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J. Paul Sampley, one of my favorite seminary professors, was serious about the public reading of scripture.   He taught that a proper reading of the text ought to elicit an emotional response from the hearers, and sometime it just ought to bring tears to their eyes.  And that is exactly what we find happening in our morning text.  Ezra has stood to read the word of God and the people have begun to cry.  
Now in case you do not know the story of Ezra, as told by Nehemiah, let me set the scene.  Ezra the priest and Nehemiah the administrator live in the time of King Cyrus of Persia.  Cyrus has just defeated the powers of Babylon and has chosen to set God’s people free from exile.  
In the first chapter of Ezra, we find these words about Cyrus.
In the first year of Cyrus king of Persia . . .  the Lord moved the heart of Cyrus     . . . to make a proclamation throughout his realm . . . .  "This is what Cyrus king of Persia says: " 'The Lord, the God of heaven, has given me all the kingdoms of the earth and he has appointed me to build a temple for him at Jerusalem in Judah. Any . . . of [God’s] people . . .  may . . . go up to Jerusalem . . . and build the temple of the Lord, the God of Israel, the God who is in Jerusalem.

The people of Israel could scarcely believe his words.  They were free; their time of exile was over.  Now they could return to Jerusalem.  Now they could rebuild the Temple.  And they did!  Once they were back home the first thing they did was rebuild the Temple.  

As soon as they could they gathered within its sacred precincts; they gathered for worship and the joy and anticipation were palpable.  They came to the Temple to sing, to pray, to hear again the stories of old.  They came to meet their God and renew the heart of their community.  
As we enter their story this morning we find them in the midst of this great revival. We find them clamoring for Ezra to open the book of the Law, to open the Torah, and to read to them.
And Ezra complies with their wishes.  He rises to the topmost place on a portico of the Temple.  High above their heads he stands and opens the book of the Law.  Immediately the people grow attentive, immediately they stand to their feet in reverence of God’s word.  Immediately, without instruction, they affirm Ezra’s prayer with a twofold Amen, Amen, so be it our God!  
Can you see the picture?  The people are so hungry for God’s word that they lift up their hands as if to receive bread from heaven.  They lift up their bodies into positions of readiness.  They lift up their voices that God might hear their prayer of thanksgiving and then they turn their faces toward the ground.  They bow their heads in humble submission to what they are about to hear.  Electricity and expectancy fill the air.
Ezra began to read from the book of Moses, from morning till noon he read and the people received what they heard with understanding.  We do not know the portions of the text he read but, whatever he read, it brought the people to tears and these were not just any kind of tears.  The word
 the Hebrew Bible uses for the tears that fell that day are described as tears brought forward by emotions of dishonor and disgrace.  They are tears brought forward out of bitter pain.  These tears were wept with wailing and humiliation.  And these tears flowed like rain.  
What happened?  What caused God’s people to lament and mourn?  After all, they had gathered with such joy, with such anticipation.  What happened?   

