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Year A:  Lent 5a   Ez 37:1-14; Ps 130; Rom 8:6-11; John 11:1-45 
St. Barnabas, Florissant – March 29, 2020 
 
Focus Sentence:  Jesus is the Resurrection and the Life, and is constantly calling us 
forth from the tombs which hold us lifeless and hopeless. 

 
SERMON 

I offer these thoughts in the name of God, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit…. 
 

“:…the middle of a valley; it was full of bones. …there were very many bones lying 

in the valley, and these bones, they were very dry.” 

In Ezekiel’s vision, we are confronted with a ghastly vision, and it is emphasized 

over and over again:  “the valley was full of bones…..and they were very dry.” 

There can be no doubt whatsoever in our minds that these bones are dead and 

lifeless.  These descriptive comments of Ezekiel might call to mind those lines from 

Dickens’ A Christmas Carol:  “Marley was dead….he was most assuredly very dead.” 

In Ezekiel’s vision, these bones are the dry, lifeless hopes of Israel because the 

people are in exile, driven by the Babylonians from the promised land they had worked 

so very hard to enter.  Their hopes are dead, all is without hope, without life. 

In our time, isn’t this apocalyptic landscape one which is portrayed in so much of 

today’s popular culture?  The lonely desert place, with suggested images of death? Our 

neighborhoods, all but deserted as our neighbors huddle inside to avoid the contagion of 

coronavirus?  Isn’t it also in so many of our teenagers’ music videos? …. The solitary and 

defiant (or maybe courageous) singer howling into a microphone and standing amid 

swirling wind and sand.  Or again, maybe the planet Arrakis in the desert world of Frank 

Herbert’s Dune? 

 

PAUSE 
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And this ghastly reality being emphasized over and over again…..mercilessly.  Isn’t 

it sometimes necessary, before there can be any creative response, to be brutally realistic 

about what has to be faced?  This can be true of a terminal illness, of a marriage in grave 

difficulty, of a country’s economy, of an international political situation (like the pandemic 

we’re now facing.)  In such cases we have to look unflinchingly at the “dry, lifeless bones” 

of the apparently hopeless situation facing us. 

 

PAUSE 

 

And then comes that question we must all hear and try to answer when we look 

realistically at such situations………”Mortal, can these bones live?”  Can this job be done?  

Can there be a recovery?  Is there a future?  It’s a way of asking about any possibility of 

new life in places where only dry, empty lifelessness seems to exist. 

In Ezekiel’s response, “O Lord God, you know,” there’s a mixture of faith and of 

doubt, of trust and of real panic.  At those times when we feel limp, scattered, and drained 

like a pile of lifeless, dry bones, we’ve all felt that same mixture, a deep sense of 

inadequacy to the situation facing us, coupled with a desperate longing for help. 

And “then God says, ‘Prophesy to these bones, and say to them:  O dry bones, 

hear the word of the Lord.’”  What is absolutely important to notice here is that, while God 

alone can bring new life, God asks immediately for human cooperation, human gifts, 

human ministry.  God will provide the spark of new life, but we must offer the human 

contribution, so that the new life can be blessed, nurtured, multiplied, prospered. 

 

PAUSE 
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The story of Lazarus repeats and emphasizes this theme of death and hopeless 

finality.  Not only is Lazarus dead, we’re told, but “there is already a stench because he 

has been dead four days.”  Ancient Jews believed that the soul lingered around the body 

for three days, but by the fourth day the person was REALLY dead!  No mistaking this 

situation, no mistaking a mere coma for the real thing.  Lazarus has begun to smell and 

smell bad! 

And once again, we have to look our frustrations and disappointments in the face, 

we must have our very noses rubbed in them, before we can know that only a divine 

miracle can save us.  For Mary and Martha, as for us, death is the ultimate and final 

frustration of our hopes and dreams. 

And, like Ezekiel those many years before, Martha is confronted with the same 

question:  “Can these bones live?”  “Do you believe, Martha, that I hold the key to the 

grave and to life and death?”  And like Ezekiel, all Martha can respond is, “Yes, Lord, I 

believe that you are the Messiah, the Son of God, the One coming into the world.”  “Yes, 

Lord, you know.” 

It seems that, somehow, Martha’s faith becomes the resource for the raising of her 

brother, just as Ezekiel’s willingness to prophesy to a lifeless pile of bones is necessary 

for those very bones to come alive. 

Sometimes it happens that each of us is necessary if someone else is to “come 

alive” --- our gifts, our friendship, our love, our healing strength. 

 

PAUSE 

 

Then the miracle happens.  Lazarus is called forth from the tomb by Jesus, and it 

really and truly happens! 
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You and I may never have witnessed this miracle.  You and I may never have seen 

someone emerge alive again from a tomb, but many of us do know by faith the call of 

Jesus to come out and LIVE, freed from life’s frustrations and obstacles which so often 

bind us to the point of squeezing the very life out of us.  In what many ways does Jesus 

call us out of the tomb we ourselves have taken refuge in, or in which circumstances have 

placed us?  What defenses, phobias, anxieties have we wrapped as cloths around us?  

To all this, Jesus calls our name and bids us to “come out!”  Jesus does bid us to come 

out, to allow ourselves to be unbound, to allow Jesus to share our cares and burdens with 

us, to trust that he really is the Resurrection and the Life. 

 

PAUSE 

 

And then, finally, just as God needed Ezekiel’s cooperation to bring new life to 

those dry bones, Jesus calls for our cooperation. 

To the crowd gathered around the tomb, Jesus says, “Unbind him, and let him go 

free!”  The crowd can’t just be bystanders to the wonder and work of resurrection.  Jesus 

commands them to participate with him in that life-giving act.  We are all in that crowd as 

well.  The command of Jesus comes to us:  “Unbind them, unbind all your sisters and 

brothers, let them go free!  You may, you must, participate in the work of resurrection.  

This your brother is bound, this your sister is unfree.  Come and unwind the wrappings 

which keep them from wholeness and freedom and new life.” ….Resurrection is supposed 

to happen.  It happens over and over again as God breaks into the human scene with 

LIFE.  Do be there when resurrection happens.  God needs us to unbind the strips which 

keep one another from walking and dancing free.  Let’s be there when resurrection 

happens! 

               AMEN. 


