On Being a Dusty Human
2/17/10  Ash Wednesday

There were some folks who got kinda’ uppity and inflated with self-importance and
knowledge, thinking they now knew enough about the intricacies of human existence to
challenge God to a human-making contest. God decides to accept the challenge, they decide
a time, and at the word “Go,” then, they all reach down to grab some dirt, to make their
human. “Hey, hold on, now,” God says. “No cheating! This is my dust! I made it! You have
to start from scratch - go make your own.”

From dust you come, and to dust you shall return - these are the words we say
every year at Ash Wednesday, and we wear those same dusty ashes on our foreheads as we
remember, with humility, that we ourselves are not the Creator, but the created. If we
could read the Hebrew in those early Genesis verses, we'd be reminded of our dustiness
every time, because there’s a play on words there - God makes an “adam” from the
“adamah. Those early translators just took the name Adam, and skipped that crucial,
critical, foundational understanding of what God did that was embedded in the very name
of humanity. You just don’t hear that same dust reference from the name “Adam.” If the
early translators had just been a little more creative in naming that first human, we might
talk about “Dusty” from the dust. Dusty, now, that would remind us who we are and where
we are from every time we say it. I like to play with words, so I've tried out some other
combinations: here’s my gardening translation - God made a “Human” from the humus.
Here’s my science fiction translation - God made an earthling from the earth. “Adam” just
doesn’t cut it, but that’s what we have - so when we read about Adam, we can all say under

our breath, “Dusty.” Because that’s who we are.

In taking on the ashes this evening, we affirm the truth of who we are according to
our faith. Made from the same dusty “stuff” as the rest of our universe, we are intimately
inter-connected with our precious planet and all of creation, and made specifically for the
way things work here. Animated with the very breath of God, however, we also somehow,
mysteriously, carry the image of God within our dusty selves. We are given the

responsibility for tending to the good of God’s creation. We are set in relationships with



each other, and we are our brothers’ - and our sisters’- keepers. We also show with these
ashes the truth of how we fall short, even of our own expectations for ourselves, and so
much more of God’s; and yet this is followed by the truth that God has continually sought us
and found us, and provided for us to be made whole through Jesus, which we will observe

and celebrate a few short weeks from now.

All the readings this evening are full of the sobering remembrance of our dustiness -
our limits, our shortcomings, our sins, our mortality, our brokenness and need for
restoration. If, as the Psalmist says, we tell the truth in our inner self, we know all this. We
know it - even as we so often ignore it and act like we’re in charge. We know it - even as
we try and parade our fasts and penances and offerings and prayers before other folks,
which Matthew recognized as hypocrisy. We know it - but push it to the back of our
consciousness as we react defensively to another person, or seek to be one-up on them, or
punish them or overlook their needs. We know it - even as we treat our planet as a
dumping ground and damage the delicate balance of life. We know it - even as we try and
justify the short-sighted things we do that ignore the rest of the world’s people that God
also made.

Once I get going listing all the places where our dusty humanity shows up, I can get
pretty bogged down, even overwhelmed. It can be downright depressing to look at all the
injustices that need to be righted, the good that needs to be done, the evil that needs to be
addressed - personally, nationally and globally. Our Presbyterian Order of Worship has a
group Confession of Sin early in the service, and every week. Knowing my predilection for
feeling guilty, | sometimes try and lighten the wording of those prayers. However,
knowing how easy it is for us to forget we are the creatures and not the Creator, I think our
faith ancestors were smart to put that in.

Fortunately for us, there’s more to our texts —and our faith - than dwelling solely on
our sins. In Christianity, we are not solely dusty creatures; we also are inspired by Divine
breath. In Christianity, death and loss are not the end of the story; resurrection,
restoration, re-creation - in God - this is the ultimate outcome. Life always wins. We can
pray “Restore to me the joy of my salvation,” because the joy is there. If we indeed “rend

our hearts,” then God is indeed gracious and forgiving. As God restores our inner life, we



can, in the beautiful and picturesque language of Isaiah, mount up with wings as eagles, run
and not be weary, and weep but not faint. With the apostle Paul, we can say, “We are
afflicted in every way, but not crushed; perplexed, but not driven to despair; “persecuted, but not
forsaken, struck down, but not destroyed...”. (2 Corinthians 4:8-9) With St Julian of Norwich
we can rest assured that,“ Al | shall be wel |, and all
shall be well .7

A while back, Frederick Buechner wrote about the Christian gospel that it is bad
news before it is good news. We can be transformed, our souls can be healed and better
decisions result. Relationships can be restored, we can grow, broken can be made whole.
But before we get to the resurrection and the power and the triumph, we need Ash
Wednesday, and Lent, and Holy Week - we need to remember we come from dust, and
return to dust. We need to be reminded that our salvation is not without cost. We need to
remember, as the Olympic events this week have emphasized, that discipline and even
sacrifice underlie every worthwhile accomplishment, even our spiritual growth and
understanding.

As we take on these ashes, and the whole discipline of this Lenten season, we do so
not in despair, but in the light of the work of God on our behalf already, and the certainty of
God’s love. May these observations and practices of the church year be a time of new

growth and new life for each of us. AMEN.
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