Heading Home
Genesis 3:8-13, 21, 24

We are three days from Ash Wednesday and the beginning of our Lenten journey – an annual passage.  I’m not at all sure that the forty days, not counting Sundays, we set aside in the church, as the church, before Easter Sunday contain much ritual, let alone meaning, for many of us anymore.  That may not be fair, but I find myself trying harder every year to be sure I’m aware of the seasons of the church, and make others, you – my congregation, aware of them in ways that will affect your lives.  I mean really  affect them, like the seasons of the year do – spring, summer, winter, and fall; or like the seasons of our personal lives do –youth, young adulthood, parenthood, and older age; or dare I hope like the basketball season does?  I’d settle for just a fraction of that focus, especially in this month of March!
But in any case, we are preparing again to begin the Season of Lent, a season of discernment and prayer, of letting go and taking on.  This is Transfiguration Sunday, the last Sunday before Lent begins.  The Transfiguration is a scriptural event found in Matthew, Mark, and Luke, intended to assure Jesus’ early followers, and to reassure us today, that Jesus was and is One anointed by God to bring release to the captives and to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.  The “Transfiguration” marks a transition in Jesus’ ministry, the point at which he turns to Jerusalem, where, of course, he will die.  His death, the church has professed for two centuries, is salvific.  That is it saves people.  It saves us we confess.  Our Lenten journey is a time, every year, when we ask the questions:  How?  And from what? 
To respond to the second question, we’ve gone back to the beginning this morning, reading from the first book of our Bible.  In the third chapter of Genesis, after the creation stories, we hear of the age old struggle that human creatures have always had with relationships, divine and human.  Pray with me … and listen for the Word of God.
Read Genesis 3:8-13, 21, 24
As we prepare for Lent, let’s remind ourselves of what we know:  We know that God created us “in God’s image,” and it was “very good.”  We know that something went very wrong.  Something that caused us to “hide” from the Love (capital L) that creates, sustains, and restores us.  We know we did something we weren’t supposed to do.  We ate “forbidden fruit” and became ashamed of who we’d become.  We know that God realized something is wrong because God found us “hiding” … as if we could … We are hiding because we are, for the first time, ashamed of ourselves.  We know that there must be some accounting for what we’ve done.  God questions us and we know how we respond to our Creator’s questions and concerns (we just read that part again).  And having read and heard this story so many times in our lives, however brief those lives may be, we know why God banished us from the Garden we were created for.  Or do we?  
I’m certain that most, if not all of you picture Adam and Eve holding half-eaten apple in their hands as they leave the garden of Eden, pass the flaming sword, and are separated from the tree of life.  These two, the first of us all, are driven out of paradise because of something they did – they ate of the tree of which God had commanded them not to eat.  They disobeyed God and so they had to go.  We think we know why God has banished these first two, banished us.  But … we don’t.  At least we don’t if we think it was because of an apple.  That’s why we have Lent this year, okay?  So we can better understand our problem and turn our own faces to Jerusalem, where we may die to our old selves, and live again in the Garden of God’s creation.
So why, then?  What other reason could there be for banishment – for separation?  There’s nothing else in the story, is there?  Of course there is.  Let’s look again …

An eternity passes after the asking of the first divine question, “Who told you, you were naked?”  I’ve preached on that verse alone.  The gloomiest verse, the saddest question, in the entire Bible, I believe (Who told you you were naked?).  And after an eternity, the second question comes:

God’s asks the man in our story, “What did you do?”  And what does he say? … He says, “Well, the woman whom you gave me, she talked me into this.”
So God turns to the woman and says, “What did you do?”  And her response?  … “Well,” she says, “I didn’t really do anything.  The snake was in the grass and it talked me into this.”

