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Where is God?  I mean, when you think about God, are you ever thinking about a 
place where God is located?  If God is “at home”, or, if you go to God when you die, 
where is that?  I don’t have an answer to that question; I am just curious where your 
mind goes if you are asked to think about such things.   
 
In Diana Butler Bass’ book Grounded1, which Dave Cozad referred to last week as an 
inspiration for this series of worship services, she describes our ancestors as having 
an answer to that question Where is God?: God lives in heaven, they said; humans 
live in the world below, and the church mediates the space between.  If you want to 
live with God forever, rather than in the underworld after death, then you listen to the 
sages and religious authorities and obey their directions, sent from God, about how to 
get there.  
 
In profound public tragedies, such as 9/11 or any of the all-too-many recent mass 
killings, people can locate God in heaven, Butler Bass explains, welcoming the 
victims with open arms, or directing the heroic acts of those who save lives, or in 
some distant place permitting violence as judgment for some national sin, or they can 
say that God has nothing to do with any of it.  However, another answer emerges 
more and more frequently in public discourse, she says, an answer more comforting 
to the victims of tragedy, that God is with the victims, with us through terrible events. 
This answer to the question of where God is places God not at a distance but here; it 
sees God as immediate, intimate, personal and unmediated. 
 
How does our language about God inform us?  Brian Wren, theologian and hymn-
writer, in What Language Shall I Borrow? God-Talk in Worship, forcefully concludes 
that “the way we speak of God shapes and slants our understanding of God, ” and 
thus our behavior in the world. And cosmic hierarchical language about God, 
reinforcing a notion of a vertical world, with almighty God residing in heaven above as 
King over all, makes it more difficult to imagine an alternative worldview where the 
Holy One indwells and permeates all things, a God whose location is “with” the 
victims of tragedy, a God who, as Wren puts it, “encloses the entire cosmos deep 
within the divine life.” 
 
David Buchdahl has said, “The character of a culture is heavily influenced by the 
notion of God that predominates within it.” I would propose that how we speak of and 
think about God, individually and as a culture, affects how we think about the world, 
or the earth as we are considering it concretely during this Season of Creation, and 
how we behave toward each other and the earth.  You see, placing or speaking of 
God as high and mighty, and of heaven as above and beyond, as we have been so 
inclined to do through years if not centuries of tradition, and the church as sort of a 
mediator between God in heaven and the people and things of earth, perhaps with an 
underworld below, gives us a scaffold for building a hierarchical worldview.  And if 
you have a hierarchical worldview, then you have to put something or someone at the 
pinnacle, and other things are lined up, in a hierarchy, below it.  The peak of the 
pinnacle has been humans, with Caucasian humans at the top of that peak, and 
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maybe white male humans on the top of that.  Western churches have participated in 
this hierarchical thinking and speaking as much, if not more, than anyone.  Such a 
cosmic worldview makes it easy to misinterpret God's words in the Genesis 1 
creation story giving humans "dominion" over the rest of creation.  Dominion does not 
mean having power over, nor does it give license for exploitation.  Rather, it implies 
responsibility for tending, stewarding, caring for and cultivating. 
 
I want to suggest that putting God in our language at the top of a hierarchy in such a 
three-tiered world creates a problem in forming an understanding about whether it 
matters how we treat creation and why the earth matters.  A worldview in which “high” 
and “above” are more preferable attributes than “low” and “beneath” makes it easier 
for people who have “higher” status to exploit other people and for people to exploit 
other “lower” living things, or to take it deeper, to exploit things that aren’t living, such 
as water, air, dirt and other resources.   
 
The Celts specialized in language that rejects this hierarchical approach – telling of 
God within, around, beneath, between, among and below.  Paul Tillich, influenced by 
his own traumatic experiences in World War I, referred to God as the Ground of 
Being.  Others have sought to remind us of “the God of small things,” the God who 
binds everything together as in a web of connection rather than a vertical universe.  
Such understandings of God mold our understanding of ourselves in relation to such 
a God in a way that gives us less right to exploit other people or things because we 
think we are better, and helps to make life itself, material, mundane existence, a 
place of meaning and a setting worth preserving.  Jesus, after all, in becoming 
incarnate as a person, was showing us how much human life matters. He eschewed 
folks’ efforts to elevate him to a kingly position, or to give him the choice place in a 
group because they thought he mattered more.  To this, Jesus said over and over a 
resounding “NO!”  As Diana Butler Bass puts it, “distance is not God’s default 
location.” 
 
Step down from pulpit.  “Similarly, high-up is not necessarily the preacher’s default 
location!” 
 
So what does dirt have to do with all this?  Well, DIRT has a pretty bad name, given 
that being literally dirty is considered an undesirable condition to be in, and dirt has 
come to serve as a metaphor for sin or evil.  How did being “unclean” get to be 
associated with sin?  Jesus made it clear that people declared to be unclean, such as 
those who had leprosy, were NOT being punished for sin.  How did cleanliness get to 
be “next to godliness,” making, of course, the reverse be that being dirty is being far 
from God?  And how did getting free from sin come to be described as “being 
washed”, as in baptism? Although we might consider “soil” to be a more polite word 
than “dirt”, in dictionaries even synonyms of “soil” are “taint,” “debase” “pollute”, 
“sully” or “defile morally.”  From such language, it is not a big step to the 
demonization of real dirt, and to practices in which the land gets treated terribly, and 
unimaginable amounts of topsoil are lost to poor management, or no management at 
all.  
 
