
 1 

Rev. Cindy Worthington-Berry 
UCC Boxborough 
September 24, 2017 
Can These Bones Live? 
 
Let us pray… 
 
Saturday nights are prime time for nightmares.  At least for me.  And most other 
preachers.  That’s when I dream that worship started 10 minutes ago and I can’t find the 
sanctuary, or it’s time for the sermon and I realize my papers are still in the printer.  Two 
weeks ago I dreamt that the deacons decided to move us to a whole different church for 
Rally Day, but they didn’t tell me so I didn’t tell the new nursery attendant, so the whole 
morning was chaos.  I wake up from those dreams completely exhausted. 
 
It may be that Ezekiel was having one of those kinds of dreams.  Maybe it was a 
hallucination; he was quite a character.  Or maybe it was a vision, a revelation; what do 
I know?  Whatever it was, Ezekiel saw a whole valley open beneath him, and the valley 
was filled with bones, bones on bones, as far as he could see.  It was as if a mighty 
battle had been fought there, and the dead were left unburied for the scavengers and 
the elements.  The battle was long ago, for now only bones remain, dry bones, devoid 
of life.  In the vision, God stands beside Ezekiel, and says, “Mortal, can these bones 
live?”  Ezekiel’s response is vague, when we read it in print.  Maybe he was full of awe, 
“O God, you know”, or resigned, “God knows.”  And God tells Ezekiel to preach to the 
bones, and tells him what to say, and he does it.  Poor Ezekiel; what a rough gig, 
Ezekiel and his congregation of dried-up bones.  There’s Ezekiel, exhorting these bones 
encouragingly, “Come on, you can do it, you can come back to life!”  You can imagine 
Ezekiel muttering under his breath, “Okay, crazy God, whatever you say, ‘Preach to the 
bones’, wasting my talent but you’re the boss.” 
 
When Ezekiel finished proclaiming the prophecies to the dry bones, suddenly there was 
a noise, a great rattling, and, the prophet writes, “the bones came together, bone to its 
bone”, one bone finding the next bone to which it belonged.  Toe bone connected to the 
foot bone, and so forth, hear the word of the Lord.  But it doesn’t stop there, with the 
assembly of so many science-classroom-skeletons.  Ezekiel says, “I looked, and there 
were sinews on them, and flesh had come up on them, and skin had covered them; but 
there was no breath in them.”  In Ezekiel’s vision, part of God’s promise to the bones 
has come true.  It’s like some computer program from one of those CSI shows; they 
start with a skeleton and figure out that it belonged to a 39 year old woman with brown 
hair and a tattoo on her ankle, who drove a blue sports car and worked in retail.  And 
then God called breath into these bodies, and, scripture says, “they lived, and stood on 
their feet, a vast multitude.” 
 
In Ezekiel’s vision, the dry bones are the people of Israel, living in exile, separated from 
God.  Perhaps they have homes and businesses and families, but without a connection 
to God, they are dry and lifeless, they are dead and gone.  As the next verses of the 
passage indicate, the people in exile say, “Our bones are dried up, and our hope is lost; 
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we are cut off completely.”  But God promises to re-member them, put them back 
together, bind them with sinews, cover them with skin, and animate them with spirit.  
They may not have the Temple, they may not have their holy ground, but God is still 
with them.  In the Genesis creation story, God creates a human being from the dust of 
the earth, and then breathes spirit into that being.  Once again, God has brought a 
creature up from the dust of the earth, and given them life.  But not just one being, not 
Adam; a whole community.  Ezekiel’s vision says we all rise together.  We don’t come to 
life alone, on our own, one at a time; it happens for all of us or it happens for none of us.   
 
Jewish writer Elie Wiesel observed that the book of Ezekiel includes four prophetic 
visions.  Three of the four actually indicate the date on which the vision took place.  
Only this vision, of the valley of the dry bones, is undated.  Wiesel, who survived the 
Holocaust, said this vision bears no date, because every generation needs to hear it in 
its own time, to respond for themselves to the question, “Can these bones live?” 
 
And what a valley lays before us, filled from end to end with bones.  The bones of a 
house, destroyed by one hurricane after another, as the season becomes more fierce 
under the impact of climate change.  The thin bones of a child growing up in a refugee 
camp, fleeing violence in Syria, with no one willing to take her in.  The bones of a black 
man, lying in the streets, a victim not only of a police officer’s gun but also the bias of 
the system in which we are all complicit.  The living bones of one addicted to heroin, 
losing work and home and family and friends and health to that killer drug.   
 
