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Can These Bones Live?

Rabbi Julie Greenberg

Welcome to this New Year, this holy day, this moment. By being here you are prying open this amazing space of potential between the old year and the new year. 

This year for the Holy Days I’m going to touch on some of the prophetic writings of Ezekial, Yechezkal, one of our ancient prophets, to see if we can draw out some inspiring images over these Ten Days of Awe. Let’s start by considering a contrast between what is happening right now in this room and what Ezekial was worried about back then.

In this room I watched people stream through the doors, expectantly, all with stories to tell and dreams to fulfill. Some with heavy hearts, some with happiness, some with uncertainty.

I see a room full of people taking time out from busy lives to be present for these holy days, finding the energy to rouse and mobilize even if you are weary, to set aside this time, on the eve of the New Year, to look back at the year that is finishing with willingness to examine who you were in this year and where you have been; to look forward to the New Year open to who you want to be and to what you wish for. I see people who have chosen to open a space in your life and inside your self for song, prayer and companionship that will strengthen you and direct you in this New Year. 

Take a moment to look around you at your fellow congregants. Look at each other with the most compassionate eyes, with God eyes. Each one of us has been through a lot. Not one of us is untouched by hardship or hurt.  Look at this beloved community, here, now. You are beautiful. Let’s take a moment of gratitude just for being alive and here.

Now I want to contrast this picture, the picture of this moment, with Ezekial’s worst fear.

Thousands of years ago, at a very unsettled time in Jewish history, Ezekial was desperately worried about the survival of the Israelites. He was aware of both inner, moral rot and he was also aware of terrible external threat. He feared for the survival and well-being of his people. Through this sense of panic and fear, the image Ezekial generated in Ezekial chapter 37, an image expressed in a terrifying vision, was of a valley of bones. Can you picture that? A whole field of white, dry bones with no flesh or life.

I will read you the text, “The hand of God was upon me, “ said Ezekial,  “and God carried me out in a spirit and set me down in the midst of the valley, and it was full of bones. And God caused me to pass by them round about, and behold, there were very many in the open valley; and lo, they were very dry.”

A question came to Ezekial, “Can these bones live?”

In some way that is the question that we ask about ourselves each year and about our people. Can these bones live? Can I be alive, vibrant, happy, valued? Can the Jewish people thrive, contribute, flourish? 

When we looked around a minute ago, you know the most amazing thing? We all showed up. We are here. We’re here together. Over the next ten days, we’re going to show up in even greater forces; this is the small kernel-- our group will swell tomorrow and again on Erev Yom Kippur and on Yom Kippur Day. We’ll welcome more and more people who are showing up, each one of us drawn to welcome the New Year with these time-honored rituals.

So imagine taking a photograph of Ezekial’s vision and putting it right beside a photograph of this room this evening. What happened between the time of Ezekial’s questioning despair and today? I think the answer is, we showed up. We have been through ups and the downs as a people and as individuals. Not one of us has sailed through life, our people has not sailed easily through history. As an African proverb says, “Sailors who have never encountered a storm, are not very good sailors.” We’ve each had our personal storms, we’ve shared in the historical storms of the Jewish people.

But we surely aren’t a valley of dead bones. Ezekial’s worst fear has not come to pass. The good news is, the Jews survived! We are still here, defying doomsday predictions about assimilation and annihilation. Each one of us has survived the journey to this point, showing up here, ready for the next step.

Can these bones live?

What does it mean to you to live in this New Year? What life are you opening to, hoping for, building? When you make this holy space to look at that question, who knows what might fill it in the coming year?

What does it mean for the Jewish people to live in this New Year? 

I wonder if the response to both these questions might have to do with showing up, but showing up with a new mindset appropriate to where we are now historically. 

In the old days, Judaism existed as a small, tribal religion eking out a destiny in competition with paganism, Zoroastrianism, Christianity and Islam. In this global world, we know that there is room for all of us and a mission for all of us. Jews and our fellow travelers need to show up on behalf of all human kind and on behalf of the planet. Judaism will thrive as we make our contribution to universal issues. I see us as being here for our Jewish selves and also for humanity and for the earth. We have moved beyond tribal. Survival alone isn’t enough of a mission. For our bones to live, we need to be kind, we need to be ethical, we need to care for our mother earth, we need to be bold makers of peace and justice. 

The world needs the values that root us in our tradition. On Rosh HaShana we celebrate the holiness of creation – as Jews we need to address the issue of global warming, energy dependence, fracking. On Rosh HaShana we celebrate human beings made in God’s image—as Jews the employment outlook for low-income Philadelphians matters to us, the dignity of the hungry and homeless matters to us.

What happens in Gaza and the West Bank is our business, the ozone level in the air is our business, job training for our co-Philadelphians is our business as Jews. These bones wilI live, Ezekial, because the values of Judaism are needed in this world and we are here to live them. We want more than for our bones to survive. For our bones to thrive we need to offer the gifts of Jewish wisdom to the world. The world needs us.

Ezekial went on to imagine God saying, “My people, I will put my spirit in you and you shall live, and I will place you in your own land.” Since I am not a fundamentalist who reads this text literally, I do not think “oh that means God promised me a piece of land.” I read it as there is promise for me and for us. What is the promise? What promise does this New Year hold? What is the land that beckons you?

Ezekial goes on to quote God  “….Fashion yourselves a new heart and a new spirit.”

On this Rosh HaShana evening we come together to renew our hearts, to renew our spirits. We are here as Jews, we are here as world citizens, fused in a commitment to spirit and to action.

With excitement and anticipation, I salute this New Year, 5772, L’Chaim, To Life!
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