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Referring to the writer of much of the New Testament and to that ordained pastor associated with positive thinking for much of the twentieth century, a certain non-native English speaker cleverly quipped: “I find Paul appealing and Peale appalling.”

Please don’t misunderstand me.  I value positive thinking: I use positive thinking beneficially in my personal life and with the organization that I am privileged to lead.

But positive thinking is much like visiting the doctor and taking the medicine she prescribes: helpful to the restoration of health but not the life-force itself.
The inescapable reality is this: bad things happen to good people.  Circumstances, events, things, relationships, even we ourselves can go horribly wrong.  However much we try, positive thinking is impotent to extricate us from the rattrap of a reality that bites.  

To explore this further, let us consider the insight of a blind Puritan poet and let us call upon the assistance of a stranger whose hallucination remains compelling twenty-five hundred years later.
In his epic Paradise Lost, John Milton penned
The mind is its own place.

It can make a hell of heaven 

Or a heaven of hell.

The mind is its own place.

It can make a hell of heaven 

Or a heaven of hell.

Really?  Is there no limit to which the mind cannot take us?  nothing that lies beyond its reach and grasp? as to make a hell of heaven or a heaven of hell?

The problem with this overreach is that these words actually emanate from the Father of Lies, who booted from the realm of heavenly bliss now contemplates his fate while sitting in a hellish lake of fire.  

Milton knew our mind can play tricks on us, can deceive us.  Faking it until you make it isn’t always able to deliver from that which seeks not only to defeat but also to destroy.

It was with that sense of being defeated and destroyed that the Israelites, naked and in chains, were led away from Jerusalem by their Babylonian overlords.
From the glory days of King Solomon and the opulency of a Temple that obscured even the gold of the Queen of Sheba, utterly fallen is the house of Israel.  A people captive on alien ground, feeling their best years were behind them, their hope lost, as good as dead, dead, dry bones.
Such was the context of Ezekiel’s unforgettable encounter there in the valley of dry bones.  

You may recall that he saw bones littering the whole valley and heard the spirit of God say to him, “Can these bones live?  Can these bones live again?”
Ezekiel responds, “Surely, you jest.”

And God says, “Don’t call me ‘Shirley.’”

“But, but prophesy to these bones, say to them: O dry bones: I will cause breath to enter you and you shall live.” 
So now to this desolate place of lost hope, atrophied muscles, tired minds, aching souls, dead, dry bones comes wind, breath that is able to open graves and renew strength.
That same breath that had once come upon dry dirt and filled it with life comes now upon dry bones: a noise, a rattling, bone to its bone, sinews, flesh, skin, breath, life. And they, who were once bones accounted as dead, now stand on their feet, a vast multitude too many to count.
When we find ourselves in a desolate valley of life, with disappointed hope, feeling our best years are behind us, thinking ourselves too old or too young, too ill equipped or too overextended, perhaps just too tired; and entrapped by a past we cannot explain, a present we cannot understand, a future we cannot even imagine;

Perhaps then, when we need it the most, that question will well up from within us: “Can these bones live?  Can these bones live again?”
In the moment of our desolation, it will not be positive thinking that rescues us but something as insubstantial as wind that saves us.  Breath once again putting skin over flesh, enkindling hearts with the fire of love, and filling lungs with breath, the breath of life itself.
When all seems utterly lost, I ask you, can these bones live?  Can these bones—your bones and my bones—live again?
And maybe, just maybe, from deep within will come not only the prayer but this reasonable hope:
“Breathe on me, O breath of God, fill me with life anew” (Hymnal 1982, 508).
