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…and Ezra opened the book in the sight of all the people…

 and when he opened it, all the people stood up…

The first time I worshiped in an African-American church, I wasn’t too 

sure what was happening when it came time to read the Scriptures. 

We had already been there for close to an hour; singing songs, 

saying prayers – we had had one collection for mission work, and I 

knew that there would be another after the sermon. But, that didn’t 

seem to be happening anytime soon.

Now I have to say that my first experience might be atypical – I’ve 

worshiped since then in several Presbyterian churches whose 

membership is predominately African-American, but this Baptist 

church down the road from us had invited the predominately white 

Presbyterians to join them in worshiping together for a couple of 

weeks in the summer, and I really didn’t know what to expect.

Finally, the black pastor nodded  to the deacon assigned to read the 

Scriptures that Sunday. She came forward to a side lectern, called 

everybody’s attention to the passage in the Old Testament, opened 

her Bible, and read the assigned text. Okay, now things were moving 

along, I thought. Soon we’ll get to the sermon – Ah, but I was really 

shaping my expectations out of my Presbyterian-frozen-chosen-

experience.
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The deacon then gave a “brief” Bible study lesson on the Old 

Testament passage; followed by another hymn – more singing and a 

prayer – the same was repeated at the reading of the Epistle lesson – 

AND then came the Gospel reading! I was getting into the routine; I 

could see where this was going, so I was taken by surprised when 

the deacon raised her voice to almost a shout, and the black pastor 

rose out of his seat, and the organist and the pianist both played 

music that also raised to a crescendo, and we all asked to stand at 



,

the reading of the Gospel passage.

We Presbyterians make jokes about being the “frozen chosen.” 

Somewhere in our collective past we decided to push order over 

ardor. We are far more comfortable with the staid versus the 

exuberant. In general, we like our music majestic, less upbeat, our 

prayers carefully crafted, our sermons less likely to generate 

excitement. And, we like sitting down as much as possible throughout 

the whole ONE HOUR service!

After that service at the black Baptist church, I asked the pastor 

where came their tradition of standing for the Gospel reading. He 

unhesitatingly told me – Nehemiah 8. Well, because Nehemiah is one 

of those books most people avoid, I had only a vague idea  about 

what he was talking. I remembered reading it when I once read the 

whole Bible from Genesis to Revelation back when I was in high 

school, and, again, in seminary, studying the Old Testament, I 

remembered that it was about the rebuilding of Solomon’s Temple, 

and that to the Jews it was included in the section of the Bible they 

called the Writings or the Histories. But, as to that particular chapter – 

I didn’t have a clue…

Yet, our reading this morning contains the very reference to which 

that black pastor alluded. The Book of Nehemiah and its companion, 

the Book of Ezra tell the story of the rebuilding of the Temple, as I 

said, and of the return of the Jews from their exile to Babylon during 

the time of the prophets – around the mid-400s BC. Nehemiah and 

Ezra have some overlap, but you’ll not find Nehemiah mentioned in 

Ezra. As biblical scholars have noted, Ezra tells the story from a 

priestly point of view; whereas Nehemiah is closer to what we think of 

as modern history.

History or not, our passage gives us clues as to how we might hear 

God’s Word. I opened with the story of how one black Baptist 

congregation adopted what those ancient people did when the “law of 

Moses” was read. A second point comes when we look beyond the 

reading by the priest Ezra to all those in attendance with him I wasn’t



reading by the priest Ezra to all those in attendance with him. I wasn’t 

sure whether or not to read all the names of the others who stood 

with Ezra, nor of those who went among the people to help them 

comprehend what they heard. As the writer of Nehemiah recorded, 

these folk “helped the people understand the law…”

I’ve shared some of this with you all before how I sojourned in the 

Methodist camp for eight years. And, while I’m not what my wife calls  
Page 3 of 7

a cradle-Presbyterian, I consider myself to be a lifelong one. One of 

the things that drives this home for me is how I look at how the 

church is run, how it’s organized, how it’s governed. All the while I 

was worshiping with the Methodists, I kept saying to myself – “that’s 

just the way we Presbyterians do it…” Or, “that’s NOT how we do it…” 

That’s when I realized how much of a Presbyterian I am.

As many of us know, the Presbyterian form of government is 

somewhat mirrored in our civil government. One pundit wrote shortly 

after the Constitutional Convention had concluded its work that in 

spite of Mr. Jefferson’s and Mr. Franklin’s bold Declaration of 

Independence, the Presbyterians led by Mr. Witherspoon won the day 

in writing the Constitution. We Presbyterians are not congregational, 

where most, if not all, decisions are made by the congregation. Nor 

are we Episcopal, where the priest or the rector has the final say. 

Presbyterians have a representative form of government in that 

ministers and elders [and deacons, if necessary] share in the 

governance and leadership of the church.

Ezra and Nehemiah had their assistants. Some of those were named 

in the verses included our passage this morning. Their job was to 

“give sense, so that the people understood.” That’s part of the job of 

elders, as the Book of Order describes it. To provide for worship and 

education – in fact, it is clearly stated they “should cultivate their 

ability to teach the Bible…”



When we ordain people to the lofty calling of elder, along with any 

others who have previously ordained, they will be installed to serve 

you, the congregation, for a period of two or three years. During this 

time, they will assist the pastor in worship, in governing the church, 

and in teaching and leading the congregation to understand God’s 

Word helping everyone to know who God is calling you to be, and 

what God is calling you to do, and in caring for other members of the 

congregation. In short, help in interpreting God’s Word for the whole 

of our lives.

You see, it’s not just the pastor who does this. It takes a team, just as 

it did in Nehemiah’s and Ezra’s time. As one ancient biblical 

commentator has written, “For just as the body is one and has many 

members, and all the members of the body, though many, are one 

body, so it is with Christ… If the foot would say, ‘Because I am not a 

hand, I do not belong to the body…” I could go on, but you begin to 

get the idea. To be the church, we need to use our gifts together. To 

lead the church, there needs to be those whose gifts are in leadership 

and are called to help and lead the people in understanding and 

doing God’s Word and work.

A final point gets us back to the story I told in the beginning. That 

black Baptist church has a tradition of standing in awe of God’s Word 

in the reading of the Gospel. They also have as strong sense of 

community – one that came to embrace the white Presbyterians up 

the road. And the Presbyterians returned the favor.
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Almost 15 years ago, the black church’s sanctuary was condemned 

because of termite damage. The Presbyterian church was in the 

midst of a three-quarter of a million dollar fund raiser to build a new 

fellowship hall and education building of their own. When the 

Presbyterians heard about the plight of their Christian sisters and 

brothers, they raised an additional $35,000, about a third of what the 

black church needed to break ground on their new sanctuary.



g y

Both congregations experienced the “joy of the Lord” the day the 

check was presented. Both rejoiced in strength from the work of the 

Holy Spirit that had brought those two communities of faith together. 

Both remain in awe of how God works in them, through them, and 

with them together to be a witness of God’s love, power, and gifts.

So let us take courage from God’s Word. Let us stand in awe of 

God’s grace, mercy, and love. Let us rejoice in the strength of that 

love made known to us in, through, and as Jesus the Christ, our Lord, 

our Savior.

Let us pray: Holy and mighty God, You are from everlasting to 

everlasting.  Your Word is a light unto our feet, and so we rejoice in 

the strength of that Light and we stand in awe in the fullness of Your 

love.  Help us to understand Your call to serve You and others.  Help 

us to know You and to share that knowledge with others.  Help us to 

live as people chosen by You to help others come to know You in, 

through, and as our Lord Jesus, in whose name we pray.  Amen.
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