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Of Breath and Bones

Ezekiel 37: 1-14
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Rev. Nancy S. Lynn

Well, here we are only a week away from Halloween – our annual celebration of the human need to look our fears in the eye and then stick out our tongues in defiance! All around us at this time of year, we see representations of things that we fear – spiders and witches, monsters and snakes. Yet, what we don’t see represented are the fears deep inside us – the ones that plague us most in troubled times. The fear of change, of transition. The fear of loss – of losing health or love, home or hope. We are, to be biblical about it, terribly afraid of the valley of dry bones.
And so, in the spirit of Halloween and its tradition of confronting fears, I thought it might be helpful to spend some time with that spooky and half-crazed prophet, Ezekiel. Prophets are great for pointing out what we don’t want to see and teaching us what we most need to know. Quite frankly, when you read Ezekiel, he really comes across as some sort of wild man. Aside from the Book of Revelation, no other book of the Bible has so many bizarre images. For centuries, commentators and theologians have tried to understand why. Theories abound – perhaps Ezekiel was on hallucinogenic drugs or maybe he was psychotic. Whatever the reason, in the Bible, we are told that his visions are disturbing and sometimes graphic.
So, it’s a little embarrassing to admit that when someone asks me what my favorite scripture passage is, one answer I often give (because I really can’t narrow it down to just one) is Ezekiel and the valley of dry bones. 

