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I have a couple of questions for you: First, has anybody seen a crocus yet? Or a robin returning from her vacation in the South? Any sign of life? ANYTHING? PULLEEEEZ?
At this time of year, as the melting snow on the ground gets dirtier and dirtier, and our feet sink deeper and deeper into the thick mud, it feels as if the bright colors of spring here on the Peninsula might never come again. We know that they will, and they do. But aren’t those little signs of life, like crocuses and robins delightful when we first see them? They give us hope that we will once again be able to frolic in green grass. I don’t know about you, but I just love to frolic! (And gobs of gooey mud don’t really do it for me)
Second question: How many of you have ever heard the phrase “a God moment”? Well, for those of you who haven’t ever heard that phrase, “a God moment is a very intense and powerful moment of awareness of God’s presence. 
It can be a moment when something happens that makes us realize in a profoundly moving way just how much God loves us. It can be a moment of being outside in God’s world and being so overwhelmed by the beauty of it that it may even bring us almost to tears. It can be the moment after we narrowly escape a head on car collision, avoided only because of the adrenaline rush that enabled us to steer out of the way with a super human reaction time. We sit there, shaking, but SOOOO grateful that we are still alive and uninjured.
Sometimes God moments come on more gradually or can be somewhat delayed. Several people in our congregation, myself included, have, through the miracles of modern medicine, survived life-threatening illnesses or injuries. I just last week ran into the nurse who had first cared for me three years ago, here in the Blue Hill Hospital ER when I presented with severe septic shock. I have long since read the over 800 pages of medical charting that resulted from my month-long stay at Eastern Maine Medical Center and have had numerous moments when I realized that I was extraordinarily blessed to still be alive. But when the nurse whom I just ran into said to me “We thought we were going to lose you.” I got a lump in my throat that, for a moment made it impossible for me to even talk. It really drove home to me the fact that God had indeed had other plans for me and had provided the medical care that saved my life. Perhaps some of you who have survived cancer or other devastating illness or injury have had “God moments” when you have realized that God is in control, and has kept you here on earth for a purpose.
We people who are part of a Christian faith community hear the phrase “life after death” and understand what that phrase means. The dry bones we just heard about in the passage from Ezekiel, and the raising of Lazarus, described in the gospel reading, Lazarus whose body was so very dead that it was already stinking badly. are examples of the power that God has to physically raise us from the dead.
But there is also life after life, when the life that we have been experiencing is not as wonderful as it could be.  
A seemingly less miraculous, but still astounding and rare occurrence is when a patient who has been in a coma for months or even years actually awakens. This is an example of life returning in a physically apparent way that gobsmacks everybody, including the medical staff, because it is so dramatic and such a rarity.
We talk about this sort of incident with awe and wonder because it is so rare as to seem almost impossible. I would posit, however, that there are many events that are every bit as important and dramatic, but that may seem less so because they are not as visibly apparent. 
What about the individual who, because of God’s grace, is able to achieve and maintain sobriety after a long history of substance abuse? The fact that this person is now able to cling to God instead of to the substance, and to have a life that is productive and valuable to herself, to her children, to the community, is no less miraculous than God putting muscles, ligaments, tendons, and organs back on those dry bones in the valley, and no less miraculous than raising Lazarus from death and decay and bringing him out from the darkness of the burial cave and into the light of day.
And what about the person whose entire internal reality is changed because of a new relationship with Jesus? That person may have previously lived a life that is as boring and dull as door nails, perhaps even  depressing, or fraught with self-inflicted misery but now knows the joy of being enveloped in God’s love and the delight of being part of a loving faith community. 
Those crocuses I asked you about (or maybe the plural is croci?) are sweet little love notes from God, reminding us that renewed life is on the way, that the yuckiness of mud season won’t last forever.
Those “God moments” that I mentioned a few minutes ago, don’t happen every day, but when they do…WOW!  We become aware, if we are open to it, that God gives us life in a very powerful way. This is not life that is without pain or loss or sometimes drudgery, but it is life that has amazing moments of joy and, underlying it all, has that peace that passes all understanding, that sense that no matter what chaos or horror may be going on around us, we are, at our core, centered, and that God will not let anything knock us off of that center.
We all have our times of uncertainty, or discouragement or challenges, “the times that try men’s (and women’s) souls”. 
John Bunyan, in his classic Christian allegory, “Pilgrim’s Progress”, written in the 1600s, tells of the protagonist, Christian, slogging his way through the “slough of despond”. The slough of despond was a muddy swamp, that place  in which despair, fear,  guilt, and doubt,  all  congealed into a thick, spiritually toxic mix to drag down Christian, impede his progress or even grind it to a halt, and to kill his joy. 
In Bunyan’s allegory, another person also trying to wade through this slough, is the character named Pliable, who, mired in the toxic mess, succumbs to discouragement, gives up, and turns back, returning to the “City of Destruction”. Our hero,  Christian, however, slogs onward until, as he nears the far edge of the slough, yet another character, aptly named “Help” reaches out to Christian and pulls him out of the swamp and onto solid ground. Christian is then able to resume his journey to his ultimate destination, the “Celestial City”.
We too may have times in our lives when we have to slog our way through the “slough of despond”, and may need “Help” to reach out and pull us to solid ground. That help may come through friends in our church family, through a “God moment” that occurs spontaneously, through a particular passage of scripture that takes on a new meaning, through prayer, by hearing a beautiful piece of music that touches someplace deep within us, or sometimes just by sitting still, quiet and still, and realizing all of our abundant blessings, all of the things that God has done for us.
These are not one and done events. Just as our cars need visits to the mechanic for maintenance in order to extend the lives of our vehicles, and just as we nee sleep every night to restore our bodies, we need recurring time with God to renew our spirits we too may need renewal periodically. A life without any renewal, or occasional re-invigoration, will probably not be a life well lived. 
In the Old Testament, the Hebrew Bible, the word “ruach” transliterated into our Roman alphabet is spelled R_U_A_C_H. It is used over 400 times in the Old Testament. The word has two meanings, which in context are frequently used simultaneously. It means breath or wind, and also means spirit. It’s often used to refer to the Holy Spirit. In the New Testament, the Greek word with those same meanings is “pneuma”, spelled P-N-E-U-M-A. It’s the root of numerous English words have to do with lungs or air. Pneumatics is a branch of engineering having to do with  compressed air. Pneumonia is, of course, an infection of the lungs.
 In our passage from Ezekiel, even after God had taken those dry bones in the valley and restored the muscles, ligaments, tendons, and organs, these were still just dead bodies consisting of bones and soft tissue. It was not until God said “I will put my spirit, my breath in you and you will live.” that those bodies were re-animated and came alive.
God’s breath and spirit is what animates us, and re-animates us and enables us to live our very best lives. Our job is just to tune in to it and accept the gift.

As King David wrote in Psalm 30:3-4 and 5b
“You brought me up from the grave, O Lord
You kept me from falling into the pit of death.
Sing to the Lord, all you godly ones!
Praise His holy name
Weeping may go on all night
But joy comes with the morning.” 
                                                                                                                                  AMEN

So, let’s sing to the Lord, all you godly ones. Please turn to hymn number 292 in your black, NCH, 
“Breath on Me Breath of God; Fill Me With Life Anew,
That I May Love the Way You Love, and Do What You Would Do”
