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March 13, 2022  Second Sunday in Lent 
Genesis 1-3; Luke 13:31-35 
    

Welcome:  Welcome to the United Church of Strafford, Vermont, on this Second Sunday 

in Lent.  Welcome to those of you in the sanctuary and those online.  Two weeks ago we sang one 

of the most profound lines in any hymn: “To all, life thou givest, to both great and small; In all 

life thou livest, the true life of all.” (from “Immortal, Invisible, God Only Wise”)   

The Spirit that creates and evolves all life lives in every person and church mouse and 

crocus.   

How can we see anyone or any species as inferior or outside our care or anything but 

sacred if we see God in all?  That vision enabled Gandhi to love his enemies.  It led King to say 

injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere.  It led Christ to tell us to love our neighbor as 

our own self, because every life is truly one with our life.   

Only the most mature level of faith reaches this perspective and its universal, 

unconditional love.  It is rare, but we can work toward it with spiritual practice.  So today let us 

practice seeing God in all, and letting the God in us love and care for the God in others here, in 

person or on Zoom. 

  

Call to Worship:  Lent recalls the journeys of Moses and Jesus in the wilderness. The 

Lenten gospel readings come from the final journey of Jesus toward the cross.   

But the first lesson that Lent gives us comes during the Ash Wednesday service when the 

officiant puts ashes on us saying, “Remember that you are dust, and to dust you shall return.”   

It’s a strange moment, a door we pass through into a dark wilderness, a Zen koan that 

requires looking at it from both the left and right sides of the brain to see through the tangled 

shadows to the insights it reveals.   

It is meant to be a shock to hear that statement spoken by someone who is touching our 

forehead, shaking us out of the dream of our daily life where our ego happily distracts us from the 

truth of our mortality and our kinship with lowly life forms and our inescapable commonality 

with the dirt of the earth.   
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Today I invite us to sit with the discomfort and disorientation of remembering we are dust 

and seek the wisdom it can open to us, a perspective that could save democracy and prevent 

environmental destruction and banish war forever.  Let us worship together… 

 

Children’s Time— After Ash Wednesday someone asked about the saying, “Remember 

that you are dust and to dust you shall return.”  I love it when you ask questions.  I may not 

always answer them right away, but this is like candy to me.   

That saying comes from the Bible, the book of Genesis Chapter 3, the very section that 

John read to us.  Long before modern telescopes that can look back billions of years to study how 

the universe began, and before laboratories that explore how the first living cells came into being 

on earth, in ancient days people asked how we got here, so their pastors prayed and looked at 

nature and started coming up with stories.   

In a Genesis story, God takes the dust or dirt of the ground and forms it into beings and 

then God breaths the Spirit into them to give them life.  Later, after Adam and Eve get into 

trouble, God reminds them that they are dust and to dust they shall return.   

Even back in those ancient times they had compost piles and they could see how the circle 

of life includes turning back into fertile dirt.  Modern science tells us that everything on earth is 

made up of the same dust, the same elements, and it is recycled over and over.  All things in time 

return back to dust and new life then rises from that dust.   

But why, you might ask?  Why do we have to return to dust?  I cannot tell you why the 

Spirit of the universe established that law, all I can do is tell you to look at how beautiful and 

truly amazing nature is this spring and realize that without us all returning to dust that couldn’t 

happen.  

Also, remember, two ingredients go into life—dust plus the Spirit.  The individual forms 

of dust may pass away, but the Bible and people who have seen the other side of death say that 

the Spirit in us doesn’t die when our bodies do.   

So if that raises more questions, please ask me after the service, and you can also try to 

find wisdom yourself.  There is a simple tool that can open your mind to connect to the Spirit’s 

wisdom.  I know you can’t guess so I’ll just tell you.  It’s prayer.  The words do not matter so 

much as that we quiet our thoughts and listen.  Let us pray the Lord’s Prayer …  
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Sermon:  Remember That You Are Dust 

“Remember that you are dust” is good advice.  It leads to wisdom about our place in the 

universe, our true human identity.  Much depends on how we see that. 

The Russian invasion of Ukraine has overshadowed the most dire scientific warning yet 

about the climate crisis.  Both of those horrific situations arise out of forgetting that we are dust.   

The human ego would be comic if it were not so tragic when it convinces us that our dust 

is better than other people’s or the earth’s dust.  Someone at the Heartfulness Circle on Thursday 

heard a preacher on Christian talk radio say that anyone who celebrates Earth Day is a Satan 

worshipper.  The biggest scandal of the Christian church may be how some congregations twist 

the teachings of Jesus to give them a license to hate, damn and exclude from their care people 

based on slight differences in our otherwise identical dust.   

We will not evolve beyond a divided, destructive world or church until we come to a truer 

understanding of humanity’s place in the universe. 

