Light on the Lessons

Ezekiel 37:1-14; Romans 8:6-11; John 11:1-45

Fifth Sunday in Lent; Cycle A; March 9, 2008
Participant Guide

I Getting Started


1. What were your feelings immediately after the tragedy of September 11, 2001? How are you feeling now? How to you account for the difference? What were the elements that aided healing, if indeed you experienced healing?


2. How do you sense the presence of the Spirit in your life?


3. In what way can we use “resurrection” as a metaphor for our life in Christ right now?

II Check the Texts

1. Ezekiel 37:1-14

For the scene, imagine a field after a battle. Hundreds of fallen soldiers litter the ground; their bones are picked clean by the carrion eaters and bleached white by the scorching sun. For the play on words, remember that in Hebrew, “spirit,” “wind,” and “breath” are the same word, “ruah.”. Ezekiel delivers this message to the exiles in Babylon.


A. Which verses present the prophet’s vision and which verses provide the interpretation? Go through the passage to identify places where Ezekiel uses the play on the words “wind,” “breath,” and “spirit.” Compare these examples with Genesis 2:7. What is the point Ezekiel wants to make?


B. Check Proverbs 17:22 and Job 21:23-24. Both passages use the image of bones. What do they say is the significance of dry bones? Of “moist” bone, i.e., with the marrow still moist and active?


C. In Ezekiel 37:9, consider the multiple meanings of “ruah.” What could be the meaning of “…breathe upon these slain…?” What does the reference to “four winds” suggest to you?


D. This passage speaks of death turning into life. Yet what in verses 11-14 point to the audience being exiles and the death-to-life images being a metaphor? What might “death-to-life” mean to the defeated exiles? 


E. In verse 11b, we read “…we are cut off completely.” This expression often refers to death or death-like despair. Read Psalm 88:4-7. How is the state of the dead described? (Israel lacked a clear vision of the after-life until sometime in the post-exilic period.) Read Ezekiel 37:12. As a metaphor addressed to the exiles, what would verse 12 mean? Of what words in the Apostles’ Creed does this language remind one?


F. What do you think the “bones” signify? Why do you think this passage was paired with today’s Gospel? What is Ezekiel saying about God? How would you express what this passage from Ezekiel means to you?

2. Romans 8:6-11


A. What do you think Paul means by “flesh” – our bodily functions; our earthly, sinful nature; our base appetites; our pre-Christian situation; our general human condition as sinners; or what? 


B. “I feel like my life has no possibilities, no future. I’m just spinning in circles.” What in this passage might give hope to that person?


C. In verses 10-11, do you think Paul is talking about life after death or new life right now? Give reasons for your choice.


D. With whom does Paul associate the Spirit in this passage? What does the Spirit do? In what way does the Spirit connect us with Jesus? (Clue: Check the last verse especially)


E. Consider Ephesians 3:16-17 as a comment on one verse in this passage. What verse would you choose and why?

3. John 11:1-45


A. Read Mark 5:21-24, 35-43 and Luke 7:11-17. How do these stories of raising the dead in the Synoptic Gospels differ from this episode in John’s Gospel? What do they have in common?


B. In John’s Gospel we encounter several stories on the theme of people misunderstanding Jesus. Where are examples in this passage?


C. What issue do verses 5-6 and 36-37 raise? What verse in this passage reveals Jesus’ motivation in the whole affair and explains this issue?


D. Consider the roles of Mary and Martha in this passage. Which one is contemplative and which one is active? How do these characteristics compare with the way Luke renders the sisters in Luke 10:38-42?


E. John treats Jesus’ great miracles as signs pointing to who he is. What verse in this passage do you think best states the aspects of Jesus to which this sign points?


F. In verses 23-27, how does Martha understand “rise again”? What suggests that Jesus considered new life to begin now?


G. John wrote a Gospel filled with symbolism. What symbolic references do you find in this passage?

III What Does It All Mean?


1. How have you experienced God’s activity in your life this week?


2. What kinds of situations do people face which might cause them such despair that they feel like dried, dead bones? How might God’s Spirit breathe life and hope into these folks? (If you know an example from your own experience, great; otherwise, speculate a bit.)


3. How does forgiveness of sins, both from God and from us to our neighbor, fit the image of breathing in new life?


4. How have you experienced the Spirit of God in the sense of a life-giving, renewing power? What are ways we can become more aware of the Spirit in our lives?


5. Martin Luther described Christians as “simil justus et peccator” – at the same time saints and sinners. How does the passage from Romans explicate that view of our nature? How do you experience these two conflicting forces in your life, Spirit and flesh?


6. What are some aspects of contemporary life that would fit under Paul’s category of “flesh”? How can we turn our attention from those things toward the Spirit of Christ within us?


7. Imagine Jesus addressing you right now: “[Your name], come out of your tomb. Let me unbind you and set you free.” What would he be talking about in your life?

IV Into the Week


1. You go home and someone asks, “What did you learn today?” What do you reply?


2. How could you help “unbind” someone this week? Plan a prayer strategy to address some elements in your life from which you need to be “unbound.”
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