
Page !  of !1 5

The Dirt on Creation
Rev. Joe Cleveland
May 6, 2018
Unitarian Universalist Congregation of Saratoga Springs

I turned the corner into the driveway/parking lot of the apartment complex 
where I live, and there was a little kid who had this big smile on their face.  The little 
critter was two or three feet tall and looked about as happy as I’ve ever seen a kid look.  
The kid’s smile was bigger than their face face was, it seemed.  And what was this little 
human doing?  Jumping up and down and up and down in a little puddle.  Jumping up 
and down in an eighth of an inch of joy that splashed out oh so slightly but was clearly 
the most amazing thing that had ever happened on earth ever to this kid hopping up 
and down while some grownup-er human was getting the shopping bags out of the car.

How many of you are puddle jumpers?  Springtime is described in one poem by 
E. E. Cummings as a time when the world is “mud-luscious” and “puddle-wonderful.”  
Alice Walker says, “I remember distinctly the joy I witnessed on the faces of my parents 
and grandparents as they savored the sweet odor of spring soil or the fresh liveliness of 
the wind.”   The sweet mud-luscious, puddle-wonderful world is the world awakening 1

anew.  It is the time of creation and re-creation.
I look around at the mud-luscious world, I listen to the Northern Mockingbirds 

each trying to out-do the other with the biggest repertoire of songs, I hear the 
cacophony of spring peepers and the buzz of the awakened American toads and I 
wonder:  What is the ground of creation?  Is it this?  Mud-luscious?

I’ve been rummaging around in creation stories, trying to notice if they say 
anything about dirt…

There’s a Tahitian creation story that mentions soil, at least in this translation 
done in 1951 (forgive the gendered language):

Ta’aroa was the ancestor of all the gods; he made everything. … 
He was his own parent, having no father or mother. … 
Ta’aroa sat in his shell in darkness for millions of ages. … 
The shell was like an egg revolving in endless space, with no sky, no land, 

no sea, no moon, no sun, no stars.
All was darkness, it was continuous thick darkness. … 
But at last Ta’aroa gave his shell a filip which caused a crack resembling 

an opening for ants. Then he slipped out and stood upon his shell … he took 
his new shell for the great foundation of the world, for stratum rock and for 
soil for the world. And the shell … that he opened first, became his house, 
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the dome of the god’s sky, which was a confined sky, enclosing the world 
then forming. …   2

The most moving creation story in which soil plays a part is in what I know as 
the “Skywoman” story of the Haudenosaunee.  This is a story I return to every now and 
then, so you may have heard this before.  The Skywoman falls to — well, not earth, 
because there’s no earth yet.  Below the sky is a watery realm where birds and water 
mammals and fish live.  They catch the young woman and the great snapping turtle 
says that beneath the sea there is mud and turtle would be willing to have the mud 
placed on his back to make a place for the young woman to walk.  Turtle’s stubby legs 
can’t grab the mud and bring it up so there is a request for volunteers.  And this is 
where it gets sad and is a part I tend to leave out when I tell this story for young kids.  
Three animals volunteer and it doesn’t end well for any of them.  Beaver gives it a try, 
takes a deep breath and dives.  The other animals wait and wait but then Beaver’s body 
floats up—he’s died in the attempt.  Otter gives it a try and dives.  The animals wait, 
wait.  And Otter’s body floats up dead as well.  Smallest of the three, Muskrat is still 
determined and takes a big big breath and dives.  The animals wait, wait.  And, sadly, 
there Muskrat’s body floats up to the surface.  Muskrat has drowned and died, too.  But 
the animals see that in Muskrat’s paws is a little bit of mud.  That little bit is placed on 
turtle’s back along with the young woman.  She sings while she walks and dances on 
the little bit of mud and the mud grows to stretch beyond sight in all directions.  And 
she decides to call this land turtle island.   3

Maybe it should be called Muskrat island.  The mud, the soil, the land exists on 
turtle island only after the sacrifice of three brave souls.  We should walk this land with 
gratitude.  

The stories from the Hebrew Bible are more ambivalent.  The land is blessed by 
God when it’s first created.  Adam is created out of adamah, the red clay earth, animated 
by the divine breath, but this intimate relationship between human and earth is cursed 
to be a relationship of toil and labor after the sin of eating the fruit God said not to eat, 
and then again after the sin Cain commits by murdering his brother Abel.  

