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 “Parselmouth Eve and the Serpent of Eden” 
Genesis 3:1-7 and Matthew 4:1-11 

 
(Please pray with me:  Loving God, take our lips and speak through them, take our 

minds and think through them.  Give us your vision.  Set our hearts on fire.  Let us be 
reborn in you, so that we may better serve one another.  Amen.) 

 
Our readings today tell about temptation and the devil.  It’s also “Scouting Sunday.”  I 
wanted to find some lively music to sing, but I don’t know many scout songs, and it turns 
out there are very few songs about the devil in our New Century Hymnal.  We don’t talk 
about the devil much either.  It reminds me of The One Whose Name is not to be 
mentioned in the fictional series, Harry Potter. 
 
Since Jesus beats the devil when he is tempted, my sincere wish was that a fiddler or 
two might come and play “The Devil Went Down to Georgia” as our special music 
today…maybe next year. 
 
I think Jesus beating the devil deserves a lot more of our attention.  Much of Christian 
theology is based on the premise of Eve losing out to the crafty serpent and creating the 
need for Jesus to die on a cross for our sins…based on the idea that Adam and Eve’s 
disobedience brought sin to all people and Jesus’ blood cleansed all of humanity. 
 
Did Jesus die to fix the mistake Adam and Eve made by eating the forbidden fruit?  Is 
that why Jesus came and died?  Did his torture and blood somehow overcome evil?  
How is that? 
 
I think Jesus overcame evil in the wilderness when he bested the devil’s temptations to 
replace God with other things, like food, power, riches, splendor, - false gods all of us 
struggle with that offer great temptations. 
 
To discuss the church doctrine of “original sin” we need to remember that the devil 
wasn’t in the details.  There is no devil in the Adam and Eve story.  The devil is a late-
comer to the Hebrew Bible – acquired during the Babylonian exile.  In the garden of 
Eden there is only a snake…a talking snake. 
 
Like Harry Potter and Tom Riddle, apparently only Eve, not Adam, was gifted with 
speaking parseltongue.  In the language of Hogwart’s she was a parselmouth – 
someone with the extremely rare ability to speak and understand “snake.” 
 
Do we really think Jesus came to fix some calamity brought about by a talking snake?    
 
Talking animals occur in fiction and especially fables.  Five centuries before Christ, 
Greek fables were popularized by a guy named Aesop.  He wrote a bunch of them.  
Even ancient people recognized that talking animals identified fictional tales.  Yet, we 
still treasure Aesop’s Fables as important stories depicting life lessons that point to 
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great truths:  The Boy Who Cried Wolf; The Tortoise and the Hare; The Goose that Laid 
the Golden Egg; Town Mouse and Country Mouse; The Snake and the Farmer. 
 
There are important life lessons in the Genesis story as well, but I can’t reduce Jesus’ 
life as something necessary to overcome a talking snake’s temptation.  Jesus overcame 
sin and evil by saying no to power, riches, and all that could have replaced God.  I 
believe this is how Jesus saves:  by offering us the example to do the same.  We are 
saved by following his example:  saying no to idolatrous temptations and yes to 
following God. 
 
I wonder if God is insulted that we have reduced Jesus’ life and death to collateral for 
Eve’s temptation.     
 
When the word “temptation” is searched on Google, what do you suppose comes up?  
Of the millions of related sites, nearly all are related to sex.  I warn you, now, the next 
part of my sermon is rated PG13…  I realize that none of us here have ever had sex, 
but I am going to talk about it a bit. 
 
Sex was not Eve’s temptation, nor any of the temptations offered to Jesus by Satan, yet 
it is the one that gets most of our attention today. 
 
So, here’s where “Scouting Sunday” ties in to my message… 
 
When I plan a worship service I look at several resources.  One is the UCC calendar 
and the other is an ecumenical worship planner.  The ecumenical guide lists two 
scouting Sundays during the year – the UCC lists none.  Some of you may know the 
reason for this.  The UCC has distanced itself from scouting, especially since a huge 
legal controversy:  Boy Scouts vs. James Dale.1 
 
Dale joined cub scouts at age 8, boy scouts at age 11.  He earned 33 merit badges and 
at age 17 became an Eagle Scout and was elected into the Order of the Arrow (as was 
my son and my husband.)  He was an exemplary scout.  
 
