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Dirt: Reflections on a church ‘purified to the point of sterility.’ 

Many of the traditional hymns of the church contain wonderful truths, but I hope an 

exception is the carol that contains the promise that we shall see Jesus, not in a lowly stable, 

but at God’s right hand, 

‘When like stars, his children crowned // All in white shall wait around.’ 

Not only would one surely be disappointed to get to heaven to find one had to spend eternity 

‘waiting around’, but I think one would find the pure white robes rather jarring too. To me 

they smack of the folk-lore that ‘cleanliness is next to godliness’. I am not against personal 

hygiene, it is just that these images remind me of the square-jawed, all American fuzzy-felt 

Jesus in untainted robes, who wandered around stuck to the not-at-all-dusty plains of my 

childhood Sunday School. 

My belief is that any wise future-church will be a place that has re-evaluated its relationship 

with dirt and moved on from sterilised backgrounds to appreciate the reality that dirt and dust 

were everywhere. In the first century were no bio washing powders, no shower gels, no 

antiperspirants and certainly no breath fresheners. We might long to meet Jesus in person… 

It’s just that we’d probably force him to take a wash before we did. 

Of course, his peers would not have seen him as dirty at all, it’s just that as times change, so do 

definitions of what is dirty and clean, and these definitions change from place to place too. For 

example, there are accounts of the first Europeans meeting the American Indians, and the 

Europeans being disgusted at the Indians’ habit of emptying their nasal passages onto the 

ground – just as the Indians were disgusted that these people kept their snot in pocket 

handkerchiefs. ‘If you like that filth so much,’ one Indian is recorded as saying, ‘give me your 

handkerchief and I will soon fill it for you.’ 

There were similar issues when Europeans arrived in other places: the Pacific Islanders could 

not believe that these people actually emptied their bowels inside their homes, just as the 

Europeans could not believe these people emptied theirs straight into the sea, and some 

Africans concluded that the reason these strange white people arrived with such elaborate and 

excessive clothing was that they wanted to keep their ‘gases’ close to their bodies. 

What is defined as dirty or clean then is not as straightforward as we might think. If my shoes 

are on the dinner table, they are dirt. If the same shoes are in the wardrobe, they could be 

clean. Same shoes, different place. The drinks can in the ploughed field is ‘litter’ – it is the 

dirty object – but if the can is on the supermarket shelf, not only is it clean, but any soil from 

that ploughed field would itself become the dirt. The same food that was on my dinner plate 

not a minute ago, suddenly becomes untouchable filth if tipped into a bin liner. Dirt, it seems, 

is not a fixed idea, but occurs when ‘matter is out of place’i and thus is created as a by-product 

of our deciding what the right place for things is. 
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Whenever we create order, or construct a society, we make decisions about what is in or out, 

what is right or wrong, and thus what is clean or dirty. If we are to keep the world an orderly 

place, we need to respect these dirt boundaries: don’t drop litter, don’t empty your bowels in 

the wrong place, don’t eat food that has been discarded. And these dirt boundaries we create 

exert some sort of social control. By deciding what is clean or dirty in society, we then tend to 

legislate to punish those who persistently cross the boundaries between them. How our largely 

secular society now comes to decisions about what is dirt would be an interesting point of 

debate, but what is of interest to me now is that in most societies, and in ours for the large 

part of history, it is actually religion that has set the boundaries. Thus our dirt boundaries are 

also exerting a form of religious control over people – telling them who is in and who is out, 

what sort of behaviour is acceptable and what is not. It is my belief that a wiser church should 

be, like Jesus himself was, a force for re-evaluating dirt boundaries, and as a result of these re-

evaluations, become a place of refuge for those who have previously been labelled as ‘dirty’. 

Jesus may not have been clothed in pure white garments, and may well not have come up to 

our standards of personal hygiene, but he and the society he lived in were not ambivalent 

about dirt. The Old Testament had set out dirt boundaries in great detail (see Leviticus 11 – 

15) and the religious leaders of Jesus’ day were real sticklers for ensuring everyone abided by 

them or cleaned themselves up in the right way if they didn’t. Truly, this amounted to 

enormous social control. They were not only in charge defining what was clean and dirty, but 

also controlled the mechanisms by which cleansing – or forgiveness – might be achieved. Any 

threat to the dirt boundaries was therefore a very serious matter which challenged the very 

Temple system and, by association, the Almighty himself. So to see this ‘Jesus’, who purported 

to be a prophet and wise leader, stepping over the boundaries left, right and centre would 

have been profoundly shocking. 

