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Readings: John 11:25-26; Ezekiel 37: 1-14
Grace to you and peace from God — Father, Son, Holy Spirit — Amen
All the prophets we are reading this Advent during worship are speaking to
people who feel broken, lost, homeless or as dried up as bones a desert -- like the
Hebrews Ezekiel is addressing in today’s reading. Jerusalem, the Temple, the
nation of Israel were literally in rubble. All their unfaithfulness to God and God’s
ways had brought them to ruin and then into exile. Ezekiel’s contemporaries were
not threatened by death in Babylonian exile but despair. The exiles were the
survivors, yet many of them were digging their own graves with their fear of God’s
[abandonment and] absence. They wondered if the bones of their covenant with
God, the bones of their lives as God’s people could be restored. “Can these bones
live?” was their question. And the question of each of us who wander into a valley
of cancer, loss, despair, chronic pain, or unknowns that rattle us to the bone.
Did you notice how often the words “spirit,” or “wind” or “breath” is used in
this passage? Nine times. Translated differently in English, the word is the same
one each time in Hebrew: ruach. Whether it appears in one instance as breath or in
another as wind, it is all the same life-giving force. And it is all from God. In this
sense, breathing becomes a metaphor for divine presence. Despite the exiles’ fear
of being cut off from God, God is as near to them as their own breath... as near to
them as their own breath. With God's spirit, anything is possible. With God's spirit,
there is life--and what Jesus called fullness of life. Though their present difficult
circumstances have not changed, Ezekiel assures them that there is no place on

earth, no when in time, and no what in sin or situation, that can keep God's Spirit
away from God's people. God is as near as our own breath1
Rev. Barbara Brown Taylor says she cannot hear the story of the Valley of
Dry Bones without thinking of her friend Matilda, who died of amyotrophic lateral
sclerosis, better known as Lou Gehrig's disease, which means that she gradually
lost control of all her muscles. “Her face went first, then her vocal chords, then her
legs. For the last year of her life, she communicated by writing on a slate, one of
those erasable things kids play with. Sometimes she would get so excited that she
would write and erase faster than anyone could read. Matilda found a lot to be
excited about.
“Watercolors, for instance. When she could not talk anymore, she taught
herself to paint, until her kitchen walls were papered with tulips, peonies, daffodils,
hibiscus. When you went to visit Matilda, you painted. That was one of the rules. It
did not matter if you had no ability, if the last time you held a paintbrush was to put
a coat of latex on your bathroom wall. Matilda stuck one in your hand, shoved a
plastic egg container full of colors in front of you, and you painted. The best part
was afterwards when she admired your work, sticking her thumb in the air and
rewarding you with her loose, drooling grin.
“It was all I could do to watch her die,” Taylor writes. “I wanted someone to
walk into her room with a pill or a prayer that would cure her illness or at least halt
its progress, but even if that had happened—even if Jesus himself had showed up
to call her from her tomb—she would have had to die all over again later. It would
have been a rescue from death instead of a triumph over it, a resuscitation instead
of a resurrection.

“Something bigger than that was going on with Matilda. Every time she lost
something she thought she could not live without, she found out she could. First,
there was a painful void that lasted an hour, a day, a week. Then something new
moved in to fill the empty place: fresh series of paintings, a new friend, a deeper
sense of the presence of God. "He is calling me," she wrote on her slate one day,
"like a bridegroom calling his bride.2 Matilda had discovered in one challenge after
another, that God was as near as her breath. Circumstances changed but the
breath of God brought her to a different, new sense of life that spilled over on those
around her? Can these bones live? "I will put my ruach within you, and you shall
live," says the Lord. (v. 14).
Barbara Brown Taylor [also] tells about the time she spent three days on
Barrier Island where loggerhead turtles were laying their eggs. She writes, “One
night while the tide was out, I watched a huge female turtle heave herself up on the
beach to dig her nest and empty her eggs into it. Afraid of disturbing her, I left
before she had finished.
The next morning, I returned to see if I could find the spot where her eggs
were hidden in the sand. What I found were her tracks leading in the wrong
direction. Instead of heading back out to see, she had wandered into the dunes,
which were already as hot as asphalt in the morning sun.
A little ways inland, I found her exhausted, all but baked, her head and
flippers caked with dried sand. After pouring water on her and covering her with sea
oats, I fetched a park ranger who returned with a jeep to rescue her.
He flipped her on her back, wrapped tire chains around her front legs, and
hooked the chains to a trailer hitch on his jeep.

Then I watched, horrified, as he took off, yanking her body forward so that
her mouth filled with sand and her neck bent so far back I thought it would break.
The ranger hauled her over the dunes and down onto the beach. At the ocean’s
edge, he unhooked her and turned her right side up. She lay motionless in the surf
as the water lapped at her body, washing the sand from her eyes and making her
skin shine again. A wave broke over her, she lifted her head slightly, moving her
back legs. Other waves brought her further back to life until one of them made her
light enough to find a foothold and push off, back into the ocean.
Watching her swim slowly away and remembering her nightmare ride through
the dunes, I reflected that it is sometimes hard to tell whether you are being killed or
saved by the hands that turn your life upside down.”3
We all wander into the dunes sometimes. We all find ourselves lying in the
hot sun, our bones baking, wondering if we have anything left. Sometimes are lives
get flipped upside down and we’re getting dragged along into a situation we did not
choose. But then the spirit of God moves, we get flipped right side up, and we
slowly find our way again,”4 as we inhale the breath of God that moves us beyond
surviving to living. Can these bones live?... God already knows the answer. But we
need Ezekiel to tell us one more time. Can these bones live?5 "I will put my ruach
within you, and you shall live," says the Lord. (v. 14)
The church does many wonderful things. We feed the hungry and collect
Christmas gifts for children. We raise money for global missions and local
projects. We offer space to support groups. We have educational and social
programs. All good things to do. But if the church could do only one thing, the one
thing the world needs most of all, it would be to bear witness that our God raises
the dead”6 and it is not only something that happens after earthly death. On this

side of eternity, our God can breathe life into people, churches, communities,
families, relationships that seem like they are no more salvageable then a valley of
dried, dead bone. So like Ezekiel I am here today to prophesy to the bones, to
speak to that addiction, that brokenness, that dead place in your life, and tell it that
our God raises the dead. Our God bring lights where we only see darkness, hope
where we only see despair, life where we thought all was lost. Yes, these bones
can live and thrive. This morning, my friends, inhale the ruach of God’s Word.
Come to the table and let God’s ruach move over the face of your live – and remind
you that restoration and resurrection is possible.7 Be strengthened and inspired that
you too can prophesy your own experience of resurrection and be the breath of
God ..... to the dried, bones of those you know and meet. Amen.
Linda M Alessandri 12/8/17
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