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Almost twenty years ago now, Dawn and I moved from the life we knew in the eastern suburbs 

of Detroit to a small town in southwest Wisconsin called “Bloomington.” Bloomington was a 

farming community of about 770 people at the time. There were two churches in town, a Roman 

Catholic Church and a United Methodist Church. If you were Protestant and went to church in 

Bloomington, you were probably United Methodist. 

 

The downtown area was only a couple of blocks long, with most everything you might need right 

there in town. The small town hardware store had an appliance shop as well as a furniture and 

home furnishings gallery a couple doors down from it. We had a bakery, two banks, a post 

office, a butcher, a grocer, a florist, a vet, a doctor, a gas station, and even a supper club. 

 

In a small town, everyone knows everyone else. In the wintertime, people often left their cars 

running as they ran errands downtown. You could run into the bank and come back out to a 

warm car in the days before most people had remote starts on their cars. I know that sounds 

crazy growing up here in the Detroit area. I used to say that if someone ever stole my car when I 

left it running in Bloomington, I’d know who took it before they got to the edge of town. You 

see, living in a small town also meant that everyone knew everything about everybody else. You 

could not hide in that town. 

 

When we moved to Bloomington, one of my predecessors told me the story of his daughter who 

had been out in the back yard at the parsonage, playing ball after school one day. She knew that 

they should not have been playing ball in the back yard, but it was a big yard and there was a 

nice alley between the parsonage and the house behind it. It was the perfect spot for kids to play 

ball unless the ball went foul towards the parsonage. 

 

Well, that day the ball didn’t quite make it in the right direction and the preacher’s kid ended up 

breaking a storm window at the parsonage. Wanting to correct her mistake before her parents got 

home and discovered it, she ran down to the local hardware store with the window. They put in a 

new pane of glass and restored it as good as new. She took the storm window back home to the 

parsonage and put it back in the window before anyone knew anything was broken. Or so she 

thought! 
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When her dad, the preacher, arrived home that afternoon, he asked her if anything exciting had 

happened. She responded as most kids would, saying, “Nope.” Then her father asked, “When 

were you going to tell me about the broken window?” She was surprised that he found out. She 

couldn’t believe that he would know about it so soon. 

 

You see, while she was getting the window repaired at the hardware store, her father was two 

doors down at the home furnishings shop. Both stores were owned by the same family. He knew 

about the window while she was getting it fixed. 

 

We had two exchange students while we lived in Bloomington and told both of them this story.  

At the end of the story, we encouraged them to be honest with us always. We felt that it was 

better if we had heard the truth from them rather than having to find out the truth from someone 

else. The story was a reminder that in a small town, we’d always find out the truth. 

 

In our scripture lesson from Genesis this morning, we hear the story of the fall of humankind. 

It’s this story that tells how sin entered into the world seeking to break the relationship that God 

had with humanity. 

 

In this familiar story, the first couple, Adam and Eve, are in the Garden of Eden. One day, the 

serpent convinces Eve to partake of the fruit of the one tree that God had told them not to touch 

or they would die. The serpent, however, encourages Eve to eat the fruit of the tree in the middle 

of the garden. The serpent tells Eve that if she eats of this fruit, she’ll become like God and know 

good from evil. Delighted by the sight of the tree and desiring this wisdom, Eve eats the fruit.  

Adam partakes of it, too, knowing full well that he was told to refrain. 

 

Upon eating the fruit, they realize their predicament, that they were naked. Feeling a sense of 

shame, they sew fig leaves together, making loincloths to hide themselves. 

 

At about that time, they hear God walking in the garden. Afraid, they hide from God. God, 

however, calls out to Adam, asking “Where are you?” The scriptures tell us that Adam responds, 

saying, “I heard the sound of you in the garden, and I was afraid, because I was naked; and I hid 

myself.”1 

 

Partaking of the fruit of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, Adam and Eve realize that 

they had done something wrong; they had broken the agreement that they had with God. In 

shame of their nakedness and burdened with the guilt of their actions, they hid from God; from 

their Creator who had made them and given them the beauty of the garden as a gift. 

 

Shame and guilt can sometimes have such a tremendous power over us, can’t they? Like my 

colleague’s daughter or Adam and Eve, shame and guilt cause us to want to hide when we realize 

the wrong we have done for ourselves, to God, and to others. 

 

Every now and then, I come downstairs at home to find out that our boxer, Ginger, has taken one 

of her stuffed squeaky toys and torn a hole in it. She seems to enjoy trying to remove the 

squeakers from them. I know whenever she has been working on one of her toys rather than 

playing with it because the evidence is usually strewn across the floor. The white polyfoam 
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stuffing is everywhere. In that moment, all I have to do is ask, “Who did this?” and Ginger 

begins to back away and hide. It’s almost a give-away that she’s guilty. If I follow it up with, “Is 

there a bad dog in this house?” she turns her head in shame. I don’t know if she knows she has 

done wrong in tearing up the toy or if using the words “bad dog” just breaks her heart. (Do cats 

do that? I don’t think I ever saw a cat fess up, did you?) 

 

Watching Ginger, I realize how I’m not too different from her when I realize my own failures.  

Like Ginger, whenever I find myself in a mess, having broken relationship with God and others, 

I hang my head and want to hide under the table. When we know that we’ve acted wrongly, we 

want to get away from the feelings of guilt, don’t we? 

 

During the season of Lent, many of us have been studying Tom Berlin’s book, Restored:  

Finding Redemption in Our Mess. The author describes the predicament in which we find 

ourselves, saying: 

 

Most people, when they see the impact their sin has had on others, feel 

embarrassed. This can lead to low self-esteem that denies the image of God in 

which we were created. When looking at ourselves, we should behold something 

like Vincent van Gogh’s beautiful Starry Night, but instead we see Dogs Playing 

Poker.2 

 

Have you ever felt like you were painted into Dogs Playing Poker, when you know that God 

intends for our lives to be a part of Starry Night? 

