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In “Liturgy of the Ordinary: Sacred Practices in Everyday Life,” Tish Harrison Warren writes 
about the daily habits that form us. She writes about making her bed, losing her keys, eating 
leftovers, squabbling with her husband, and checking e-mail. With an eye toward all of life lived 
in God’s grace she looks at that those marvelously mundane moments that shape our lives.  
 
In writing about our bodies and souls being knit together ~ created, redeemed, and destined for 
the shalom that God intends ~ she offers this:  
 

This is a great mystery. My teeth will be in eternity and are eternally good.  
 
When I brush my teeth I am pushing back, in the smallest of ways, the death and chaos 
that will inevitably overtake my body. I am dust polishing dust. And yet I am not only 
dust. When God formed people from the dust, he breathed into us – through our lips and 
teeth – his very breath. 

 
I love that! Here I thought I was just battling bad breath and plaque. I had no idea that I was 
involved in an eternal struggle against death and chaos. And yet, … 
 
And yet, truth be told, peel back the polite and we’re all struggling against death and chaos. We 
know depression, sexual abuse, loneliness, addiction, grieving the loss of a loved one, or broken 
relationships that won’t budge. We know chaotic, crass political discourse, entrenched 
inequality, the daily toll of gun violence, starvation in east Africa, and the precarious balance in 
Palestine, Korea, Honduras. You get the point. Strip away our masks, listen to our stories, and 
there is an existential longing. We are fearfully and wonderfully made; we are fragile, dying, 
dust.  

   
But maybe, dear friends, this ancient text offers a helpful window or vision.  
Maybe this text offers an image for how then we might live….  
  
Ezekiel is caught up in the Spirit of God and has a vision wherein God sets him in a valley of dry 
bones. Metaphorically speaking, it is an image of the Israelites in Babylonian exile. You 
remember from the last few weeks….  

Their land has been ravaged, their temple destroyed, and their families scattered. They 
are strangers in a strange land. And, they regard this political and military defeat as an 
irrevocable historical judgment. Marduk, the God of the Babylonians, has prevailed. 
Yahweh has proven impotent, their faith has proven inadequate, and the covenant 
promises have proven insufficient. They’ve gone the way of all empires; they rise and 
fall. They’re dead.  

Without breath.  
Without help.  
Without hope. 



Without God.  
So, God leads Ezekiel around and around (sabib sabib) a field of dry, dusty, sun-bleached, brittle 
bones and tells him to prophesy to the bones:  

 
Dry bones, 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.   

 
The Hebrew word here for breath is ruach. And as if you are in yoga, focus on your breathing, 
breathe it in and breathe it out: ruach. 

Ruach blew across the waters of creation.  
Ruach is breathed into the lump of clay that is Adam.  
Ruach pushed back the water so the ark could land. 
Ruach blew a pathway through the Red Sea so the Hebrews could escape. 
Ruach is used in some form ten times in these fourteen verses. 
Ruach is breath, wind, spirit. 
Ruach is the breath, wind, spirit of God. 

 
God tells Ezekiel, “Say to those bones, to those closed up in graves, to strangers in a strange 
land, that ruach will blow and they will come back to life and know that God is God.” God tells 
Ezekiel, “Say to those skeletons, I will breathe – through your lips and teeth – my very breath.” 
 
That is a remarkable claim.  
That is a remarkable hope. 
What was dead will be made alive ~ by the breath of God. 
 
There is a great scene in one of the greatest movies of all time.  
 
Wesley, in “The Princess Bride,” is limp and lifeless when Inigo Montoya drags him to a cottage 
in the woods to see Miracle Max. Inigo assesses Wesley’s status, “He’s dead. He can’t talk.”  
 
Max scoffs, “Oy vey, look who knows so much. It just so happens that your friend here is only 
mostly dead. There’s a big difference between mostly dead and all dead. Mostly dead is slightly 
alive. With all dead, well, with all dead there’s usually only one thing you can do…. Go through 
his clothes and look for loose change.”  
 
