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In the weeks after the celebration of the resurraatioour Lord, the challenge for us
quickly becomes one of discerning how to incorporatenéve hope of the empty grave into our
daily lives. What does it mean to share with the peapbund us this radical vision of life after
death? The prophet Ezekiel knew something of this questien he was given several visions
from God during the time of the chosen people’s exile@ld®b97 bce. Israel as a nation stood
divided and conquered by foreign invaders with pagan gods beaflsesinfulness. After the
cry of Lamentations goes out the scriptures give vaidde prophet Ezekiel, who tells the
people of his striking glimpse into God’s vision. Our teximes from Ezekiel 37:1-14.

“The Lord set me down in the middle of a valley; it vidsof bones ... (and) he said to
me, “Mortal, can these bones live?” At the time pnephet Ezekiel uttered these words, King
Nebuchadrezzar Il had deported the Jews to control and sthmlueation, it could be argued,
much the same way that Hitler did before the holocaBstunding up the intellectuals, the
artisans, the leaders and the elite he deported themtHigr hilly and temperate homeland of
Jerusalem to the flat and hot low lands of BabylohosE who survived the hard journey were
farmed out into the military, or took up their tradedwmiteir families under the control of the
king, while others were consigned to hard labor on drieeoking’s many building projectslt
was out of this place of exile that the psalmist maudgngang, “By the rivers of Babylon- there
we sat down and there we wept when we remembered Zarthe willows there we hung up
our harps. For there our captors asked us for songs. cblolal we sing the Lord’s song in a
foreign land?® Israel was scattered to the wind, and her abititiday claim to the promise of a
land flowing with milk and honey seemed as far awayaddand memory of her beloved
Jerusalem. In this place the prophet Ezekiel found Himseadxile among exiles charged with a
word for a people who had lost all hope. “The Lord setdown in the middle of a valley; it was
full of bones...(and) he said to me, “Mortal, can ghesnes live?” What a question.

| would say that | cannot imagine what this scene |ddke to Ezekiel. A vast desert
wasteland filled with bones already dried from agesensttorching wind and the heat. A true
vision of isolation and death. Of irreversibilit@f a battle lost. Of a closed chapter. Bones
scattered about like so many monuments testifying tal¢fesat of every expectation. This vision
of Ezekiel must have felt so real to the people wheseth and eyes were aching from dashed
hopes and crushed visions for the reign of God’s kingddireinvorld. “Mortal, can these bones
live?” God asks. And Ezekiel, looking out over that amciEttlefield says, “O Lord God, you
know.” | would say that | cannot imagine what thisrec®oked like to Ezekiel, but in a strange
way | kind of can. And you can too, can't you? | hew@dmit that even as a minister there are
times when | look out across the world and feel despair the way things are and seem like
they will always be. Feel grief over relationshigsane hope once flourished but caved as the
heavy hands that divide us from one another and ourgadveisted in ruling with an iron fist.

| would venture to guess that we could all name a few erapt our lives and
community that we have quietly closed and tucked awayewAibnes that we are resigned to
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seeing bake in the sun. Bones like, ‘the gap betweemthes and the have nots continues to
grow’ and ‘Well, that's just the way things are". Hamrelics like, ‘to really get ahead in life you
have to make some sacrifices’ or, ‘Some people yowcarst work with,” or perhaps, ‘We don't
have a race issue, folks just prefer to stick with tbein...right?” And then there are those
countless that are far more personal. “Mortal, base bones live?” God asks. And somehow
Ezekiel refrains from saying what | dare say | somesifieel, ‘Come on, Lord. Can’t you see they
are as good as dead? Just look around.” Joining the cHahase who lament over those bones
that look as though they will lay there forever.

