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When I think about New Years, I think about Ezekiel’s Valley of Dry Bones, a ghostly vision 
and, for many, the most fitting metaphor for 2016. A good metaphor does that, luring us underneath 

concepts such as place and time. One thoughtful image holds the power to connect us to the mysterious 
synergy of being human together.  In Ezekiel 37, the prophet Ezekiel is guided by the spirit into a valley 

of dry bones, where he is asked a question: “Mortal, can these bones live?” He’s the only one with 
breath in his lungs and blood in his veins. Knowing nothing about dying because he has not died. 

Perhaps he allows his gaze to circle. Perhaps it is gray and silent, and all the living memories from the 
dry bones press in. An audacious question comes: Can these bones live? In a graveyard, a sleeping place—

Can these bones live?

There is a starkness between time passing and living. It’s the difference between reading a grocery list 
and reading poetry and we are beckoned in the New Year to tend inwardly to this difference, though 

rarely do we get it right. We busy ourselves instead with pounds to be lost or renovations to be made or 
routines we’ve tried for a decade to imprint that, somehow, dissolve by the first of February—this will 

be the year. And time passes. Another day. Another week. A year. That crackling phrase that is no way to 
live.

 It is not that we are stuck in the past. Or that living, somewhat, from our past is avoidable. Robert 
Burns asks the question in Auld Lang Syne: “Should old acquaintance be forgotten?” Should they? Being 
present is a charged concept in today’s western spiritual landscape. How do we make sense of the present 

when each of us is a culmination of every moment we’ve ever lived? When the present moment is 
always pulsing with the past? Each new step carries a little bit of mud from the last. I like to think that 
Robert Burns, through this poem, later adapted into song, is asking himself a version of what Ezekiel 

heard in the graveyard whisper: Is there any life left in the past? Any life at all in these bones? Any cup of 
kindness?

Through the graveyard the noise of life emerges: a “rattling” of bones coming together, of sinews and 
flesh, skin and breath and spirit. And as the past welds together, it makes wise our present selves.

When we live, we rattle the dry bones.  After nearly convincing ourselves there was nothing left. We are 
surprised. Surprised by abundance. We are surprised by resilience. Ezekiel prophesies to the bones—

calls forth their destiny is another way to put it. 

What is it that rattles the dry bones in your life? Will you call forth that which has brought you the 
greatest meaning and joy and light so that, in 2017, it might become a new thing? So that, in 2017, you 

might become a new thing?

So may we commit to that which rattles the dry bones beneath our own skins. May we fold into our 
lives rituals that slow down time—the morning walk, the garden, the meal, the novel, music, trees, the 

new friend who feels like an old friend—that which shepherds us into a different sort of time, that 
which places us once again, mercifully, among the living. 


