scandinavian myth about Baldr's death.
Although we cannot determine with any precision when this change took
place, it is fair to say that it was probably relatively late in the evolution of
the myth, since the Ezekiel account gives no hint of a tempter in its text.

Finally, a much later hand—possibly even the Yahwist—added the
woman to the story.28 When Eve enters the story, the disobedience is
attributed to her. This erases the last of the original elements of the crime.
The original perpetrators (the "gods") have been concealed, the original
crisis (envy) is virtually invisible, the primal crime (murder) has been
covered up, and the original victim all but disappears, becoming merely a
pale imitator of his spouse's disobedience: "She took of its fruit and ate;
and she also gave some to her husband, and he ate" (Gen. 3:6b).

27 Since the serpent takes the role of the adversary in this text, the later tradition (quite
logically) identified the serpent with Satan, the ultimate adversary of God.

28 Westermann (230) points out that the tradition about the creation of the woman,
although in itself very old, has been inserted into the narrative. Its secondary character is
also demonstrated by the fact that the woman's creation is not found in the Ezekiel tradition.
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It is interesting to note that the writer who added the woman to the
story did not do so with perfect consistency. She is not explicitly expelled
from the garden. Only the man is: "Therefore YHWH Elohim sent him
forth from the garden of Eden to work the ground from which he had been
taken. He drove out the man ... (Gen. 3:23-24; emphasis added).

Is Genesis 2 and 3 revealing or concealing?
One of Girard's main contentions is that some texts of the Bible are

revelatory, thus making it possible to see how religions traditionally have
justified and camouflaged the sacrifice of innocent victims. Is this myth as
we now have it at least partially revelatory or does it further conceal the
original violent event? Because of the modifications and additions to the
original myth do we see the sacrificial mechanism at work or is it hidden
even further from view?

Suffice it to suggest that the monotheism of the Israelite tradition led
to many of the changes that we have attempted to outline, changes which
came from the belief in a single caring deity who walked with Adam in the
garden, who provided a mate for him, and who, in spite of their disobedi-
ence, fashioned clothing for Adam and Eve when they recognized their
nakedness (3:20-21). The author was probably not even aware of what the
myth that he or she was using had covered up. Hence, there was no
conscious or even unconscious intention to conceal or reveal. Nevertheless,
in the hands of the Yahwist, we can see how the influence of the distinctive
religious faith of ancient monotheistic Israel had already begun its critique
of polytheism and the mythology of guilty victims.
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