MAKE LIKE A TREE.....AND BUILD

Psalm 126: 1 When the LORD brought back the captives to  Zion, 
       we were like men who dreamed. 

 2 Our mouths were filled with laughter, 
       our tongues with songs of joy. 
       Then it was said among the nations, 
       "The LORD has done great things for them." 

 3 The LORD has done great things for us, 
       and we are filled with joy. 

 4 Restore our fortunes,  O LORD, 
       like streams in the desert (Negev). 

 5 Those who sow in tears 
       will reap with songs of joy. 

 6 He who goes out weeping, 
       carrying seed to sow, 
       will return with songs of joy, 
       carrying sheaves with him.


“Somebody pinch me.” If that's what any of you are thinking, now that we are gathered here in this beautiful sanctuary after a year's search for a church home, when for most of that year we did not know where we would end up, you're not alone. Our facilities search committee and I walked through a lot of office complexes, schools, auditoriums, gymnasiums, and a synagogue, the kinds of places which new and smaller churches normally find to rent, before this door opened for us. So if it had ever occurred to me, say, last February, that we would be gathering in a space so beautiful and spacious and so well-located for ministry and partnership with other churches and ministries, I too would have said, "Somebody pinch me." 


But its not just me or us I'm thinking about when I say, “Somebody pinch me.” That's the main point of the Psalm we just heard read, Psalm 126. “When the Lord brought home the captives—the exiles—of Zion, we were like those who dreamed. Our mouths were filled with laughter,” the Psalm says, the laughter of those who find themselves in a situation better than their wildest dreams, and who are hoping against hope that this is not a dream. But if there is any doubt, there is backup testimony from others: "Then it was said among the nations, 'The LORD has done great things for them.'  3 The LORD has done great things for us, and we are filled with joy." 


Amen, anybody?


In the case of Psalm 126, the nearly unbelievably good situation, 2600 years ago, is that the Hebrew exiles have returned to Zion from 70 years of captivity in Babylon. This psalm records the powerful emotions of the returning Hebrews. Some of them were survivors, pushing eighty and ninety years of age, who had endured the sacking of Jerusalem, and 70 years of captivity and exile, returning home, with their children, grandchildren and great-grandchildren in tow. Their song then became one of the Psalms of Ascent, those 16 psalms which Jewish pilgrims would sing on their way to  Jerusalem and the second temple for any one of the great feasts. Coming from their own places of exile all around the world, they sang Psalm 126 to recount and re-enact their ancestors' return from exile in Babylon. To this day, whenever they conclude the Passover feast, they say, "L'shanah habach birushulayem"--"Next year in Jerusalem!" 


What made their joy all the greater, upon their homecoming 2600 years ago, was that this was one very close call. Israel was scattered among the nations the way one might scatter seed in a field. Worse than that, the way one might scatter seed while weeping, the Psalm says. The only reason I can think of that one might go about sowing wheat while sobbing, is if it has been a bad year, in which the harvest was so small that there was only enough of a harvest to sow, or enough of one to eat, but not enough to do both. 


So which is it? Eat now and starve later, or starve now and hope you survive to sow another crop, maybe to eat later? Psalm 126 reflects how Israel has just gone through a very lean, belt-tightening hair's breadth escape in which they lost their home and were sown among the nations under distress and duress. But now, look at the harvest of exiles and their descendants coming back. “He who went forth weeping, while sowing seed, will come home rejoicing, bringing in the sheaves.”


But this isn't the last word, we soon learn from verse 4: “Restore our fortunes, O God of Jacob, like streams in the desert,” the Psalm goes on to say. Which is a strange thing to pray, if your fortunes have already been restored. Unless they have only been restored so far, and if much more remains to be restored.


Which was the case, we know, from the Old Testament books of Nehemiah and Ezrah. The captives returned to find the city and the temple and the walls right where they left them, but only as Indiana Jones might find them, as dusty, ashen ruins of their former glories. Or the way a crime scene detective might, as she sifts through evidence of arson, murder and wanton destruction. And once those returning exiles bent their backs and lent their arms to the long, slow process of rebuilding the city, they often didn't know whether to laugh or to cry. They still had to sow in tears, with no guarantee of any lasting results. Indeed, when the foundation of the temple was relaid, Ezrah tells us that among the crowd there to celebrate, one could hear both the cheering of those who had only seen progress, and the weeping of those who remembered what had stood there before. 


To make matters worse, all this rested on the good will and tolerance of their overlords in Babylon, and later in Persia, Greece and Rome. Technically, geographically, they were back from exile. But in many other ways, they were still exiles, just now in their native land. More correctly could it be said that this was not really their complete return from exile; it was only a way station on the long road back from exile. A road that still stretches out before us today.


