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Rubber Band Religion 
by Gary Simpson 

Year A - Sunday, March 29. 2020 
 
Ezekiel 37:1-14 (KJV) The hand of the LORD was upon me, and carried me out in the 
spirit of the LORD, and set me down in the midst of the valley which was full of bones, And 
caused me to pass by them round about: and, behold, there were very many in the open 
valley; and, lo, they were very dry. 
 
3 And he said unto me, Son of man, can these bones live? And I answered, O Lord GOD, 
thou knowest.  Again he said unto me, Prophesy upon these bones, and say unto them, 
O ye dry bones, hear the word of the LORD. 
5 Thus saith the Lord GOD unto these bones; Behold, I will cause breath to enter into you, 
and ye shall live:  And I will lay sinews upon you, and will bring up flesh upon you, and 
cover you with skin, and put breath in you, and ye shall live; and ye shall know that I am 
the LORD. 
7 So I prophesied as I was commanded: and as I prophesied, there was a noise, and 
behold a shaking, and the bones came together, bone to his bone.  And when I beheld, 
lo, the sinews and the flesh came up upon them, and the skin covered them above: but 
there was no breath in them. 
9 Then said he unto me, Prophesy unto the wind, prophesy, son of man, and say to the 
wind, Thus saith the Lord GOD; Come from the four winds, O breath, and breathe upon 
these slain, that they may live.  So I prophesied as he commanded me, and the breath 
came into them, and they lived, and stood up upon their feet, an exceeding great army. 
11 Then he said unto me, Son of man, these bones are the whole house of Israel: behold, 
they say, Our bones are dried, and our hope is lost: we are cut off for our parts.  Therefore 
prophesy and say unto them, Thus saith the Lord GOD; Behold, O my people, I will open 
your graves, and cause you to come up out of your graves, and bring you into the land of 
Israel.  And ye shall know that I am the LORD, when I have opened your graves, O my 
people, and brought you up out of your graves,  And shall put my spirit in you, and ye 
shall live, and I shall place you in your own land: then shall ye know that I the LORD have 
spoken it, and performed it, saith the LORD. 

You may wonder why I am delving into the Hebrew Scriptures.  We are in Lent in the 
liturgical year, and, as a province, as a church we are going through a dry-bones Lenten season.  
There are also members of our congregation who are going through a personal dry-bones Lenten 
season.  I think Ezekiel speaks to the personal, church and provincial dry-bones season.  This 
passage gives hope.  Ezekiel’s vision ”speaks to us of a God who can achieve the impossible.”1

 

 
1 George Buttrick, et al, eds.  The Interpreter’s Bible. Vol.  VI.  (New York:  Abingdon Press, 1956), 267. 
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Ezekiel is an excellent name for this book, because Ezekiel can be translated, “‘God will 
strengthen.’”2  Ezekiel can be divided into four sections.  This week’s passage comes from the 
part of Ezekiel that is about the restoration of Israel.3 

I doubt that many people would disagree with those theologians who describe Ezekiel as 
a street preacher.4  He may have functioned as a street preacher for 22 years in Babylon.5  But 
Ezekiel was far more than just a street-preacher prophet.  Ezekiel was both a priest and a 
prophet.6  The transformation from priest to prophet is unusual in the Bible.  The two roles, priest 
and prophet, in Biblical tradition are often “antagonistic.”7  

Ezekiel was an influential personality in the Hebrew Scriptures.  Charles Patterson 
describes him as “often been called the father of Judaism.”  Patterson states that for several 
centuries Ezekiel’s influence on the development of Israel’s religion was “greater than that of any 
of the other prophets.”8  In one of my commentaries, a page heading for chapters 25 to 48 is “The 
Father of Judaism.”9  Ezekiel is recognized as a prophet by two world religions, Judaism and 
Christianity.  The Christian and Jewish prophet might be the Ezekiel that Muslims also 
recognize.10 

Perhaps, God chose a person who could be influential at a time when the children of Israel 
needed an influential voice to speak to community needs.  Commentator Vernon McGee notes 
that Ezekiel “spoke in the darkest days of the nation.”11 

The bones in Ezekiel’s vision might have looked like a war had taken place, a war that 
was so bad there were no survivors to bury the dead.12  The bones in the deserted battlefield 
scene could represent both “the extent of the disaster” Israel experienced and the condition of the 
Jewish exiles.13  The dead bones can represent those who are spiritually dry or spiritually dead 
and the dead bones can symbolize those who are “despondent and dejected,” because they have 
lost hope.14  Jeremiah’s Jewish contemporaries may have viewed the “land of their captivity as 
their ‘graves.’”15  

