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There has been an incredible amount of death in the last few weeks. We watched the devastation of the flooding in 

Nepal, we bear witness to the storms tearing across the Midwest, to the wildfires around the world. We have also mourned 
public figures, people like Wendell Berry and Dolly Parton. People who represent the best of us. Who gave us hope. People 
who we could say have acted as prophets, truthtellers, and watchmen all of their lives. We look at the world around us and 
for the most part can say, I don’t want this. We may not know what we actually want, and if we do, we almost certainly 
disagree about it. But more than that, even if we know where we want to go, it seems impossible to get there. Where do we 
even start? 

 
Although he does not instantly get bad news from his pocket every day of his life, Ezekiel knows this hopelessness, 

likely to a much greater extent. You see, when Ezekiel was about 25, the Babylonians conquered Israel and took many of the 
Israelite people from Jerusalem, back to Babylon with them. While they weren’t treated “capital T” terribly, it’s not like they 
were honored guests. They were indentured servants. Babylon didn’t take the poorer normal people back with them, they 
took the elites. The religious and political leaders. It would be kind of like capturing the United States senate and making 
them work on a farm. When Babylon came to Jerusalem, Ezekiel had been studying to be a priest. The book of Ezekiel 
begins 5 years later, on Ezekiel's 30th birthday, when he would have become a priest fully. God calls out to Ezekiel, and 
makes him a prophet. At first, Ezekiel is shocked, God is supposed to be in the temple, back in Jerusalem. God is decidedly 
not supposed to be in Babylon. But Ezekiel quickly gets on board, and spends the first 32 chapters of this book pointing out 
exactly how badly the Israelites had failed and how they should be punished for this failure. This exile into Babylon isn’t 
even enough punishment for how broken the Israelites are. At this time in history, it was expected that if a people were 
defeated, they would stop worshipping their gods and worship the gods of the people who had conquered them. But the 
Israelites did not start worshipping the Babylonian gods. Instead they accepted that their God, The Living God, had allowed 
them to be conquered because they had been doing something wrong. So the exiles acknowledge their brokenness, they stop 
short of doing anything about it. They don’t see the point. They have already lost. They agree with Ezekiel. They did not 
uphold their side of the bargain with God. They did not care for the poor, the orphans, the widows. They worshipped other 
people and things. They ignored the rules. The contract is broken and they have used up all their chances. The only thing 
left to do is despair. 

 
It is here in our part of chapter 33 that through Ezekiel, God says something new. First, God reminds Ezekiel about 

his role as sentinel. Ezekiel and all the prophets are supposed to be watching for the enemy. But in this case, God does not 
really mean an external armed force, but an internal decay. They are watching for the internal decay and when they see it, 
they are to sound the alarm. God even goes so far as to say if you don’t sound the alarm, all the problems going forward are 
your fault! But normally, when you have something to protect, you appoint your own sentinel. For example, we have the 
national weather service! We created an organization of people to watch for bad weather using the tools at their disposal, 
and then alert people who may be in the weather’s path. But in this analogy God uses, God is both the coming force and 
supplies the sentinel. It’s like a tornado issuing its own warning. A tornado saying, hey guys get somewhere safe, this is 
exactly where I am going, I don’t want to hurt anybody. We often see the old testament God as crueler and more violent 
than the new testament God. But I believe much of that perspective is created because of the violent war related metaphors 
throughout the scriptures. I believe that God was not more cruel, but that culture has changed. I believe that our ways of 
understanding God and God’s ways of understanding us have grown. Even here, we read about the blood and the sword 
and sort of cringe. But if we really sit with the message underneath the culturally complicated imagery, we see God pleading 
with the exiles to listen to Ezekiel and save themselves from death. 
 

