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‘Hope in Unexpected Circumstances” 

Text: Ezekiel 37:1-14 

 

I have heard that when Sigmund Freud read the Sermon on the Mount, he responded with one 

word: “Impossible.”  One can understand such a response.  The brief sermon by Jesus called his 

followers to forgive one another, love their enemies, live justly toward one another and other 

radical ways of living.  These are deeply challenging words.  One can understand the feelings 

that such statements are impossible. 

 

But Christianity specializes in the impossible.  As one writer has said, “When the world says 

something is impossible, look out!  God is about to do something incredible.”   

 

These feel like impossible times.  Every time we turn on the news, the circumstances become 

more frightening.  We read about the overwhelmed hospitals and medical centers, doctors and 

nurses working overtime, often at their own risk, to care for those with the virus.  We continue to 

think about our loved ones and their well-being.  It is hard to write a sermon because it feels like 

this pandemic is a moving target.  As soon as I write something, it becomes old news, supplanted 

by new information.  Words do not come easily in this time.  And I worry about offering 

simplistic platitudes that do not really address our shared fears.  It is hard to know what to say, 

but I pray that God will guide us all to know how to respond to seemingly impossible times. 

 

With that goal, let us join our hearts in prayer:  Eternal God, we hardly know how to pray.  

Our words seem inadequate.  We don’t know where to turn.  So, for a brief time, help us to 

be still, to be silent, to be surrounded by and filled with your Spirit.  Enfold us in your 

arms and help us to find a bit of hope for this day, something to hold onto, something to 

point us in the right direction.  Guide us through the difficult days.  Amen. 

 

One of the things that has been a source of help and hope for me has been the gift of music.  I 

have listened to some old favorites and discovered some new musicians that have offered 

inspiration for these times.  One of those old favorites is Hoosier singer and songwriter Carrie 

Newcomer.  This week she played a life concert from her home featuring the song “You Can Do 

This Hard Thing.”  She noted that the inspiration for this song came from someone who had 

lived with this as her mantra.  No matter what the circumstances, she lived by the philosophy that 

she could do this hard thing.  Let me share a few of the lyrics that Carrie Newcomer wrote:  

 

Late at night I called 

And you answered the phone 

The worst it had happened 

And I did not want to be alone 



You quietly listened 

You said "We'll see this thru." 

 

You can do this hard thing 

You can do this hard thing 

It's not easy I know 

But I believe that it's so 

You can do this hard thing 

 

Here we stand breathless 

And pressed in hard times 

Hearts hung like laundry 

On backyard clothes lines 

Impossible just takes 

A little more time 

 

From the muddy ground 

Comes a green volunteer 

In a place we thought barren 

New life appears 

Morning will come whistling 

Some comforting tune 

For you 

 

Difficult circumstances call forth that inner strength, a strength that we may not have even been 

aware was present.  We dig down deep and find the ability to face whatever may come.  We may 

not know how we are going to make it through, but we find the resolve that says I will find a 

way.  You have shown that strength and resilience through many a circumstance.  I have heard it 

from people who have received frightening diagnoses.  Somewhere after the shock wears off, I 

hear people responding with an inner strength that says, “I will find a way through this.” 

 

The other thing I hear in this song and through your strong voices, is that we do not face these 

things alone.  Although today, we are worshipping from separate households, unable to reach out 

and touch the hand of the person next to you, or to give that understanding nod to a friend 

nearby, we are not alone.  We continue to be a community of care, God’s beloved community.  

We pray for one another, we offer encouragement to each other, we reach out in the ways we are 

able to hold one another firm in these times. 

 

It is ironic and timely that one of the lectionary readings for this morning is the one we heard 

from Ezekiel.  These seem to be the right words for the right time.  In some churches, this text is 

preached on an annual basis.  The sermon, often similar from year to year, is called the Dry 

Bones sermon.  It is a sermon intended to instill hope and enthusiasm when we are faced with 

discouragement. 

 



The original text was written when the Hebrew people were living in exile.  They have been far 

from home for a long time.  They are discouraged and becoming doubtful that they will ever 

return to their homeland.  This, they fear, may be their new normal. 

