
Ezra 3:1-13; Psalm 136:1-16,26  

The passage from Ezra that we read today resonates with us in many ways. Let’s start 

with the context though. The people of Israel have come back from Babylonia after their 

exile. This is the first group of exiles returning and their task is to rebuild the Temple 

which had been destroyed 50 years previously.  

This joy and excitement were probably like those felt by George MacLeod and his team 

when they set off to Iona to rebuild the Abbey there or by members of the Church of 

Scotland congregation in Pont Street in London when they started rebuilding their church 

building after the Blitz. 

Can we relate to that feeling? Our situation is very different and yet similar. Our way of 

being church seems to be lying in ruins. What we love and cherish is no longer 

appreciated by the society, there are few people coming to church, church seems 

irrelevant and dying. And yet there is an energy and hope and expectation in the Church. 

As many of you will know Kenny and I have just returned from the General Assembly of 

the Church of Scotland. It’s been a tiring but also invigorating week to be part of. As a 

court of the Church we took some monumental decisions trying to reshape the way we 

witness to Scottish society in the 21st century.  

Mission and outreach are our priorities. And mission means more than simply opening 

our buildings to yoga, fatburn or Zumba classes, sowing or painting workshops or 

conferences of various groups, however important that form of engagement with our 

communities is. In the Church of Scotland, we realised that we cannot stand still and wait 

for people to come to us but need to be proactive in missionary activity. We need to reach 

out to folk where they are and tell them about Jesus – they no longer have the basic 

working knowledge of what Christianity is about to make an informed decision about 

their allegiance to it or otherwise.  

We realised we cannot maintain the same structure of the Church which was supporting 

ministry for many years because it’s no longer supporting what we do but instead holds 

us back. We therefore took some significant decisions this last week at the General 

Assembly. We decided to cut the central services expenditure by 20-30%, merge central 

committees into two groupings – building and enhancing discipleship and ministry within 

the church and looking outward to the society both in Scotland and in the world and 

establishing a Growth Fund to resource the missional activity of the local and regional 

church. We also realised that we cannot maintain all the buildings that we have to the 

standard required with the decreasing resources that we have. We’re therefore looking at 

fewer and better buildings in the right places. It all sounds good as a theory but what does 

that mean in practice? 

It means that all of us need to change the way we operate and think as a Church. All the 

decisions taken are aimed at empowering the local congregations to be the Good News in 



the heart of their communities. We are to be freed from the burdens of administration and 

released to bring the love of Jesus to our neighbours near and far. 

On Palm Sunday we had an activity during worship where we wrote down which parts of 

the church we cherish and why. For some it was the lectern as that’s where the Word is 

read from. For some it was the door as a place of welcome and greeting as you first enter. 

For some it was the chairs as without people in them there is no worship. For some it was 

the communion table as that’s where we partake in the sacrament of Jesus’ body and 

blood which unites us more than anything else in the world. For some it was the panelling 

behind me as a focus of prayer and meditation. We love this building for what it means to 

us.  

But we know also the truth of our children’s hymn – the church is not a building; the 

church is the people. Today we looked at that other dimension of the Church – what is 

our priority as a church? What is essential to us? Let us read some of the responses.  

… 

Today’s reading from Ezra is a passage describing mixed emotions. The young ones are 

excited and optimistic about the future as they prepare to build a new future for 

themselves, but the older ones cry with grief of a past loss, humiliation, dashed hopes. 

They know the new building is not going to be anything like the old one – and will not be 

the old one. The last verse reads: ‘No one could distinguish the sound of the shouts of joy 

from the sound of weeping, because the people made so much noise. And the sound was 

heard far away.’ Similarly, across the Church of Scotland some are excited, and some are 

grieving. 

It’s easier to be excited about the future if we know what it will hold. They didn’t, nor do 

we. But in a sense, they saw their dream come true – they longed for a return to their land 

and for the opportunity to rebuild their Temple, their lives, their community. It was all 

taking place in front of their eyes. 

We long for churches filled with people, teeming with life. And we can’t see that yet. 

Spill the Beans authors wrote: ‘in the current situation of smaller congregations we need 

to be building for the future, and that is hard when we have no concept of how that future 

may be. The temptation is always to go with what we know; to make the new structure as 

close a replica as possible of the old one that was lost. Just as retailers are being forced to 

rethink the whole shopping experience as people increasingly buy what they need online, 

so churches, while honouring the past, need to consider how we can rebuild community 

and connect with the wider community around us.’1 

To this end the General Assembly of the Church of Scotland approved the Radical Action 

Plan. There are a few practical changes in it that will be implemented: 12 bigger 

Presbytery structures instead of 45 current ones which all need to have Presbytery Clerk, 

trainers, committees, conveners etc.; focus on mission and building church communities 

                                                 
1 Spill the Beans, issue 30, p. 144. 



in new ways alongside the existing congregations and working together with other 

denominations. Peedie Kirk and Shapinsay, United Reformed Church and Church of 

Scotland – we need each other. We don’t just meet socially twice a year for the sake of 

meeting twice a year. We are different voices of the one Church of Jesus Christ here in 

Orkney and our cooperation and common witness are vital. Maybe time has come that we 

should do more together. We are all part of the same body of Christ and therefore need to 

pull ranks and support one another in ministry and mission. We all have something 

important to add to the witness to God’s love in the world – showing love to one another 

and together to the world around us is an important aspect of it. 

The Radical Action Plan lists ‘a range of measures which, individually and collectively, 

can help to nurture a culture of change, renewal and transformation for the Church. This 

will not be an easy task – following Jesus never has been and never will. It will have to 

be undertaken with faith, humility and a desire to work together for the building up of 

God’s Kingdom here on earth as it is in heaven.’2 

It’s a daunting task and yet we rest assured by the presence of our loving God by our side. 

He’s never let us down yet and will not do so in the future. So, with the Psalmist we can 

repeat with great joy indeed: ‘Give thanks to the Lord, for he is good. 

His love endures for ever. 

Give thanks to the God of gods. 

His love endures for ever. 

Give thanks to the Lord of lords: 

His love endures for ever. 

to him who led his people through the wilderness; 

His love endures for ever.’ Amen.  

                                                 
2 Council of Assembly Report, p. 24, Blue Book 2019. 


