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McCabe United Methodist Church 
Part 8, Ghost Stories: Tales of Holy Visions & Divine Encounters:  

2017 Summer Series 
 

The Sudden, Rattling Sound of Hope  
Sermon on Ezekiel 37:1-14 (8/5 & 8/6/17) 

Pastor Jenny Hallenbeck Orr 

 
1As our reading from Ezekiel 37 was read a 

few minutes ago, I suspect at least a few folks 

in the room may have started singing to 

themselves: “The toe bone connected to the 

foot bone / the foot bone connected to the 

ankle bone / the ankle bone connected to the 

leg bone / Now hear the word of the Lord!” 

That song is called “Dem Bones” and it was 

written in the early 1900's by a man named James Weldon Johnson2.  Mr. 

Johnson was an African-American scholar, lawyer, writer, civil rights activist, 

and diplomat.  In fact, in 1906, Mr. Johnson was appointed by President 

Theodore Roosevelt to be our ambassador in Venezuela and Nicaragua.  

Anyway... 

I actually thought about finding a video of “Dem Bones” and playing it, to help 

get us really focused on this biblical text... but most of the videos I found were 

children's videos with cartoon skeletons dancing around.  And I just didn't 

want to go there.  Because, even though the music for “Dem Bones” is rather 

jaunty and fun, the story the song tells is anything but childish.  In fact, it's 

pretty creepy, if you ask me.  But we'll get back to today's story in just a bit...  

Today, we find ourselves in week 8 of our summer series, called “Ghost 

Stories: Tales of Holy Visions & Divine Encounters.”  We have arrived at the 

story of a powerful, prophetic vision experienced by the prophet Ezekiel.   

                                                           
1Photo:http://image.vam.synacor.com.edgesuite.net/e6/ae/e6aee1e60a069ea9fae9c3e33ccc959dae1ff26c

/h=480,w=640,crop=auto/?app=portal&sig=5eb27c4c63226537ead4ecceb8a46b32feec99ab2a8799faf6e63

8ce34ff09dd 

2 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dem_Bones 

http://image.vam.synacor.com.edgesuite.net/e6/ae/e6aee1e60a069ea9fae9c3e33ccc959dae1ff26c/h=480,w=640,crop=auto/?app=portal&sig=5eb27c4c63226537ead4ecceb8a46b32feec99ab2a8799faf6e638ce34ff09dd
http://image.vam.synacor.com.edgesuite.net/e6/ae/e6aee1e60a069ea9fae9c3e33ccc959dae1ff26c/h=480,w=640,crop=auto/?app=portal&sig=5eb27c4c63226537ead4ecceb8a46b32feec99ab2a8799faf6e638ce34ff09dd
http://image.vam.synacor.com.edgesuite.net/e6/ae/e6aee1e60a069ea9fae9c3e33ccc959dae1ff26c/h=480,w=640,crop=auto/?app=portal&sig=5eb27c4c63226537ead4ecceb8a46b32feec99ab2a8799faf6e638ce34ff09dd
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The vision alone is incredibly powerful... but, to more fully understand the 

power of the vision God gave Ezekiel, context is crucial.  So, please buckle-

up for a bit of a history lesson.  Try not to tune out!   

In the very beginning of the Bible, God formed a nation of people: the nation 

that became the nation of Israel, the Jewish people.  Through Abraham, the 

Lord God invited them to be faithful, Abraham said “yes” to the Lord, and the 

Israelites have been on a journey with God ever since.  Through Jesus, the 

faith heritage of Israel is also our faith heritage...  because Jesus was Jewish, 

their story as a people is also our story. 

Now.  The Jewish people believe God gave them the land of Israel as part of 

God's promise to them: in exchange for their faithfulness to God and to God's 

laws, God gave them the land.  While there have been times of peace in their 

land, much of the Old Testament – and much history since – is a tale of the 

Israelites struggling to maintain their place in the land of Israel. 