We like to believe that we are only mostly dead.  

We cling to the confidence that we are slightly alive. Because that means our earnest 
efforts, our well laid plans, and our good work counts for something. We like to believe 
that our best behavior is credited to our account. If you’re slightly alive then you can 
muster up some umph. If you’re mostly dead there is still something that you can do….  

 
“But, there’s a big difference between mostly dead and all dead.”  

And the vision of Ezekiel is of those who are all dead ~ all they can do is wait on ruach. 
All they can do is wait for the breath of God.  
And that seems to be the way of God in scripture…   



A dry old man and a barren old woman give birth to a son,  
water comes from a rock,  
a virgin gives birth to a boy,  
the crucified one is resurrected.  
Over and over again in scripture,  

for those who are powerless,  
for those who are weak,  
for those who’ve run out of options,  
for those who are dead,  
there is still the breath of God.  

 
So, God offers Ezekiel a detailed, dramatic, depiction of disarticulated bones coming together ~ 
bone by bone, sinew by sinew, tendon by tendon, and then skin stretched over them, only to still 
be dead ~ until the breath of God blows. As Ezekiel puts it:  
 

Then you, my people, will know that I am the Lord, when I open your graves and bring 
you up from them. I will put my Spirit (ruach) in you and you will live, and I will settle 
you in your own land…. 

 
Dear friends, we continue to hope in that quality of God.  

Even today there is a deep longing that God will breathe new life into our skeletons. 
Despite what can feel like overwhelming evidence to the contrary, we cling to the hope 
that the breath of God will blow up with a roar and rattle old bones… 

and marriages that are dead in the water will find new winds of love,  
and those embalmed with greed will be alive with compassion,    
and both poverty of spirit and pocketbook will be flush with richness,  
and those dry with depression will be drenched with deep laughter, 
and this old world will be turned upside,  
and refugees will dance of justice and mercy and peace, 
and death won’t have the last word. Thanks be to God. 

  
So, to go back to the prophets of the last few weeks:  
How do we live as strangers in a strange land? How to live in exile? 

We remember the overarching-undergirding promises of God. 
We seek the good of Babylon.  
We side with the seeds of mercy, forgiveness, and love. 
We tell and retell the formative stories of scripture.  
And we wait for ruach.  

 
We wait.  
 
Tom Bogaart’s parents both died in the dead of winter ~ his father first, his mother soon after. 
The backhoe chipped open holes in the frozen ground and they dropped iced clumps of dirt on 
top of the lowered caskets. Dust to dust.  
 



As Tom and has siblings began to pack up their parent’s lives he lingered over a picture of his 
father ~ a handsome man with a crew cut and a crooked smile. But then Tom discovered, slipped 
in a drawer under the picture next to the lazy-boy, a few pages of his mother’s hand writing. She 
had tried to write a poem to her husband. She tried to tell her story. This is what Tom writes 
about finding those pages: 
 

The poem referenced how difficult her life had been as a girl and young woman. How 
cruelly she had been treated—something we all intuited as children but something she 
never talked about with us. And then there were these lines: 
 

Your love lifted me 
From a life of misery. 
I had the best by any measure, 
A life full of every pleasure. 
In you a lost girl was found, 
Filled with love to spread around. 

 
Embodied in my father, the love of God had come to my mother. It is all advent, all the 
time. My mother had realized the hope of advent in her life and had little reason to doubt 
it in her death. 

 
Dear friends, it is all advent, all the time.  
We wait for the coming of God.  
We wait for ruach.  

And in the meantime, we seek to embody the love of God. “Your love lifted me from a 
life of misery.” We recite the stories. We brush our teeth. “Dust polishing dust.” And we 
wait. For our faith is not in our genetic pool, or our good fortune, or our earnest efforts, 
our faith is in the breath of God being born into this world, bringing new life out of death, 
even bringing exiles home.  

 
Thanks be to God. 
Amen. 


