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Scripture Reading: Genesis 2:4b-7  (The Inclusive Bible)
This week I had an experience I haven’t had in a while. It has been some time since I published anything on the web. I forgot what it is like to get 500 emails. I forgot what it is like to realize the deep thirst people have for spirituality and to hear that from all over the world.  But also to hear the fear, the anger and the frustration that exists not all over the world, but particularly in this country. People are so afraid of losing a place, of losing something - not even sure what - but just a fear that radiates from deep in the country. One of the emails I got this week began with “don’t be so stupid.” I wrote back and said, “You might want to tweak that approach a little bit in terms of talking to one another.” Another one said, “Jim Rigby is a gold-plated idiot.” Now why would you say gold- plated? If you want to insult somebody, shouldn’t you leave the gold-plating off? People are so frightened right now that they can’t even insult very well.

We are struggling with that. How do we communicate? How do we reach out? How do we listen? How do we express ourselves?  It brought me back to a question that I have asked my whole life. What is it that shuts us down as human beings? What did Gandhi know that Hitler didn’t know? What are the religious ideas, practices and beliefs that bring out the best in us? And what are those religious beliefs – beliefs that we may not even realize are religious - that shut us down?

We are looking at a story today that goes way, way back. The story in the Bible is actually a modern version of a story that goes even further back. One of the things to know when you open the Bible - which is often left out when you are learning how to read the Bible - is that the first words of the bible are not “In the beginning” but “In a beginning.” Think about how that changes what is going to follow. You are not being told a historical lesson. You are not being told the only way to look at things. You are being told to relax and listen to a story.

What is interesting is that the Bible starts off in the Creation story with two contradictory stories of Creation. You have two stories, one of which we are looking at today. Two stories which contradict each other…which they did on purpose.  You have to believe that they were smart enough to notice on the first couple of pages an inconsistency. Would you rather have an accurate historical record of the beginning of time or contradictory symbols that awaken you to the depth of your own being from different angles? I don’t know about you, but history just for history’s sake isn’t that interesting. The reason I want to learn history is to learn for the future. But it is the timeless stories of humanity - those that teach me deeper parts of my own heart - that have value. The fact that they contradict one another is very helpful because one of the things you want to learn about them is how they are true, and the other thing you want to learn is how they are not true.

In the story - if you read it in Hebrew - the word “Adam” means “human.” The word “soil” is adamah. So you have Adam coming from adamah. The word for “blood” is “dam.” “Red” is “adom.”  It goes like that. If you were reading it in its original language you would have no problem picking up the poetry. It would be like you were reading it and it was in limericks. When you are reading limericks you kind of relax and go with it. In this form, which starts poetically, Adam comes from adamah: the blood that cries out from the soil.  It’s all poetic. If I were to translate it today I would translate it as “Dusty.” Dusty came from the dust. Then you get a sense of it. Or in Texas it would be “Clay.” Clay coming from the clay. Then you know you are being played with in a positive way, an important way. And in the story the clay is shaped and becomes a human and the human is ashamed of that. The human looks at her/himself and is embarrassed. In the first story it is male and female together. In the second story it is male and then female. That was originally so we wouldn’t put so much weight on the male/female thing, but we did. And they are ashamed of their nakedness and they make clothes out of fig leaves. 

This is wonderful poetry. Fig leaves are some of the prickliest things you can find. They make their clothes out of fig leaves.

Are you getting the image that is here? It is saying that we fall out of the garden of who we are when we start to think we are what we have or what we wear or that we are hiding our nakedness as human beings. As Americans we need to learn that, don’t we? At a very early age you are taught that you are what you have or what you accomplish. There is a sense of deprivation and worthlessness underlying that which the story calls us out of. Isn’t it interesting that there are billion-dollar industries that change our clothes all the time so that we won’t be embarrassed by what we are wearing? And another billion dollar industry that sells us magazines of pictures without clothes. What kind of an animal pays that much for clothes in the first place, and then pays money to see other animals without the leaves? That is a crazy critter, a lost animal, a frightened terrified animal.

The story didn’t tell you what to do. That’s a wonderful thing about these ancient stories -  they don’t tell you what to do. They tell you who you are. One of the things that this suggests for me is to start learning what I am not, to start stripping away those things which are not really me - the possessions, the roles and the accomplishments. That is not my basic humanity. Have you ever realized how much you are punished for being an animal? How much you have to pretend that you are not an animal? The fear of making animal noises or sweating at the wrong time. Think about how crazy that is. And then think about a religion that teaches people that they are born bad. That is such a hideous and sick belief. It is Calvinist…which is our roots. But it is crazy.  It turns us against our own humanity, our own roots. The stories call us back into them.

Does anybody remember the “Karate Kid?” Do you remember that wonderful scene where he is working with the little tree and he is afraid he is going to mess up the tree? And the teacher says, “If it comes from you it’s got to be good.” The idea of purity in these ancient stories is not that you never make a mistake. It is that you are purely 

human - that you don’t try to be something more or less than human and that you accept the gift of being human and live it out. But if we disown that, if we disown our humanity we are disoriented fundamentally from ourselves, from each other and the world itself.

