
Matthew 6:1–6, 12–21 
"Beware of practicing your piety before others in order to be seen by them; for then you have no 
reward from your Father in heaven. 
2 "So whenever you give alms, do not sound a trumpet before you, as the hypocrites do in the 
synagogues and in the streets, so that they may be praised by others. Truly I tell you, they have 
received their reward. 3 But when you give alms, do not let your left hand know what your right 
hand is doing, 4 so that your alms may be done in secret; and your Father who sees in secret will 
reward you. 
5 "And whenever you pray, do not be like the hypocrites; for they love to stand and pray in the 
synagogues and at the street corners, so that they may be seen by others. Truly I tell you, they 
have received their reward. 6 But whenever you pray, go into your room and shut the door and 
pray to your Father who is in secret; and your Father who sees in secret will reward you. 

16 "And whenever you fast, do not look dismal, like the hypocrites, for they disfigure their faces 
so as to show others that they are fasting. Truly I tell you, they have received their reward. 17 But 
when you fast, put oil on your head and wash your face, 18 so that your fasting may be seen not 
by others but by your Father who is in secret; and your Father who sees in secret will reward 
you. 
19 "Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust consume and where 
thieves break in and steal; 20 but store up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where neither moth 
nor rust consumes and where thieves do not break in and steal. 21 For where your treasure is, 
there your heart will be also.

 Remember that you are dust and to dust you shall return. 
 There is a road that wends and snakes its way through the sandhills of western Nebraska 
from Alliance east to Hyannis and still further, many hours east to Lincoln. On a clear day you 
can nearly see the 60 miles between the two towns. If only your vision were sharp enough you 
could see the single block of two-storey buildings that make up the high-rises of downtown 
Hyannis. There are no trees to block your view, just a few shrubs and grasses that stand at most 
waist high. Water pools in the cracks of the pavement after a rare rainstorm, but quickly soaks 
into the all-too-quickly draining aquifer beneath. The high endless sky holds the landscape to a 
panoramic frame, pinching any loftiness into the length of the horizon. 
 Drive this road, summer or winter, any time of day, and you may encounter one or two 
fellow travelers. Ranchers going to town for bailing wire or horse tack. Migrants searching for 
work. Sons and daughters checking in on elderly parents or neighbors; but most likely if you 
drive this road from Alliance to Hyannis you will encounter no one. Perhaps a windmill or a 
small dilapidated shed will appear in the distance—tell-tale signs of human presence on the 
landscape. Even then, they are only the remnants of presence. In the summer the intense sun 
creates lake-mirages on the pavement. In the fall the dust from the long-dry, sun-baked sandy 
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soil drifts across the road, sometimes catching the untamed wind as it goes. Dust swirling to 
cloud the relentless clarity.
 It's a desolate, dusty, lovely Lenten road, the road from my hometown east across 
Nebraska. And its desolation is both richly scenic and monotonous, comforting and dangerous, 
remarkable and mundane. And this desolation seemingly endless. It overwhelms the soul of 
home-born Nebraskans and New Yorkers alike. For we Nebraska-born inhabitants the emptiness 
sometimes draws us into despair that all other presence, whether human or divine, has been 
swallowed in the expanse. For New Yorkers, or even those used to woodlands and lakes, rivers 
and farmland, this emptiness evokes panic, fear, even terror. "Where is there to hide?" my 
Finnish friend asked me one day while contemplating this road. "Where is there to hide?"
 That was the question that tipped me off that the desolation, the despair at the absence of 
human or divine presence might not be the right name for the feeling this road evokes in me. It 
might be that the sheer enormity of God's presence, unblocked, clear, and uninhibited by human 
hiding places, it might be that God's presence everywhere along this road actually threatens the 
desolation in which I like to hide. Because you see, if this desolation leaves room for God's 
presence, unfettered, unmediated, it is overwhelming at best. And yet enchanting because of 
whose presence it is. God's own presence drawing us into intimacy so enormous it is desolate.
 What happens if we read our Gospel with this intimacy with God, this clarity of presence 
that we find on the dusty road from Alliance to Hyannis (or from your hometown to its 
neighbor)? What happens if we read Matthew's admonition to Jesus' followers through this 
intimacy with God? Perhaps one reason for the hypocrite’s own trumpet blowing, disfiguring, 
and self-promotion in Matthew is a similar overwhelming presence of God. Indeed, at times for 
all of us, it is much easier to receive praise or pity or piety's rewards than presence. And Jesus’ 
words to pray alone, in secret, shut away in our room—while perhaps thrilling to we introverts—
such instructions would require sitting one on one with God, in whatever emotional, physical, 
spiritual state we are in, relating our dusty selves to God without a place to hide, in the wide 
expanse of God's own self. 
 Remember that you are dust and to dust you shall return.
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