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There used to be a funny cartoon of this passage from Ezekiel. 

  

I don’t know if it is still around but it showed the prophet Ezekiel stretching 

out his hands over a valley of dry bones. And no sooner has he done this 

than a great mass of cartoon bones suddenly begins to whizz together - at 

great speed and in straight, geometric lines – until all the ivory limbs make 

up complete skeletons again. Then, finally, as of a piece, there is a great 

clanking and groaning as all the bodies stand up, somewhat unsteadily, so 

that they are vertical once more – like the army they had once been before 

the Babylonians had hacked them down in some forgotten battle. I can’t 

help but hear the noise of those rattling bones every time I read this 

passage!  

  

But this is a vision and Ezekiel isn’t, actually, very interested in dry bones 

except as the background to what happens next. These bones, these dry 

bones - represented a nation that had forgotten about the power of God. 

It could only live and move once the spirit - the ruach, the living breath of 

the Most High - had come back and restored them to life. With God’s 

spirit, dry bones could become living people. 

  

With nothing better to do these days (!) I have had time to watch a couple 

of ‘Ted Talks’. Many of you will have seen them. I think they are filmed in 

Vancouver and each speaker delivers a ten minute piece on their favourite 

educational topic. The subject range is vast and covers every subject under 

the sun but one caught my eye in particular this week. It was called 

Cathedral Thinking and the speaker was someone called Rick Antonson. 

  

The essence of Cathedral Thinking is that these great historic buildings take 

so long to complete – sometimes hundreds of years – that the people who 

lay the foundations know that they will never see their work finished. Their 

grandchildren might, but those who start the work won’t. And yet without 

their vision for the future and their willingness to put in lifetimes of skill 

and determination, we wouldn’t have any of these great Cathedrals we 

enjoy today.      

  

Rick tells the story of a great 800 year Cathedral where the wooden beams 

were beginning to fail. And the surveyor goes to the forester and says, do 

you have any trees big enough to replace them?  

  

 



And the forester smiles and says, We’ve been waiting for you to come. 

Hundreds of years ago the trees you can see around you were planted for this 

very day to arrive. We have just what you need.     

 

As an historian - and someone with a love of old buildings – such stories 

warm my heart. I love the idea that there were people with foresight, 

people who would plant those saplings that would grow to be mighty oaks 

many generations later. But as a Christian I love the story even more 

because we have a picture of people who had an overwhelming trust in 

God and a confidence that these great buildings would not only survive but 

would also flourish in the future.  

  

Greta Thunberg has also adopted her own form of Cathedral Thinking. 

Speaking the day after the fire which destroyed so much of Notre Dame 

Cathedral in Paris, she asked whether the medieval foundations would still 

be strong enough to rebuild the rest? And by extension she then asked: will 

the foundations we have laid to stop climate change be strong enough to 

avoid the very significant tipping point in about 2030 – when the effects of 

global warming, the melting of the polar ice caps, the pollution of our air 

and seas and the destruction of millions of species of insects and animals 

so familiar today, will simply be irreversible? Can we, she pleads, lay better 

foundations now, whether we will live to see the outcome or not?     

  

The writer Max Hastings has a slightly different take on Cathedral thinking. 

In his view the current generation of leaders – anyone, say,  from 45 

upwards – has been so cossetted and so selfish (his list includes free 

education and health care, abundant food and restriction-free travel) that 

they (we?) should now be willing to submit to the new generation of 

leaders, doing as much as we can to make up for what we have taken - by 

consuming less and demanding less - because otherwise our children and 

our children’s children will be saddled with an economic debt that will be 

simply too big for them to shoulder. Visionary Cathedral thinking, according 

to Hastings, requires us to look at the future – and to calculate just what 

kind of a broken legacy we are leaving behind.   

  

Ezekiel looks down at the valley and, in his vision, sees what happens when 

there is no spiritual life left. The bones are bleached white from ignoring 

God, from short-termism, from the determination to look after ourselves 

whatever the outcome. These are the spiritless people who refused to 

grow oaks for the next generation.   

 

 



As we start Passiontide, as we start to walk with Jesus in his final two weeks 

on this earth; as we begin to explore what his ministry means for today’s 

world, we are bound to ask the question: was there a plan to his life – or 

was he just coping with all that was thrown at him as best he could? Was 

there any Cathedral thinking in the Jesus project?    

