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A Sermon by Robert W. Prim 

2nd Sunday after Pentecost; June 7th, 2015 

Genesis 2 and 3 (portions) 

“Languishing East of Eden” 

~~~~~~~~ 

The story my mother told me about my Grandpa Dean, her 

father, gives shape to my understandings of him and the human 

condition.  My grandfather was a very accomplished man; he 

had a Law Degree and a Ph.D. degree in Economics.  He taught 

“Economics” and was the Dean of Students at Carnegie Tech 

(now Carnegie Mellon University) in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania.  

My mother told me that those years teaching and working with 

students were the happiest years of Beryl Edward Warden’s life, 

but those years were too few.  

 

Dr. Warden grasped for more.  My grandfather was lured by his 

own ambition into placing his name in the running for the 

presidency of Carnegie Tech.  After a long search, Beryl 

Edward Warden was not chosen for the position.  Not wanting 

to be pitied or disruptive to the new administration, Dr. Warden 

banished himself from his Eden of academia.   

My grandfather left the University and went to work for 

National Steel Company and later for the Small Business 

Bureau under President Eisenhower.  His government job was 

downsized and my ambitious grandfather languished.  He died 

an unhappy man.  He reached for too much and for no good 

reason, and paradise was lost.   

 

My grandfather listened to the wrong voices – both within 

himself and without.  Somewhere along the way he decided 
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that he needed more than what suited him, more than what his 

many gifts had already provided for him.  Somewhere along the 

way he heard whispers of voices telling him that he needed to 

have a loftier title.  Somewhere along the way he was seduced 

into a life not his own.  It seems from my mother’s telling of 

the story that her father got to a place where it was too late for 

him to turn back, to really find himself and flourish again.  He 

never really came back to his family – emotionally.  He never 

found his joy and he never allowed himself to find meaning by 

being in relationships with those in his family.  He followed the 

wrong voices and he languished and died East of Eden.   

~~~~~~~~ 

Adam and Eve listened to the wrong voice.  They listened to 

the voice that told them they could have everything.  They 

listened to the voice that told them there are no real boundaries 

to behavior.  They listened to the voice that told them they did 

not have enough and to spare.  They listened to the voice that 

called them out of the harmony they had with one another, with 

the earth, with the God who fashioned them.  They heard the 

crafty and subtle voice of one calling them to doubt the good 

will of their Maker.  Adam and Eve grasped after more than the 

beauty of their love for one another the trust they had in the One 

who walked in the garden at the breezy time of day.  Adam and 

Eve hungered for more than the beautiful gifts already given to 

them, and this outsized appetite led to their banishment from the 

paradise of ordinary harmony and joyful, breezy relationships. 

~~~~~~~~ 

There is Midrash – literary creations by rabbis of old to interpret 

passages of the Bible – that says that Adam and Eve were 

punished not so much for having sinned as for having invented 
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excuses and alibis.  When God confronts Adam about what he 

has done, Adam blames Eve.  Eve blames the snake.  The 

greatest sin of the story, the rabbis say, was Adam and Eve 

shunning their responsibilities.   

~~~~~~~~ 

Before Adam and Eve were banished from Eden but after they 

ate from the Tree of Knowledge, the Bible says they heard the 

sound of YHWH, God, walking in the garden at the time of the 

evening breeze, and the man and his wife hid themselves from 

the presence of YHWH, God, among the trees.  But YHWH, 

God, called to the them and said to him, “Where are you?”    

 

For the rabbis this is a question of responsibilities.  YHWH, 

God, of course, knew where Adam and Eve were, but YHWH, 

God wanted to inquire of the first couple about where they had 

taken themselves.  The question is one that invites 

self-examination – “Where are you?”  Is it where you were 

created to be?  Are you enjoying the simple gifts given to you 

by your Maker?  Are you being responsible for that which you 

have been given responsibility?  Have you taken on a life that 

is not the one intended for you?  “Where are you?” says 

YHWH, God to Adam, to Eve, to you, to me...? 

~~~~~~~~ 

A Hasidic story from the late eighteenth century recalls the first 

Rebbe of Lubavitch, Rabbi Schneur Zalman, who was once 

imprisoned by the Russian government.  In those days there 

was intense opposition within East European Jewry to the 

Hasidic movement – a mystical branch of the Jewish faith.  The 

opponents to Hasidic Judaism even within the broader Jewish 

faith were not above slander in their attempts to suppress the 
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populist pietism.  The Rebbe Zalman was accused of treason 

and thrown into jail and was awaiting trial.  The prison warden, 

struck by the saintliness of his prisoner, decided to ask him a 

question that had long troubled him in his reading of the Bible. 

“It says in Genesis that when Adam and Eve sinned, God asked 

them, ‘Where are you?’  God knows all, sees all, so why did 

God need to ask, ‘Where are you?’‘ 

 “Do you believe,” asked the Rebbe, “that the words of the 

Bible apply not only to that time but to all time?”  

 “Of course,” the warden replied.  

 “Then God’s question,” continued the Rebbe, “was not 

meant for Adam and Eve alone, but for all of us, including you 

and me.  Of you, who work here, now, in this prison, God is 

asking ‘Where are you?’”  

 The warden smiled and said, “Well answered.”  But 

inwardly he trembled.  Life is God’s question: “Where are 

you?” (From To Heal a Fractured World by Rabbi Jonathan 

Sacks, p. 255) 

~~~~~~~~ 

Part of what it means to be a human being is to hear God’s 

question – “Where are you?”  It seems to me that Jesus makes 

it clear that the tone of the question is full of compassion and 

grace and God desires nothing but peace and harmony for all 

God’s creation.  Let us keep asking the question – “Where are 

we?” – and trusting God’s designs for us and for all the world.  

Amen. 


