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150 years ago this Tuesday, Confederate forces attacked a Federal military installation at Fort 
Sumter in South Carolina.  So began the American Civil War, or the War Between the States 
(depending on your persuasion), ushering in four years of the ugliest and costliest fighting our 
country has known.  To this day, it remains the deadliest war in American history, with at least 
620,000 soldier deaths and an untold number of civilian casualties.   

I grew up just a few miles away from Antietam battlefield in Maryland.  So I remember 
numerous fieldtrips that we took as school kids to Antietam, Gettysburg, and other battlefields 
around the area.  One of my high school teachers, with whom I studied for three years, was a 
Civil War historian who was a bit obsessed with his field, which meant that pretty much 
everything we studied ended up being related to the Civil War, even when it wasn’t.  And I 
went to South Hagerstown High School, home of the Rebels, and my class ring has a stars 
and bars flag beneath a smooth Kelly Green gemstone.   

So from my childhood and youth, an acute awareness of the Civil War was a part of my 
upbringing.  And I always fancied myself a Rebel – mostly because of the high school mascot I 
suppose.  And then I moved to Virginia…and I realized that I wasn’t really a rebel.  It’s different 
down here, and it has only been in recent years that I have come to fully appreciate that, being 
reminded of it even within the past week.   

Now I bring all this up because I when I first read the lectionary readings for this week several 
months ago, knowing that this was the weekend immediately preceding the sesquicentennial 
of Fort Sumter, I was floored by the connections between the readings and my own 
associations with the Civil War.  When I read the story of Lazarus, one of my first thoughts – 
given my somewhat twisted sense of humor – was that I could preach a sermon on how “The 
South Will Rise Again!”  But it was when I read the Ezekiel text that things got serious for me.  I 
have never much cared for this bit of scripture, especially the song that I learned about it as a 
kid – you know, “the neck bone’s connected to the shoulder bone” and so forth.  Always struck 
me as a bit goofy and I didn’t really get the point.  But when I read this text with the 150th 
Anniversary of the Civil War in mind, everything changed.   

As I heard again those familiar words about how the Spirit of the LORD led the prophet to a 
valley littered with dry bones, it suddenly occurred to me that this scene wasn’t as fantastic as I 
had always imagined it to be.  I had always imagined the scene in almost comic relief, with 
dancing skeletons and the like.  But now it stuck me that this was a battle scene.  And the 
image that arose in my memory was a very familiar one to me from my days growing up in 
Maryland: Bloody Lane. 1   For those of you who know your Civil War history, you know that 
Bloody Lane gets its name for obvious reasons.  At the time of the Battle of Antietam in 1862, it 
was a simple sunken farm road worn down by wagons.  By the end of the day on September 
17, it had become an open grave for countless soldiers who died in the incredible carnage.   
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 Photo 1 – Bloody Lane today: http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/5/52/Bloodylane.JPG   
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The Battle of Antietam remains the bloodiest single-day battle in American history.  I remember 
standing on the battlefield with my classmates on a beautiful spring day much like the one in 
this picturecaught up in the sobering truth of what had happened there, trying to imagine what 
it must have been like to look across that now beautiful scene and see so many dead soldiers 
scattered about that many firsthand accounts testified that a person could walk along the road 
without ever touching the ground.  I had seen the iconic photographs taken by Alexander 
Gardner two days after the battle, so I had an idea.2 

As I pondered Ezekiel’s vision of the Valley of Dry Bones in light of these Civil War images, the 
scripture came alive for me in a very new way (no pun intended).  And since it was images that 
reawakened my imagination in considering this text, I searched the internet for more images 
that brought these two scenes together.  The resonance continued for me.3   

I have no idea how those who witnessed such scenes during the Civil War went on.  I don’t 
care what you were fighting for – be it “States Rights” or the preservation of the Union, the 
continuance of a way of life or the emancipation of the slaves – such scenes had to have made 
one wonder how it could have been worth it, or whether a better day would ever come.  
Standing at Bloody Lane today, the sobering reality of death is palpable.  It is the legacy of the 
place.4   

Ezekiel was writing and prophesying to a people who had stood at just such a place.  They 
were a people who were as good as dead – cut off from their homeland, their hope dried up 
like the bones of his vision.  The depth of their despair and hopelessness is beyond words – 
the only way to understand is to be there and feel it.   

