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Paradise Lost and Found 

September 12, 2010 
Rev. Jim Sherblom 

First Parish in Brookline 
 
 
Reading: What Happened?The Adam & Eve Story Adapted from Genesis by the 

Rev. Jim Sherblom 

Act I 

Narrator: Once upon a time, actually several thousand years ago, people used to tell each 
other stories about how our world came to be.  One of the most favorite and famous 
stories was written on a scroll. It was called “Genesis,” which roughly means, 
“what happened.”  In this story, God creates heaven and earth from chaos and 
craziness. That’s all there was before there was earth.  This is when light came to 
be. God thought light was good. God filled the earth with all kinds of minerals, 
plants and animals. God thought that was good, too.  Then this story says God 
created humans according to God’s own idea of what humans should look like. In 
this story, God created one male and one female, and called them Adam and Eve. 

Adam: I seem to recall that he made me first. Then, when I was feeling lonely, he made 
woman out of my extra rib. 

Eve: That man! There goes Adam, whose very name simply means man, telling the story 
as if he was the most important, and that woman somehow was an after-thought. 
Men even added such a version of the story in Chapter 2 of that book Genesis. But 
in the original version in Chapter 1, it is clear: “God created humankind in God’s 
image, in the image of God they were created; male and female he created them. 
God blessed them and said to them, ‘Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth.’ ” 

Adam: Aha! Made in God’s image, and God is a man, so I must be the most important! 

Eve: Not to bust your bubble, buster, but the ancient text actually says, “God said, ‘Let 
us make humankind in our image, according to our likeness.”  Obviously the 
mysterious, unknowable, Ground of All Being is itself made up of male and 
female, hence referring to God-self as “us” and “we,” and creating humankind in 
the image of God, God created them male and female.  It’s all in the text.  

Narrator: And the text of this story says that on the seventh day, even God rested. This 
morning we’ll explore what happened next, with Adam and Eve, with God, and a 
certain snake.  We’ll be thinking about this ancient scroll’s story, and what it could 
mean to us. 

Act II 

Narrator: Since Adam and Eve were quite immature, God created a Paradise just for them. 
God created a Garden of Eden with lovely fruit-bearing trees pleasant to the eye, 
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and plants which are good for food, and in the middle of the garden God placed two 
trees with magical fruit: the Tree of Life (which could make someone live forever) 
and the Tree of Knowledge (which could help someone grow up to know what is 
good or evil and understand things). But then somehow a snake got into this garden 
paradise. 

Snake: Did God say you should not eat from any tree in the garden? 

Eve: God said we may eat of the fruit of the trees in the garden; but God said, “You shall 
not eat of the fruit of the tree in the middle of the garden, nor shall you touch it, or 
you shall die.”   

Snake: That isn’t true! You will not die; but God knows that when you eat of it your eyes 
will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and evil. 

Narrator: Eve saw the tree held apples that were good for food, and they were a delight to the 
eyes, and that if she ate the apple she might become wise and full of understanding. 
So Eve took an apple and shared it with Adam. They ate it! They enjoyed it! 
Immediately they came to understand many things … like they noticed they were 
naked. So they made clothes for themselves to cover their nakedness.  Then God 
came looking for them, so they hid. 

God: Where are you? 

Adam: We heard you coming, and we were afraid, so we hid. 

God: Who told you that you were naked?  Have you eaten from the tree of which I 
commanded you not to eat? 

Adam: Eve took an apple and I ate it. 

God: What is this that you have done? 

Eve: That snake tricked me, and I ate an apple. 

God: Oh, snake, what have you done? With maturity and understanding comes much 
suffering.  From now on most humans will fear snakes. Eve will become the 
mother of all living humans, which is what her name means, but bearing children 
will give her great pain. And Adam, oh Adam, you will work hard all the days of 
your life, you will sweat to earn your daily bread, until finally you return to dust, 
which is also what your name, Adam, means. Dust you were and one day dust you 
will be again. 

