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MORTAL KNOWLEDGE 
EZEKIEL 37:1-14 

A SERMON PREACHED AT DUKE UNIVERSITY CHAPEL 
ON SUNDAY, MARCH 22, 2026 

BY THE REV. DR. LUKE A. POWERY 
 
Several years ago, a senior Duke student was one of the scripture readers for the Sunday morning service in this 

building. Some of you might have been there. His job was to read the gospel lesson. On that morning, he was assigned to 
read a portion of the Gospel of Luke. The music played and a hymn was sung as he and others made their way down the 
aisle into the middle of this building, for the Gospel procession to read the gospel lesson. The music stopped and it was 
time for him to announce the reading. He cleared his throat and instead of saying, “a reading from the Gospel of Luke.” 
He said, “a reading from the Gospel of Duke.” I thought it was my last day on the job. A new book of the Bible 
discovered right here in Duke Chapel. Who knew?  It’s a reminder that we don’t always know because we’re mortals.  

 
These days, in the face of uncertainties like a war and its related death toll, with all of the very many dry human 

bones lying in dusty rubble, we are faced with the reality of our own mortality in a heightened way, whether the mortal 
death blow comes through intentional or unintentional means or just the natural course of earthly time ticking away. 
Hopefully, as most of the medical doctors in the room can attest, we will come to realize that we are all frail and mortal. 
Ezekiel is called ‘mortal’ over and over again like a broken record that won’t stop; it’s almost like a nickname for him or 
something his mother calls him when he might be in trouble—“O, mortal.” His story reminds us that there are limits to 
our ingenuity, strategy, creativity, and epistemology.  That is, there are situations in life when we will approach the 
threshold of our own knowledge. If we were in a divinity school class right now, we might call this an ‘unknowability 
theology.’ To make it plain—God did not create us to know everything. 

 
This is made clear when Ezekiel is led by the Spirit and plopped down in the middle of a valley where God asks 

him, ‘Mortal, can these bones live?’ and he answers, ‘O Lord God, you know.’  It’s important to recognize that Ezekiel is 
guided by the Spirit, surrounded by the Spirit, and is in the Spirit and yet there on the hospital bed of bones, we are 
shown his limitations as a mortal and his acknowledgement of who is immortal. To be mortal means unknowability and 
incomprehensibility are a part of a disciple’s life in the Spirit. In the Spirit, there is not only obvious struggle in a 
wilderness or a valley with its bones of death, but there is the acknowledgement that you don’t know everything, and the 
way of faith isn’t always clear. The Spirit reveals that we don’t have all knowledge. We inhabit a spiritual unknowing and 
eventually will reach the threshold of our human knowledge. Our mortal knowledge can only go so far, which is why 
Ezekiel doesn’t know if these bones can live. This is not a math equation or chemistry experiment or a logical argument 
or business brief; this is about knowing whether that which is dead, like Lazarus, can come back to life. 

 
In the Spirit, you come to unknow the need to know it all and learn what you don’t know, regardless of how high 

your SAT scores were. Why? Because you are mortal. Sometimes it takes the lowest valleys to wake us up to this truth. 
Getting really close to the dust of the earth and among dry bones, in a containment area of contamination, in a fiery 
furnace of a fierce struggle, where we face questions we just can’t answer like ‘Can these bones live?’, will lead us to this 
honest humble truth. But we should remember, especially as Christians, that baptism in the Spirit is a baptism in 
unknowing the idea that you know the totality of what there is to know. Baptism is an immersion in incomprehension.  
The philosopher Socrates once said: “The only true wisdom is in knowing you know nothing.” 

