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Today we conclude our series on The Bible Is Bananas.   At the beginning of the month, Mark eloquently reminded us of some important things about the Bible itself, which bear repeating: The Bible isn't one book — it's a library. It’s sixty-six books of poetry, history, letters, and teaching, written by shepherds, prophets, doctors, fishermen, kings — each with their own audience, circumstances, and agenda, each a human being of a particular time and place.

This library didn't drop from the sky, signed by God. It was spoken through oral tradition around campfires and spiritual gatherings for generations before anything was ever written down.  Over hundreds of years the writings were stitched together, drawing from outside sources, culture, and then eventually assembled by councils of men who decided which of the writings were valid scripture and which were not, according to their own bias and outside political influence.  
In our Fellowship Hall wall, our own Nancy Irving painted: "God is still speaking." This is the beauty of progressive Christianity—the Holy is always still speaking-through the lens of the world, which includes the Bible, but also through poetry, music, art, nature, other people, maybe our pets most of all — telling us that anything that doesn't sound like justice, love, compassion isn’t meant to be listened to. Any interpretation of the Bible that is exclusionary or weaponized, isn’t meant to be listened to.  Any interpretaion that doesn’t not reflect God’s love is bananas. 
This is what I want you to take away from the series:  Any part of the Bible that does not reflect Love is bananas.  
In Buddhism, there is a saying that goes something like this: Imagine someone is trying to show you the moon by pointing at it.The pointing finger is what guides you to the moon. Without the finger, you might not notice the moon. But the pointing finger isn’t what matters most. It only matters because it helps you see the moon for yourself.  Scholar Marcus Borg drew from this  teaching when he said the Bible is a finger that points us to to God.  The Bible is not God, it was never meant to be worshiped.  Do not mistake the finger for the moon. 
Borg encouraged reading the Bible metaphorically.  This helps us find meaning even in the weirdest texts like today’s—where skeletons in a desert are reconstituted in Ezekiel, and zombies emerge from their tombs in Matthew.  If we get caught up in whether they are literally true, we are focusing on the finger.  Rather, they are pointing us to moon, which is how to make meaning of restoration and resurrection in our lives today.
So let’s go to the desert with Ezekiel. We imagine something wide and flat, scrubby and harsh.  We see cracked ground that doesn’ hold water or roots, let alone hope.  This is where God brings Ezekiel— to the very middle of that stripped away place. God walks him around that valley of death, slowly and deliberatley until Ezekiel’s  seen every bone strewn across it. He is given a full and very stark picture of despair before anything happens.  
A tiny detail we often miss because it is hidden later in the story:  The bones have already spoken to God even before Ezekiel has walked the valley.  ‘Our bones are dried up and our hope is gone; we are cut off.’    This is extraordinary to me~~that in midst of death and hopelessness, there is still a relationship with the Holy.  The bones in the valley are fractured community speaking its grief in one wailing sentence about what it feels like when the whole sense of “us” feels the isolation and emptiness of death. 
I love how Ezekiel responds to God when God asks him “Can these bones live?”  I imagine Ezekiel staring at the valley of death and its echoes of despair.  There is no promise there.  The only true thing he knows is that God knows.   His only true thing is Holy Presence, whether it be in life, rebirth, or eternal death.  
We don’t have to look far these days to see deserts full of dry bones.  The genocide in Gaza.  The capricious bullying and utter disregard for principled, kind, moral leadership in Washington.   The unauthorized war in Iran.   ICE detention centers that are fortresses of cruelty.  When these things splash across our news feeds we gasp over and over again as if we too are dying when the divides in communities, our nation, our wolrd overwhelm us.  
Many of you are living in your own valleys of dry bones—those places and situations that feel dried up and lifeless~~a broken relationship, unresolved conflict, addiction, worry, aging, isolation.   Maybe you are like Ezekiel, in the middle of a valley of someone else’s bones and having no idea whether there is hope or not.  I don’t know if it is good news or not, but these valleys have had visitors before.  You are not alone in your alone-ness.  
But this is the hard part: we like to think we can prepare our way out of anything (like I did in my pre-Camino training).  If we bring enough water, enough power bars, enought socks and bandaids then the way can’t touch you.  It’s not a bad instinct, but the reality is we may still end up in valleys of suffering among lifeless reamins.  
