 
January 24, 2010                                                        Nehemiah 8: 1-12
Prayer: Dear God, Please go with us into the study of your word. Make it live and breathe and resonate in our minds and in our hearts. In Jesus’ name we pray, Amen.




               Why church?

Two Sundays ago, I had one hymn printed in the bulletin, and I introduced another when it was time to sing. Kathy Vass told me that in a large Baptist church she knows, heads would’ve rolled.

I’d love to have heads roll for that mistake, too. Unfortunately, the head would have to be mine. I’m the only one to blame.


Jerry Lloyd said it wouldn’t be any fun coming to Triune if the services were perfect. Jerry is going to be happy here for a long, long time.


So while some folks clearly come here to see what we are going to mess up next, why do you come? Why do you come to church?


And not just Triune, necessarily. Why do you go to church at all?


In the history of our Judeo-Christian religion, there has been this draw to worship together for thousands of years. As we gather here today, we are following in some ancient footsteps.


In the Old Testament, there are two pivotal events that are forever after remembered, pointed to, looked back upon in our sacred writings. One was the exodus from Egypt into the Promised Land that became Israel. The other was the ejection from that promised land. The exile.


If you come into the room where we have Bible study on Sunday afternoons, you will find a timeline made of butcher paper that stretches across one wall. All the men and women who study with us know that sometime during the lesson, we will go to that timeline and see where we are in relation to the exodus, the rise of King David, the exile and the coming of Jesus. Those are all huge events in the biblical narrative.

As the Bible tells the story, after the kingships of David and his son Solomon, the nation of Israel divided into two kingdoms, Israel in the north and Judah in the south. For the next 400 years or so, kings came and went. God’s people were threatened by all sorts of greater military powers.


In the seventh century BCE, Israel fell to the empire of Assyria.


Judah held on for awhile longer, but in the sixth century BCE, it fell to Babylon.


The Babylonians carried a lot of the kings and scribes and richest people with them back to Babylon. This was known as the exile, and it was the absolute low point of Jewish history in the Old Testament.

Here’s one of the psalms written about that time: 
1By the rivers of Babylon—
   there we sat down and there we wept
   when we remembered Zion. 
2On the willows* there
   we hung up our harps. 
3For there our captors
   asked us for songs,
and our tormentors asked for mirth, saying,
   ‘Sing us one of the songs of Zion!’

4How could we sing the Lord’s song
   in a foreign land? 


Then the Psalm writer decided he wanted a little revenge. Here’s how Psalm 137 ends:

8O daughter Babylon, you devastator!*
   Happy shall they be who pay you back
   what you have done to us! 
9Happy shall they be who take your little ones
   and dash them against the rock!


The people in exile hated the Babylonians so much they wrote about killing their babies by dashing them against rocks. That’s how shaming, how abysmal the exile was for God’s people.


Well, about 50 years into the exile, King Cyrus of Persia defeated the Babylonians and told the Jewish captives they were free to go back home to Judah. The Old Testament books of Ezra and Nehemiah tell the story of how that happened, how a remnant people rebuilt the temple, rebuilt the walls around Jerusalem, rebuilt their lives around the law of Moses.


Toward the end of this long story of rebuilding, we come to our Scripture passage for today. Please turn with me in your Bibles to Nehemiah 8: 1-12.   

Now as if our music mistakes in the service two weeks ago weren’t bad enough, the microphone quit that afternoon. Ken Stannard told me it was because I tampered with the lectionary.

 
Today, we’re going to see that sometimes the lectionary skips verses for a very good reason. The lectionary passage for today skips verses 4 and 7, and you will see why in just a moment.

 (A)ll the people gathered together into the square before the Water Gate. They told the scribe Ezra to bring the book of the law of Moses, which the Lord had given to Israel. 2Accordingly, the priest Ezra brought the law before the assembly, both men and women and all who could hear with understanding. This was on the first day of the seventh month. 3He read from it facing the square before the Water Gate from early morning until midday, in the presence of the men and the women and those who could understand; and the ears of all the people were attentive to the book of the law.

 4The scribe Ezra stood on a wooden platform that had been made for the purpose; and beside him stood Mattithiah, Shema, Anaiah, Uriah, Hilkiah, and Maaseiah on his right hand; and Pedaiah, Mishael, Malchijah, Hashum, Hash-baddanah, Zechariah, and Meshullam on his left hand. 5And Ezra opened the book in the sight of all the people, for he was standing above all the people; and when he opened it, all the people stood up. 6Then Ezra blessed the Lord, the great God, and all the people answered, ‘Amen, Amen’, lifting up their hands. Then they bowed their heads and worshipped the Lord with their faces to the ground. 7Also Jeshua, Bani, Sherebiah, Jamin, Akkub, Shabbethai, Hodiah, Maaseiah, Kelita, Azariah, Jozabad, Hanan, Pelaiah, the Levites,* helped the people to understand the law, while the people remained in their places. 8So they read from the book, from the law of God, with interpretation. They gave the sense, so that the people understood the reading. 

9 And Nehemiah, who was the governor, and Ezra the priest and scribe, and the Levites who taught the people said to all the people, ‘This day is holy to the Lord your God; do not mourn or weep.’ For all the people wept when they heard the words of the law. 10Then he said to them, ‘Go your way, eat the fat and drink sweet wine and send portions of them to those for whom nothing is prepared, for this day is holy to our Lord; and do not be grieved, for the joy of the Lord is your strength.’ 11So the Levites stilled all the people, saying, ‘Be quiet, for this day is holy; do not be grieved.’

