
St. Paul’s
United Methodist Church

5501 Main Street
Houston, Texas 77004-6917

713-528-0527
www.stpaulshouston.org

A Particular Kind of Hope
by 

Rev. Thomas A. (Tommy) Williams
April 6, 2014

Fifth Sunday of Lent
8:30 and 11:05 a.m.



A Particular Kind of Hope • April 6, 2014 • Rev. Thomas A. (Tommy) Williams • page 1

Texts: Ezekiel 37:1-14; Psalm 130; Romans 8:6-11; and John 11:1-45

Ezekiel 37:1-14
The hand of the Lord came upon me, and he brought me out by the spirit of the Lord and set me 

down in the middle of a valley; it was full of bones. 2He led me all around them; there were very many 
lying in the valley, and they were very dry. 3He said to me, “Mortal, can these bones live?” 

I answered, “O Lord God, you know.” 
4Then he said to me, “Prophesy to these bones, and say to them: O dry bones, hear the word of 

the Lord. 5Thus says the Lord God to these bones: I will cause breath to enter you, and you shall live. 6I 
will lay sinews on you, and will cause flesh to come upon you, and cover you with skin, and put breath in 
you, and you shall live; and you shall know that I am the Lord.” 

7So I prophesied as I had been commanded; and as I prophesied, suddenly there was a noise, a 
rattling, and the bones came together, bone to its bone. 8I looked, and there were sinews on them, and 
flesh had come upon them, and skin had covered them; but there was no breath in them. 

9Then he said to me, “Prophesy to the breath, prophesy, mortal, and say to the breath: Thus says 
the Lord God: Come from the four winds, O breath, and breathe upon these slain, that they may live.” 

10I prophesied as he commanded me, and the breath came into them, and they lived, and stood 
on their feet, a vast multitude. 

11Then he said to me, “Mortal, these bones are the whole house of Israel. They say, ‘Our bones 
are dried up, and our hope is lost; we are cut off completely.’ 12Therefore prophesy, and say to them, 
Thus says the Lord God: I am going to open your graves, and bring you up from your graves, O my 
people; and I will bring you back to the land of Israel. 13And you shall know that I am the Lord, when I 
open your graves, and bring you up from your graves, O my people. 14I will put my spirit within you, and 
you shall live, and I will place you on your own soil; then you shall know that I, the Lord, have spoken and 
will act,” says the Lord.

Psalm 130
1Out of the depths I cry to you, O Lord.
2Lord, hear my voice! Let your ears be attentive to the voice of my supplications!
3If you, O Lord, should mark iniquities, Lord, who could stand?
4But there is forgiveness with you, so that you may be revered.
5I wait for the Lord, my soul waits, and in his word I hope;
6my soul waits for the Lord more than those who watch for the morning, more than those who watch for 

the morning.
7O Israel, hope in the Lord! For with the Lord there is steadfast love, and with him is great power to 

redeem.
8It is he who will redeem Israel from all its iniquities.
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Romans 8:6-11
6To set the mind on the flesh is death, but to set the mind on the Spirit is life and peace. 7For 

this reason the mind that is set on the flesh is hostile to God; it does not submit to God’s law—indeed 
it cannot, 8and those who are in the flesh cannot please God. 9But you are not in the flesh; you are in 
the Spirit, since the Spirit of God dwells in you. Anyone who does not have the Spirit of Christ does not 
belong to him.

10But if Christ is in you, though the body is dead because of sin, the Spirit is life because of righ-
teousness. 11If 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.

John 11:1-45
Now a certain man was ill, Lazarus of Bethany, the village of Mary and her sister Martha. 2Mary 

was the one who anointed the Lord with perfume and wiped his feet with her hair; her brother Lazarus 
was ill. 3So the sisters sent a message to Jesus, “Lord, he whom you love is ill.” 

4But when Jesus heard it, he said, “This illness does not lead to death; rather it is for God’s glory, 
so that the Son of God may be glorified through it.”

5Accordingly, though Jesus loved Martha and her sister and Lazarus, 6after having heard that 
Lazarus was ill, he stayed two days longer in the place where he was. 7Then after this he said to the dis-
ciples, “Let us go to Judea again.” 

8The disciples said to him, “Rabbi, the Jews were just now trying to stone you, and are you going 
there again?” 

9Jesus answered, “Are there not twelve hours of daylight? Those who walk during the day do not 
stumble, because they see the light of this world. 10But those who walk at night stumble, because the 
light is not in them.” 

11After saying this, he told them, “Our friend Lazarus has fallen asleep, but I am going there to 
awaken him.” 