In Matthew 8 Jesus heals a man with leprosy. Lepers were definitely unclean: they had to ring 

bells to warn others they were there so no one would risk being infected by touching them. But 

Jesus ‘reached out his hand and touched him’, and in commanding him to ‘be clean’ it is as if 

part of his healing was to simply be touched and told ‘you are clean.’ 

In John 4 Jesus engages a Samarian woman in conversation – something that shocked his 

disciples. Not only that, but Jesus had asked for and accepted a drink from her – even 

handling a drinking vessel used by a Samaritan would have made a Jew unclean, but Jesus is 

unphased. He does not deem her strange relational history ‘clean’ but his ability to step over 

the boundaries and meet her where she is opens up a means by which she can find cleansing. 

In Luke 8 a woman plagued by haemorrhages creeps up to Jesus and touches the edge of his 

cloak. Jesus stops and turns. ‘Who touched me?!’ he demands. You can imagine her fear – 

she, not only a woman, but a diseased one at that, had touched him and now he was going to 

punish her for it. Unable to hide, she comes ‘trembling to his feet’ and told him what she had 
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done. Again, it is Jesus’ words that provide part of the healing: he calls her ‘daughter’ – a term 

he uses nowhere else in the Gospels – and so deems her clean. 

In Luke 5 four friends break open the roof of a house and lower their crippled friend down to 

Jesus. What is interesting is that Jesus first forgives the man’s sins and then heals him, saying 

that the healing is proof of his authority to forgive. In other words he is directly challenging 

the mechanisms of forgiveness that the Pharisees thought they had exclusive control over. Not 

only will Jesus challenge the dirt boundaries, but he will challenge the very means of cleansing 

those who were classified as dirty in the first place. 

Just after this, Luke goes on to describe how Jesus dined with Levi and ‘a large crowd of tax 

collectors’. We have already seen how inviting someone for dinner is a gift that carries with it 

the potential for relationship – so the fact that Jesus was happy to accept such a gift from 

‘sinners’, as the watching Pharisees call them, is another example of his willingness to step 

over dirt boundaries and meet people where they were. We can note from this that, again, he 

does not deem the tax collectors as ‘clean’, but is clear that he has ‘not come to call the 

righteous, but sinners to repentance’ and that the means to doing that is not to stand on the 

other side and exclude them as ‘dirt’, but eat alongside them. 

In Luke 7 and 8 we see two examples of Jesus raising the dead, and in both situations Jesus 

again challenges our perceptions of what is clean and what is dirty. In Luke 7:14 we are told 

that Jesus ‘went up and touched the coffin’ before commanding the boy to live, and in Luke 

8:54 Jesus ‘took [the girl] by the hand’ and restored her to life. 

Finally, in Luke 19 we see Jesus driving the ‘robbers’ out of the Temple. On the surface it 

appears that Jesus is actually ‘cleansing’ the Temple of this ‘dirt’, but he is not. What he is 

actually doing is getting rid of those who sought to turn a profit from those who came for 

cleansing at the Temple. He is clearing the way for the dirty, giving them free access to the 

means of forgiveness without having to purchase special money to buy special sacrifices. 

These episodes from the gospels show us three ways in which Jesus forced people to re-

evaluate their dirt boundaries. Firstly, he erased some of them. Certain things that they called 

dirty, he considered clean. Secondly, he showed that even if something is itself ‘dirty’, contact 

with it does not make other people dirty. Even if certain things do remain ‘dirt’ it is up to 

people to get alongside them and be in relationship with them, to sit down and eat with them 

and receive their generosity. Thirdly, he showed that the mechanisms of cleansing need to be 

kept clear, that dirt should be given free access to the Temple. Simply excluding what is dirty 

goes no way toward helping it to be clean. 