Narrator: So God made clothes for these first humans, and sent them on their way. Then God 
said, “See humans have become like us, knowing good and evil; and now, they 
might reach out their hands and take also from the tree of life, and eat, and live 
forever.”  Therefore God sent the humans forth from the Garden of Eden, and they 
never walked with God in the same way again. 
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Act III 

Adam: God was right about one thing, children can be a great pain. Our eldest son, Cain, 
had a horrific temper and ended up killing our second son Abel, so he went away to 
the land of Nod. 

Eve: Where he met a nice young woman, from a good family, though as the mother of 
all humans I’m not quite sure where they came from. But they had a son Enoch, 
and they prospered. 

 

Adam: And we had another son Seth, who also found a nice person to marry, and from 
them all the people of the earth were descended; especially after God got upset and 
flooded the whole earth, wiping out every living thing except those saved by my 
great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-grandson Noah and his family, 
and the animals he saved on his Ark. But that’s another story. 

Eve: But Adam, why does everyone tell this story as if we did something wrong, as if we 
committed some great sin in eating the apple of knowledge and understanding?  I 
don’t get it.  God created us and created the garden, and put those two apple trees 
right in the middle of the garden, and created the snake, and then God got upset 
when we did that which it was in our nature to do!  

Adam: Well, look at us, this life has to be somebody’s fault!  It seems unkind to blame 
God our creator for this mess. Some say the snake was the work of the devil, so the 
devil made us do it.  Some people blame it all on Eve, for she gave me the apple to 
eat. Others blame it on me, Adam, claiming that it was my original sinful nature 
that led to this problem, and my sin has been passed down to all humankind. Some 
see our story as the story of all people.  They say humans begin their life in a state 
of dreamy innocence in the presence of the divine.  Then with emerging self-
awareness, we enter a world of separation and self-concern, often leading to 
loneliness, pride, and violence. Humans thus begin our lives in Eden, but end up 
living our lives somewhere east of Eden. 

Eve: So this one ancient story will be used by many different people, over thousands of 
years, to try to explain how we humans came to be as we are, or basically what 
happened.  

Adam: Yes, and they each will take away a different lesson from their telling of the story, 
and their morals will be vastly different one from another, until billions of people 
will have dozens of different ways of understanding our story.  But I, Adam, will 
always be the first man and also dust, and you Eve, will always be the mother of all 
humankind.  That is what makes this a story of human origins.   

Narrator: For the rest of the story you may wish to turn to the Torah or Bible, or other 
imaginative stories of how humans came to be. As the Native American saying 
goes, “I don’t know if it happened just this way or not, but I know this story is 
true.” The End. 
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Sermon 
 
A long time ago, 2700 years, a very small country, about the size of Connecticut, was led by 
King Hezakiah, and he had a problem. His little kingdom of Judah was protected by its God, 
whom he called Yahweh, and his people had wonderful creation stories about how his little 
kingdom had once ruled its world, even though for most of its history it had been a vassal state 
for larger empires, including Syria, Egypt, and Persia. Assyria had conquered his nearest 
neighbor to the north, a country called Israel, and even while his tiny kingdom tried to absorb 
large numbers of Israelite refugees, the Assyrians were threatening his kingdom as well.  
 
The Israelites brought their own genesis stories, and called their God El, but Hezakiah realized 
that if they were ever to be one strong people, these two sets of mythic stories of creation of a 
chosen people must be brought together into one story that included all the tribes. Over the next 
three generations, scribes working in Jerusalem combined these wonderful stories into three 
scrolls, which they called Genesis, Exodus, and Numbers, and so we have versions of these 
inclusive and loving stories preserved and deeply loved as holy by many of the peoples of this 
earth today.  
 
Adam and Eve, a snake and an apple, human paradise lost; a truly mythic tale of being and 
becoming! You can tell a lot about a people of faith by how they relate to this ancient story, 
which has been told and retold for thousands of years. In its early years it might have been 
nothing more than a coming of age story of a people, which allocated a special place to the tribes 
of this little Judean kingdom, who now are called Jews.  
 
