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Can these bones live? 
Scripture: Ezekiel 37:1-14 NIV 
Rev. Steve Filyk 
December 5, 2021 
Advent Wreath: When God is a Child (verse 2)   
Opening Hymn: Blest Be The God Of Israel   
Choruses: Days of Elijah & You Are Holy (Prince Of Peace)  
Closing Hymn: Hark The Glad Sound  
Second Sunday of Advent 
 
I met someone for coffee the other day. 
 It was an enjoyable conversation. 
  We talked about many different things. 
 
But underneath it all I sensed a quiet desperation. 
 There was no zeal for life, 
  No joy for living. 
 
We often see this in people 
 After moments of loss: 
  Loss of a job, loss of a loved one, 
   The loss of a favorite hobby or diversion. 
 
It seems that life has been drained out of them. 
 There is no sparkle in their eyes, 
  no skip in their step. 
 
They are like zombies, on auto-pilot 
 Simply dragging themselves along. 
 
Sometimes we see this in others, 
 And sometimes we see this in ourselves. 
 
So we go to our doctor and get on some anti-depressants. 
 We get out to the gym and start an exercise routine. 
  We try to make an effort to visit old friends. 
 
All of these activities are helpful. 

But what is the prescription for people who have lost hope? 
 
In today’s Bible lesson we jump ahead in the story of the Bible, 
 To the time of the Babylonians captivity. 
 
As I mentioned last week,  

for the people of Israel 
  The fall of the Northern Kingdom to Assyria  was their WWI. 
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WWII occurred later when Judah fell to Babylon. 

But this fall to Babylon  
didn’t occur in one moment. 

 
When Babylon took control of Judah in 597 

they set up a puppet state 
  And deported the Judean elite to their capital. 
 
When they returned a decade later 
 They sieged Jerusalem and destroyed it, 
  Leveling the palace, the Temple,  

even the city walls. 
 
We can only imagine what it is like 

When news of this destruction 
  Makes its way back  

To the people of Israel who were in Babylon… 
 
Up till then would be kindling hopes  

of returning to their homeland: 
 
Returning to their own food and culture 
 Their own language and religion, 
  Returning to familiar sunrises and sunsets, 
   Familiar climate and terrain. 
 
But now that Jerusalem is destroyed  
 They have no home to return to. 
  Their ongoing existence as a people, 

Their religious and cultural identity is under threat. 
 
[SIDEBAR: It is hard not to see parallels  

to the story of our aboriginal brothers and sisters. 
 
In the process of colonization  
 They were also displaced from their land. 
   Under the pressures of assimilation to the dominant culture 
   Their religious and cultural identity was also threatened.] 
   
So how is the people of Israel to continue? 
 They are saying to each other: 
  ‘‘Our bones are dried up,  

our hope is gone,  
there’s nothing left of us.”i 

 
Our bones are dried up… 
 Our hope is gone… 
  There is nothing left of us… 
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Yes they are still breathing, 
 But the hope they have for living has evaporated. 
 
As once commentator notes: 
 
“This is a community that  

[in light of all that has happened now] 
sees no way forward.  

 
They are without resources, 

without energy,  
without motivation,  

without a plan,  
and without hope.”ii  

 
PAUSE 
 
Into this experience, 
 God gives his servant Ezekiel a vision. 
 
God takes Ezekiel into a valley full of bones. 
 A valley filled with dry bones. 
 
Have you ever seen a pile of human bones? 
   
You’ll see them in catacombs. 
 You’ll see them in lands in which atrocities  
  Have taken place. 
 
If you’ve ever seen human bones, 

 you might have felt a little queasy. 
 
But if we feel this way,  

imagine being from a priestly family 
  For whom bones are ceremonially unclean. 
 
Imagine being set amidst a valley piled with them. 
 That’s where God takes Ezekiel. 
  He is in a desperate wasteland. 
 
God takes Ezekiel into this valley of bones 
 And then asks him if they can live. 
 
God then calls Ezekiel to speak to them  
 And when he does, they start rattling and shaking 
  Bones re-assembling with new tendons 
   And new flesh and skin appearing. 
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And yet the remained without breath. 
 
Some of us have seen scattered bones. 

Many of us have seen bones reassembled. 
  

Maybe you remember a skeleton  
hanging in your biology or art classroom. 

Maybe you’ve seen a Body Worlds exhibit. 
 
In Ezekiel’s vision the bones are all reassembled, 
 But like the displays we’ve encountered 
  They still lack breath. 
 
God calls Ezekiel to again speak once again 
 Inviting God’s breath into them in an act of recreation. 
 
And we are told that they are suddenly reanimated. 
 That they “came to life and stood up on their feet”.iii 
 
Now this is amazing even for us in the 21st century. 
 
We know how to preserve. 
 We know how to reassemble. 
  But we don’t know how to reanimate. 
   Breath remains the gift of God. 
 
But don’t get distracted. 

This vision isn’t really about resurrection. 
  It is a metaphor for hope that only God can bring. 
 
God says to Ezekiel: 
 “these bones are the whole house of Israel.  
 