And that's why Psalm 126 is an Advent/Christmas Season psalm. Christians share, with ancient Israel, the hope of return and reunion, from our scattered places of spiritual exile in this world. Like our Hebrew spiritual ancestors, we are citizens of another kingdom. We have seen the gleam of a distant city that beckons us. And though we love people and God's creation, we cannot feel entirely at home in the world that humans create after their own image. 


But the home we long most to come home to is not a particular geographical location such as we might travel to today. The Christian faith that tells us that now God's Spirit is equally present and powerful everywhere and anywhere with us in our sojourn. Our faith is not about going back to the old Zion, but about a New Zion coming to us. 


So, on our journey homeward, we must look beyond a temple where sacrifices and prayers once occurred, to the place of humanity's first exile. As the words of our Advent Season song put it, in verse 4, “The glorious gates of Paradise the angel guards no more; this day again those gates unfold, with praise our God adore.” The season of Advent tells us that the time of our exile is nearing its end. 


For now, yes, let's celebrate this beautiful and gracious way station on our road back from exile. But look homeward, too, beyond these beautiful walls of brick, stone and wood; look homeward beyond the beautiful places of our youth, where first we may have felt love and security, look homeward beyond a temple whose foundation alone remains today as a wall in the city of Jerusalem. Look all the way back to the gates that clanged shut behind our first father and mother, Adam and Eve, that locked all of us out of the place where they once walked and talked with God in the cool of the day, the gates that have been guarded by a stern-faced angel with a fiery sword, telling us in that powerful and distressing image that none of us can ever go back to a state of original innocence. The only way homeward is forward, through life and death, growth and struggle, to glory.


Not the glory of dominance, conquest and wealth, but the glory of the service and humility of the God-made-flesh, who came to dwell among us, as one of us. On that night which we celebrate on Christmas, in Bethlehem long ago, the gates of paradise indeed opened again, but from the inside, not so that we might go back in to original innocence, but that Someone might come out, to join us here in the valley of the shadow of death, to sojourn with us in our long exile, not just until we go to heaven, but until heaven descends to us in the city of New Zion. 


But like ancient Israel, we too make the journey homeward by way stations along the road. Places like the road-side rest stop in Judah called “Eben-Ezer.” There, stones were piled up to mark the spot where Israel's invading enemies were routed by God. Eben-Ezer meant “up to here:” up to here, thus far, the Lord has helped us.


This sanctuary is a sort of Eben-Ezer for us, a visual reminder that, up to  this point, today, now and here, the Lord has helped us. It is a way station on our homeward road back from exile. But it is not our final destination. 


With the Israelites returning to Zion, we can say, "We are like those who dream; our mouths are filled with laughter, and our tongues with songs of joy....The Lord has done great things for us." But like them, we can also pray, "Restore our fortunes, O Lord, like streams in the desert." Because, while this moment in this location marks the end of one search process, it is also the beginning of another stage. Emmanuel Mennonite Church has found a place. Now we must find our place within this place. By "this place," I do not only mean this wonderful, beautiful and historic sanctuary. By "this place" I also mean this neighborhood and community, including the community of God's people, the churches, ministries and congregations. By "our place" in this place I mean our place and role in this community of residents, students, schools, businesses, social service agencies, immigrant and ethnic communities, and fellow churches. We are a regional church, drawing people from Minnetonka to Mahtomedi, from Eagan to Ham Lake. But with this move we are now also more of a neighborhood and community church than we ever could have been while we were meeting within a seminary campus in the St. Anthony Park neighborhood. 


So, until our homecoming from exile is complete, what is our place within this place, this wonderful way station on our road home? For that, today's other lectionary Bible text speaks quite powerfully. Its almost as though whoever put together this year's schedule of Sunday scripture passages (hundreds of years ago) knew that on December 14, on the third Sunday of Advent, 2008, Emmanuel Mennonite Church would be moving into a new space for worship and ministry, and would need a Bible text that would speak to the joy of this occasion, and one that would speak to the stages and the challenges ahead of us. Psalm 126 gives us words for the joy of this moment, after our journey of search and discovery. Isaiah 61 gives us words and images for looking ahead. As in verse 3: "They will be called oaks of righteousness,   a planting of the LORD   for the display of his splendor. 4) They will rebuild the ancient ruins   and restore the places long devastated;   they will renew the ruined cities  that have been devastated for generations." 


So what is our place in this place? What is our role in this new setting? Isaiah gives us two images which were meant to guide the very same people who gave us Psalm 126, the exiles and captives who would return home to Judah and Jerusalem: they are to be trees and builders. Or Re-builders. "They will be called oaks of righteousness,   a planting of the LORD   for the display of his splendor." And "They will rebuild the ancient ruins   and restore the places long devastated...the cities long devastated." 


