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In his book A Grief Observed, C.S. Lewis wonders whether people ever ask God questions that cannot
be answered. “Can a mortal ask questions which God finds unanswerable? Quite easily, | should think.” Lewis
writes. “All nonsense questions are unanswerable. How many hours are in a mile? Is yellow square or round?
Probably half the questions we ask - half our great theological and metaphysical problems - are like that.”

In the strange verses we just read from Ezekiel 37, God asks Lewis’s question from the other
direction. Instead of a human asking God a nonsense question, in the valley of dry bones God asks a human a
nonsense question: “Son of Man, can these bones live?” And Ezekiel can’t respectfully say “Of course not.” So,
he responds, “Sovereign Lord, you alone know.”

It’s hard to know exactly what makes Ezekiel say that. Maybe it’s deep resignation. Maybe it’s
profound faith in God’s good action, whatever that may be. Or maybe it's some of both. Either way, Ezekiel
reflects the tempered hope of someone who has suffered. He lobs the unanswerable question back into God’s
court. “Sovereign Lord, you alone know” if there is life after this kind of death.

Ezekiel was from Jerusalem, educated as a priest, and had the distinction of ministering to people
whose faith and hope were at low ebb. He was a contemporary of Daniel and Jeriemiah, and he lived about
600 years before Jesus during a tumultuous time in ancient Israel. As a young man Ezekiel was deported to
Babylon along with thousands of his contemporaries. And now, a thousand miles away from home, Ezekiel
serves among refugees from his homeland, living in an encampment by the Kebar River. Psalm 137 gives a
glimpse into the exiles’ misery: “By the rivers of Babylon we sat and wept when we remembered Zion.... How
can | sing the songs of the Lord while in a foreign land?”

So, God’s nonsense question in Ezekiel’s vision — “Can these dry bones live?” —fits the hopelessness of
the people’s situation. They lost more than their homes when they were forced out by Babylon. They lost their
connection to God. They understood that connection to be rooted in and reinforced by living as God’s
servants, in the promised land, near the temple where God’s glory lived.

In the passage we just read, Ezekiel 37:11 gives God’s three-part diagnosis of their spiritual sickness.
It’s not a bad way to think of the overall backdrop for Ezekiel’s ministry, actually: “Our bones are dry, our hope
is gone and we are cut off.” That’s the stated condition of God’s exiled people. But it’s also fair to say that
“dry-bone sickness” has been festering among Ezekiel’s people for a while, even back in the comfort of home.
Whenever the people of Judah and Israel reject God as their primary source of strength and life, their long-
term outlook is bleak. The scene Ezekiel perceives in the valley of dry bones stands for both physical death and
its close cousin, despair—a kind of living death.

An eerie vision transports Ezekiel to a valley wasteland that’s the stuff of nightmares. As far as the eye
can see there are skeletons. A glistening skull here; an exposed ribcage there. Ezekiel doesn’t perch on a
distant plateau gawking through binoculars. He comes close to the carnage, following God through the
accursed valley of human remains. Tibias and fibulas and metatarsals; femurs and pelvic bones, spines and
shoulder blades. Some of the skeletons are intact and others are splintered. Ezekiel feels the wind on his face,
breathes the dry air. A crow’s cry pierces the silence. Ezekiel feels oppressed by the physical and spiritual
horror of this place.

These bones are dead. Not “mostly-dead, slightly alive” in the Miracle Max way, if you are familiar with
the old Rob Reiner movie The Princess Bride. Dead Dead. No resuscitation power in the world can make these
bones live. And if Ezekiel didn’t know better, he’d almost think God’s question was cruel: “Son of man, can
these bones live?” “Sovereign Lord, only you know,” Ezekiel says. Rather than answering Ezekiel, the Lord
gives him another strange task in the vision: To preach to the very old, very dry bones. “Dry bones, hear the



word of the Lorb! This is what the Sovereign LORD says to these bones: | will make breath enter you, and you
will come to life. | will attach tendons to you and make flesh come upon you and cover you with skin; | will put
breath in you, and you will come to life. Then you will know that | am the Lorbp.””

A great rattling echoes through the valley. Bone strikes bone, assembled as if by invisible hands.
Cartilage cushions joints and tendons strap muscles to structure. Skin spreads seamlessly over trunk and limb.
Just like that the company of those long dead look as though they might be only asleep. But as yet there is no
breath, no life. Another word is needed. So, God says, “Prophesy to the breath; prophesy, son of man...:
‘Come, breath, from the four winds and breathe into these slain, that they may live.”” So | prophesied as he
commanded me, and breath entered them; they came to life and stood up on their feet.

Ezekiel preaches to the breath from the four winds of the earth, and the wind sent by God breathes
the breath of life into those long dead. Those God has formed and made he now fills, just as he did with Adam
at creation. The dry bones become living beings. And an image of life out of death by the Word and the Spirit
of God is etched on Ezekiel’s mind’s eye. It lends power to the preached message he will bring back to the
people of God. God tells Ezekiel to preach to the people based on what he has seen: “I am going to open your
graves and bring you up [out of Babylon] ... | will put my spirit in you and | will settle you in your own land.
Then you will know that | am the Lord.”

As Christians, we believe in life beyond the grave. We believe that to be absent from the body is to be
present with our bodily resurrected Lord, and that one day when Jesus returns, he will raise our bodies to be
like his own glorious body.

