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April 2, 2017, 5
th

 Sunday in Lent 

Click here to view readings. 

Focus: The Holy Spirit breathes life into the dead.   

This past Wednesday, I witnessed what I maintain is a genuine miracle.   

The story starts the Tuesday after I got back from the Holy Land.  We had our ministerium 

meeting, and one of the items on the agenda was updating each other on the Lenten lunches.  I 

had missed the last couple, so I was eager to hear.  As the pastors talked, they said that the 

crowds seemed smaller than last year.  They said to plan for 50-60.  And when I went to the 

worship the following day, I had to agree. 

So early this week when I heard that Anne was planning to order 250 pieces of chicken, I called 

her up.  I’m not a vegetarian, but 5 pieces per person seemed like a bit of a waste even in the age 

of the KFC Double-Down and other such delicacies.  I tried to talk her all the way down to 150, 

but we compromised at 200.  I told her I’d take the fall if we fell short.  I have to say: honestly, I 

wasn’t too worried. 

Well if you were here, you know what happened.  And if you weren’t, you can probably guess.  

By 11:40, a full 20 minutes before the service, we were already over my estimate, and as I ran to 

the copy machine to print off more bulletins, I was sweating through my suit jacket with anxiety.  

Fortunately, Anne and Sue had already counted on me being wrong, and developed a back-up 

plan, and Sue went and got more chicken in record time: 22 minutes if I remember, before 

getting back for lunch.  Now there are plenty of reasons people might have come: to hear Fr. 

Chris preach or because some of you seem to invited half your neighborhood, or let’s face it: 

because fried chicken is delicious.  But for me, it was really a miracle.  It was a miracle to see 

this place full with so many people of so many different denominations and backgrounds.  A 

miracle to see so many people who hadn’t seen each other in years meet again in this building in 

prayer.  A miracle to see a Roman Catholic priest preach in a Lutheran congregation.  For me, 

the whole day was nothing short of a miracle.  And so on Wednesday, I learned two things: #1: 

never bet against Anne Fisse.  And #2, never bet against the Holy Spirit. 

We believe in a Holy Spirit who breathes life into the dead.  Ezekiel learned that in today’s 

lesson.  Chapter 37 comes at a real low point for the prophet Ezekiel and for the people.  All 

book long, God has sent Ezekiel on an impossible mission: to preach to the first wave of exiles 

taken into Babylon and tell them to shape up because even worse things are coming.  And from 

chapter 2, God tells Ezekiel, “listen, you’re going to preach to them, and they’re not going to 

listen to you, for they are a rebellious house.”  In fact, God uses “rebel” or “rebellious” to 

describe the people of Judah ten times in chapters 2 and 3 alone.  By chapter 37, the worst has 

come.  The people didn’t listen.  Babylon has come in and destroyed the Temple, they’ve 

ransacked Jerusalem, and taken many into captivity.  We find Ezekiel in an open grave, a pretty 

realistic scene at the time.  We find him preaching to people who are finally as dead as they have 

seemed all along.  We find the prophet Ezekiel once more with an impossible mission: preaching 

to dead, dry, very dry bones. 

http://lectionary.library.vanderbilt.edu/texts.php?id=284
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Frankly, this is crazy, right?  Most of us avoid death at all costs.  Or if we must bury a loved one, 

we at least make sure that they look as much as possible like they were when they were alive.  

Ezekiel here is in an open graveyard.  Surrounded by skeletons of an Israeli army.  And crazier 

still, God tells him: “Preach to them.”     

What’s the point?  I remember when I was doing my 11-week chaplaincy, we had a patient on 

my floor who was in a coma for a good 8 weeks or so.  Our supervisor told me to go visit him 

and be there for him to pray with him.  I did once.  But I confess I didn’t do it again.  To put the 

best spin on it, it seemed pointless.  To put the worst, I suppose I was afraid.  I was afraid of 

what I would say when it was just him and me.  I was afraid of seeming like a fool.  About a 

week and a half before I finished my term, the man died.  And I try not to think about it too 

much, but when I do, I feel guilty.  Guilty because maybe he could have heard me.  Guilty 

because even if he didn’t, maybe that’s where God wanted me to be.  Guilty because God never 

asked me to put myself in his shoes to see if he would take to my prayers or not.  God only asked 

me, whether he heard or not, to preach the Good News to that room. 

