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We called my father-in-love “Gran.” 
He looked a lot like Santa Claus. His 
generous heart and absolute delight 
in life complemented the picture. So 
when Gran began his decline, it was 
exceptionally sad because it was so 
opposite to our prior experience of him. 
Just the family gathered at graveside, 
because we had promised Gran to play 
“Yea, Alabama.” Then there was lunch 
with all the cousins, and the memorial 
service followed mid-afternoon. We all 
sat on the front pew, and at the family’s 
request, I made personal remarks. By the 
time I sat down, I was about spent. But 
still to come, following the service, 
was the greeting of guests. One of 
Gran’s business associates came 
through the line. He spoke to each 
family member and when it was 
my turn, he stepped right up into 
my personal space to say, “Just 
because you stood in that pulpit, 
my mind hasn’t changed. I still 
don’t believe that women should be 
ministers.” I took a step backwards 
and suggested, “Maybe this isn’t the 
time for us to have this conversation.” He 
stepped towards me again, reiterating 
his thoughts. I stepped so far back that 
I was up against the communion table 
with no escape. Fortunately, Lloyd took 
notice of our “dance,” intervened and the 
man left only to stand in the middle of 
the sanctuary with a hard eye directed 
my way.

I don’t know what his purpose was that 
day, but I do know that I was caught off 
guard, uncomfortable, offended, angry. 
As I think back on it, it felt like those 
rocks thrown through the windows of 
this building when you dared to call an 
ordained woman to serve as pastor!

These memories have stirred in me 

this week, because Nancy Sehested 
wrote an open letter to Paige Patterson 
on the occasion of his dismissal from 
Southwestern Seminary’s board. You 
see, it came to light in recent days that 
Patterson counseled a woman to remain 
faithfully with her husband who was 
beating her with regularity. You will also 
remember that Paige Patterson was one 
of the originators of the fundamentalist 
takeover of the Southern Baptist 
Convention, who, in turn, targeted 
Sehested’s church by dis-fellowshipping 
them. Such action was unheard of in the 
1980’s, but, sadly, has since become an 
all too familiar habit. 

So Sehested writes Patterson to welcome 
him to the club of the ousted. She tells him 
that she has been called “an abomination 
from hell,” “a whore of Babylon,” and 
“a heretic” because she knowingly 
became the pastor of a Southern Baptist 
Church when the Southern Baptist 
Convention had written and passed a 
resolution excluding women from senior 
pastor positions in order to “preserve a 
submission [that] God requires because 
the man was first in creation and the 
woman was first in the Edenic fall.” (If you 
need to throw up in your mouth a little bit, I will 
surely understand!) 

This argument for the inequality of men 
and women has been used literally since 
the beginning of time. The Genesis 
passage is a misogynist’s playground 
wherein woman being created after 
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Dear Friends,
Thank you for wanting 

to read and study these 
thoughts more 

carefully. Please know 
that I do not take full 

credit for anything that 
may be contained within, 
because I may have read 

or heard something at 
some point during my 
pilgrimage and do not 

remember its source and 
thus, cannot give the 

rightful author his/her 
credit. I pray that you 

will find inspiration and  
encouragement.

Sarah Shelton

The Fig Leaf Cover Up
Genesis 3:8-13, 20, 23-24; II Corinthians 4:13-5:1; Mark 3:20-35

WHERE FAITH COMES TO LIFE

This argument for the 
inequality of men and 
women has been used 

literally since the beginning 
of time. 



man is obviously a second class citizen, dependent, 
inferior. She should be subordinate to man in all 
things simply because he is 
created first. It is a woman’s 
punishment from God for 
being seductive, and she 
is responsible—totally and 
completely—for bringing 
sin, evil and death into 
the world. (Who knew 
that we were so powerful?) 
(Lyn Bechtel, “Rethinking the 
Interpretation of Genesis 2:4B-
3:24, A Feminist Companion to 
Genesis)

This terrible theology does not highlight that women 
are the only ones who possess the power to produce 
life thus leaving the survival of the human race within 
her very capable hands. Nor is it pointed out that 
man is low in the order of creation; for he is created 
after the universe, after the earth, and after all the 
creatures inhabiting it. Does this make man a second 
class citizen? No, in fact, God gives man the task 
of subjugating creation because humans (male and 
female) are the pinnacle, the ultimate example of 
God’s creativity.

