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…YOU WILL COME ... TO LIFE…
I count myself fortunate that I’ve never seen any of my bones. I’ve gotten x-rays, an MRI, but that’s not really
seeing them any more than looking at a photograph is seeing someone you love. When you are looking at a bone,
something’s gone seriously wrong.
The Lord led Ezekiel through a whole valley of bones. This could only mean people in all kinds of trouble.
Since I’ve never seen my bones, when I think about them, I don’t really imagine them as having life. A human
anatomy textbook would tell me better. Definitely an orthopedic surgeon. They’d say the bones inside us are full of life––
marrow, blood, white cells fighting illness and disease. But I don’t think about that too much. I don’t think too much about
my bones.
It can be like that with life in general. How we have life, whether we have, what life really for: I suspect we don’t
consider this often, just like we don’t often consider our bones. Which is why it’s hard to respond honestly to someone who
says, “How’s life?” What more can you say than something like, “It’s going” or just, “Okay.”
Have you ever seen your life? Where is it? What is it?
Some of the hardest questions to answer are those the get to the core of our being. Where we want hope, love, joy,
peace. These are the gifts of advent. They’re what we really wait for because they make life really feel like life. The Bible is
full of stories of people to waiting and searching for these things. People who want to believe in a way that enlivens them.
Which is to say, people who want faith that isn’t in their head but in their bones.
Ezekiel was one of those people. One day, at a time in Israel’s life when the people felt dead and dry, God took
Ezekiel’s hand and led him through a valley of dry bones. God asked, “Can these bones live?” It wasn’t a question about
biology. It was a question about hope, which in the Bible is a question about what you believe deep down that God can
really do. Hope isn’t about formulas of belief or just optimism for the future. It’s a living, breathing conviction that we find
in the marrow of our soul.
Our bones are at our very core. We say, “I’m chilled to the bone.” “She’s bad to the bone.” “Cut to the bone.”
“To the bone” means it’s gotten to us in a penetrating way. If we look in the Bible’s book of Psalms there’s a whole
collection of prayers that go to the bone. Psalm 31: “My strength fails and my bones waste away.” Psalm 6: “My bones are
shaking with terror.” Psalm 102: “My bones burn like a furnace.”
In Genesis 2, when God took a rib from Adam and made Eve, what did Adam say? “This at last is bone of my
bones.” Which was to say, “This is what, deep down, I was really hoping for.” God told Ezekiel, “Son of man, these bones
are the people of Israel. They say, ‘Our bones are dried up and our hope is gone; we are cut off.’” There was a life they
were really hoping for and they wound up disappointed. I suspect some of us know how that is.
During this Advent season that leads us to Christmas our world likes to tell stories about hope breaking in. There’s
a whole genre of holiday movies that require a Christmas miracle. Miracle on 34th Street. It’s a Wonderful Life. A
Christmas Story. At some point look bleak, but there could be a Christmas miracle! But it isn’t always clear what the
ground of the hope for a miracle is. So the stories might uplift us but also seem fanciful. They don’t have staying power in
our bones.

These days leading to Christmas do have a way of touching our deepest selves. Why else would someone write a
song about this being “the most wonderful time of the year?” Or “I’ll be home for Christmas, if only in my dreams?” I’ve
planned funerals with families and asked, “What did love look like in your mom or dad, or grandma or grandpa?” No one
ever talks about the Fourth July, Labor Day, or even Easter, but people tell stories about mom or dad at Christmas. Kids
can’t sleep on Christmas Eve because anticipation is making the bones practically vibrate within them.
But there’s a flip side to these days. They have a way of surfacing what lies latent in our marrow. Like grief that
emerges, loss that feels more raw, some disappointment with life stands that contrast to holiday cheer. Loneliness becomes
more obvious. As one writer, Joan Chittister, has put it, “Merry Christmas, the happiest––and saddest––season of the
year.”
This is why, on December 21, we’re having a Longest Night Service. It’s a service where we can bring what’s
breaking our hearts and let it out in the open, asking God to bind us up. Sometimes the first step toward hope is naming
how we’ve felt dried up and cut off.
Which returns us to God and Ezekiel wading through those bones. It’s significant that Ezekiel wasn’t there alone.
That, as our text says, the Lord’s hand was upon him. He and his people weren’t as cut off from God as they thought. You
are never as cut off from God as you might this. The vision that came next said it all.
God said to Ezekiel, “Prophesy to these bones and say to them, ‘Dry bones, hear the word of the LORD! This is
what the Sovereign LORD says to these bones: I will make breath enter you, and you will come to life. I will attach
tendons to you and make flesh come upon you and cover you with skin; I will put breath in you, and you will come to life.
Then you will know that I am the LORD.’”
Ezekiel did prophesy to the bones and they began to clack and rattle. Whole skeletons stood up! They took on
tendons. Blood red muscles covered those skeletons up. Layers of skin sealed the bodies, but they were still lifeless. “There
was no breath in them,” the story says. You could have mistaken the valley as a scene from the Night of the Living Dead.
It was like a whole zombie apocalypse army.
Which presses the question that God first asked Ezekiel when they got to the valley: “Son of man, can these bones
live?” Could they really have life that was more than going through the motions of life? Not just live biologically, but with
spirit to life, with a hope that breeds peace and joy.
“Can these bones live?” God said. Ezekiel’s response was realistic. He didn’t say yes. How could he? How much
life could he expect from a valley of skeletons. But amazingly, he didn’t say no. He said, “Sovereign Lord, you alone
know.” And that’s the ground of hope.
Hope is based on the conviction that God knows the possibility of our lives better than we do. God knows how to
enliven us better than we do. This means we dare not consign ourselves to some kind of fate. I’m destined to be alone.
That relationship will never improve. The skeletons in my closet will always be there to mock me. We can’t really say these
things, because God can to breathe life where we thought were were cut off and gone.
Right now, our kids are planning to lead worship with the church on December 31. Last week Elizabeth Goodin
asked them about their favorite part of the worship service. One of them said, “My favorite part of worship is the breath
prayer.” I told Elizabeth, “I’m not surprised. And I wonder how many others would say the same thing?”
Because in the breath prayer, we get out of our heads and all negative stinkin’ thinkin’ we can do. We get out of
our past that can keep us living with regret. As we breathe with God’s word, we let go of living in the future, which just
leads to anxiety. Breathing with God’s Word connects us with the faith we carry right now, in our bones. It’s like connecting
with the promise of Ezekiel 37:14, in which God says, “I will put my Spirit in you and you will live.”
We should know that the Hebrew word for Spirit, ruach, is a word that also means breathe.
The hope that lives and breathes in us isn’t that things we start to go the way we want them to. Or that life’s
hardships or some bone dryness will suddenly go away. The hope is, God is alive in our bones. It’s everything Christmas
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tell us. The Christmas message is, God’s big sign of hope for the world, for you and me, comes in a little package of flesh
and bones to breathe softly in a manger. A little child filled with God’s mighty Spirit. God’s breath.
No one really knew what his life could become, except the God who filled him. And that’s how it is with you and
with me.
With God, we are never cut off from hope. There may be times it feels that way, but that’s the time for getting in
touch with the promise God speaks in our marrow. Where God says, “I will put my Spirit in you and you will live.”
There’s always more going on in the bones of faith than we might think. There’s always more life in us than we may think.
It’s because of the Christmas miracle, that God should come and live as bone of our bone and flesh of our flesh––
first in the Christ, and now, by his Spirit, in you. Amen.
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