
St John & St Stephen’s Church, Reading, 22nd March 2026, Lent 5 
Ezekiel 37:1-14, John 11:1-45 
Mortal, can these bones live? 

 

Ezekiel 37:1-14. The Valley of Dry Bones 
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. 2 He led me all round them; there were very many lying in the valley, and they were 
very dry. 3 He said to me, ‘Mortal, can these bones live?’ I answered, ‘O Lord God, you know.’ 4 Then he said to me, 
‘Prophesy to these bones, and say to them: O dry bones, hear the word of the Lord. 5 Thus says the Lord God to these 
bones: I will cause breath to enter you, and you shall live. 6 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.’ 
7 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. 8 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. 9 Then he 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.’ 10 I prophesied as he commanded me, and the breath came into them, and they 
lived, and stood on their feet, a vast multitude. 
11 Then he 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.” 12 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. 
13 And you shall know that I am the Lord, when I open your graves, and bring you up from your graves, O my people. 
14 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.’ 

 
The last time I preached was on Ash Wednesday. ‘Dust you are and to dust you shall return’ were the words said to 
those of us present, as our foreheads were anointed with ash in the sign of the cross, which of course is a method of 
execution. It is a solemn ritual. The gospel on that day was of the poor woman taken in the act of adultery (while the 
man she was with was nowhere to be seen); she was as good as dead by stoning. Until, that is, Jesus intervened, 
writing in the dust and observing that the person in the crowd who was free from sin, let that person cast the first 
stone. The crowd drained away. The condemned woman got to live, snatched from certain death by Jesus, given life. 
Today we read two more powerful stories of death to life: Ezekiel and the valley of dry bones, and the raising of 
Lazarus from death in the gospel. Both readings are a foretaste of Easter day: it almost seems wrong to have them 
here, still in Lent – the resurrection hasn’t happened yet!  But here they are, and they give promise of what is to 
happen on the day when the stone rolled away and history was changed forever. 
 
I want to focus on the reading from the prophet Ezekiel. The timing is after the Exile, around 500 years before Christ, 
and the Israelites are captives in a foreign land, Babylon. All their hopes of the future have been dashed. The glory 
days of David and Solomon are in the rear-view mirror. The dry bones in the valley represent the dusty sense of 
hopelessness that they would ever find their way home. Ezekiel’s vision is given for a people who have lost heart, 
who are suffering a death of the spirit, a living death in a foreign land. ‘Mortal, can these bones live?’ God asks of the 
prophet. He invites Ezekiel to prophesy to the dry bones, 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 he 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.’ (vv.7-10) 
 
It’s a vivid scene. And the message is clear: You – the captives – are going to live! You’re going to get out of here!  
This message of freedom from captivity, of new life, is a foundational and often repeated message of the scriptures. 
In Genesis 2, we read, ‘The Lord God formed man from the dust of the ground and breathed into his nostrils the 
breath of life; and the man became a living being’ (Genesis 2:7). It’s the same words as our reading from Ezekiel! 
Then God speaks to Moses at the burning bush, at a time when the people of God were slaves in Egypt: ‘The Lord 
said, I have observed the misery of my people who are in Egypt;… indeed, I know their sufferings, and I have come 
down to deliver them…and to bring them up into a land flowing with milk and honey’ (Exodus 3:7,8). Whenever the 
people fell back into old ways, time and time again God would bring them back home. In the gospels, we meet Jesus 
and find that, again and again, he gives new life to people. He raised three people from death! Jairus’ daughter 
(Matthew 9:18-26), the widow’s son at Nain (Luke 7:11-17), and Lazarus, whom we heard about in today’s gospel 



reading. Add to that the blind given sight, the deaf given hearing, the lame starting to walking, lepers are cleansed, 
hated tax collectors are loved and called, the woman caught in adultery delivered from stoning and so on. You get 
the picture. It is what Jesus does. He gives new life. 
 
In the practice of the prayer of review of the day (called the Examen), there’s a couple of good questions we can 
pose ourselves as we look back on the day – or the week, or the month, or the year. Here they are: what gives you 
life? And what drains you of life? I think most of us have an intuitive sense of what that means. God wants us to live 
– to really live!  Jesus said, ‘I have come that you may have life, and have it to the full’ (John 10:10). So, what gives 
you life? Take a moment to reflect on that and share it with someone sitting close by. Now, ask yourself the 
question, what drains you of life? You may find that more difficult to share, but if you can, share that with your 
neighbour too. It may be that what you identified as giving you life is a gift from God, for you. Live it! 
 
Lats weekend I was at a spiritual direction conference at St Beuno’s retreat centre in north Wales. It was a great 
time, and as Rosemary will attest, I came back wagging my tail! In one of the keynote presentations, the speaker put 
a short letter up on the big TV screen he was using for visuals. As he began to read it, a lot of people started getting 
their phones out of their pockets to take a picture of the screen. A forest of phones and hands! I was about to do just 
that, when the speaker said, OK, I’ll photocopy it and make it available online. It seems that this is important for us! 
The letter had been written in the C16 by Ignatius of Loyola. And it was speaking loud and clear to most people in 
the room, nearly 600 years later. Ignatius originally wrote the letter to an important and over-busy church leader. 
 
It seems to me that you should resolve to do calmly what you can. Do not be anxious about everything but abandon 
to Divine Providence what you cannot accomplish by yourself…Anxiety and restlessness of the mind are not pleasing 
to God. The Lord wants our limitations and weaknesses to be supported by his strength and omnipotence…those who 
take on many affairs, even with a right intention, must resolve to do simply what is in their power, without distress if 
they do not succeed in carrying out everything they would like…If we have to leave certain things aside, we must arm 
ourselves with patience, and not think that God expects from us what we cannot do: nor does he want us to grieve 
over our limitations…Moreover, when one has tried to do one’s best, one can leave everything else to him who has 
the power to do whatever he wants.  

St Ignatius of Loyola (1491-1556) – Letter of 17/11/1555 
 
You could hear the sighs of relief go round the room. In myself, I felt my spirits rise within me as I breathed in this 
reality that God helps us in our weakness, that he is there, and we can trust him. It is said that this is an age of 
anxiety, and for sure it’s something I struggle with, and probably many other people here are the same. Hearing this 
letter, it felt like the dry bones were starting to rattle inside me and be transformed into something giving life, or 
perhaps a better way of living, and I am trying to hang on to it. I wonder how it is sitting with you? 
 
God gives life, literally our life, and his desire for us is to live our lives as well as we can, trusting that God is with us, 
that it doesn’t all depend on us. What gives you life? Perhaps God is inviting you to lean into it. Of course, there are 
many things in our lives we just have to do, and they’re kind of neutral: neither giving life nor draining life out of us. 
Our duties, our chores. But sometimes there can even be a joy even in that. Jesus said, ‘I have come that you may 
have life, and have it to the full’ 
 
‘Mortal, can these bones live?’ 
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