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1 The hand of the Lord came upon me, and he brought me out by the spirit of the Lord 
and set me down in the middle of a valley; it was full of bones. 2 He led me all around 
them; there were very many lying in the valley, and they were very dry. 3 He said to me, 
"Mortal, can these bones live?" I answered, "O Lord God, you know." 4 Then he said to 
me, "Prophesy to these bones, and say to them: O dry bones, hear the word of the Lord. 5 
Thus says the Lord God to these bones: I will cause breath to enter you, and you shall live. 
6 I will lay sinews on you, and will cause flesh to come upon you, and cover you with 
skin, and put breath in you, and you shall live; and you shall know that I am the Lord." 7 
So I prophesied as I had been commanded; and as I prophesied, suddenly there was a 
noise, a rattling, and the bones came together, bone to its bone. 8 I looked, and there were 
sinews on them, and flesh had come upon them, and skin had covered them; but there 
was no breath in them. 9 Then he said to me, "Prophesy to the breath, prophesy, mortal, 
and say to the breath: Thus says the Lord God: Come from the four winds, O breath, and 
breathe upon these slain, that they may live." 10 I prophesied as he commanded me, and 
the breath came into them, and they lived, and stood on their feet, a vast multitude. 11 
Then he said to me, "Mortal, 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.' 12 Therefore 
prophesy, and say to them, Thus says the Lord God: I am going to open your graves, and 
bring you up from your graves, O my people; and I will bring you back to the land of 
Israel. 13 And you shall know that I am the Lord, when I open your graves, and bring you 
up from your graves, O my people. 14 I will put my spirit within you, and you shall live, 
and I will place you on your own soil; then you shall know that I, the Lord, have spoken 
and will act, says the Lord."  (Ez. 37:1-14 NRSV) 
 
1 Now a certain man was ill, Lazarus of Bethany, the village of Mary and her sister 
Martha. 2 Mary was the one who anointed the Lord with perfume and wiped his feet with 
her hair; her brother Lazarus was ill. 3 So the sisters sent a message to Jesus, "Lord, he 
whom you love is ill." 4 But when Jesus heard it, he said, "This illness does not lead to 
death; rather it is for God's glory, so that the Son of God may be glorified through it." 5 
Accordingly, though Jesus loved Martha and her sister and Lazarus, 6 after having heard 
that Lazarus was ill, he stayed two days longer in the place where he was. 7 Then after 
this he said to the disciples, "Let us go to Judea again." 8 The disciples said to him, "Rabbi, 
the Jews were just now trying to stone you, and are you going there again?" 9 Jesus 
answered, "Are there not twelve hours of daylight? Those who walk during the day do 
not stumble, because they see the light of this world. 10 But those who walk at night 
stumble, because the light is not in them." 11 After saying this, he told them, "Our friend 
Lazarus has fallen asleep, but I am going there to awaken him." 12 The disciples said to 
him, "Lord, if he has fallen asleep, he will be all right." 13 Jesus, however, had been 
speaking about his death, but they thought that he was referring merely to sleep. 14 Then 
Jesus told them plainly, "Lazarus is dead. 15 For your sake I am glad I was not there, so 
that you may believe. But let us go to him." 16 Thomas, who was called the Twin, said to 
his fellow disciples, "Let us also go, that we may die with him."  17 When Jesus arrived, he 
found that Lazarus had already been in the tomb four days. 18 Now Bethany was near 
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Jerusalem, some two miles away, 19 and many of the Jews had come to Martha and Mary 
to console them about their brother. 20 When Martha heard that Jesus was coming, she 
went and met him, while Mary stayed at home. 21 Martha said to Jesus, "Lord, if you had 
been here, my brother would not have died. 22 But even now I know that God will give 
you whatever you ask of him." 23 Jesus said to her, "Your brother will rise again." 24 
Martha said to him, "I know that he will rise again in the resurrection on the last day." 25 
Jesus said to her, "I am the resurrection and the life. Those who believe in me, even 
though they die, will live, 26 and everyone who lives and believes in me will never die. 
Do you believe this?" 27 She said to him, "Yes, Lord, I believe that you are the Messiah, 
the Son of God, the one coming into the world." 28 When she had said this, she went back 
and called her sister Mary, and told her privately, "The Teacher is here and is calling for 
you." 29 And when she heard it, she got up quickly and went to him. 30 Now Jesus had 
not yet come to the village, but was still at the place where Martha had met him. 31 The 
Jews who were with her in the house, consoling her, saw Mary get up quickly and go out. 
They followed her because they thought that she was going to the tomb to weep there. 32 
When Mary came where Jesus was and saw him, she knelt at his feet and said to him, 
"Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died."  33 When Jesus saw her 
weeping, and the Jews who came with her also weeping, he was greatly disturbed in 
spirit and deeply moved. 34 He said, "Where have you laid him?" They said to him, "Lord, 
come and see." 35 Jesus began to weep. 36 So the Jews said, "See how he loved him!" 37 
But some of them said, "Could not he who opened the eyes of the blind man have kept 
this man from dying?" 38 Then Jesus, again greatly disturbed, came to the tomb. It was a 
cave, and a stone was lying against it. 39 Jesus said, "Take away the stone." Martha, the 
sister of the dead man, said to him, "Lord, already there is a stench because he has been 
dead four days." 40 Jesus said to her, "Did I not tell you that if you believed, you would 
see the glory of God?" 41 So they took away the stone. And Jesus looked upward and said, 
"Father, I thank you for having heard me. 42 I knew that you always hear me, but I have 
said this for the sake of the crowd standing here, so that they may believe that you sent 
me." 43 When he had said this, he cried with a loud voice, "Lazarus, come out!" 44 The 
dead man came out, his hands and feet bound with strips of cloth, and his face wrapped 
in a cloth. Jesus said to them, "Unbind him, and let him go."  45 Many of the Jews 
therefore, who had come with Mary and had seen what Jesus did, believed in him. (Jn. 
11:1-45 NRSV) 
 