These re-evaluations were too much for the religious leaders of Jesus’ day. Their well ordered 

society could not tolerate this man who stepped freely over dirt boundaries and claimed to 

come back with clean feet, who tore down other boundaries altogether and then invited those 

who were dirty to come and be cleanedii. He seemed to have no idea about the dangers of 
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infection or the proper means of forgiveness. Here he was, doling it out for free in the streets 

and undermining their monopoly and tidy profits. He either had to clean up his act, or be 

expelled as dirty.iii 

It is my belief that the church today is in many ways acting like these imperialists, these white 

supremacists, these Pharisees. We are too keen to label things as dirty and stay in our clean, 

well-ordered constructs. We not only refuse to get our hands dirty, but bar the way for the 

dirty to find cleansing. I am convinced that in contrast a future could only be restored – not 

because it liberally calls everything clean – but by being open to its environment, happy to 

cross boundaries and for its boundaries to be crossed. If we are to find the whole truth we 

must be confident enough and conjunctive enough to step over that which has been labelled 

‘dirty’ or ‘untouchable’, and see that some angle on truth might lie there. 

Contemplating his childhood as the son of a Lutheran pastor, the psychologist Carl Jung 

attached great significance to an experience he had aged twelve. He was admiring the 

cathedral in his home town of Basel, and recalls in the collection of his Memories, Dreams, 

Reflections, 

‘One fine summer day […] I came out of school at noon and went to the cathedral 

square.  The sky was gloriously blue, the day one of radiant sunshine. The roof of the 

cathedral glittered, the sun sparkling from the new, brightly glazed tiles. I was 

overwhelmed by the beauty of the sight, and thought: “The world is beautiful and the 

church is beautiful, and God made all this and sits above it far away in the blue sky 

on a golden throne and …” Here came a great hole in my thoughts, and a choking 

sensation. I felt numbed, and knew only: “Don’t go thinking now! Something terrible 

is coming” […] I gathered all my courage, as though I were about to leap forthwith 

into hell-fire, and let the thought come. I saw before me the cathedral, the blue sky. 

God sits on His golden throne, high above the world – and from under the throne an 

enormous turd falls upon the sparkling new roof, shatters it, and breaks the walls of 

the cathedral asunder.’iv 

Surprisingly to him, he did not feel condemned by the image. Quite the opposite. ‘I felt an 

enormous, an indescribable relief. Instead of the expected damnation, grace had come upon 

me and with it an unutterable bliss such as I had never known.’ Jung connected this 

experience with his that of his Father’s church. He felt that the Protestant ideal, with its 

emphasis on the object, tended to:  

‘fix the ideal – Jesus – in its outward aspect and thus rob it of its mysterious relation 

to the inner man. It is this prejudice which impels the Protestant interpreters of the 

Bible to interpret […] the Kingdom of God as being “among you” instead of “within 

you.” […] Jesus the ideal took upon himself the sins of the world. But if the ideal is 

wholly outside then the sins of the individual are also outside, and consequentially 

he is more of a fragment than ever, since superficial misunderstanding conveniently 
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enables him, quite literally, to “cast his sins upon Jesus” and thus evade his deepest 

responsibilities – which is contrary to the spirit of Christianity.’v 

By pushing all our sin, or dirt, ‘outside’ we risk abdicating our responsibility to do something 

about the roots of it and actually doing damage to our psyche. Simply pushing it out the door 

and trying to forget it happened simply wouldn’t do for Jung, and as we have seen, nor would 

it do for Jesus either. If Jesus’ apparent power lies in being able to cleanse, then a church 

where no dirt is allowed in is powerless. From his other writings we find out that Jung’s father 

was a minister for whom the church had become lifeless, and Jung viewed him as a reliable 

but powerless figure in charge of a church ‘purified to the point of sterility.’ It was a church 

that had become ‘in-bred’, whose gene-pool was in desperate need of some enrichment, and 

Jung’s vision was of a God doing this re-fertilisation, dramatically putting dirt back in the very 

place where it could experience cleansing, and thus of a God concerned that the church regain 

its place and authority as the locus for our essential ‘dirt work’. 

