
In May of 2014, South Shore was named "Neighborhood of the 
Year" by Neighborhoods USA for a community garden project. 
Mary Steenson, the founder of the garden at 75th Street and Coles 
Avenue, was quoted that year as saying,“We deserved to win.” And 
“The grand plan in this is the beginning of revitalizing 75th Street.” 
This Thursday, seven were killed in the same South Shore 
neighborhood. This week Mary Steenson wants to remove the 
large communal table used for neighborhood potlucks because 
the drug dealers have coopted it. Speaking of her award winning 
garden, Mary Steenson this week said, “It’s just been hijacked.”  
“It’s just been hijacked.” There is resonance in her words. 
Resonance to Mary’s words from our Gospel story, “Lord, if you had 
been here, my brother would not have died.” Resonance to her 
sister Martha’s words, “Lord, already there is a stench because 
Lazarus has been dead four days.” Resonance with the Israelites 
speaking in Ezekiel, “Our bones are dried up, and our hope is lost; 
we are cut off completely.” 

Easter can’t come soon enough. We need resurrection hope. And 
thankfully, today we read two of the great stories of resurrection 
hope from the scriptures: Ezekiel’s dry bones and Lazarus rising 
from the dead. Both stories are deeply powerful because the 
resurrection hope they offer is not syrupy sweet optimism. These 
are stories that have room in them for what is going on at 75th and 
Coles. Biblical Christianity is not a power of positive thinking kind 
of religion, not one that invites us only into positive visualizations 
and an easy optimism. Biblical faith has 20/20 vision about the 
power of death and destruction. Biblical faith does not deny death. 
It offers life on the other side of death. Doesn’t deny pain, offers 
life amidst pain.  In her recently re-released book “Hope in the 
Dark” Rebecca Solnit says something that I think really get this 
idea. “Authentic hope,” she says, “requires clarity—seeing the 
troubles in this world—and imagination, seeing what might lie 
beyond these situations that are perhaps not inevitable and 
immutable.” Authentic hope requires clarity about the world’s 
troubles — the 75th Street communal table has been coopted by 
drug dealers — and imagination — 75th street will be a place where 
children are safe and beautiful art is fostered and community is 
strong. The Spirit of God is loose in the world and has a power for 
more potent than the power of death and destruction. There is 
hope for the violence in our city. There is hope amidst the parts of 

our own lives we feel have been hijacked. The Spirit of God is 
loose, offering to unbind us and let us go. 

Both Ezekiel and John give us stories of authentic hope—clarity 
about the trouble and then amazing imagination about a possible 
future. Let’s take a look at the context of each. 

Ezekiel was a prophet speaking to Israel during the Babylonian 
Exile. Remember that in 597 BCE, Babylon conquered Jerusalem 
and deported its leaders back to Babylon. Ezekiel was one of those 
sent away from Jerusalem. Ten years later, the Babylonian army 
finished the job, destroyed Jerusalem and sent even more into 
exile. The exile was terrible. Not only where the Israelites away 
from their homeland, but it seemed hard to practice their faith. 
Jerusalem and the temple had been destroyed. It seemed, to 
many of the exiles, like their people and their faith had become 
like a valley of dry bones. Psalm 137, written about this time, says 
“They hung their harps on willow trees and sang sad songs.” It is 
into that reality that Ezekiel promises not just that they will have 
flesh and blood but that they will have also the spirit. “Prophesy to 
the breath, prophesy, mortal, and say to the breath: Thus says the 
Lord God: Come from the four winds, O breath, and breathe upon 
these slain, that they may live.” The breath, the Spirit of God will 
animate them. Existence won’t just be reduced to our flesh and 
blood. The prophecy would be lived out. The exile ended after 
about 60 years and many Judeans returned to Jerusalem and built 
the second temple. And some who stayed in Babylon learned to 
worship their God away from Jerusalem. Those bones did live. 