Whose dust are we? 

Genesis says, “God formed the first human from the dust of the ground, and breathed into 

its nostrils the spirit of life; and the human became a living being.”   

Whose dust are we? 

We are the dust of God, the creator that evolved spirit-filled life out of lifeless dust. 

Whose dust are we? 

We are the dust of the earth—this speck of the universe to which humanity uniquely 

belongs. 

My life and your life and all lives on this planet belong to God and to the earth.  

Everything we are we have borrowed from them.  Everything we have we will have to return.  

The meaning of our lives is not ultimately about us.   

The meaning of our lives is that the creator God is yearning to live through us.  The one 

great ongoing life of the earth is yearning to live through us.  We are each a momentary 

expression of a life that existed long before us and will exist long after us.   

We are each like one word in an epic story, and our life task is to be the truest expression 

we can be of that unique word of God and the earth that we find within us.   
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Our task is to serve God and the earth with the humility of knowing that all we are is a 

brief constellation of swirling matter through which God and the earth are living and working 

toward ends of their own.  

And what is that end?  Why is it that they have called us into being? What do they want to 

do through us? 

Astronomer Natalie Batalha searches our galaxy for planets like earth.  She said in an 

interview on the NPR program On Being that with the help of science, “you look back down at 

this blue sphere, and you see a world with no borders. You see a tiny mote of dust suspended in a 

sunbeam. You see the expanse of the cosmos, and you realize how small we are and how 

connected we are and that we are all the same and that what’s good for you has to be good for 

me.”  Batalha has come to believe that the purpose of life is to be one and love and serve.   

Neuroscientist Jill Bolte Taylor had a massive stroke in the left hemisphere of her brain.  It 

forced her perspective to shift to the right hemisphere which saw the oneness and 

interconnectedness of all people and all things, as she described in her book My Stroke of Insight.  

She wrote, “I love knowing that I am simultaneously as big as the universe and yet merely a heap 

of star dust.”  She emerged from the stroke convinced that we each have within us a capacity for 

oneness, peace and compassion powerful enough to transform the world. 

Jesus had similar insights.  The two great commandments he gave us were to love God 

with all our heart, mind, soul and strength and to love our neighbors as if they were our very self, 

in other words to be one with God and recognize our oneness with all creation.   

Our purpose as the living dust of God and earth is to love all God’s manifestations and 

love all the earth, and to make it ever more like the realm of God. 

Jesus not only saw this—he preached it and lived it and gave everything to its cause.  The 

ego-driven wealthy and powerful oppressors in his society feared and hated him for it.  They are 

represented in today’s gospel story by the Pharisees who said to Jesus, “Get away from here, for 

Herod wants to kill you.”   

Imagine how Jesus felt when they told him that he had better stop taking care of the poor 

and vulnerable and outcast.  He had better stop stirring them up with talk about the realm of God 

as a society ruled by compassion and justice for all.  He had better stop messing with the system, 

with the powers that be, because it could get him killed.   
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The other day a leader trying to address the climate crisis confessed that they had 

momentarily lost it and descended into violent rage at the lack of legislative action.  Anyone who 

sees our oneness and feels love like Jesus can understand the defiance and anger in his voice 

when he responded to that death threat saying, “Go and tell that fox for me, I am going to be 

healing and caring for this world today and tomorrow and the next day.”   

And yet we can also understand how quickly his voice softened into sadness, saying with 

tears, “Jerusalem, Jerusalem, city of greed and violence, how often have I desired to gather your 

children together as a hen gathers her brood under her wings, and yet you were not willing.”  

It can help us to see Jesus angry or sad, because we feel that, too.  

Yet nothing was going to stop him from trying, giving all he had to serve God and the 

earth. 

For Jesus was dust of God and dust of earth, like us, and he showed us how to give our 

dust its greatest meaning.  It is not just to love, it is to sacrifice all we are to serve love’s cause.   

The word sacrifice means literally to make holy. We each are given our particular set of 

gifts.  We make our dust holy by doing what God and the earth yearn for us to do in our time and 

place. 

We make the dust of a congregation holy by being willing to make sacrifices together, 

using our collective dust to serve the cause of love that presents itself to us in this moment of 

history.  

Jesus showed that if we do this, nothing can defeat us, because no matter what happens to 

our dust, the Spirit of love and life and light that God breathed into us will never die.  Those who 

came before us are with us still, a cloud of witnesses that fills this sanctuary.  We remember them 

with love and gratitude because of the Spirit that flowed through their dust.  Now is our moment. 

Let us pray together in silence. “Remember that you are dust and to dust you shall return.” 

 

Poem by Herbert A. Goertz: 

Unclutter your heart 
Unclutter your mind 
Make room for the spirit to enter 
Then at last you will find 
The Tao, the Way, the deep Center. 