 
This shouldn’t be too surprising because other mortals like the disciples in the Gospels, follow Jesus when all he 

says is ‘Come and see’ yet they don’t know where they’re going or what they will encounter or find. What they do is keep 
their eyes on the One they follow but they don’t know what is to come. They don’t know whether any bones they meet 
in the streets will live again. The same is true for the Apostle Paul in 2 Corinthians when he describes some visions he 
had right before he talks about his thorn in the flesh. He says, “I know a person in Christ who fourteen years ago was 
caught up to the third heaven—whether in the body or out of the body I do not know; God knows. And I know that 
such a person—whether in the body or out of the body I do not know; God knows— was caught up into Paradise and 
heard things that are not to be told, that no mortal is permitted to repeat”(2 Cor 12). “I do not know; God knows.” 
Disciples of Jesus should at least memorize those words and take them to heart every day. Can these bones live, Luke? O 
Lord God, you know. I do not know. You know. 
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When faced with uncertainty in the present and future, we recognize that we don’t always have to have answers 

for everything. If your faith always has answers, you might not be listening for God’s question. Can these bones live? 
Will the wars end? Will the United States ever be united, not divided?  Will your cancer be cured? Will your marriage be 
restored? There are some questions you can’t answer, questions that lead you to the threshold of the limits of your 
mortal knowledge. Isn’t this the legacy of Lent anyway when we are forced to face the question: how can an incarnate 
God die on a cross? It is a knowing beyond our knowing. A question beyond any answers we can provide. And so a 
faithful, genuine response is “O Lord God, you know.” 

 
And as we mature in spiritual knowledge—and experience an epistemic maturation—we come to know in the 

Spirit that it is also faithful to not know like professors who know the more you come to know you realize how much 
you don’t know. Yet in our limited mortal knowing, we, like Ezekiel, know who knows. “O Lord God, you know.” This 
is theological trust amid turmoil. To me, those words are like a prayer from Ezekiel, and it is a prayer that we should 
caress with our own lips, that we should honor and nurture from the altars of our souls, if we’re honest about what we 
are facing in this world, in this nation, in our families, at our workplaces, at universities. “Lord, you know.” We don’t 
have all the answers. We don’t even know how or why we ended up in the valley. And yet, in such a low location, there 
manifests a mortal ministry; that means there’s a place for us in God’s plan, even with our human limitations, even with 
all of our unknowing. 

 
I’m struck by the fact that even though Ezekiel does not know, he is not paralyzed in his unknowability. He does 

not run away from God nor lock himself in his dorm room while closing the curtains, waiting for all the problems of the 
world to wash away. Rather, he participates in God’s process of resurrection. It is clearly the breath or Spirit of God that 
breathes life and hope back into Israel, the bones, but God doesn’t do it alone. God asks Ezekiel to prophesy and 
partner to ignite this resurrection of a people. Ezekiel acts in faith, even if he doesn’t know the full end of it all. Step by 
step, instruction by instruction, breath by breath, bone by bone, Ezekiel asserts his agency. Even without knowing 
whether the bones can live, he follows God’s instructions that ultimately lead to the bones standing on their feet, 
connected and alive again.  

 
This suggests that we, too, are called to aid in the divine resurrection and renewal of a people, of a nation, of a 

world. Like Ezekiel, we don’t have to give up hope just because we don’t understand or know and lack clarity about the 
future. We don’t have to fold our hands and wait for God to move alone without us because time and time again God 
moves through us, as with Ezekiel. We may not know but God knows and has the power to resurrect, and we participate 
in this party of new life by the invitation of the Lord. 

 
So we plant, not knowing whether trees will grow. We speak, not knowing the impact or outcome of our words. 

We study, not knowing whether we will pass an exam. We create strategic plans, not knowing if all the plans will come to 
fruition. We pray not because we know a certain outcome but because we don’t know, yet we know who knows.  

 
Growing in knowledge and faith reveals how much we don’t know. Life is an inexhaustible well and so we turn 

to God who is the wellspring of life and of all knowledge and wisdom. Even when ancient prophets like Jeremiah found 
themselves or their people in tough times as in exile, we hear the word of the Lord from their mouths: “Build houses and 
live in them; plant gardens and eat what they produce…..” (Jer 29). Basically, continue to live. Be active in the face of 
uncertainty and ambiguity. Or as the prophet Habakkuk said: “Though the fig tree does not blossom, and no fruit is on 
the vines; though the produce of the olive fails and the fields yield no food; though the flock is cut off from the fold and 
there is no herd in the stalls, yet I will rejoice in the Lord; I will exult in the God of my salvation.” In other words, in a 
valley of dry bones, in the valley of now, “O Lord God, you know.” The ancient prophets, like Ezekiel, knew something, 
even if not everything. They knew enough to trust a God who opens graves. 

 