1 
 We live in troubling and uncertain times…such troubling and uncertain times that 
it should come as no surprise that movie and TV producers crank out monster and alien 
movies, post-apocalyptic films, and tales of planetary destruction.1  Look at some of the 
most popular television programs:  Game of Thrones, The Walking Dead, Fox News.  
Doomsday predictors ought to be able to check lots of boxes and convincingly claim the 
end is near.   
 It is often said that truth is stranger than fiction.  We are certainly living in a day 
fiction writers would have to work hard to match…a time so weird, so discombobulating, 
so distressing that many hope this is just a bizarre dream from which we will soon all 
awaken.  Many of us are wondering if we can, if it is possible, to awaken from this 
disturbing, mean-spirited, and disagreeable dream. 
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2 
 In the early part of the 6th-century BC, when Babylonian armies swept through 
Jerusalem destroying the temple, reducing the city to rubble, and carrying off its people 
into exile – it was a severe blow to faith.  To the average Hebrew, it seemed God had been 
defeated, God's land conquered, and God's people scattered.  The exiles had little hope of 
resuscitating the kingdom of Judah.  Their hopes, their future, had been cut off.   
 Among the exiles was Ezekiel, a young man chosen by God to renew the faith of the 
exiles.  In a vision, Ezekiel found himself wandering in a valley piled high with human 
bones.  Not just a skeleton here and there…but very dry, sun-bleached bones as far as his 
eyes could see.  "Can these bones live?" asked the Lord.   
 Taking a slow look around, Ezekiel must have thought self-improvement wasn't an 
option for these bones…that this was not a situation that could be reversed through a fresh 
shot of obedience or a change of heart.2  Yet, the prophet did not presume to have an 
answer other than, "God only knows." 
 God's question was not one Ezekiel or you or I can answer because the power for 
life is held only by God.  Only God knows…not because God has "information," but 
because only God has the power to make life happen.3 
 So God instructed Ezekiel to speak to the bones.  "Tell the bones I will cause them to 
be covered by flesh once again."  And that is what Ezekiel did.   
 Can you imagine what a sight must have followed?  We've seen enough zombie 
movies to imagine the bones of each body creeping together.  Do you suppose the 
scattered bones found their way back to their original bodies?  We can hear them sliding 
across the sand and clicking into place before they became clothed with muscles and sinew 
and skin.  The toe bone connected to and foot bone…the foot bone connected to the ankle 
bone… 
 Still, these cadavers you might find in a med school dissection lab didn't seem very 
life-like.  The Lord again commanded Ezekiel to prophesy.  "Call to the breath," God said.  
"So I prophesied as God commanded," said Ezekiel, "and the breath came into them, and 
they lived, and stood up on their feet, a huge army." 
 What was this all about?  Whose bones were these, anyway? God was about to 
make plain the vision.   
 