One of the first ways we fall out of the garden is that we start to identify ourselves with something other than our humanity. The second is when we begin to live in our judgments. Remember the tree of good and evil? This is good, this is bad. Now we need that sense of direction to orient ourselves, but what can happen is that we can come to polarize everything and see everything as this way and that way. When we are afraid, we do that. Do you know people, who when they label something they think they have understood it? Those are the emails that I have been reading this week. Somebody thinks that if they call me a communist they have refuted everything I have ever said. If you call somebody a good name, haven’t you just won the debate? It terrifies them when I ask for a conversation…terrifies them to try to get past the polarities. I had someone send me an email that said, “You are an idiot.” That was the full text of the email, but he had misspelled idiot. So being a Christian I wrote an email and just said, “I suggest that if you are going to try to make people feel stupid that you use spell check.” And this is what was wonderful. He sent an email back saying, “You’re right. We are both idiots.” Isn’t that great? Then you have a starting place for dialogue. When we can remember humor, we can see past those polarities.

The political system we have now is an “either / or” system, and it plays into that polarizing. You have two choices between two polarized options. Do you want to fix the hole on this side of the boat or that side of the boat? If you don’t fix them both you are going down. Somehow we need to find that complexity and to be able to live in the ambiguity. I didn’t say this back in any of the letters but I believe with all of my heart that the real division isn’t left and right. The real division in humankind is up and down. It is poor and rich, weak and powerful. It always has been. It always will be. The left/right division is drawn up by rich people. That is why when it comes down to it, the Democrats just betray us a little slower. You are a human being. It is a sign of honor to align yourself with the weakest of the weak. They are as much human as you or I. It is a badge of honor to realize that.

The last fall out of the garden happens when we become afraid, afraid of those who are different. I got an email where somebody said, “I need to tell you that I fire two warning shots one for the head, one for the chest.” If they lived in Austin, I would be nervous but I figure they are not going to drive that far. But think about the level of fear that makes someone feel safe to say that. Think about the level of fear that one lives in, that they have to wear a gun to a political rally. But also think of the propaganda that they have heard for the last twenty years. Somebody is coming to get you! Don’t relax! That person is going to betray you, no, it is that one, no, that one! Of course they are afraid.

We are chartered, we are charged with the message that we belong to one human family. The symbol of that originally was Adam. In Christianity it got replaced with Christ. But originally it was one human being from which we all come. Biologically there is a chromosomal Adam who lived 60 thousand years ago. But they don’t mention that there was a mitochondrial Eve that came 100 thousand years before that. We will talk about that next week when we talk about Eve. But from both of those sides we have common ancestors. We are not “us” and “them.” There is one human family and there is no more basic fact than that. Not an opinion, not a religion, not a political stance, but a fact that we are family. The symbol of Adam and Eve calls us back to that kind of rootedness in the ground, in the soil and in our humanity.

When you look at the political landscape and it looks hopeless. You look at the left, you look at the right and you don’t know what to do. These symbols remind us of the forgotten information. Not of what to do, but of what we are children of the earth, children of one set of parents. That is what Gandhi knew that Hitler didn’t know. If you don’t know that, it almost doesn’t matter what your politics are or your religion is. If you do know that then you can work through almost any political system or any religious system. The symbol reminds us that we are children of the earth, children of one parent and while it doesn’t tell us what to do it tells us something even more important. It tells us who we are.

Transcribed and edited by a member of the St. Andrew’s Sermon Transcription Project.
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St. Andrew’s Presbyterian Church welcomes and affirms all people without regard to race, nationality, age, gender, gender identity, marital status, sexual orientation, physical or mental ability, economic or educational class.

We are affiliated with the PC (USA). (www.pcusa.org)

We are a More Light congregation. (www.mlp.org) 

We are an affiliate of The Center for Progressive Christianity. (www.tcpc.org)

By calling ourselves progressive, we mean that we are Christians who…

· Have found an approach to God through the life and teachings of Jesus,
· Recognize the faithfulness of other people who have other names for the way to God’s realm, and acknowledge that their ways are true for them, as our ways are true for us,

· Understand the sharing of bread and wine in Jesus’ name to be a representation of an ancient vision of God’s feast for all peoples,

· Invite all people to participate in our community and worship life without insisting that they become like us in order to be acceptable, including, but not limited to:

· believers and agnostics,

· conventional Christians and questioning skeptics

· women and men,

· those of all sexual orientations and gender identities,

· those of all races and cultures,

· those of all classes and abilities,

· those who hope for a better world and those who have lost hope;

· Know that the way we behave toward one another and toward other people is the fullest expression of what we believe,

· Find more grace in the search for understanding than we do in dogmatic certainty – more value in questioning than in absolutes,

· Form ourselves into communities dedicated to equipping one another for the work we feel called to do: 

· striving for peace and justice among all people, 
· protecting and restoring the integrity of all God’s creation, and 
· bringing hope to those Jesus called the least of his sisters and brothers,

· Recognize that being followers of Jesus is costly, and entails love, conscientious resistance to evil, and renunciation of privilege.

(Developed by the Center for Progressive Christianity)
St. Andrew’s Church                    Loving ♦ Progressive ♦ Presbyterian
14311 Wells Port Drive, Austin, Texas 78728 · (512) 251-0698 · 
Fax: (512) 251-2617  www.staopen.com
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