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Wow.  What a couple of weeks it has been for all of us. 

But in the midst of the daily struggle to practice physical distancing, not to 

mention hunt for toilet paper anywhere, at least I didn’t have to worry about 

finding good texts to preach about. This Fifth Sunday in Lent of Year A is one of 

those weeks where the lectionary provides an embarrassment of riches to a 

preacher.  What amazing messages we’ve heard from God’s word.  Together we 

read Psalm 130, the famous “De Profundis” – “out of the depths I have called to 

you O Lord.”  We heard the writing of Paul in Romans reminding us that to set our 

mind on the Spirit brings life and peace, and we also heard the amazing story of 

the last great sign performed by Jesus in the Gospel of John with the raising of 

Lazarus. 

Yet, the reading that spoke must clearly to me as I was preparing this sermon was 

our Old Testament reading – Ezekiel and the valley of dry bones.  After all, we find 

ourselves in a strange new world.  None of us could have imagined any of the 

things we are going through – schools out in March, restaurants switching to 

takeout only, and perhaps most notably the fact that we are not physically 

together as we approach the holiest season of our church year. 

How appropriate then that our Old Testament lesson is drawn from the writings 

of the prophet Ezekiel.  Of all the prophets, Ezekiel is most clearly the prophet of 

the Babylonian Exile.  He receives his call to prophesy while living among the 

Jewish exiles in Babylon. 

The story of Ezekiel in the Valley of the Bones has some of the most dramatic 
prose in the Old Testament.  We can almost hear the booming voice of God 
speaking to the prophet: “Prophesy over these bones!  Prophesy to the breath, 
prophesy mortal!”  And then, even in the midst of this elegant and powerful 
prose, the story also has all the elements of a contemporary horror movie – a 
deserted wasteland, dead bodies lying everywhere, and then coming back to 
life.  It’s like a little bit of Shakespeare mixed with a little bit of The Walking 
Dead.  And of course, the story inspired what has to be one of my favorite 
spirituals of all times: “Ezekiel connected them dry bones…”  
 



But this story is not just a dramatic piece of holy writing.  The story of Ezekiel in 
the valley deals with one of the most critical moments in the history of the people 
of Israel.  
 

In the early sixth century BC, Babylon had ascended to become the most powerful 
force in the ancient near east.  Almost two centuries before, the northern 
kingdom of Israel, centered in the city of Samaria, had been wiped out by the 
Assyrians.  Now, the Babylonians set their sights on the southern kingdom of 
Judah.  After a series of bad decisions by the increasingly inept southern kings, the 
Babylonian Empire began carrying off large segments of the people of Judah to 
captivity in Babylon in a series of forced exiles.  
 

Ezekiel’s family seems to have been taken away in one of the earliest of these 
forced migrations.  The Old Testament records that Ezekiel came from a priestly 
family, who would likely have served at the Temple in Jerusalem, maintaining the 
daily prayers and rituals as well as seasonal celebrations that the people offered 
to their God.  
 

Living in exile, Ezekiel is ripped away from all he has known, a stranger in a 
strange and threatening land, far from the temple and the land of his 
ancestors.  It is in this strange land that he begins receiving prophetic messages 
for the exiles in Babylon.   
 

In Babylon, Ezekiel suffers immense tragedy.  First, his wife, who is described as 
the “delight of his eyes,” dies suddenly.  But just when you think things can’t get 
any worse, they do.  After having suffered through twelve years of exile in 
Babylon, he hears that Jerusalem has fallen for the final time to the Babylonians.    
The worst thing possible has come true.  The city is decimated, the rest of the 
population is taken into exile, if they remain alive, and above all, the temple is 
destroyed.  It’s hard to express how severe and devastating this blow is.  The 
promises God has given Israel seem to be mocked by the victory of the 
Babylonians.  The temple – the place legendarily built by Solomon, where the very 
presence of God’s glory was thought to reside – the temple is no more.  What will 
happen to God’s people now that God’s home on earth has been destroyed?  Is 
there any hope for the future? 
  
Ezekiel learns all this in chapter 33.  And in chapter 37, we get today’s 
story.  Ezekiel is driven out into the wilderness by the hand of the Lord, and 
perhaps by his own rage and sorrow.  And driven into the wilderness, he comes 



upon a valley full of bones, stretching endlessly across the valley floor.  It’s like 
something we might see in a horror movie, but the text goes out of its way to 
make the point that these aren’t just dead bodies, these are dry bones.  The life 
has long since gone out of them.  
 

In the context of the entire passage, we understand that the bones in this story 
are symbolic.  They are symbolic of all the things that have died or been 
destroyed for Ezekiel.  He has experienced the death of his beloved wife.  He has 
seen the destruction of his home.  He is afraid he is witnessing the death of his 
people.  With the destruction of the temple, many people must have their faith 
shaken; they must think that their God too is dead.  Is this the end?  Is this all 
there is?  Is the end of the road for the people of Israel?  After their long history, 
from Abraham and Sarah to Moses and Miriam to David and Solomon, will their 
history simply die here, in the wasteland of exile in Babylon?  Will Israel lie dead 
like these bones, withered and dried out, the life gone from all its hopes and 
dreams?  
 

