
The Valley of Dry Bones, 29 March 2020 (Lent 5)

Reading: Ezekiel 37: 1-14.

I heard a wry comment on the radio at the end of last week. Someone said that the present 

health emergency had achieved something that no-one would have believed possible in these 

days of multiple TV channels and burgeoning social media: returning us to the days when the 

entire nation tuned in at the same time to watch the same programme. In the olden days that 

shared viewing experience was The Forsyte Saga or The Generation Game or The Morecambe 

and Wise Christmas Special; now it’s the Prime Minister’s daily press briefing. We watch, 

entranced or appalled, as Boris Johnson, Chris Whitty and Patrick Vallance tell us what is going 

on, and what we need to do. It’s interesting to see how we are now listening with respect to the

experts, after years and years of dismissing knowledge and wisdom as having nothing to 

contribute to the shaping of public policy. I hope that salutary lesson will be remembered long 

after the end of the present crisis!

As people of faith, in bad times and in good times we’re encouraged to seek wisdom in the 

Scriptures, and among the readings suggested for reflection today is a passage from the Hebrew

Bible, from the prophecy of Ezekiel. Now, this might not be our first choice of Scripture 

passages. Ezekiel is a long book, and it’s a difficult book. And Ezekiel himself is, frankly, a bit 

strange. He does some very odd things – I’ll leave you to find those for yourselves, if you want to

explore this book a bit more. And he has some very peculiar dreams. But Ezekiel’s prophecy 

emerges from a time of crisis for the People of God, and therefore his words resonate with the 

challenges we’re facing today.

What, then, was Ezekiel’s time of crisis?

Well, Ezekiel lived and worked in Jerusalem in years when the Jewish state was facing 

extinction. Some bad decisions by the government put the Jews on a collision course with the 

Babylonian Empire, with the result that Jerusalem was besieged, captured and destroyed. The 

king and the leaders of the nation were taken away into exile in Babylon, and the temple went 

up in flames.

Thanks to modern media, we’re all too familiar with scenes of warfare and devastation, aren’t 

we? Warfare in the Ancient World was no less deadly for being comparatively low tech. And for 
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Ezekiel and his contemporaries, what made the experience worse was the sense that everything

they believed and trusted had been destroyed. For centuries, the People of God had pinned 

their faith on God’s promise of a land of their own, on God’s presence with them, symbolised by

the temple, and on God’s commitment to the Royal House of David. Now the monarchy had 

been swept away, the temple destroyed and Israel taken into exile, away from the land. 

Remember the words of the Psalmist:-

‘By the rivers of Babylon – there we sat down and there we wept

When we remembered Zion …

How could we sing the LORD’s song in a foreign land?’

Ezekiel captures this experience of devastation and despair in his vision of the valley of dry 

bones. And God reminds him of what the people are saying: ‘Our bones are dried up, and our 

hope is lost; we are cut off completely.’

I don’t know how you’re feeling today. Some of us may be a good deal closer to the experience 

of Ezekiel’s contemporaries than others. But this passage speaks to this and to every time of 

crisis in life and faith. Let me highlight three things that God offers.

The first is a compassionate presence. One of the resources offered by the Methodist Church to

local churches at the moment is a poster with a famous quotation from John Wesley: ‘The best 

of all is, God is with us.’ This was actually one of Wesley’s deathbed utterances, but the poster 

wisely doesn’t explicitly say that! However, it’s a true statement, regardless of the occasion. And

it echoes Ezekiel 37. God has not abandoned God’s People. God is there, in Jerusalem in the 

midst of siege and devastation, and in Babylon, beside the rivers in a foreign land. God is with 

us, in our ‘social distancing’ and our self-isolation. God is with those who are working flat out to 

care for the sick and to develop effective treatments and vaccines. God is with those who are 

stuck at home, worried about their jobs, their families, their exams. God is with the bewildered 

and the lonely and the frightened. God is with the dying and the bereaved. And this passage 

reminds us that God listens; God hears; God understands what people are going through; and 

God reaches out with care and compassion.

The second thing God offers is a word of power. God tells Ezekiel to prophesy to the dry bones –

to speak to them. This may seem like one of Ezekiel’s more bizarre activities! But the prophet’s 
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task is to speak God’s word. And the Bible understands the Word of God to be dynamic. In the 

creation story at the beginning of Genesis, when God speaks, things happen. God’s Word is 

more than a written script or a verbal discourse. It’s more than a scripture or a sermon. It’s a 

force, and it makes a difference. So when Ezekiel speaks God’s message to the dry bones, they 

come together and take shape as a great host. And when Ezekiel speaks God’s message to the 

breath – and the word for ‘breath’ is the same as the word for ‘wind’ and ‘spirit’ – then the 

breath, the spirit, animates the host, so that the people stand on their feet, a vast multitude.

Where would we locate the power of God’s Word today? We might say that God’s message of 

wisdom, truth and love gets through to people and changes lives and situations. When we take 

on board what God is saying to us, we see things differently. We see ourselves differently. God’s

Word makes a difference.

The third thing God offers is a promise of new life. Ezekiel’s contemporaries have given up. 

They’ve lost hope. Everything around them that seemed solid and reliable has collapsed. They 

are paralysed by despair. But this vision points them to a future which has life and new 

possibilities. ‘I will put my spirit within you,’ says God, ‘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.’

In hard times it can be well-nigh impossible to look beyond the present, or to believe in a better 

future. The consistent testimony of Scripture and of Christian faith is that God liberates the 

enslaved, restores the exiles, heals the broken and raises the dead. The Gospel proclaims new 

life and a new creation, on the basis of the death and resurrection of Jesus. As we say this mid-

way through Lent and on the first Sunday of the Passion, this is not a shortcut to a happy 

ending. And we’re not expecting the present emergency to be over soon, or to pass without 

great suffering and sadness. This is not an easy answer to heart-wrenching questions. But it is an

affirmation of hope.

If we feel that our word has been turned upside down; if we are bewildered by the present and 

fearful about the future; if we are wondering what on earth faith has to say to us; if we’re asking

where God is in all this: may this story of lament and hope speak to us, with wisdom and 

encouragement. And may we all be conscious of God’s presence and love in these days. Amen.
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