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4 – Narrative Lectionary 13 – Ezekiel & the Valley of Dry Bones 10 December 2017 

Ezekiel 37:1-14  Salem, Bridgeport 

 

“Down to the Bare Bones” 

 

While many of the prophets in the Old Testament are little known  

 to those outside or even inside the Abrahamic faiths,  

  Ezekiel’s visions were striking enough to have been captured in song  

   and thus have enjoyed at least a bit of popularity.   

  There’s the African-American spiritual, “Ezekiel saw de wheel”  

   sung by many a high school and college choir, 

  and then there’s the text “Dem Bones” written by James Weldon Johnson, recorded in 1928, 

   and taught to children ever since, as a first fun lesson in anatomy: 

    “Finger bone connected to the hand bone,  

    the hand bone connected to the wrist bone,  

    the wrist bone connected to the arm bone,  

    Now hear the word of the Lord.” 

  The catchy tune and text make us smile, and yet Ezekiel’s original vision is anything but funny. 

  On the contrary, its ghoulish and cadaverous images are the stuff of Frankenstenian nightmares. 

 

If you remember the sermons the last 2 weeks,  

 you will recall that we’ve been talking about the Babylonian exile.   

Here’s the setting for today’s text…. 

The northern kingdom of Israel had fallen to Assyria over 100 years before (722-720 BCE). 

After the southern kingdom of Judah fell to Babylon (597 BCE), there were two major deportations 

  where people were forcibly taken from their homes to the foreign city of Babylon. 

 The first deportation was of the top tier of the population – 

  king and queen mother, court officials and government leaders, and others including Ezekiel. 

 While Jeremiah was left in Judah where he continued to prophesy, 

  Ezekiel was taken to Babylon where he first prophesied a message of judgment and destruction. 

 But then 10 years after the 1
st
 exile (587 BCE), Jerusalem and the temple were destroyed,  

  and the 2
nd

 deportation brought most of the remaining Judeans to join their compatriots in Babylon. 

Having watched the destruction of their city and temple, their monarchy and nation, 

 having seen so many of their family members, friends and neighbors die or be wounded in battle,  

 and then having been forced to leave everything they had behind  

  and march a meandering route of almost 1000 miles to live in exile,  

   they were a people in dark and deep despair.    

Their words, 'Our bones are dried up, and our hope is lost; we are cut off completely' (vs 11a), 

  speak in the language of lament.  

 The image of bones, used often in the psalms, expresses the feeling of being totally cut off from everything,  

  including God.  

 

And it is at this point that the message that God gives Ezekiel to speak turns from judgment to hope.   

God begins exactly where the people are –  

 with their lament, in a place of dried up bones, a place of utter hopelessness and abandon, 

  as God asks Ezekiel, “Can these bones live?”   

 

It’s such an eternally relevant question. 

 Whether we’re talking about where we are in our personal lives or where we are as a congregation, 

  ‘Can these bones live?’ is a question that often haunts us. 



I was listening to a seminary professor who was talking about a congregation that he visited  

 where every single person at worship was over the age of 80, 

  and he reflected that had they asked him if their congregation could live,  

   his first thought would have been, “Probably not”. 

   and his immediate next thought was, “Where then is God’s promise in this situation?” 

 

But that’s where this vision provides so much hope.   

 If by the question, that congregation was asking whether God could breathe life back into them 

  so that they could become the kind of congregation they had been 50 or 60 years ago,  

   then the answer would be no, probably not. 

 Because the vision is not about God pumping air back into the same structure  

  and simply resuscitating a corpse. 

 It’s about God taking skeletons that have lost their skin and muscle and tendons, and have come apart, 

  and putting them back together,  

   covering them with new tendons and muscle and skin, 

    and then breathing life into the new bodies placed on the old bones.    

 

What is terrifying about that is the loss of so much of what the people in the valley once were – 

  the loss of their hair and nails and skin and muscles and tendons and internal organs –  

   everything except the bare bones, and even those had lost their connections to each other. 

But what is exciting about that is the promise that God will take the bare bones, 

 and put them back, perhaps connecting them in different ways,  

  and will then clothe them with new muscles, tendons & internal organs, and hair, nails & skin. 

 

What that meant for Israel and what it means for us  

 is that while there will always be the bare bones that connect us with the past, with who we were –  

  everything else will be new. 

That, of course, is the way God works,  

 for our God is not a God who recreates the past,  

  but a God who continually calls us forward, a God who makes all things new.  

 

The people who first heard Ezekiel’s message from God had it so much worse than any of us. 

 Sure, we have suffered loss and grief, hurt and pain,  

  but nothing compared to losing our country, our government, our religion, and our homes. 

And yet, even in their most dismal of circumstances, God did not abandon them, 

  and eventually God did bring them home, just as God had promised. 

The story gives us hope – not that God will resuscitate the dead past,  

 but that God will do something much more amazing – 

  not only reshaping and reforming us into something new, 

   but breathing the Spirit into us, and raising us to new life.  

 

In this Advent season in which the Church prays, “O come, Emanuel, and ransom captive Israel”, 

 and we lift up our own feelings of hopelessness and despair,  

 we receive back God’s message of hope, “Rejoice!  Rejoice!  Emanuel shall come to you!” 

 

The promise is that God will always be breathing new life into God’s people. 

 Our job is to let go of all the coverings and trappings and all the things that have outlived their usefulness, 

  and simply hang on to the bare bones of our faith. 

 Once we do that, then God can put them back together and cover them in a brand new form, 

  so that our old bones can once again dance and jump for joy.   Amen   


