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About two and a half years ago now, Dawn and I took our close friend, Joanne, to southern Spain 

with us on a vacation. As a former Spanish major, it’s one of my favorite countries to visit. We 

also have a former exchange student from Spain who is like a son to us and we enjoy any 

opportunity that we have to visit with him. Spain was also on Joanne’s list of places to visit. We 

were thrilled to be able to introduce a friend to a country and a people that we have come to love 

over our years. 

 

A little before we left, Joanne realized that she would need cataract surgery, but she decided that 

she wanted to go with us anyway. She said that she’d just have the surgery when we got back. 

 

We decided that while we were there we wanted to see as many sights as we could throughout 

the area. Miguel even came down from Valencia to visit for a couple of days. On that trip, we 

were also able to travel to Gibraltar, which is that portion on the southwest corner of Spain that is 

still owned by the British. It is flanked by the Mediterranean Sea as well as the Atlantic Ocean. 

Militarily, it is a strategic location. Owning that land, you control the major trade routes into and 

out of the Mediterranean through the Straits of Gibraltar. 

 

We parked our car in Spain at the border and walked over into Gibraltar. To get to downtown 

Gibraltar, we hopped on the bus at the border which took us safely across the airfield to arrive in 

downtown Gibraltar. 

 

As we got off the bus, I looked up at the Rock of Gibraltar, the huge limestone mountain that 

rises up, covering most of Gibraltar, and I noticed that there were some old white gun turrets on 

the side of the mountain. As I was pointing them out to the rest of our group, Joanne was peering 

off into the distance, trying to see them. Noticing that she was searching the hillside, I pointed 

them out to her, saying, “Joanne, they are those white block looking buildings right up there on 

the side of the hill.” 

 

Joanne, however, still struggled to see them. I looked for other things around where I was 

pointing in the distance to help her see the point to which I was referring, but Joanne couldn’t see 
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them. By that time, the rest of the group saw what I was pointing out to them. Soon everyone in 

the group was gathered around Joanne, trying to point out to her what was off in the distance. 

 

I don’t remember how long we all spent trying to help Joanne to see those turrets. After a little 

while, I remembered that Joanne was going to have cataract surgery after we got back into the 

United States and until then she couldn’t see well off into the distance. When I turned to her to 

say, “Hey, you can’t see them anyway,” she began to grin from ear to ear. 

 

Being the jokester among us, she had us all going and she knew it. She looked at me and said, 

“You know, Elbert, I just can’t wait to have that cataract surgery when we get back. I’ll see the 

pictures and I’m going to experience this trip all over again. It will be like I’m seeing Spain for 

the first time.” 

 

In our scripture lesson today, the prophet Ezekiel tells the story of a vision that God gives to him, 

as well. Perhaps we might better understand the vision if we set the stage a little bit.   

 

Ezekiel is a prophet for the people of God around the time of the fall of the southern kingdom of 

Judah. He is off in exile in Babylon with many who were taken there first. 

 

Jerusalem remains under attack. Many of the people have been removed from their homeland 

and placed in this foreign land under the control of the Babylonian king. The northern kingdom, 

Israel, had fallen into the hands of the Assyrian army many years before this. The situation is 

hopeless for the people who will hear Ezekiel’s words. 

 

While in exile, the Lord speaks to Ezekiel and gives him a vision for the people of God. In this 

vision, God takes Ezekiel to a valley filled with dry bones. If the bones are dry, then we know 

that they must have been there a long time, right? There is nothing left on the bones. The 

buzzards have picked them clean and the sun has dried them out. Perhaps they are more like 

fossils than bones by now. Either way, there are NO signs of life! 

 

This is a powerful vision for the people of God at this time. Under attack from Babylon, they 

remember what happened up north. Katheryn Darr, in The New Interpreter’s Bible commentary, 

notes that King Sennacherib from Assyria, who took out the northern kingdom of Israel years 

before Ezekiel’s vision, once bragged, “With the bodies of [the enemy’s] warriors I filled the 

plain like grass.”1 

 

As Ezekiel looks around this valley of dry bones, a sight quite similar to that spoken by the 

former Assyrian king, the Lord asks him a simple question: “Mortal, can these bones live?”2 It’s 

almost too bad that we can’t hear the tone of Ezekiel’s response as he says, “O Lord God, only 

you know.”3 I wonder if he said that with a sense of hope or a sense of desperation. 