And so we see Ezekiel, led by the Spirit into a valley full of death-dry bones.  We might 
imagine it was the scene of a great battle, a battle so fierce and so violent that the dead piled 
up one upon the other, where those slain never received a proper burial, but were left where 
they fell to decay.  And though it is only a single verse in the scripture, I imagine Ezekiel 
lingering at the scene for a very long time, unable to find any words to describe what he was 
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 Photo 2 – http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/6/6e/Dead-soldier-antietam.jpg   
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 Photos 4-17 –Images of Antietam and Dry Bones Images from various historical, art, and sermon sources: 

Photo 4 – http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/d/d6/Battlefield_near_Sherrick%27s_house.png  

Photo 5 – http://focusonjerusalem.com/upfromthegraves.html  

Photo 6 – http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/9/9e/Bodies_on_the_battlefield_at_antietam.jpg  

Photo 7 – http://cofah.com/VALLEY_OF_DRY_BONES_.html  

Photo 8 – http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/a/aa/Conf_dead_chancellorsville_edit1.jpg  

Photo 9 – http://bibledrivethru.blogspot.com/2008/08/dem-bones.html  

Photo 10 – http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/c/c5/Confederate_dead_gathered_for_burial_at_Antietam.jpg  

Photo 11 – http://www.allposters.com/-sp/The-Vision-of-Ezekiel-the-Valley-of-Dry-Bones-Posters_i1366268_.htm  

Photo 12 – http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/3/3c/EwellsDeadSpotsylvania1864crop01.jpg  

Photo 13 – http://www.paulomanwatercolors.com/muraldetail.asp?RID=121  

Photo 14 – http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/4/43/Antietam_Battle%2C_Bloody_Lane%2C_1862.jpg  

Photo 15 – http://endtimepilgrim.org/Ezek37.htm 

Photo 16 – http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/7/71/The_Aftermath_at_Bloody_Lane_by_Captain_James_Hope.jpg 

Photo 17 – http://cofah.com/VALLEY_OF_DRY_BONES_.html  
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 Photo 18 – Bloody Lane today: http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/5/52/Bloodylane.JPG  
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seeing, incapable of voicing the pain and despair welling up within him.  And into that deathly 
silence, comes the question the Lord puts to Ezekiel – can these bones live? 

It is a question that endures for us today.  Nobel Laureate and Holocaust survivor Elie Wiesel 
has observed that Ezekiel’s vision of the Valley of dried bones bears no date because every 
generation needs to hear in its own time that these bones can live again.  Like the exiles of old, 
we too can at times feel as good as dead – null and void inside.  But it is in just such times that 
the God who created shows that we can be re-created.  The bones can reassemble, take on 
flesh, and receive again the spirit breath of life.  And it is in the deepest depths, surrounded by 
death – whether literal or metaphorical – that we experience the reality of new life. 

And yet too often in the church these days, we shun the depths of pain and death, even when 
it surrounds us on all sides.  I have heard it called “the tyranny of happiness” in the church.  I 
suspect that some of it is wrapped up in our blurring of the lines between church and culture, 
so that the ultimate culture value given to the “pursuit of happiness” precludes engagement 
with that which tends to “bum us out.”  But I believe it is also theological oversimplification at 
work.  In short, we skip Lent, and move right Easter.  We stick with the good news we know in 
Jesus, without acknowledging the bad news that makes the gospel relevant.   

A case in point.  In 2005 and 2006 I went through a very trying and dark time in my life and 
faith.  Personal and family problems were magnified by the stress of working and going to 
school full time.  Struggles with the credentialing body in my district at that time called my 
vocational future into question, potentially nullifying nearly 10 years of educational investment 
and ministerial training.  A bleeding polyp on my vocal cords that eventually required surgery 
stole my speaking and singing voice, and plunged me into absolute silence for six weeks twice 
in less than a year.  During that time in my life, there was nothing that bothered me more than 
sitting in worship.  Why?  Because I didn’t feel like I belonged.  I felt out of place spiritually and 
emotionally.  What I desperately wanted and needed were people to cry out to God with me, to 
shout and weep with me, to sing songs of lament when I couldn’t do so for myself.  What I got 
was a relentless stream of sappy happy hymns, full of pat answers and facile words of 
assurance.  I was beyond a quick fix, and it seemed like every Sunday, that is what was 
offered.  And it amounted to little more than a band aid on the dry bones of my soul.   