Well known naturalist, Loren Isley, tells that one dalunting season he was out on an
expedition when he heard a gun shot in the woods, adoyiefand then a sickening thud.
Hunters, no doubt. As he made his way through the widsrhe identified there in a sunlit
clearing, the yellow legs, chestnut brown and gray-bhdyband the rusty colored beret of
feathers (on the) head of a sparrow hawk with a wingspamer two feet. He hid in the bushes
and studied the limp and motionless body...all folded dself iike a discarded paper fan. A
yellow leg bending backward, it's neck contorted like PG piWas it...dead? Surely it was
dead. Or was it alive? He watched. Should he touck&&rning to give aid, willing to risk the
ridges of the yellow ripping beak, he felt a tendernesegrap the hawk in his khaki field jacket,
and take it to emergency aid. Isley crawled on the legctoool forest earth on his hands and
bare knees, feeling the pine needles, the acorn tapsctaps of curled birch bark and stones
under his palms and cutting his kneecaps. Closer and tleseawled, respectfully, reverently,
when, just three yardsticks away, he was startledggraing cry. Up in the sky, circling
overhead, was the thereto-unseen companion sparrowdiiaimk, issuing a brilliant call, a
summons, a mandate. At the call the fallen sparravk tified its dazed and drowsy head. Its
black-lidded eyes slowly opened, and blinked. A feelingemiicing, as though for a fallen
comrade still alive, was born in Isle as he watcthedquiet rebirth, the recovery continue. He
smiled at the bird, as though a friend, a child, had aptisimed something so very wonderful that
it bestowed a gift on you. The bird stretched out itknenfolded its two wings and righted
itself. It took just a few flaps when soon like an eagtose, and rose, and rose- joining the one
in the air in a stiff winged glide. And soared away.

The call came forth from the mouth of God. A summaofAsnandate: Prophesy.
“Prophesy to these bones, and say to them: O dry pbeasthe word of the Lord... | will cause
breath to enter you, and you shall live.” It wasn&uggestion for looking at the world
differently, it was a call to stare down every knowmitlin the physical world, to tell those dry
bones lying defeated and decaying how things were goingattge and to be an instrument for
that change by the power of God. Prophesy, he saysekitite house of Israel that is beaten and
bruised, that says all hope is lost, that they agoas as dead, that | am going to open your
graves and you shall live. And after he announces thd gews Ezekiel watched as bone rattled
and became knit to bone, flesh was restored, and aoihts God’s Word through him, the same
breath exhaled by the Spirit into the nostrils of tieing formed from dust called Adam in

*This beautiful story has been passed down to me throlagbedy oral tradition. While it
obviously began with Isley, it was shared in this fdirst in a sermon preached at Fifth Avenue
Presbyterian Church in NYC by Tom Toole over a deeapecalled, “The Sparrowhawk.” No
manuscripts are available, but a video of the sermomeabtained through Fifth Avenue.



Genesis chapter 2 filled those flesh and bones unyildteed before him suddenly brimming with
life. ‘Can these bones live?’ God asks. And Ezelaslthe wherewithal to realize that his own
impression of the situation might not be the final evoil hat there was a distinct possibility that
though he was staring into a grave, God just might hawvetting else in store. And so he
responds, ‘Lord God, you know.” And the Lord tells hinptophesy.

And so the call goes out to us, high and circling abowan@ out to we who find
ourselves crawling on hands and knees in fear and trepvdiid awe toward hope, and to those
of us standing in the wilderness with eyes aching fitwersight of those dried up visions of the
kingdom that we know someone has simply got to claimthdee who are accustom to standing
before the empty grave of Christ, the call goes ouistoThe summons. The mandate.
Prophesy. Prophesy to the helplessness, the grigie taroken community whose fragments are
spread across this weary land and are longing for téle dlethe body to surround them. For the
spirit of God to breathe new life into their desperatdities. Prophesy to the power of the spirit
who led the corpse dancing forth from the grave andrbsts that though we only see in part,
in God'’s vision and under his care there are unimagimabkons to keep on hoping, though the
desert is dry and dark and the promised land far, far avigople of God, prophesy In the name
of Jesus Christ prophesy. And let them know that theses can live. Amen.
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