
Lent 5– 29/3/20
Ezekiel 37.1-14/John 11.1-45
In light of the Coronavirus

Sermon for Lent 5/Start of Passiontide

What a pair of readings to have in the lectionary today,

Both are deliberately placed on this, the final Sunday before Holy Week,

But they both feel especially apt given the situation the whole world has 
suddenly found itself in.

Ezekiel is a text that doesn’t feature very regularly in the lectionary cycle.

It is perhaps one of the most complicated books in the Bible, full of 
imagery that is disturbing and seemingly offensive.

And yet, it is a book filled with messages of the glory of God.

In the Bible Study on Wednesday evening, we began looking at the work 
of the prophets. 

Ezekiel is one of the major prophets and he, like many of the Jews, has 
been taken into captivity in Babylon.

The seemingly great dream of Israel being a light to the nations has died.

There is hopelessness.

The first part of Ezekiel’s prophecy speaks to this: the unfaithfulness of 
Israel and of their need to repent, to turn back to the Lord.

There we encounter all the bizarre imagery: God in his chariot, Ezekiel 
eating a scroll and the deeply disturbing portrayal of Jerusalem as an 
unfaithful woman.

But no imagery has stirred the imagination as much as this, the Valley of 
Dry Bones.
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It almost doesn’t need any exegesis, such is the vividity of the image.

Israel is laid waste, it is scattered, the very dry bones are heaped upon 
one another, all has come to dust.

As the Lord says in verse 11 ‘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.’

It’s the perfect image to represent Israel’s despair, of being cut off and 
isolated. 

I wonder how many of you listening to the reading from Ezekiel today find 
parallels with your current situation,

that sense of being cut off, perhaps even of despair.

Into this place of death God brings Ezekiel, and his emotions must have 
been overwhelming.

When God says to him ‘can these bones live’ all he can reply is ‘O Lord 
God, you know.’

All Ezekiel can do is offer it up to God,

But in that moment, God takes Ezekiel’s faith and proves the truth of it.

The prophets don’t end with despair. 

In the virtual Bible Study we were looking at Amos and we touched on 
how for 8 chapters, Amos is a message of desolation and judgment, but 
then in Chapter 9 suddenly shifts to hope and restoration.
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And likewise with Ezekiel:

God tells him to prophesy, and as he does the bones start rattling. What a 
striking image, the bones coming back together.

At this point I want to start singing ‘dem bones’ – ‘the foot bone’s 
connected to the knee bone.’

Into this place of death, God, through the prophet Ezekiel, knits the dry 
bones back together,

But he goes further, he gives Ezekiel breath, breath not to just knit the 
bones together like some sort of freakish Zombie,

But give them life.

He says to Israel, ‘though you be dead now, “‘I will put my spirit within you 
and you shall live.”

A powerful message to Israel, a powerful message for us.

And then we move to the Gospel reading, where we encounter the one 
who will bring life to us as well.

The raising of Lazarus is one of the most moving Gospel passages, a 
foreshadowing of Jesus’ own Resurrection, the last of the ‘seven signs’ of 
John’s Gospel.

Jesus hears that Lazarus is ill, and yet he waits two more days before 
going.

No wonder Martha runs up to him and with anger says ‘Lord if you had 
been here, my brother would not have died.’

She clearly has faith in Jesus, she clearly knows that he has the power to 
save, and so it is right that she greets him anger and grief.
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Jesus could have acted, he could have saved Lazarus from death.

‘Where were you Lord?’

We might be turning our heads to heaven now and saying ‘where are you 
Lord?’

As I locked up church on Wednesday evening for the last time, a part of 
me turned was crying out ‘God, why have you forsaken us?’

Even Jesus himself, despite knowing full well what he is about to do, 
grieves.

The shortest verse in scripture, and for me at least, two of the most 
powerful words in the Bible: verse 35 ‘Jesus wept.’

This Gospel reading acknowledges the grief and the pain,

It acknowledges the anger,

It acknowledges the reality of death.

And so perhaps it gives us permission today to share how we are feeling.

But of course as we turn our faces to heaven and say ‘O Lord if you had 
been here’ we know, deep down if not on a conscious level, that Jesus 
turns back and says: ‘I am here.’

We know, on some level, the truth when he says:

‘I am the Resurrection and the life.’
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And as if to prove that statement,

he goes and raises Lazarus. Verse 44 ‘the dead man came out”.

An astonishing parallel with the reading in Ezekiel:

the one who calls Lazarus to life is the one acting with the same power 
and authority as the one who gives breath to the dry bones.

But Lazarus’ resurrection is not the same as the Resurrection that Jesus 
will experience.

Presumably, Lazarus will again die,

but Jesus’ Resurrection is eternal and never ending.

One scholar wrote, ‘here at the tomb of Lazarus, death is denied for a 
time. There at the tomb of Jesus death is overcome for good,’ 

or as one fellow priest wrote this week ‘the resurrection, or revivification of 
Lazarus is one victorious battle, the raising of Jesus is the winning of the 
war.’

This whole episode is designed to reveal the deep truth: that it is in Jesus 
that death and all its ensuing grief has been defeated.

And I wonder if that is part of the reason Jesus doesn’t immediately go.

The Resurrection will happen in Jesus, it just might not happen when 
everyone else expects it.

Jesus is present and will bring hope, but it might not be when we expect 
it.
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There is something of great reassurance there I think, that in the midst of 
our ‘valley of dry bones’ of the pandemic, we may be crying out to God ‘if 
you had 

been there’, but because of Jesus’ Resurrection we know that there is 
hope beyond this.

As Martha discovered, it may not happen in the way we want or expect 
but it is nevertheless a true and genuine hope.

And yet at the same time, the readings also remind us of how we cannot 
just easily dismiss the pain, the fear and the anger that we are feeling 
now.

The anger of Martha,

The grief of Jesus.

The simple ‘O Lord you know’ of Ezekiel,

These are all statements of the reality of death and pain.

We must never lose sight of hope, but we must also not pretend to not 
feel the pain.

We must not pretend we don’t feel the anger,

We must not pretend we don’t feel the grief.

Today we start Passiontide, and although holy Week arrives next Sunday, 
for many of us, even as we celebrate Easter, it will feel as if we are stuck 
at Good Friday.

But as we grieve and vent and rage, we do so knowing that we are rooted 
in the hope of Easter,



Lent 5– 29/3/20
Ezekiel 37.1-14/John 11.1-45
In light of the Coronavirus

We are rooted in the one who brings life,

The one who is not overcome by any virus or evil or death.

Hear his words and know them to be true: “ I am the Resurrection and the 
Life says the Lord. Those who believe in me, even though they die, shall 
live, and whoever lives and believes in me shall never die.”

Amen.


