Sermon A Lent 5 2026_SCED

In today’s Old Testament reading, Ezekiel recounts a visionary experience.  He claims to have been transported by God to a valley, which on examination proves to be full of bones.  What follows appears to be a demonstration of God’s power to bring the very deadest of material, human bone matter, to life.  

The sad thing for us is that it is not difficult for us, like Ezekiel, to conceive of a valley of bones, that turn out to be human bones.  You see, a valley of dry bones implies that an atrocity has taken place.  Ezekiel refers to these bones as the “slain.” (Those who did not die naturally but who were murdered).  A valley of bones could indicate the sight of a battle.  My Scottish psyche is affected by a tragic awareness of battlefields: Culloden, Bannockburn, Sheriffmuir where the loyal Scots met the maurauding English.  (I’m sure I would never be accused of bias).  Other battlefields closer to our own time are the Flanders fields of World War I.  A valley of bones can indicate a place where violent conflagrations of these sorts have been played out.    

Alternatively a valley of bones could indicate a mass genocide of the sort that within our own memories and those of our parents and grandparents have sadly taken place in our world.  The Cambodian killing fields, slaughter in Rwanda, in the Sudan, in Serbia and Croatia.  And although not strictly a valley of bones, the piles of rotting corpses which were just lying there at Auschwitz and Belsen when the death camps were finally liberated, is a picture that sears the minds and hearts of all twentieth into twenty-first century people.  It has been estimated that in the twentieth century alone 160 million people in the world died because of human violence. In Ezekiel’s vision is it perhaps this twentieth-century multitude of the slain that God gives life to? Or is it the around 187 little girls slain inadvertently in their school, collateral damage, when Israel and the US attacked Tehran just weeks ago. Or is it the bones of the 75,000 people killed in the now two-year war in Gaza.  This is not to forget the twelve hundred people killed in the October 7 attacks in Israel, the precursor arguably to all the ongoing bloodshed in the region.  When blood starts to be shed and the bones of the victims laid down in the earth it seems that only major proliferation follows on, despite all that we human beings had, presumably, learned about the total madness of war and violence, and the wickedness that allows their proliferation for a whole list of murky reasons of hate, corruption, hunger for power and political self-interest.

The basic point of today’s Old Testament story is that God is a God of life, who can construct the sinews and flesh and skin of our livelihood’s being, and who can then breath life into even the basest, the most degraded material, even a valley of old, dry bones.

In Ezekiel’s time it is the children of Israel who are the inheritors of the horror of the killing fields.  Israel is still under the curse of having its young intelligentsia exiled to Babylon.  His prophecy is also a parable intended to let God’s people see that God can restore their nation, to make it vital and strong again.

But a third meaning lurks under the surface of the text.  It is maybe only discernible to minds like ours formed at least partly by common knowledge and recent memory, of human atrocity.  The meaning is that the God who constructs and reconstructs the fabric of life, and who breaths vitality into earthly creatures  is a God of deep creative longing and life-giving power, who is able to take the things that we human beings have fractured or broken, often tragically, sometimes monstrously, and reform them and breathe new life into them.  

This is of course the very work that Jesus is going about in the story from the Gospel of St John, the story of the raising of Lazarus.  By the time Jesus arrives in Bethany, Lazarus is not only dead, but beyond the pale.  It was thought within Jewish culture of the day that the spirit of a dead person hovered around and close to the body for up to three days, and then it departed, destroying any hope of a resuscitation after that.  By the time Jesus arrived in Bethany, Lazarus had been dead for four days.  

As in the Ezekiel story of the dry bones, Jesus action in Bethany demonstrates without any doubt that Jesus has the power of the Spirit of God, and the authority of God to give life.  But this raising is also not merely a demonstration of God’s glory.  Jesus you see does not deal only with Lazarus’s dead state, which, flippantly, probably wasn’t bothering Lazarus himself at this juncture.  But Jesus responded to and ministered to the deep sorrows of the two sisters of Lazarus.  These two women were friends of Jesus who loved their brother dearly, and this calls out of Jesus his divine compassion, but also his own very human grief at the death of a beloved friend, realized in the deep disturbance and internal workings of his Spirit, and expressed in his own weeping.  

The outward expressions of grief were in evidence all around; family members, friends of the family, neighbours had come to support Martha and Mary in the wake of their brother’s death.  This company would weep together often from deep sorrow, often in a quite theatrical way, as the occasion demanded.  And this community would have done this together for up to thirty days.

Jesus banishes the dry bones of this grief by giving three commands:
· Take away the stone: in other words, remove the obstacles to life;
· Lazarus come out: in other words, remove or break through the reluctance to live life to the fullest
· Unbind him and let him go: in other words, remove the constraints which prevent life being realized in all its beauty and vitality.

These are commands of God that our present generation needs to take note of: Take away the stoniness that blocks compassion at the very heart of the violent;  break through the death wish, the lust for violence, that seems to grip at the heart of this generation, so that we can step out into new life of peace and allow others to do the same; unbind the spiritual constraints of greed, the lure of power, hate, fear, insecurity, self-interest that turns human leaders into monsters and keeps them and the nations they lead bound up in one cycle of extreme violence after another.

The God who ordered Ezekiel to prophesy to the dry bones of violence and despair, and raise them up, also authorized Jesus to command death to take flight in the Lazarus story.  I pray that this same God will be stirred with compassion by the horror of our killing fields of 2026, and will raise up prophets to help bring about transformation where evil is banished, peace is restored, the violent are called to account, and the dignity of respectful memory restored to the bones of the dead who call out from the earth to the heavens for justice and restoration. Amen 
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