 “Oh Dem Bones”
A Sermon delivered by Rev. John Balicki
St. Luke’s Church, Wilton, Maine
March 22, 2026; The Fifth Sunday in Lent

Play the first couple of verses of “Dem Bones” by the Delta Rhythm Boys
Somehow we didn’t get that one worked into our songlist for today so I thought I’d start us off with it.  
[bookmark: _GoBack]And if we were able to do visuals here of the video recording of “Dem Bones”,we’d see the four singers snapping to the melody and one of the singers in white cap and gown very professoriallly using a pointer to illustrate the progression of the bones from toe to heel to foot to ankle and on up. It’s all light-hearted and fun and it’s often been used to introduce the first lessons of the anatomy to children, often in pre-school, where they would sing along with this tune or perhaps the version from the cartoon, “Alvin and the Chipmunks meet Frankenstein” (now there’s something for your viewing pleasure this afternoon while you watch the snow come down).  It’s all part of our societal fascination with bones.  Skeletons are one of our most popular Halloween decorations and costumes.  Crime investigation television shows like “CSI” or “Unforgotten” as well as the aptly named “Bones” have been popular over the years.   There has even been revitalization of classic works of literature into ghoulish parodies such as “Pride and Prejudice with Zombies” (there’s one for you to watch after the Chipmunks); yes, figures of death crowd the popular cultural landscape. And it all seems so light-hearted and so fun, until, until, until we think on what were the circumstances the song, “Dem Bones” originated and going further back, what led the prophet Ezekiel to use all this bizarre imagery in his prophecy, and well let’s face it, we are talking about dead bones here.  Hmmm, sounds like a sermon, stay tuned.

First the song: the melody was written in the 1920s by the great African-American author and songwriter James Weldon Johnson to give motivational oomph to the Old Testament tale of Ezekiel at a time when spirituals were a powerful binding force among black Americans.  These songs, known as spirituals, reflected the slaves’ need to express their new Christian faith. And even after slavery there was the need for this music, at times as light-hearted as “Dem Bones” because there continued to be bones: from lynchings and beatings and bodies just worn out from a lifetime of inhumane work with little reward. 

And yes those bones and whose are the bones of 2026 lying over the face of the world?  Why there’s Renee Good and Alex Pretti, why if we go to Iran we see over 7,000 killed during the protests and 1,000 civilian deaths since the USA started bombing Iran; almost 14,000 casualties in the Ukraine just in this year alone; over 75,000 killed in Gaza over the two years. That’s a lot of bones.  We don’t even want to think about those numbers. And how do we react to thinking about all these bones, all these deaths?  Well there’s always the three D’s: denial, depression and despair.  I’ve tried all of them and maybe you have too. Not a great answer – sometimes leaves us feeling as dry as those bones in the desert.

But maybe we can find hope in dem bones just as Ezekiel did. The passage begins by God presenting a riddle to Ezekiel: “Mortal, can these bones live?”.  Ezekiel is worn out and in no mood for riddles, like when we get tired of too many questions, “Lord, you know”.  Why is Ezekiel so resigned?  Scripture professor David Garber puts it this way:

 Before we can watch the wind swirl the bones back together and marvel at the newly formed humans breathing the breath of life again, we have to ask a few questions. Why is the valley full of bones? What caused the visions of death that the community faced? What has brought Ezekiel to the point of near speechlessness and despair?

Ezekiel himself was taken into exile in 597 BCE, he heard reports of his religious institution being corrupted without the proper oversight of the priesthood, and his status had been reduced from a prominent position as a future priest in Jerusalem to that of a temple-less priest in exile.  We forget the death of his wife and God’s command for him not to mourn her as an example for the exilic community not to mourn the loss of the Temple. 

More importantly, we forget the historical trauma that accompanied this exile. We forget that the Babylonians tortured the inhabitants of Jerusalem with siege warfare that lasted almost two years, leading to famine, disease, and despair. We forget how they destroyed the city of Jerusalem, razed the temple to the ground, killed many of its inhabitants, and forced the rest to migrate to Babylon. 

While many of us read Ezekiel 37 as a beautiful passage, it is also horrifying. It is horrifying because it asks us to remember, confront, and testify to the devastating events that led to the valley filled with dry bones in the first place. Its beauty, however, manifests itself with the possibility that even in this landscape full of death, a hope for renewed life remains.

Here's how Frederick Buechner describes that hope:

There was a boneyard. There were shinbones and arm bones and wishbones and collarbones and skulls enough to keep paleontologists busy indefinitely. What the voice said this time was for Ezekiel to speak the word of the Lord to this boneyard and then stand back. So he spoke it.

The first thing that happened was a sound of rattling and clicking like the tide going out over a million pebble beaches as the bones started snapping back together again. The next thing that happened was a million reassembled skeletons pulling on skin like long winter underwear. The last thing that happened was the color coming back to a million pairs of cheeks and the spark to a million pairs of eyes and the breath of life to a million pairs of lungs.

The breath of life to a million pairs of lungs.  In Hebrew, ruach, breath spirit. The same breath Jesus used to cry, “Lazarus, come out!”. The same breath we’ll hear about in two weeks when the resurrected Jesus comes into a locked room and breathes on his disciples, “Receive the Holy Spirit”.   

From before Ezekiel until today, we have not escaped a Valley of Dry Bones, we have not escaped senseless killing, exile, and refugees trying to find new homes.  We can choose to react as many have through history with the three D’s of denial, depression and despair.  But Paul reminds us that if we live according to the Spirit, not giving in to all our natural inclinations, but trusting the grace of the Holy Spirit to transform us, then we find our resurrection moment. We find hope. We see the Spirit at work in our lives.We can see with the eyes of faith that there is more to life than this finite world can offer, more than a valley of dead bones.   If we are willing to discern and testify to the death that surrounds our communities, and if we are prepared to obey the charge to command the spirit of God to renew them, perhaps the Church can and will fulfill its role to inspire new life in the darkest valleys.
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