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“Seeking: Can These Bones Live?” 

Texts: Ezekiel 37:1-14 & John 11:1-45 

 

We are in the home stretch of Lent, leaving us only one week before Holy Week begins. Are you 

ready for the roller coaster of emotion? The highs of the triumphal entry and resurrection, and 

the lows of Jesus’ suffering and death? Let’s take a moment to pray and prepare our hearts for 

what the Spirit will speak to us this day and in the days to come. 

 

Lord of Hope, 

Lent is both a long and short season. We may have gleaned a harvest of new life from you in our 

fast, or we may find ourselves lacking in basic spiritual sustenance. Wherever we reside today, 

open our hearts to receive a word from you, that we might find hope in the bleakest of 

circumstances. Amen. 

 

In 1995, Aron Ralston was an experienced hiker and mountaineer who embarked on a solo trip to 

explore a remote canyon in Utah. During his trek, he slipped and fell, dislodging a boulder that 

crushed his right arm and pinned him to the canyon wall. 

 

Trapped and alone with limited supplies, Aron knew that his situation was dire. He attempted to 

free himself, but the boulder was too heavy, and he couldn't budge it. After several days, he 

began to run out of food and water, and he realized that he might not survive much longer. Aron 

was literally trapped between a rock and a hard place, and he had to make some dire decisions in 

order to survive.  

 

You may have seen his story depicted in the film 127 Hours. Ralston made the decision to use 

his tools and experience to amputate his own arm in order to have a chance at survival. It was his 

only remaining option as his supplies dwindled. Though this choice was incredibly painful, it 

was an action that gave him the slim opportunity of survival. 

 

I would venture to say that none of us hearing this sermon today have faced such a dire physical 

choice, but many have experienced impossible situations that required miracles. We recognize 

times where hope is lost and moments of hanging on by a mere thread. When our parent’s 

medical condition deteriorates, and the doctors are unsure how to proceed. When our child’s 

addiction holds them in a grip that may take them down forever. When we are so snowed under 

by debt that it seems like there’s no way to make ends meet. We all need a miracle sometimes. 

 

Our Scriptures today paint dramatic pictures of the possibility of miracles. In Ezekiel, we find 

the prophet standing in a desolate valley full of dried bones. I imagine this place is a desert, 

complete with blowing sand and tumble weeds. There is no visible life to be found. We can only 



see death. God then asks Ezekiel a question, “Can these bones live?” I probably would have been 

sarcastic with God at this point. Duh, God, these things are long gone! But Ezekiel is a bit more 

patient in his response, lobbing back to God that only God knows if the bones have any potential 

for life. This reply demonstrates some trust that Ezekiel has that God can do something here. He 

has witnessed God doing miracles before and understands that God hasn’t brought Ezekiel to the 

desert for nothing. 

 

God then commands Ezekiel to prophesy. God welcomes Ezekiel into the process of the miracle, 

allowing him to participate in the work. God could certainly do it all alone, but God seems to 

desire a partner in the rejuvenation to come. 

 

As Ezekiel prophesies to the bones that they hear the word of the Lord, the bones begin to rise 

up, connecting with one another, suddenly rebuilding muscle and tendons and skin. But 

something is still missing. There is no life. The breath of life is missing. So again, God 

commands to Ezekiel to prophesy that the Spirit, the breath of life, would come upon the bones, 

like when God breathed life into the nostrils of Adam at the creation. The miracle is not complete 

without this breath. 

 

God uses this powerful vision to prepare Ezekiel to teach all of Israel that their ancestral lands 

are not lost forever and that their identity as a people is not dead. God has promised to make a 

way where there seems to be no way for the people of God. 

 

The story in Ezekiel is a powerful representation of God’s challenge for us to seek hope in 

impossible circumstances when our communities are struggling. We can resonate with this 

challenge today. As the opioid and fentanyl addiction crises ravage lives in our community and 

we see no end in sight, we need to find hope in those desert valleys. As stories of mass shootings 

seem to fold into one another and we can no longer remember any of the victims’ names, we 

need to seek the miracle found in God’s call to Ezekiel to partner in a miracle of new life made 

out of wreckage. 

 

In the early 1980s, the small town of Kalamazoo, Michigan was facing a crisis. The local 

economy had taken a hit, with major employers closing their doors and leaving many residents 

unemployed. Crime rates were high, and many residents felt a sense of hopelessness and despair. 

 

But rather than giving up, the community came together to turn things around. Local leaders, 

business owners, and residents formed a coalition called the Kalamazoo Promise, which pledged 

to provide free college education to every student who graduated from the city's public high 

schools. 

 

This bold initiative had a transformative impact on the town. It inspired residents to invest in 

their local schools and businesses, creating new opportunities and revitalizing the economy. 

Crime rates began to drop as more young people pursued education and career opportunities, and 

the town's sense of community pride was rekindled. 

