15th June 2008 
Ezra 3:7-13; Matt 12:1-8; 1 Cor 3:1-17
Their capital city was in flames. The people were literally starving from a two-year siege where their food supplies failed. Their captured king, a rebel against the victorious power was forced to watch his own sons being killed. It was the last thing he ever saw – as his eyes were then gouged out and, worse than being killed, he was taken away as a captive to the land of his conquerors. And not just him. Thousands of his people were forced to make the long, hard, sorry journey, carrying their possessions, all they had left in the world.

And the Temple. The glorious house that Solomon had built so that the mighty Yahweh had a place to dwell permanently among his chosen people. It had been sacked, its treasures plundered and it, too was a pile of smoking rubble. Judah’s population was reduced to poor farm workers left to eke out an existence as a minor province of a major empire.
To all intents and purposes the covenant people of Israel seemed finished.

The book of Lamentations captures the mood.

How deserted lies the city, once so full of people!   How like a widow  is she, who once was great among the nations! She who was queen among the provinces has now become a slave.  (Lam 1:1)

After affliction and harsh labour, Judah has gone into exile. She dwells among the nations; she finds no resting place.  (Lam 1:3)

The people of Judah found themselves captive in the land of Babylon, far from home, defeated and dispossessed of the Land they had been promised, wondering how they would live with themselves, with their regrets and how, as the Psalmist said, they would 
“sing the songs of the Lord while in a foreign land” (Psalm 137:4)
It’s not as if they didn’t know it was coming.  The flamboyant and unpredictable prophet Jeremiah had long made himself unpopular in Jerusalem by prophesying about the yoke of the Babylonians which would come (Jer 27) because of Judah’s unfaithfulness to God.  But, along with the other prophets of the exile times, Jeremiah also gave the people a word of hope. He bought a field in the desperate time of the siege (Jer 32) and spoke prophecies of restoration (Jer 33). There was hope, he said, in spite of all appearances to the contrary.
Exile seemed like the worst possible thing that could happen to the people of God, but in fact, it taught them more than they could ever have learned had they stayed at home.

In Babylon things weren’t always so bad. They were probably put to work in the fields as labourers although craftsmen would have been valued. The Babylonians did not scatter exiled peoples amongst their own, like other empires had. The people of Judah had the opportunity to stay together. They didn’t have the glory of Jerusalem – Solomon’s Temple – but they did have each other and a richness of oral and written tradition that they began to draw on.

When disaster strikes, so often we realised what is really important to us. And what the people of Yahweh felt was important to them were their stories of God acting among them to make them the nation they had once been. And so they looked back, right to the beginning of life itself and collected together, and edited their stories of how they came to be. We now have those documents in the first four books of the Bible. 
As they looked back and re-told their ancient stories they learned quite a few valuable lessons. They saw, for example, that the problem of disobedience to God’s commands wasn’t new but was a part of what it is to be human. They saw, for example how time and again God had remained faithful to his promises to his chosen people – at first they were a small family with a fertility problem but they did indeed, come through slavery and wilderness become a great nation. A re-assessment of the current situation was made and a new hope was born. Acknowledging their failures, they saw that If God had brought his people out of slavery in Egypt and guided them through the wilderness to the Promised Land, then surely he was still in control of their history and would, as Jeremiah had said, restore them once more.
So, in exile the people learned what was precious to them and secured their identity by editing and writing their stories down.

They also had to find a new way to worship. The Temple which had been the centre of their worship was gone. The place where Yahweh physically lived with his people was razed to the ground. Did God no longer live among them? They learned that God could still be among them away from Jerusalem, in the way he had been there in the wilderness before the conquest of the Promised Land. They could worship God, not with sacrifices on the Temple altar but in prayer, reading of Scripture and song. The worship of Yahweh in the Temple was evolving into what we’d recognize in the New Testament as Rabbinic Judaism. Out of the ashes of conquered Jerusalem, a new way of being with and for God was born.
Something like a death and resurrection.
In many ways, before they even found themselves back in Jerusalem, the foundations of their new life were already laid.

