
 
  
   

 K.C. Ptomey, the late former pastor of Westminster Presbyterian Church and a 
friend and mentor of mine, told a story once that he had heard from an old friend and 
mentor of his. The man was serving in his first church in rural North Carolina. He went 
on a Sunday afternoon to visit some members in an out-of-the-way hollow in the woods. 
The first family he visited were glad to welcome him and extended hospitality, directing 
him to sit on the couch on one end of the living room. Even though the family appeared 
to have little in the way of resources, he noticed a beautiful family Bible on the coffee 
table. When he went to the next house, he discovered that the family also had a beautiful, 
large family Bible on the coffee table. As he went to the third home, out of the corner of 
his eye, he caught sight of a young boy running between the houses with a large, 
beautiful family Bible under his arm.1  
 
 K.C. goes on to say, “Not every family in that hollow could afford an expensive 
family Bible. But obviously they thought it was important to display one when the 
preacher came to call. And who knows – maybe this was indicative of their sense that the 
Bible is precious, important, and ought to be treasured.” 
 
 Every year at the Birthday Party for Jesus, I read the Christmas story from Luke’s 
Gospel from a leather-bound King James Version I received on August 15, 1983 from the 
First Cumberland Presbyterian Church on the occasion of preaching my first sermon. I 
was sixteen years old, and thankfully the sermon is long gone, but I treasure that Bible.  
 
 Here at First Presbyterian, we treasure the Bible as well, so much so that we mark 
different seasons of life publicly by conferring Bibles. We give Bibles to our third 
graders, inviting them to treasure the stories it contains, with ample artwork to bring them 
to life. We give Bibles to our Confirmation students that have fewer pictures and more 
words as they dig deeper into their faith and find in the pages, especially of the Gospel of 
Luke, the stories of God with us. And we give Bibles to our high school seniors, leaving 
them out so anyone can sign them. I always put at the end of my signature Micah 6:8, 
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always with a prayer that one day, perhaps facing a decision about how to be or act in the 
world, one of many such decisions that come for those walking into young adulthood, 
they will pick up the Bible, see that reference, turn to it and read, “God has shown you, O 
mortal, what is good. And what does the Lord require of you but to do justice, and to love 
kindness, and to walk humbly with your God?” Now those are some words that can frame 
a life. 
 
 The Bible is filled with such words, such stories, waiting to be heard, read, 
discovered and re-discovered. We’ve become so accustomed to this gift, in fact, that it is 
hard to imagine not having it, to imagine all the Scriptures being lost to us for decades, so 
that the next generation, and then the next, stopped hearing these stories, were unable to 
turn to these words, and then, gradually, forgot them altogether.  
 
 This is exactly the situation the Hebrew people are in when Ezra steps onto a 
wooden platform, opens a scroll, and begins to read these forgotten words. Hundreds of 
years before, God had given the people, by sheer grace, the gifts of land, security, 
abundance, and the Word, the Law, which was intended to help form them into the 
people of God, to help them frame their lives. Walter Brueggemann says that the memory 
of those gifts and that relationship was the glue that bound the Israelites together. It also 
kept them close to God, reliant upon God, and responsive to God.2  
 
 So, when they are taken into exile to Babylon and held there for fifty years, they 
lost more than their homes, their security, their abundance. They lost their stories, their 
beloved Law, their very faith. By the time Cyrus of Persia allows the exiles to return 
home, they see, yes, the Temple in ruins, the walls crumbled, but, even worse, their faith 
itself is a pile of rubble. Nehemiah was an administrator and Ezra was a scribe, and 
together they engaged the people in projects to rebuild and renew.  
 
 Once they had a place to worship, the people asked Ezra to read from the scroll he 
brought back with him from Babylon. It was the scroll of the first five books of the 
Hebrew Bible, the five books of Moses. The people built the wooden platform so that he 
could be seen and heard. They all gathered, men and women, and all who could hear and 
understand, so all ages, children, youth, and adults.  
 
 I can never read what happens next without thinking of a woman I’ll call Molly. I 
was the worship leader for a youth conference back in the early 1990’s at NaCoMe Camp 
and Conference Center. Part of my responsibility was to secure Bible readers for the 
services. We got to one of the services when I realized I had forgotten to ask anyone. 
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Rather than put one of the youth on the spot, I spotted Molly and asked if she could read 
it. She quickly agreed. 
  
