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“Both ... And ...”
Psalm 104:24-30; Genesis 2:4b-9 July 12, 2015

Our summer activities and adventures such as mountain 
climbing, beach walking, trail riding, family visiting, pool 
swimming, garden planting, and club swinging awaken our senses 
to God’s created world so that we cannot help but join the psalmist 
in his exuberant delight in the diversity of the landscape and the 
multitude of creatures that inhabit it. I hope that in the peaceful 
pace of summer, we might find time to be attentive to the smallest 
things... to be aware of our very breathing and to thank God for 
the grace of it.

Perhaps, if you are a gardener... earlier this summer, you stood 
over fertile soil, imagining what the warmth of the sun would draw 
forth from the earth. As you walk through your garden today, you 
marvel that the tiny seeds you held in your palm have grown to 
plants half your height full of ripening fruit... each with 100 seeds 
just like the one you held not so long ago.

It will not be hard for you to imagine that day... when God 
stood in fertile ground, with the seed of an idea. Let us hear that 
story now, from Genesis, chapter 2, verses 4b - 9.

One of the things I love about Presbyterians is that we are 
people who are somewhat more comfortable with both... and ...  
than with either ... or...  We are a people who have become adept 
at holding two seemingly disparate ideas at one time. In doing 
so, we allow space for mystery, for a complexity of thought and 
a generous welcome to diversity of viewing points and ideas. For 
example, we understand God as both transcendent, above and 
over it all, flinging stars and raising up mountains, and immanent, 
as intimately close as our very breath. We affirm that Jesus was both 
fully human...and fully divine; that he makes his home in heaven 
and in our hearts, that he is both sovereign and servant, both 
loving and righteous. We understand ourselves to be a complex 
unity of body and spirit, still sinners and yet eternally forgiven, 
and that we live in a time of when the kingdom has both already 
come and is yet to come.

So it is not hard for us to hold together an anthology of stories 
told from different viewing points...  because we know that in doing 
so, we break open the truth about God... the truth about ourselves.  
We allow this intimate garden story to sit alongside the cosmic 
story of creation in our sacred text and in our imaginations, until 
they have become one, just as we have allowed Matthew, Mark, 
Luke and John to each tell their own story of their walk with Jesus 
and we have worked them into a cohesive narrative, even though 
each has a particular bent on the story.

Take a look in any children’s Bible, and you will find that when it 
comes time for God to create humanity on the sixth day, we suddenly 
jump into the story of Adam and Eve. Today, I want to break these 
stories apart so that by holding each one, we might see the fullness of 
what we come to know about God...  and about ourselves.

Both... And... Creation Stories: In the first story of creation, 

God’s name is Elohim, which means... God.  This is an orderly 
litany fit for telling in worship. Here a wind from Elohim hovers 
over chaos and God’s Word speaks the world into being. Over 
a series of days... God calls forth each element of creation and 
assigns each its proper place...light as distinct from darkness... 
waters above from waters below. It is God who names each thing... 
day and night, sky and earth and sea. It is God who invites each 
realm to bring forth life, growing things, flying, swimming, 
crawling and climbing things... It is God who commands the birds 
of the air and the fish of the sea and the cattle of the land to join 
this creation party... “be fruitful and multiply... fill it all up with 
life!” It is God that blesses each day at its close with a benediction, 
“This is good!” In this story, only once all is ready, does God create 
humanity. Elohim speaks and we are created..., male and female, in 
God’s image, to enjoy and care for all that God has created. On the 
eve of God’s resting day... God surveys all that God has made and 
declares it to be exceedingly good!

This is the story of the generations of heaven and earth and 
when they were created.

Story two starts halfway through the fourth verse of chapter 2 
and tells you right off the bat that it will turn the first creation 
story upside down... for just as the first creation story concludes 
with these words, “this is the story of the generations of heaven 
and earth....” the second story begins, “In the day when the Lord 
God made the earth and heavens.” This is a story fit to be told from 
the seat of a tractor, with your granddaughter in your lap, her short 
arms straining to embrace the steering wheel. It is the story of God 
who walks in freshly plowed fields imagining what will grow there.

In this story God’s name is ... well, I can’t say it... but it’s 
spelled YHWH, it shows up in our Bible as LORD God, and it 
means... I AM. It’s the name God gave Moses when they met at 
the burning bush. I AM further explains himself to Moses as the 
God of Abraham and Isaac, Jacob and Joseph. This is God of the 
generations, who chooses a particular people through whom God 
will bless all the nations. This is the Lord God who is not afraid 
to get his hands dirty. We will come to know him as Emmanuel... 
God with us. He will tell us, “I AM the Bread of Life.” “I AM 
the Good Shepherd.” “I AM the gate.”  I AM the vine.” He will 
walk the dusty roads of Galilee and Nazareth... Jerusalem and 
Samaria gathering from the fertile soil of that land fishermen 
and tax collectors, curious lawyers and lunch-sharing boys, busy 
housekeepers and faithful floor sitters, commanders of armies and 
collectors of alms. He will form them into a people ... he will give 
them new life. 

Elohim spoke a perfectly ordered creation into being...and 
only when all was ready, did Elohim create humanity. I AM starts 
with one human, before even the tiniest weed had sprouted from 
the ground... before even the rain had fallen... for there must be 
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someone to till the ground... to care for the garden. So intimately 
connected will they be, the first human and the land that the 
Lord God draws the first human from the soil. Here the Hebrew 
is playful as it names the first human Adam... because he was 
formed from Adama, the ground. Where Elohim speaks, I AM 
touches. In story one the Word of God calls forth life; in story 
two God breathes his own life into creation.