With the public arrests of Harvey Weinstein and 
Larry Nassar, coupled with the emergence of social 
media’s awareness campaigns like #MeToo, a new 
understanding of and respect for women is emerging. 
Let’s hope so, as 54% of American women report 
receiving “unwanted and inappropriate” sexual 
advances. (The Washington Post) IF I were to ask you to 
raise your hands if this has ever happened to you, 

it means that half of the women present here are 
victims of such malfeasance. And probably, while I 
am guessing, some of the men have been too. The 
unfortunate residual of any victimization is the shame 
that comes to reside in our spirits. Shame is a haunting 
emotion raising its influence at our strongest moments 
to keep us in line, ever aware of our limitations and 
destroying self-worth. If left unacknowledged, shame 
can be passed from generation to generation. Which 

of course, brings us back to the Garden of Eden 
wherein those first parent’s “sin,” becomes our shame 

all these generations 
later. (Margaret Hess, “A 
Portrait of Shame,” The 
Christian Century, 5-21-97) 
Once Adam and Eve eat 
the forbidden fruit, they 
become aware that they 
are naked. They fashion 
fig leaves to cover their 
shameful essentials, and 
then they hide from God.

Now, I love this image of God coming to walk around 
the garden in the cool of the day with his favorite 
creatures—you know, the very ones made in God’s 
image. If God were only smoking a cigar, I would think 
we were in South Alabama, with my Dad, to see what 
grew in the garden during the day. You see, being 
invited for this stroll was an invitation to check-in; to 
ask a few questions too personal for the family dinner 
table; to share in connected togetherness before the 
day comes to an end.

“Where are you?” God calls, as if God did not already 
know.

“Who told you that you were naked?” as if God did 
not already know.

“Why! Have you eaten from the tree?” as if God did 
not already know.

“What have you done?” as if God did not already 
know.

Like children caught with chocolate on their hands, 
Adam and Eve point fingers of blame. “She made me 
do it,” says Adam. “The snake made me do it,” says 
Eve, and yet, the truth remains. They each ate of the 
forbidden fruit when it was offered. We are quick 
to judge Adam and Eve, and we are quick to place 
blame on Eve. But I want to suggest to you that sin 
and evil enter this picture long before they bite that 
apple. Sin makes it appearance in that ssssslippery 
ssssserpent’s question that raises doubt in their 
minds that they are anything less than God’s beloved 
just the way they are. “You are not sufficient, as you 
are,” the snake says. “Here, eat the fruit so that you 
can be all-knowing.” When have you eaten the apple 
offered to you?

I believe that any time anyone clouds the original 
truth that you are less than an individual made in 

Shame is a haunting emotion 
raising its influence at our 

strongest moments to keep 
us in line, ever aware of our 
limitations and destroying 

self-worth.
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that apple.
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the image of God, and you believe it, the apple gets 
eaten. 

For instance: the kindergarten children are allowed 
free play every afternoon in the centers around the 
classroom. There is a dress-up center, a block center, 
a kitchen center, a book center, you get the idea. How 
many times are boys told, “You cannot play in the 
kitchen. That is where the girls play.” 

Or teenage girls are told, “You really don’t want to 
get that advanced degree only to stay home and 
raise a family.”

Or African Americans are told which water fountain 
to drink from or where they can sit on a bus or in the 
movie theatre or at the soda fountain counter.

Or female seminarians are told, “Preach! What do you 
mean you want to preach?”

“Here’s the apple. Be less than God intended. C’mon, 
take a bite.”

I believe this is the dilemma 
Jesus faces in returning to his 
home. The citizens of Nazareth 
know him as Joseph’s boy, 
the kid in the carpenter shop, 
Mary’s oldest. And so when he 
teaches and heals and casts 
out demons, their assessment 
is that Jesus must be possessed by Be-el’zebul or 
Satan. No one else from Nazareth has ever done these 
things before! His family bites into the community’s 
apple. It appears that they are embarrassed by Jesus. 
Not to be publicly humiliated or shamed, they come 
to “seize” him. It is the same verb used in the Garden 
of Gethsemane when the soldiers arrive to “seize” 
Jesus, so this is no sweet reunion. The family, filled 
with anxiety, come to “seize” Jesus, to take control of 
him, to offer him an apple that encourages him to be 
less than God has created him to be.

But Jesus refuses. He will not bite. Instead, Jesus 
asks, “Who are my mother and brothers?” And then 
he offers us a way to be as courageous as he. He looks 
around at those who are with him and claims them 
by saying, “Here are my mother and my brothers! My 
brother, my sister, my mother are those who do the 
will of God.” And what is the will of God? To love 
God with everything of who we are and to love our 
neighbor as we love ourselves. Not less than but 

more than.

Not shame filled but worthy.

Not cast out but brought close with acceptance.

Not sinful but forgiven.

Not judged but loved.

Not given up on, but claimed as God’s very own…
clothed in the garments of God’s own making.