This personal experience has convinced me that one of the reasons many in our time have 
disengaged with the church is because we have largely lost or forgotten our tradition of lament 
– of corporately and personally crying out to God from the depths.  We offer good news for 
someone else’s bad news, and many of us are left to wander alone, “Can these bones live?”   

There are times when there is nothing to do but cry and cry out.  There are times when no 
answer is going to satisfy the burning questions deep within our pain and grief.  Why God?  
Why me?  Why them?  Why now?  Why have you forsaken us?  Why have you forsaken me? 

It is at this point in our life and faith when the Spirit visits us in our Valley of bones and asks us 
whether they can live again – knowing full well that they can.  It is at this point in our life and 
faith when Jesus visits us and weeps with us and for us – knowing full well that he will raise us 
to new life.   
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As I was working at preparing this sermon and thinking about all these things, another image 
from Antietam kept coming to me5 – Burnside’s Bridge.  For a long time, I didn’t know why, 
other than that it was another iconic image from Antietam and the center of massive casualties 
during the Civil War.  But as the image kept coming to my mind, I began to suspect that there 
was a reason.  And it occurred to me that a bridge is an often used metaphor to describe 
salvation.  It also occurred to me that I have never really understood why Burnside’s Bridge 
was so important that so many lives were spent trying to take it during the battle of Antietam.  
Why not just go around, or find another way to get to the other side?  And then it hit me – this 
is just what we so often try to do with our faith.  We try to skip the bridge and find another way 
to get to the other side – one that doesn’t cost so much or cause us to wade too deeply into 
the depths.  

But the bridge IS important.  It is the way to get from death to life, from despair to hope, from 
dry bones to Spirit animated flesh.  And that bridge starts in the valley – that valley of dry 
bones that so few of us want to acknowledge, but so many of us inhabit in the depths of our 
souls.   

American poet and theologian Amos Wilder has written a poem entitled “A Hard Death” which 
contains these lines that speak poignantly of the need to allow ourselves to be led into the 
Valley.  He writes:  

Accept no mitigation,  
but be instructed at the null point.   
The zero breeds new algebras.   

I want to close with another poem by Theresa Novak.  May it provide for us both purpose and 
promise: 
  

My bones know,  
Underneath it all,   
Within. 
 
I have lived 
In the valley of the dry bones, 
Waiting for the four winds to blow, 
For the holy breath. 
Dry bones 
Fragile and hard  
Spin through the dance 
As the rain falls. 
Bones rattling to life 
Spring is coming. 
Praise God. 
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 Photo 19 – http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/5/56/Burnside_bridge_antietam.jpg 

http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/5/56/Burnside_bridge_antietam.jpg
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Call to Prayer    Psalm 130:1-2 (NRSV)  
 

1 
Out of the depths I cry to you, O LORD. 

2 
Lord, hear my voice! Let your ears be attentive to the voice of my supplications! 

 
-Silence- (at least 1 minute) 
 
Unison Prayer 

Jesus, Lamb of God, have mercy on us. 
Jesus, bearer of our sins, have mercy on us. 
Jesus, Redeemer of the world, give us peace.  

 
Hymn Response # 152  “Kyrie” (2x) 
 

Words of Assurance Romans 8:11 (NRSV) 
 

11 
If the Spirit of him who raised Jesus from the dead dwells in you, he who raised Christ from the dead 

will give life to your mortal bodies also through his Spirit that dwells in you. 

 
Prayer Dance (11:00)      “Better Than a Hallelujah” 
 
Prayers of the People 

 
O God, today we stand in the valleys filled with bones.    

Fragile bones feeling their age 

Diseased bones weakened with illness 

Lonely bones sick with grief 

Broken bones separated from their partners 

Worried bones wracked with anxiety 

Beaten bones caught up in abuse 

Guilty bones heavy with the weight of wrong 

Shattered bones ensnared in war and violence 

Hopeless bones sunk in depression 

Misfit bones, wondering where or if they belong 

Trapped bones mired in addiction 

Crushed bones buried in stress 

Earthen bones plundered and polluted 

Dry bones, void of life and hope. 

 

And we ask you, can these bones live?   

 

O Lord GOD, you know…   

 