In Genesis, the man, the human, is made from “dust from the ground.”  The human is 
named “adam,” a word in Hebrew which literally means “to be red” or the color of the 
clay, thus a “red soil creature”, and the word is closely related to the Hebrew word 
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“adamah” which means ground or earth.  But to say that people are made of the “dust 
of the earth” does not mean that we are thus to consider ourselves “worthless,” or 
“transitory,” as it is often cited to mean, but that Adam, the person, is a soil creature.  
He and she are “animated dirt.”  Dirt is the thing out of which God makes life, NOT 
the source of sin.   Dirt + breath = life! There is holiness in dirt, and God is a 
Gardener, the Earth-maker, and the ground that we now walk on and seek to “treat 
like dirt” is really “holy ground” – all of it.  Do you remember how in Genesis after 
Cain kills his brother Abel, it is the soil, the ground, that first cries out with the weight 
of the sin, the blood of the dead brother?  Did you notice that Jesus’ parable which 
we read in Luke is really more a parable of the dirt than of the sower, because the 
sower is the same in each scenario, and the seeds are the same; what changes is 
the dirt – whether it is hard or rocky, thin or hardscrabble.  Jesus seems to be saying 
that we who hear the word need to be more soil-y, we need to be more like rich dirt, 
deep dirt; we need more of it, not less! 
 
Did you know that 10 billion bacteria live in a gram of ordinary dirt, merely a pinch of 
soil held between the thumb and forefinger?1  Did you know that life in deep earth, in 
the subsurface, totals 15-23 billion tons of carbon, thus being an essential, though 
rarely considered, part of the carbon cycle?2  The cycle of creation, energy and 
transformation of carbon that formed the soil as we know it took millions of years.  
Some people think it should be considered a non-renewable resource, like oil, as 
once soil is gone, you can’t get it back.  Dr. Maya Shetreat, in The Dirt Cure, has 
suggested that “the instinct to be in the dirt…is actually healthy for us in many ways.” 
It leads to more tolerance to stress, to increased diversity of gut biota, which 
strengthens the immune system.3  

 

According to a Cornell University study, American soil is disappearing ten times faster 
than the rate it can be replenished, and during the last century and a half, the planet 
has lost half its topsoil.  Further, when soils are laden with fertilizers and pesticides, 
the nutritional quality of food produced has been shown to be lower than crops grown 
in soil that is enriched with compost, mulches or cover crops.  Just think how much 
better our soil would be for growing food, for nurturing healthy ecosystems, if that soil 
had not been lost or contaminated. We have not tilled and kept the soil as we were 
instructed to do in Genesis 2.  
 
However, there are many ways to hasten the production of soil and ways to preserve 
and regenerate the soil that is left, making it more healthy and protective. It is high 
time we learned what those ways are.  Some of them are listed in your bulletin insert.  
It is high time we support and honor those who make a living managing dirt, that is 
the farmers, making it easier for them to avoid abusing the soil, supporting practices 
that enrich it, and encouraging farming which allows a more intimate connection with 
the land.  Maybe we should speak of God as below and at our feet more often than 
as reaching down from above.  Maybe we should consider walking barefoot in the 
grass more often, letting our kids jump in more mud puddles, , and gardening without 
gloves. 
 
I grew up on a farm, though my father farmed it himself only until I was 6.  For 
decades after that, he still managed the farming practices on the farm while others 
actually grew the crops.  He had come to the farm as a teenager with his family at the 
end of the depression; his family acquired it cheaply because it was so run-down.  
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Right before he moved off that farm to an assisted living home, I remember him 
standing on the porch of the house he had built saying something that surprised me 
at the time.  He said that one of the things he was most proud of accomplishing in his 
life was how he had improved the land over the time he had lived there; he was proud 
of how fertile it had become.  I had never heard him talk about this much before.  Of 
all the things he had done that I was proud of about him, I would never have thought 
of that.  But now I see how much of a difference it makes to have made the dirt 
better; I see now what a spiritual act it is to improve the earth.  Dirt is sacred.  When 
we care for it, we are grounded in the divine, we, rather than reaching what is 
highest, have managed to till what is deepest in us, where God is working.  
 
Let us pray: 
Turn our eyes down, life-giving God, to see you in the small, the low, in what is found 
deep in the dirt below our knees and feet.  Amen    
 
1  Diana Butler Bass, Grounded: Finding God in the World – A Spiritual Revolution, 
2015. I am grateful to Butler Bass for her expression of many of the ideas contained 
in this sermon 
2 E. O. Wilson in Naturalist p. 364 
3 https://phys.org/news/2018-12-life-deep-earth-totals-billion.html 
4 Yes! magazine spring 2019, “Beautiful Dirt”. Some of the following paragraph comes 
from this issue as well.  

 
 
 
 