Ezekiel doesn’t make that mistake.  Don’t get me wrong: he doesn’t show a lot of confidence.  

Why should he?  For 36 chapters, we have heard him preach and preach and preach and the 

people just stop their ears.  Now you expect a bunch of skeletons to be any different?  No, when 

God asks him, “can these bones live?” he’s actually not that confident.  Martha in our Gospel 

story at least says, “Yes, Lord, I know that he will be raised on the last day.”  Ezekiel doesn’t 

even say that.  He just says, “O Lord, only you know.”   

We don’t get to choose what time we live in.  We don’t get to choose where we live.  Today is a 

really hard time to be the church.  Oh there have been other times and places that have been 

much harder.  Ask Christians today in Iraq or Syria or Palestine for starters. 

But it’s a hard time for us, too—maybe in a different way: I think we’re a little like Ezekiel.  We 

look out at Madison and the United States and where the Church used to boast a mighty army of 

Christian disciples who knew the Gospel and carried it with them, that’s no longer the case.   

We can relate to Ezekiel.  In so many ways, people young and old have tuned us and our 

message out.  We don’t have to squint too hard to see the valley of the dry bones all around us.  

And I don’t know about you, but sometimes I wish it weren’t so.  Sometimes I wish it were like a 

few decades ago, when people could tell you their denominational loyalties as fast as they could 

tell you whether they’re for IU or Kentucky, or, ok, Louisville.  God doesn’t ask us that.  When 

we were baptized into Christ, we were sent out not at the time and place of our choosing, but into 

the world we live.  His words are the same to us as they are to Ezekiel: “Prophesy to these 

bones.”  Or in the words of our baptismal promises that we’ve all taken: “proclaim Christ 

through word and deed.”  Preach the Gospel.  In season and out.  Not just the pastor.  But you.  

All of us together.  To all the baptized, the Lord comes into our valley and calls to us: “Prophesy 

to these bones, and say to them, O dry bones, hear the word of the Lord.” 

Can we remain silent when he calls us to speak?  “Children of God, can these bones live?”  “O 

Lord God, you know.” 
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Yes, he does.  He knows better than we do.  2 weeks from now, we will celebrate a very 

important day: Easter Sunday.  Easter Sunday is the day when everyone got it wrong.  Everyone 

thought Jesus was a bunch of dry, dead bones.  Dead and buried.  Gone.   

It’s amazing what happens when the Spirit shows up.  When the Spirit shows up, Jesus Christ 

casts aside the scattered grave clothes and meets Mary in the garden.  When the Spirit shows up, 

Ezekiel turns to behold an army of flesh and blood where mere dry bones used to be.  When the 

Spirit shows up, all saints on earth and in heaven, all who are with Christ, Lazarus, Mary, 

Martha, Vera, and Otto and all of us, rise up, bone on bone, sinew on sinew, flesh on flesh, and 

breathe the song of the new creation.  And when the Spirit shows up, our words don’t die on the 

wind.  But the Spirit brings life and resurrection to even the deadest places in our world.  When 

the Spirit shows up, miracles, small and great, happen.   

Brothers and sisters, God doesn’t call us to risk-assess his plans, and he doesn’t tell us that it’s 

never going to be scary.  Pointless, scary, being a Christian can seem like all of those things at 

one time or another.  We are indeed headed to Good Friday and the cross.  But we are called, 

wherever we go, to be faithful to our baptisms.  In baptism, we have already suffered death.  We 

suffered death with Christ on the cross.  No valley of bones can compare with the Skull on which 

he was crucified.  To be with him in that place means that we can have faith that the same Spirit 

who raised Jesus from the dead will always breathe more miracles into our lives: giving us words 

to say, Good News to share, and a life to live forever.  Amen.    