Listen to what they’re saying:  

‘Our bones are dried up,  
our hope is gone,  

there’s nothing left of us.’ 
 
 “Therefore, prophesy.  

Tell them, ‘God, the Master, says:  
 
I’ll dig up your graves and bring you out alive… 

Then I’ll take you straight to the land of Israel.  
 
When I dig up graves and bring you out as my people,   

you’ll realize that I am God.”iv 
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God has a prescription for people  
 For people who have lost joy in living. 
 
God has plans for us, for them, 
 Plans to provide hope and a future. 
 
History tells us this happened 
 For the people of Israel. 
 
While they were under the control of Babylon 
 God directs the fate of the Empires. 
 
In time Persia took over from their Babylonian overlords 
 And funds both the repatriation of God’s people 
  And the restoration of their land. 
 
PAUSE 
 
 
But what does this mean for us? 
 It is a good reminder that God is the source of all life. 
 
“In [the beginning] God creates through the divine “spirit/wind”  

which hovers over the primeval chaos and brings order  
and life out of chaos through the divine word… 

 
[In the beginning] when God breathes the divine ruah (breath, wind)  

into the human form made of dust,  
and only then does the human become “a living being.”v  

  
The same God that created at the beginning,  
 Recreates in the present. 
 
When God pours out his Spirit on Jesus’ followers  
 They are reformed as a new people 
  With a new life and new power. 
 
This is a good reminder 
 Of the source of life that is within us. 
 
Whatever loss we face 
 There is no place so desperate 
  That God cannot reach us. 
 
There is no situation so hopeless 
 That God cannot redeem it in God’s time. 
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This is a good reminder for us 
 Who endure all the blessings and challenges of living, 
  Both the sunshine and the rain. 
 
But it is also a reminder of our calling  

to share this good news with others. 
 
If Ezekiel was a prophet to the hopeless and lifeless in Babylon, 
 God is calling us to be prophets  

to those hopeless zombies 
 in our network of relationships. 

 
God has places us among them  

To proclaim a way out of exile 
And a return to their homeland. 

   
Sometimes this is proclaimed with words, 
 And often it is revealed in the live we share in the church. 
 
Someone commented at this past week’s Bible study 
 That maybe our church community is intended to be  
  A little piece of heaven 
   For people who are broken and hopeless. 
 
In his book Church: Why Bother?,  

Philip Yancey talks about his home church, 
And its transformational affect on others. 

 
He writes about Adolphus, 
 A troubled young man 
  Who had been broken in Vietnam. 
 
Yancey writes: 

[Adolphus] could never hold a job for long… 
and his fits of rage and craziness  

sometimes landed him in an asylum.  
 
But when possible, Adolphus was a regular attender at [church] 
 
If he took his medication on Sunday,  

he was manageable.  
 
Otherwise, well,  

church could be even more exciting than normal.  
 
He might start at the back  

and high-hurdle his way over each of the pews  
all the way down front to the altar.  
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He might raise his hands in the air during a sermon  

and make obscene gestures… 
 
Adolphus quickly learned that [the Prayers of the People]  

could be a platform for him to air his concerns  
so he’d say things like,  

‘Lord, thank You for creating Whitney Houston  
and her magnificent body!’  

 
After a puzzled pause  

a few chimed in weakly, ‘Lord, hear our prayer.’ 
 
Regular attenders came to expect the unexpected from Adolphus’ prayers.  

Once he prayed, ‘that the white honkey pastors of this church  
would see their houses burn down this week.’ 

 
No one replied, ‘Lord hear our prayer’ that time.  
 
Adolphus had already been kicked out of three other churches… 

but a group of people at LaSalle,  
including a doctor and a psychiatrist  

took on Adolphus as a special project.  
 
Every time he had an outburst  

they lovingly pulled him aside  
and talked it through… 

 
We learned that Adolphus sometimes walked five miles  

to attend LaSalle on Sunday  
because he could not afford the bus fare.  

 
Members of the church began to give him rides.  
 
Some invited him home for meals.  

Most Christmases, he spent with our assistant pastor’s family… 
 
Against all odds, Adolphus’ story has a happy ending— 

no doubt because of the grace-driven actions  
of the members of LaSalle Street.  

 
He calmed down.  

He started calling on people  
when he felt the craziness coming on.  

He even got married...”vi 
 
How many people do you know that are broken or hopeless? 

I wonder who could also use a little piece of heaven? 
  Maybe it is time to invite them home, to church? 
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Amen. 

 
i Ezekiel 37:11 MSG 
ii Dennis T. Olson “Ezekiel 37:1-14” The Lectionary Commentary: the Old Testament and Acts 462 
iii Ezekiel 37:10 NIV 
iv Ezekiel 37:11-14 MSG 
v Dennis T. Olson “Ezekiel 37:1-14” The Lectionary Commentary: the Old Testament and Acts 461-462 
vi Philip Yancey as quoted in "New Beginnings - Redland Baptist Church - Redland Baptist Church." 4 Dec. 2021, 
www.redlandbaptist.net/sermon/the-story-new-beginnings. 