For too long the church has been a place that has excluded, rather than included. It has been 

very happy to set rigid dirt boundaries, but has then it has not only been slow to re-evaluate 

the validity of them, but has often refused to either step over them and show compassion to 

the ‘dirty’ or to even open its doors to them. Where are the churches courageous enough to 

protect the paedophiles from the vigilante mobs and help them back to normality? I wonder if 

Myra Hindley had survived to be released from prison how many churches would have 

welcomed her in? I am convinced that Jesus would have done so without even demanding that 

she repent first, for the body of Jesus is where dirt comes to be cleansed, not where the clean 

come to take refuge from dirt. 

We might initially be surprised that Jung’s vision was actually a moment of grace, but in many 

ways dirt can operate in this transformative way; we have already seen how gifts are often 

used to mark transitions or rites of passage, but there are situations where dirt functions this 

way too. Perhaps the most familiar examples come out of our wedding traditions. Stag and 

hen nights provide an opportunity for the bride and groom to be mildly ‘sullied’ by their 

respective communities before being sent off to marriage. The Best Man will then traditionally 

in his speech ceremonially dish some dirt about the groom. In doing so the idea is not that the 

groom is humiliated, but that he is brought closer to us, brought down to earth so that we can 

connect better with him and thus participate more fully in his transformation from friend to 

husband. 

In this situation the Best Man is functioning as a ‘trickster.’ Trickster figures appear in 

virtually all cultures, and stories about them show that their regular function is to play with 

dirt and mediate a transformation with it. One of the Trickster figures in Islam is the mystical 

poet Rumi, founder of the Whirling Dervishes. Many of his poems (which have been 

beautifully translated by Coleman Barks in The Essential Rumi) deal with dirt, but I 

particularly like ‘Dervish at the Door’, because of the way it also links with the cycle of gift:
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Dervish at the Door 

A dervish knocked at a house 

to ask for a piece of dry bread, 

or moist, it didn’t matter. 

“This is not a bakery,” said the owner. 

“Might you have a piece of gristle then?” 

“Does this look like a butchershop?” 

“A little flour?” 

“Do you hear a grinding stone?” 

“Some water?” 

“This is not a well.” 

Whatever the dervish asked for, 

the man made some tired joke 

and refused to give him anything. 

Finally the dervish ran into the house, 

lifted his robe, and squatted 

as though to take a shit. 

“Hey, hey!” 

“Quiet you sad man. A deserted place 

is a fine spot to relieve oneself, 

and since there’s no living thing here, 

or means of living, it needs fertilising.” 

 

 

 

The dervish began his own list 

of questions and answers. 

“What kind of bird are you? Not a falcon, 

trained for the royal hand. Not a peacock, 

painted with everyone’s eyes. Not a parrot, 

that talks for sugar cubes. Not a nightingale, 

that sings like someone in love. 

Not a hoopoe bringing messages to Solomon, 

or a stalk that builds on a Cliffside. 

What exactly do you do? 

You are no known species. 

You haggle and make jokes 

to keep what you own for yourself. 

You have forgotten the One 

who doesn’t care about ownership, 

who doesn’t try to turn a profit 

from every human exchange.” 

 

 

(Translated by Coleman Barksvi) 
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We see here again the connection between market economics and spiritual sterility. The 

dervish identifies the house as a barren wasteland because everything in it is designed to turn 

a profit… And so decides it needs some fertilising with the gift of a bit of dirt. We can therefore 

see dirt functioning to bring some life back into a dead situation. Matter is deliberately put out 

of place, the normal order of things is changed, and life sparks back where there was none. 

We get hints of this now in the cross-dressing in pantomimes, and we see similar things 

happening historically in carnivals. In the Roman ‘Saturnalia’ carnival, the roles of slaves and 

masters was reversed for a day, and the slaves were served at tables by their masters. During 

the middle ages the annual ‘Feast of Fools’ provided some relief from the harshness of the 

Catholic church. One shocked diarist described such an event he’d seen in the French 

provinces: 

In the very midst of divine service masqueraders with grotesque faces, disguised as 

women, lions and mummers, performed their dances, sang indecent songs in the 

choir, ate their greasy food from a corner of the altar near the priest celebrating 

mass, got out their games of dice, burned a stinking incense made of old shoe 

leather, and ran and hopped about all over the church.’vii 

Others have described how excrement was sometimes burned instead of incense and how 

sometimes the clergy were paraded about in carts filled with manure. As Lewis Hyde puts it 

‘Mocking but not changing the order of things, ritual dirt-work operates as a kind of safety-

valve, allowing internal conflicts and nagging anomalies to be expressed without serious 

consequence.’viii Even so, carnival was a space for different worlds to be imagined, for those 

who were oppressed to experience the realisation that if things could be different for one day, 

they could be made different permanently in time.  