  

In other words, sin has a way of causing us to forget the image of God in which we were created.  

Guilt and shame cause us to feel as if we are somehow not deserving of the goodness of God or 

anyone else at times. Berlin goes on to write: 

 

Philo of Alexandria was a Jewish philosopher who lived in Egypt at the time of 

Christ. One saying attributed to him is, “Be kind, for everyone you meet is 

waging a great battle.” 

 

The great battle is the conflict we feel between the goodness of God’s image 

within us and the sin that so often controls us. There is a masterpiece down there, 

but it has often been covered with a thick veneer of gunk as our condition of sin 

has led to our habits of sin. The humility Jesus calls us to experience grants plenty 

of room for compassion to others and an equal amount of patience with 

ourselves.3 

 

In our lesson from Genesis, when Adam and Eve eat of the fruit of the tree from the center of the 

Garden of Eden, they sew fig leaves and begin to hide when they hear God walking in the 

garden. As they are hiding, however, God comes searching for them. God calls out to Adam, 

“Where are you?” 

 

Though their actions had broken relationship with God, God still comes searching for Adam and 

Eve. The beauty of this passage is the reality that God is always reaching out to us, even when 
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we’ve really messed up. Adam’s confession is not news to God who knows all things. Yet, God 

still seeks relationship with them, even as they are in hiding because of their guilt and shame. 

 

Historically, in the life of the Church, Lent is a season for us to draw near to God. The shame 

and guilt that we feel over sin, our own brokenness as human beings, and our failures often keep 

us from getting too close to God who continues to reach out to us in the face of our failures. In 

fear of God, forgetting that we have been created in God’s image, we continue to retreat, while 

God searches for us, calling out to us as we hide under the table or in the garden. Henri Nouwen 

once said, “We do not expect to hear ourselves called the Beloved.”4 We don’t expect that God 

continues to cherish us when we’ve messed up in life. 

 

Tom Berlin points out Michelangelo’s great work in the Sistine Chapel where the hand of God is 

reaching out to Adam, or humankind. In it, Adam barely extends his hand, almost retreating from 

God’s touch. Yet, God’s hand continues to extend out with strength and desire for relationship.5 

 

When I served in Laingsburg, we started a ministry called Trunk or Treat. At Halloween, people 

decorated the trunks of their cars, dressed up, and came to the church to pass out candy to over 

500 children who came with their parents and guardians through our parking lot each year. 

 

One year, a father of one of the children from our community approached me to thank me for 

providing a safe place for our children on Halloween. When he heard that I was the pastor, he 

just had to tell me how much this had meant to him and to his family over the past several years.  

I invited him to go inside to warm up with a cup of cider or hot cocoa at our warming station.  

He told me that he couldn’t go into the church. When I asked “Why,” he told me that the church 

roof would cave in. 

 

I told him that there were plenty of other people who would have caused it to cave in well before 

him and it hadn’t yet. I went on to say that if the roof fell in, that would be just fine because we 

were going to be building a new church anyway. I assured him that we’d get to that phase 

quicker after we filed our insurance claim. 

 

Yet, how many people have you heard talk of their fear that somehow the roof might cave in if 

they came to church? There’s somehow a feeling that we have to have our stuff together before 

we begin to live in the relationship that God is always seeking with us in Jesus Christ. 

 

In our Gospel lesson, the Pharisee in Jesus’ parable continues his own life as if everything is all 

right on the outside. He justifies himself by comparing himself to others, missing his own mess.  

In his own mind, he’s as righteous as they come. The tax collector, on the other hand, 

recognizing his own predicament, turns to God seeking mercy. 

 

I can only imagine how counter cultural this image would have been for those who heard Jesus’ 

parable that day. There was no one worse than a tax collector who had made his living off of 

serving the empire of Rome and treating his own people harshly. A Pharisee would have been 

much closer to God in their minds than a wretched tax collector. Jesus, however, lifts up the tax 

collector’s example of humility as the tax collector recognizes his own need for grace. 
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Anne Lamott, in her book, Hallelujah Anyway: Rediscovering Mercy, writes about her own 

struggle to come to terms with God’s grace at the time of her baptism: 

 

I had converted to Christianity while drunk, at a tiny church, and about a year 

later, several months sober, I was baptized. My pastor was a tall, brilliant, 

progressive preacher named James Noel, who looked a lot like Marvin Gaye, 

which was only part of the reason I kept coming back. I called him the morning of 

my baptism to tell him that, regrettably, I’d have to cancel the baptism, as I was 

currently too damaged and foul for words. I promised to call him when I got a bit 

better. He said to get my butt over to church, that I wasn’t going to heal sitting 

alone on my ten-by-twelve-foot houseboat. He said I didn’t have to get it together 

before I could be included and, in fact, couldn’t get it together without 

experiencing inclusion. So Loretta picked me up, and I got baptized.6 

 

In this season of Lent, God isn’t asking us to get our lives all together. God has walked in the 

garden with us and knows the mess in which find ourselves. Yet, God invites us to give up the 

sense of shame and guilt in humility and confession, that we might embrace the grace God has 

for us in Jesus Christ. For even as we run and hide, even as we struggle to be as real as the tax 

collector, God continues to reach out to us. In fact, God runs after us, inviting us to live into the 

image in which we have been created. 

  

Might God be calling out to us in the garden today? How should we respond? Are we ready to 

turn anew to that voice and find ourselves already embraced by the arms of grace? 
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