Fortunately, I’m not alone. This passage has fascinated Jews and Christians alike for centuries. It is the subject of art, music, literature. 80,000 references to it can be found on Google. Many of us undoubtedly know songs like “Dem Bones Gonna’ Rise Again” or “Dem Dry Bones” – you know “the foot bones connected to the ankle bone” and so on. In the preface to his book entitled “God’s Trombones”, African American poet James Weldon Johnson, who wrote the music to “Dem Dry Bones”, tells of the sermons he heard as a child growing up in the Black Church. He describes folk sermons, sermons which, like folk songs and folk tales, were passed along with only slight changes from one preacher to the next. The first example he gives of this sort of folk sermon is a sermon on the valley of dry bones.
So, what is it about this story that grabs our imaginations – despite its gruesome imagery? For me, as for many, it is the quintessential story of despair and hope, of God’s promise to breathe life back into us when our souls are dry and dying. It is a story that reassures us that in the face of our worst fears made real, God is with us. That’s why I think one of the most important things to know about Ezekiel is the meaning of his name. Ezekiel means “God strengthens” or “May God strengthen”. And it is the promise of God’s strengthening when we are faced with our deepest fears that gives the valley of dry bones such power.
Ezekiel experiences his vision during the time of Israel’s exile. Most people seem to agree that Ezekiel was among the first group of Israelites deported after Babylon invaded Israel. The early chapters of his book are filled with warnings typical of the prophets. He tells them that they are a nation of rebels, that Jerusalem will be destroyed, that they will be punished by their disobedience.
But, part way through the book of Ezekiel, the whole tone changes. The change reflects the fall of Jerusalem. Once Jerusalem falls, the temple, the home of God, the center of Hebrew culture and faith, is destroyed. And suddenly, Ezekiel can no longer prophesy doom. Doom has come. Hope is lost. The people have nothing to live for. Their lives are barren, lifeless, desolate. Their worst fears have come true.
And so, God sends Ezekiel a vision of hope.
“Mortal, can these bones live?” Ezekiel finds himself in a desert, accompanied by God, surrounded by the dry and brittle bones of the people of Israel. His answer is passive, non-committal – after all, what are you going to say when God asks a question like that? “Only you know, Lord”. But then slowly the bones begin to move. With a great clatter, individual bones connect to each other. Muscle and sinew, flesh and skin cover the bones. But still, they are not yet alive. Not until the Lord fills them with divine, life-giving breath. The same breath which brought life to Adam at the moment of creation. The same breath which blew among the disciples after Jesus’ death and brought about the birth of the church. The breath of transformation, of new birth, of hope.
“Mortal,” God says. “These bones are the whole house of Israel. They say, ‘Our bones are dried up, and our hope is lost; we are cut off completely.’ Therefore prophesy, and say to them, Thus says the Lord, I am going to open your graves, and bring you up from your graves, O my people; …I will put my spirit in you and you shall live.”
When we hear these words, it’s easy to understand why these verses became the heart of a folk sermon in the Black Church. African slaves brought to this country to work in the most demeaning and horrific of conditions undoubtedly felt like a people who had been left to rot in the desert. Empty dry bones with no hope and no future. And yet, in this passage, they find that God promises resurrection. God promises new life.
And, for me? I love this passage for the same reason - because I, like all of us, have spent some time in the valley of dry bones. For quite a while, my spiritual journey followed a pretty typical path. I was raised in the church then drifted away during my twenties when I, like those Doug mentioned last week, believed the church was hypocritical. I nursed some old wounds and sought out ways to grow spiritually without the church. But then, as the mother of a young child, I found my way back to church and, through a series of unexpected events, entered a period of rich spiritual growth and renewal. I spent time in prayer and conversation, in small groups and with my pastors, examining my doubts and deepening my faith in the creative power and beauty and love of God.
Until the day my husband of 12 years told me that his own journey was leading him away from me. Until the day that he packed a U-Haul truck and I was left with a broken heart. There aren’t words big enough or powerful enough to describe how I felt. It was the thing I had feared most in my life, and I was truly broken. I have never grieved the way I did in the days and weeks and months that followed. I was drier than the driest bone in the bleakest valley of the oldest desert.
But, here’s the point. Somehow, in those months of spiritual growing before my world collapsed, I had come to know, to believe, that our God is a God of hope. That our God does resurrect us. That even in that bleak and desolate desert, a tiny green shoot struggles to live.
And it was my church community, the body of Christ, that carried me and fed that hope. My pastors who listened as I cried. The women of my church who wrapped me in prayers and blessings and cared for Emily when I could not. The men of my church who moved our furniture into a rented townhouse on the day our family home was sold. The people of my community of faith carried me. They were God’s hands, God’s feet, God’s heart, God’s face for me until God, in God’s great transforming way, breathed life into me again.
Out of that experience came my commitment to help build and sustain communities of faith and transformation. And that is really my message to you today.  We all spend time in the valley of dry bones, our worst fears realized, our hope dried up. The walking wounded live within these walls and outside them. The walking wounded are the people sitting next to you, the students outside the doors, the homeless, the hungry, the unchurched, the disillusioned. They are all around the world and in the mirror staring back at you.
Yet, we, the body of Christ, are called to be a place where they, where we, can heal, can grow, can be transformed. A place of both comfort and challenge. And, ironically, a place of change, even when change is the very thing many of us fear the most.
In recent weeks, I have been reading a new book by Ed Stetzer and Thom S. Rainer entitled Transformational Church.  In it, Stetzer and Rainer explore the characteristics of churches which are growing and healthy in this time of church decline. One thing is clear in their book – the churches that grow are the churches that change lives. They change lives by providing small group ministries where people come to know God and God’s healing. They change lives by loving others in their pain and despite their differences. They change lives by seeing the needs, the fears, the hopes of their neighbors and their world and then responding to what they see.  They change lives by growing deeply and serving broadly.
Growing churches enact the love of Jesus Christ. Hundreds of years after Ezekiel, Jesus met people exactly where they were in their lives and on their journeys. If they were afraid, he assured them. If they were sick, he healed them. If they were hungry, he fed them. If they were mourning, he comforted them. If they had sinned, he forgave them. Through his love, he opened their hearts to receive God’s transforming breath of new life. And, in his commissioning of his disciples, he called us, the body of Christ, to do the same.
May it be so.
Amen.
OF BREATH AND BONES
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