And we lay them out in our prayer every Sunday:  the resting bones of a relative who 
has died; the wasting bones of the friend who hasn’t long for this world; the haunted 
bones of those we love who wrestle with mental illness.   
 
Even those of us who might look hale and hearty know the valley of dry bones.  A 
marriage from which all life is gone, a pile of bones on the ground.  A job that feels like 
it’s scraping away our very flesh.  Stress that slowly but steadily drains our life force.  
There are bones, both literal and figurative, stretching to the four directions.  Can these 
bones live? 
 
It feels like the obvious answer is “No.”  Bones don’t come back to life.  Addiction isn’t 
going away, neither is mental illness.  Even finding a new job is hard.  Can these bones 
live?  God knows.  And, according to scripture, God is the one who can bring them to 
life, pull bones back together, put flesh and muscle on the bare bones, blow breath into 
lungs again.  That sounds like a movie, not real life. 
 
A few years ago I heard this story from a colleague (Rev. Dana Nelson).  In Nicaragua, 
in a small village, a group of women got together regularly to study the bible and have 
discussion and pray together.  Over time their level of trust in one another grew, and 
they talked openly with each other about their daily joys and struggles.  They found that 
among their group, some of them had a similar problem in common, domestic violence, 
recurring incidents of abuse in their homes.  One woman said that for a long time she 
had felt too ashamed to tell anyone about the violence, but now she realized that she 
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was not alone.  At that time, a man in their little village was abusing his son.  The small 
houses were close together and at times it was possible for the neighbors to hear the 
angry father shouting at his son, and beating him with his belt.  So the women’s bible 
study group made a plan.  One evening, when the beating started, the women quickly 
gathered together and went to the house of this man.  They came with pots and pans 
and metal spoons.  They surrounded the violence in this little house and all together in 
using they started clanking on their pots and pans.  CLANK CLANK CLANK.  Clanking 
the metal pans together and making a big racket, so that the man came out of his 
house.  He yelled at them, “What are you doing?!”  A woman in the group spoke up, 
“Stop beating your son!”  The man slammed his door closed again, went back into his 
house of dry bones, even more angry and defensive, and picked up his belt again to hit 
his son.  CLANK CLANK CLANK!  Again went their metal pots and pans.  A Holy noise.  
A rattling, like a rattling of dry bones assembling.  The man opened the door again, face 
flushed, belt in hand, and he shouted, “Get out of here, this is my son!” – but the women 
stood firm and answered back, “This is our community.” 
 
From the dead bones of each woman’s painful isolation, came a force for change.  One 
woman couldn’t have done that on her own; she probably wouldn’t have dared, and if 
she did the sound wouldn’t have reached the man, and if it did he would have ignored 
her.  But a group, a crowd, a community – that he couldn’t ignore.  That stopped him in 
his tracks.  That changed a young boy’s world. 
 
In Ezekiel’s vision, a whole valley of bones came back to life.  Because that is how God 
works:  in community, “where two or more are gathered”, in the people together.  That’s 
why we sing, “you can count on me” during the introit, and “won’t you be my neighbor” 
during the benediction.  That’s why we share our joys and concerns during the pastoral 
prayer, and why we reach out to each other during the Passing of the Peace.  Together, 
God is bringing us to life, putting flesh on our bones and breath in our lungs.  Together, 
we experience God. 
 
This afternoon, some of our skeletons will jump around in the bouncy house.  Other 
skeletons will serve food, lead games, sit and chat.  All this, for no other reason that to 
let other skeletons – stranger skeletons – know that they are loved, and valued, and 
welcomed.  Because God has called us to be community, to rattle our bones at injustice 
and dance around at life’s joy.  I love the image from our second reading, of us all with 
our arms locked together, working up the courage to leap into a new world.  So we can 
start small, with greeting a stranger at the Neighborhood BBQ.  We’ll work our way up to 
challenging abusers and creating a mighty army for love.   
 
Does it feel like the world, sometimes, is a valley of dried bones, lifeless and hopeless?  
Does it feel like your own life, sometimes, is that desolate valley?  My friends, can we 
rise up together, stretch our 206 bones, and put them to work for justice and joy?  God 
is stirring us, pulling us together, putting flesh on our dreams.  We are not disconnected 
bones, rattling around this world.  We are not cut off from each other or from God.  
I know God is ready to breathe into us.  What have we got to lose?  Amen. 