At age 18, Dale became an assistant scoutmaster and began college where he publicly 
served as Co-President of the Lesbian and Gay Alliance at Rutgers.  He received a 
letter from his Boy Scout Council revoking his registration and terminating his position 
on the grounds that BSA forbids homosexual leaders. 
 
Dale sued under NJ human rights laws. 
 
His claims were dismissed citing BSA is not a “place of public accommodation” and 
relying on biblical references that asserted BSA’s religious orientation.2  In essence, 

                                                 
1
 http://www.bsa-discrimination.org/html/dale-top.html is the source for my summary of the information about BSA 

vs. Dale.  Retrieved March 3, 2014. 
2
 Ibid. 

http://www.bsa-discrimination.org/html/dale-top.html
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BSA claimed to be somewhat of a religious “private” organization with selective 
membership requirements. 
 
An exemplary scout was disallowed to be a Scoutmaster due to his sexual orientation. 
 
Dale appealed:  The appellate court found BSA a “place of public accommodation” 
since it advertises as being open to all boys.   
 
BSA appealed to the NJ Supreme Court:  Which unanimously upheld the appellate 
court decision – ruling BSA a place of public accommodation with discrimination harmful. 
 
BSA appealed to the U.S. Supreme Court:  On June 28, 2000, a narrow vote of 5:4, 
found that BSA’s First Amendment Rights allowed discrimination.3 
 
James Dale’s responded:  “I’ve spent nearly half of my life in scouting, so obviously this 
decision is disappointing…but if I learned anything during my years as a scout, it was to 
believe that justice will prevail.  America realizes that discrimination is wrong even if Boy 
Scouts don’t know that yet.”4 
 
Scouting has played a positive role in the development of many young people, but since 
2000, legal discrimination has sent a hurtful message.  On January 1, 2014, BSA began 
admitting gay youth, but they are not allowed to become Scoutmasters, in part to protect 
young scouts from being molested.  
 
While I deeply empathize with anyone who has ever been sexually harmed by someone 
else, I must do what I can to not allow false witness against others.  Men who sexually 
abuse boys are generally not homosexual.    
 
If we were concerned about temptations beyond sex, like the ones in today’s Gospel - 
power over others - all of our scout leaders would be gay, because statistically 
heterosexuals are far more likely to abuse power and molest children of either sex.  
 
Rape and molest are only in part about sex.  These crimes are about power and control.  
The American Psychological Association and the American Medical Association 
provided amicus briefs to the Supreme Court, citing research findings.  In a Denver 
study of 50 sexually abused boys, only one of the boys was abused by a gay male.5  In 
another study of 175 pedophiles, 49% were attracted to children of either sex and 
another 40% were in heterosexual adult relationships.6  Fear and confusion remains 
because many people do not recognize that pedophiles are generally not homosexuals. 
 
Is sex the most important moral issue for us to focus on?  Again, sex was not even one 
of the temptations presented by the devil to Jesus or the serpent to Eve.  Why do we 

                                                 
3
 Ibid. 

4
 Ibid. 

5
 http://www.apa.org/about/offices/ogc/amicus/boy-scouts/brief.aspx.  Retrieved March 3, 2014 

6
 Ibid. 

http://www.apa.org/about/offices/ogc/amicus/boy-scouts/brief.aspx
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not focus on those other temptations:  power, splendor, empire, replacing God with 
worshipping other things?  
 
Active discrimination has dampened the spirits of loyal scouts, like my Eagle Scout son 
and others who devoted much to scouting.  Brian St. John, one of our members, 
delighted in being a Scout master for years, and assisted his sons to become Eagle 
Scouts.  He has told me of the disillusion he and his sons experienced by BSA’s recent 
stance.  In response, Brian, like others, has found his voice – not by throwing the baby 
out with the bath water, but by choosing to wear an unofficial “Scouting For All Rainbow 
Knot.” Ask Brian if you can check out his patch this morning.   
 
Some California and Connecticut scout councils have been working to include leaders 
regardless of sexual orientation.  The Inclusive Scouting Network and Scouts for 
Equality have emerged in reaction to the 2000 Supreme Court decision. 
 