God’s desire is not to leave the Israelites languishing in exile. It is to bring them into fullness of life. God is not 
shaking a finger at the exiles, shaming and punishing them (although the first half of Ezekiel would suggest otherwise). God 
is showing them the facts, and the fact is, the way the Israelites have been living is causing their own decay. God’s justice 
does not desire punishment, harm, or annihilation. It isn’t an eye for an eye. It is an invitation. Stop poisoning yourselves. 
Lest we think about this in too individual of terms, we should remember that in ancient Israel and Babylon, no one thinks 
of sin as an individual burden or action. It is something communal. God is not pointing at individuals telling them to shape 
up, God is frantically asking the whole community, is this really how you want to live? Who you want to be? God’s call to 
choose life is not individual, but communal. Ezekiel isn’t the only one responsible for being a sentinel. God is calling 
everyone to that role. Everyone is responsible for the culture that is causing spiritual and moral decay among the exiles, and 



everyone is responsible for trying to repair it. 
 

Now you might be thinking, wait what, the exiles aren’t in control, if anything being an exile means you are 
famously in control of very little. To a certain extent, you are right. The exiles cannot fix their predicament literally. They 
cannot just get up and walk back to Jerusalem and make things go back to normal. They are still bound by the whims of 
Babylon. But they do still have control over what they believe about themselves, about others, and about God. They have 
control over whether they believe they can get out of this mess. They have control over how they treat each other. Control 
over how they respond and react to the Babylonians. They can choose to live. In fact God pleads with them in verse 11. 
Turn back, turn back! Why will y’all die? 

 
The truth of the matter is, choosing life is often harder than choosing death. Throwing the whole thing away is 

easier than rooting out the decay. Especially when the despair is so great. Especially when you have been exiled to a strange 
land, doing work you thought was beneath you, feeling abandoned by your God and feeling like you deserved it. Feeling 
like they don’t deserve to choose life, even though God is begging them to. Choosing life is hard. It requires discernment. It 
requires an honest and unflinching assessment of self. It requires growth. I don’t know anything alive that isn’t growing in 
some way. It requires treating each other well, even when we don’t feel like it. Even when we feel like the other doesn’t 
deserve it. It means being honest about what we see in our community and being brave enough to name it and take 
responsibility for it. It means dreaming about the future, about who we want to be and how we could get there. It means 
being the sentinel for the community, not to warn them of a coming attack, but to offer them grace and a path toward 
wholeness. Spoiler, the exiles didn’t really ever choose life. Only a few chapters later is the most well known portion of 
Ezekiel, the valley of the dry bones. It seems that Israel continued to decay until their bones were picked clean, dry and 
dusty. And God continues to call life into them. God uses resurrection power to restore them to wholeness. Even when 
they fail to choose life, God remains with them. One of our beliefs that is unique to reformed Christians is that God not 
only offers grace, but also our means to accept that grace. 

 
Here in this time and place, we have seen so much literal death. Death of people who help us to hope and dream. 

And we have seen the slow yet all at once decay of our common values, our moral character, our spiritual connection. The 
deterioration around us feels so present, so evident, that it is incredibly tempting to feel like the exiles. We are not in 
control of the economic scarcity so many are experiencing. We are not able to stop the warring nations around the world. 
We cannot compel the world to make changes necessary to stop our rapidly changing climate. It is easy to believe we are 
past the point of redemption, so it would be easy to believe like the exiles that we shouldn’t try. Or that we aren’t even able 
to try. But we the people of the Presbyterian Church of Chestnut Hill can try. We can choose life. We are in control of our 
choices, our priorities, our plans. We get to choose the kind of people, the kind of community we are going to be. We can 
cultivate a community that is honest, unafraid of difficult truths. We can cultivate a community that sticks to our 
convictions and navigates conflict well. We can cultivate a community that takes responsibility when we fail, and loves our 
neighbors better than we love ourselves. We can choose life, we can choose growth. We can choose differently than the 
people around us would. Perhaps as we choose life for this community, our vitality will spill out into the world. It can spill 
into our families, our neighborhoods, our community partners. Everywhere we are we can bring a culture that chooses life, 
even when it is hard. When we make choices that bring us closer to wholeness, we become a part of God’s resurrection 
miracle every day. For God’s part, for the exiles and for us, God guarantees us throughout our scriptures, that if the people 
choose life, God will grant it. So let us dream. Let us dream about the kind of people we want to be, the kind of place this 
should be. Let us dream as big and wide and deep as we can. Trusting in the grace of God, which is offered to us in every 
moment, to bring life out of even the driest dustiest places, if only we have the courage to dream it. 


