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A cowhand was once taking a leisurely walk through a pasture, when suddenly he 
was charged by an angry bull.  Running as fast as he could, he was barely 
keeping ahead of the bull’s sharp horns.  Suddenly he saw in front of him a deep 
hole.  He jumped in, and the bull ran by overhead.  Seconds later, the cowboy 
popped up out of the hole.  Angrier than ever, the bull charged him again.  Again, 
the cowboy jumped into the hole, and after the bull had run by, jumped out again.  
A friend of his was watching from outside the fence and yelled to him, “Why don’t 
you just stay in the hole?” “I’d like to,” he yelled back, “but there’s a bear in the 
hole.” 

Life just seems to be that way sometimes, doesn’t it?  Often, life seems to offer us 
little in the way of good choices.  Someone once defined life in this way: “Life is 
what happens to you when you’re busy making other plans.”   And, despite all our 
plans, life happens.  “Life happening” can sometimes hit us like a hammer blow.  
Life can become full of problems, large and small, that often seem to us to be just 
too far gone to ever fix. 

I wonder if this might in some way describe what Ezekiel was feeling at the 
beginning of today’s reading.  God has taken him into a great valley, and as he 
walks around, he sees that the valley is just full of bones.  It seems to be a place 
where a great battle has occurred sometime in the distant past, and the bones of 
those who have died litter the landscape. 

What Ezekiel is experiencing is really a metaphor for his own life, and the life of his 
people.  Ezekiel had the vision that Collin read for us today during a period in 
Israel's history known as the Babylonian Exile. In 597 BCE, the armies of Babylon 
conquered the city of Jerusalem and deported the king and many Judean leaders 
to Babylon.  Later, when Jerusalem rebelled, the Babylonians completely 
destroyed Jerusalem and its temple, and exiled many more Judeans. 
 
For those Judeans forced to live in exile in an enemy’s country, the future of their 
nation and its people seemed like a black hole. The exile was more than just a 
crisis of physical suffering and communal identity. It also brought about a crisis of 
faith. The symbols of Judean faith—Jerusalem, its temple, its people, and the 
Davidic monarchy—had been destroyed.  God’s people wondered if the Lord was 
truly God, and was truly interested in helping them. 
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Among the people who had been deported is a young man named Ezekiel, whom 
God now calls to do the work of a prophet.  As God shows Ezekiel the valley full of 
what was once full of vitality, but is now dry as dust, God asks Ezekiel a question:  
can these bones live again?  Ezekiel doesn’t exactly give an answer.  He tells 
God, “You know.”  Now, I’ve read any number of commentaries on Ezekiel that 
say that this was just the right answer.  It spoke of Ezekiel’s faith in God.  Ezekiel 
is acknowledging the sovereignty of God – that God is the one who is in charge, 
and Ezekiel really has nothing to say about it.  

But I am not convinced of that interpretation.  I think that maybe the truth is that 
Ezekiel is afraid to tell God what he is really thinking.  I doubt it, God.  I know I’m 
supposed to believe that with you, nothing is impossible.  But I’ve seen my 
homeland destroyed and my friends and neighbors killed or carried off.  I’ve been 
taken to live in exile in a strange land.  And frankly, God, I think that my life is just 
like this big field of bones – too far gone to fix. 

I’d imagine that there are times when we all can identify with Ezekiel’s feelings.  
There are times when we feel things are so broken that not even God can put 
them back together.  Even for those who have not had any real tragedies in their 
lives, who among us can really say that they’ve never had ambiguous feelings 
about God’s presence in our lives?   

 

God orders Ezekiel to prophesy to the bones – to tell them that the Lord will make 
them live again.  Ezekiel does, probably wonder why he is bothering.  And as he 
watches the bones begin to come together, and tendons and flesh appear on 
them.  But the miracle is not complete yet, because one critical thing is missing.  
And God says to Ezekiel, “Prophesy to the breath; prophesy, son of man, and say 
to it, ‘This is what the Sovereign LORD says: Come from the four winds, O breath, 
and breathe into these slain, that they may live.’” (Ezekiel 37:9)  And as Ezekiel 
does that, breath entered them; they came to life and stood up on their feet…”  

In both Hebrew and New Testament Greek, the word for “breath” and the word for 
“spirit” are identical.  God has put all these dry bones back together, but the 
animating force is God’s breath, God’s spirit, for that is the very essence of being.  
You remember from Genesis that God began the work of creation by breathing his 
Spirit across the formless void.  We exist as people not because we have bones 
and organs and skins and a brain.  We live because God has breathed his spirit 
into us. 

