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Texts: 

I come to Ash Wednesday this year with a deeper and perhaps more 
literal understanding of the ancient words spoken by the pastor in the impo-
sition of the ashes. “Remember, O mortal, dust you are and to dust you shall 
return.”  

Many of you know that my Dad died a week ago today, and we returned 
him to the earth on Saturday, March 1. On Friday afternoon before the funeral, 
my husband Bob and I went out to the cemetery. The grave digger was just fin-
ishing his task. Just as we walked up, he poked his head up and hoisted himself 
out of the grave — which is a little discombobulating even in broad daylight.  
The big mound of dirt had not yet been covered over with green AstroTurf. It 
has been a cold, dry winter in South Texas, so some of the soil was literally a 
finely ground dust.    

My father was a farmer — a man of the earth. Some people look at a 
dry field and see only dust and barrenness. He looked at dry earth and saw 
the possibility of seeds sprouting, plants growing, and an abundant harvest.  
Every seed he ever planted was buried in the soil in the sure hope that new life 
would emerge. For this farmer’s daughter, it did not seem at all strange to bury 
his body in the earth in the sure and perfect hope of resurrection.

For the Christian, Lent is the season that begins in dust, journeys into 
the desert with Jesus and ends in the glorious new life of resurrection. For just 
a few moments, reflect with me on what dust, earth, drought, and soil might 
teach us as we walk with Jesus through these forty days. Consider with me the 
relationship between the dust of the earth and the virtue of humility.

My experience is that most farmers embody a pretty healthy sense of 
humility. They understand how little of the outcome of planting a crop they 
can control. Yes, farmers prepare the soil, keep the weeds down, add the fertil-
izer, and rotate the crops. Wind, rains, and storms are far beyond human abil-
ity to control.  While they might not ever speak theological language, most ag 
families I know intuitively understand the frailty of life and the abundance of 
God’s grace in every crop that is ever produced. Planting a seed in the earth is 
an exciting — and humble task. 



No single group of Christians embodies that practice more than the 
Desert Fathers and Mothers of the fourth, fifth, and six centuries. These are 
the Christians who left the great cities of Rome and Constantinople to live in 
silence, simplicity, and solitude in the Egyptian desert. Out of their desire for 
simplicity, they lived very close to the earth. They made rough homes in caves 
or small huts. Each monk grew his own little vegetable garden and often wove 
baskets and mats from reeds gathered from a stream or a river. Some gath-
ered in community for worship. Sometimes groups ate meals together. Their 
lives have been handed on to us primarily through brief stories and sayings 
that often deal with their awareness of human frailty and utter dependence on 
God’s grace. The virtue they most valued was humility — to be as open and re-
ceptive to God as the earth is open and receptive to seed.

Abba Pastor said, “A person must breathe humility and fear of God just 
as ceaseless as he/she inhales and exhales the air.”

John of Thebes said, “The monk must be before all else humble. This is 
the first commandment of the Lord who said, ‘Blessed are the poor of spirit for 
theirs is the kingdom of heaven.’”

One of their stories must have been written with bishops in mind. It 
goes this way:

There was an elder (read “bishop”) who had a well-trained 
novice (read “young pastor”) living with him. Once when the elder 
was annoyed, he pushed the novice out of the cell. The novice just 
said down outside and waited and waited and waited. The elder, 
opening the door, found him still sitting there waiting for him.

Then the elder did penance before the novice saying, “You are 
my Father because your patience and humility have overcome the 
weakness of my soul.  Come back in. You can be the elder (“bishop”) 
and the Father. I will be the youth (“young pastor”) and the novice 
for by your good work you have surpassed me.”   
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Can you hear the value of humility in the story?
As we enter the season of Lent, I’d like to suggest that there might be 

value in re-discovering humility — the practice of the earth as a seed is plant-
ed or a casket lowered into the grave.

We don’t talk much about humility these days. We talk more about 
pride: Texas pride, Houston pride, Longhorn pride, Aggie pride. 

Unfortunately, in our culture, humility has become associated with such 
imposters as poor self-esteem. Poor self esteem actually seems to enjoy mak-
ing people feel badly about themselves. You’ve heard it. Someone compliments 
a person who quickly discounts the affirmation. “Oh no, I’m not as good as 
that.” “I’m not as capable as that.” That may be poor self -esteem, but it is not 
humility.

