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As the old adage says:  The only thing sure in life is death and taxes!  When a 
baby is born, and lies in its adoring parent’s arms, there is only one prediction 
about that child that we can make with absolute certainty: It will die.  

Death is our universal fate. It is the fate of individuals, families and nations. 
When Ezekiel had his extraordinary experience of a valley filled with human 
bones, it was the death of the Jewish people that he was seeing. His people were
either dead or dying: decimated by conquering armies, a few surviving in a 
ravaged countryside, a few thousand surviving as captives in a country a long 
way away. He saw the death of his people, the death of hope.
Death is either our fate or our destiny, depending on your point of view. Not 
many of us look forward to it. Most pretend it is not going to happen; not soon, 
anyway.

When we do honestly face death, there comes the question: “Can these bones 
live”. Take note that in our reading from Ezekiel it is God who puts that 
question to the prophet: “And the Spirit said to me: Mortal one, can these bones
live?” I appreciate the logical response of the prophet to God: “O Lord God, 
only you can answer that.”  Ezekiel gives the only sane response available. 

“Only God knows.”
With Ezekiel, God takes the initiative. Ezekiel is asked to preach the word of 
God to the valley of dry bones: “Preach to these bones and say to them: O dry 
bones, hear the word of the Lord. Behold I will cause spirit to enter you, and 
you shall live.”

So Ezekiel did one of the most stupid things imaginable. He preached to a 
valley filled with dry bones. As he tells us: “As I preached, there came a noise 
and a rattling; and the bone came together, each bone to its right partner.” 
Then followed sinews and flesh, but they remained lifeless bodies.

Ezekiel preached the word God to them again, and “the spirit came into them, 
and they lived, and they stood up, an exceeding great host.”

The most probable interpretation of Ezekiel’s vision, given his situation, is that 
through the word of God preached by loyal prophets, the Jewish nation would 
be reborn and live again. The Holy Spirit, who like a fertile mother brought life 
at the beginning, would bring life again.

Can these bones live? This is a question we may well be asking ourselves at 
the moment.  Will there ever be normal life again?  Can we socially distant 
individuals ever be true community again?  Will the totally isolated be able to 



re-join us?  Will the community ever again be able to shake hands, hug, kiss, 
offer a tender touch with confidence?     Can these bones live?

This crisis of ours is stretching and challenging us.  It is helpful to remind 
ourselves of the many, many times where dry bones, touched by the Spirit of 
God, have come to new life.  We need to remind ourselves of the power of our 
God to resurrect us and bring us back to full life.

Inspired by liberation theology's "preferential option for the poor," a new 
theology was taking shape from within the ever-growing prison population in 
New York: prison theology.

The seedbed was started when Dr. George W. Webber, professor of urban 
ministry at New York Theological Seminary, initiated a theological program in 
Sing Sing prison. It was an instant success and the seminary has since graduated
about 15 students each year.

This seedbed came into full growth because of a crisis. With the stroke of a pen,
the state governor's office in early 1995 eliminated all budgets for college-level 
prison education. Graduates from the program recognized the plight of their 
fellow inmates, who yearned for education but now had nowhere to go. In the 
best tradition of liberation theology, they started a one-year, Certificate 
Program. The program was financed by a few sympathetic churches, taught 
primarily by qualified inmates themselves, and accredited by the Theological 
Seminary in a broad ecumenical tradition, it includes biblical studies, world 
religions, theology and ethics, the history of Christianity, and counselling.

There was a jubilant celebration with family and friends as the first students 
graduated. Amidst the joy of accomplishment, sombre words of reflection came 
from one new graduate, Nigel Lawrence, "Faced with double-bunking, lack of 
rehabilitative programs, the threat of elimination of prisoners' legal services, and
the denial of human rights, we found our moment of truth in the context of the 
certificate program." He continued on a determined, hopeful note, "It is our 
intention to bring out our best by continuing to persevere and overcome amidst 
the evil around us."

Student Michael Fisnar says, "Prior to entering the program my faith was 
slipping away. However, now I have come to realize that what is really 
important is the concept of a loving God, who cares about all of us and gives us 
a way of life to strive for."

The prison experience is a unique one. "If ever there was a modern-day parallel 
to Ezekiel's Valley of Dry Bones, it is Sing Sing prison." The seminary is 
providing the resurrection of dry bones through its focus on "prison theology." 



By providing theological and ministerial training to these men while 
incarcerated, they become better equipped for a successful re-entry into society 
upon release. Additionally they are motivated for rebuilding inner-city 
neighbourhoods from the devastation of poverty, crime, and drug infestation. 
While the return to incarceration is about 50 percent for the prison population at
large, the master's program at Sing Sing can boast of a recidivism of only 5 
percent.

After graduating from the ministry programs, the men continue in the liberating 
spirit by building communities with several outside churches. This provides a 
much needed after-care activity and facilitates bridge-building back to society.

Can these bones live?  God, in Ezekiel’s  vision gives a resounding “Yes”.
This vision is a wonderful foreshadowing of the new life that would come 
through the word of Christ Jesus and the outpouring of his Spirit.

As we move nearer to Good Friday, we are coming up against ugly death, as it 
dealt its most malignant blow against humanity. For death will soon take Jesus, 
our Lord. He will be crucified and placed in a stone tomb.

At the end of Good Friday the question will be: “Can these bones live?”

John then passes on the words that have been subsequently used at millions of 
Christian funerals: “I am the resurrection and the life. They who believe in me, 
though they die yet shall they live, and whoever believes in me shall never die.”

 “Because I live, you shall live also.”

Can these bones live? Yes! 
Death was still very real It could not be postponed. It would still come to us all 
as it had from the beginning. It still makes us anxious. It still separates us from 
those whom we love. But death is not the final word. The last word is always 
with the Holy Spirit, the Lord and giver of Life.

There is life to be found in our current crisis; there are new possibilities to 
proclaim our God of love and new life.  And most importantly this is the time to
proclaim our hope that neither death nor social isolation are ever the end of the 
story.  Hope is our constant companion as God guided us in and through our 
dark time.

Can the bones live?   Oh YES.   Let us face our present difficulties in the light 
of our lifegiving God.             Amen
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