The prophecy of Ezekiel in the valley of the dry bones was a foretelling of the work 
that God intended to do in Ezekiel’s people.  We know from history that God would 
raise up Cyrus the Great of Persia, who would conquer the Babylonian Empire, 
permit the remnant of the Jewish exiles to return to their land, rebuild Jerusalem 
and the temple, and restore their society.  And the message today is a very simple 
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one: there is no valley of bones so dry that God cannot restore them.  There is no 
situation God’s people can find themselves in that is so far gone that God cannot 
redeem it.  God is about taking things that are dead, and making them live again.  

Our gospel lesson is another story of restoration.  Jesus learns of the illness of his 
dear friend, Lazarus, and he travels to the village where Lazarus and his sisters 
are.  We read a very long narrative today, but we can sum up what has taken 
place as Jesus arrives very simply: Lazarus was dead – dead as the old, dry 
bones in Ezekiel.  One of the most poetic versions of the Bible, the King James, 
says this best.  As Jesus asks for Lazarus’ tomb to be opened, Martha, Lazarus’ 
sister warns him: “Lord, by this time he stinketh: for he hath been dead four days.” 
(John 11:39)  Lazarus was so dead, he stinketh.  He was too far gone to fix. 

Martha questions why it has taken Jesus so long to arrive, but Jesus reassures 
her, telling her that her brother will rise again.  And Martha agrees – “Yes, Lord,” 
she says, "he will rise when everyone else rises, at the last day."  But Jesus has 
other ideas.  Jesus stood outside the tomb of Lazarus and ordered him to come 
out.  As Lazarus emerges from the tomb wrapped in his grave clothes, Jesus tells 
the others to unbind him, and set him free. 

Martha had given Jesus exactly the right theological response.  Lazarus would, 
eventually, rise again on the last day.  It was a good answer, just like Ezekiel’s 
saying “You alone know, God,” when he is asked if the bones can live.   But both 
of them were missing something important.  Jesus tells Martha, “I am the 
resurrection, and I am the life.  Anyone who believes in me will live…” (John 
11:25) The message Jesus wanted to deliver in restoring Lazarus was that Jesus 
promises us life in the present tense, not just the future tense.  God’s redemptive 
power is not just about living with God in eternity, but it is about possibilities that 
God wants us to see now, opportunities and options that God is opening up now, 
and relationships that God wants to restore and transform now.   

“I am resurrection and I am life” means not only that in Christ we will overcome our 
eventual bodily deaths, but in Christ we can also overcome the small deaths we 
encounter in our lives – all the experiences of life that wound us, weigh us down, 
and fill us with despair. 

When bad things happen in our lives, it’s natural for us to wonder, as the exiled 
children of Israel did, as Lazarus’ sisters did, where God is.  Why is it taking him 
so long to arrive?  Doesn’t he care?  If he were really here, none of this would 
have happened!  But God never said we would be protected from the events and 
circumstances that leave us feeling like our personal lives, our relationships, our 
communities, or our nation are just too broken to ever be fixed.  God makes a 
different kind of promise.  God promises that the worst thing is not going to be the 
last thing, because wherever God’s Spirit is, there is life.  When bad things happen 
to us, God is there to unbind us from their power over us.  God is there to set us 
free to live abundantly again. 
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Our scripture today is a prophecy to us. Don’t forget what God has done, what 
God is doing now, and what God continues to do. Don’t forget about the God who 
heals our brokenness and who breathes life into lifelessness.  This God, who 
caused dry bones to become living beings, this God who conquered death, 
promises to do the same for us. 

The apostle Paul once encouraged the believers in Rome with these words: “…if 
the Spirit of him who raised Jesus from the dead is living in you, he who raised 
Christ from the dead will also give life to your mortal bodies through his Spirit, who 
lives in you.”  Our authentic life is not to be found in the doubt and difficulty we all 
encounter, but in the breath of the God who raises dead hopes.  To believe that, 
even a little, is to be able to envision both a today and a tomorrow made new. 

 

 

 