It is as this point, according to our wonderful story, that God pushes them out of the Garden of Eden.  There’s punishment in verses 14-20, and then theirs banishment.  Not for what was done, but for what was not done.  However we try to express the reality in our lives that is “God,” we always do it with an understanding that the Divine, the Sacred, knows our hearts.  God, in this story then, knows the answer to the questions asked.  What remains a mystery is how the human creature will respond.  Accepting responsibility for actions taken, or not?  More often than not, our story tells us, it’s “not.”  And in our inability to accept responsibility for our actions, we are exiled.
You see, God can deal with our disobedience, eating fruit which we are told not to eat, whatever that fruit may be.  God can deal with our disobedience, indeed, God must deal with our disobedience.  And God can deal with “sin,” with our separation, our perceived “nakedness and embarrassment.”  In fact God must deal with that sin, our separation.  But what God cannot, and will not, abide is irresponsibility.  The moment that Adam and Eve, human beings, you and I, reject the notion that we are accountable for our own actions, that we have dominion over our own lives, and a responsibility to all that is around us, that we are created human to become human, the image of God on earth, the moment we reject these things and refuse to live in harmony with God, God says, “Hey … we have a problem.”  You and I are never going to be in the garden again with that kind of attitude.

Let me share another story with you, one you may have heard before:

Once upon time, the eldest and richest woman in a village decided that it would be a good idea to give a feast for all of the townspeople at the start of the new year.  She called here council of ten elders together to plan the event.  

“I will provide the feast,” she said, “if you will each bring a jug of wine.”

“Of course, of course,” they all agreed.

But as soon as they had parted, the youngest of the group was already cursing himself for having agreed to part with one whole jug of wine.  He did not have much wine in his stores, and he did not want to spend money either.

“There must be another way,” he told his wife.  And he sat down to think.

After a while a smile crossed his face.  “The other nine elders will pour their wine into the common pot.  Could one jug of water spoil so much wine?”

And so it was that on the day of the feast this man put on his finest robes, filled his jug with fresh water from the well, and went to the party.  On his way he met up with the other elders.  They were greeted at the party by the sounds of music playing, and the delicious smells of food cooking.  The host motioned for the elders to pour their jugs of wine into a great clay pot in the courtyard.

First there was dancing and entertainment.  Then the bell was rung and the guests were seated.

The elders sat together at the head table.  The host ordered her servants to fill everyone’s cups with the wine.  Each of the elders waited patiently for the last guest to be served.  There were all anxious to taste the fine, refreshing wine.

The host gave the signal and the guests put their cups to their lips.  They sipped … and they sipped again …

But what they tasted was not wine.  It was water.

The ten elders looked at each other sheepishly, avoiding the eyes of their host and they continued to drink as if it were the finest wine their lips had ever tasted…
But of course, it was not.  For each of them had thought, “One jug of water cannot spoil a great pot of wine.”  And each of them had filled their jug from the well, not from their cellar.

the reason the elders cannot look their host in the eyes was not because of what they did, but because they refused to acknowledge their own deceit.  They continued to drink as if it were the finest wine their lips had ever tasted.  Hey, we have a problem here …

As human beings, we are all created in the same image and likeness – God’s.  There is a deep well of life from which we come and to which we will return.  What lies between is up to us.  A troubled anxiety-ridden life?  Eyes averted, no recognition, let alone confession for how we’ve behave?  Or life in the Garden, in communion with God  our Creator, with each other, and with the whole natural order.  Our Genesis story paints a beautiful picture of shalom “in the beginning” through harmonious relationships and its writers are deeply concerned with restoring those relationships, not just when we die, but as we live – “in the meantime;” right now.  But first we need to accept responsibility for our actions.  We must, like Jesus, be “transfigured,” transformed, accept who we are and who we are created to be, and turn toward Jerusalem. 
And guess what?  Lent begins in three days.  An interesting number “three.”  We have three days to decide and to commit.  And, even more beautiful, it’s the first Sunday of a new month.  Our decisions need not be made on our own.

The communion we were created for is the life that our Christ came to renew – on earth as it is “in the garden.”  We participate in this renewal and accept responsibility for our actions each time we gather at our table and celebrate Communion.  We may think of this table now as a miniature little Garden of Eden.  As we remember Christ’s life, our own is renewed and we are reunited with Creator and creation.  At the heart of this renewal lies the gift of forgiveness.  Not for what we’ve done, God can handle that.  But for what we’ve left undone, what we’ve refused to do – accept responsibility for our actions.  In order to receive forgiveness, we must first acknowledge how much we need it.  Then, and only then, we may finally find … The Way Home.  

And so our Lenten journey will begin again this year.  Let us finish our preparation at the table.  
Amen.
Reverend Joel Weible, Pastor
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