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MADE FROM A RIB: AN UNDERSTANDING OF -
GEN. 2:18-24
By

MarySylvia Nwachukwu

1. Introduction

This paper focuses on two related issues. Firstly, it gives a key to

understanding the highly controversial text of Gen. 2:18-24 in is
order, secondly, to clucidate the main object of the text which is to i
explain the identity of woman and her role in the human family.

The text says: :

Then the LORD God said, "It is not good that the man
should be alone; 1 will make him a helper that befits him
[translation mine]." So out of the ground the LORD God
formed every animal of the field and cvery bird of the air,
and brought them to the man to see what he would call them;
and whatever the man called cvery living creature, that was
its name. The man gave names to all cattle, and to the birds
of the air, and to every animal of the field; but for the man
there was not found a helper as his partner. So the LORD
God caused a deep sleep to fall upon the man, and he slept;
then he took one of his ribs and closed up its place with
flesh. And the rib that the LORD God had taken from the
man he made into a woman and brought her to the man.
Then the man said, "This at last is bone of my bones and
flesh of my flesh; this one shall be called Woman, for out of T
Man this one was taken." Therefore a man lcaves his father
and his mother and clings to his wife, and they become onc
flesh (Gen. 2:18-24, NRSV).

The objective of this text is not the creation of Adam. The creation
of the man has been described without much detail in only onc
verse. "The LORD God formed man from the dust of the ground,
and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and the man
became a living being" (Gen. 2:7). A description of the garden in 3
which the Lord God kept the man followed: a place filled with
cvery kind of pleasant trec and watered by four rivers (Gen. 2:8-
15). Having put the man in the garden, and with a specific task to
till it and keep it (Gen. 2:15), the text sets out to explain why and
how God created woman. A description of the creation of woman
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is given within the context of the relationship of the man to all
other crcated things and in response to a divinely discovered
human nced for companionship.

Through the centuries, the interpretation of Gen. 2: 18-25 by the
C hurch Fathers and along with it, the entire story of Eden in Gen.

. has influenced the dominant theological anthropology in the
(/hurch s teaching. It has also determined the understanding of the
identity of man and woman, and in fact the way the woman's role
is described in many societies and cultures. This essay continues
in the next section by placing the question of the relationship of
man and woman in historical perspective. It will thereafter proffer
an interpretation of Gen. 2:18-24, which befits the metaphor of a
rib.

2. Perceptions of the Identity of Women in History
2.1 Interpretation of the Eden Story by the Church Fathers

Ancient patristic and scholastic interpretations of the Eden story in
Gen. 2-3 consider significant aspects of the creation ol woman and
of her role in the story of the Fall. According to them, the image of
God is the prerogative of the man. Since the woman was uedtcd
from the rib of Adam, they deny her of theomorphic form,' rate
her as mfcrlor to man, of being morally and emotionally weak and
dcpcndcnt The woman is, therefore, destined to the domestic
sphere where her role is defined strictly in procmatlve and servile
terms, to be redeemed only through child- bearing.” The most
negative of all ideas about women are found in the works of
Tertullian and Thomas Aquinas.

Tertullian’s, Thomas Aquinas’ and other Church Fathers'
interpretation of Gen. 2-3 must be understood within the context
of the prejudices and concerns of their time, their dlst(ntLd views
of woman which are partly based in pagan phllosophy and not
Scripture, and the carly Church's deep suspicion of sexuality. It

' They understood Eph. 5:22-24 and Col. 3:8 as saying that the image of God

in the human being is the prerogative of the man.

Ambrose, De Institutione Virginis 1V, 25-31; Thomas Aquinas, Summa
Theologiae, 1,q.92,a.1,q.99,a.2; q.115,a.3,4.

Cf. St. Ambrose, De Institutione Virginis IV, 25-31.

For instance, Thomas Aquinas’ ideas about women were influenced by
Aristotle’s infamous affirmation that "the female is a misbegotten male”
(De Gener. ii, 3).

i
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also appears that women were wielding so much influence in the
society and in the Church so much so that patristic (ca. 150 AD to
500 AD) and scholastic (ca. 1100 AD to 1700 AD) Fathers sought
to restrict their influence. It was primarily their cultural context
which influenced their dismissive views of women and not the
teachings of Christ.

These interpretations opened doors to a long history of wrongs
done to women and to their personal identity and dignity by
human cultures, Women were denied access to education and
many societal roles that were strictly reserved for men. Women
have also suffered oppression, disregard and disparagement
through the centuries in different cultural contexts. The picture
began to change from around the end of the 20th century when
historical and cultural transformations in the perception of women
began. This is thanks to greater knowledge got from science and
technology, which proves the equality of man and woman in the
procreative process. Earlier cultures, which downgraded and
militated against women, have been blamed for the ignorance of
these modern developments.

2.2 Historical and Cultural Transformation in the Perception of
Women

The history of humanity has recorded tremendous changes in the
perception of women, in the understanding of the relationship
between man and woman and in the definition of sex-based roles.
In nearly every nation, culture, society, and in every religion,
women have been regarded as inferior to men, weak (incapable of
real strength), lacking in intelligence, and, therefore, incapable of
contributing anything to the society. Until the 20th century,
women virtually everywhere were excluded from the key aspects
of modernity; the woman was confined to the family where her
role was defined strictly in procrcative terms. She was denicd
many of the opportunities given to men (o achieve self-fulfillment
through education, work, political activity and choice of life
partner. Within the family where her roles are defined, the woman
was an object of pleasure and exploitation, and her fortune was
determined by her ability for procreation and service to others.

One can fully appreciate the interesting transformations in the life
of the woman which became possible from the latter half of the
~ 20th century. For centuries, religious, political and social
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Thanks to these developments, biological differences are no longer
the decisive factors for defining the relationship between men and
women. These turn out of events were appreciated by John Paul II,

in his Letter to Women, where he says,

| cannot fail to express my admiration for those women of

goodwill who have devoted their lives to defending the
dignity of womanhood by fighting for their basic social,
economic and political rights, demonstrating courageous
initiative at a time when this was considered extremely
inappropriate, the sign of a lack of femininity, a
manifestation of exhibitionism and even a sin!’

The challenge which this topic constitutes for the Church is the
topic of a study seminar organized by the Pontifical Council for
the Laity in 2006. A renowned member of this Council says in her
paper at the seminar:

s of a new evangelization

To respond to the current challenge
¢ of love at this time in

and of the construction of a cultur

"Socio-Cultural Changes in Women's Lives" In
ro Laicis. Study Seminar on Men and Women:
ntarity (Roma: Libreria Iiditrice Vaticana,

5 Cf Lucetta Scaraffia,
Pontificium Consilium P
Diversity and Mutual Compleme
2006), p. 15 (pp. 15-22).

¢ John XXIII, Encyclical Letter, Pace

7 John Paul 11, Letter to Women (June 2

87 (1995), p. 756.

m in Terris, n. 22.
9, 1995), 6: Acta Apostolicae Sedis




