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    On the surface, this account we just shared from the book of Ezekiel seems to 
be a rather foolish, almost comical-sounding story. Imagine the prophet Ezekiel 
being whisked away by God and then being plopped right down in the middle of 
some strange valley. In astonishment, the prophet looks around and realizes that 
the valley is full of nothing but bones – dry, lifeless bones…. As far as Ezekiel can 
see there is only the skeletal remains of some great army that has perished – 
massacred perhaps at the hand of some enemy with both sides losing lives of 
fighters in great numbers. And then, to Ezekiel’s continued amazement, God 
orders the prophet to prophesy to these bones and tell them that they are going 
to live again…. 
    Now if you are like me, you might be tempted at this point to say something 
like, “Ah, Lord … can we talk this over a little bit? I’ve had to preach to some 
sleepy congregations … well, O.K. that was probably my own fault … but 
preaching to an already lifeless audience of dry bones … seriously? 
    But that’s not the response of old Ezekiel … He was apparently used to such odd 
requests - these bizarre ways of God … or maybe his oratory skills were lacking, 
and he was used to such unresponsive audiences … I’m just sayin’… At any rate, 
he simply does what he is told. He stands right in the middle of this valley and 
preaches to dry, lifeless bones! 
    Actually, Ezekiel might have been a bit brighter and bit more faithful than I 
might have been – he took God seriously here. And as he preached, the bones 
were joined together. The dry, lifeless bones began to take on flesh and renewed 
life. God said to Ezekiel: “Son of man, these bones are the whole house of Israel. 
Behold they say, ‘Our bones are dried up, and our HOPE has perished. We are 
completely cut off.’” “Therefore prophesy and say to them: ‘Thus says the Lord: 
Behold I will open your graves and cause you to come out of your graves, my 
people; and I will bring you to the land of Israel.” 
    This prophesy was undoubtedly ‘good news’ to a people – God’s people – who 
were in exile – that remnant who had remained faithful to the Lord while living in 
the midst of the foreign land of Babylon. But for us, this vision of Ezekiel’s is often 
a reminder of that humorous little song whose words and image lends itself to a 
lot of laughter: “ ‘De foot bone’s connected to the ankle bone… ‘de ankle bone’s 
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connected to the leg bone … and on and on the construction goes …. foolishly, 
comically… “Now hear ‘de word of ‘de Lord….” 
    Yea… foolish, comical … until we realize that we too feel like that faithful 
remnant – we too are in a kind of exiled state within our culture. That is why 
these words tend to sober us up as we listen carefully the preaching of the 
prophet. For we too are listening and looking for a vision of HOPE in the midst of 
our arid living … these days when we may feel we are in a wasteland … this valley 
of dry, lifeless bones. 
    The situation with Israel was simply this … The people of Israel had become 
stubborn and disobedient, ignoring their faith and forgetting their allegiance to 
the one God. The kings of both the northern kingdom and southern kingdom had 
become puppets of the rulers of Egypt to the south, and Babylon to the north. 
The people had become complacent concerning their faith – that tradition they 
had inherited from the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, and now they were 
worship the gods of the surrounding cultures. 
    So as punishment and as a wake-up call, God allowed the people of Israel to be 
defeated by the Babylonians, with most of the people being taken captive back to 
Babylon. Jerusalem and Israel became a kind of “graveyard” to what it had once 
been when Israel had been a strong nation under David and Solomon. 
    Oh, at times conditions in Babylon were bearable – maybe even a bit pleasant, 
but the faithful still felt humiliated and oppressed. They could not really build a 
life for themselves in this ‘foreign land.’ They were forbidden from returning 
home, and after 20 years the Israelites began to lose hope: “We will never be able 
to get back home. Where God in all of this? Why hasn’t God delivered us? 
    They were so distraught they seldom remembered or sang their songs of faith 
anymore. They hung up their harps and sat in bitterness by the River Chebar. They 
had lost hope in returning to their “land of promise” and felt God had abandoned 
them. 
    While those circumstances may be different from ours, those feelings of 
hopelessness are still being shared by many of us in our times. We remember 
farmers who have had their livelihood destroyed by drought or freeze, flood or by 
financially depressed markets. They stand in the midst of their fields or groves, 
parched with sun, eroded by raging waters, or ruined by a freeze, and suddenly 
are devoid of a money crop. Now they face huge debts, foreclosures on 
mortgages. 
    We are told the recent recession is now over, but tell that to those still 
unemployed or underemployed. Those now entering the job market must rely on 
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short-term, minimum wage positions just to make ends meet. Responsibilities and 
debts weigh heavily on such persons, not to mention the suffering of one’s 
esteem. 
    Hope also diminishes because of our lack of trust on one another. There are 
persistent threats of terrorists’ attacks, and billions continue to be spent on 
implements of war, because we cannot trust other nations. Those who receive 
our aide have learned how to cheat the system. Leaders in positions of power 
seem to use it only for selfish ends with little regard for the welfare of all. And all 
of this leaves us wondering about the inherent goodness of humanity – can we 
ever feel trusting and secure again? 
    And let’s not forget that many of us have been deeply hurt by death’s sting this 
past year. We have stood helplessly at the bedside of comatose patients, 
watching the breath of life slip away. We have shared the tears of those who have 
lost someone dear. And in the midst of all such circumstances there is a feeling of 
