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“The tiny flame of hope”

• As I mentioned in the Sword this week, our days in the office have been 
consumed with Holy Week preparation
• And there are few things as fun to me as preparing for great liturgies
• In particular, I love the Great Vigil of Easter of starting out in the dark
• Lighting the great fire, lighting our taper candles
• And experiencing the first part of the service in candlelight just like the 

ancient Christians used to do
• The beginning is supposed to be magnificent- a great fire erupting in the 

darkness
• oohs and aaaah from everyone

• Reminding us of the God who created light in the primordial darkness
• The God who send Jesus Christ to be our light in a dark world
• The God who will send us out to be the light of the world that like a city 

on a hill cannot be hidden
• Now that’s an Easter vigil fire!
• Of the seven times I have tried this, two have not gone so well
• Let me tell you about the first one: my first Easter Vigil at my first parish
• We had really talked this thing up, of the 30 or so who came, I imagine 

half were just there to see what all the fuss was about
• Like we will do in just a couple of weeks, we had prepared to kindle the 

new fire right inside the nave
• And the verger and I had practiced making this new fire two times that 

week- we thought we had it down
• It was going to be spectacular
• Minutes before the service, I received the nod- all was set.
• We shuffled carefully into position in the rear of the church, all grew 

quiet, I invited everyone to stand.  
• The match struck, the moment of truth, I dropped the match into the 

brazier (BRAY-zi-er) to ignite the fire
• And. nothing. happened.  
• Growing increasingly nervous I struck another match- nothing
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• I asked for more alcohol, one of the primary ingredients to that fire, and 
there was no more

• You see, we had added all the alcohol we had to the basin before the 
service, and almost all of it had evaporated by the time we began

• I used my hand, dug to the bottom of the basin, and found the tiniest bit 
of moisture remaining, and I struck another match

• And in the very bottom of this great bowl only visible to the one or two of 
us looking right down at it, was the tiniest of blue flames

• Just enough to light a taper, from which we lit the pascal candle, and 
continued the service

• The tiniest little flame of hope.
• I tell you this story for two reasons: first, and I’ll just be honest, I hope to 

pique your curiosity just a little about a fire in the nave that you’ll want to 
come and see it
• I know it is Saturday night at 8pm, I know it is at the end of Holy Week 

with all of those extra services
• I know Easter Day is just the very next morning
• But this is worth it. 
• Secondly, sometimes the darkness is so overwhelming, sometimes it is 

so easy to lose hope
• To see nothing but loss and defeat
• But while that new fire so many years ago was not much, it reminds me 

that even in the worst of situations,
• A small flame of hope still burns
• We are, without question this morning, find ourselves closer and closer 

to the end of Lent, and to Holy Week
• Close and closer to the cross and the tomb
• And to the very core of who we are as a people of faith, and as followers 

of Jesus Christ
• You can tell it simply by listening to those readings that we have just 

heard
• Listen to their intensity, listen to the drama and the tension in them
• They talk to us about death, about desperation, a sad end to things
• And the loss of hope
• Now we Christians have some very distinctive, and some very special, 

things to say about death1

 http://episcopaldigitalnetwork.com/stw/2017/02/13/in-trust-and-hope-lent-5a-april-2-2017/1
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• About both real, physical death and about the other deaths, the little 
deaths, the endings and changes and losses that we seem constantly 
to be experiencing. 

• Actually, we say much the same thing about both types of death. 
• We talk of the Christian hope that with God, no type of death has the 

final word.
• I could not have picked a better example of this very thing than what we 

have today from Ezekiel
• The valley of the dry bones
• Ezekiel is both a priest and a prophet, but thanks to the Babylonian exile 

mostly prophet2
• He was likely deported when the Babylonians first conquered 

Jerusalem , roughly 597 BCE3 4

• He certainly, along with all the people of Israel, had seen his share of 
death, had seen everything they have taken away

• And had every reason to believe it was permanent and that their very 
identity as a people, as God’s people, would die in exile