The dominant religious force in that part of the world during this time, the Persian Magi or 
Zoroastrians, taught that God’s goodness was constantly undermined by an evil being, which 
came to be known as the Devil, and magnifies the role of the snake in this story.  Some Jews 
teach that sin is only separation from God, so it was Adam’s sin in disobeying God’s command, 
no matter how foolish that command may have been, that led to our human separation from the 
divine nature.  Of course, patriarchal societies have often blamed it all on Eve, and by extension 
all women descended from her.  I tend to see this as an ancient tale of innocence lost as our 
consciousness emerges, leading to our sense of separation and isolation from the divine 
mysteries that surround and support us.  So while we live our lives east of Eden, our spiritual 
journeys are always a return to a holy connection.  Some scholars think when Jesus preached 
about the kingdom of God existing here and now, if only we had eyes to see and ears to hear, he 
meant to open the doors of paradise for all humans. But you can decide about this story. 
 
Rita Nakashima Brock and Rebecca Parker, in Saving Paradise, describe churches in the first 
thousand years of Christianity in the western world, and even longer in Eastern Orthodox parts of 
Christianity, as seeking to create spaces and communities that would empower the Christian’s 
journey of return to paradise.  They say “entering paradise in this life [was] not an individual 
achievement but [was] the gift of communities that train perception and teach ethical grace.  
Paradise provides deep reservoirs for resistance and joy. It calls us to embrace life’s aching 
tragedies and persistent beauties, to labor for justice and peace, to honor one another’s dignity, 
and to root our lives in the soil of this good and difficult earth.” 
 



5 

That is the kind of Unitarian Christianity envisioned by our forebears who built this sanctuary, 
with its small stained glass depiction of an earthly paradise in its highest reaches, and an almost 
orthodox sense of light, space, and communal gathering to center us in this small paradise of 
being connected to the divine mysteries. 
 
That may not be the Paradise story you grew up with.  Many of us have been pummeled with 
notions of original sin, or women being less than men, or evil tempting us towards hell. But UU 
spirituality has outgrown such mean concepts of God.  
 
We are now more likely to be transcendentalists, rationalists, secular humanists, theists of many 
stripes, or world religionists, worshipping together in this space; we include many liberal, 
inclusive Christians and Jews, but also growing numbers who follow at least some Buddhist or 
Taoist practices.  Ours is a diverse and transformative community, worshipping together within 
our diversity, in this gracious space left by our forebears. We celebrate Adam and Eve, Adam 
and Steve, and any other conceptual metaphors that can open our hearts to the divine.   
 
Brock and Parker say “we can come to know the world as paradise when our hearts and souls are 
reborn through the arduous and tender task of living rightly with one another and the earth. 
Generosity, nonviolence, and care for one another are the pathways into transformed awareness. 
Knowing that paradise is here and now is a gift that comes to those who practice the ethics of 
paradise. This way of living is not Utopian. It does not spring simply from the imagination of a 
better world but from a profound embrace of this world.  It does not begin with knowledge or 
hope.  It begins with love.” 
 
This is why, in our modern adaptation of this congregation’s 1717 covenant, we “give ourselves 
one unto another, covenanting to walk together as a church, promising to faithfully watch over 
one another, and to delight for love to abide in our midst.”  This is a covenant for restoring at 
least a small paradise in our midst.  
 
In 1990, when he was UUA president, Bill Schultz said: “Unitarian Universalism affirms that 
Creation is too grand, too complex, and mysterious to be captured in a narrow creed …  At the 
same time our convictions about Creation lead us to other affirmations: Creation itself is Holy – 
the earth and all of its creatures, the stars in all of their glory; The Sacred or Divine, the Precious 
and Profound, are made evident not in the miraculous or supernatural but in the simple and 
everyday; Human beings, joined in collaboration with the gifts of grace, are responsible for the 
planet and its future.”  
 
You can tell a lot about a people of faith by how they tell this ancient story. So  what does our 
UU telling say about us?   
 