The relationship of adam to adamah has been soiled.
The Christian writer Fred Bahnson was for a time the director of a faith-based 

community garden program. Bahnson says “Our ecological problems are a result of 
having forgotten who we are—soil people, inspired by the breath of God. […] in Saint 
Augustine’s phrase, terra animata—animated earth.”4

Marge Piercy puts it even more starkly in a poem called “The Common Living 
Dirt”:5

We have contempt for what we spring 
from. Dirt, we say, you’re dirt
as if we were not all your children.
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The relationship of adam to adamah has been soiled.

Even Bahnson wants to distance himself from “dirt.”  “Soil is not dirt,” he says.  
But, we we don’t just say that it’s possible to dirty something, we say: to soil 
something… Would it be possible really to reclaim those words?  To get back into a 
relationship of reverence with soil as sacred, compost as a communion?

Did you see the column in the New York Times yesterday called “Stop Calling 
Washington a Swamp. It’s Offensive to Swamps.”?  It’s written by a Louisiana poet 
named Martha Serpas.  She points out:

If Washington really were more like a swamp, we’d be well served. Swamps 
are fecund and productive because of, not in spite of, their diversity.  
Swamps are adaptive, constantly reacting to the changing environment, 
while our legislators are paralyzed by the smallest challenges.  The flexibility 
and interdependence of swamps are conducive to the mutual well-being of 
thousands of different species (including, but not only, Homo sapiens).  In 
short, if Washington were more like a swamp, it would be rich, responsive, 
efficient and ecologically minded—interested in balance, not domination.6

Driving to the town in Louisiana where she grew up, she says
I think of my cousin who used to catch crawfish in the Atchafalaya Spillway, 
slogging through the swamp, machete in hand, pulling his boat filled with 
20 sacks to get to market. He cursed not the alligators or the heat but the 
parish pumps for emptying out so much water.  From my car, among the 
abundant greens, I feel peace and loss.  This is the swamp’s true lesson: We 
must learn to wade through the complexities of our world with a receptive 
mind, rather than pave over what we don’t understand.7

“We must learn to wade through the complexities of our world with a receptive mind.”  
Or, how about this: Let’s wade into the complexities of our world with reverence so that 
we might respond with a creativity in harmony with creation.  Let us kneel and plant.

Marge Piercy describes the reverent relationship we could have with what she calls “the 
common living dirt”:

I worship on my knees, laying
the seeds in you, that worship rooted 
in need, in hunger, in kinship […]

and in another moment in that poem:
As I kneel to put the seeds in
careful as stitching, I am in love.
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You are the bed we all sleep on.
You are the food we eat, the food
we ate, the food we will become.
We are walking trees rooted in you.

Bahnson talks about the soil as “a physical manifestation of God’s presence, a channel 
of Divine grace. […] a portal that joins us to the world to come even while rooting us 
more deeply in this one.”   The poet Mary Oliver makes a more radical formulation:8

The god of dirt 
came up to me many times and said 
so many wise and delectable things, I lay 
on the grass listening 
to his dog voice, 
crow voice, 
frog voice; now, 
he said, and now, 

and never once mentioned forever, […]9

Mary Oliver so helpful in getting us focused on what is now and what is right 
here.  Let go of the forever that even the poet confesses 

… has nevertheless always been, 
like a sharp iron hoof,
at the center of my mind.10

That letting go is a path to spiritual wholeness.  Spiritual and embodied 
rootedness.  And yet, I think a relationship of reverence with the god of dirt, soil, 
compost, is the way of what could be a sustainable world, in body and in spirit. 

Here’s Marge Piercy again:

We have lost the simplest gratitude.
We lack the knowledge we showed ten 
thousand years past, that you live 
a goddess but mortal, that what we take
must be returned; that the poison we drop
in you will stunt our children’s growth.

[…]
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Because you can die of overwork, because
you can die of the fire that melts
rock, because you can die of the poison 
that kills the beetle and the slug,
we must come again and worship you
on our knees, the common living dirt.11

I enjoyed the brief time in my life when I could make the time to garden.  The 
pumpkins never quite made it, but the cucumbers were kind of impressive.  The 
broccoli has such a small yield but was so amazingly good.  And the beans wouldn’t 
quit.  I’ve been much less connected to the soil, much less dirty, since then, and 
struggling a bit with the few plants I do have in the apartment.  I’m never going to be 
the gardener that most of you all already are, but I’m going to resolve to spend this 
summer a little dirtier than last.  And the cutting from the pothos vine that I just about 
killed off, that cutting that’s been sitting in a jar of water for months is now sprouting 
roots and I will plant it.

May you know the swampy, fecund ground of creation.  May you know that you, 
being soil, are sacred.
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