Sunday, April 10th

Ezekiel 37:1-14 and John 11:1-45

From Out of the Tomb
I’d like to begin by reading the opening verses of our OT lesson again from the prophet Ezekiel: “The hand of the LORD came upon me, and he brought me out by the spirit of the LORD and set me down in the middle of a valley; it was full of bones.  He led me all around them; there were very many lying in the valley, and they were very dry.”  

The prophet Ezekiel is presented here with a picture of death: a valley filled with dry bones.  A disturbing image really.  You don’t get a clearer picture of death than a valley of dry bones.  And what’s more disturbing still is that the valley of dry bones was how God at that time pictured his people, the people of Israel.  Their bones were dried up—the hope and the life that came from their relationship with God had seeped out of them.  We are told their hope was lost, and that they were cut off completely, referring to what they believed was the end of God’s covenant with them.  In judgment God had stood by as the Babylonians invaded and destroyed the city of Jerusalem—taking away their land, their temple, and their leaders.  And as far as the people of Israel could tell, they had no future with God.  It was too late for God to take them back.   All that could be seen was death, a valley of dry bones, their bones.

Two-thousand five hundred years later, when you look around, do you see anything resembling the valley of dry bones?  Our modern buildings, homes, cars, and gadgets; our obsession with trying to look younger and with doing everything in our power to live longer all lead us to believe we’re nowhere near the valley of dry bones.  Dry bones are not an image we’d use to describe ourselves and our lives.  In our society we desperately try to hide the reality of death as much as possible.  We try to cover up the valley of dry bones; sweep them under the rug out of sight, and keep everything in view clean and tidy.  We are a culture that denies the reality of death.  In the words of theologian Stanley Hauerwas, “we live as if we honestly believe we are going to make it out of life alive.”  We refuse to accept anything that’s beyond our ability to control because we are afraid.  And death is a terrifying mystery, a part of being human that that we cannot escape.  Maybe if we look the other way, death will just go away, the valley of dry bones will disappear, life will go on as we’d like it to, and God will not look at us and see a valley filled with dry bones.
Though no matter how fast we run, how productive we are, how far our technology advances, how successful our strides to look younger and live younger, we all face death—the death of those we love as well as our own.  Whether we want to see it or not, we all end up in the valley of dry bones.

In fact, we are confronted by death in the same way two sisters named Mary and Martha were when they entered the valley of dry bones.  Their brother Lazarus had been ill, which was pretty much a death sentence back then.  They knew Jesus loved Lazarus like a brother, and they trusted Jesus could do something to heal Lazarus so he wouldn’t have to die.  But Jesus didn’t come soon enough.  By the time that Jesus arrived on the scene, Mary and Martha were convinced it was too late.  Lazarus had already died.  “Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died,” they said.  They wondered what good it would do when Jesus showed up late.  They suspected not even Jesus could change things then; not even Jesus could bear the heavy grief they carried with them after their brother’s death.  Their eyes were fixed on the tomb in which Lazarus lay and on the stone that sealed him off from them.  
When Jesus ordered that they roll away the stone, all that Martha could say to him was “Lord, already there is a stench because he has been dead four days.”  All they could see and smell and talk and weep about was his death.  Despite Jesus being there, they were completely overwhelmed by death’s power to take someone they loved away from them.  Indeed Lazarus was not the only dead man, for they were all living under the power of death.
Mary, Martha, and the weeping crowd were gripped by the power of death then as much as we are gripped by the power of death now.  Despite the vast differences between our world and theirs, our cries of grief are the same, “Lord, if you had been here, my brother/sister/mother/father/grandmother/grandfather/child/ friend wouldn’t have died.”  Or “Lord if you were here, I shouldn’t have to face my own death.”  

Despite what we say to God while we’re gripped by the power of death, Jesus shows us we have no business keeping him away from places like the tomb and the valley of dry bones.  Jesus comes to us anyway, as he came to Mary, Martha, Lazarus, and the weeping crowd.  He comes in his own time, but he always comes.
When Jesus comes, he weeps for us.    He weeps because he loves Lazarus who is now dead.  He weeps because he is deeply troubled by how much Lazarus’ death hurt Mary and Martha and the Jews who gathered near the tomb.  He weeps as those people in our lives weep with us and care for us when a loved one dies or as we prepare to face our own death.
Then Jesus speaks to us.  He speaks to us, and his words have power.  His words do what they say: “Lazarus, come out!  The dead man came out [of the tomb].  His hands and feet were bound with strips of cloth, and his face wrapped in a cloth.  Jesus said to them, “Unbind him, and let him go.”  At the sound of Jesus’ words, Lazarus is raised from the dead and set free.  At the sound of Jesus’ words, from out of the tomb, comes freedom and new life.
Jesus’ words are for you who are bound by the power of death and sealed in a tomb, whatever your tomb may be.  Jesus meets you at the tomb where you suffer unbearable grief, at the tomb where you are unwilling to forgive or be forgiven, at the tomb where you fear your own death to the point you cannot trust God, at the tomb where you’ve lost hope in the future God has for you; at all of those tombs and many others.  Then Jesus cries for you to come out of those tombs, to leave them behind, and his words do what they say: you are raised up and set free.  The waiting is over, since Jesus has come and proclaimed to you: “I am the resurrection and the life.  Those who believe in me, even though they die, will live.”  
These words of life have their way with us whenever we are rescued from the power of death and set free to receive the new life God gives us through Jesus.  When Jesus removes whatever binds us and blinds us—the strips of cloth wrapped around our hands, feet, and face—he’s setting us free from the power of death.  He’s restoring our once-broken relationship with God for all eternity, and he’s strengthening our love for one another.
When all is said and done, then, the tomb is not our true home.  Neither is the valley of dry bones.  As the prophet Ezekiel tells us, God will see to it that the dry bones live.  And Jesus will keep calling us out of the tomb.  And setting us free: again and again and again.  Thanks be to God.  Amen.  
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