 12And all the people went their way to eat and drink and to send portions and to make great rejoicing, because they had understood the words that were declared to them. 

Now remember: These people are celebrating the end of nearly 50 years in exile in Babylon and then years of rebuilding back in Jerusalem. Many of their loved ones probably died in exile. Many of their friends stayed on in Babylon, having given up on the idea of God’s covenant. 

But this faithful remnant chose to keep the faith of their fathers, return to Jerusalem and rebuild the temple. Now they are asking their religious leader, Ezra, to read to them from their sacred Scripture, the books of Moses that are the first five books of our Old Testament. And they are so moved when they hear the words, they cry. They weep.


This is a picture of worship, pure and simple and moving. Ezra reads to them from Scripture, and the Levites move among them to explain it. It is what we know as preaching and teaching – they read Scripture, then the Levites told them what the hard parts meant.


Notice how Ezra and Nehemiah and the Levites tell the people not to mourn or weep. But the people can’t help it. Their leaders tell them again: Go and eat and drink. Send food and drink to the poor. But don’t be sad. This is a joyful day, a joy-filled day.                 

The story of the Bible is a cyclical story that tells over and over again about a faithful God and a wayward people. That is how the Old Testament writers explain the exile: They tell how the people strayed from God’s commandments and were thus punished with this shaming defeat at the hands of the Babylonians.


But God brings them back. He always brings them back. And they might cry because of what they have done and what they have lost, but God intends for them to live with him in joy. That is basically the story of the Old Testament.


And that is basically the story of us. We have a loving God who is always seeking relationship, and we pull away and deceive ourselves and do incredibly hurtful things. And sometimes we come back,.

 
The reason I enjoy ministering here at Triune is the drama of those comebacks. When God moves here, it tends to be life-saving, life-transforming. In fact, that’s written into our mission statement: Triune exists “to share Christ's love by meeting physical needs and providing life-changing opportunities…”


 Two weeks ago, we had a man from Lexington, SC, to speak at our Sunday night service. His name was Randy, and he had been on a mission trip to Haiti with Jerry Hill from Buncombe Street. This was before the earthquake. So Jerry brought him over to share his testimony.


Randy lived his whole life as something of a hellion. He was a crooked car dealer. He didn’t believe in God, didn’t go to church, didn’t see the need for anything beyond having fun. Then he got cancer of the tonsils. He went through horrible chemotherapy and was sick for many months.


During that time, one of his employees embezzled from his car dealership, and Randy lost over a million dollars. Everything he ate tasted like kerosene, so his weight fell from 220 pounds to 165. He was virtually in exile from his former life. 

His brother-in-law was a pastor in a charismatic church. He insisted Randy come to a healing service. Randy went, and said it was as awful as he expected – people lying on the floor and hollering and carrying on.


But One of the ministers laid hands on him and commanded the sickness to come out of him in the name of Jesus. In the name of Jesus.

Well, Randy and his wife went home and she started encouraging him to eat something. He didn’t want to because every time he ate, it tasted so much like kerosene that it took him hours to get the taste out of his mouth.


But she kept after him and kept after him, and finally he tasted  chicken broth. And it tasted like … chicken broth.

He ran to the freezer and got out a big rib-eye steak and cooked it along with mashed potatoes and green beans. And he’s been eating ever since.


Well, eating and praising the Lord. Randy didn’t just get healed and call it quits. He has turned into a missionary. When he came to the Lord, he came with Old Testament drama. He says that he would go through it all over again – the cancer, the chemo, the weight loss, the embezzlement  – if that was the only way he could learn to follow the Lord.


He has turned into a worshiper – just like the people of Ezra’s day, of Nehemiah’s day. He has turned into a worshiper in the church.

We don’t all have dramatic turnarounds like Randy. And I sure don’t have an answer for why God heals Randy and doesn’t heal someone else. But there is something mysterious – some force, some spirit, somebody -- pulling us to church. And that somebody is … God. The same God the Jews wept before in Ezra’s day.


He may operate differently in every one of our lives. In one, he may offer freedom from addiction. In another, healing from a lifetime of abuse. In another, an intellectual coming to terms with a Creator. In another, nudging toward a more meaningful life of service.

But the same God who returned the children of Israel from exile in Babylon is active today.  If we will follow, he will lead.   
If we will follow, he will lead.  

During the American Civil War, Rev. Joseph Gilmore was pastor of the First Baptist Church of Philadelphia. It was a dark and gloomy time for the United States, not unlike the time of exile for the nation of Judah. Rev. Gilmore wanted to give his people something to hang onto, and so he preached about God’s leading. 


After one Sunday morning service, he went to a deacon’s home and the conversation continued around the blessedness of God’s leading. As these leaders in his congregation went on talking, the pastor pulled out paper and pencil and wrote the words to a hymn. He handed the paper to his wife and forgot about it.


Three years later, he was a candidate for a position at a church in Rochester, New York. He was unfamiliar with the church’s hymnal so he began flipping through it. And there he saw the hymn “He Leadeth Me,” which he had written three years before. 


Without his knowledge, his wife had sent it to a magazine, which set his words to music.
He leadeth me. He leadeth me.

By his own hand he leadeth me.

His faithful follower I would be,

For by his hand he leadeth me.

Why church? Because it’s the place that calls us out of exile.

Why church? Because it’s the place where healing can take place – emotional, mental, and sometimes physical.

Why church? Because it’s the place we can sense God’s leading.


Amen. 