Will Willimon advises that this text is not a good one 
for Mother’s or Father’s Day! It makes me want to 
remind our current political campaigners that they 
may not want to base their platforms on “conservative 
Christian family values,” because Jesus’ biblical family 
values are tough! Jesus snatches disciples from their 
families in order to follow him. He says in Luke’s 
gospel (14:26) “Whoever comes to me and does not 
hate his own father and mother, wife and children, 
brothers and sisters, yes, and even his own life, he 
cannot be my disciple.” When a man asks to become 

a disciple but has to bury his 
father first, Jesus tells him, 
“Let the dead bury the dead.” 
And then today, “Who are my 
mother and brothers?” Ohhh, 
how it must have stung!! But in 
order to be who God intended, 
to be the one to take on the 
existing power structures, to 
be the one to speak a word 
of grace and truth and peace 

within a corrupt system, to be the one to heal the 
sick and cure the lame and love the lonely, Jesus 
had to say, “NO! I am not eating that apple. Instead 
I am creating a new family, a God-formed family, a 
kingdom where personal worth is not only valued, but 
it is protected and encouraged.

I recently traveled to Washington D.C. to attend the 
Festival of Homiletics. On Thursday night of that 
week, we were invited to attend a candlelight vigil 
hosted by the National City Christian Church. The 
vigil was planned by the Reclaiming Jesus movement 
that has published a full confession of faith for the 
soul of the nation. The leadership is a line-up that 
cannot be ignored: Dr. Walter Brueggemann, Father 
Richard Rohr, Dr. James Forbes, Bishop Vashti 
McKenzie, and Bishop Michael Curry to name a few. 
The entire confession is printed in Christian Ethics 
Today, available in our foyer and whose chair for the 
Board of Directors is our own Fisher Humphreys. The 
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at those who are with 
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Confession lists 6 areas of crisis. I only want to read 
Number 2.

We believe we are one body. In Christ, there is to 
be no oppression based on race, gender, identity, 
or class. The body of Christ, where those great 
human divisions are to be overcome, is meant 
to be an example for the rest of society. When 
we fail to overcome these oppressive obstacles, 
and even perpetuate them, we have failed in our 
vocation to the world—to proclaim and live the 
reconciling gospel of Christ.

Therefore, we reject misogyny, the mistreatment, 
violent abuse, sexual harassment, and assault 
of women that has been further revealed in 
our culture and politics, including our churches, 
and the oppression of any other child of God. 
We lament when such practices seem publicly 
ignored, and thus privately condoned, by those 
in high positions of leadership. We stand for the 
respect, protection, and affirmation of women in 
our families, communities, workplaces, politics, 
and churches. We support the courageous truth-
telling voices of women, who have helped the 
nation recognize these abuses. We confess sexism 
as a sin, requiring our repentance and resistance.

There are five more. Equally as strong.

On the night that these were read, I had taken a 
seat next to an African American woman, a pastor, 
whose name is Valerie Steele. We were strangers. 
We had not even exchanged pleasantries. So when 
the service came to a close and we were directed to 
silently assemble with our candles in the street for 
a march to the White House, I was surprised when 
Valerie looked at me and said, “I am afraid.” “Why 
are you afraid?” “Because I am an African American 
woman.” 

Now in that one statement, I heard a world of things. 
In light of today’s scripture, I heard “I have bitten 
the apple that tells me I am less than God’s beloved 
and it makes me afraid.” So I squeezed her hand and 
simply said, “Then we will do this together.”

Two thousand of us walked in silence from Thomas 
Circle to the White House, candles held high. Bands 
at local establishments went on break to support 
our presence in the street. Residents opened their 
shades to stand in the windows to watch. Pedestrians 
stopped and found candle apps on their phones and 
stood in solidarity. Valerie and I remained side-by-side 

the whole way. The 6 grievances of the confession 
were read aloud in front of the White House, and 
we prayed, simultaneously, in whatever language 
we were most comfortable and in whatever way we 
were accustomed: confessing the sin we enact to 
one another and seeking forgiveness for a faith and a 
nation in moral crisis.

Afterwards, I walked with Valerie all the way back 
to her car. Rather than focusing on our differences, 
we talked about all the ways we are similar, what 
we hold in common, and the dreams we possess for 
God’s church. A woman from the Deep South and 
a woman from the Midwest, a white woman and a 
woman of color standing on level ground as sisters in 
the Kingdom of God. And in those moments, I felt a 
part of the greater family to which Jesus calls us to 
grow deeper and expand ever larger.

My friends, when the apple is offered to you, refuse 
it. Please. Instead, let us gain courage as the brothers 
and sisters of Christ who dare to be lights in the 
darkness celebrating the wonder of how God creates 
each of us. May it be so, Amen.
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