 

God then encourages the prophet to speak to the dead, dry bones that he sees in the valley. The 

Lord even gives Ezekiel the words to speak, saying, “I will cause breath to enter you, and you 

shall live. I 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.”4 
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So the prophet Ezekiel begins to speak to these dried up bones in the valley. Before you know it, 

bones begin to connect with one another, sinews hold them into place, flesh surrounds them and 

skin comes upon them. We even have a song about this story, don’t we? “Dem bones, dem 

bones, dem dry bones…” 

 

Yet, it isn’t enough for the bones to connect together and become enfleshed. The Lord reminds 

Ezekiel to speak to the breath, to call forth the breath. Here the Hebrew word is the same as the 

word for spirit or wind. The word used is ruah. Ruah is the breath that first gave Adam life in the 

garden. It is this divine breath alone that is able to give life to the dry bones. So Ezekiel 

continues to speak to the tissue and skin covered-bones until “the breath came into them, and 

they lived, and stood on their feet, a vast multitude.”5 

 

In the last few verses, God reveals to Ezekiel that this is the vision that God has for the people of 

Israel; for all of God’s people. From what has felt like death and an end in their lives, God will 

breathe new life into them. Exile will not be the final word; death will not be the final word; they 

will not be gone forever, but God will redeem and revive them again. 

 

Now that’s a vision, isn’t it? It makes me wonder how that went over for the people who didn’t 

see what God shared with Ezekiel, but will be invited to believe it nonetheless. When the people 

of Judah look around them, all they see is their end. In fact, after this time, Jerusalem will 

completely fall and be burned. The temple will be destroyed. Their homes and their homeland 

will be no more. Ezekiel’s vision, or dream, or prophesy, is about a time when God will restore 

God’s people. That’s kind of hard to see when the world as you know it is falling down around 

you, isn’t it? The reality of our present can sometimes cloud far-sighted vision, can’t it? 

 

In Gibraltar, my friend, Joanne, had fun with us that day. Yet, she had to rely on the vison of 

others to see what she could not. After her surgery, she was able to see it for herself. That day, 

however, she was journeying with people whom she trusted to describe what they could see until 

she could see it herself. 

 

At Birmingham First and Berkley First, we have said that one of our core values is to “Embrace 

Bold Vision.” What does that mean for us here? 

 

This past week, I was wondering what it has meant for us. So I asked a couple of our leaders who 

have been involved in seeing some great visions come to life what it has meant for them to 

embrace bold vision here in our church. Some of you will know their stories better than I do. 

 

Ann Littleton told me that the first time she went on a mission trip was to Costa Rica in 2000.  

She expected that it would be her first and last. Yet, when her son passed away, she felt God’s 

nudging that she could be a part of making a difference to build a church in Costa Rica. When 

she shared that dream with others and began to step out in faith, it took only nine months after 

starting the project before a church was built in Costa Rica for a community of faithful followers 

of Jesus Christ. That’s what happens when the people of our church embrace bold vision. When 

together you saw the vision, you stepped out in faith and brought new life for the people of that 

community. With your continued support for this special mission project, you continue to 

breathe life into that faith community to this day. 
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More recently, that sense of missional outreach has even expanded to Cuba with a team that Ann 

led along with Pastor Zack. When I asked her about embracing bold vision, Ann said, “Don’t be 

afraid of it. If you feel that God is calling you do something, start out and see who joins you.” 

She assures you that you’ll know along the way whether God is involved as others join you. Her 

best piece of advice to us as we embrace bold vision was this: “Remember to pray.” 

 

Our bold vision for mission also changes lives in the Metro Detroit area through our participation 

in missional outreach opportunities like Cass Community Service’s Tiny House Project, 

providing affordable housing and breathing new life into a community within the city of Detroit.  

In addition, mission teams from Birmingham First and Berkley First share new life with people 

living in the Brightmoor area on a consistent basis. In fact, a team from our newest campus at 

Berkley went just the other week. 