I can appreciate people leaving organizations that cause harm.  I also admire people 
who work for positive change from within, attempting to listen, speak up, and create 
pathways for love and acceptance.  Simply walking away disrupts communication 
channels and allows a great organization, like BSA, to be overtaken by faulty, hurtful 
information and active discrimination.  People who love scouting don’t want this to 
happen and will sometimes stay engaged in conversations to bring about change. 
 
The LDS church, the largest single sponsor of Scouting units in the United States, did 
not allow black males or women as leaders until the 1970s, these changes only came 
about through law suits.7’8 
 
There’s a saying that in New York people kill each other, but folks in Utah kill 
themselves.  In 2006 Utah had the highest rate of suicide in the nation for young men 
ages 15-24.9  In response to steady high rates of suicide for young men and women, 
Carol Lynn Pearson, a devout Mormon whom I’ve had the great pleasure of meeting, 
wrote an excellent book, “No More Goodbyes: Circling the Wagons Around Our Gay 
Loved Ones.” 
 
I love Rabbi Harold Kushner’s response to her book:  “Thank you, Carol Lynn Pearson, 
for reminding us that the task of any religion is to remind us whom we’re required to love, 
not whom we’re entitled to hate.”10 
 

                                                 

7
"Brief of Amici Curiae, Boy Scouts of America v. James Dale" (PDF). 2000. Archived from the original on September 

27, 2006. Retrieved March 3, 2014. 
8
 France, David (August 6, 2001). "Scouts Divided". Newsweek. BSA Discrimination.  

9
 Pearson, Carol Lynn, “No More Goodbyes: Circling the Wagons around Our Gay Loved Ones” 

10
 Ibid. 

http://web.archive.org/web/20060927030531/http:/www.lambdalegal.org/sections/sections/dalepresskit/nccs.pdf
http://www.lambdalegal.org/sections/sections/dalepresskit/nccs.pdf
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/David_France_(writer)
http://www.bsa-discrimination.org/html/newsweek.html
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Sex and sexual orientation is not the only moral issue of our day.  Obedience to God 
includes being loving to others – not judging and condemning or contributing to their 
demise.    
 
Jesus beat the devil by turning down the temptation of POWER.  We should 
acknowledge the prevalence of this sin for the safety of our children, rather than blame 
others. 
 
But what about nature and disobedience?  Doesn’t the bible tell us it is simply wrong to 
be gay?   
 
The story of Eve was written in part to explain the faulty nature of women and why they 
must struggle with pain during childbirth.  Under this logic, it is clear that in the 
beginning, every female animal:  cow, pig, sheep, horse, etc. must have offered their 
male counter-parts forbidden fruit in the early days of creation, because all of them 
experience pain in giving birth. 
 
Painful childbirth is part of being female.  It’s part of our nature.  In the words of Lady 
Gaga, “Baby, we were born this way.”  To blame us and explain our nature as some 
possible punishment for female disobedience adds insult to injury.  Furthermore, this 
Genesis story is confusing about what life lessons it is attempting to provide us.  Was 
Eve merely disobedient?   
 
Seeing homosexuality as disobedience, some religious people advocate, “hate the sin, 
but love the sinner.”  
 
The serpent of Eden reveals God’s impossible inconsistencies to Eve.  God claimed 
that humans would die if they ate from the tree of knowledge…but both the serpent and 
Eve knew humans would die whether or not they ate from this tree.  God forbade Eve 
from gaining knowledge…women around the world have been forbade from acquiring 
knowledge in many settings for centuries.  Yet, today we know that educating women 
greatly reduces poverty and increases longevity for not only the women themselves, but 
entire communities.  If we want to make the world a better, healthier place, the number 
one thing to do is to educate women. 
 
The God of this Genesis story offers Eve no real choices.  She’s going to die either way 
and she might as well get educated.  Is the moral of the story to simply obey whatever is 
implied to be God’s commands?  Women, gays, and other minorities, often have to 
question – is this the voice of God or some other means of control?  Perhaps the first 
“original sin” was creating power over and the control of others.  Let Jesus’ example of 
beating the devil save you from this one.  Amen. 
 


