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Ezekiel 37:1-14
Psalm 130
Romans 8:6-11
John 11:1-45

Can these bones live?

Among the many images to appear after September 11 was a photo which showed the 
skeleton of the structure standing where the Twin Towers of the World Trade Centre 
once stood. In the foreground there was a small tree. The image of the ruins juxtaposed 
with a fragment of life evoked a question like God’s question of Ezekiel: Mortal, can 
these bones live? The question was put in a context where the people had been taken 
into exile, had lost their King, their land and their Temple. They assumed God had 
abandoned them and, as a consequence, they would to sink without trace in history. 
There seemed no hope they would ever again be a nation; a people with a faith and a 
destiny. But Ezekiel was called to announce there would be life beyond exile. Through 
the power of God’s word and Spirit the people would be restored to become an 
historical reality once more. This is not exactly a promise of resurrection as we know it, 
but Ezekiel announced unqualified good news to people who believed that, as far as 
history was concerned, they were dead. The Psalmist said: With the Lord there is mercy, 
and plentiful redemption. The word of the Lord to Ezekiel was that despite what the 
people thought, God was able to create life where no hope of life can be seen. From this 
point in biblical history, the idea of resurrection develops and grows.

The raising of Lazarus is not about a family crisis at Bethany, nor is it about 
resuscitating a corpse. It is one of several a “sign stories” in John, and has to be read 
symbolically. John’s message is that without God the world is like a cemetery in which 
we are bound in death. Into this world God sent Jesus Christ to knock on the tomb in 
which we are trapped, and call us forth to life. He did this while we were helpless, 
bound and unable to ask for this gift. That Jesus delays his arrival at Bethany until 
Lazarus has been dead four days is to demonstrate that in him the life giving power of 
the Father is available to us, and what happens through him is not in accord with normal 
human expectations. And it is also intended to show the extent to which Jesus is the 
agent of the seeking love of God who wills that we should live in life, not in death. 
Throughout Jesus acts entirely “from above” - in the power of the source of all life. And 
at the same time he appears as fully human - able to express real grief, sorrow and love. 
He is truly God and truly human, and in him the resurrection and the life is with us.

John gives us in narrative form what Paul conveys in different words: that the power of 
God was present in Jesus to unleash a dynamic force in the world. The power that raised 
Jesus from the dead is available to us through our being incorporated into Christ 
through Baptism. To be Baptized means being willing to receive the news that in Christ 
we have been named as God’s own. And it means choosing to bind our selves to live 
according to the Spirit of life given us Christ. This is the opposite of living according to 
human standards and expectations, which is what is meant by living according to the 
Flesh. According to Paul the true mark of Christian identity is whether the Spirit gives 
us life and is working in us the transformation that moulds us ever more into the 
likeness of Christ.
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From the beginning of Lent until now we have regularly been faced with the question: 
where do we place our focus, and to whom do we trust our life? Now, as we draw in 
sight of Easter and all that that means, John and Paul show that the presence and power 
of God was given to us in a human life that manifested Spirit filled living. It broke the 
power of the Flesh by seeking its security and hope in God alone, while still subject to 
every aspect of human existence. In him we are bathed in the saving grace of God 
which is intended to enable us, from within the human realm, to make a new beginning 
- to recover the true source of our life by setting our minds on Christ. Paul says to set 
the mind on the spirit is life and peace. In Christ it becomes possible to give up trying to 
stand only on our own two feet, and to live a life which trusts and hopes in God. That is 
why in the Church we declare by the grace of God “these bones shall live, and we shall 
live” and we bind ourselves once more to God who has bound himself to us in the 
whole Easter story. To live by the Spirit is to choose to live in the world, and to love it, 
without saying yes its limited and skewed account of itself. And living by the Spirit 
means that wherever healing and reconciliation take place in the world, we hope and 
trust that God is at work, and resurrection life is truly present among us.

At the beginning of Lent we heard the story about Adam and Eve who, beguiled by the 
voice of the snake, fell into distrusting what God had said. They tried to become like 
God themselves, and slipped from life into death. On Thursday it will be St Patrick’s 
day, in view of which at the end of the service we will sing Patrick’s hymn “I bind unto 
myself today”. It is said that St Patrick drove the snakes out of Ireland. It is a good and 
useful story, even if it is not true in the literal sense. But in binding himself to God 
forever St Patrick spent his life as the enemy of the same snake. He made bold to show 
us that life comes from choosing the way marked out for us by God, who in Christ 
revealed that these bones may indeed live, but in a power not their own.
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