 When the time came for her to read, she came up to the pulpit there in the outdoor 
chapel, and with the sound of the creek and the birds and the beauty of the fading evening 
light, and a little bit of breeze cutting through the summer humidity, she began, “O Lord, 
you have searched me and known me…” No sooner were one or two verses out of her 
mouth than she began crying. “You know when I sit down and when I rise up, and 
discern my thoughts from far away,” she said, tears streaming down onto the text below 
her. “Even before a word is on my tongue, you know it completely…” I looked around 
and saw others crying as well, weeping along with Molly, adults and youth, absolutely 
captivated by these words that had summoned such profound emotion. 
 
 When she finished, she said, “I’m sorry. I had never read this before. It is just so 
beautiful.” And she sat down.  
 
 She found herself in the story of God, a God as close as her next breath, in the 
reading of the Word. And the congregation found themselves afresh in the ancient story, 
and they wept. 
 
 Ezra seems concerned about the tears of the Hebrews there in the rebuilt Temple. 
They have heard all the old stories – the Creation, Noah and the ark, Abraham and Sarah, 
Joseph and the coat of many colors, Miriam and Moses, the Ten Commandments. The 
stories are read in Hebrew, and so much time has gone by that most of the people speak 
only Arabic, so thirteen priests are sent out among the people to give them the sense of 
the text. And, like waves, the people begin to weep as they recognize that this is their 
story. That’s part of the reason for reading Scripture, not just to understand the words on 
the page, but to find yourself in the story, to have it grasp you, to find God’s Word for 
you. A preacher tells the story of people coming out after worship and one man said, 
“That was a powerful sermon you preached this morning pastor. Everything you said 
applies to somebody I know.”  
 
 Ezra is concerned about their tears. But I wonder if it isn’t more than grief, or a 
sense of guilt that they have moved so far away from these stories. I wonder if there is 
not also joy in those tears. They were lost to themselves, and in these words they are 
found, they are once again part of this much larger story of God and God’s work in the 
world.  
 
 Ezra sends them home to feast, to prepare enough for neighbors who may have 
little, and to celebrate together this Word they have heard. 



 
 Ezra sends them home with these words: “The joy of the Lord is your strength.”  
 
 If we read the Bible, alone or in community, what we discover in its pages is joy. 
This is how it becomes God’s Word for us, when we move from, “I know,” in the manner 
of facts, memorized verses, pages and pages of scholarship; to I know, when the Word 
has penetrated our hearts and we know these are not just words, just stories, they are our 
words, our stories. That’s when we find the joy God intends for you and for all, and that 
joy, the joy of the Lord, is our strength. There is challenge in this Word, of course. There 
is a costly call to discipleship in this Word, for sure. There’s a lot in this Word that can be 
difficult to understand or can be misinterpreted. But the joy we find when we locate 
ourselves in this story of a God who welcomes and forgives and heals us gives us more 
than enough strength for the journey ever deeper into its depths. Because in the end we 
find a God who will not let us go. 
 
 Several years ago I was visiting with a woman in our congregation who has since 
died. She was one of those people who, when you visit them, you come away blessed as a 
pastor, though your intention going in was to be the giver of the blessing. I remembered 
her as I was preparing this sermon, because one of the things she insisted on doing every 
time I visited was having me read scripture. I would ask, “What do you want me to read,” 
and she would say, “It doesn’t matter. Whatever is on your heart. All the words are 
good.” 
 
 I thought once I might read the story of the prophet Elisha heading up to Bethel 
when a group of boys started calling out to him, “Go away baldhead! Go away 
Baldhead!,” and two she-bears come out of the woods and maul forty-two of the boys. 
You know, just to test her assertion.  
 
 But I knew what she meant. All the words are good. To the extent we meet the God 
who loves us and grants us grace and calls us and gives us joy, all the words are good 
indeed. So I would read, usually from the Psalms – “I lift up my eyes to the hills. From 
where does my help come? My help comes from the Lord, who made heaven and earth… 
 
 And I would look up at the end, and her eyes were closed, and sometimes there 
were tears, and a smile. It is true. It is true. The joy of the Lord is your strength. Amen.  
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