The first story of creation tells me that I am created in God’s 
image...and that God pronounces a divine delight in me.. and 
you. “God saw everything that God had made and indeed it was 
very good.”

The second story, Adam’s story, tells me that I am BOTH 
formed from the dust of the ground by God’s hand AND given 
life by the divine breath.  

Now... here I must confess, I am very often guilty of denying one 
or the other side of this both ... and. Sometimes, I reject the God 
formed earthiness of myself ... and others, failing to see in my own 
dusty body the fertile potential that God saw there... resisting the 
ways that God is forming me in the way that God has intended for 
me. I wonder if this is true for you as well. We look at these God 
formed bodies and see only dust... too old, too creaky, too wide, 
too slow, too messy, not yet tall enough, not pretty enough, not 
loving enough.

Reading this story again and very closely has helped me take a 
second look at myself and others. When I read the story from the 
relatively new Common English translation, the careful editorial 
team invited me to take a closer look at one word... dust... for where 
we have always read that God formed Adam from the dust of the 
ground, they had written, “God formed the human from the topsoil 
of  the fertile land.” (Common English Bible, ed. Joel Green, p. 3)  
The editors explain in their commentary that this word, commonly 
translated as dust, is in fact the  best soil, lying on the surface of the 
fertile land. This seed of a thought has invited me to take a second 
look at myself and others, to see where I might have formerly seen 
dust... God sees fertile potential, clay that in the hands of God can 
be shaped into something useful for blessing others.

At other times, at times when I am feeling strong and capable... 
or when I am busy... or when I am frustrated or weak, I forget the 
other side of the BOTH ... AND... truth of myself. I fail to notice 
and be grateful for the divine breath which moment to moment 
gives and sustains my life. The Common English Bible says it this 
way, “The Lord God formed the human from the topsoil of the 
fertile land AND blew life’s breath into his nostrils. The human 
came to life.”

Recently I have taken up the practice of yoga. My teacher, 
Lori, starts each session inviting us to connect with our smooth 
flowing breath. We sit or stand with our hearts open, our bodies 
at rest as everything falls away and we give our attention to the 
breath within us. Soon she will ask our bodies to do things we 
had not formerly imagined that they could. With each repetition, 
we bend lower, hold longer, sink deeper. When the position is 
painful or our bodies are weak, Lori reminds us to breathe. She 
encourages us to let the breath energize that place that hurts, that 
area of weakness. And it works!  he breath gives life to the body.  

I wonder if that is like when the body of believers prays 
together, breathing God’s healing, energizing spirit into places of 
pain and weakness in the world. This breath is the first breath, and 
every breath in between. This breath both starts and sustains life.

When I remember both that God reaches into fertile soil to 
form and reform me...and that the divine breath is within me... 
then I can live day by day, moment by moment as I was created to 
be, in the image of my creator, to be a blessing to others... a tiller 
of the soil. I remember that I can be like the one in whose image I 
have been created... I can view the messiness of life through God’s 
eyes so that I can enter each day with wonder and anticipation, 
each situation with less fear... what will God make of this? I ask 
myself, how can I join in the divine task of drawing out life, 
sharing God’s spirit? When I remember this BOTH ... AND... 
truth about myself, I can begin also to see the divinely shaped 
form of each person I encounter along the way, to honor and 
delight in the divine breath within them.

An image from the past week comes to mind. It was my day 
to visit the hospital. This is not always easy to do. I often doubt 
myself... Will I listen well? Will I say the right thing? Will I 
pray a good prayer? I worry about the situation, the pain I will 
encounter, the questions that may be asked... If I am very smart, 
I pause, to give attention to the breath within me, to remember 
that I do not go alone... but join Christ who is already there. On 
this day, my mind was busy and distracted, but suddenly came 
into focus as I joined a crowd filling the elevator. Now usually, 
elevators are quiet places where conversations stop and everyone 
faces the door, but this elevator ride was different. The elevator 
filled with doctors, nurses and technicians, parents and children, 
brothers and sisters and at least one pastor - some with jobs to do, 
some with friends to see, some with burdens hard to bear. And 
yet, laughter filled the elevator as people of every shape and size 
and color squeezed in. It was like breath filling the lungs with life.  

I noticed in our midst an older lady with a vibrant anticipation 
about her. She required the aid of a walker which turned out to 
be a handy cart for the gifts she brought... a potted plant, a vase 
of sunflowers and bag of candy. I remarked about that and she 
shared that she was going to visit a friend. As I rode to the sixth 
floor, the elevator exhaled each of us in turn... taking the joy of 
that communion into the rooms we would visit. It was an ordinary 
thing, touched by God’s hand, brought to life by God’s spirit.

In this poem, The Brass Bowl, by Wendell Berry, tells it another 
way...

“Worn to brightness ... this 
bowl opens outward 
to the world (like 
the marriage of a pair 
we sometimes know)
Filled full it holds 
not greedily.  Empty, 
it fills with light 
that is Heaven’s and 
its own. It holds 
forever for a while.”

(This Day: Collected and New Sabbath Poems, Wendell Berry, 
Counterpoint, 2013)

We have been gathered up from fertile soil, formed by God 
and brought to life by God’s breath.  This is our story, of how we, 
both God formed and Spirit filled, hold forever... for a while.