  

And the answer we get in this very long story about Lazarus! As usual St 

John makes us work to get any clear consistent message but it is there if 

we look. Right there, among the obvious emotion of losing one of his 

closest friends, Jesus spells out how God works. 

  

The back story is that, quite unexpectedly, Jesus’ great friend Lazarus has 

died and Jesus has to deal with his own feelings as well as those of Martha 

and Mary who have been like a family to him for the last three years. And 

in these dreadful circumstances Martha can’t stop herself: Lord, if you had 

been here Lazarus would not have died.  Such was her trust in Jesus she could 

not imagine that he would have let    Lazarus die. If Jesus had been there 

it would all have been sorted. What a shame he had been somewhere else. 

To which Jesus sounds rather like any preacher: Your brother will rise again.  

  

But that isn’t what Martha wants to hear. I know that he will rise again in the 

resurrection on the last day… she mumbles. She doesn’t want the abstract 

theological stuff she wants her brother back. And further on, standing at 

Lazarus’ grave, when Jesus tells them to move the stone, Martha is still 

obsessed with the smell of a three-day-old dead body. Somebody do 

something; make this nightmare go away…  

  

But how can Jesus show them the glory of God unless they have gone 

through real loss first? Father, I thank you that you have heard me. I know 

that you always hear me, but I said this for the benefit of the people standing 

here, that they may believe that you sent me.  And before their eyes, there is 

Lazarus walking out of the tomb, still in his grave clothes. And many, seeing 

these things, put their faith in him.  

  

Of course Jesus knew, and you and I know, that this episode was just a dress 

rehearsal for the events on Calvary on Good Friday. Bringing Lazarus back 

to life, the Lazarus that he loved so much, was a way for Jesus to show his 

closest friends that he also had a plan. And Jesus’ Cathedral-style thinking 

was predicated on his belief that only a fraction of what he wanted could 

be completed in his life time. As he said, you will do far greater things in the 

future.    

 



Jesus’ whole game plan was to prepare his disciples for the day that his 

death would lead to Resurrection - and Resurrection to the gift of ruach, 

Ezekiel’s ‘breath of life’, the Holy Spirit that would make it possible, 

generation by generation, for the Kingdom of God to be built here on 

earth. In just the same way as Ezekiel’s dead bones came together into a 

mighty army, so the Spirit of God would call into being a new army - the 

family of God, the Church.  

  

And that Spirit would tell them that they were there to serve – not 

primarily themselves – but those who came after them. That is why we 

make such a fuss in our Christian story-telling of Abraham. From being 

fatherless, through the hugely difficult time when he was about to murder 

his only Son Isaac, Abraham was - over and over again - called ‘the father 

of many nations’. He himself wouldn’t see any of this great family; all he 

knew was that God wanted them to exist – for this great family to go on 

growing, way into the future.   

  

In philosophical terms Cathedral thinking is not a new idea, nor is it 

originally a religious one. It has been talked about for at least a century – 

with varying degrees of interest. But for us as Christians it is really helpful 

as a way of reminding us that God has a plan, albeit a strange one which 

would include resurrection, freedom and joy – but also the challenge of not 

knowing how the future would evolve.   

  

In our own local context Cathedral thinking helps to remind us that the 

work we do at St James’ is as much (if not more) for future generations as 

it is for us in the here and now. It asks us to think what oaks we need to be 

planting now so that our    successors will have what they need to succeed. 

But we can only do that if we have the faith of Abraham – that there will 

be future generations in St James’ congregations of all ages more numerous 

than the sands of the sea.  As I said last week, one of our prevailing sins is 

the belief that the Church is fast disappearing to nothing – even though 

history would tell us otherwise! I am sure they were equally nervous in the 

11th, 12th and 13th centuries when they were thinking of building our great 

churches. I bet there were dry bones kinds of people even then who wanted 

to screw down the lid and keep the money in the bank!    

  

As we defend the St James’ Islington Organ Project against those who 

think that such an investment is a waste of money, keep in mind the notion 

of Cathedral thinking and our confidence that in the future, new armies of 

disciples will be only too glad to build on what we have started. 