 
2 Samuel Almada.  “Ezekiel 1-39.”  Global Bible Commentary.  (Nashville, Tennessee:  Abingdon Press, 
2004), 236. 
3 Merrill F. Unger.  Unger’s Bible Handbook:  An Essential Guide to Understanding the Bible.  (Chicago:  
Moody Press, 1967), 364. 
4  Ezekiel is described as a street preacher in Bruce B. Barton, et al., eds.  Life Application Study Bible.  
(Wheaton, Illinois:  Tyndale House Pub., 2004), 1306.   
5  Barton, et al. (2004), 1306.   
6 Samuel Almada.  “Ezekiel 1-39.”  Global Bible Commentary.  (Nashville, Tennessee:  Abingdon Press, 
2004), 236. 
7 Almada.  (2004), 236. 
8 Charles H. Patterson.  CliffsNotes on the Old Testament.  Kindle ed.  (Boston:  Houghton Mifflin 
Harcourt, 2003), ebook. 
9 William Neil.  William Neil’s One Volume Bible Commentary.  (London:  Hodler and Stoughton, 1976), 
267. 
10 “Prophet Ezekiel.”  Muslim Prophets.  n.d., 02 Mar 2020. 
<http://muslimprophets.com/prophet.php?pid=249>. 
11 J. Vernon McGee.  Thru the Bible with J. Vernon McGee.  Kindle ed.  (Pasadena, California:  Thru the 
Bible Radio, 1998), ebook.  
12 NIV Foundation Study Bible.  (Grand Rapids, Michigan:  Zondervan Pub., 2015), 920. 
13 George Buttrick, et al, eds.  The Interpreter’s Bible. Vol.  VI.  (New York:  Abingdon Press, 1956), 267. 
14 NIV Foundation Study Bible.  (2015), 920. 
15 A.R. Fausset.  A Commentary Critical, Experimental, and Pratical on the Old and New Testaments.  
Vol. 2.  (Grand Rapids, Michigan:  William B. Eerdmans Pub., 1995), 346. 
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The historical setting places this story during a time after the children of Israel were 
defeated.  Jerusalem and the Temple were destroyed, and the people were exiled in 586 BCE.16  
Many Jewish people were scattered from Israel, living in exile.  “The destruction of Jerusalem and 
the Temple brought a profound crisis of faith.”17  The dominant non-Jewish culture threatened 
Jewish people with assimilation and an “identity crisis.”18  There could be a second reason why 
Jewish people had an identity crisis.  Until the time of Ezekiel, the spiritual identity of Hebrew 
people was “linked intimately” to possessing the promised land.19  Without a direct tie to their 
country, without having the promised land under their feet, the Hebrews may have felt their identity 
was extinguished. 

In the book of Ezekiel, there is a strong sense that God poured out judgment on the 
children of Israel.  And that God’s judgment was the reason why the children of Israel were in 
such a bad position.  Judgments are also proclaimed against some of the neighboring kingdoms.20  
These neighboring nations are judged because they were “malicious neighbors,” who were 
“rejoicing over Israel’s misfortune” and were “hoping to profit” by gaining territory from Judah.21  
There is little room for people of faith to rub their hands together in glee when they see others 
experiencing a tragedy.  Profiting from the misfortune of others can be an ethically dubious 
practice. 

God asks, “Mortal, can these bones live?”  God's question, “Can these bones live?” might 
have been a question on the minds of the Jewish people living in exile.22  And Ezekiel answers, 
“O Lord GOD, you know.”23  I like the way Peter Craigie, author of the Ezekiel volume of The Daily 
Study Bible, paraphrases the passage.  He says Ezekiel’s response to God could mean, “You 
know the answer to that.  Of course, they can’t live!”24  For me, the dry-bones Lenten seasons of 
life are times when I want to paraphrase Ezekiel’s response to God, “You know the answer God.  
Of course, things will never be the same.  Things will never be normal again.  Dead bones can’t 
live again!” 

Contributors to The Interpreter’s Bible Commentary ask who has not stood by the grave 
of hopes.25  As a province, we stand at the grave of our dreams.  The price of oil is down.  Visions 
of prosperity, a big home, expensive luxury SUV automobiles, and all of the toys are gone.  We 
are seeing government budget restraint, layoffs in the public sector and in non-profit service 
agencies.  Those who lost jobs may find that our provincial dry-bones Lenten season may change 
their lives for many years.  As a province, we are living through the dry-bones phase – economic 
stress and strains, and budgetary restraint.  And now the world is going through a dry-bones 
Lenten season – with the worldwide pandemic.  Many people are working from home, businesses 
are closed.  There are times when challenging news comes in threes, and it can feel 
overwhelming. 

