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CREDO BY FR FRANCIS MARSDEN 


"It was God who first planted a garden." This weekend we find ourselves in Eden, with Adam and Eve in the paradise garden, but only for the duration of the first reading at Mass. 


God created man and woman "in his own image and likeness." . Man is the only creature that God willed for its own sake. He is different from all the animals because God has breathed into him His own divine life: the human being is immortal soul as well as material body.


In the Hebrew, adam is not the name of an individual. It means "man formed from adamah, the soil, the ground." One translator captured the sense of adam with "clod-man".The name Eve comes from the verb hayah, to live. She is "mother of all the living". Well, according to Genesis, not quite. In Gen. 4 Cain finds a wife from somewhere else, and he is also afraid of other tribes attacking him. Those who want to take "Adam and Eve" literally as the only first parents have some explaining to do.


Even if Genesis 1-3 is not a scientific account of Creation and the Fall, it contains very deep religious truths. God orders Adam: "You are free to eat from any tree in the garden; but you must not eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, for on the day you eat of it you will surely die."  You will die, because turning away from God, the giver of life, necessarily beings death. 


God gives man great freedom. He can eat from a vast number of all kinds of tree. Only one thing is forbidden him, because it is harmful. The Creator knows how He has made humanity. He knows what is beneficial, and what injures His creatures. The truth about this is expressed in the Law He gives. The Law is an expression of God's loving-wisdom for man's well-being. It is not an alien imposition by a tyrant in the sky. It is the loving truth of our created human nature.


Man has great freedom, but He cannot decide just for himself what is good or evil. His existence is gift from God. He must halt before "the tree of the experience of good and evil." For "knowledge" in the Biblical sense means also "experience", as a man "knows" his wife.


The serpent comes upon the scene as the symbol of evil and cunning. Its appearance reminds us that not all evil originates within the human heart. Evil pre-dates man's existence. It is wider and more dreadful than human evil alone. Not until the New Testament do we find a clear revelation of Satan as a person, perverted and perverting. In today's Gospel (Mt 4:1-11) he appears as Jesus' personal adversary, bent on deviating Jesus from His Father's will.


The serpent is subtle and clever. It is better not to talk with him. He is likely to deceive us and win. He begins by throwing doubt upon God's command, by misrepresentation: "Did God really say you were not to eat from any of the trees in the garden?" The sort of phrase you can imagine Jeremy Paxman firing at some hapless interviewee on Newsnight. 


In fact, God gave man great freedom. Eve explains that only one tree is forbidden them, the tree of the experience of good and evil. Now the father of lies launches his attack at the woman: "No! You will not die! God knows that on the day you eat it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like gods, knowing good and evil."


The devil contradicts the divine law. He insinuates that God is not being honest with the man and the woman, but wishes to keep them subjugated. God does not want them to become his equals. The great temptation is this: "you will be as gods." You will be able to determine for yourselves what is good and evil. You will no longer have to toe God's line. You will be his equals, and you can decide the moral law to suit yourselves.


The history of our century is the story of man succumbing to the serpent's whisper: "ye shall be as gods." Mankind has come of age, the secular prophets cry. God is dead, or at best, irrelevant. Rockets to the moon, satellites in space, nuclear power, babies in test-tubes. Now we create our own world, full of computers and videos and telecommunications. What do we need a Creator for? Modern man is self-sufficient, a law unto himself. Throw out that old-time religion. Scrap those ancient moral commandments. They are no longer relevant.


And the serpent whispers again; yes, yes, I will show you how to rule the world. Worship me, and you will rule the world with atom bombs and gas chambers and cloned babies and genetic engineering, with as much sex and money and abortion as you want. In future you will create yourselves in whatever image you like, so long as it is my image.


Poor Eve looks at the forbidden fruit. It's unwise to gaze at sin, because sooner or later we will end up committing it. The fruit was "good to eat and pleasing to the eye." It is like Sainsburys and Tescos, a cornucopia of good things. Come and shop on Sundays, come and worship here. It is like the advertisements: "pleasing to the eye." Buy this, buy that, the new wonder product. It is "desirable for the knowledge that it could give." The Hebrew word here means "success" as well as "wisdom" or "knowledge." The forbidden fruit promises success. Buy this new model Ford, or Porsche. The women will just want to sprawl across your bonnet. Desire will be satisfied.


"So she took some of the fruit and ate it. She gave some also to her husband who was with her, and he ate it."


Together they disobey their loving Creator. Deceived by the serpent, thinking they know better than their Maker, they break God's commandment of love. Their eyes are opened: they come to know shame and fear. Now they do indeed experience evil instead of good. Now they will hide from God behind the trees in the garden. Innocence has fled. Their intimacy with their Lord has been destroyed.


The devil has succeeded in alienating humankind from its Maker. He is after all the diabolos, the great Divider, who wants to throw (ballein) apart (dia) every good and beautiful relationship: God from his creatures, man from wife, child from parent, parishioner from parish. He is the poisoner of minds and the destroyer of human nature. He has got to Adam not through any enemy, but through his bosom companion Eve. So often Satan comes to us via our friends, our nearest and dearest, not through our enemies.


The world's harmony is ruined by sin. The earth itself turns hostile. She groans and rebels, injured by exploitation and pollution. 


Only the Second Adam can face down the subtle Enemy, conquer his temptations and release man from the serpent's trap. Only His Bride the Church can give the saving graces to remedy the sting of the ancient poison. By the cleansing of Baptism, the purging of Confession, the medicine of the Eucharist, mankind has a second chance. The death and disorder brought by swallowing the apple of disobedience, can be healed by the apple of Christ's Body and Blood, which hangs upon the tree of Calvary.


Only in this way shall the obedient be led past the cherubim with their flashing swords, to return to Eden. Indeed, to that heavenly Jerusalem, where besides the river of life, flowing from the throne of the Lamb, are "the trees of life, which bear twelve crops of fruit in a year, one in each month, and the leaves of which are the healing for the nations." (Rev. 22:2)
