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“The Promise of Eden”
Genesis 2:4b-25; Deuteronomy 6:1-9 September 11, 2016

In 1630, the Puritan John Winthrop, who would become 
the governor of the Massachusetts Bay Colony, set sail for 
the new world. On that ship voyage he wrote and perhaps 
preached his sermon, “A Model of Christian Charity.” In 
that sermon, he created a vision of life in the new colony. It 
would be an experiment in how to be a just, merciful and 
loving community. It would be a model for the whole world 
to see, a model from which to draw inspiration. He wrote 
the famous line that has been quoted by political leaders 
of every stripe: “For we must consider that we shall be as 
a city upon a hill.” His words have shaped much of our 
national identity down through the generations. We may 
be less aware that in this sermon, Winthrop also wrote these 
words: 

“Now the only way to avoid this shipwreck [of God’s 
wrath], and to provide for our posterity, is to follow the 
counsel of Micah, to do justly, to love mercy, to walk 
humbly with our God. For this end, we must be knit 
together, in this work, as one man. We must entertain 
each other in brotherly affection. We must be willing 
to abridge ourselves of our superfluities, for the supply 
of others’ necessities. We must uphold a familiar 
commerce together in all meekness, gentleness, patience 
and liberality. We must delight in each other; make 
others’ conditions our own; rejoice together, mourn 
together, labor and suffer together, always having before 
our eyes our commission and community in the work, 
as members of the same body. So shall we keep the unity 
of the spirit in the bond of peace.”

His words hold us to our highest ideals and remind us 
that our work as a people and as a nation is never done.  

From what source did Winthrop draw his inspiration 
and create his vision? His vision of what it means to be a 
just and loving community is drawn, of course, from the 
Bible. The Bible has poetic images of how we should live 
together as the children of God created in the divine image. 
The vision begins with the story of the Garden of Eden. 
Last Sunday we heard about the beauty, order and harmony 
of creation that God intends. All people are created in the 
image of God to live peaceful community together.  Women 

and men are created to help one another and to care for the 
creation together. As the scripture expresses it, we are to 
“till and keep” the earth caring for creation as a garden. It is 
a vision of how we as the whole human community should 
live together - not just one faith, one nation, one race or 
one ethnic group, but all people. This is why the psalmist 
says, “How good and pleasant it is when brothers and sisters 
dwell together in unity” (Psalm 133).

When the descendents of Israel are set free from slavery in 
Egypt, they are given the dream of a Promised Land. Moses 
reminds the people that when they enter the land, they 
are to keep covenant with the Lord and to obey all of the 
commandments. God gives them the great commandment 
which is first of all and which is to be kept for all time:  

“Hear, O Israel: The LORD is our God, the LORD 
alone. You shall love the LORD your God with all your 
heart, and with all your soul, and with all your might. 
Keep these words that I am commanding you today in 
your heart. Recite them to your children and talk about 
them when you are at home and when you are away, 
when you lie down and when you rise. Bind them as 
a sign on your hand, fix them as an emblem on your 
forehead, and write them on the doorposts of your 
house and on your gates.”

This great dream of a blessed community sustains them 
throughout their wilderness wandering. Through the hand 
of Moses, God gives the people the Ten Commandments 
to guide their life together. From these commandments, 
Moses gives them the laws of the covenant as a foundation 
for their life when they settle in the “land flowing with milk 
and honey.” Israel is established as a holy people, a covenant 
community, not for its sake alone, but for the sake of the 
world. The people are to be a light to the nations so that 
their life together will be a witness to the life God intends 
for all people and for all creation. 

So it is with the church. In Jesus Christ, we are given the 
pattern and the example of what it means to live together 
as the people of God. We are one body of many parts – one 
people composed of individuals with unique gifts, talents, 
ideas and perspectives. The church is our spiritual home. 
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We are to use our gifts and our wisdom for the greater good 
of all. We are called to be church, not for our sake alone, 
but for the sake of the world. 

The teachings of Jesus, such as the Sermon on the Mount 
and his parables, become the wisdom for our life together.  
His acts of mercy, compassion, justice, forgiveness and 
acceptance become the inspiration for our actions and our 
lives as his followers. The way he took up the towel and 
basin to serve all people is a powerful symbol of our call to 
live as his servants in the world by serving others. We, the 
church, are to be a light to our nation and to all the nations 
so that through us all people may come to know the Lord 
and the Lord’s intention for the earth. Our highest ideals 
and practices as followers of Jesus are to inspire others to 
love the Lord and to come to know God’s ways.  

We are on a journey toward the kingdom. The kingdom 
is present among us wherever the will of God is done. Yet, 
we will not know the kingdom in full until that final day 
when we are gathered together in God’s kingdom. The 
Book of Revelation speaks of the kingdom as the New 
Jerusalem, the City of God. In the New Jerusalem there 
will be no more pain or tears and death itself will be 
abolished. All things will be made new. In the midst of that 
city is a river, a garden and the tree of life. The Bible begins 
and ends in a beautiful garden. It is this vision of what God 
intends for human life and for all creation – this promise 
of Eden - that inspires our witness as we make our journey 
through life. The vision of God is our moral compass. It is 
our common vocation to make this world our home where 
all life flourishes in peace and justice. 

Dag Hammarskjöld was a Swedish diplomat who served 
as the Secretary General of the United Nations from 1953 
until his death in 1961 in a suspicious airplane crash in 
Africa. He was on his way to cease-fire negotiations in 
Northern Rhodesia which is now Zambia. Throughout 
his life of public service and his relentless pursuit of world 
peace, he was motivated at the deepest level by his Christian 
faith. He often wrote and spoke of the important place 
of faith and courage in the public sphere. At a ceremony 
raising the flags of the member countries of the United 
Nations, Hammarskjold said: 

“As [these flags] fly side by side in front of these 
buildings, may they be a constant reminder—alike in 
times of disappointment and of achievement—of this 
engagement to which men [and women] of goodwill 
of every nation, race, and culture are called upon to 
give their faith, their courage, and their loyalty” (Public 
Papers 3, 62).

Today, we remember the horrifyingly evil events of 9/11, 

and the courage of so many that day. Fifteen years ago, our 
confidence was shaken, but not shattered; our determination 
challenged, but not defeated; our hope tested, but not 
conquered. 

We recognize that in our journey to the kingdom of 
God, there will be set-backs, disappointments, questions, 
tragedies, and evils to face. Yet, in hope, we keep our eyes on 
the kingdom of God which is our true home. I am grateful 
for the many images in the Bible that help us envision God’s 
plan for creation:  a lush garden, a Promised Land, the body 
of Christ, a Peaceable Kingdom, and a New Jerusalem.  Eden 
is not just our past; it is our future as well. The vision of our 
true home in the Bible gives us the courage and the confident 
faith to face the challenges before us. God has given us this 
time and this place so that we may commit our lives making 
our church, community, nation and world more and more 
like the beloved community – a true home for all creation. 
We cannot turn a deaf ear to the cries of those who seek 
justice, or a blind eye to the hungry children. We cannot 
close our minds to the local and global challenges we face, or 
close our hearts to the millions of refugees fleeing conflicts 
in our world. One of the most important things we do as a 
church is to nurture spiritual leaders for the world who hold 
in their hearts the promise of Eden. 

No, we will never arrive until we reach heaven. Yet, we 
keep the promise of Eden before us. We can learn from the 
terrors of the past and the courageous sacrifices of so many 
who have gone before us how to live together on this earth. 
With a confident faith in God, we strive to make this earth 
a home for all. 