abandonment. In moments of honesty we too have felt our hope slipping away 
and wondered, “Where is God in all of this? Why hasn’t God delivered us? 
“Where is the hope?” 
    Yet, there is hope …. There is always hope! God was walking with those exiled 
people and had compassion for them. God had promised them a land since the 
time of Abraham, and it was to be their home. That promise - that place - had 
defined them as a people and as a nation; so it was to that place that they would 
return. God commanded Ezekiel to tell them: “I will put my spirit within you, and 
you will come to life, and I will place you in your own land. Then you will know 
that I the Lord have done it.” 
    “I will put my spirit within you…” says the Lord. The Lord is promising a new life 
for Israel. These words signaled the continuation of a promise to be fulfilled: the 
promise of rebirth, of new life – of hope! All these images were fostered by that 
one powerful word: spirit…. 
    In the Hebrew the word is pronounced “ru’ah” and can be translated as spirit, 
wind, or even … breath. It is the flexibility of the meaning of that word that gives 
this account from Ezekiel its deep richness. God says to those dry bones, “Behold I 
will cause my breath to enter you that you may come alive.”  
    After these bones take on flesh again, but still have no life, God then tells 
Ezekiel to prophesy and say, “Come from the four winds, O breath, and breathe 
into these slain that they may come to life.”  And as Ezekiel did so, it happened – 
the word of God brought new life to those dry, lifeless bones. 
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    The Hebrew people believed that life could exist ONLY if God breathed it; and 
conversely, life ceases when God’s life-breath is taken away. Thus, the spirit is the 
creative, life-giving force of God. From the book of Genesis we hear, “the spirit of 
God was brooding over the face of the waters…” and from those waters order and 
life was brought forth. And then, “When the Lord God formed man from the dust 
of the ground, he breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and man became a 
living being.” These accounts are creation accounts – creation overcoming chaos, 
creation with a purpose, creation given form and life by God alone. And now once 
again, the prophet assures the people that God’s creative word will take action 
among them again: “I will open your graves… I will put my spirit – my very breath 
– within you….” 
    Later prophet, preacher and our Savoir Jesus, continued God’s promise to us for 
whenever we enter those moments and incidents of the valley of dry, lifeless 
bones. He tells us, “I will ask the Father, and he will give you another helper, that 
he may be with you forever.” That helper is the Holy Spirit. This promise from our 
Lord is a word of life and hope for us. The words signal the fulfillment of a 
continual promise for rebirth, of new life, of hope. It is the hope that is 
symbolized in the light of that candle, declaring to us that God has come with the 
life-breath of Jesus Christ, and that life-breath – that spirit is eternally given. 
    We note that Ezekiel’s vision did not include a promise of resurrection from the 
dead AND the promise of eternal life. That promise comes only through the 
resurrection of God’s own Son. But Ezekiel’s vision still provides us with a 
powerful declaration of God’s creative and sustaining love which breathes life 
back into the empty shells of our lives. As one Old Testament scholar describes 
that vision:  “We see what no human power can bring about – a bestowal by God 
of grace leading out of death to life: Since (God through Christ) can put all earthly 
forces of death aside by his life-giving spirit.” 
    This grace that God gives us through the Lord Jesus Christ is characterized in his 
ministry as restoring life. Ponder his ministry… Whether the problem was the 
valley of illness, sinfulness, bitterness, or even death – Jesus pronounced his 
healing and forgiving grace upon every instance and brought wholeness and 
hope. He breathed new life into desperate situations, and now, by his Holy Spirit, 
he continues to provide new life into our lives right now.  Now HE comes to us as 
Spirit – as that same creative force of life that was the very nature of God from 
the very beginning of time. The risen Lord’s Spirit brings order out of our chaos, 
life to the dust of our living – the flesh of rebirth to our lives.’ 
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    I dare say we are a people who are still in need of hope – in fact, we are in 
desperate need of hope. In these days when our health care system is navigating 
over brooding, troubled waters, we need hope. In the face of the fear of terrorism 
which has dispelled our sense of security in this country, we need hope.  In an 
culture where citizens act out hatred, aggression and horrible violence upon 
innocent men, women and even children in shopping malls, airports, places of 
business - and even schools, we need hope. When leaders of government have 
invested more in partisan bickering than in negotiating and working together for 
the good of all, we need hope.  
    When there seem to be far more valleys than there are mountains tops, we 
need hope. When we sit beside our own personal riverbanks in bitterness, and 
our harps and voices are silent because our souls are cast down and our throats 
are dry with despair, we need to hear God say to us, ‘I will put my spirit within 
you and you shall live….” 
    The renewing hope which the prophet Ezekiel’s vision describes is the same 
hope which is shared with us through Jesus Christ as we enter this season of 
Advent.  As Paul wrote to the Romans:  “… you know what time it is, how it is now 
the moment for your to wake from sleep. For salvation is nearer to us now than 
when we first became believers; the night is gone, the day is near.” 
    Look at this table spread before us today. This is Emmanuel … this is God with 
us. He has come to us before, and in this season we expect his return. 
    So bone upon bone, flesh upon flesh, spirit upon spirit…  “Now hear de word of 
de Lord.” For the breath of God is here to bring new life.  Hope is in the wind…..                                                           
Amen. 
 
 
 
   
 
  