2 Samuel Chapter 23 mentions that Benaiah killed a lion. 26  That might not impress you, 
but the lion was in a pit and it was a snowy day.  We are not told much about the story, but I have 
visions of being in a pit, on a snowy day, standing on slick ground, and getting ready to fight with 
a lion.  Some of us may feel that we are sharing a pit with a lion on a snowy day. 

 
16 Almada.  (2004), 236. 
17 Almada.  (2004), 235. 
18 Almada.  (2004), 235. 
19 Peter C.  Craigie.  The Daily Study Bible:  Ezekiel.  (Edinburgh:  Saint Andrew Press, 1983), 6. 
20 Almada refers us to Ezekiel Chapter 25.  (2004), 236. 
21 Almada.  (2004), 236. 
22 George Buttrick, et al, eds.  The Interpreter’s Bible. Vol.  VI.  (New York:  Abingdon Press, 1956), 266. 
23 Ezekiel 37:3 (NRSV). 
24 Peter C.  Craigie.  The Daily Study Bible:  Ezekiel.  (Edinburgh:  Saint Andrew Press, 1983), 260. 
25 George Buttrick, et al, eds.  The Interpreter’s Bible. Vol.  VI.  (New York:  Abingdon Press, 1956), 267. 
26 2 Samuel 23:20. 
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At McDougall United Church, we are living through a dry-bones Lenten stage too.  For 
some of us, the dry-bones experience started about a year and a half ago.  A few members of our 
congregation have come through the dry-bones period.  Still others may be living through our 
community Lenten experience for a few more weeks, for a few more months.  I am not sure if 
there is a more appropriate verse for us to reflect on, especially during the liturgical cycle of Lent. 

We do not know what the future holds for McDougall United Church or for the province.  
We can be like the rubber band, always fighting to return to its original position.  The stress on 
our lives can be overwhelming when we fight to be just as we have always been.  Another option 
is for us to be more like water.  In some respects, water represents resiliency better than the 
rubber band.  Water forever remains water.  The shape of the container may change, the volume 
may change, but water remains water, in the face of changes.  The secret to resilience is to be 
true to ourselves, to be a people of faith, to reduce oppression and inequity, no matter what shape 
life circumstances give us.  Some of us may long for McDougall United Church to return to the 
days when McDougall was one of the biggest churches in the city.  After the Hebrews returned to 
the promised land, things did not look just exactly like they did before the war, before the people 
were carried off into captivity.  A restored McDougall United Church might look very different than 
what McDougall looked like in the 1940s or the 1950s. 

Gaither Bailey was pastor of First Presbyterian Church of Palestine, Texas.  He describes 
the dry bones periods of life as times when “we ask ourselves, ‘Will I ever be normal again? Will 
my life ever be the same?’”  Bailey says these are times when, like Ezekiel, we face “devastation 
and doubt.”27  The vision was intended to “cheer up” the captive Jewish people. 28  Ezekiel’s goal 
is to offer hope to the oppressed people.  The hope that Ezekiel offers is that God will not condemn 
any person who turns to God, regardless of society’s mistakes, regardless of society’s sins.29  And 
Ezekiel’s dream can still help give hope. 

At rock-bottom, it feels like there is nowhere to go but up, no place to look but up.  Ezekiel’s 
dream gives hope to those who are in rock-bottom places.  Commentator Samuel Almada 
observes, “From the rock-bottom place, a new conscience begins to take root where the 
impossible is possible; dry bones revive, dispersion changes into community, weakness into 
strength and widespread pessimism into hope.”30  Ezekiel’s vision is about a “God who can 
achieve the impossible.”31  The dream of giving life to a pile of bones represents God doing what 
feels impossible to us.  “God will see us through the valley of dry bones.”32  God will see you 
through the dry valley of the dry bones of your dry-bones Lenten experience. 
 

 
27 Gaither Bailey.  “Dry Bones.”  Sermon Central.  09 Apr 2011, 19 Feb 2020.  
<https://www.sermoncentral.com/sermons/dry-bones-gaither-bailey-sermon-on-affliction-
155999?ref=SermonSerps>. 
28 A.R. Fausset.  A Commentary Critical, Experimental, and Pratical on the Old and New Testaments.  
Vol. 2.  (Grand Rapids, Michigan:  William B. Eerdmans Pub., 1995), 347. 
29 William Neil.  William Neil’s One Volume Bible Commentary.  (London:  Hodler and Stoughton, 1976), 
266. 
30 Almada.  (2004), 243. 
31 George Buttrick, et al, eds.  The Interpreter’s Bible. Vol.  VI.  (New York:  Abingdon Press, 1956), 267. 
32 Bailey.  (2011).  <https://www.sermoncentral.com/sermons/dry-bones-gaither-bailey-sermon-on-
affliction-155999?ref=SermonSerps>. 