It was the rise of another empire, this time the Persians that brought Cyrus, deliverer of Israel to power. He was unusually enlightened for his time and allowed previously conquered peoples to return to their homelands. So, over a period of some years, many did. And the people of Judah went back to Jerusalem. 
One of the first things the returning exiles did was to rebuild the altar on its old site in the temple ruins and begin to worship God. They were claiming continuity with the old ways, yet nothing was quite the same. 
A couple of years later the time was right for the Levites to get to work to rebuild the temple itself under the supervision of Zerubbabel. His name is Babylonian and means “offspring of Babylon”. He was the Civil ruler of Judah and had as his partner in the rebuilding Joshua, the High Priest. Zerubbabel was descended from the second-last king of Judah, was of Davidic lineage and is named in Matthew’s genealogy of Jesus. But he most certainly wasn’t a king. That experiment had failed. So God was not re-instating the old order but building something new – and yet not altogether new. The potter was re-fashioning the clay. (Jer 18)
The catastrophic failure had been made into something that turned the Lamentations into hope. Something like a death and resurrection.

And so we have the extraordinarily vivid picture painted for us in today’s reading. The timber has arrived from Lebanon – the same place that had supplied Solomon’s first temple. The builders are organized and get to work. And as the foundations are laid, a celebration is ordered according to David’s rules. Everyone is properly dressed and the instruments are brought out – it is in many ways reminiscent of the dedication of the first temple. And yet it is fundamentally different. The experience of defeat, humiliation and exile has marked the Jewish people and they will never be the same again. 
This is given to us most vividly in verses 12 and 13 of Ezra chapter 3. There were people at the celebration who remembered the first temple - it had been destroyed 50 years previously so that’s possible. No doubt the passage of time had made the original temple even more splendid in their minds than it had been in reality, but the celebrations of God’s faithfulness in restoring the exiles to Jerusalem to worship him there, were mixed with sorrow. Regrets for the past glories lost and for the faithlessness to God’s covenant. It all came together in one cacophony of praise and lament. 

While they were building the physical foundations, the Spiritual foundations were already laid. It took a long time for the temple to be completed and there was more opposition to come. But the Jewish faith survived and flourished and no doubt the work carried out by the rivers of Babylon in re-assessing their faith contributed to that.
And we are heirs of this tradition. Our roots in the faith of Israel have much to teach us. The Jewish faith sees itself through the twin lenses of exodus and exile. Death and resurrection, both.
For sometimes I feel as if Christians today are in a kind of an exile. The world we inhabit is so different from what we think God might like it to be. We are surrounded by people who do not worship our God. And no doubt we too paint a rosier picture than reality of the good old days. But God’s love and faithfulness brought Israel out of slavery in Egypt, returned them to their land after exile in faithfulness to his Covenant, and restored Jesus to life after his humiliating death on a cross. We are together in community in exile with a foundation built not of Lebanon Cedars, but on Jesus who is greater than the Temple, Lord of the Sabbath (Matt 12) and on whom all our building must be based. ( 1 Cor 3)
Part of my course involves a congregational study. You are being watched! But some of my reading for that has really resonated with me as I have spent time this week with the returning exiles. In my exercise for college, I am asked to try to get to the essence of what makes St Mark’s St Mark’s. Can we, like the Jewish people think about what is important to us as a community and what makes us who we are? If we can identify our foundations then perhaps we will be better partners in the building of God’s kingdom.
Some things to think about in homegroups but also I’d love to make it wider than that. It’s a little tongue-in cheek but I hope that it will provoke some serious reflection on the ingredients of the glue that holds us together as Kelvin said last week.
I’m genuinely interested in your answers and if you have time, do scribble down some answers over coffee this morning or you can give then back to me over the next couple of weeks or by email if you’d like – homework!!

Questions

In exile the people of Judah lost everything but remembered their traditional stories. If we lost all our written records and photographs – what would be the important story from the St Mark’s tradition that we’d re-tell?
Psalm 137 sums up the feelings of the exiles. What would be the hymn or song that sums up St Mark’s?

The returning exiles celebrated the laying of the foundations. If St Mark’s could only celebrate one special event a year what would it be?

Think about it!

Finally, the verse which really stuck out for me this week was verse 13 particularly after a wonderful evening with the Psalm drummers on Thursday. The people of God, coming together to build their foundations made an incredible noise out of their joy and their sorrow. “And the sound was heard far away” (Ezra 3:13)
That is the sort of impact that working in partnership with God to build his kingdom can have. I don’t know about you but I am excited about the idea of all of this community, and people for miles around hearing us shouting of and to God. Sure of our foundations, can we, with trumpet, cymbals, drums and voices and also in quiet words and deeds make such a noise for God that it is heard for miles around, attracting people who want to hear more?
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