Falling into metaphor

| heard a variation on the Eden story that offers a new look at Eve.
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A few years ago, | was told a fascinating literary variation on the story of Adam and
Eve. This version has many of the story’s usual features: it tells of how God places
Adam and Eve in a garden of bliss with only one thing forbidden to them, the fruit of
the tree of the knowledge of good and evil; it tells of how the first couple eat of the
fruit and in their disobedience are expelled from Eden. However, there is a twist: it
suggests that Eve is the mother not only of the human race but also of metaphor.

You see, in the days of their bliss, Adam takes on a role reserved to himself alone: to
name all the animals and birds and living things. He even names his companion
woman. Whatever word he uses, for whatever creature, that word sticks. It is their
name. It is what they are.


https://www.christiancentury.org/contributor/rachel-mann
https://www.christiancentury.org/issue/june-2023

However, according to the literary variation | was told, when Eve sees the delicious-
looking forbidden fruit at the heart of the forest and takes it, her action brings
something new into the world: the power to speak of that which is in terms of that
which it is not. Until the fruit was eaten, when Adam saw a thing and named it, it
could only be spoken of by that one word. It had only one meaning; it was literal
truth. As Eve takes hold of the forbidden fruit, the power to speak figuratively is
born. Words are no longer simply names but can now mean many things. No longer
does a flower simply have to be a flower or eyes merely eyes. A flower can become
a feast for the eyes; eyes can be diamonds or stars.

Metaphor is born. That's how the story goes. In Eve’s act of disobedience, something
new is birthed: literature and poetry, storytelling and the power of fiction to create
worlds.

Well, whatever else we might think of the story, it certainly offers a different picture
of the origin and nature of sin. Rather than Eve being seen as ground zero for all the
pain and lies in this world or as the prototype “weaker vessel” whose role is to birth
children, she becomes the mother of our human genius for storytelling and poetry.
According to this version of the origin myth of humanity and of fallen-ness, Eve’s
boldness is not to be coded as merely negative, because it opens up the world of
fiction to us.

Such a reading might help us understand the suspicion some hold toward poetry and
literature, toward the humanities in general. Plato may have been the first to
criticize poetry’s power to lead into deception and falsehood, but he is not the last to
question how words and images may be used to trick and deceive. This literary
version of Adam and Eve even tempts me to imagine I've found an origin myth for
the toxic culture wars about truth and falsehood that are currently being stoked in
both the United States and the United Kingdom. As a poet and writer, | want only to
acknowledge the wondrous power and slipperiness of words. They can create both
hopeful and terrifying worlds and visions; they can be used to soothe and invite as
much as trick and manipulate.

As a priest, | want never to lose sight of how my words are called into the service of
the Word, Jesus Christ. The people of God are called into the truth. | also happen to
think that we should not be afraid of facts. The challenge for those of us who would
follow Jesus Christ is that we are called to a richer vision of truth than merely a set of
well-ordered facts. In short, we acknowledge that in Jesus Christ we find the



truth—rather than a set of propositions or facts to which we are called to assent.

Jesus is the way, the truth, and the life. John’s Gospel also asserts that he is the
Word and that he was in the beginning with God. All things came into being through
him, and without him not one thing came into being. Jesus was also a storyteller of
genius whose metaphors reveal the reality of God. Perhaps the defining example is
when he takes bread and says, “This is my body,” and takes wine and says, “This is
my blood.” He does not say this is like my body or blood. Through metaphor and
storytelling, Jesus opens up—for those who are paying attention—a reimagined
reality and a vision of God which blows our minds.

There is, then, something wonderfully expansive in God. | am also only too aware as
a writer how God’s glory always exceeds our human attempts to speak. My words,
your words, our words are not adequate to the Word. Our prose and poetry and
novelizing and word making fall short of the language of God. After all, God’s
speaking is the making of a world: when he says, for example, “Let there be light,”
there is light.

As we grow into the likeness of Christ we dwell ever more in the whole excessive,
strange, and abundant language of God. In the end, as we attend to God’s glory, we
may be silenced. The facts of God and the promise of God totally fry our brains. As
we encounter God we are undone. He has passed by in the pillar of cloud and leaves
us slack-jawed, haunted, and dazed. And that is good, especially for those of us with
too many words; especially in a world where words are weaponized to wound and
trick, where each of us needs to discern when to speak and when to be silent.



