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 Every year as we begin our journey through this season of Lent we hear, from one gospel 

or another, the story of Jesus’ temptations in the wilderness. The reason for that is the forty days 

of Lent are meant to mirror Jesus’ forty days spent in the wilderness. During these weeks we are 

there with him, enduring what he endures, resisting the temptations he resists. If you count 

between now and Easter, you’ll find there are more than forty days; that’s because Sundays 

aren’t part of the count. On Sundays we always celebrate resurrection, so technically today is not 

a day of Lent. It’s ancient; it’s confusing. (But not as confusing as how Easter Day is calculated, 

also an ancient formula.) The point is today we remember Jesus’ time of preparation in the 

wilderness, a time of fasting and prayer.  

 

 Our reading from Hebrew scripture, though, is always different from year to year. Our 

lectionary cycle has three years: A, B, and C. We’re in Year A. The readings for today in years B 

and C are about covenant and deliverance. Only this year do we hear this story about the end of 

Paradise, the Fall. But of the three, I think the one we heard today has had the deepest impact on 

our society and culture. The story of Eve and the Serpent lies at the root of so many relationships 

in our world. It is used to justify some of the most persistent inequalities in our society, 

especially between men and women, but also between Christians and non-Christians and 

between humanity in general and the planet we inhabit. I think it’s a story that’s been misused by 

the Church as a way to enforce boundaries that were never intended and do an awful lot of harm. 

 

 So, what’s happening in this story? The humans are placed in a garden where all their 

needs are provided, so long as they observe one boundary. But that boundary is what prevents 

them from moving from a state of blissful ignorance to one of moral agency. There’s nothing 

with boundaries. We need them. Every child I’ve ever known benefits from having boundaries. 

In his book Falling Upward, Father Richard Rohr describes human development as the “first 

half” and “second half” of life. In the first half of life we learn the rules we need to follow if we 

want to establish ourselves securely in the world. He writes, “In the first half of life, success, 

security, and containment—‘looking good’ to ourselves and others—are almost the only 

questions.” In other words, in the first half of life we’re busy building the house we’ll occupy 

through family and career and other relationships. It’s all about establishing boundaries. 

 

 That’s where the humans in the garden are living. Their world is certain. Everything is 

provided for them, there are no ambiguities. But then, along comes a creature who raises a 

question. The serpent in this story has been identified over the centuries as Satan or at the very 

least a demonic presence. But the story doesn’t say that. The story says the serpent is one of 

God’s creatures, just especially clever. The word in Hebrew we translate as “crafty” can also 

mean “shrewd” or “cunning” or even “sensible.” In essence, the serpent looks at this situation 



and wonders if this is really all these humans are capable of. And so, it engages the woman in a 

conversation. 

 

 It’s worth noting that, biblically speaking, Eve is the first theologian. She’s the first 

person to think about the nature of God. And as Kathleen O’Conner puts it in her commentary on 

Genesis, “The serpent and the woman are talking about what it means to know, to live 

consciously, and to have judgment.” In other words, they’re talking about crossing from the first 

half to the second half of life. It’s in the second half of life that we begin to question the 

boundaries we were taught. In the second half we learn to let go of our need for security and risk 

moving beyond what’s comfortable and reliable to explore deeper meaning. If we think of this 

story in Genesis as a way of articulating that movement, then it really begins with this encounter 

between the woman and the serpent. Once she starts to ponder the meaning of God’s restriction 

she’s already crossed the boundary. 

 

 But that’s the only path to moral agency. If the humans are created in the “image of 

God,” then making moral decisions freely is an inescapable element of our being. While 

superficially this story may be intended to explain why we live in the conditions we do, why 

there is death, why there is war, why there is patriarchy, its deeper purpose may be to reveal the 

necessity of questioning the world as we find it if we’re to discover our full humanity. It’s a good 

fall, a needed fall, because it awakens in us an awareness of the wider world and how we can 

change it. 

 

 Our tradition, the teachings of the Church, have always told  us we want to return to that 

state of blissful ignorance. And the way to get there is to believe the right doctrines and keep the 

right boundaries. Those boundaries have often been based on race and gender and economic 

status and our interpretations of scripture and our doctrines have been used to enforce those 

categories. But Jesus teaches something different. The ministry he’s preparing himself for will 

call into question all the boundaries his tradition and Roman society want to maintain. Like the 

woman and the serpent, Jesus will invite those around him to question the restrictions placed on 

them that prevent them from being fully engaged in the world, fully present as agents for change. 

Jesus isn’t interested in leading them, or us, back to blissful ignorance. As reflections of God’s 

image in the world, he invites us to become partners with God, to realize our full humanity, our 

capacity for compassion, generosity and justice.  

 

 And I think that’s what this journey of Lent is meant to be. It’s a journey into ourselves, 

our true selves. It’s a time for crossing boundaries, even breaking rules, so we’re no longer 

captive to restrictions rooted in fear and hate that prevent us from encountering others as sisters 

and brothers. That’s the journey we’re invited to walk: to let go of our fear and fall to new life in 

Christ. 

 

Amen 


