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It was a preacher’s dream! A crowd of thousands gathered before him – old men and young women, 

young men and old women, 

boys and girls, 

people of faith and those who had never heard or had 

long forgotten the word of the Lord, 

the rich and powerful and the poor and outcast – 

all gathered in one place at one time for one purpose: to hear the Word of the Lord from the lips of the preacher. Every ear attuned, every heart open, every eye fixed on him and his message, straining to hear what the Lord had to say to them – just like today. ( What a day! What a glorious day!


It was a preacher’s nightmare! Every preacher has that nightmare at some point, the one where you stand to preach and suddenly realize you forgot to prepare a sermon. A teacher has the same nightmare about standing in front of the class without preparing a lesson, and a student has the one about sitting down in class and discovering that it is exam day. As bad as those nightmares are, this was worse. It should have been a great day, a homecoming celebration, a memorable day as at the other places the preacher had traveled. If others had received him well then surely those who knew him, those who had watched him grow from a boy to a man, would welcome him with open arms. As in my hometown on my first Sunday in my dad’s pulpit when the well-meaning woman told me: “It really didn’t matter what you said, it was just wonderful to see you up there with your dad” – surely the synagogue’s son returning home would have such a reception. They were gathered in the pews, long-time friends and family squeezed in to hear the hometown boy who had made it big. Silence fell among them as he rose to read the words of Isaiah: “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to bring good news to the poor…” Then he sat down with all eyes upon him, and he began to speak, “Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing.” And the preacher’s nightmare began.


Two preachers – one enjoying a preacher’s dream, one surviving a preacher’s nightmare. What do they have to say to us – these two preachers with their two sermons amid two very different crowds?


People sometimes ask me what I miss most about practicing law, and I tell them truthfully, “Winning!” I miss having that decree in my hand that confirms that my argument carried the day, that my case was successful. In ministry you don’t always know for sure, but Ezra knew. Standing on that platform above the crowd living the preacher’s dream, Ezra knew that he had won – that the hearts of the people had been moved by the word of the Lord. For hours they gathered there, illiterate people listening intently for God’s word for them, listening for the Word they could not read themselves, listening to the explanations of the Levites who helped them understand what it all meant. Ezra knew he had won them over, for the people responded to God’s word with tears wrought from lives that had strayed far from God’s intention for them. The people wept because God’s word had been too long absent from their lives and to hear it again was to come back under divine protection.


Admittedly it was an extraordinary event that brought those people together to hear Ezra. The wall around Jerusalem was newly completed; the people who had been scattered to the winds in exile were gathered back together in the Holy City of God. It was time for a fresh start and a new beginning, for with the rebuilding of the wall came the rebuilding of the community. So, the people gathered to hear what kind of community they might be – what would define and shape their life together? “Blessed are those who walk in the law of the Lord,” says the psalmist. They would be a blessed community, said Ezra, not defined by that geographical boundary of a wall that encircled the Holy City, but people whose identity derived from the Law of the Lord. For hours on end Ezra laid out for them the Law that would guide and shape their lives – and the people listened!

Two items are worthy of note here. First, Ezra wasn’t preaching to the choir. His reading was done, not in the Temple (it was still in ruins), nor in some newly renovated synagogue, but in the public square at the Water Gate (not to be confused with Nixon’s Watergate) where all people – Jews and non-Jews alike – could hear. And it was done, not at Ezra’s urging, but at the request of the people who longed to hear a word from the Lord! It was part sermon and part political speech, like the speeches of Martin Luther King Jr., defining the boundaries of community life within the parameters of God’s Law. The people of Israel would live under the Law of God. What law did Ezra read? We don’t really know. We would expect the Ten Commandments to be in there somewhere and some of the rules governing crimes, commerce, and ethics, though it is doubtful that dietary laws would be imposed upon that diverse group.


Secondly, Ezra saw these laws not as cause for despair but as reason to rejoice. The Law of the Lord is not first and foremost about punishment. It may convict us of our sin, but it also gives us a roadmap by which to live in harmony with one another and in faithfulness to God, and that is a joyous thing! The law’s foundation lies in love. “You shall love the Lord your God with all that you are and you shall love your neighbor as yourself,” says Jesus. “On these two commandments depend all the law and the prophets.” The Law reflects God’s love for us and our love for one another. In that love is our joy. That is not to say that the law makes no demands upon us – loving God with all that we are and loving our neighbors is not always easy; turning that love into action in community is a continuing challenge – but following God’s law for our lives offers us joy, not salvation, but joy! So Ezra directs the people to go home, throw a party and share with the poor from their abundance. As our Confessions say, “Poverty in a world of abundance is an intolerable violation of God’s good creation.” (Confession of 1967, 9.46) This was a day that all should celebrate. And so they did. The Law of the Lord, read and interpreted for the people, was taken to heart, and the people went to eat, drink, and be merry with their neighbors, and Ezra could count his sermon a rousing success.


Jesus too had great success in his initial preaching ventures; “he was praised by everyone,” writes Luke. And then he came home. His visit marked no momentous occasion in the life of the people; it was just another Sabbath, albeit a Sabbath with a guest preacher who was a son of the synagogue, and things started out well as he read the Scriptures and everyone sat up as he sat down to hear what he might say. What riled the people was the claim Jesus then made – that he was the One of whom the prophet spoke, the anointed one of God who was to bring good news to the poor and release to the captives, freedom to the oppressed and healing to the blind. Others might buy that claim, but these people knew Jesus. They had watched him grow; they knew his roots. There were some odd goings on around his birth and an incident in the Temple when he was twelve, but nothing in their experience pointed to the son of Mary and Joseph being the Messiah of God. His refusal to work miracles among them did nothing to help his cause. So, the people drove him out of the synagogue, out of the town, and almost off a cliff before he slipped away. It was, by all estimations, a resounding failure as a homecoming. 

So, what do these two preachers – one a rousing success and one an utter failure in his home debut – have to say to us? Ezra’s message is pretty simple: the Law of the Lord is a pretty good way by which to live in community with one another and you should do so joyfully! Jesus’ message is not too tough either: he is the Messiah of God who brings good news to the poor and oppressed. That prophecy was fulfilled in his life, death, and Resurrection.

The more challenging questions for us lie among those crowds who heard the preachers preach – one fully attentive and eager for God’s word, the other angry at hearing a word they didn’t want to hear. In which crowd do you belong? Do you stand with those who soak up God’s word eagerly, take it to heart, and go home with great joy to celebrate and share with the poor? Or will you angrily reject any word from the Lord that doesn’t agree with your particular political or theological perspective? Or will you just be apathetic, like one of the crowd who slips away into the night without conviction of heart in any direction? 

“How can young people keep their way pure?” asks the psalmist. “By guarding it according to God’s word.” How will they know that word unless you teach them? And how will you teach them if you do not know that word yourself? And how will you know that word yourself unless you read it and listen for it and open your heart to it? Its message is a joyous, hope-filled word from the Lord, a word that turns our mourning into dancing, and our sorrow into joy. If you come to hear me week after week then you will be disappointed. I’m not that good. But if you come to hear a Word from the Lord, a Word that may challenge you, 

comfort you, 

   

 encourage you, 

or even convict you, 

then you’ve come to the right place. For we are a community of faith, disciples of Christ who claim not to have all the answers, but to know where to look, or more appropriately to whom to look for the answers to the great questions of life and death. We take our place with those folks at the Water Gate gathered before Ezra, waiting expectantly for a Word from the Lord who speaks to us even now of joyous, hopeful, loving things. Listen, then, for God has a word for you too – a joyous, hope-filled word – if you will only stop and listen – and believe! Amen
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