• I really cannot imagine that- what it must be like to be conquered, to 
have people you know killed

• To have your home taken over by an invading army
• To go from being a citizen to being almost a slave
• And to be sent to a foreign country where they speak a foreign language 

and worship different gods and have a different culture
• To all of a sudden have nothing.
• And it is within all of this Ezekiel has this divine encounter with God
• Where God picks him up by the spirit and sets him down in a valley full 

of dry bones
• The dry emphasizing just how dead they were- they had been there a 

long time
• Perhaps this was the sight of a great battle as Israel made its last stand 

against the invading army5

• God shows Ezekiel this valley with the old bones of Israel, and asks the 
prophet, Can these bones live?

 https://www.pulpitfiction.com/notes/lent5a2

 http://montreal.anglican.org/comments/archive/alnt5m.shtml3

 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Babylonian_captivity4

 http://montreal.anglican.org/comments/archive/alnt5m.shtml5
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• I will give him some credit here- most would simply say, “no, there is no 
hope for them.  They are even dried out.”

• But Ezekiel says, “O Lord God, you know”
• And somehow, in the presence of the terminally of death, a tiny bit of 

hope still flickers, still burns
• Matching Ezekiel’s experience and sorrow, we hear in the gospel about 

the death of Lazarus
• Jesus hears of his illness, but decides not to go right away and waits 

two days
• It is a risky thing for Jesus to return- they tried to stone him the last time
• And it is only two miles from Jerusalem, from the cross, and from 

Jesus’s own death6

• Then, suddenly in the reading, Jesus seems to know somehow that 
Lazarus has in fact died, and decides to go anyway

• Mary and Martha are understandably upset, I am sure they had hoped 
that Jesus would come sooner and heal Lazarus

• But now it is too late, he is buried, and tomb is shut, and there is already 
a stench

• The bones, while not yet dry, will soon be.
• Death is undeniable and unflinching.  

• So, Ezekiel looked over the valley of dry bones and saw death
• Jesus looked at the stone in front of the tomb where his friend’s body 

lay.7
• And saw death

• But they also saw the small flicker of hope.
• The prophet calls the very breath of God to come and it restores life to 

the bones
• The nation of Israel back from the dead
• Bones no longer dry, but wrapped in sinew, blood, and breath.
• That even the exile will not be the end of the people of Israel- a small 

flame still flickers
• Jesus, after going through his own sorrow and anger, calls forth Lazarus 

from the tomb
• With new flesh that does not stink, new breath, and new life
• Many believed in Jesus here, and went on with him to his triumphant 

entry into Jerusalem

 Kathryn Matthews, http://www.ucc.org/worship_samuel_sermon_seeds_april_2_20176

 http://episcopaldigitalnetwork.com/stw/2017/02/13/in-trust-and-hope-lent-5a-april-2-2017/7
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• But it was also the tipping point where the establishment began to plot 
to kill Jesus8

• The events set into motion that would lead to his crucifixion and his 
death

• Christians have some very special things to say about death
• Among the many things we can say about death is that it does not scare 

God
• Not the death of God’s son, not our deaths, 
• Not the disappointments and the dead ends we experience, or the grief 

and sorrow that comes when we look into the moments.  
• God already knows how to handle death, remove the stench, and 

reinvigorate old and dry bones
• And to no surprise, God knows how to reinvigorate you and me
• To heal the compassion weary, the empathy fatigued, the hardened of 

heart
• And if we can say all of that about God and about death, about renewal 

and resuscitation
• Then we can say at least one more thing this morning, and something 

I’m very thankful for: 
• God can revitalize churches too! 
• This is the core of who we are as followers of Jesus, the truth about the 

God we worship, the God of love and life and resurrection
• And we walk symbolically through holy week, through death, through 

grief and suffering
• So that when we must walk through it our lives, we are prepared
• We can know that even if it cannot be seen, a tiny blue flame flickers
• Even as death will still happen, God will still be working on a 

resurrection

Amen.

 https://www.pulpitfiction.com/notes/lent5a8
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