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Bethlehem Lutheran Church  
3-29-20 
Sunday Reading and Reflection: Ezekiel 37: 1-14 
 

Good morning!  It is a beautiful Sunday morning here at Bethlehem Lutheran Church in New 
Orleans, Louisiana. If you’re looking to find out more about us please visit our website at 
blcnola.org. Here in New Orleans, like much of the country, we’re stuck enduring the difficulties 
of the coronavirus. If you haven’t been following our news, it is growing quickly here, and we’re 
plagued already in our hospitals by equipment shortages and by the deaths of several beloved 
New Orleaneans. To name just a few who passed this week, the Rev. William Barnwell, an 
episcopal priest who leaves a long legacy of fighting for justice and equality, Ronald Lewis, who 
was one of the primary culture bearers of the Mardi Gras Indians, and Ms. T, the owner of the 
Sportman’s Corner bar, at second and dryads streets, just two blocks from Bethlehem. We’ve 
also had the first person connected with Bethlehem die, Dr. Alton Lionel Lawson, the uncle and 
brother to several of Bethlehem’s members passed this week, he was in a nursing home called 
Lambeth House where there is a cluster of at least 40 cases. As you sit at home this week, 
please make time to pray for these people and their families.  

A week ago one of my colleagues in New York told me that she thinks that we’re going to have 
to prepare to grieve during this season of Coronavirus, and unfortunately I think she’s right. 
Unfortunately, perhaps, I think New Orleans knows how to grieve more than most cities. There 
was Katrina, yes, but with histories of violence, natural disasters, trauma, and epidemics that go 
back hundreds of years we’ve had a lot of practice as a collective community dealing with death 
that seems deeply unfair.  

Our scripture reading today comes from Ezekiel, chapter 37, verses 1-14. Here’s the story: 

1The 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. 2He led me all around them; there were 
very many lying in the valley, and they were very dry. 3He said to me, “Mortal, can these bones 
live?” I answered, “O Lord God, you know.” 4Then he said to me, “Prophesy to these bones, 
and say to them: O dry bones, hear the word of the Lord. 5Thus says the Lord God to these 
bones: I will cause breath to enter you, and you shall live. 6I 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.” 

  7So 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. 8I 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. 9Then 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.” 10I prophesied as he commanded me, and the breath came into 
them, and they lived, and stood on their feet, a vast multitude. 
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  11Then 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.’ 12Therefore 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. 13And you shall know 
that I am the Lord, when I open your graves, and bring you up from your graves, O my people. 
14I 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.” 

There are a lot of dry bones in our world right now. There are a lot of places where hope is 
lacking. There are a lot of good things we are cut off from. There are a lot of bodies in our 
country that there not only are because of a potent virus but because of the short-sighted, 
bottom-line focused minds of our president and his administration. The fact that our hospitals 
in New Orleans are having to ask people to donate their own masks is dry bones. The fact that 
the immigration courts are still active, putting not only lawyers and advocates in danger but 
those who are detained as well is dry bones. The fact that state prison staffers and juvenile 
inmates are testing positive for coronavirus but that the government refuses to parole at-risk 
inmates is dry bones. The fact that the Lt. Governor of Texas told us that we should sacrifice our 
elders for the good of the economy is the ultimate dry bones.  

Not only is that dehumanizing and morally bankrupt, it reveals an apparently common ideology 
in which our leaders have become so misfocused that the health of the people of our country 
has become secondary to the health of the stock market. Now, the bible admonishes us to 
judge not lest we be judged, but Jesus was also quite clear that the greatest commandment 
was to love God, and love our neighbors and you’re probably going to a very confused church if 
what you take out of that is that Jesus’s priority for us is to love the stock market and give up on 
the old folks. In fact, isn’t there something in the ten commandments, about honoring our 
elders, the same ten commandments that have been displayed on the grounds of the Texas 
capitol since 1961? Those are dry bones, bones so dry that only the breath of God could bring 
life back to them.  

There’s a way of living in the world in which one can lie to oneself that the stock market is the 
most important thing, and that anyone one does to preserve or strengthen the market is worth 
the costs it may take to do so. That’s a fundamentally dehumanizing way to live though, and 
reveals a simple ethic in which the ends justify the means. The problem with that, is that it is 
the means, the ways we achieve our goals, or even more simply put, the ways we treat other 
people, that make us most human.  

We are built for community, built so strong that even in this time of distancing we are still 
seeking one another out desperate trying to find the connections that give life, and love, and 
meaning to our lives. Treating one another well on an individual level is all about  honoring our 
elders, and loving our neighbors, and there are so many examples of that happening in our city 
right now as well. Here in New Orleans we don’t buy the idea that it is the stock market that 
makes us successful or makes us human, because we’re a city that has lost so much over and 
over that we know it is the people around us who reveal our best and most loving selves.  
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At the beginning of this reflection I spent some time talking about the current and historic 
struggles of our city, struggles that have given us pain, grief, and loss. But the way I try to 
explain New Orleans, after having lived here for almost two years is that there are a set of 
frustrations and challenges that you deal with living here that you don’t have to deal with 
anywhere else in the country. Boil Water advisories, streets that flood in simple rainstorms, 
long histories of violence and disasters. But the other thing I always say is that there are also 
joys here that you can experience no where else.  

Spend some time on our facebook page and you’ll see pictures of second line parades and 
Mardi Gras Indians winding and processing in front of the church, you’ll see pictures of a 
fashion show, of great musicians, of lavish feasts, and of a sometimes endless parade of smiles. 
And we also know how to grieve here. One week into my time at Bethlehem I had to do a large 
funeral, and after the service was complete, the pallbearers took the casket out of the side 
doors of the church and waiting for us outside, and no one had told me this was happening at 
this particular funeral, was a brass band. And so as the casket was loaded into the hearse, 
people streamed out of the church into the street and started dancing.  

Dancing and music and food are proof that the spirit of God, the breath of God as Ezekiel says is 
still flowing through us and in this difficult, dangerous, and unprecedented time, and it is that 
spirit and breath of God that we need most! We need to fight the dry bones of capitalism, of 
stock-market-ism, of bail-out-companies-not-people-ism, of a mindset that rejects science and 
expertise-ism, we need to fight the dry bones of injustice that are keeping vulnerable 
immigrants and inmates locked up where they are sure to be around contagious people and 
receive subpar medical treatment. We need to fight these dry bones. We can’t shape the 
course of the virus, but we can shape how we respond and how we use our power to help our 
government respond. And the good news today is that God has already given us our tools –a 
Bible that guides us always to care for others while it assures us of God’s love, a community 
that cannot be killed even when we are forced to be away from one another, a promise that 
nothing can separate us from the love of God, and the simple joy we can take in one another’s 
existence,  joy that gives us strength to fight and the power to be grateful. Amen. 

 


