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“Can These Bones Live?”      Rev. Kevin Omi 
Skyland Community Church      March 29, 2020 
The scripture (Ezekiel 37:1-14) is at the end of this document. 
 
“Can these bones live?” 
 
This is a question brought to us by the lectionary’s story of Ezekiel and his valley 
of bones; and the story of Jesus raising Lazarus from the dead. “Can these bones 
live?” is relevant today, as us we face directly into the onslaught of the 
coronavirus; not only the onslaughts of infection, suffering, and deaths, but the 
damage occurring to livelihoods and the economy. 
 
The prophet Ezekiel was writing during the time of the Babylonian exile. The 
Assyrians strategy for subduing Judah was violent terrorism. King 
Nebuchadnezzar II had a different strategy. His forces identified and captured not 
the 1%, but the top 10% of the population, the political and religious leaders of 
Judah. They were force-marched 900 miles, a trip lasting four months from Judah, 
the Northern Kingdom, to Babylon. Ezekiel was one of these leaders. To finalize 
his subjugation of the Jewish people, Nebuchadnezzar II destroyed the temple, the 
most powerful symbol of God’s presence in Jerusalem and Jewish culture in 586 
BCE.  
 
It is from the Babylonian exile, which took place not once but twice, in 597 and 
586 BCE that we hear the plaintive words of Psalm 137: 
 
By the rivers of Babylon— 
   there we sat down and there we wept 
   when we remembered Zion.  
On the willows there 
   we hung up our harps.  
For there our captors 
   asked us for songs, 
and our tormentors asked for mirth, saying, 
   ‘Sing us one of the songs of Zion!’  
 
The exile is one of the defining moments in Jewish history and it has served as a 
recurring theme for other peoples as well, including native peoples of this land 
force-marched to reservations, people ripped from their homes and rich cultures in 
Africa and brought to the U.S. as slaves, and undocumented workers forced to flee 
from violence and poverty in Central America. 
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For me, as a Japanese American, I view the internment of people of Japanese 
descent during World War II as a similar exile, into a foreign land within my 
grandparents’ chosen country. 
 
The words of Haruko Niwa, interned at Manzanar, are the universal cry of the 
exile, the other, the undocumented worker, and the members of our society who 
are facing unemployment today: "The first morning in Manzanar when I woke up 
and saw what Manzanar looked like, I just cried. And then I saw the high Sierra 
mountain, just like my native country's mountain, and I just cried, that's all."  
 
Ezekiel was not looking at an internment camp in the United States. He had a 
vision of looking at a very old battlefield, filled not with dead bodies but only 
bones, bones left after scavengers had stripped them of flesh; long forgotten bones 
that had been dried and bleached by the sun.  
 
For Ezekiel, the valley of bones represented the devastation after the destruction of 
the temple in Jerusalem and the scattering of the Jewish people. 
 
As he stands before God in his exile in Babylon with his vision of dry bones, 
Ezekiel hears God ask him a question that penetrates his soul, "Mortal, can these 
bones live?" Notice that the one asking the question is not Ezekiel, but God. 
 
Ezekiel’s reply is ambiguous: “I answered, ‘O Lord GOD, you know.’” In other 
words, Ezekiel doesn’t have a clue, or if he does, he is not about to let on. He’s not 
willing to take a position. The logical answer is, “of course not, silly, they are dry 
bones!” or perhaps an unimaginable one, “yes, these bones can live, if that is your 
will, Holy One.” 
 
The story of the valley of bones and its companion story of Jesus raising Lazarus 
from the dead are placed in the middle of Lent. They ask us important questions 
about what it means to be alive as we prepare ourselves for the journey towards 
Holy Week, the crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus on Sunday morning. 
 
Millions of our fellow Americans have already lost their jobs and far more will, in 
the days ahead. Many of the members of our congregation are retired and as such, 
are largely insulated from the recession, one that will surely deepen.  
Those that fortunate enough to have investments have seen some of them 
pummeled, but economic history tells us that the stock and bond markets will 
recover, even if it takes several years. 
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Perhaps the pandemic will give us an opportunity to ask important questions of our 
society: 
 

• Is it moral to have such huge disparities between those who are totally 
exposed to the ravages of naked capitalism while others benefit? 

• Is it right for us to hunker down, in the safety of our homes, while billions 
around the world have no means of protecting themselves and those they 
love? 

• 44 million people in this country have no health insurance, and another 38 
million have inadequate health insurance. This means that nearly one-third 
of Americans face each day without the security of knowing that, if and 
when they need it, medical care is available to them and their families. Is 
this acceptable, especially in light of the pandemic? 

• Will we allow totalitarianism to be the only model that can protect us? 
 

