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Twentieth Sunday after Pentecost • October 7, 2018 
Genesis 2:18-24 •  Psalm 8  •  Hebrews 1:1-4, 2:5-12  •  Mark 10:2-16 

  
 We are all Adam and Eve. In the author of Genesis’s mind, it’s as if every person who ever 
lived descended from these two people. And many people will still tell you today that Adam and Eve 
represent to a T the model life God wants creation to have. The archetype for marriage and sex and 
gender. One hundred percent of the people who were ever born can see themselves reflected back at 
them in those two people.    

Unless, of course, you are one of the thirty-three percent of Americans who have never 
married.1 Or the ten percent who are divorced. Or the six percent who are widowed. Or the twenty-
five percent who are kids. Or the four percent who are LGBT.2 Or the folks who can’t have kids. Or 
the folks who are intersex. Adam and Eve represent a hundred percent of God’s people, but only 
about forty-one percent of the time. 
 So if you make this a story about marriage the way we normally think of it, not only do you 
end up with a rather odd view of marriage, you end up with a deeply skewed vision of what it means 
to be in relationship with God. A narrow vision that leaves out most of God’s people. 
 Today’s reading comes at the very end of the second creation story. And to understand this 
second creation story, you need to forget everything you know about the first one. That means no 
“In the beginning…” No creation in six days with a seventh to rest. No humans made at the end. 
No fields and floods, rocks, hills, and plains coming into being just by God speaking. No, in this 
second account of creation. God molds creation into being on just one day. And the first thing God 
makes is adam. A person or earthling formed out of the dust of the earth. So in the Hebrew, adam 
comes from adamah. You are adamah, we might say, and to adamah you shall return.  
 And yet, after creating everything, God realizes that there’s a problem. “It is not good for 
adam to be alone,” God says. And so God makes “every animal of the field and every bird of the air” 
to try to find a suitable partner for adam. But there is no suitable partner to be found among the 
animals, so God puts adam to sleep and creates a second earthling out of a rib. 
 Now you could read this text and make it a story about God making a man and then as an 
afterthought saying, This guy’s going to be super lonely and this stewarding of creation is going way too much work 
for him. Better make him a helper to take some of the load off. You could read it that way. Lots of people do. 
And you should not. Because if you read the story that way, you will not only end up with deeply 
archaic notions of sex and gender. You will also just be wrong. There are at least two reasons why 
that’s true. 
 One is that in our cultural memory, the woman is made almost as an afterthought, a cross 
between a Stepford wife and the stereotypical female assistant who’s around to do whatever Adam 
doesn’t feel like. The word “helper” in this text is the Hebrew word ezer. And ezer does not mean 
some subordinate helper who takes directions from someone else. The character in the Hebrew 
Bible who is most often called ezer is not Adam or Eve, not Samson or Delilah, not Ruth or Esther. 
It’s God. God is the supreme ezer, our most needed helper. In the book of Exodus, Moses even 
names one of his kids Eleizer, because, as he puts it, “the God of my father was my ezer, and 
delivered me from the sword of Pharaoh.”3 So the idea that the role of “helper” is some inherently 
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subordinate position has no basis in scripture. This helper role is a partnership that’s meant to help 
each other live as God created them to be. The people who say women were created to fill some 
secondary role as assistants tell us far more about their own biases than they do the actual story of 
Genesis. 
 And the second reason we often get this story wrong is that we don’t pay attention to the 
way the Hebrew text plays with notions of sex. The adam that God creates from the soil of the earth 
isn’t necessarily gendered. The gendered word for man in Hebrew, ish, isn’t used until the woman, 
ishah, is created. We normally think that Genesis assumes men were around before women. But if 
you want to take the language of the text seriously, you can make a pretty good argument that men 
and women are created at the same time.4 That there is no concept of men without women and vice-
versa.  
 So if you want to get your understanding of sex and gender solely from the book of Genesis, 
which, editorial comment, I would strongly recommend not doing, there’s no way to do it without 