Most creation stories tell of the creation of a single people by their God. This one is unique in 
that it says all humans are descended from the same parents, are in fact siblings, united in being 
children of God. This inclusive creation story was unique in the ancient world. We are all 
children of the same divine mystery. 
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In the first thousand years of telling this story, no one even thought about original sin. It isn’t 
about original sin, it can be told as a story of original goodness. It doesn’t need an 
anthropomorphic God fighting an immortal evil or Devil, but can be told as an unfolding of the 
complexity that flows forth from the emergence of human consciousness. Eve isn’t at fault, 
thereby justifying oppressive male behaviors against women, but can instead uphold the Genesis 
affirmation that male and female were together created by God, and it is in humanity’s unity that 
we best reflect the image of the Ground of all Being.  
 
The Abrahamic faiths -- Judaism, Christianity, and Islam -- include half of humanity today. 
Which parts of this story do they tell?  How do we today honor our sibling relationships to 
Christians, Muslims and Jews? I think we avoid burning or defaming each other’s holy books. 
We recognize that each holds a piece of the truth, but none can proclaim as evil the other’s truth, 
because the family of humanity includes us all. Terrorists do evil, but no true faith promises 
young men a future in paradise for killing other people.  We show loving kindness to all of our 
kin, and do not treat any Americans otherwise, no matter what their faith, gender, or sexual 
orientation. All Americans enjoy our liberties of free faith and free association as their heritage 
as Americans. In this ending of Ramadan, the celebration of Rosh Hashanah, and our 
remembering of 9/11, let’s remember to walk humbly, love kindness, and to greet our fellow 
humans with generosity.   
 
In the September newsletter, Rev. Martha Niebanck wrote that “We humans are living in a time 
of uncertainty and change. We don’t know what kinds of lives our children will have in an 
emerging economy with significant climate change.” So Adam, in conversation with Eve as they 
are banished from the Garden of Eden, says, “My dear, I believe we are in a time of transition.” 
 
Core to our UU faith is seeking transformation in such times of transition. This Genesis story in 
various interpretations is deep in our American culture.  A recent New Yorker cartoon depicts 
Adam and Eve sitting under the tree of life, roasting something over a small fire.  The caption 
reads: “No one said we couldn’t eat the snake.”  We, and our children who grow up UU, ought to 
know this story enough to understand why that cartoon is so funny.  More importantly, when 
bigots or sexists, fundamentalists or haters of fellow humans, point to these stories to 
demonstrate that God supports their bigotry, sexism, fundamentalism, and hatred, we ought to 
know more loving versions of these stories that provide a more charitable view of God and 
human beings.   
 
For many UU’s, it is perfectly reasonable to conclude there is no such thing as God.  And 
certainly given the damage done in God’s name over thousands of years, it seems rather a 
reasonable conclusion, which many of us here may today hold. However, even those who do not 
believe in God ought to be able to understand that belief in God doesn’t necessarily lead one to 
be a bigot, sexist, fundamentalist or hater of humankind.  
 
As Brock and Parker conclude at the end of Saving Paradise, “We enter this world as sacred 
space when we love life fiercely and, in the name of love, protect the goodness of earth’s 
intricate web of life in all its manifold forms. We feast in paradise when we open our hearts to 
lamentation, to amplitudes of grief for all that has been lost and cannot be repaired.  The beloved 
departed who have come before us draw near.  The veil lifts between the living and the dead. We 
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recommit ourselves to this world as holy ground when we remember the fullness of life that is 
possible through our communities, our life-affirming rituals, and our love of beauty. Thus 
immersed, we are more responsive to and responsible for life in this world.  We give thanks for 
gifts of love that have been ours all along, an ever-widening circle of beauty, the Spirit in life.  
We enter fully – heart, soul, and strength – into savoring and saving paradise.”  This is our dream 
and our aspiration. 
 
May this community be a small paradise. May we here be transformed into humans worthy of 
finding the joys of paradise among us.  May we remember that God placed the Tree of 
Knowledge at the center of our garden, and we again are coming into New England’s apple 
picking season. Let us go forth in peace, go forth in love, go forth in kindness. I love you all 
dearly. Amen and Blessed Be. 