Whether or not this passage in Ezekiel is a good one to point to in reference to the Christian doctrine of
individual bodily resurrection is a matter of some debate. The early church tended to understand this passage
that way. And we who live in light of Jesus’ resurrection definitely hear those overtones. But at the time of
Ezekiel, the exiles were still sorting out their understanding of life after death.

A hundred years or so earlier, the writer of Ecclesiastes was expressing trademark uncertainty about
the afterlife: “Who knows whether the spirit of man goes upward and the spirit of the beast goes down to the
earth?” (3:21). Who knows? Later, the book of Daniel says more: “Multitudes who sleep in the dust of the
earth will awake: some to everlasting life, others to shame and everlasting contempt.” (12:2). Minimally,
Ezekiel’s audience of exiles expected that God had power over life and death, blessing and cursing. Death itself
was not an obstacle to God, even though seeing it reversed didn’t happen very often.

Perhaps more urgently for the near term, Ezekiel’s listeners were sorting out whether they had any
future worth looking forward to with God at all. The exiles faced despair as a kind of death in life. If the long-
dead skeleton of the people of Israel was to have any chance of renewed life and hope, God would have to be
the one to do something about it. And through Ezekiel’s vision and preaching, God guaranteed that he would.

A Hebrew word that shows up over and over in this passage is “ruach.” It appears ten times, even
though it’s disguised because different English words are used to translate it. Anytime you see the English
words spirit, breath, or wind in this passage, that’s “ruach.” Ruach is the Spirit of God that brings Ezekiel the
vision. Ruach is the breath that God sends by the ruach-wind of creation to re-fill the re-formed bodies with
life. And no less importantly, ruach is the Spirit, the personal presence God promises to send when he says, “I
will put my Spirit on you and you will live.” Ruach is the God-breathed life on which everything depends. In
this passage it assures both physical life and spiritual life. It assures the death of despair and the restoration of
hope.

What about us? When you look at the world around you, when you look at your relationships or your
health or the state of your own heart, is your song a song of hope? Or, if you’re honest, would you say tonight
that you could join in the refrain of the dry bones? “Our bones are dry; our hope is gone, we ourselves are cut
off. Our bones are dry, our hope is gone, and we ourselves are cut off.” Some of us may have good reason to
lift just such a chorus. Ezekiel’s preaching gives us an outline to riff on as we do. But because of the ruach of
God, physical death or spiritual despair are never the last verse of the song. There is always hope.



Living in hope doesn’t mean a false cheerfulness or smoothing out the rough edges of how bad things
are. We don’t have to downplay the effects of sin or suffering. Christian hope is actually the thing that allows
us to say how bad things are, without losing our way in the middle of the darkest valleys. If Lent teaches us
anything, it’s that.

But living in biblical hope also means we can say, “I am not my own; | belong, body and soul in life and
in death,” to Jesus. We refuse to call ourselves our own masters, in control of our own lives. Hope that is
anchored in God allows us to live by trust in the One who is both our source and our redeemer. The lives we
live, we live to God. The hope we have, we have from God.

This week | read an article by a faculty member at Denver Seminary who also works as a doctor at a
clinic for people who are homeless. He tells the story of interacting with a patient who reported attempting
suicide six times. The large number even shocked him, a seasoned physician in that field. But each time, the
patient said, something surprising happened to intervene and save the man’s life. And then the patient told
the doctor, “l don’t think there’s much use in trying again. God must have a reason I’'m still here.”

The patient’s comment prompted the Christian doctor to keep wondering about treating more than a
patient’s body. He recognized the initial but clear effects of the antidote to despair- hope. Hope was just
beginning to enliven his patient. Seeing his life in the light of a purpose and a power beyond himself
strengthened him, here, now. Still and all, with the challenges of his life. And so, the doctor wondered. If his
patient’s “sickness” was not only a physical or mental health condition but also spiritual despair, who could
come along to keep facilitating regular infusions of hope? This wasn’t the right field of treatment for the
medical system. But frequent reminders of the God who establishes life for dry bones and fresh breath for
spirits was a key part of a patient’s path to a renewed life.

When has the gift of God’s enlivening hope breathed into you from the outside? Maybe it has come in
ways so ordinary you hardly notice them - a friend’s phone call to check in right as you needed it, or
someone’s small act of service? Or maybe the hope has arrived as a sort of living resurrection, of new life for
your soul - an inexplicable sense of God’s care with all outside evidence to the contrary, a dream that jolts you
awake to the weighty glory of the Spirit’s presence, or a Scripture passage that speaks to you again as if for the
first time.

People of God, if you have your own stories of fresh infusions of the Spirit’s hope, please don’t keep
them to yourselves. Share them at appropriate times and places. The people around you need to hear them.

As God’s breath gives life to inanimate bodies in a valley, God’s Spirit breathes God’s own life into
God’s people. Because Jesus lives, God holds our hope of ultimate fulfillment of promises yet to be kept. And
it’s God who sustains us and feeds us at his table in the meantime. “Praise be to the God and Father of our
Lord Jesus Christ! In his great mercy he has given us new birth into a living hope through the resurrection of
Jesus Christ from the dead, and into an inheritance that can never perish, spoil, or fade.” Amen
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