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 always think it requires a certain honesty about ourselves to attend the Ash Wednesday service. 
Honesty about our human-ness – our relation to the humus, the earth. 

 
There’s that wonderful passage in the second chapter of Genesis that expresses our intimacy with 
the earth.   God forms a human being out of the dust of the earth.  An image comes to mind of a 
clay-like blob that’s just a bunch of dirt with a rough face and arms and legs – although no doubt 
God is a better artist than I am!  God lifts this little figure and, as the story goes, God breathes 
into the figure’s nostrils.  Then God’s little mud figure has life.  The life of God dwells in our 
dust.  In fact without that breath of God moving in us, we’re not much beyond dust. 
 
Some of you remember when my father died in September of 2005. We had lived in Lincoln just a 
couple of months when at about one o’clock on a Friday afternoon, I received a call from a chaplain 
at the hospital several blocks from my parents’ apartment in Indianapolis.  She told me that my 
father had collapsed in the shower.  The chaplain was standing in the hospital room with my 
mother, so she was being very circumspect in conveying information to me.  I remember asking 
her how serious it was.  Serious.  Should I come?  I would.  It’s Friday afternoon. Can it wait until 
after Sunday morning?  Well….  Should I come right away?  I would if it were my father. 
 
I got a flight out of Lincoln that afternoon and walked into my father’s hospital room about 
midnight.  There he lay, hooked up to various machines.  My first thought as I looked at him was 
that he was no longer there.  His body was there. The humus, the dust, that which he shared with 
the earth was there.  The arms that hugged me for nearly 45 years and the hands that felt me kick 
when I was still in my mother’s womb.  The ears that listened to me practice my snare drum and 
my baritone and my trombone.  The neck that had that funny twitch when Dad got nervous and 
the one foot that was a bit shorter than the other because of a broken leg he had when a child.  
The skin on his face that rubbed roughly against my cheek when I was a little boy and he would 
hug me after his beard had grown for a full day.   All that was still there. Important parts. Parts of 
him that showed me his love as best he could, in the sometimes awkward way he himself had 
learned.  But my father – the whole person – he was no longer there. 

I 



 
Two days later, after my nephew and his wife arrived, we disconnected the machines from his 
body.  His body was barely able to take in breath.  In fact, it was more like he was letting out what 
little breath was left inside his body.  Within a few minutes, the breath was gone, having departed 
to catch up with my father, who already was dwelling fully with God, now living within that 
spiritual body Paul talks about in his letter to the Corinthians.  
 
On Sunday in his sermon, Ryan referred to the reality that in our culture we’re not very realistic 
about death.  It’s almost as if death comes as a surprise to us sometimes.  We all know theoretically 
that it’s going to happen to us at some point.   Don’t we? 
 
I’m not interested in rushing it any more than the next person.  But then again, most of us don’t 
have a whole lot of control over that aspect of life.  We might get cancer when we’re 35 or our 
earthly parts might just wear out when we’re 90.  We can do our part to keep those parts healthy, 
but there’s absolutely nothing we can do to keep those parts going forever.  On the other hand, 
what we choose to do with those earthly parts is deeply affected by the breath that enlivens them. 
 
Many of you know that in Hebrew the word for breath and spirit is the same.  So that image of 
God breathing into the dusty form he’s created is in part about that spirit that makes us human – 
that spirit is from God.  The spirit that we carry around with us in our dusty, earthly bodies.  The 
spirit that our neighbor carries with her, too. 
 
Lent is a time when we in particular on how we’re treating God’s spirit as we carry it around with 
us, as that spirit gives us life and makes us as human as our neighbor.  Where are we cherishing 
God’s spirit in ourselves and in each other – where are we cherishing our humanness, and therefore 
treasuring the presence of God within us?  And where are we ignoring that spirit?  Where are we 
de-humanizing ourselves and one another? 
 
There’s a time to recognize that the breath of God has departed the person next to us. There will 
even be a time for some of us to recognize that God’s breath is leaving us.  But when we fail to 
recognize that God’s spirit lives very much within us and within our neighbor, we betray the very 
basis of our humanity, and we deny the gift of God that fills us all. 
 
So let us be completely honest this Lent.  
Honest with ourselves.  
Honest with one another. 
And honest with God. 
 
 
 


