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“In the thirtieth year, in the fourth month, on the fifth day, as I was among
 the exiles by the river Chebar in [Babylon], the heavens opened, and I 
saw visions of God.”
  
These are the words that open the book of the 6th century prophet Ezekiel, words spoken from an exilic location in a land far away.  Ezekiel was one of the elite, one of the prominent, one of the ones taken from Jerusalem and sent into Babylonian exile.  The year was 597 B.C. and God had given King Nebuchadrezzar II allowance to take God’s people into captivity and God’s people were in trouble. 
But the trouble did not begin in Ezekiel’s time, no the path that led Ezekiel and God’s people to the River Chebar began at least 400 years before.  A brief history lesson is in order so that on this Pentecost morning we might understand the depth and the meaning of a valley of dry bones for Ezekiel’s time and for our own.  Four hundred years before Ezekiel stood on the banks of the Chebar, God had given God’s people a period of incredible prosperity and a time of indescribable peace under the reign of King David.  During the time of David, and of his son Solomon, the people of God were successful and flourished.  But during Solomon’s reign the people and their King began to worship other gods.  But God would not abide this behavior forever.  
During Solomon’s reign a prophet named Ahijah spoke to one of Solomon’s generals and told him that God was going to take ten of the twelve tribes of Israel away from Solomon and give them to a new leader.  The prophet Ahijah speaks to the one that has been chosen, to Jeroboam, and assures him that God has promised, if Jeroboam will obey, if Jeroboam will keep God’s commandments and walk in the ways of David,
 then he will rule over the largest portion of God’s people and Solomon’s, Solomon’s rule will be diminished to a remnant.
 
Soon God’s word is made real and ten tribes follow Jeroboam; but Jeroboam will not follow God.  Instead the young general moves his newly established capital to the north of Jerusalem to a place called Shechem; instead of obeying God he sets up even more idols than Solomon and begins to worship in ways that were not pleasing to God.  Jeroboam, and those kings who follow him in the north, refuse to listen to God and ultimately, after repeated warnings, God scatters through war and famine, exile and time the northern tribes until they, as a people, are no more.
And the remnant that had been left under Solomon; that remnant witnessed what happened to their northern brothers and sisters; they saw what happened when obedience to God was replaced by compliance to the King; they observed what occurred when the ways of God were replaced by the ways of the human mind; they watched what happened when those who were chosen by God turned their backs on God and followed after hand made gods.  The southern tribes led by Solomon, and the kings who came after him, saw the mistakes and the arrogance of the northern tribes but, by in large, the southern Kingdom did no better.

Between David’s prosperous and unified reign and Ezekiel’s time; 400 years passed . . . the ten northern tribes were no more and the remnant from the south now found itself so mired in sin that God allowed Nebuchadrezzar to come, bringing destruction in his wake.  400 years after David, in the time of Ezekiel, God’s people were captured and forced into exile; and Ezekiel was one among them.  But God had a purpose for Ezekiel and that purpose was to speak words of encouragement to God’s people in the midst of their location in a strange land.

From the 37th chapter, from a position of exile, Ezekiel has and shares a vision of hope.  He speaks, “The hand of the Lord was upon me and brought me out by the Spirit and the Lord set me in the middle of a valley that was full of dry bones.”
  The vision of this valley was meant to evoke for the people in captivity a particular scene.  It was the aftermath of a devastating battle.  As Ezekiel, in his vision, surveys the landscape all he can see is bones; unburied bones, dishonored bones, bones now desiccated by sun and rain.  Nothing could be done for or with these bones; they seemed destined to remain forever a visible reminder of the inability of God’s people to live into the blessings of God and of God’s inability to save and restore those whom God had chosen.  No hope, all is lost?  What a devastating scene for God’s people to see from their place of captivity.
But God had a redemptive purpose for Ezekiel and that purpose was to speak words of encouragement to a valley of dry bones, to speak words of encouragement to the people Israel whom the bones represented.  Standing in that valley of dry bones, something miraculous begins to happen as Ezekiel speaks truth to bones.  As he speaks, there is a sound of stirring on the valley floor, as he speaks bone comes together with bone, and muscle comes together with muscle; and flesh covers it all.
And then a force invisible to the eye, but whose power is made evident where ever it blows; then the source of life that was blown first into a man named Adam in a place called Eden; then the coursing of wind and breath and spirit, the ruah of God, sweeps and swirls through that valley and fills those bones; bones that has lost their purpose, bones that had become good for nothing, bones that were once desiccated beyond hope or rehabilitation; to these bones Ezekiel now speaks, and once filled with the spirit, the wind, the breath, the ruah of God, these same dry and scattered bones now stand to their feet and they look like a vast army. 

