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Death has a bad reputation, and it probably has only itself to blame. 
I confess, I wanted to write a sermon to help it out, to stitch its reputation 
back together, just a little bit. 
 
But I gave up. 
 
Because Death is not an abstract thought-experiment. 
 
It is as real as real gets. 
We will all die. 
And everyone we love will die. 
It hurts to think about; 
It is too much to carry in the mind. 
 
So I turned my thoughts to the the time 
When Jesus’ beloved friend Lazarus died. 
 
When Jesus finally arrived, Martha cried out, 
 “Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died.” 
 
And Jesus, as preachers often do, offered theology. 
He spoke of the resurrection, 
and I hear Martha’s heart breaking through the lines: 
“Yeah, I know about the resurrection at the end of time. But I don't care 
right now.You should have been here.” 
 
He gave a few more insights about life eternal, 
and I hear her frustration: 



“Okay, whatever. I believe it. But my brother is dead.” 
 
Then she went to get her sister, Mary— 
perhaps because she couldn't stand another word of abstract prattling 
while standing right in front of her brother’s tomb. 
Mary fell at his feet, weeping the exact same words, 
“Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died.” 
 
Jesus -- the Resurrection and the Life -- looked at her. 
And he wept, too. 
Even God, in the flesh, had to learn: 
Abstract theology is an impolite thing 
when you are standing at the grave of someone you love. 

 
Fortunately, we are not standing before a tomb today. 
But we are standing before a future in which every seat in this room will be 
empty. 
 
So forgive my impoliteness, but I must say something about death, not to 
redeem it, but place it in its proper setting. 
 
But first, let us speak of Life. 
“Meaningless! Meaningless!” says the Teacher. 
“Utterly meaningless! Everything is a chasing after the wind.” 
 
You live. You die. You are forgotten. 
 
The Bible says that. 
 
Or to be more precise, the teacher in the Book of Ecclesiastes says that.  
 
Imagine all the books of Holy Scripture gathered in a grand room, 



debating, shouting, theologizing about the nature of the Divine and the 
meaning of life. 
The Book of Ecclesiastes is the one lingering on the edge of the room, 
listening quietly. 
 
When the loud voices pause to catch their breath, 
Ecclesiastes clears its throat and says: 
“Excuse me… may I get a word in? 
All this talk doesn’t really matter. 
God is here, God is there, God says this -- leave that to God. 
You live, you work, you bleed. 
If you’re lucky, you catch a bit of joy, 
a few drinks with your friends after a long day’s labor, 
and then you die. 
And everything you built, everything you accumulated, 
falls into the hands of someone who didn't do a bit of work to earn it. 
So stop talking nonsense. You’re simply chasing after wind. 
Go eat your bread. Drink your wine. Enjoy the sunrise while you can.” 
 
The other books stop. They stare, startled by starkness. 
Then they take a breath and go right back to their arguments. 
But we must honor the integrity of that voice in our Scriptures. 
 
The Teacher reminds us that we are finite. 
In the shadow of the grave, the light of our knowledge and the meaning we 
make fade into the night. 
We are walking in the dark. 
We are just animals, the Teacher says. 
The same breath goes in; the same breath goes out. 
All go to one place. 
All are from the dust, and to dust we return. 
 
We are dust. Fragile, wind-swept flakes of dust. 



The Book of Genesis calls it adamah—the Hebrew word for the ground. The 
dirt. 
We are a handful of earth that has temporarily been granted the gift of 
breath. 
 [ The Clay ] ------------> [ The Breath ] ------------> [ The Soul ] 

The physicists agree with Genesis. 
You can look through a telescope into the unfathomable deep of the cosmos 
or peer into a microscope at the soil of your backyard garden— 
It is the same story. We are stardust; we are topsoil. 
In the beginning, this mortality was not a curse. 
When God breathed into the clay in the garden, dust wasn't a symbol of 
decay; it was the very architecture of life. 
 
To be bound by time and limited by space 
was simply what it meant to be at home in God’s creation. 
The anxiety about our mortality only started when we tried to escape the 
soil. 
The moment we tried to be like gods—immortal, boundless— 
that is when dust became a synonym for decay. 
Our exile from Eden was not just alienation from God; 
it was an alienation from the ground and the soil. 
From then on, humans would have to work at restoring their relationship 
with the soil, tending to it with backbreaking labor until they finally are 
returned to the ground when they die.  
 

By the sweat of your face 
 you shall eat bread 
until you return to the ground, 
for out of it you were taken; 
you are dust, 
and to dust you shall return.’ 

 



We need the teacher in Ecclesiastes to give us the stark truth about life 
because we keep trying to find escape routes. 
We build massive monuments of stone to project our names into the future, 
but the rain and wind eat them away. 
We fight wars of conquest to paint our names across maps, 
but the borders shift like sand. 
We freeze our bodies in liquid nitrogen, hoping science will revive 
sometime in the future. 
We try to upload our minds into silicon cages. 
We spend our days measuring every heartbeat, optimizing every calorie, 
running from the lingering inevitably of our return to the dust.  
 
But the sun will eventually explode and swallow the earth. 
The universe itself will fold in on itself and collapse. 
There is no back door out of the dust. 
 
And here is the beautiful, terrifying scandal of our faith: 
The Creator does not offer a workaround. 
God does not engineer an escape route  keep us from returning to the soil. 
God becomes the dust. 
 
When the Word became flesh, the Immortal took on the adamah. 
The Divine entered the exact space Ecclesiastes called meaningless. 
Jesus lived in a body that required the fruit of the soil to survive. 
 
A body that grew exhausted, that sweated under a midday sun, 
that bled, and that eventually -- on a Friday afternoon we’ve come to call 
good -- suffered and died. 
 
The dust is no longer the place of our abandonment. 
Our fragile, vulnerable, breakable skin is not a design flaw. 
It is the home God chose to live in. 
Death is no longer an empty black hole or an enemy to outrun. 



It is the moment of ultimate surrender to the persistence of God’s creativity 
in which life insists on living. 
Where dust is always the source of life, always waiting to be animated once 
more by the breath of God.  
 
We are dust, 
and to dust we shall return. 
Thanks be to God. 
Amen. 
 


	 
	 

