
Dear God, help us to open our reluctant spirits to the glad news of this night, that 

they may be sustained with the sacraments of gratitude and praise.  Strengthen us 

to live holy lives now.  All this we pray in the name of him who is Victor over 

death and Lord of life.  Amen. 

 

A few years ago, I was lucky enough to get to go on a trip to Israel  

with 41 other ministers and priests.  

We flew into Tel Aviv, made our way N to the Sea of Galilee  

and then turned S towards Jerusalem.   

Our tour guide had a great sense of drama and was saving the best for last.   

On a soft night in March, our bus drove up from the Dead Sea and there before us, 

on rolling hills, with the sun setting behind it, was the city.   

Outlined in black against the sky were the shapes of synagogue domes,  

mosque minarets and church towers.   

Most everyone on the bus was crying; some silently,  

while others, mainly the big, beefy guys from the Midwest, were sobbing out loud.  

It was a bus full of clergy having a major emotional moment. 

 

O Jerusalem, Jerusalem. 

You who have been fought over probably more than any city on earth. 

Through, over, and around you have marched  

the Babylonians, Persians, Greeks, Romans, the Ottoman empire,  

the Crusaders, and Napoleon, to name only a few. 

You were, you are, the crown that everyone desired. 

But if you were the crown, then the jewel in that crown was the Temple,  

King Solomon’s temple. 

We know the Israelites had occupied the city of Jerusalem  

for only a couple of hundred years when the Temple was built in 957 BCE.  

The Temple replaced the portable sanctuary that the Hebrew people  

had carried with them on their journey across the Sinai desert.   

The Temple was to be a perfect and permanent reminder  

of all that God had done for them  

and a place where they would carry out the rituals which bonded them to God – 

animal sacrifices, daily prayers.  

We are told that the Temple was designed to recreate the garden of Eden,  

its walls decorated with palm trees and flowers,  

its huge 7-branched candelabras covered with almonds and blossoms.   

There was even a bronze serpent.  

One of the 4 rivers that Genesis tells us ran through the Garden of Eden,  

the Gihon, rose as a spring on the Temple site.   



Not only was it the most beautiful building the Jews could imagine,  

but it was also the center of everything they believed.  

They thought it would last forever.   

But in 586, the Temple was destroyed by the Babylonians  

who also sent the surviving Jews into exile in Babylon.   

It was a disaster beyond their worst fears. 

This is the period of the prophet Ezekiel,  

who wrote that searing vision of the Valley of Dry Bones that we heard earlier.  

Imagine yourself surrounded by nothing but dry, lifeless bones.   

That shouldn’t be too hard because the past few years  

could be compared to a desert –  

an inhospitable country of isolation, plague, political chicanery, and war.  

A bleak and hopeless land where the smallest bit of life, even a weed,  

would seem like a miracle. 

The destruction of the Temple and the Exile  

left the people of Israel feeling utterly hopeless.  

“Is there life in these bones?” God asks Ezekiel.  

Is there any hope amidst all the death and destruction?   

And Ezekiel, probably overwhelmed by despair, and we maybe also overwhelmed, 

can answer only, “O Lord God, you know.” 

 

When the Jews finally returned to Jerusalem from their exile,  

they immediately began to build a second Temple.   

That Temple was supposed to last forever too but in 70CE,  

the Romans destroyed it in their battle to suppress the Jews  

who had never been happy under Roman rule.   

This time, the temple was not rebuilt,  

although a prayer for a 3rd temple continues to be a part of Jewish daily prayers. 

The 2nd destruction of the Temple sent shockwaves throughout the Jewish world.  

How could Judaism survive without the Temple?  

Where would the center of their worship be?  

Everything revolved around the Temple and its rituals.  

Think about this.  This could have been the moment for Judaism to disappear.  

It could have collapsed in the despair and chaos of that moment.   

But something wonderful happened.   

Instead of mourning the Temple,  

instead of insisting on recreating what could not be recreated,  

the Jews looked hard at who they were and what they believed about God.   

Their passion for God inspired them to find a new way to be faithful.   

They examined their hearts.   



They discovered that they had relied on the Temple priests  

to do much of their religion for them.   

They, the ordinary Jew, didn’t have to be good and pure, just the priests.   

When the Temple disappeared, they began the heroic task  

of reforming and transforming Judaism  

from a temple faith to a faith where each person was accountable to God.   

Instead of letting the Temple rituals make them right with God,  

they realized that it was each person’s actions that made them right with God.   

In this Valley of Dry Bones, in this wreckage of the Temple, they found new life.  

There is a story that right after the destruction of the Temple,  

2 rabbis passed by its rubble.   

One said to the other, “Woe is it that the place  

where the sins of Israel find atonement is laid waste.”   

But the other rabbi replied, “Grieve not, we have an atonement  

equal to the Temple, the doing of living deeds.”   

Kindness began to replace temple ritual and compassion was the new priestly task.   

The Jews were honest enough, brave enough, creative enough  

to find the essence of their faith and not to let it go  

in the seeming disaster of the Temple’s destruction.   

It’s the best kind of resurrection story with God and humankind working together 

to create something new out of something old.   

Something died so that something else, more wonderful, could be born.    

 

That theme of death and rebirth is of course why we are here tonight.   

In Luke’s Gospel, we see the women arriving at the tomb to find  

what appeared to be a disaster equal to the destruction of the Temple.   

Jesus, who had been everything to them and the other disciples,  

their foundation and inspiration, their new life,  

was not only dead but someone had apparently robbed his grave.   

The tomb was empty.   

So there was not only loss but what seemed to be the worst kind of sacrilege.   

 

There are many deaths in our lives.   

Literal deaths and things that seem to be as final and awful as death.   

Losing a job.  The breakup of a relationship.  Physical handicaps.   

The deaths of our hopes and dreams.   

The randomness and unfairness of many of these “deaths”  

can make them especially painful. 

When everything seems to be as bleak and hopeless as it can possibly be,  

in the deepest part of winter, there is new life ready to be born.   



Moses and the Hebrew people left their relatively secure lives in Egypt  

for the rigors of a long difficult journey through the desert  

to get to the Promised Land.   

Bilbo Baggins left the safety and comfort of his cottage  

and set out on a long journey  

to find and kill a dragon in order to find the magic ring.   

Odysseus endured 10 years of danger and adventures  

so that he could return home to Ithaca.   

Throughout history, there seems to be a powerful and insistent theme  

of the bond between life and death.  They cannot be separated.   

Maybe now, in this time, there is an ending or challenge that God is calling you to  

so that something new may be born? 

 

Tonight we ring bells, light candles, shout Alleluias  

and do everything the church can do to celebrate Easter  

because all of our hope rests on its foundation.   

Even the always tasteful and restrained Episcopal Church  

allows a few extra Alleluias at Easter services.   

Because even though life and death cannot be separated,  

thanks to the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ,  

our life with God will never end.   

You may be here tonight as a longtime parishioner of St. Andrew’s.   

You may be here tonight for the very first time.   

You may be here because the resurrection is very real to you.   

You may be here because you aren’t at all sure it is true,  

did Jesus really rise from the dead?  

but there is something in you that wants to find out more. 

Wherever you are, know, know deeply, truly, absolutely  

that God loves you, each one of you so much. 

Everything that God has done is for our sake. 

Annie Lamott in a recent blog offered this quote: 

“The grace of God means something like, ‘Here is your life.  

You might never have been,  

but you are because the party wouldn’t have been complete without you.’” 

God holds every one of you dear and rejoices in every one of your lives. 

You are precious to God.  

 
 