 

At our Birmingham First campus, we have seen some major renovations take place to enhance 

our ministry in recent years. In the sanctuary, an organ project helped to enhance the worship 

experience for those who join us for our traditional services. Our worship glorifies God as others 

join with us to connect with our God who transcends the limits of our words, breathing life into 

our communities. 

 

We also house the Christian Life Center within our facilities in Birmingham. While many 

churches have cringed at the thought of such major building projects, you grabbed hold of a 

dream to provide a space to expand our ministry with children, youth and families. The other 

day, Ed Hagenlocker shared with me that the vision for this building was about embracing what 

the Christian Life Center could be. We have seen some amazing ministries happen there over the 

years. Even today, the Shine service continues to provide a worship experience for many families 

that find themselves at home among us. That type of vision, my friends, is about more than a 

building. It’s about the lives that can be changed as they encounter Jesus Christ in our sacred 

spaces. 

 

To embrace bold vision at Birmingham First and Berkley First is to breathe life into our 

communities and into our world, the life that God first breathed into humanity. It is to infuse the 

world around us with the ruah of God, that indeed dry bones might become connected and 

enfleshed, standing in the life that God gives to us in Jesus Christ. It is about more than simply 

seeing and speaking of a vision, but stepping out to take hold of the dreams that God has for us 

so that others may see the life, hope and joy that God offers. 

 

We embrace bold vision because we believe in a God who brings life from death. We are an 

Easter people who refuse to live or allow others to live in the tombs that sometimes seem to hold 

our world back from embracing life. 

 

Most recently, we have embraced a bold vision for multi-site ministry. While other churches are 

just trying to survive and often turn inward, we have moved outside of ourselves to start a new 

campus of our church in Berkley. Dedicated disciples envisioned a dream for a faith community 

just down the road from us because they heard God’s call to share what we’ve come to 

experience here with a neighboring community; to lead our conference in starting new churches 

and faith communities. Berkley First and Birmingham First are one church with two campuses 
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and a common purpose (mission) “to gather, nurture, and equip disciples of Jesus Christ for 

ministry and mission in the world.” 

 

Having planted other churches with other models in the past, planting new churches is key to our 

identity as a church. While some places are closing doors, we’re opening new ones. Those new 

churches may look different from us in some ways, but carry with them the same love and the 

same message that we have come to experience in Jesus Christ. While others have focused on 

themselves, we’ve turned our focus out to the world that the communities around us may be 

transformed by God’s grace. 

 

When we live in a world that is so torn apart by all the things that divide us, it’s so good to be  

part of a church that welcomes all despite our differences, that we might change the world by 

what unites us: our love for Jesus Christ and our love for one another. That, my friends, is the 

breath of new life for which people long. That is the breath, the spirit, the wind, the ruah that 

God breathes into us and invites us to breathe into our world. 

 

At Birmingham First and Berkley First, we embrace bold vision because God first embraced us 

in God’s bold vision for the world: a vision for life in a world of dry bones. We embrace bold 

vision because we believe in the God that has made real for us the boldest vision anyone could 

ever experience: new life in Christ. Resurrection is the bold vision that God has for us and for 

our world. 

 

We step out in faith to breathe life into the world around us, to prophesy with Ezekiel until we 

see God’s Spirit transform our world. 

 

As we step into our future together in the coming months, we are continuing to embrace bold 

vision at Birmingham and Berkley First. You may have heard that Compass, along with the 

support of our Administrative Council and our Endowment Committee, has brought together a 

team of people that will help us to journey together as a church through a time of visioning (or 

goal setting or strategic planning) so that we might discern together God’s voice among us as we 

seek to listen for where God is leading us into the future.  

 

The team will not be seeking simply to name a vision for us. Rather, they will help to lead us in a 

process over the next year with a consultant that will help us to discern together where God is 

leading us. Pray for us and for the work that is before us as we journey together. Embraced by 

God’s bold vision of life and empowered by the ruah of God, we know that as we embrace bold 

vision, we breathe God’s breath of life into the world around us.  As we embrace bold vision, we 

are rooted and ready for the transformation that God desires for us and for our world. 
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This sermon was adapted and preached at Berkley First on Sunday, July 23, 2017. 
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