For reasons I won't 

get into here, at an 

early point in their 

history, Israel divided 

itself into two 

kingdoms, with two 

kings and two Capital 

cities: The Northern 

Kingdom, “Israel,” 

with its Capital city of 

Samaria, and the 

Southern Kingdom, 

“Judah,” with its 

Capital city of 

Jerusalem. 
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Last week, when we explored the prophet Isaiah's vision in Isaiah chapter 6, 

we learned Isaiah was prophet to God's people during the time when 

superpower Assyria overtook much of Israel – the northern part of the 

kingdom, to be specific.   

Well, just over 100 years after Assyria took the Northern Kingdom and 

dispersed its people throughout the Assyrian Empire, another superpower 

Empire – Babylon – began overtaking Judah, the Southern Kingdom. 

So, again, Assyria took hold of the northern part of the kingdom around the 

year 720 B.C.: taking control of the northern land and dispersing the people 

throughout the Assyrian Empire.   

Around the year 600 B.C., Babylon entered Judah, the Southern Kingdom, 

and began a quote-unquote “brain drain,” capturing thousands of Judah’s 

elites, professional class – priests, army officials, warriors, artisans.  Judah's 

leaders.  The ones who guided the people – all gone; taken from their native 

land to a foreign land, away from their homes and away from the Temple in 

Jerusalem... which was the center of their worship, the place where they 

believe God lived among them. 

Then, in 587 B.C., Babylon’s army razed Jerusalem and destroyed the 

Temple… destroying with it Judah’s last bit of hope.  For those in exile in 

Babylon, the land they had grown to call “home” was already far away and, 

now, their holy shrine – the gravitational source of their faith – was a pile of 

rubble.   
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The prophet Ezekiel had been captured with the other leaders of Judah 

around the year 600 and he served as the “prophet to the exiles” in Babylon.  

He was the voice of God, called to bring hope to the people when hope 

seemed lost.  And the vision in Ezekiel 37 is just that – a message of hope to 

a dry, lifeless people. 

This vision is good news to the people in exile…but, as I said earlier, it’s 

creepy:   

 “The hand of the Lord was on me, and he 

brought me out by the Spirit of the Lord and set 

me in the middle of a valley; it was full of bones.  

He led me back and forth among them, and I 

saw a great many bones on the floor of the 

valley, bones that were very dry.  He asked me,  

“'Son of man, “'can these bones live?'  I said, 'Sovereign Lord, you alone 

know.'  Then he said to me, 'Prophesy to these bones and say to them, 

“Dry bones, hear the word of the Lord! … “I will make breath enter you, 

and you will come to life … Then you will know that I am the Lord.”'3 

 “So I prophesied as I was commanded.  And as I 

was prophesying, there was a noise, a rattling sound, 

and the bones came together, bone to bone.  I 

looked, and tendons and flesh appeared on them and 

skin covered them, but there was no breath in them. 

“Then he said to me, 'Prophesy to the breath … say 

to it, “... Come, breath, from the four winds and 

breathe into these slain, that they may live.”'  So I prophesied as he 

commanded me, and breath entered them; they came to life and stood 

up on their feet—a vast army.”4 

   

                                                           
3 Ezekiel 37: 1-6 NIV (Also printed after the sermon for your convenience)  Photo:  reference 1  

4 Ezekiel 37: 7- 10    Photo: https://richbrownforewords.files.wordpress.com/2011/04/valley-of-dry-bones.jpg  

http://image.vam.synacor.com.edgesuite.net/e6/ae/e6aee1e60a069ea9fae9c3e33ccc959dae1ff26c/h=480,w=640,crop=auto/?app=portal&sig=5eb27c4c63226537ead4ecceb8a46b32feec99ab2a8799faf6e638ce34ff09dd
https://richbrownforewords.files.wordpress.com/2011/04/valley-of-dry-bones.jpg
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The vision of Ezekiel 37 offers one of the most vivid scenes in the entire Bible.  

The description is so clear that we really have no need of actual images or 

videos to bring this scene to life: bone connects to bone, tendons appear, 

then muscles, then skin crawls its way over each body until, finally, God 

breathes life into the vast army of exiled Israelites. 

