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March 5, 2017, 1
st
 Sunday in Lent 

Click here to view readings. 

Focus: God doesn’t give up on us.   

I remember my first night in Boone, NC.  I was heading to my internship year.  Boone has 2 

congregations that both get interns.  In the past, they had always taken married couples and used 

a shared parsonage.  In my class, there was no married couple going on internship, so Boone got 

the next best thing.  Me and my 2-year-roommate, Ben.  You may be asking how the parsonage 

survived 2 bachelors living in it for a year, and the answer is that it was a very close call and 

involved the installation of a ping pong table in the dining room.  My first night, my mom and 

my sister had driven with me to help me move in.  Afterward, we went to the Dan’l Boone Inn, 

still one of my favorite restaurants.  The Dan’l Boone Inn has family-style Southern food: fried 

chicken, slaw, sweet tea, and strawberry shortcake.  It’s all all-you-can-eat except for one item: 

their famous ham biscuits.  They were…amazing.  As you can imagine, Ben and I ate enough 

ham biscuits in the course of one year to feed a middle-sized village.   As family would come 

throughout the year, we always had to take them to Dan’l Boone Inn (and really they took us, 

because Mom and Dad always paid).  As my dad glowingly reflected after another satisfying 

dinner one evening, “The ham biscuits are good.  But I think what really makes them so good is 

the rule.  It’s the fact they tell you you can only have 2.” 

This rule is what would lead to all the trouble.  You see, on that first night, my mom led Ben into 

his life of crime.  We had just finished, and so had the man at the table across the dining room.  

As we saw him get up to pay, our jealous eyes realized that he had left his ham 

biscuits…uneaten.  My mom looked at Ben, “quick, Ben, go get the biscuits.”  Ben resisted, but 

my mom is a persuasive woman.  Wearing an expression of shame on his face, Ben slinked over 

and grabbed the carbo contraband.  My mom went up to pay, as Ben and I sat rubbing our 

tummies—when, to our horror, the man came back to his table.  As he stared at the empty napkin 

where, mere moments ago, he had left his salted prize, his puzzled look turned to anger.  “Quick, 

James, run!”  Ben and I dashed out of the dining room, out of the restaurant, and into a driving 

rainstorm, where we waited in the dark for my mom to finish paying so she could unlock the 

Enclave and drive us home as we looked behind us the entire drive.  Day 1, and we were already 

notorious outlaws. 

Folks, you can’t tell me that’s not the Garden of Eden all over again.  It has everything.  A young 

couple placed in a Paradise with a plentiful spread, one rule not to be broken, a temptress (sorry, 

Mom!), and even an old man with a gray beard walking about asking what just happened to his 

treasured creation.  All we need is a snake sipping tea.  And once again, the humans blow it.   

Thousands of years later the Garden of Eden remains a remarkable story that still says something 

true about what it means to be human—and we’ll get here in a moment: about who God is. 

This story is so often seen as the ham biscuit rule.  The idea that, “I gave you one rule…and you 

blew it!”  I am sure all of you have your own ham biscuit stories.  Parents out there, I am sure 

you can tell of countless times where you told your kid, “you can do this or that—just don’t do 
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this”—and we all know what they’re going to want to do!  This affects adults all the time, too.  I 

can’t tell you how many times I’ve heard someone take pride in saying, “Well, I’m not 

politically correct, so I’m going to go ahead and say this.”  And I’m not any better.  Nikki can 

tell you that I enter the EXIT door at Big Lots! every time I go through.  Why?  Simply because 

breaking this small rule annoys Nikki.  We want to be free.  The idea that there is someone 

imposing rules on us: whether that’s the government, the PC rules of society, teachers, parents, 

whoever, we don’t like that.  Luther talks about this in the 4
th

 commandment that we read in Free 

Indeed yesterday when he defines, “honor your father and mother” as obeying all people in 

authority.  Especially, in America, we do not like that rule.  We don’t like the idea that there’s 

anyone in authority over us.   

So maybe we can relate to Adam and Eve who have one authority over them: God.  For Adam 

and Eve, the 4
th

 commandment “honor your father and mother” and the first commandment “you 

shall have no other gods” really amount to the same thing.  They don’t like that.  They want to 

“be like God” and decide their destinies for themselves.  And in this simple and stupid act of 

rebellion, they make a pitch for their freedom and find themselves enslaved to sin.  They break 

the one rule.   

A lot of times, that’s where the story ends for us, right?  God gave them one rule, and they broke 

it.  But as theologian Walter Bruegemann points out, actually this story isn’t just the ham biscuit 

rule God.  God gives them other things that we ignore.   