God had given Ezekiel a vision of God’s people; a people who had lost their purpose, a people who had become good for no thing, who seemed desiccated beyond hope or redemption.  Through Ezekiel’s vision, God’s people would see that God was not through with them yet, that God had a purpose for them yet; God’s people would know that they were so dear to God that neither would God allow them to continue to walk in their sinful ways, nor to remain in a valley dried up and scattered.  The Spirit swept and swirled and those dry bones lived.  What a word hope, what a word of joy!  Can these bones live?  The answer is yes, and they may move as a vast army.
As it was in the time of Ezekiel, so it is in our time.  There is a valley of dry bones, and it still represents the people whom God has chosen, it still exists to speak to those on whom God relies to be the vast army carrying the word of God and the hope of God.  The valley still represents an entity that is valued and loved by God, but in its dry and scattered state is not usable by God.  It’s not bones this time.  Listen to the text read with just a pronoun and a noun change made throughout.  
The hand of the LORD was upon us, and he brought us out by the Spirit of the LORD and set us in the middle of a valley; it was full of churches. 

God led us back and forth among them, and we saw a great many churches on the floor of the valley, churches that were very dry.   God asked us, “Children of man, can these churches live?” and we said, “O Sovereign LORD, you alone know.”

Then God said to us, “Community Church of Barrington speak what I tell you to these churches and say to them, ‘Dry churches, hear the word of the LORD!  I will make breath enter you, and you will come to life. I will attach tendons to you and make flesh come upon you and cover you with skin; I will put breath in you, and you will come to life. Then you will know that I am the LORD.’ ” So Community Church prophesied as God commanded, and breath entered the churches and they came to life and stood up on their feet—a vast army.
In our day and age the valley is not filled with dry bones but with dry churches.  This time that which must be rekindled, that which must be filled again and anew with God’s spirit is God’s church.  
In Ezekiel’s time, before the exile, the people believed their status as God’s chosen would forever ensure that nothing bad would happen to them.  In our time the Christian Church has come to believe that our status as God’s own will forever ensure that nothing bad will happen to us.  But now, throughout the Church, we see scandal upon scandal; we have priests and pastors who behave more like pedophiles and political pundits and one often cannot distinguish the voice of the Church from the voice of the world.  
In our time, the Church has lost its prophetic edge and when a prophetic word is spoken that disquiets or discomforts we claim it is not of God.  But I beg to differ, for not one of the prophets of Hebrew Bible spoke in ways that always comforted but rather they spoke with words that offered correction.  Today’s Church is so like Ezekiel’s dry bones.
In Ezekiel’s time the people took as unalterable truth that God would be with them and allow them to rule,
 ignoring the stipulation that they must obey God or suffer the consequences of their behavior.  In our time the Church believes that no matter our behavior that God will always be on our side and God will allow the Church opportunity to speak with a moral voice, to be the holder of divine truth just because we are God’s Church.  But our collective behavior has so called in to question our moral and ethical location that we are no longer a voice of authority, a voice that will be heard or even welcomed into the vital discourses of the day.  Yet I am so glad because I believe God is not yet through with his bride, with the church.
The hand of the LORD was upon us, and he brought us out by the Spirit of the LORD and set us in the middle of a valley; it was full of churches. 
And so, on this Pentecost Sunday what are we to do if we really are the valley of dry churches?  I am so glad the word of God carries a consistent message; for as it was in Ezekiel’s time so it was in Peter’s time, and so it is in our time.  The only way to revive that which is dry, the only way to revive that which is scattered and divided, the only way to obtain the power that we need is to seek and desire, invite and welcome the fresh wind of God’s Spirit.  As the choir sang, Spirit of God descend on our hearts; wean them from the easy things of earth, the comfortable things of the day, the dry things of the valley and through all our impulses move.  
On this Pentecost Sunday the only way for God’s church to move off the valley floor and stand to our feet is for a Pentecost wind to swoop in and refresh our weakness and make us mighty as God is mighty.  As the choir sang, the only way for the God’s Church to come together; bone onto bone, and muscle, flesh, and skin to cohere; the only way for God’s church to stand like a vast army is for God Spirit to abide with and in us.  