12The disciples said to him, “Lord, if he has fallen asleep, he will be all right.” 
13Jesus, however, had been speaking about his death, but they thought that he was referring 

merely to sleep. 
14Then Jesus told them plainly, “Lazarus is dead. 15For your sake I am glad I was not there, so that 

you may believe. But let us go to him.” 
16Thomas, who was called the Twin, said to his fellow disciples, “Let us also go, that we may die 

with him.”
17When Jesus arrived, he found that Lazarus had already been in the tomb four days. 18Now Beth-

any was near Jerusalem, some two miles away, 19and many of the Jews had come to Martha and Mary to 
console them about their brother. 20When Martha heard that Jesus was coming, she went and met him, 
while Mary stayed at home. 

21Martha said to Jesus, “Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died. 22But even 
now I know that God will give you whatever you ask of him.” 
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23Jesus said to her, “Your brother will rise again.” 
24Martha said to him, “I know that he will rise again in the resurrection on the last day.”
25Jesus said to her, “I am the resurrection and the life. Those who believe in me, even though 

they die, will live, 26and everyone who lives and believes in me will never die. Do you believe this?” 
27She said to him, “Yes, Lord, I believe that you are the Messiah, the Son of God, the one coming 

into the world.” 
28When she had said this, she went back and called her sister Mary, and told her privately, “The 

Teacher is here and is calling for you.” 
29And when she heard it, she got up quickly and went to him. 30Now Jesus had not yet come to 

the village, but was still at the place where Martha had met him. 31The Jews who were with her in the 
house, consoling her, saw Mary get up quickly and go out. They followed her because they thought that 
she was going to the tomb to weep there. 

32When Mary came where Jesus was and saw him, she knelt at his feet and said to him, “Lord, if 
you had been here, my brother would not have died.”

33When Jesus saw her weeping, and the Jews who came with her also weeping, he was greatly 
disturbed in spirit and deeply moved.

 34He said, “Where have you laid him?” 
They said to him, “Lord, come and see.” 
35Jesus began to weep. 
36So the Jews said, “See how he loved him!” 
37But some of them said, “Could not he who opened the eyes of the blind man have kept this 

man from dying?” 
38Then Jesus, again greatly disturbed, came to the tomb. It was a cave, and a stone was lying 

against it. 
39Jesus said, “Take away the stone.” 
Martha, the sister of the dead man, said to him, “Lord, already there is a stench because he has 

been dead four days.” 
40Jesus said to her, “Did I not tell you that if you believed, you would see the glory of God?” 
41So they took away the stone. 
And Jesus looked upward and said, “Father, I thank you for having heard me. 42I knew that you 

always hear me, but I have said this for the sake of the crowd standing here, so that they may believe 
that you sent me.” 

43When he had said this, he cried with a loud voice, “Lazarus, come out!” 
44The dead man came out, his hands and feet bound with strips of cloth, and his face wrapped in 

a cloth. Jesus said to them, “Unbind him, and let him go.”
45Many of the Jews therefore, who had come with Mary and had seen what Jesus did, believed in 

him.

Her name is Hope. She is from a family that had been through many ups 
and downs. Her parents struggled to make ends meet financially, her parents 
struggled to get along, her home life was not stable by any measurement.
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Even at the young age of 6 and 7, she was drawn to the church, although 
we didn’t see her much; that itself a product of her circumstances and environ-
ment. She had very little control over when she would be where. So when she 
could, she would come to Wednesday activities and Sunday worship. 

She had Hope in her name and you could see it in her face – a yearning, 
a crying out for a particular kind of hope that might make sense of her young 
life.

The story is not yet complete on Hope. I don’t know what will come of 
her life except that she will discover the promise inherent in her name and the 
particular kind of hope against hopelessness spoken of in our Scriptures this 
morning.

One thing I often forget about with the exiles in Ezekiel is what little 
control many of them had over their circumstances.

May be you will remember that this passage is set in a time they are in 
Babylon. They are exiles in this foreign land, plucked up out of their familiar 
soil, home, and temple life and brought to this unknown place. Scholars sug-
gest that at the time of Ezekiel’s dream or vision here, the people have been in 
exile for a while and they have a while yet to go.

In other words they are at that place when they can see no way out, no 
hope. Too far from what got them in this place and unable to see a future, to 
see signs of hope for a way out. 

And for most of them they are victims. Common people who are carried 
out in mass, caught up in the geo-political wars of their day. Most of them were 
not in positions of power and influence that could change their situation. The 
masses are often casualties of wars, circumstances beyond one’s control. 

They are mothers and fathers, sisters and cousins, “average” folks 
we would say, who find themselves players in a human drama larger than 
themselves.