As powerful as all that visual imagery is, however, there is one specific line 

that most captures my attention... and it's this line right here: “As I was 

prophesying, there was a noise, a rattling sound...”  This sound was, of 

course, literally the sound of the bones beginning to search for each other: the 

rattling noise of a toe bone finding a foot bone... the rattling noise of a foot 

bone finding an ankle bone.   

“As I was prophesying, there was a noise, a rattling sound.”   

Like a creak in the floorboards, a door opening when you're not expecting 

anyone.  You stop to listen a bit more closely, wondering if you'll hear it 

again... or if it was just your overactive imagination. 

“As I was prophesying,” Ezekiel said, “there was a noise, a rattling sound.”  

For Ezekiel, that noise was the rattling sound of hope.  Surely it was sudden.   

Surely it was confusing.  Walking around that valley, through piles of lifeless, 

dry bones, surely Ezekiel was not expecting the bones to come back to life.  

That's not what we expect with lifeless, dry bones. 

But, then he heard it: the sound of God putting the people back together 

again, reminding them the Spirit was still with them... reminding them that, 

despite their exile, despite the destruction of their temple, despite their soul-

crushing pain, they had not, in fact, been forgotten or forsaken.   

“As I was prophesying, there was a noise, a rattling sound.”  
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Have you ever experienced the 

“sudden, rattling sound of hope”? 

The positive report after a nerve-

wracking blood test.  The house 

finally selling.  The prospect of a 

new job in the midst of 

unemployment.  A day of sobriety.  

An evening of joy during a grief-

filled season.  A brief flirtation after 

a devastating romantic break-up.   

Excitement over a new ministry at church.  A community coming together 

after a natural disaster.  Dare I say, politicians figuring out how to work 

together to make positive change for all people. 

These may not be actual sounds, per se... but moments.  Moments of 

reprieve in the midst of difficult seasons. 

“As I was prophesying, there was a noise, a rattling sound.”  

The Ezekiel 37 vision was a vision of good news to a people who had lost 

their hope, a people who feared for the future, who couldn't find any sense  

of security, who suffered day in and day out.  The people of Israel were  

dried-up…lifeless. 

Then God came to Ezekiel with a message: a vision of God literally putting 

the pieces of their broken lives back together…one by one…bone by bone... 

tendon by tendon, muscle by muscle, skin to breath.  And it started with a 

single, sudden, rattling noise. 

Sometimes that's all it takes for hope to be restored. 

 The very first story we explored in this series – back in mid-June – was from 

Genesis chapter 1: the story of God's Spirit hovering over the waters of 

Creation, animating everything into being.   

  

The Sudden, 

Rattling Sound 

of Hope 
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It's worth noting the original Hebrew word used in Genesis 1 for “spirit” is the 

word ruach... and it means “spirit” or “breath.”  The same Hebrew word is 

used in Ezekiel 37.   

The ruach of God breathed life into Creation in the very beginning... and it's 

that same Spirit – that same ruach – that breathed into the lifeless, dry bones 

in Ezekiel 37.  This is the same Spirit that raised our Lord and Savior Jesus 

Christ from the dead 2,000 years ago... and it is the same Spirit God sends to 

bless the bread and cup of Holy Communion – the holy meal of which we are 

about to partake. 

Friends, the same ruach – the same Spirit – that breathed life into Creation in 

the very beginning... the same ruach – the same Spirit – that breathed life into 

the driest of bones... the same Spirit that raised Jesus from the dead and that 

blesses the bread and cup of Communion, well, that is the same Spirit that 

breathes new life into you and me: every day of life on this earth, and, 

especially, the days filled with pain and despair. 

“As I was prophesying, there was a noise, a rattling sound.” 

It was the sudden, rattling sound of hope.  Thanks be to God for it.   

http://jannaldredgeclanton.com/blog/wp-content/uploads/2012/10/Ruach2.jpg 

 

http://jannaldredgeclanton.com/blog/wp-content/uploads/2012/10/Ruach2.jpg
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Ezekiel 37New International Version (NIV) 5 

 

The Valley of Dry Bones 

 

 1The hand of the Lord was on me, and he brought me out by the Spirit of 

the Lord and set me in the middle of a valley; it was full of bones. 2 He led me 

back and forth among them, and I saw a great many bones on the floor of the 

valley, bones that were very dry. 3 He asked me, “Son of man, can these bones 

live?” 