I imagine Ezekiel standing, witnessing this horrific sight in silence, the sound of 
emptiness broken only by the wind carrying dust over the dry bones that litter the 
ground as far as the eye can see.  
 

And then out of this silence comes a voice from heaven.  It is the voice of God, 
asking Ezekiel: “Can these bones live?”  
 

How appropriate on this Fifth Sunday in Lent, this Lent of the coronavirus, that we 

encounter a prophet in a strange place, in strange, unexpected circumstances, but 

still called to do God’s work and share God’s message. 

I think that all of us can understand how Ezekiel must have felt in a way we never 

could until a few weeks ago, don’t you? 

Can these bones live?  Can these bones live? 

I think it is important we note that Ezekiel doesn’t try to answer the question that 
is posed to him on his own or with his own authority, as it were.  Rather, he turns 
the question back to the very God who asked it.  “Can these dry bones live 
again?” God asks, and immediately Ezekiel has a rejoinder: “You’re the one who 
would know, God!”  The response is actually a little cheeky, maybe even a bit 
combative, almost like Ezekiel is saying, “How am I supposed to know the answer 



to that?”  It might remind us of some of the conversations Abraham had with God 
in Genesis, where there was a bit of a tussle and arguments back and forth, like 
their conversation over the fate of the people of Sodom.    
 
But it is also an expression of a powerful faith, indeed of an audacious faith.    
We have to remember that while the idea of life after death is common to us as 
contemporary Christians, it was a totally foreign concept in Ezekiel’s time.  If you 
look at texts from Psalms to Proverbs to Ecclesiastes, no concept has yet 
developed that people might continue to live after death.  Like many of our 
religious beliefs, this one was not handed down on high from the beginning, but 
developed very gradually, and we can trace that gradual development in 
scripture.  In fact, it would be centuries after Ezekiel before Jewish theology 
developed a clear sense that there would be immortality beyond the grave.  At 
the time Ezekiel had his vision, the accepted idea was that death was surely the 
end, a final curtain on life.  God gave human beings the breath of life, and when 
God took the breath away, the human person simply ceased to be.  
 
You may recall from the Gospels that this question was still being debated as late 
as the time of Jesus, well over 500 years after Ezekiel – the Sadducees, for 
example, still didn’t believe in personal immortality or the resurrection of the 
dead. 
    
So getting back to Ezekiel, the obvious answer to the question, “Can these bones 
live?” would be, “No, of course not! Nothing can live after it is dead.”  But the 
audacity of Ezekiel’s faith lies precisely that he doesn’t give that obvious answer 
that everyone would know was true.  He doesn’t say, “Of course dead bones can’t 
come back to life.”  Instead, he says, “You God are the one who would know if 
such a seemingly impossible thing could ever happen” – because Ezekiel 
understands that his God is a God who continuously brings the possible out of 
what seems to be impossible.  Isn’t this the legendary history of Israel, a God 
constantly making the impossible possible.  Think of all the impossible things: 
creation coming out of the chaos of the darkness, a child of the promise coming 
Sarah and Abraham in their old age, freedom coming out of slavery in Egypt, a 
shepherd boy coming out of Bethlehem and becoming a king.  The God of Israel is 
nothing if not a worker of unexpected wonders.  And Ezekiel is not willing to set 
limits on what God can do.    
 



Of course, the story of the valley of dry bones really doesn’t teach anything about 
the question of whether there is life after death, as the rest of the tale makes 
clear.  God reanimates the bones to teach Ezekiel not about the ultimate destiny 
of human beings, but rather to offer a powerful symbolic lesson – the lesson that 
God can restore anything from the point of the grave, whether it is dry bones, or 
the fortunes of his people Israel.  Even with the temple destroyed, even with 
Jerusalem gone, even with the people in exile, even with everything seeming to 
be in the grip of evil and darkness and empire, God remains real and powerful and 
powerfully present.  
 
Ezekiel’s audacious faith is the first step – faith in a God whose sovereignty 
extends to the whole universe, faith in a God who is sometimes hard to 
understand, yes, but who continues to make all things possible.  And yet, this faith 
is only the first step.  Because then it is Ezekiel who is commissioned by God.  It is 
Ezekiel who is called to prophesy.  He is to prophesy, to proclaim the message, to 
proclaim the power of this God, even over seemingly impossible odds.  Faith is 
put into action.  Faith translates into human responsibility, into a human role, 
alongside the power of God. 
 
My friends, I wish I could give you answers about what the coming weeks and 
months may hold for us.  But I do know there are some things that are certain.  
We are, all of us in the hands of Ezekiel’s God – the same God who led Ezekiel into 
a valley of bones and breathed life back into them two-and-a-half millennia ago.  
And as God equipped Ezekiel, God will equip us to deal with whatever new 
changes we may face.  For our Lord is still the one who puts the spirit in us that 
we may live. 
 
 
 
 

 

 