These are hard questions, to which simply answering, “no” is not enough. The only 
moral course for us to take is to advocate for deep, systematic change. In the words 
of Rev. William Barber, leader of the Poor People’s Campaign, “this virus is 
teaching us that from now on, living wages, guaranteed health care for all, 
unemployment and labor rights are not far left issues, but issues of right vs. wrong 
and life vs. death.” 
 
“If half of our population simply does not have the resources to prepare for a 
public health crisis, that isn’t only a danger to them. It’s bad news for all of us. The 
vast majority of people working for less than a living wage in America are working 
in service industry jobs. They are preparing and serving food, cleaning hotels and 
public buildings, caring for children and the elderly, who are most susceptible to 
the new coronavirus.”1 
 
For too long, far too many people in our country have been exiled from 
opportunities to live safe and secure lives and to have access to good paying jobs 
and adequate healthcare. Particularly in California and other high cost states, the 
money Congress and the President approved on Friday, will not go very far at all. 
 
What can we do? If nothing else, we can work to get more people registered to 
vote and we can support causes and organizations that move us in the right 
direction. Among many worthwhile giving opportunities, please consider our 

 
1 www.poorpeoplescampaign.org 
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special offering, One Great Hour of Sharing, and RIP Medical Debt East Bay. 
Through One Great Hour of Sharing the UCC works with domestic and 
international partners, to provide support to health, education, refugee, agricultural, 
and emergency relief initiatives.  
 
An offering closer to home is contributing to “RIP Medical Dept East Bay.”  
This organization is working to pay off all the medical debt available for purchase 
in Alameda and Contra Costa counties, about $4.7M. Every single dollar donated 
erases $100 of debt owed by people facing financial hardships. You can read about 
both of these in announcements from our church. 
 
We have been hearing from some quarters that we need to “get America working 
again”. It would be one thing to do so when we have both means of treatment and 
vaccines to inoculate people from it. But we are far from this day. To do so would 
be an immoral choice, one that will only help to spread the virus further and 
destroy even more livelihoods and lives. Our capitalist system creates great 
incentives for advances in treatment and prevention. Coupled with the safety nets 
that only big government can provide, we will eventually turn the corner, but we 
have a long way to go. 
 
Dave Hollis asks the question, “in the rush to return to normal, use this time to 
consider which parts of normal are worth returning to.” Collectively, we have a 
once-in-a-century opportunity to pause and reflect on our values and priorities.  

• The value of caring for, raising and teaching children 
• The value of those that provide intimate and direct care to aging parents and 

others with health challenges 
• The value of nurses and other healthcare providers; and preparation for 

pandemics 
• The value of those who harvest, deliver, and help us get food into our 

shopping carts 
• The value of capable leaders, focused on human lives 
• The importance of access to affordable healthcare, not just for some but for 

everyone. The coronavirus is showing us that we are incredibly 
interconnected and interdependent. 

• And last but not least, the importance of shifting from our economy from 
global warfare to global peace-making, so more money is available to care 
for people of every nation. 
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All of these are ways in which God can help us can turn from a world of illness, 
death, and dry bones to healing, wholeness, and peace.  
 
One of the writers of the Book of Deuteronomy states our choice clearly: “I call 
heaven and earth to witness today that I have set before you life and death, 
blessings and curses. Choose life so that you and your descendants may live. Love, 
obey, and hold fast to God.  
 
Doing so means life to each of us and the billions with whom we are 
interconnected and interdependent. Yes, Ezekiel, these bones can live. May each of 
us will do our part to restore life, health, and hope. Amen. 
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Ezekiel 37:1-14 The Valley of Dry Bones 
 
The hand of the Lord came upon me, and God brought me out by the spirit of 
the Lord and set me down in the middle of a valley; it was full of bones. God led 
me all round them; there were very many lying in the valley, and they were very 
dry. God said to me, ‘Mortal, can these bones live?’ I answered, ‘O Lord God, you 
know.’ Then the Holy One said to me, ‘Prophesy to these bones, and say to them: 
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.’ 
 
So I prophesied as I had been commanded; and as I prophesied, suddenly there was 
a noise, a rattling, and the bones came together, bone to its bone. I looked, and 
there were sinews on them, and flesh had come upon them, and skin had covered 
them; but there was no breath in them. Then God said to me, ‘Prophesy to the 
breath, prophesy, mortal, and say to the breath: Thus says the Lord God: Come 
from the four winds, O breath, and breathe upon these slain, that they may live.’ I 
prophesied as he commanded me, and the breath came into them, and they lived, 
and stood on their feet, a vast multitude. 
 
Then God said to me, ‘Mortal, these bones are the whole house of Israel. They say, 
“Our bones are dried up, and our hope is lost; we are cut off 
completely.” Therefore prophesy, and say to them, Thus says the Lord God: I am 
going to open your graves, and bring you up from your graves, O my people; and I 
will bring you back to the land of Israel. And you shall know that I am the Lord, 
when I open your graves, and bring you up from your graves, O my people. 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.’  
 
 


