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Adam and Eve had it all: enough food to satisfy any hunger of their bodies, beauty
surrounding their every step, the companionship of the wide variety of created beings, a soul
mate to be a partner through the days, and the intimate presence of God in their midst. It’s what
we call, “Paradise.” But paradise included a tempter and forbidden fruit, and Eve and Adam
succumbed to the temptation to want more than perfection. They ate, they were ashamed, they
blamed and they were cast out of paradise by a God who was very angry indeed. For their
disobedience, Adam and Eve were each cursed as punishment for disobeying the one restriction
God had placed in their lives. In line with this scriptural tale, artists depict this moment as an

angel with a flaming sword escorting the first couple out of Eden and blocking them from
returning forever.

But right in the middle of all this cursing and assigning flaming-sworded angels to guard
duty, we hear in Genesis 3 verse 21 about God doing something seemingly out of character with
anger and punishment: “And the Lord God made garments of skins for the man and for his wife
and clothed them.” Remember that in the garden they had been naked, and neither did they feel
ashamed about that, nor apparently were they cold. But now they were not in Eden, and the
climate and living conditions threatened their bodies® warmth and health. Of course, they didn’t
know what 1t would be like out there or how to prepare; fig leaves weren’t going to cut it, but
they didn’t know that. God, of course, knew exactly where they were going and what they would
need to survive. So the divine seamstress/tailor sat down and sewed up some animal skins to
keep these two recalcitrant children safe and warm.

After the first sin and the first curses which would mark what we call the Fall of
humanity, humanity received the first gifts from God: clothing to keep them warm until the day
when we might put on the armor of salvation and begin a trek to a new Eden.

These clothes would be only the first gifts God would give to people throughout the
Biblical story. If we think together for just a few minutes, many others come to mind. The child
Isaac, “laughter,” was given to Abraham and Sarah in promise of a new nation. Hagar in the
wilderness weeping after having been cast out by Sarah and Abraham with her son, Ishmael,
cries out to God, and God points her to water provided to save both their lives. Moses is given
the staff of power to bring down plagues and part the waters of the sea. The wandering Israelites
are given the Ten Commandments on their stone tablets to order the life of the new nation. Saul
and the armies of Israel facing Goliath are given David with his five smooth stones to slay the
giant. Jesus tells of a son, who has wasted his life, who returns home to be given new clothing
and a great celebration. On a beach after Jesus’ resurrection, he cooks breakfast for Peter and the
other disciples who had been out all night restlessly fishing.

In each of these cases and others we will name, those who received the gift definitely had
a need, but in each case the gift is much more than something that meets an immediate need. God
does not, as Bill Green says, just “give,” but rather in these cases and others, God “gifts” the




people so that they are then “gifted.” T want to spend the first part of this address with you
exploring the nature of God as giver and how God’s gifts make the recipients “gifted.”

First, God’s gifts always address a need, but not always the need the recipients think they
have. Adam and Eve had no clue that they needed those clothes. Saul and his generals thought
what they needed was a new legion of strapping young men with swords to defeat the giant. The
people of Israel wandering in the wilderness thought that a shiny golden calf and a great party
met their needs better than 10 laws written on pieces of stone. Some of Jesus’ followers thought
what God should have sent was a great military leader to defeat the Roman oppressors, not an
itinerant preacher and healer. One of the most difficult parts of understanding the theology of
prayer and of the character of God for Christians is coming face to face with the reality that God
is not Santa Claus. I came face to face with this in my own life as I struggled through years of
infertility. I was very clear on what I needed God to give me, and that was a pregnancy. Finally I
came to understand that God was eager to gift me with a child, but that this child (indeed three
children) did not need to come from my body. When we are able to look beyond our definition of
need to see the possibility of gifis being given to meet needs we may not know we have or in
ways we cannot even begin to imagine, that’s when we are able to see ourselves as gifted by God
and not merely needy recipients of God’s generosity or benevolence. We are also then able to get
beyond the disappointment that the gift we received was, perhaps, not what we thought we

needed or wanted and discover the delightful surprises God has in store for us when we let go of
control and receive what God wants to give.

The second quality of God as gifter and the gifts God does give us are that they are
unfailingly empowering. God does not give us gifts to make us dependent, but to strengthen and
empower us, in the words of Garrison Keillor, “to get up and do what needs to be done.” Adam
and Eve put on their clothes and faced the new world outside the garden. Hagar received water
in the wilderness, but also a call from God to get up and take her son and make a new life with
the promise that he, like his brother Isaac, would become a “great nation.” Moses sat barefoot
bestde that burning bush quite sure that he did not have the gifts God needed to free the Hebrew
people from slavery in Egypt, but God pointed to that piece of wood Moses thought was to be
used to herd sheep and gave it (and therefore Moses) power to do wonders. One of the best
modermn examples of this kind of gifting can be found in Heifer Project, International and the

_stories they share of children receiving animals and getting not just milk or meat, but the
possibility of going to school and taking on a leadership role in their village or society.

The natural corollary to this empowering character of the gifting God is that the gifts
don’t just empower us to be all that we can be for our own pleasure and prosperity, but to fulfi}l
what God needs from us for God’s purposes in the world. In other words, it’s not all about us,
(re: God is not Santa Claus). Isaac wasn’t just meant to fulfill Sarah and Abraham’s desire for a
child, but to begin a nation of witnesses. Moses wasn’t going on the carnival circuit with that
staff to make the big bucks in the side show. Peter wasn’t just being treated to breakfast by the
lake because he was such a nice guy and had been through a really rough time. After feeding
Peter, Jesus said, “Feed my sheep.” To take an example from popular culture, another Peter,
Peter Parker, AKA Spiderman, is told by his uncle, “With great power comes great
responsibility.” We also say it this way, “to whom much has been given, from that one much

shall be required.” Those who are gifted are called not to hide their light under a bushel, but to
show that light for all the world to see.