Our culture also associates humility with self pity. Poor me stuff. You 
know what I mean. “Look at the way people treat me. I’m just worthless. I’m so 
old that I’m just useless. I guess I’m not good for anything.” “I’m just a victim.” 
Sometimes people say those things in the name of God and call it Humility.  
False humility, I’d say.

When the Bible and the early church fathers and mothers speak of hu-
mility, it doesn’t intend any of those meanings. They are all quite modern. The 
Bible uses language like a “clean heart” or a “new and right spirit.” “Create in 
me a clean heart, O God, and put a new and right spirit within me.” Humility.

Humility actually has a fascinating family tree. The word humility comes 
from the Latin word humus, which means fertile ground. Humus is the rich-
est kind of soil: dark, porous, composed of decayed material from last year’s 
growth. It’s terrific for gardens and flower beds. A little manure thrown in 
makes it even better — but what do bishops know about that?

If you don’t want to purchase humus, you can make it with a compost 
heap. The stuff you put in it is dead. Yet from the humus comes the richest 
growth and new life.  That is the way the Bible speaks of humility.
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Unfortunately, that meaning seems to have been lost fairly early. By 
the time humility was taken over into French and then English, it was associ-
ated with shame and degradation. “Humiliation” is not anything that anybody 
wants to be associated with.

Humility is the experience of the earth itself. The earth is always there.  
It’s true that people sometimes take it for granted. People walk on it, cover 
it with asphalt, drive automobiles over it, and strip it for mineral and power 
sources, use it for dump sites, and pour refuse into it.The earth accepts what 
it can do nothing about. Given enough time, the earth has incredible power to 
receive, be transformed, and bring forth life.

To live in humility is to be like the earth: abandoned, surrendered, ready 
to receive anything from God. We allow ourselves to be vulnerable because we 
trust that God is love and that God will make all things new. Whatever happens 
to us can be transformed by Love. Without humility, God doesn’t have room 
for transformation. With “humble, lowly contrite hearts” (Charles Wesley), we 
rest in God’s grace that God will yet do some marvelous things in our lives.

I close with a story from my father. 
In 2001, when I was bishop in Arkansas, I spent just over two weeks in 

Beeville. South Texas was in full-blown drought conditions. Grass that should 
have been plentiful was eaten back to the dirt. Ordinarily, cattle feeding starts 
in late December or early January. By mid-August my Dad was already in full 
cattle-feeding mode. In 100-degree heat, my 79-year old father was hauling 
hay every day and filling liquid feeders every three or four days.

At the beginning of the second week I was there, Daddy commented that 
the bulldozer was coming tomorrow. He was going to have one of his tanks 
cleaned out. It was almost dried up anyway so it made sense to scoop out the 
silt. 

And, he said, he was going to clear some land that had been covered 
with brush for at least the half century that he and Mother had lived there.  
The brush was so thick in one area that you couldn’t walk through it.
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 The whole time that he was telling me about clearing this land, Daddy 
was grumbling: “I don’t have any business doing this. It’s not going to make me 
any more money. I hope you girls appreciate this.”  

I didn’t say a word. This land-clearing wasn’t our idea. We wouldn’t have 
even thought of it. This was Daddy’s own idea.

I did not comment on the irony of clearing land in the midst of a big 
drought. I did not say that the only reason that I could figure out for a 79-year 
old man to pay somebody to clear new land was because there was still some-
thing inside of him that continue to believe in new possibilities for life. There 
was something in him that refused to be content with reality that is. He still 
wanted to see what new life might emerge. We theologians call it longing for 
new creation.

The last afternoon, he and I walked around over the newly cleared land.  It 
was already looking better. An occasional live oak or large mesquite stood tall.  

“What now?” I asked.  
“First we burn all this brush,” he said.  “Then the bulldozer will root 

plow it. We’ll bring the tractor and rake it and even it out. When it rains, we’ll 
sprig it with coastal grass. One day, this will all be grass.”  

Surely Isaiah would say of that day, “Behold the old has passed away, the 
new has come.”

The season of Lent is something like. It is a time to root out old habits 
and patterns that are destructive and separate us from God, one another and 
our own deepest selves. That is the practice of “giving up” for Lent. Lent is 
also a time for planting: planting new practices, habits, and patterns that are 
life-giving and life-affirming and connect us more deeply to God, our deepest 
selves, and one another. It is a season of deep humility and our utter depen-
dence on God’s mercy and grace.   

Amma Syncletica, one of the Early Church Mothers, said, “There is labor 
and great struggle for those who want to be converted to God. After that comes 
inexpressible joy.”  
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So may it be for us this Lenten Season.
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