When you exiles and captives return home, Isaiah is saying, "Make like a tree, and....stay." Make like a tree, put down roots, and reach for the heights. The value of trees is in the way they unite heaven and earth. The carbon dioxide they pull in through their leaves from the atmosphere energizes their roots to go down deep into the soil, pull up nutrients and water, bring those nutrients up in the form of leaves and wood, and pump that water from the soil back into the air by transpiration. In that way, trees unite heaven and earth. Like the church is called to do. 


And when you add up the value of all the things that trees do just by staying put and putting down roots and reaching up toward heaven, its stunning. The City of Golden Valley recently estimated that each mature tree contributes, annually, $30,000 worth of oxygen recycling, $35,000 worth of stormwater abatement and control, and $60,000 worth of air pollution removal. That's every tree, every year. Multiply that over the tree's 100 year-plus lifespan and each tree may literally be worth its weight in gold. And it does all that just by staying put, putting down roots, and reaching up toward heaven. 


So let's all make like trees and....put down roots here, reach toward heaven, in worship, love and prayer, and stand, in our place between this city and the city that is to come. With all the needs in this community, with all the ministries in this community, with all the connections we already have here, with Messiah Lutheran church and Urban Ventures--and did you know that the first Mennonite sponsored fair trade store in the Twin Cities was just down Chicago Ave., at the corner of Lake Street?--its tempting to immediately run this way and that trying to be helpful, involved and productive. And we will be. But for now,  let's be patient and make like trees, Isaiah's "Oaks of Righteousness," who do what they're supposed to do by being who they're supposed to be. 


The second image Isaiah gives us is of "builders." Or "re-builders of ruined cities." Logically, because that's what the exiles would come home from Babylon to find: ruined cities. And in a way, that's kind of what we find here. So many people I've talked to have said, "Oh, you're moving into that neighborhood." And I know what they mean. But I reply, "Yes, that exciting multicultural neighborhood near the Minneapolis Institute of Arts; near Allina Headquarters and world class medical institutions like Children's Hospital and Abbott-Northwestern, near the MidTown global market and the wonderful revival of Lake Street, with its urban economic flowering of Somali and Hispanic-owned businesses, sometimes under the same roof. Have you seen the halal carnicerias on Lake Street yet? Where else but in such an amazing neighborhood as this?


Talk about "rebuilding ruined cities": some of us who remember that first Ten Thousand villages store, down  near the corner of Lake and Chicago, may also remember how embarrassing and distressing it was to be so near the two of the biggest anchor businesses of the community at that time: Lake Street Liquors on one side of Chicago, and an "adult entertainment" center on the other. The latter is no more, and the former one is overshadowed by new businesses in the area. There is still poverty, distress and decay, but a quick tour of the area shows that there are also gifted, entrepreneurial people, new housing and businesses, and many social service agencies reaching out, many of which are faith-based and church-related.


Which is to say that God's work of rebuilding ruined cities will not start with our arrival here. It is already well underway. But for some reason God seems to think that we have much to learn from this community and the ministries already here, and that we also have something to offer. But to find out what that is, we'll need to make like trees, put down roots in the community, and reach toward heaven, until the final city arrives. 


If we want to see signs and sneak peaks of the city that God is rebuilding, do not look just for new businesses, or new relationships among different groups of people. Those are there, and they are good. But God has a bigger urban renewal project in mind, for which the rebuilding of Judah's cities, after Israel's 70 years of exile, was only a pilot project, a demonstration plot. The ministries and the signs of revitalization going on around here are also only foretastes of that cosmic urban renewal project to come, called "the New Zion." They are expressions of that work of God's Spirit to renew and to reconcile, that cannot be repressed. It pops up in even the most blighted of neighborhoods.  You'll know the real thing is here when, according to the last chapters of the Bible, the last and greatest city descends from heaven, and the tree of life which once stood in the first garden, the one from which we are in exile, stands again alongside the river of life. And there will be no temple in that city, such as this one, we are told, because Christ, the Lamb of God, will be its temple, and God will again dwell among his people, to walk and talk with them in the cool of the day. 


I don't know how much of all that imagery from the Bible is literal or symbolic, nor how much of it is for now or the future. But if that, in its fullness is our future, and the future of God's city, then it falls on us to get used to it even now and prepare for it by putting down roots, by reaching toward heaven, and by helping to rebuild, here and now, in this beautiful way station, on our road home from exile, where we can say,  now and forever, "The Lord has done great things for us, and we are filled with joy!"


Amen, anybody?
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