I wrote a little poem a few months ago, that I’m reminded of here. I hope 
you don’t mind me sharing it.
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 Inside baseball, the war room, the beltway, the loop,

Men, and they are mostly men, move the pieces, 

Play the game, make the deal, that changes it for all of us;

While the rest of us wash clothes in the neighborhood 
laundromat.

Avoid eye contact with the police, scratch a lottery ticket and 
hope that one day it’ll all come out well for us too.

One small group changes it with that one conversation, and 
the other much larger group, they/we are left with hope and its 
seemingly distant promise.

HOPE - It is an elusive word. Many have tried to pin down its meaning. 
We use it casually, as in “I hope the Texans choose Johnny Manziel in the NFL 
draft,” and we use that same word when expressing the hope that God will 
heal a sick child.

Many have tried their hand at attempting to capture hope and its 
dimensions. 

Emily Dickinson said “hope is the thing with feathers that perches in the 
soul and sings the tune without the words and never stops at all.”

There are many other beautiful and wondrous quotes, of course, that 
you could cite about hope. The particular kind of hope offered to us in the Bib-
lical witness of today’s readings is brought to us not in words necessarily but 
in skin and bones and breath. 

Ezekiel’s vision here is bizarre. Walking through a valley of bones, dry 
bones at that, convey to us hopelessness. Utter hopelessness. Beyond resusci-
tation, beyond healing, beyond intervention. 

It is a vast witness to death in that valley, and, just like the exiled people, 
these bones are a long way from seeing hope. They are past the point of posi-
tive thinking their way out. They are dead and gone no doubt to the reader. 
The vision is one of total loss and defeat.
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And then. And then — Spirit, breath, ruach is the interchangeable He-
brew word here — Spirit is breathed back into these bones, words are spoken, 
and life begins to return. 

See here also that life does not consist of bones and skin. Without Spirit, 
you just have re-assembled skeletons, lifeless bodies. With Spirit-breathed 
words in the dream vision, you have life again. 

Hope here is not explained; it is proclaimed through the life-giving 
power of God conveyed to Ezekiel in this vision. And it becomes a sign for the 
exiled people of…hope.

You can see it too can’t you, in the story of Lazarus?
Jesus knows what he’s doing. He’s late. He misses it. But he ultimately 

goes, headlong, the disciples remind him, and us, into danger. 
Jesus’ own grief, his tears are in response to the grief of the others. He 

isn’t grieving as one who has lost hope for Lazarus to live. He knows what he is 
about to do. 

His tears come because He loves the people, and their tears move him to 
his own. He grieves not as one with no hope, but as one with deep compassion 
and love.

It is an embodied hope. Bones living, dead people raised. Resurrec-
tion shows us not a philosophy for better living that I must strive for, but the 
power of a God who won’t stand for death to have the final say for people or 
communities.

Resurrection is of course at the core of the Christian faith. It is how 
we can even make claims about new life and redemption for people and 
communities. 

Resurrection hope offers a why for living.
We live an age that knows how to do things. We know whats and whens 

and hows. The amazing advancements of technology have allowed us to know 
many answers to these questions.
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Most Sunday sermons also are available via the church website, www.stpaulshouston.org, as well as pre-printed 
and on CD. Access the sermons on the website via either the Worship section or the Media Center. The pre-printed 
sermons are in the information rack at the Jones Plaza entrance to the Sanctuary Building. To order a $5 CD of the 
complete worship service, contact Phyllis Brockermeyer at 713-528-0527 or pbrock@stpaulshouston.org.

When I think of technology these days, I think of the Apple Inc. Apple 
tops many lists as the most trusted brand and tops the list as the least trusted 
brand. We like our gadgets but we want them to work. I like them, too.

Much as they offer in the way of whats and whens and hows — Not one 
of these advancements really offers an answer to the question of why?

Why I am here? 
Why does life matter, what am I supposed to do with what I have? 
Why do relationships matter? 
How do I make sense of the world around me? 
When the Gospel gives witness to Jesus’ words — “I am the resurrection 

and I am life” — we are offered a particular kind of hope that Apple, and nice 
cars, the best schools, and plenty of money don’t offer a sustainable answer 
to. They don’t offer hope to a failing relationship, a fledgling career, or even a 
prosperous career that doesn’t know why. 

The particular kind of hope offered in God has the staying power to be 
proclaimed in the face of valleys full of bones, or in modern-day versions like 
refugee camps, ghettos, and even country clubs full of people who need a rea-
son to get up in the morning.

It is when our lives are poured out for redemptive purposes that our 
lives have a why. This hope makes life worth living for me.

The particular kind of hope God offers through Jesus is the hope we 
have.  A hope I would follow even to a cross, because of the hope of what lies 
beyond it.

In the name of the Father, and the Son and the Holy Spirit. Amen