These bones are the whole house of Israel.  Behold (the people in exile) say, 'Our bones are 
dried up, and our hope is lost; we are cut off completely.' Therefore (Ezekiel) prophesy, and 
say to them, thus says the Lord God: I am going to open your graves, and bring you up 
from your graves, O my people; and I will bring you back to the land of Israel. And you 
shall know that I am the Lord. 

 
 Like the exiles Ezekiel addressed, we face events that intrude upon our lives, 
tempting us to despair and lose hope. Not many of us have escaped circumstances that 
had the potential to put us in the category of zombies.  You and I face varying degrees of 
death in life through transitions that take place in daily events.  Each change is a little like 
death: the loss of childhood freedom as we move into the confusing world of adolescence; 
leaving home and parents; facing the responsibilities of adulthood; having children from 
whom we are separated as they go off to college or marry; having to become parents to 
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our parents.  Many of us have faced war and the loss that creates – or the loss of a job, the 
loss of a loved one or spouse through death or divorce – the loss of physical abilities that 
accompanies aging or serious illness.  The list could go on and on. 

3 
 Our faith declares that from dry bones God can cause life to arise.  When all hope 
has vanished, God can provide hope…for, indeed, there is truly no hope, no life, no future, 
no meaning apart from the living God. 
 Martha and Mary and all their family and friends finally gave up hope their brother 
Lazarus would live.  He had been dead four days…which, according to that culture, was 
the number of days required to declare someone dead as a doornail.  Martha had hoped 
her friend Jesus would arrive in time…she knew he could heal Lazarus.  But Jesus' hadn't 
come and Lazarus had died and she was fairly put out with Jesus. 
 When Jesus finally showed up, he said to her, "Your brother will rise again."  
Mimicking a fairly common Jewish belief, Martha said to him, "I know he will rise again in 
the resurrection at the last day."  Then Jesus said, "I am the resurrection and the life" – and 
in so doing asked her to believe resurrection and new life were also available in the 
present. 
 We tend to think of resurrection and new life as something that happens when life 
ends.  Jesus was making the claim that resurrection and new life are what happens when 
life begins in him now.4 
 Christ wanted Martha, Mary, Lazarus, the crowd, and you and me to live in the 
knowledge and confidence that things are not always as they seem…because God alone 
has the final word.  Though it may be reasonable to assume dry bones will never again 
breathe…God alone has the final word.  Though it may be reasonable to assume dead 
people stay dead…God alone has the final word.  Though despair may be understandable 
in 2017 America…God alone has the final word. 
 So, instead of despairing in the face of his friend's death, Jesus called Lazarus and 
said, "Lazarus, come forth."  I am confident there is a sense in which from across time the 
Lord also calls to the walking dead…to you and me.  He calls us to come forth from our 
paralysis, our hopelessness, our specific form of death.  He calls us to live.  He calls us to 
be the community of the resurrection.  He calls us to a kind of living known as eternal life. 

4 
 Beside asking us to trust that God can make a way when there seem to be no 
ways…what else is there in these two stories for us to take away with us today?   
 As it see it, there are times when you and I need to be Ezekiel and offer ourselves as 
agents of God's revitalizing power. We can enter the valley of dry bones to stand among 
and with them to speak the word of new life that is possible through the work of God's 
Spirit. 
 I also believe there are times when we need to be Jesus and call others from 
whatever living death lays over them. We don't need any special training.  All we need is a 
heart grateful for the life and breath God has given us, the faith that God goes with us, the 
knowledge that God can restore fullness of life, and the willingness to share that 
knowledge with others. 
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 "I am the resurrection and the life," says Jesus.  "Those who believe in me, though 
they die, yet shall they live…"  Go prove it.  Amen. 
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