The truth is the bones in the valley can’t do a single thing for themselvs.  They cannot will or want themselves back onto a body.  Ezekiel doesn’t ask them to try.  And God doesn’t either.  In fact, God asks the wind: 
"Come from the four winds, O breath, and breathe upon these slain, that they may live."
The word for breath in Hebrew is ruah, and it is the same ruah breath of Genesis 1 in which the world was created that is called forth by God in the Valley of Dry Bones.  It is this breath— creative source of life —coming from everywere at once, wind from every side to raise a whole people to life, to help one body breathe.  
Honestly, most of us don’t want to be the kind of people who need saving outside of ourselves.  We want to be self-sufficient enough, faithful enough, hopeful enough, so that we can raise ourselves out of whatever hell we find ourselves. But Ezekiel’s vision doesn't work that way. The breath comes from beyond the bones every time. It has to. That's not a failure of the bones. That's just what being dry looks like — and what being breathed on looks like, too.
This is good news, I think~~no one, not any of us are asked to raise ourselves. We just need to lie in the valley long enough for the wind to find us.
But it doesn’t end with the wind finding us, and breathing new life into us. 
We didn’t hear the end of Ezekiel’s vision, but it is important to tell you about it.  After the dry bones are raised—a whole army (which, after looking at the hebrew word here for army, I think a better translation would be a cadre of vibrant humans, overflowing with life) God tells Ezekiel to take two sticks and write Judah on one, and Joseph on the other.  These two names represented the northern and southern kingdoms of Israel that had split from each other so long ago that most of them had forgotten they were ever one thing. God tells Ezekiel to join the sticks together as one stick.  One people. Whole.    
You see, Breath is not the point of the story.  It is the finger that points to wholeness. The life-breath is FOR reconciliation, connection, to be held in God’s hand.  It’s a vision for the kin-dom of God. 
Again, in these days, we are living in our own version of two sticks.  There is more to say about this, but for today I want you to know this:  Whatever names your dry bones go by this year, I pray for the gift of swirling ruah wind of life to revive you and restore you.  
AND the story is more than revival.  The temptation, always, is to think the miracle is individual — that if enough of us personally get breath back, get hope back, our own bones knit together, we'll have done the work God asked. But Ezekiel doesn't let the vision end at "we live." It ends at "we are one, in God's hand, again."
That's the harder miracle. Breath is essential.  But not on its own.  It’s essential for the knitting back together community.   Reconciliation.  Oneness, God seems to think, is the whole point of being breathed on in the first place. 
This is enough to chew on. 
Unfortunately, we can’t quite stop here because I haphazardly slipped in that passage in Matthew about the tombs breaking open at the moment of Jesus death—where “many bodies of the saints who had fallen asleep were raised," and then wait around like zombies until Easter Sunday and the resurrection of Christ, and then walk into Jerusalem to be with the people.  
Most preachers never touch this verse. Trust me, I get it. It's too weird, too unexplained—which is exactly why it is bananas.   
Here is my take~~the two stories share a common shape: dead bodies get up and walk into a city. Ezekiel's bones stand up as a valiant people to find each other, to be held together in God’s hand. Matthew's saints wake and walk into "the holy city." Neither rises alone into an empty field. 
Every time scripture shows us resurrection, it ends the same way — not as a private event, but as a homecoming. Everybody rises toward somebody. Toward a city. Toward community. Towards being held, whole as one in the kin-dom of God.
Valleys are all around us.  Some of us are in them, skeletal, gasping, washed out, unable to move.  Some of us might be more like Ezekiel, when God asks, “what do you think?” we wisely punt it back to God because we can’t see a single shred of hope at what we are looking at. 
Death, graveyards, valleys, deserts….
Go into whatever valley waits for you this week.
Remember~~you are not required to raise yourself.
Breath is already on its way — from every direction, all at once.
And when it finds you, it isn't only finding you.
It's finding all of us, scattered as we are,
and gathering us back into one hand —
raised not to wander, but to walk home,
and be seen there, alive, together.
Dry bones and zombies? 
It’s so much more thant that.  Amen. 