Send your Spirit Lord, make true the words of the Apostle Peter and in these days allow your spirit to be poured out on all people.  Allow your sons and your daughters to speak the truth that can only be known as we know you.  Allow your sons and daughters, your young and your old to see how the Church might be no longer dry, how we might be no longer resigned to a third tier role in the moral and ethical actions of our world; help us see how all of your churches might come together as one Church, filled with your spirit, rekindled with power, standing to our feet as an army vast; an army that may speak to the world of your healing.  An army that might speak to the world of your redemption.  An army that might speak to the world of your righteousness.  An army that might stand to its feet, for you.  
And, Community Church, on this Pentecost Sunday, these words are not a rhetorical request.  I want to start right here with the churches in Barrington.  In your bulletins is a card.  It is a card that asks you what we, the churches in Barrington, might do to show that, like the valley of dry bones we can be rekindled, can be filled with God’s spirit, we can be made to see our role as the bringers of truth, the makers of peace, the arbiters of hope, the seekers of righteousness, the architects of justice, the body of Christ.  Pray with me, dream with me and share with me what you think the churches of Barrington might do is we became one and got up of the valley floor.  There is a basket waiting to receive your cards on the Narthex Counter.  
On this Pentecost Sunday the color of fire hangs above our heads.  If we hang this red only as a ritual then we ought not do it.  But, if we hang it because we indeed want God to abide with us and fill us with power; then let the red hang above our heads and let God’s Spirit fill our hearts.  And let us believe that we can, by God’s presence and with God’s spirit, be filled and fitted for a new level of power, be filled and fitted for a new kind of work, be filled and fitted to be a new church of God, not dry bones but bones brought together as one in Christ’s name, by Christ’s power, for Christ’s work; then and only will we be bone on bone standing as an army; then and only then will Pentecost be fully come as we stand together on Christ our one foundation. 
� Ezekiel 1:1


� And let’s do a little commercial here, walking in the ways of David does not mean walking in perfect ways, but it does mean walking in prayerful ways, it does mean walking in obedient ways, it does mean walking in ways such that when you make a mistake it is admitted and forgiveness is sought.  


� I Kings 11 26-40.


� But despite these shining examples, most of the Kings of the southern tribes were no better than those of the northern.  And 400 years after Solomon and Jeroboam started this whole mess God comes to Ezekiel and says, “Son of man, stand on your feet. . . .  I am sending you to the Israelites, to a rebellious nation that has rebelled against me; they and their fathers have been in revolt against me to this very day. . . .You must speak my words to them.” (cf. Ezekiel 2:1,3,7a)  And the words God gave to Ezekiel to speak are so very hard to hear.  In chapter 6 God says because of wicked and detestable practices of my people, I am coming and I am bringing destruction.  In chapter 7 God warns that plague and famine, sword and peril are on their way.  In chapter 8 the awful practices that have taken place in the Temple are laid open and the shame of God’s house of worship are made plain.  And in chapter 9 words that always bring fear to my heart when I read them are spoken by the prophet.  Ezekiel says, the sin of the house of Israel and of the house of Judah is exceedingly great; the land is full of bloodshed and the city is full of injustice . . . .  God now plans to bring down on [Israel’s] head the same things that they have done to others (Ezekiel 9:10b paraphrased).





� Psalm 137


� Ezekiel 37:1


� Cf. II Samuel Chapter 7
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