One function of Tricksters, then, is to throw some dirt around and put on a carnival – to allow 

steam to be let off and new ways to be imagined. In this sense, Tricksters can nudge us from 

one stage of faith to another. We see an example of this is in Acts 10, where God plays 

Trickster with Peter and throws some ‘dirt’ around by asking him to enjoy food designated as 

unclean. One might see the result of Peter’s exposure to this divine dirt as a movement from 

Stage 3 – where he referenced an external authority to decide on the cleanliness of food and 

people – to Stage 4 or even 5, where his ‘internal’ vision through the Spirit within him became 

a new source of authority. The result of this movement was certainly a more conjunctive 

outlook: he was able to accept that ‘dirty’ Gentiles were also free to be baptised and receive the 

Spirit. 

Occasionally though, Tricksters do more than this and catalyse moments of radical change. In 

Alaskan folk-lore there is a trickster figure called Raven. In one story about Raven the world is 

very thirsty because another character Petrel is hoarding all the water and guarding the spring 

where it bubbles up. Raven goes to Petrel’s hut and tries to coax Petrel away from the spring 

by telling him to look at all the amazing things happening outside, but Petrel won’t budge. 
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Petrel goes to sleep guarding the spring and the water; Raven sleeps there too. Early in the 

morning Raven wakes up and sees Petrel sound asleep, so he goes outside, gets some dog-dirt 

and spreads it all over Petrel’s backside. When Petrel wakes up, Raven cries out to him that he 

has soiled himself and Petrel runs off to clean up, whereupon Raven takes the lid off the 

spring and starts drinking. As he flies away water falls from his beak to the ground, so creating 

all the rivers and creeks in Alaska.ix 

This is a different kind of Trickster story, for in it we see not a time of harmless release but a 

radical change in the world. There is gift here too:  the water and life-giving rivers and creeks 

come as a gift from heaven, and specifically as the result of a god being degraded. ‘Dirt brings 

gift from heaven’ is a classic pattern that is repeated in many Trickster stories throughout the 

world. Lewis Hyde concludes from his extensive study of them that, ‘As a rule, Trickster takes 

a god who lives on high and debases him or her with earthly dirt – or appears to debase, for in 

fact the usual consequence of this dirtying is the god’s eventual renewal.’x  

In light of this we can see Jesus doing ‘dirt work’ in a new way. Not only does he challenge dirt 

boundaries, stepping over them, erasing them and clearing the way for us to step back over 

them, but he acts as Trickster too. Debased is exactly what Jesus was, for if dirt is ‘matter out 

of place’, what could be more out of place, and thus more filthy, than God nailed to a cross, 

naked and bloody? The Old Testament tells us that anyone hung from a tree is cursed (Deut 

21:23) and Paul uses this text to argue that on the cross we see Jesus ‘becoming a curse for us.’ 

(Gal. 3:13) God became dirt for us, but through this sullying of God with earthly dirt we in fact 

see the miracle of God’s renewal. A gift from heaven comes to us; the temple curtain is ripped 

and heaven and earth are brought closer. 

It is no sterile church where this invigorating mystery is allowed to be told. Yet we have 

disinfected it and sanitised it, pushing the dirt out and so preventing the way for the dirty to 

come and find cleansing. In doing so we risk Jesus turning Trickster on us just as he did with 

the Pharisees, calling them whitewashed tombs that look beautiful on the outside but are 

actually full of dirt and death. We risk him boldly stepping over the dirt boundaries we have 

set up and being happy to be found with those we have classified as sinners. Martin Luther-

King played Trickster with the racists, Gandhi played Trickster with the imperialists and Jesus 

played Trickster with the Temple. And through some organ he will play Trickster with the 

homophobic and sexist church: turning over tables, threatening to pull it down and rebuild it 

– and finally ripping the curtain in it from top to bottom… All of this will appear to ‘dirty’ it, 

but all of it will lead to its eventual renewal. God had no place for proud priests who barred 

people’s way into heaven, and he will have no place for a hierarchical, top-down, sterile 

church that refuses to function as it should as the place for ‘dirt work’. 