 

Instead of remaining in despair about the economic changes in their city, the residents of 

Kalamazoo, made a choice to engage the challenge before them. Like Ezekiel, they had a vision 



of what their future could look like, and they worked toward change. Their choices were not 

without struggle and required a commitment to the vision and a collaborative spirit where there 

may have once been competition or a sense of scarcity. Though the stories of Kalamazoo and 

Israel’s restoration contain many stops and starts, the vision for something better helped to carry 

these communities to a better life together. 

 

The places where hope is absent are not just about our communities. Our personal lives can be 

full of strife and pain as well. In the story John tells about Jesus and Lazarus, we meet two sisters 

who are overcome with grief. Their brother Lazarus has been dead for four days. They had sent 

word for Jesus to come days ago, when his illness was progressing, but he was not yet dead. 

Jesus took his time getting to Bethany and Lazarus died. 

 

When Martha and Mary encounter Jesus for the first time after Lazarus’ death, you can sense 

their frustration with Jesus’ delayed arrival. They think all is lost and there’s no way that he can 

help the situation now. Mary and Martha are overcome with grief. And so was Jesus. 

 

As a child, I loved verse 35. The shortest verse in the Bible, it was the easiest to memorize. In the 

King James’ Version, it states simply, “Jesus wept.” Though Jesus could have immediately 

healed Lazarus, he chose to be present with his own grief about the man who died. Despite his 

ability to turn the situation around, Jesus met his friends in their grief. He didn’t rush to fix it. 

 

There’s something about Jesus as God-in-flesh in this passage that contrasts with God’s response 

to Ezekiel in the valley of dry bones. Though the pain of a people group’s desolation is 

traumatizing, humans have a tendency to just keep doing life. But the personal nature of the 

death of a friend is something that can’t be ignored. Jesus felt the sorrow of the mourners and he 

carried his own. Jesus knew the pain of being human and he embraced it. And by this embracing, 

reminds us that sitting in our own pain and acknowledging its effects on our lives is valuable. 

This is a place we ought to remain a moment before moving to the work of healing. 

 

Jesus came to Lazarus’ tomb, asking for the stone to be rolled away. Those in attendance seem to 

think Jesus is simply trying to pay his respects, but he has another plan. Jesus calls Lazarus out 

of the tomb, and he emerges covered in the grave clothes, seemingly trapped in death, though 

now alive. Jesus then invites the onlookers to participate in this miracle by helping to unbind 

Lazarus, welcoming him back to the land of the living, freeing him to breathe and embrace and 

walk again. 

 

Participating in the miraculous work of God costs us all something. For Jesus, resurrecting 

Lazarus set off a series of events that caused the Pharisees to call for his arrest, leading to his 

crucifixion. This miracle was the last straw for the religious authorities. I wonder if Jesus knew 

how much he was sacrificing because of his love for Lazarus and his sisters. I wonder how many 

of his tears were also for himself. 

 

Ezekiel too sacrificed in order to prophecy as to the eventual return of the nation of Israel. 

Prophets were called to stand in a difficult position, listening to God’s proclamations and calling 

out authorities who were not following God. This task put him at odds with the powerful and 

practical leaders of the time, who may have thought it was time to move on from the dream of 



the nation of Israel and join other nations instead. Ezekiel’s vision had something different to 

say. 

 

The challenge for us today is to firstly be able to name our places of pain. We need to be honest 

with God about where we hurt personally and where our world needs healing. We need to sit 

with them and mourn them. We need to rediscover the gift of lament that are written all over the 

Psalms—how long oh Lord? We need to cry out to God alone and in community for our 

individual and corporate grief. 

 

As Jesus modeled, after we weep, we begin to move. He went to the tomb, to witness his loss full 

face. Instead of hiding from it, we, like Jesus, need to look at our brokenness and pain, the source 

of our grief. Just as Ezekiel gazed on the valley of dry bones, there is value from staring our pain 

in the face instead of avoiding it. Surprisingly, this is the place where hope may begin. At both 

the tomb and the valley, places of death, God created the opportunity for new life to begin. And 

in the midst of it all, God invited regular folks like us to join in to the work of resurrection. God 

doesn’t do this alone. Our hands are required. 

 

It seems like some of us are quick to jump in, forgetting the necessity of God moving first, and 

others of us are happy to pray, but slow to offer our assistance. It is clear from these Scriptures 

that both are required. God must make a way for the impossible to happen, but we also must 

participate in the new thing God is doing. There is a nudge here for us all, no matter your 

tendency for prayer or action. 

 

Church, God cares about our collective and personal pain. Jesus weeps with us, but then he 

draws us to encounter those dark places together, that we might find some light there after all. 

We need to look for opportunity for God to intervene, praying for the possibility, and at the same 

time working to bring life to all the broken places around us and healing for all the many 

wounds. 

 

In the words from a prayer entitled, “For When You Need A Little Hope” by Kate Bowler, may 

you find encouragement about God’s ability to work for the good, even in the most difficult 

circumstances: 

 

“God, seek us out, and find us, 

and lead us to where hope lies, 

where your peaceable kingdom will come 

and your will be done 

on earth as a it is in heaven.” 

 

Today, may you find the God who seeks you and discover the sliver of hope you need to trust in 

the impossible. 

 

Amen. 

 