making a whole bunch of decisions about how to interpret the text. And those interpretations are 
always going to be shaped by what we think about sex and gender to begin with.  
 So this is not, contra what we often hear, a story about women being plugged into creation 
as a kind of patch to fix a bug in the system. And it’s also not a story about a marriage license filed 
away at city hall becoming the ultimate goal of humanity. This is a story about the culmination of 
creation. And the culmination of creation is covenant and trust. It’s two people who find mutual 
delight in each other. Two people who help each other steward God’s creation. Two people who 
find the fullness of themselves through each other.  
 And that’s why it isn’t enough to say that humans are meant to be together. The relationship 
God creates between these two people, this ish and ishah, isn’t just a solution for loneliness. It’s more 
than that. It’s what allows us to live in partnership with God and with one another. These are not 
two people who live next to each other. These are two people whose sense of self and purpose in 
the world depends on one another. So that trust, that covenant, that “helper-ness” is what God 
gives us to flourish as whole people. 
 Marriage is one way that covenant gets expressed, but it’s certainly not the only one. It gets 
lived out in our families. It gets lived out in our friendships. It gets lived out in our relationship as 
pastor and people. It gets lived out in our communities, workplaces, and classrooms. One of the 
great gifts of our lives is having “helpers” who draw us out of ourselves to make us fuller versions of 
ourselves. People who make us say, “If it wasn’t for this person, I really wouldn’t be who I am.” 
People who share our scars. People who share our vision. People who are such a part of us that it’s 
as if we’re one flesh. 
 And yet so often the very intimacy and trust that God gives us to make us helpers becomes 
the very means by which we abuse other people. The relationship between clergy and child, which 
God intends to be a source of wisdom and spiritual growth, becomes corroded by exploitation. Sex, 
which God intends to be a gift and trust, becomes weaponized by misogyny. Families, which God 
intends to be the most basic means by which we grow in faith and love, become disposable.   
 Those abuses aren’t merely annoying or obnoxious or grating. They’re devastating. Because 
they cut right to the heart of who we consider ourselves to be and who God has intended us to be. 
That’s why hearing of child abuse by religious authorities feels like such a breach of trust. That’s why 
hearing survivors of sexual assault recount their trauma leaves us feeling so emotionally raw. That’s 
why hearing of children being separated from their parents because of war, famine, or just straight 
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up indifference feels so offensive. Because they take the very means by which God intends to bring 
us into relationship, the final gift that God gives us in creation, and turn it into the very means of 
abuse. 
 When we forget that it’s covenant and trust and relationship that are at the center of 
creation, when we assume that we as individuals are the center of creation, the way we relate to 
other people and their trauma becomes deeply distorted. We assume that the victims of clergy abuse 
are the clergy who have lost their place of privilege in their communities. We think that the real 
victims of sexual assault are the men who have to spend ten seconds thinking about consent. We say 
that the real victims of war and famine are the people who have to decide how generous to be 
toward refugees. 
 And what happens? What happens when people won’t listen to our trauma? What happens 
when people won’t acknowledge our dignity? What happens when the people who are the helpers 
are the ones that abuse us? We end up alone. Isolated from other people. Turned in to protect 
ourselves. And it’s precisely to those people who have been neglected, who have been abused, who 
have been left behind, who have been ignored, it’s those people to whom God says, “It is not good 
for people to be alone. I will make them a helper as their partner.”  
 Today and every day, God’s response is our response. So whatever trust. Whatever 
covenant. Whatever helpers God brings into our lives are not to be trifled with. Not by our abuse or 
indifference. Not by malice or greed. Not by political convenience or moral cowardice. Because it is 
that very partnership, that helper-ness, that relationship that allows creation to flourish as God 
intends. And whatever God has brought together, let no man put asunder. 
   

Joseph Schattauer Paillé, Pastor 


