1

SERMON
First Lutheran Church
Aitkin, Minnesota

Ezekiel 37:1-14
Rev. Darrell J. Pedersen
December 10, 2017

The bones were very dry. The armies of Babylon had overrun God’s faithless
people, Israel. Israel’s political and religious leaders, its priests and artisans had
all been shipped off to exile in Babylon. The holy city, Jerusalem was leveled. The
temple, God’s home amongst God’s people on earth, had been destroyed. God
must be gone. God must have given up on them. All hope was gone. The bones
were very dry.
Ezekiel, a priest, was one of those Israelites carried into captivity in that distant
land. God was not dead. God had not given up on Israel. God called Ezekiel to
speak God’s word to God’s broken and spiritless people in Babylon. The early
chapters of Ezekiel’s prophecy make very clear that the people of Israel had given
up on God, worshiped other gods, not cared for those in need, and had formed
alliances with other powerful nations in an effort to save themselves. The notion
that they could take perfectly good care of themselves was their greatest sin.
Believing only in themselves and not in God led to a nation physically and
spiritually destroyed and it left broken-hearted citizens scattered to the four
winds. Very dry bones. . .
Finally, by the 37th chapter of Ezekiel, God instructed Ezekiel to give God’s people
a hopeful message. God gave Ezekiel a vision of a valley filled with very dry
human bones. These bones represented God’s people in exile. But God wasn’t
willing to leave God’s people separated from God and separated from each
other, without hope or help. Through Ezekiel, God gave God’s people hope! To
quote an African American spiritual, “Dem bones gonna rise again!” Oh, yes.
The Africans captured and brought here to America to serve as slaves, they knew
something about being exiles in a foreign land. Hundreds of years after the time
of Ezekiel, American slaves claimed God’s word of hope during their own
captivity. The Native Americans also knew something about being exiles in their
own land. And lots of others know exile as well. As of 2010, 1.6 million
Americans were in prison, not counting county jails, etc. That is five times the
average percentage for all the other nations of the world. And some of us are
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exiles here too, held captive by abuse, poverty, addiction, prejudice, injustice,
family tree, or reputation. All of us, each of us passes in and out of the false
prison which says that we need to take care of ourselves and can’t count upon
anybody else, including God. What sorts of walls are keeping you from trusting
God to care for you right now?
God’s word came to those dispirited people. “O dry bones, hear the word of the
Lord. Thus says the Lord God to these bones; I will cause breath to enter you,
and you shall live. I will lay sinews on you, and will cause flesh to come upon
you, and cover you with skin, and put breath in you and you shall live; and you
shall know that I am the Lord.” God’s people had had the wind knocked out of
them. This passage uses the Hebrew word for “wind” eleven times. That word
can be translated “wind,” “breath,” or “spirit.”
The prophet speaks. The bones rattle and come together with flesh. But, there is
no “breath” in them. Then God calls the four “winds” to come and “breathe”
into the people. And life came back to them. And God said, “I will put my spirit
within you, and you shall live, and I will place you on your own soil; then you

shall know that I, the Lord, have spoken and will act,” says the Lord.
Do you see it? God’s people often get into trouble, experience spiritual
dehydration, suffocation, when we forget that God is the source of our life,
hope and salvation. We each and all have our own dry bone times. God
breathes life into us when we are created/born. Then God breathes eternal life
into us when we are baptized/adopted into God’s family. At our baptism, God’s
Holy Spirit/Breath/Wind enters into our hearts and lives. From that moment on
God’s Spirit is blowing, coaxing, wooing and encouraging us to trust God, to walk
with Jesus. The Spirit is reminding us, again and again and again, that we are not
alone. That we don’t have to take care of everything all by ourselves. That God
longs to bless us with every good thing that we need. God longs to see us live
with God’s peace and joy in our lives every day.
Dry bones given life and breath – that’s all God’s holy work for unfaithful
Israelites. Our bodies being given life and breath and eternal life – that’s all
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God’s holy work for us who are sometimes faithful, but often not. Jesus teaches
Nicodemus that humans being born again/born from above into the kingdom of
God is all God’s Spirit/Wind/Breath work. The Apostle Paul teaches us that
when we are in trouble and don’t even know which end is up in our lives, the
Spirit intercedes for us with sighs and groans too deep for human understanding.
Sometimes you or I give up on God, maybe even often. But God won’t give up on
us. The Spirit, the wind, keeps blowing in and through our lives to enable us to
embrace God in our lives once again. To trust God to love and care for us.
You being here today in worship is not about coming to be religious, to impress
the in-laws or to keep a good business image. Being in worship is about coming
to hear the Word of the Lord. The Holy Spirit brings us, welcomes us, fills us and
then draws us close to God and to our broken, doubting, fearful, limping sisters
and brothers in Christ. Worship is God speaking to us in hymns, scripture, choir
anthem, prayers and sermon. Worship is God adopting us, once and for all, in
baptism and feeding us again and again in the Lord’s Supper of forgiveness,
healing and new life. Worship is about God’s promise and power to give us life
abundant, and to move in our lives to bless us, and to move in our lives to be a
true blessing to our family, friends, neighbors, coworkers and the whole creation.
Worship is all about God bringing us home to find meaning and hope, life and
joy, to live in peace and to somehow contribute a little bit of light, life and hope
to those around us.
A few weeks ago, a stranger joined our Friday morning Men’s Breakfast/Bible
study. He ate and visited with those at his table. He knew something about
scripture and participated in the discussion. At the end, he announced that he
was homeless. That he and his daughter were living in his van parked outside of
the church. He had stopped to get a book out of the lending library box in front of
the church. He saw men going into the church and decided to investigate.
Several men visited with him about his plight. I gave him some information about
Bridges of Hope, which tries to help people get a fresh start in life. We gave him
some food and he went on his way. A couple of weeks later, the man returned to
our study group and at the end of our session announced, “I just wanted to come
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back and let all of you know that my daughter and I have a house to live in by
Staples and we both have new jobs.” Dry bones alive again?
We have had a couple of dozen young parents coming to our Wednesday night
parenting Bible study. Have you thought about how hard it is to be a parent
these days? They are all carrying heavy burdens of high expectations, limited
resources and time and weary bodies from long hours invested in work, home
and raising children. In our study, they are receiving hopeful, helpful, even
practical words from scripture, God and each other. There is lots of laughter,
some tears and a few hugs. Dry bones alive again?
On November 21, 2017, Ruth Nelson sent this note to her volunteer team at the
Food Shelf that welcomes people here at First Lutheran. She wrote, “We still
have 9 days to go in November and have already set a record for number of
families served at our food shelf. Yesterday, we had 93 families there and the
first food shelf in the month there were 83 families. I believe the thing I will
remember is all the people so thankful for help. The 95-year-old lady who came
in for the first time and said she didn’t have enough food to make it until her
check came. Also surprising is the number of grandparents raising
grandchildren or families where both parents work but still can’t make it. My
thanks is to you, the special people who gave of yourself to help these people.”
So Ruth Nelson writes. Dry bones alive again?
Israel gave up on God. But God didn’t give up on them. God promised to give
God’s Spirit, Wind, Breath to help them to come back to life, to come back to
God. Our world may seem to be filled with dry bones today. Our nation may
seem to be filled with dry bones today. Our lives may seem like dry bones today.

Don’t give up. The Wind is still blowing and life is on the way.
God’s faithful promise. Thanks be to God. Amen.