Lazarus. He was dead four days. That is an important detail because 
Jewish belief held that the soul left the body after three days. 
Jesus’ dilly-dallying allows us the reader to know that Lazarus is 
really dead. If you didn’t pick that up from the four days, perhaps 
you did from the warning that he was going to stink! Authentic 
hope takes clarity about our troubles? John goes out of his way to 
make sure we know Lazaurs has big troubles. Authentic hope takes 
imagination? Jesus helps Martha see that even the imagination of 
her significant faith is too constrained. When Jesus tells her that 
Lazarus will rise again, Martha thinks Jesus is referring to 
something at the end of time—the last day. Already Martha shows 
imagination, but not so bold as Jesus. No, he says, “I am the 
resurrection and the life.” Not “I will be’ but “I am.” Lazarus is raised 
to live with his sisters and with Jesus. In the next chapter, Jesus is 
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back and they are eating together. Jesus offers resurrection life for 
the here and now. Jesus and Martha’s tears turn to joy. 

Both of our stories see the troubles in the world with clarity and 
offer amazing imagination. Ezekiel does not accept that the 
Babylonian Exile is inevitable and has the imagination to see a 
vision. Jesus too has the imagination to see life where Martha and 
Mary and his disciples see death. 

Part of our role as Christians is to develop the capacity to imagine, 
so that we will not see inevitability in decline. I don’t know Mary 
Steenson from South Shore, but reading a little about her, she 
sounds like she has that kind of capacity to imagine. She’s down 
now, but I bet she’ll come roaring back. We too need imagination. 
Or maybe imagination is not a strong enough word. We need 
illusions. A valley full of bones. Ezekiel would have been accused of 
seeing an illusion if he talked about breath reinvigorating those 
bodies. At first it seems that Ezekiel misleads. Martha basically tells 
Jesus he was thinking in illusions when he said that Lazarus would 
rise again. At first it seems that Jesus deceives. And yet, those 
bones lives and that Lazarus rose.  

If we are going to be part of making this city safe for Mary 
Steenson and the rest of us on the mid-South Side we need the 
capacity for an illusion. An illusion of meaningful work for the all 
the people of our city. An illusion of safe streets and safer parks. An 
illusion of good, well-funded schools. An illusion of strong 
neighborhood churches peppered throughout the neighborhoods. 
There is a power loose in this world much greater than the power 
of death and destruction. And that is the Spirit of God. 

Let me end with a story about an illusion, about imagination. 
When I was preparing to switch from teaching High School in 
Hispanic North Philly to working as a priest, the Bishop of 
Pennsylvania wanted me to consider becoming the Vicar of the 
Free Church of St. John in the Kensington neighborhood of North 
Philly. It is a remarkable church. It was built by English textile 
workers when they came to Philadelphia in the 1860s. They called 
it the Free Church because it was the first church in that diocese to 
not charge pew rent. Anybody could come. A kind of Civil War Era, 
“All are invited without exception.” Kensington was a rough 
neighborhood. Graffiti everywhere. Garbage littering the streets. 
There was a playground next to the church and it was literally 

burned. Many of the houses were boarded up or burned out. But 
there was this beautiful little church. Its small membership was 
made up of whites, African-Americans, and Latinos/Latinas. 
Liturgies in English and Spanish. Here is what amazed me when I 
visited.There was not a bit of graffiti on the church. No garbage in 
the yard. There were flowers and well-cut grass. Everything was 
right. There was some unspoken agreement in the neighborhood 
that nobody would mess with the little Free Church of St. John. 
Remembering that this week, I went on to their website. They are 
tiny and don’t have full time clergy and so they only listed one 
program. Making Beauty, it is called. “About once per month we 
meet together to beautify the church yard by trimming hedges, 
planting flowers, picking up trash, etc.” That might seem like a 
small thing, but I see it a capacity to imagine a different future for 
Kensington. I see in “Making Beauty” a capacity to believe in the 
people of North Philly. I imagine that when the parishioners of the 
Free Church of St. John pray together and imagine their 
neighborhood safe and their children flourishing, none of them 
think of it as an illusion, at least not any of more of one than Jesus 
or the prophet Ezekiel would have dreamed up. 

Where are the dry bones in your life? Breath into them. They can 
live. Where is the stink bound up in our parish? Unbind it and 
bring it in to the fresh air. Where is the death in our city? Imagine 
streets of safety. It is not blind optimism. That future you are 
imagining is not an illusion, not when it is infused with the breath 
of the Spirit of God. 
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