Commentators on this passage tell us that as the Law of Moses was read the hearts of the people were pierced.   As it was read they realized how far they had strayed from God’s law and love.  The seventy years in exile had done more than move them from the physical location of Jerusalem; it had moved them from the spiritual location as God’s people set apart for God.  No longer were they observant of the feasts and the formulas; no longer did they follow the codes of cleanliness or the patterns of marriage.  So devastating had been the experience of exile on their spiritual being that once they heard the law anew, they knew they were not recognizable as God’s chosen, God’s beloved.  They heard the text and they understood its meaning and they wept because in that moment they knew they had sinned. 
Beloved of God, it wise for us to remember the primary meaning of the word sin in both Testaments, old and new, is to miss the mark, to stray from the right path.
  To sin is to get lost in environs that are not meant for you; it is to take aim with your life at something as important as the will of God and then to let your life fly far afield.  In Nehemiah the people had missed the mark; their lives had wandered far from the path set out for them by God.  In Nehemiah the problem of sin was they no longer knew what sin was, and could not recognize it when it infiltrated their lives.   
On the day Ezra stood to read, God quickened their hearts and opened their minds. God re-minded them of all they had forgotten and in their remorse they remembered and began to weep.   
But Ezra tells them the most amazing thing.  He tells them do not weep.  He tells them, go home and throw a party.  He tells them the joy of the Lord is their strength.  Now our modern day minds may not be able to wrap around this response, but what is going on is so subtle and so beautiful we must not miss it.  Ezra is saying to the people, you do not have to weep anymore; for God has seen your tears, God has heard the depth of your grief the height of your wailing and God has accepted the contrition of your hearts.     Ezra tells them do no weep because in the moment you began to cry, in the moment your hearts were pierced and you acknowledged your sin with tears; in that moment your strength began to return, in that moment you began to repent.  Do not weep, people of God, because this day your tears have washed the scales from your eyes.  This day out of your grief, by your tears, you have confessed and offered yourself back to God.  And God has already received you as God’s own.  Eat the fat of the land, drink the sweet nectar of hope, you have remembered what sin is and have removed yourself from it, so now rejoice!
But in our day, in our land, we are more like Ezra’s neighbors before the tears.  Much like Ezra’s people our culture and our captivity to its ways has numbed us to the look and the feel of sin.  In our national life we miss the mark when we see the needs of nations ravaged by war and famine and we do not act, even turning away from the misery so that we will not be disturbed.  When we do so we miss the mark of being God’s modern Good Samaritans and we sin.  As a nation we have allowed too many of our leaders in industry and politics to prize power and greed above and beyond any semblance of the common good.  They have missed the mark to be good stewards of our nation’s blessings and that is sin.  In our nation, a nation we love, when we are complicit in the degradation of the world’s resources and yet consume and discard with abandon, we miss the mark of caring for God’s creation and we sin.  Like Ezra’s people before the tears, the problem of sin is we have become too accustomed to it, we do not see it, because we have forgotten what sin is.

And in our individual lives we miss the mark when we will not ask for forgiveness when we are wrong, when we will not speak truth in love, when we will not limit our appetites so that we will have more to share.  We miss the mark when we will not love neighbor or God and when we will not even love ourselves as we rush and hurry and do violence to our own souls by filling our schedules leaving no time to play or dream or love.  We have in our national life and our individual lives missed the mark in so many ways, we have sinned and we do not even notice. 
But what if it did notice?  What if sin, as in Ezra’s time, caused us to weep?  What then would happen?  What if at the end of the day we were willing to hear God’s word and do an inventory of the activities of our days, of our hours and our minutes; and ask God where did I follow your path, where did I turn from your path, where did I hit the mark and where did I miss the mark.  What if in prayer we acknowledged our successes and our sins?  And what if we, like Ezra’s contemporaries, with a contrite heart confessed our sins and seized the moment as an opportunity to learn and be transformed, what then would happen?
Beloved of God, may we be brave enough to take the little pad of paper you received on your way into worship, take it and place it somewhere where you will pick it up toward the end of your day.  And then ask God to show us what we did that day that was not of God.  Ask God to show us how we sinned and then, by faith, we can confess and learn and grow and rejoice.   
And if this seems too hard for you, if this seems like a thing that will devastate you; for the truth is our sins are many and the accounting of them hard; if this seems too overwhelming for you, then hear these words of good news.  Look up and see what John saw two millennia ago; look up and behold, the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world.  Look up, see Christ and rejoice!
For, the choir sang it this morning, O lamb of God, sweet lamb of God I love the holy lamb of God, O wash me in his precious blood, My Jesus Christ, the Lamb of God.  If noticing and learning from your sins seems too hard for you, know there is one who came and became the perfect source of forgiveness for all our sins; there is one who became the perfect source of hope for in his hands are kindness and correction, mercy and peace.  
The choir was right when I should have died the sweet, sweet Lamb of God came and brought me to his side.  And now I know the love of a God man flesh that will teach me through my tears and stand me up so that I can more and more often not miss the mark.  Behold the lamb of God who came four you and for me with compassion and love abundant and free.  
Come beloved of God, though our sins be as scarlet, the one whom we all Savior, the one whom we love, has come to make us pure as snow.  Yes come, the Lamb of God awaits you and loves you.

� Ezra 1:1-4.


� The Hebrew word used is בָּכָה bakah, and is pronounced bä·kä'.  It means to weep in grief and humiliation as if in great pain.


� In the Hebrew the word is חָטָא chata’, and it is pronounced khä·tä'.  In the Greek, the primary word used for sin is ἁμαρτία hamartia, and is pronounced, hä-mär-tē'-ä.  Both words carry the same meaning which is to be off tract, to miss the path of right duty, to miss the mark.
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