
We are Dust

Genesis 3:14-19; 4:8-16; Psalm 139:7-12; Romans 5:12-17; Matthew 12:38-40

Dirt is a deep source of life, grounding, nurturing, sustaining and hosting many living things. Yet

dirt is also dirty. We talk about something being “as cheap as dirt” and yet we find treasures buried in dirt.

The same microorganisms that support life for some can be deadly to others. Most of the people of my

generation joke that we are immune to many things because we ate dirt when we were children. Genesis

reminds us we come from and will return to dust, but many of us spend the time in between doing our best

to eliminate dirt and dust from our lives. We talk about “dirty secrets” and try to “bury” things so that they

don’t come to the light of day. Surprisingly dirt plays a big part in our lives whether we acknowledge it or

not.

Our reading from Genesis shows that our actions and interactions matter deeply, not just to the

people we touch, but to the ground on which we stand. The author of Genesis says that after Cain killed

Abel God said, “Listen: your brother’s blood is crying out to me from the ground!” In this passage, we see

that the desire for dominance in human relationships contributes to the suffering of the land. 

For some reason as humans, we took God’s generous gift of “dominion” of the land to mean that

we can do whatever we want with it. My Hebrew Scriptures professor, David Jobling, wrote an article for

the Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible in which he states “this a false understanding of a biblical text

which plainly sets dominion in the context of universal harmony and goodness, in which the human

vocation is care and responsibility for nature.” (p. 247)

We are now in the Season of Creation in our church liturgical calendar. This Sunday is called Land

Sunday. For people in Saskatchewan we have a special affinity with the land. Our First Nations brothers

and sisters lived off the land here for thousands of years. The land still provides us with our food although

we changed the method of producing our food from hunters and gathers to agriculture. A few years ago
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the community of Harris became famous when they produced a play called “The Pull of the Land.” There

is something special about the prairies and our deep rooted relationship with the land.

The psalmist, in keeping with the world view of the time, thought of the cosmos as being in the

shape of a huge domed stadium. The flat land was held up by pillars and beneath the land was an

underworld known as Sheol. The dome separated the sky from heaven, the dwelling place of God. This

ancient understanding of geography is reflected in the psalm: “If I ascend to heaven...if I descend to

Sheol...if I settle at the farthest limits of the sea.” 

Our human understanding of reality is constantly evolving.  A new radio telescope is now monitoring

signals to analyse the ever expanding universe. We might think that we have the ultimate understanding

of the universe, but we are connected to the psalmist in our limited understanding of all that is. We are

connected, too, through our appreciation of the all-pervasive presence of the divine in creation. The

questions of this psalmist might also be questions of today: “Where can I flee from your presence? Where

can I go from your spirit?” 

The psalmist’s attention to geography draws our modern attention to the vast silent partner in this

drama: the land. Would it be possible for us to hear from the “silent” voice in the biblical text, the land?

The logic of the psalmist is clear; there is no place we can flee, not even into the depth of soil itself, where

the creative love of God will not find us. Hearing from land can open the possibility of a relationship

between humankind and land that is mutually healing and holy. 

The brief reading from Matthew is a response to scarred land and struggling humanity. The gospel

writer’s images of Jonah going into the belly of the whale and Jesus going into the heart of the earth call

up ancient wisdom that says the way through our troubles is to go into them. The way to a resurrected

relationship with the suffering land is to go into a more intimate relationship with it. We may think that

there is nothing there but a void, but the psalmist reminds us “even the darkness is not dark” (139:11) to

2We are dust.ser.wpd



God. When we give ourselves to intimacy with creation, we also open ourselves to the experience of

God’s transforming love.

Sometimes our view of creation is affected by our perspective. There is an old fable of a wise king who

sent two people out into his kingdom to check on the state of the land. The first person, the king advised,

was to only look for flowers that enhance the beauty of the land. When he had completed his travels

throughout the kingdom he was to return and report on what he saw. The second person the king advised,

was to only look for weeds because they threatened the health of the land. He too was to travel to all the

borders of the kingdom and then return and report on the state of the land.

After several months the first person returned and reported that the kingdom was filled with beauty.

Everywhere he had been he saw beautiful flowers. The kingdom was beautiful throughout! The king than

asked if he had seen any weeds. 

“No,” he replied, “I don’t recall seeing any weeds.”

A short while later the second person arrived at the King’s palace. When the king asked him what he

had seen, the person replied, “I hate to tell you this your majesty, but we have a terrible problem with

weeds in the kingdom. Every where I went there were weeds. I think if we don’t do something soon there

won’t be anything else growing on the land but weeds.”

The king asked him if he had seen any flowers.

The person replied, “No, I don’t recall seeing any flowers among all those weeds.”

When we use the land as if we have no need to care for it we can quickly see the results of our

abuse. The past few weeks in the storm battered Atlantic Ocean with up to category 5 hurricanes, is

certainly proof of the impact that global warming can have on our world. We need to see that everything,

all of creation, is interconnected. As the Psalmist said “Where can I flee from your presence?” God’s

creative love is everywhere and there is no place, no thing we can do that can separate us from that love.
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Ultimately it is about relationship, our relationship with the land that we were made from and to which we

will return, and our relationship with the Creator of it all. The prayer of the Psalmist becomes the prayer

of us all, an existence which is described in the terms of the activity of God. It portrays the self in the light

of the work of God and God’s work and person as the context of the self. When we can live in that

context, connected with the source, life can be transformed.

Back in 1990, a man most of us likely never heard of, Pete Pavia was selected for the Golden Whistle

Award as the world’s top basketball referee. During the Final Four NCAA weekend basketball

championship in 1992, he received the U.S. Basketball Writers’ Association “Most Courageous” Award.

Why “most courageous”? Because since 1979, Pete Pavia had valiantly struggled with cancer. He

lost a kidney, his thyroid, and part of his left lung. There’s nothing like losing parts of your body to feel like

you are worth less. But Pete Pavia actually found new worth in his life because he turned to helping other

cancer victims, rather than retreat into himself and his woes. He worked closely with cancer victims,

listening to them on the telephone, visiting their homes and talking them through tough times. He staged

four sports celebrity dinners to raise funds for special camps for cancer-stricken children.

In his own way, Pet Pavia says that: When one feels worthless and that life is not worth the stuggle,

don’t give us, reestablish your worth through giving to others and helping the. Get outside yourself. “The

human spirit is worth more that a whimpering surrender, It’s capable of heroic courage even against

insurmountable obstacles.” Connecting with the land opens new possibilities for life.

So as we celebrate our connection to the land and through the land to our Creator let us join with

the saints in proclaiming God as the creator of all. Let us treasure the gift of the land, remembering hat

we are formed of the earth, which God ordained when we were created saying, “You are dust, and to dust

you shall return.” All of us go down to the dust; yet even at the grave we make our song: Hallelujah,

Hallelujah, Hallelujah. Thanks be to God. Amen.
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