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Dry Bones 

I’m not very good at remembering jokes that other people have told me, unlike my brother 
who seems to remember every joke he’s ever heard.  But not me, which is a shame since it is a 
skill that can be a surprisingly effective asset for a preacher, because there’s very little that gets to 
the heart of a matter faster and more disarmingly than a joke, especially a good joke.  Thankfully 
I do remember some good jokes I’ve heard over the years, one in particular that I heard years ago 
and goes to the heart of what I’d like to talk about today. 

The joke goes like this.  A man invites a friend to go to a play, and not just any play but 
Hamlet.  The friend is not much of a theater-goer, and has never seen Hamlet or any other play 
by William Shakespeare, though he’s certainly heard of him.  He seems to enjoy himself during 
the play, but afterwards, when asked how he’d liked it, replies that he doesn’t understand what 
the big deal is about this guy Shakespeare, since all he’d done was string together a bunch of 
clichés and called it a play. 

Now that, to my mind, is a very good joke.  A very good joke because it is so true.  True not 
about Shakespeare, of course, but about us and how we experience and respond to classics like 
Hamlet.  Because the fact is almost everyone who goes to see a play like Hamlet has already heard 
many if not most of its famous lines long before they see the play itself, and what is more, has 
heard them often enough that they really do sound like clichés, and the play then does seem like 
a bunch of clichés strung together.  When you stop to think about it, that’s actually true of a lot 
of things, not just Shakespeare. 

For example, it’s very true of art museums.  A few weeks ago I was in Washington, DC, and 
had a chance to visit for the first time the Phillips Collection, a museum very similar to the Barnes 
here in Philadelphia, though not as large.  Never having been there before, it was all new and 
interesting to me, but what really struck me is that despite the fact that there is a great deal of 
very good art to be seen there, most of the people in the museum that day were clustered in front 
of literally a handful of paintings, all paintings that long before anyone ever sees the real thing, 
they’ve seen numerous reproductions, paintings then that have become clichés as it were.  I’m 
sure the same could be said of most museums, certainly the most famous museums, the ones with 
lots of “clichés.” 

But as true as this may be of art museums and the plays of William Shakespeare, and I would 
add the music of certain famous composers, it is most true I’m convinced of the gospels of the 
New Testament, and especially the Gospel of John, which can, and very often really does, sound 
like a bunch of famous sayings strung together and called a gospel.  What is most remarkable 
about that is that it’s always been that way, even going back to the very earliest years of the 
church.  Even then most people had heard all the famous sayings of Jesus long before they heard 
the whole story of which the sayings were only a small part.  Why?  Because the sayings go back 
to Jesus himself, and very quickly seem to have found their way into the church’s worship, where 
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people heard them every Sunday.  The sayings, then, were famous from the very beginnings of 
the church.  The larger stories, though, what we call the gospels, were only written many years 
later, almost as if they were written to be settings for an array of treasured jewels.  That is to say, 
in a very real sense, the gospels were quite literally written around the sayings, with the story 
taking form as the sayings were strung together in a particular order. 

Now if this were only true of the composition of the gospels, it would certainly be of interest 
to Biblical scholars, but probably not to most of the rest of us.  But it’s true of much more than 
just that, much more than just how the gospels were written.  It’s also true—I’m more and more 
convinced—of how we personally come to faith, and we can see an example of what I mean by 
that in the story of Jesus raising Lazarus from the dead, the story that is our gospel lesson for 
today.  This story, like all the stories in the Gospel of John, is full of famous sayings, sayings 
you’ve probably heard your whole life in church, including one of the most famous sayings of 
Jesus of all, one that is repeated at almost every single funeral ever held among Christians going 
back, I’m sure, to the very earliest days of the church. 

Here, Jesus and his disciples have gone to Bethany, a village just outside of Jerusalem, where 
a family lives who are very close friends of Jesus, two sisters and a brother, Martha, Mary and 
Lazarus, people with whom Jesus has clearly spent a great deal of time.  When the story begins, 
Lazarus is quite ill, very near death, and Martha and Mary send word to Jesus to come quickly, 
and from there the story takes a number of twists and turns, with every turn punctuated with a 
famous saying, until we reach the climax of the story—at least what I think is the climax—the 
encounter between Martha and Jesus when he arrives only to learn that his dear friend Lazarus 
has died. 

This part of the story is what’s printed on the cover of the bulletin this morning (John 11:17-
27).  Martha here is understandably distraught over her brother’s death, and even more than a 
little put out with Jesus for not having made more of an effort to get there sooner.  So when she 
meets Jesus, she comes right out and says, “If you’d been here, my brother wouldn’t have died.”  
To which Jesus responds, as we all do at funerals, with words intended to provide comforting 
assurance, “Your brother will rise again.”  It’s Martha’s response to his words of assurance that I 
find most interesting, because she says—as again, we all do at funerals—“I know.  I know he will 
rise again in the resurrection…,” mouthing the words that we say over and over again on such 
occasions, words that we have heard and said literally our whole lives. 

 But then something happens, and it’s this that is the climax of the story, far more so than later 
on in the story when Lazarus is actually raised from the dead.  For it’s here that these words we’ve 
heard over and over again, words we’ve heard so often that they’re frankly little more than 
clichés, here that those words actually come to life for Martha.  For it’s here that Jesus utters the 
most famous words of all, “Martha, I am the resurrection and the life.  Those who believe in me 
will live even though they die.  Do you believe this?”  With her response, “Yes, Lord, I believe…” 
it happens.  We see a person’s faith actually coming alive.  Here, a faith which up to that point 
has just been words, words that we’ve all said over and over again, comes to life and becomes 
real. 
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That, I’m convinced, is true for all of us.  We all know the words.  They’re words that we’ve 
heard, most of us, our whole lives.  Words many of which have come from the mouth of Jesus 
himself.  Words that we hear over and over again in worship.  Words with which every Sunday 
we affirm our common faith.  Words by which we have sought to console a friend who has 
experienced the death of a loved one.  Words, though, that are for most of us, just as they were 
for Martha, little more than clichés.  Little more than clichés until something happens to bring 
those words to life, and those words become something real for us.  Those words take on actual 
meaning.   Until that happens, they’re little more than Ezekiel’s dry bones.  For no matter how 
well we string those dry bones of our faith together, until those bones take on flesh and the spirit 
of life is breathed into them, that’s all they are.  Dry bones. 

But when the Holy Spirit breathes life into us, and those words come alive; when those words 
take on flesh and become for us no longer just words from the Bible, but the story of our lives, 
and thus the truth of our lives, then ours becomes a living faith, a faith that can and will sustain 
us our whole lives long. 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, 
to whom be all glory and honor, now and forever… 