If this is the case, one might ask then what form this Trickster-Jesus might take now? In the 

past the church has given space to ‘dirt rituals.’ Many historians now agree that the ritual 

debasing of a papal effigy in an annual carnival played a key role in catalysing the 
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Reformation in Germany – the same Reformation that ironically then did away with carnivals 

and feasts in its drive to clean up the church. We still suffer their cleansing now in the paucity 

of dirt ritual in the church, but Tricksters are nonetheless still at work behind the scenes. 

The sub-title of Hyde’s book on Tricksters is ‘Mischief, Myth and Art’ and he proposes that art 

ought to function as the modern day Trickster to our society. Interestingly, one of the artists 

he cites as performing this function is Andres Serrano, who produced the now notoriously 

named ‘Piss Christ’ image. This is a photograph of a cheap, kitsch crucifix with a wooden cross 

and white plastic Jesus shot through a filter of urine. Other shots in the same series are 

photographed through water tinged with blood or human milk. The exhibition of these images 

was met with total outrage by the conservative and Christian right in the United States, who 

were shocked that the National Endowment for the Arts had given Serrano financial support. 

They saw the works as blasphemous and campaigned successfully to virtually destroy federal 

support for the arts in the US in the early 1990s. Yet for his own part, Serrano defended his 

work: 

‘Complex and unresolved feelings about my own Catholic upbringing inform this 

work which helps me to redefine and personalise my relationship with God. For me, 

art is a moral and spiritual obligation that cuts across all manner of pretence and 

speaks directly to the soul. Although I am no longer a member of the Catholic 

church, I consider myself a Christian and I practice my faith through my work.’xi 

Serrano was attempting to play Trickster: by surrounding the over-familiar crucifix in ‘dirty’ 

human fluids he was trying to get us to re-imagine the pain and suffering of the cross and thus 

to work a renewal to ‘save the divine from its own too-elevated purity’ as Hyde puts it. He paid 

the price for his dirt work with his vilification by the Christian right.  

Serrano was learning a common clear lesson: playing Trickster with a powerful and 

conservative church is a dangerous business. But play we must if we are to rescue the church 

from its sterility and make it again a place where people can come and do their ‘dirt work’ 

without feeling condemned. 

If I am right that some future-church is going to have to be a place where dirt boundaries are 

re-assessed, then it is likely that it will face pressure and attention, because what it will do will 

likely be seen as shocking to mainstream Christianity. This must not deter the church from its 

task. None of us are without dirt, and all of us need places to deal with it. The church ought to 

be the place where that can happen, but with it currently ‘purified to the point of sterility’ it is 

less than useless. 

If churches are going to call themselves ‘the body of Jesus’ they need to do as Jesus did: to 

erase the dirt boundaries that the powerful religious have constructed, to step over those 

boundaries that remain and be incarnate wherever there is dirt, and to turn over the tables, 

rip the curtains and clear the way for the dirty to enter the Temple and find cleansing. Philip 
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Larkin described the church as ‘a serious house, on serious earth’xii; I believe that Jesus would 

criticise the church for over-seriousness, encourage it to lighten up and allow some muddy 

hands to grasp again its sterilised liturgies. To achieve this it will require Tricksters to have 

courage, jump up with cheeky smiles, write their lyrics, do their art, play their music and turn 

their tricks. 

As Ezra Pound said, ‘Humanity is the rich effluvium; it is the waste and the manure and the 

soil and from it grows the tree of the arts.’xiii Wherever they are, in whatever communities we 

are a part of, religious or not, Tricksters must be coaxed out to help us find our dirt and 

nourish this tree, for our survival depends on them. They may not be easy to find, but one can 

be fairly sure that they will not be decked in white, waiting around. 

 

© Kester Brewin 2012 
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