 

The prophet Ezekiel says that the hand of God came upon him and took him to a valley that was 

full of dry bones.  God led him around the bones.  He is struck by their great number and their 

extreme dryness.  This was an indication that they had been there for a very long time.  This 

place had not seen habitation for a very long time. 

 

Then God asked Ezekiel, “Can these bones live?”  Ezekiel is noncommittal in his answer. He 

says, “O Lord, you know.”  The New Interpreter’s Bible Commentary notes that absent vocal 

inflections and gestures, it is difficult to know how to interpret this vague response.  It might be, 

“O Lord, you know” indicating that the answer depended upon God.  Or it might be a phrase 

spoken with hesitation or resignation, “O Lord….you know.”   

 

Perhaps that vagueness is a gift to the modern listener.  When faced with the impossible 

situations we hear the voice of God whispering to us, “Do you think it is possible that new life 

can spring forth from this situation?”  And we are left to decide how to respond.  Is it possible?  

Is there hope?  Is all lost or is there a glimmer of hope? 

 

The translations of this account say that God instructed Ezekiel to prophesy to the bones.  But it 

does not mean to prophesy in the traditional sense of predicting the future or conveying what is 

about to happen.  To prophesy here might be better translated as tell them a story of faith.  

Encourage them. Share a word of hope.  Believe in the impossible.  

 

When Ezekiel does this, something unexpected happens.  In the most unlikely of places, life 

begins to spring forth.  Bones begin to connect, one to another.  Where once there was a valley 

filled with dry, brittle bones, how there were sounds of life.  The scriptures say that a wind blew 

among the bones, animating them with life.  As I mentioned in a video devotion recently, the 

word for wind is the same word as spirit.  It is the word that was used in Genesis when it says 

God breathed life into the human being.  Wind, breath, life came to those bones and they were 

filled with life.  Hope had sprung up in the most unlikely of places. 

 

I was reminded this week of a friend who lost his wife to cancer.  I was sitting with him at his 

home after the funeral.  Things had settled down enough that he was dealing with the reality of 

the grief he was facing.  He was alone.   He had cared for his wife through her struggles.  He had 

been there in the hospital when she needed someone to feed her.  He was there at home when she 

needed someone to administer treatments.  His whole life had been focused on her care.  Now 

that she was gone, he didn’t know what to do next. 

 

There in the living room, we sat together, often with long periods of silence.  At one point he 

asked me, “What am I supposed to do now?”  It was an important and powerful question.  It was 

the question God asked Ezekiel in the wilderness.  Can there be life again?  Is there reason to 

hope or is it all over with?  The only answer I could give was the same as Ezekiel’s.  I said, “I 

don’t know.” 

 



I didn’t know how else to respond.  There were no easy answers.  All I could honestly say at that 

point was that he was not alone.  He had the support of family and friends.  He had the support of 

a loving congregation.  And God was with him.  It didn’t seem like much, but it was all I had.  It 

was the best I could offer. 

 

Year later, he surprised me when he brought up that conversation.  He said that it had meant a lot 

to him.  I hadn’t tried to fix anything.  Then again, I couldn’t have fixed it if I tried.  I hadn’t told 

him to get over it.  All I had to offer was the hopefulness that he was not alone.  Surprisingly, 

this was more than enough and helped him find life where it seemed distant. 

 

As we face the current crisis together, it may feel like a dangerous valley.  All around us fearful 

images, haunting stories, a labyrinth of impossibilities.  But we have gathered together today to 

hear a story.  To be reminded of hope.  Rev. Nadia Bolz-Weber wrote, “almost always, when I 

experience God, it comes in the form of some kind of death and resurrection.”  God doesn’t wait 

until Easter morning.  God doesn’t wait until the lilies are in bloom.  God brings new life in 

desert places, hope in unexpected circumstances.  God meets us in those moments when we 

wonder if we can keep moving forward.  And God helps us take another step.  And then another.  

And another.  Dear friends, we can do this hard thing.  We will do it with God at our side and 

with the support of those around us. 


