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Remember you are dust, and to dust you shall return 
 

On 6th of March we will have our Eucharist to mark the beginning of Lent on Ash 
Wednesday. Of course, the weekend after that, the Ambrosian church will be celebrating Carnival, 
so it might not feel so much like Lent to us those first few days.  But in our calendar, the season of 
Lent, the 40 days of fasting and prayer before Easter, begins on that Wednesday.  
 

It is called Ash Wednesday because during the service we are invited to receive the sign of 
the cross on our foreheads with ash.  And the words that we hear are:  

 
‘Remember you are dust, and to dust you shall return. 

Turn away from sin and be faithful to Christ.’ 
 
We read here in our passage from Genesis how God formed the first human beings from dust, 
from the earth, the soil of the ground.  This story in Genesis is not meant to teach us science— we 
all know something about the theory of evolution. The writers of Genesis were not speaking about 
that. Rather,  they were giving their people a different sort of knowledge: knowledge and 
understanding about relationship. 
 
What is our relationship to God? To nature and the created world? To one another?  
 

Firstly,  this account from Genesis reminds us that we live in an orderly world. We are not 
set in the midst of chaos. It is God, who, in ways we do not fully know or understand, has set the 
world and the whole cosmos on an orderly course.  Already this is a source not only of joy and 
wonder to us, but also of reassurance.  In the grand scheme of things, we can count on nature to 
provide the good things of our lives. Our psalm this morning points this out to us.  We are given 
rain and snow to water the earth, seeds and crops, animals, and various environments in which 
the rich biodiversity of this world can thrive.  
 

Our relationship to the created world, to the plants and animals around us, is one of 
mutual care and support. As human beings we MUST nurture and respect the environment firstly 
because it is of God and is thus worthy of our care and respect, and secondly, because our very 
lives depend on it.   
 

When we remember that we are dust, we remember at the same time that we are one 
with the environement around us, we are one with the plant and animal world, we are one with 
the earth.  
 

Secondly, we also read in our account that God says: ‘It is not good for man to be alone; I 
will make him a helper as a partner.’ Centuries of poor interpretation have made of this comment 
an excuse to subjugate women, to deny them their equal respect and value both legally and within 
the structures and working of our society.  The problem continues today.  

But the point this passage is making is simply that as human beings we are not meant to be 
alone. We are meant to be in relationship with others… in relationships which are about being 
partners together and being of help to one another. This can be through marriage, through 
friendship, through family life, through church life, in our working life.  The simple fact of human 
life is that ‘no man is an island.’ We are born to live and work with others.  
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When we remember that we are dust…we remember too that we hold our ‘dustness’ in 
common with all human beings. Adam himself says: ‘Here is one who is bone of my bone and flesh 
of my flesh.’  He recognises one worthy of respect and honour. He recognises in this woman their 
common human life. We are far more alike than we are different. And despite our individuality, 
we are part of a common humanity inhabiting this one earth.  

This passage invites us to consider that common humanity, and to widen our vision of what 
human well being means. It is not just about my well being, but the well being of each and every 
child, woman and man on this earth.  It is about discerning God’s likeness in each human face we 
see. When we meet the gaze of another person we can say: Here is one who is bone of my bone 
and flesh of my flesh. Here is one made in the image of God, just as I am.  Here is one who is 
beautiful just as I am beautiful.  
 

And finally when we hear those words: Remember you are dust and to dust you shall 
return… we remember, too, our own mortality. We remember that indeed we are human. We are 
not God. We recognise with humility our utter dependenc on God. It is God who created us, God 
who formed us, God who desires that we are alive.  It is God whose breath is breathed into us and 
who holds us in life. It is God in whom, as St Paul says, we live and move and have our being.  
 
And it is by the will of God and the power of the resurrection, that the mortality of our flesh, our 
return to dust at the end of our earthly lives is not the end of our story.  It is by the power of God’s 
love made present to us in Christ, that we are forgiven. That our shame is taken way. That we can 
stand naked before him without embarrassment, without hiding, without a mask. We can stand 
before him just as we are and know that we are truly loved, wanted and nurtured.  
 

The word Genesis means ‘beginning’, the start of something. And in this passage this 
morning  we have set out for us simply the nature of our lives and our relationships. We are dust 
and to dust we shall return. We are dust and we share our common life with all of creation, with 
all other human life, and we are called into a loving relationship with our creator who gives us life, 
who redeems our life, who sustains our life, who grants us eternal life.   
 
A prayer for the week 
  
Almighty God,  
you have made the heavens and the earth, and have created us in your own image.  
Teach us to discern your hand in all your works  
and your likeness in all you childen, through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.  
 
A sermon preached by Revd Vickie Sims, Sunday 24th February 2019, All Saints’ Milan, 10.30 am Eucharist.  
 
Scripture reference: Genesis 2:4b-25 

 
  
 
  