I said, “Sovereign Lord, you alone know.” 

4 Then he said to me, “Prophesy to these bones and say to them, ‘Dry bones, 

hear the word of the Lord! 5 This is what the Sovereign Lord says to these 

bones: I will make breath[a] enter you, and you will come to life. 6 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.’” 

7 So I prophesied as I was commanded. And as I was prophesying, there was a 

noise, a rattling sound, and the bones came together, bone to bone. 8 I looked, 

and tendons and flesh appeared on them and skin covered them, but there was 

no breath in them. 

9 Then he said to me, “Prophesy to the breath; prophesy, son of man, and say 

to it, ‘This is what the Sovereign Lord says: Come, breath, from the four 

winds and breathe into these slain, that they may live.’” 10 So I prophesied as 

he commanded me, and breath entered them; they came to life and stood up on 

their feet—a vast army. 

11 Then he said to me: “Son of man, these bones are the people of Israel. They 

say, ‘Our bones are dried up and our hope is gone; we are cut off.’ 12 Therefore 

prophesy and say to them: ‘This is what the Sovereign Lord says: My people, I 

am going to open your graves and bring you up from them; I will bring you 

back to the land of Israel. 13 Then you, my people, will know that I am 

the Lord, when I open your graves and bring you up from them. 14 I will put my 

                                                           
5 https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Ezekiel+37+&version=NIV  

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Ezekiel+37+&version=NIV#fen-NIV-21403a
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Ezekiel+37+&version=NIV
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Spirit in you and you will live, and I will settle you in your own land. Then you 

will know that I the Lord have spoken, and I have done it, declares the Lord.’” 

One Nation Under One King 

15 The word of the Lord came to me: 16 “Son of man, take a stick of wood and 

write on it, ‘Belonging to Judah and the Israelites associated with him.’ Then 

take another stick of wood, and write on it, ‘Belonging to Joseph (that is, to 

Ephraim) and all the Israelites associated with him.’ 17 Join them together into 

one stick so that they will become one in your hand. 

18 “When your people ask you, ‘Won’t you tell us what you mean by this?’ 19 say 

to them, ‘This is what the Sovereign Lord says: I am going to take the stick of 

Joseph—which is in Ephraim’s hand—and of the Israelite tribes associated 

with him, and join it to Judah’s stick. I will make them into a single stick of 

wood, and they will become one in my hand.’ 20 Hold before their eyes the 

sticks you have written on 21 and say to them, ‘This is what the 

Sovereign Lord says: I will take the Israelites out of the nations where they 

have gone. I will gather them from all around and bring them back into their 

own land. 22 I will make them one nation in the land, on the mountains of 

Israel. There will be one king over all of them and they will never again be two 

nations or be divided into two kingdoms. 23 They will no longer defile 

themselves with their idols and vile images or with any of their offenses, for I 

will save them from all their sinful backsliding,[b]and I will cleanse them. They 

will be my people, and I will be their God. 

24 “‘My servant David will be king over them, and they will all have one 

shepherd. They will follow my laws and be careful to keep my decrees. 25 They 

will live in the land I gave to my servant Jacob, the land where your ancestors 

lived. They and their children and their children’s children will live there 

forever, and David my servant will be their prince forever. 26 I will make a 

covenant of peace with them; it will be an everlasting covenant. I will establish 

them and increase their numbers, and I will put my sanctuary among 

them forever. 27 My dwelling place will be with them; I will be their God, and 

they will be my people. 28 Then the nations will know that I the Lord make 

Israel holy, when my sanctuary is among them forever.’” 

 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Ezekiel+37+&version=NIV#fen-NIV-21421b
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Footnotes: 

a. Ezekiel 37:5 The Hebrew for this word can also mean wind or spirit (see verses 6-14). 

b. Ezekiel 37:23 Many Hebrew manuscripts (see also Septuagint); most Hebrew 

manuscripts all their dwelling places where they sinned 
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