Gen 2: 4-9, 15-17; Mat 6: 1-6, 16-21 Ash Wed 14th Feb 18 ‘Dust you are!’ Mike Terry
Pray. I read the set readings for today and thought “Oh, no!”; they’re all doom, gloom, fire and
judgement. Now, those things are not wrong to preach on and certainly it’s no bad thing to
think about them: eternal judgment is no laughing matter and a very real thing, as Jesus was at
pains to mention in some of his parables. And Ash Wednesday is one of those days in the
Christian Calendar when, traditionally, we should ponder our eternal future. But as I pondered
this, the phrase that we’ll use later in the service came to mind: “Remember that you are dust,
and to dust to shall return.”
“Remember that you are dust, and to dust to shall return.” What does that actually mean? If
we’re not careful it can give us a nihilistic perspective that, because everything crumbles to dust
in the end, there’s no point in doing anything except enjoying ourselves while we’re alive, even
at the expense of others. This is an entirely self-centred perspective.
Alternatively, thinking about being mere dust could make us feel that we are insignificant,
worthless, ephemeral and that our lives won’t actually count for anything in the end. God, if He
exists, is so vast, so infinite, immortal and all powerful that he couldn’t possibly be interested in
us. This is an entirely hopeless perspective. I believe that both those ideas are erroneous and if
we approach life, let alone the penitential season of Lent, in that spirit it will do us great harm
rather than the good that such seasons are meant to draw us into.
So I went back to Genesis to read again the creation story, where God took the dust of the
earth and fashioned mankind from it – that’s why we had the Genesis reading this evening
instead of one of the set epistle readings. It reminds us that we are alive only because God
breathed His breath of life into us.
The word for spirit and breath is the same in both main Biblical languages, Hebrew and Greek –
Ruah and Pneuma respectively: Spirit and breath are synonymous in Biblical thinking. So when
we read that God breathed the breath of life into mankind we could read that creation story as
being that God put His spirit of life into mankind at the very beginning. That’s why we can talk
about us all being made in the image of God, which is a truly awesome concept!
Clearly the Genesis story goes on, as we know, to tell how Adam and Eve rebelled against God
and His good commands, with the result that they left that close relationship with God. In so
doing they chose to leave behind the very thing that had brought life to the dust that had
formed them, so that the dust eventually reclaimed them. Without the breath, the Spirit, of
God there is no life. That’s what God said in Gen 3:19, when he told Adam and Eve that “Dust
you are, and to dust you shall return.” It’s what we all experience. We’re constantly reminded
of our fleshly mortality; we’ve had a season of that at St Mary’s with a spate of losing loved
ones, including Mike Jackson’s funeral happening very soon. It’s a reality we all need to keep
constantly in mind.
But Jesus, in the Gospel reading, reminds us that there is more than our mere mortality in
God’s plan for us. In the opening verse He stated specifically that there is a reward in heaven
awaiting those who chose to submit in faith to God’s plan for their lives. God’s plan is that our
faith should not be showy, but it should be shown: acts of righteousness towards others are to
be an outworking of our faith, but they are not to be done for our own gratification or our own
self-assurance. If we do good things for our own sakes, our own security, they will be as of no
effect. Even worse, they will actively negate our heavenly reward.

The good news of which Lent reminds us, which the Archbishops articulate in their ‘Live Lent’
booklet, is that we are mortal but animated by the Spirit of Life, the Holy Spirit of God. And to
answer those two negative perceptions I mentioned earlier we, each of us, have great worth in
God’s sight, as he demonstrated by sending his own son to die on the cross for us. We each
have great purpose in God’s plan for us all to live other-centred lives, not wrapped up in our
own needs or preferences, but doing good and sharing the message of light and hope with
those around us, in our words and in our deeds. Our purpose is not our own self-gratification
or aggrandisement but selfless and quiet service of God and others.
What, then, is the good that Lent can do for us? Let’s use it to remind ourselves about the life
that God breaths into us, and His eternal purposes for us; about Who we belong to, Whose
image we are made in. Reminding ourselves that “we are but dust and to dust we will return”
is a safeguard for us which will prevent us from making ourselves into our own gods, it will
remind us that it is God, the Creator of all, who controls our lives, not ourselves.
A proper use of Lent will release us from the deception of trying to control the world around us;
it will release us from the tyranny of trying to control those around us, and our circumstances.
A proper use of Lent will refocus us on the One who has control of all things and help us release
our lives into His safe and sure control. Then we will be able to speak His Word into His world
in the power of His Spirit, as Jesus the Master did.
In summary, this Lent let’s hold our dusty mortality in perspective with the greatness and
goodness of God, giving thanks to Him because we are made in His image and have His breath,
His Spirit, within us. Acknowledging our human frailty allows us to rejoice in our utter
dependence on God, from whom our very life comes. It is only this attitude which enables us to
do anything of any lasting value. So let us indeed give thanks tonight and always, as we
remember that “we are dust, and to dust we shall return”. Thank God, Amen.

