
Ezekiel 37: 1 – 14  

Exactly one week ago, it was announced by the United Nations that The Ukraine war has now 

pushed the number of people forced to flee conflict or persecution over the milestone of 

100 million for the first time on record. 

It’s hard to imagine what it must be like to be forced to live in a land other than your own. But it 

must sometimes feel like there is no hope. It can be hard enough adapting to another culture 

when you choose to go abroad. Having just back from the Far East this week, I enjoyed my first 

decent cup of tea for 3 weeks. Ginger tea and green tea are both very good in their own way, but 

let’s face it, they’re just not Tetley or Yorkshire tea.  

On the plane journey back, I talked to a 25 year old Vietnamese lady who has lived in the UK for 9 

years, but now is thinking of going back. She just misses the way of life there. England has made 

her wealthier, but the longing to be back home is now too strong. Culture goes so deep in us: it 

gives us a sense of belonging, a whole foundation of things we’re comfortable with at a deep level. 

But to be hounded out of your own country and forced to live in another one where you’re 

probably not overly welcome anyway. That must leave a lot of people feeling hopeless.  

The rather strange but wonderful first reading today was written to a group of Jews who had also 

been thrown out by the invading force. They were the people who had previously had influence – 

it you invade a country, they’re the ones you want to get rid of. So these Jews, now living in 

Babylon had lost home, wealth, status, and there was no hope in sight of their country being 

restored. They’d also lost Jerusalem and the temple.  It’s hard for us to understand how central the 

temple was to a Jew’s faith. Without the temple, they were spiritually cut adrift.  

So, all in all, these folk felt about as hopeless as anyone could possibly feel. 

Now, I know that in the Surrey Hills, quality choral music reigns supreme. But there may be some 

of you who remember a Caribbean pop group of the 70s and 80s called Boney M.  By the rivers of 

Babylon, there we sat down Yeah, we wept, when we remembered Zion. How shall we sing the Lord’s 

song in a strange land ?   Those lyrics are directly from a psalm written by those very people in 

exile.  

So, these poor displaced people cried out Our bones are dried up and our hope is gone. 

And then Ezekiel had his vision. Rather ghoulish at the beginning. In this vision from God he is 

taken into a valley covered with thousands of dry bones. ‘Dry’ mean they had died a long time ago. 

There’s something final about a pile of bones. And in the vision, the Lord says to him “Can these 

dry bones live ?”. Now Ezekiel’s answer, albeit in his own vision, is a wise one. He doesn’t say – not 

a hope, be realistic.  Nor does he say, you are the almighty God who can do anything. He just says, 

you alone Lord, know the answer. And then in the vision, these bones start knitting together into 

skeletons. Incidentally, that is where the spiritual ‘Dem bones, dem bones, dem dry bones’ comes 

from. The meaning was clear: you are going to come back together. But bones without flesh aren’t 

much use. So in the second phase, flesh is added and in the final phase breath is added. They are 

alive once more.  



And this quite extraordinary vision was delivered by Ezekiel in about 585 BC. About 50 years later, 

there was a rather unexpected turn of events when it was decreed that the exiles could return to 

Jerusalem. Ezekiel’s prophecy finally came true.  

The prophecy was given to address utter hopelessness.  

Hopelessness is more than just there’s no way out of this. It is that, but it’s also that this is all not 

only awful but totally meaningless. And this vision is sent to prevent people from living in that 

level of hopelessness.  

As Christians, we can never hide from truth. Evil, havoc wreaked by the human ego, broken 

dreams, declining strength as we age, these are all facts of life.  But God is also a fact of life. And 

again and again, Jesus rejected hopelessness. A large crowd and a tiny bit of bread and fish: he 

asks his disciples how it’s looking and the answer is basically - ‘hopeless’. A woman who had lost 

all her money trying to get cures for a bleeding problem, situation basically ‘hopeless’. Jesus never 

accepted that assessment. The leader you have followed for 3 years and pinned all your hopes on 

has just been executed on a cross.  Situation ‘hopeless’. But then came Easter Sunday. Easter 

Sunday was a declaration of war against hopelessness.  

For Christians, being hopeless is not an option. As St. Augustine once said ‘We are an Easter 

people’. 

Forgive a rather small scale personal example, but these things have to be rooted in our everyday 

realities. I once had responsibility for a year for a rather down at heel Caribbean church in a less 

than wealthy area. After a few months, I remember saying to my wife Judith: the trouble is, love, 

folk here are lovely, but there’s nobody with leadership skills at all, just a handful of people 

anyway, and no money. We just don’t have the resources ( in other words, situation hopeless) 

Those were my exact words.  That same afternoon, the bishop had called clergy together and he 

was preaching away on the feeding of the 5000. I was just thinking I’d heard it all before, when he 

paused and said “I don’t want any of you clergy ever to say ‘we don’t have the resources’.” There 

are times when you sense that God might just be having a word with you. And incidentally that 

church has strengthened considerably since then.  

That is a very minor example compared to the plight of an exiled people. But hopelessness is 

always to be rejected. Whatever feels hard for you right now, never give in to hopelessness. Hope 

is not about getting the outcome we want. Hope may well look different from what we’d dreamt 

of.  Ezekiel envisioned the temple being rebuilt. It was rebuilt, but was not the same as the first 

temple. Hope may well be about unexpected outcomes. Nor is it just about my personal situation. 

Ezekiel prophesied to people in exile and the vast majority who heard the prophecy did not live to 

see its fulfilment. But their children did. Hope is about the fact that there is no place so dark that 

the light of Christ cannot break in. No place where change is out of the question, or someone’s 

actions in adversity cannot give hope or courage to others. And we may well have the privilege of 

being channels of that light.  

 

 

 