The first is the amazing act of permission.  He provides a spread before them.  He says, “you 

may eat of any tree in the garden.  The other day Nikki and I went to Jungle Jim’s in Cincinnati.  

If you’ve ever been there, it’s amazing.  It is probably bigger in size than many of the towns 

around here.  And you can find anything.  There is every type of fruit imaginable, there are 

whole rooms devoted to Dutch food or Irish food or Polish food.  And my personal favorite, 

there are racks devoted to nothing but different types of barbeque sauce.  (My expenditures in 

this last section would get me in trouble with my wife.)   

We live in an amazing creation.  We like to think that Adam and Eve lived in Paradise, but we 

have food options available to us a biblical Israelite would have never thought to include in this 

story.   

And that spread doesn’t end at the dinner table.  Look around you.  Take a hike at Clifty Falls.  

We are blessed to live in a beautiful world, much like Eden, teeming with plants and animals, 

and life of every kind.  Reach down into your pocket.  Most of you probably have Smart Phones 

that can communicate with a person on the opposite side of the world faster than I can preach 

this sentence.  People painted in glorious different colors and speaking a symphony of different 

tongues.  People who praise God in churches like ours and in Gothic cathedrals in Germany and 

in simple village shelters in Nicaragua.  God has made you, and your families, and everyone 

else’s family, and the entire creation in a splendid celebration of life.  Brothers and sisters, the 

world is our garden.   

And with Adam and Eve, we are called to till it and keep it.  We are called to work the garden: to 

nourish creation, to help plants and animals grow and people live.  Adam was called to name 
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every creature.  And we are called to be fruitful and multiply: to multiply the love and the work 

that has first been given to us and to spread a celebration of God’s creation and God’s life into 

every corner of this world. 

But they didn’t do that, did they?  No doubt the first sin was that Adam and Eve broke the rule.  

They wanted to be like God.  But maybe the biggest sin is that they didn’t want to be human.  

They didn’t want to do the work that God had given them to do.  They didn’t want to till the 

earth and to keep it.  They wanted their eyes to be opened.  They wanted to know good and evil.  

They wanted to know. 

Well, now we know.  We know what the world can be like when we don’t till the earth and keep 

it.  We know what it’s like to see species go extinct, and global temperatures and oceans rise.  

We know what it’s like when instead of being fruitful and multiplying, we divide and conquer.  

When nation is at war with nation.  We know what it’s like when we try to be God and hold the 

lives of others in our hands, killing the wicked in our own eyes.  The world is our garden.  And 

it’s sick right now.  We know the punishment: “you shall surely die.”  Maybe that’s not a divine 

hammer.  Maybe those words are fulfilled among us when our garden is polluted by a culture of 

death. A culture that turns plants, animals, and people, from the unborn to the elderly: our work, 

our vocation that God gave us, into commodities that we exploit for our own illusory gain. 

Now for the part about God.  God has every right to give up.  He has every right to kill Adam 

and Eve.  And he has every right to do the same to us.  To make an end of it and appoint new 

gardeners who will do his will.  Who will obey his commandment, celebrate his blessings, and 

serve the vocations he has given them to do.  The final choice in this story rests with God.  Will 

he mete out divine good and evil?  Will Good choose death for humanity? 

The surprising answer is no.  God kicks them out of a garden, but he gives them someday a 

promised land.  They see they are naked, and God clothes them.  They no longer have trees of 

every kind, but he teaches Adam to farm.  People no longer pop out of the ground, but Eve gives 

birth to Cain and Abel.   

They wouldn’t get it right either.  And neither do we.  But God never gives up on us.  He 

showers us with blessings in this life and a garden to come.  And when the time was ripe, he 

appointed his only Son, a new gardener, a new Adam.  He was faithful to what God called him to 

do until the end: even to his own death when he came to a different sort of tree, and tilled the 

earth with his sacred blood.  He grafted all of us into his tree of life and will keep us as his 

forever. 

Christ has prepared for us an amazing table: a feast of his body and blood.  A new rule: love one 

another.  And a vocation once again to till the garden and keep it: in his church and in all 

creation.  We are going to mess up.  We are going to want to overdo it on the spiritual junk 

calories and break his rule and let our gardening slip.  But on the last day, our destiny lies with 

our head Gardener.  And we can trust that the God who has loved us, blessed us, and kept us 

since day 1 will also feed us in—and call us to tend—the garden of his Paradise. Amen. 


