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When I was nineteen, I thought I understood what a mission
would be like. I had seen the videos, heard the stories, and
imagined the glow of faithful, fulfilling service. But a few
weeks into the field, I was already disoriented. It was harder
than I’d ever expected—physically, emotionally, spiritually.
That uncomfortable realization—that reality wasn’t what I
expected—turned out to be one of the greatest gifts of my life.

I now recognize that moment as a kind of Garden of Eden
experience: a step out of innocence, into awareness. Into a
world where nothing was automatic anymore. And it’s the
kind of transition we all make—sometimes in faith, sometimes
in relationships, and sometimes in the middle of a quiet
Sunday School class. [perfectpullquote align="right"
bordertop="false" cite="" link="" color="" class="" size=""]I
now recognize that moment as a kind of Garden of Eden
experience: a step out of innocence, into awareness. Into a
world where nothing was automatic anymore.
[/perfectpullquote]In our June/July 2025 Come, Follow Me
study, there is a reference to an important area of the Church’s
gospel library: Helping Others with Their Questions. It
happens to be one of the most challenging gospel concepts for
us to apply, because people who are asking gospel questions
are on a developmental journey that neither we nor they
might fully understand.  

The Garden of Eden is a story that evokes a number of
questions. In considering that story, we sometimes get hung
up on particulars like the exact location of the garden; the
relationship between the fall and death; God’s language
around male-female relationships; and more. These questions
can be interesting, but they are peripheral to the intentions of
the story. In the story of the Garden of Eden, believers are
presented with a model for how we develop as human beings.

Psychologists have long recognized that human development
unfolds in stages. Erik Erikson, for example, mapped out a
series of life phases—each with a key challenge that can lead
either to growth or regression. Others, like Lawrence Kohlberg
and James Fowler, explored how our moral reasoning and
faith mature over time. While each model differs, they all
affirm the same truth: healthy development requires that we
move through periods of disorientation, adjustment, and
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move through periods of disorientation, adjustment, and
deeper understanding.

I suggest that the Garden of Eden story is the best possible
framework for understanding how we develop, and it is
relevant across all areas of our lives. The basic contours of the
story are

1. A time of innocence, where participation in a system feels
automatic;

2. An awakening to awareness that reality is more than what
we previously understood, in ways that are beyond our current
ability to process well; and

3. Decisions in the direction of growth and development to
function well in reality, or in the direction of maladaptive
coping strategies that keep us from functioning well in reality.

As an example, I look back on my experience as a missionary.
I grew up in a time when the Church was producing
emotionally satisfying audiovisual materials to promote
gospel concepts. Among those materials was a 1990 video
called “Labor of Love,” which depicted missionary service as a
clean and comfortable series of positive experiences. With that
as a reference point, I entered missionary service in Brazil in
1993, and quickly found myself shocked and overwhelmed by
missionary life that was stressful, frustrating, and physically
exhausting. Before I entered the mission field, my future
mission experience had only existed in theory, informed by
positive stories that had been told to me. My commitment to
my mission had been automatic, but now I had new
information that led to daily decision points of actively
choosing. I was no longer in the garden, where problems and
challenges and irony (the “thorns and thistles” described to
Adam and Eve by God) exist only in theory. [perfectpullquote
align="right" bordertop="false" cite="" link="" color=""
class="" size=""]This process of leaving the garden and then
facing these choices is one we face in ... many areas of life...
[/perfectpullquote]In my mission experience, I learned that
the film Labor of Love was not deceptive, and the paradigm of
missionary work that it helped to form in my mind was not
entirely wrong. Miracles and divine influence in missionary
work are, in fact, real. Missionary service offers experiences
that are joyful and faith-promoting beyond anything I had
ever imagined to be possible. I also learned, to my surprise,
that those joys coexist alongside constant difficult experiences
of failure and frustration. Outside of the garden, my daily test
was to see if I would actively learn to “garden” on my own,
leaving my comfort zone to do difficult things among thorns
and thistles of opposition, or whether I would retreat to
coping strategies that would keep me developmentally stuck.

This process of leaving the garden and then facing these
choices is one we face in church callings, but also many other
areas of life: marriage, child-rearing, university studies,
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military service, career, and more. For most of our significant
life experiences, there is a process of bringing to the
experience an automatic commitment based on our paradigm
of what the experience will be; then seeing differences
between reality and our paradigm; then facing developmental
crossroads in how we choose to respond.

In the Garden of Eden story, there is another aspect of
awareness that greatly determines whether our departure
from a garden of life experience becomes developmentally
positive or negative. In restoration scripture, we read “And the
eyes of them both were opened, and they knew that they had
been naked…”. In other words, they had become aware that
there was a gap in their understanding of themselves and the
world around them.

The way that we become aware of these gaps in our
perspective matters. Our restoration understanding of Adam
and Eve’s new awareness of their nakedness is that it was
presented to them as something shameful. To represent Satan
as a serpent in the garden is an excellent teaching tool,
because his objective was to poison Adam and Eve using the
venom of shame as they made their transition to new
awareness. In his narrative, their nakedness meant that they
were lacking and deficient. And worse, it was God who had
allowed them to live in the garden in ignorance of that
shameful situation. This was the venom of the accusing
serpent in the garden.

I do not mean to suggest here that shame is always a bad thing
to experience. I know of a number of situations where a sense
of shame has been the catalyst for positive personal
transformation. In some cases, shame is the only thing that
will lead a person to reverse from a destructive path they have
chosen. But when facing a common Garden of Eden-like
developmental crossroads—the simple experience of being
awakened to gaps in our paradigm and expectations—shame
is not helpful or appropriate. [perfectpullquote align="right"
bordertop="false" cite="" link="" color="" class=""
size=""]There is no sense of shame over a lack of
understanding.[/perfectpullquote]I imagine myself as a
missionary facing the work of making a major adjustment of
my paradigm of the mission experience in the early weeks of
my mission. And I consider two possible messages that could
have been offered to me:

“Your mission experience is not what you
envisioned, and that means one or both of two
possibilities: you are stupid and clueless and live in
a fantasy world, or you were deceived by people
who gave you the wrong impression of the
missionary experience.”
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