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     You are the Lord, you alone…  What a statement in a time of upheaval and transition!  Let me read that again:  You are the Lord, you alone….Yet that is what Ezra says in our scripture reading this morning.  Life seemed to be in chaos.  The good old days when David was King and all seemed right with the world are gone.  Israel had been in captivity and Jerusalem was in disrepair.   Some of the people had returned to rebuild Jerusalem.  Ezra and Nehemiah had just challenged them to renew their relationship to God.  In the midst of this time of transition he reminds them that God alone is Lord.
    Transitions can be difficult.  The Israelites discovered this.  While rebuilding the walls of the city they had detractors.  They were challenged and even attached.  It was a time of uncertainty.  Would they prevail?  Could they succeed.  It was also a time of bitter disappointment.  They looked back at the previous glory days and wished for them to return.  If only they new what the future held.  Could they overcome the challenges they faced?  Was there enough resources to finish the job?  Who would lead them? And many other uncertainties filled their minds. 
     We today have a lot of questions too.  What will our future be?  What challenges await us?  Can we meet them?  Finances aren’t looking good.    Membership is at a standstill.  We knew David, our past leader, but who is this Ed guy?  Will he be the right person for us?  Do I want to stay here or is this the time to transfer our membership?  
     Yes, Morgan Park Presbyterian Church is in transition.  Some of you are hurting as you grieve the loss of the pastor you came to love.  Some of you are puzzled because all of this has come so quickly and unexpectedly.  And some of you are like the children earlier this morning.  You are disappointed.  What we had hoped for isn’t going to happen.  Dreams have been shattered. 
It’s not easy losing someone who was important in your life. 
     Perhaps looking at this passage in Nehemiah may be of help to us.  A time of transition may be seen from three different perspectives.  It is a time of separation, a time of thanksgiving, and a time of opportunity.  
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     First, transition is a time of separation.

     A loss has occurred.  David is not here any longer.  Someone else has to carry on.  Ezra was clear also that it was time for a new day.  The old could not be reclaimed, neither could the present be maintained.  A new direction had to occur.   This meant for many a change of jobs, of living arrangements and more importantly a change of priorities.  If Jerusalem was to survive it could not be business as usual.  And Ezra indicated that it was important to recall the past.  
    But it’s not easy to say good-bye.  I have had to do that.  It’s not part of Interim Ministry I like.  You too have had to say good-bye.  It will be different (already has been different, I’m sure) without him.  For some it is especially difficult. We will try to hear your hurting cry.  And know this – it’s normal to be disappointed, to hurt and to miss those you love.  We need not fear the pain.  Embrace it as part of a meaningful relationship with another.

We do have to let go before we can take hold of the new.  If I hang on to my previous ministry, I can’t serve you.  And if you hang on to David and the past the future will be disappointingly difficult.   But neither should we keep from valuing what we have had.  In fact, we can give thanks for what we have received in the past.  And that’s the second truth we can gleam from this passage.

2. A TIME OF TRANSITION IS A TIME TO GIVE THANKS

 As strange as it sounds, looking at the past is one way to be open to the future.  We can give thanks for what we received from David as we see how God was at work in and through him.  His ministry is a gift that we have received and we can accept with gratitude.   Ezra goes at great length to recall all that God had done for them in the past and how God has continually been faithful to God’s people - even when they have been disobedient and turned away from God.  As he reminds the people of all that God has been to them -  they then are challenged to respond in gratitude.  Transitions are a time for us to recall the good memories we have, and to be thankful for what they have added to our lives.  As I am becoming acquainted with the history of Morgan Park Presbyterian it is clear you have much to be thankful for:  good leadership throughout the years, both clergy and lay, you have made significant contribution to both the community and
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The Presbytery.  Your intentional valuing of diversity is an asset.  Your mission efforts and your women’s association have made a difference in the lives of many. You have demonstrated care for those in your own community and beyond.  It is one of the things that attracted me to Morgan Park.  As I inquired of others regarding this congregation I received only positives about you.  Claim those gifts you have and give thanks!!

3. AND FINALLY, A TIME OF TRANSITION IS A TIME OF OPPORTUNITY.  

We not only look to the past to celebrate and give thanks for the many gifts, nor do we simply stay in the present to wallow in our pain, but we look to the future to see where God is leading us.  In our Scripture Lesson this morning we read a long list of how God was with and for his people for decades. Do we hear that?  And in the Nehemiah passage we have another reason to look forward to the future.  Verse 32 states: Now therefore, our God- the great and mighty and awesome God, keeping covenant and steadfast love- do treat lightly all the hardship that has come upon us…until this day.  What a strong picture of hope this gives us for the future.  We are not alone, but have a covenant keeping God, a mighty and awesome God, who will walk with us into the future.  We can go into that future knowing that we aren’t the first ones there- God goes before us.  And as a response to this awareness the people of Israel made a firm agreement in writing to be God’s people and to look to God for their guidance.

     I have made a covenant with you in writing today that our time together 
will be a time of celebrating God’s presence in our midst and in our future.

Let me make a suggestion.  Today when you get home, take time to sit down and write out your end of  “a firm agreement” as Israel did.  List those things you commit to this year or during this transition time.  What will you promise in response to God’s promise to be present with us?

     But we must take time to listen to what God is about – and then get there.  It was not Ezra or Nehemiah who would guarantee the existence of Jerusalem, but their awesome God. The future success of this church does not rest upon me – or the new pastor you may call.  It’s God’s church, you are God’s people.  The future success of this church will depend upon our willingness to discover where God is, listen to God’s voice in each other, in the culture around us, in the voice of the Presbytery, and the leading of the Denomination – listen to wherever we hear God’s Word to us.  God’s promises are sure.  God is the rock. 
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    In the midst of change, we need something steadfast, just like the Israelites did in the midst of their transition.  They heard what God had done and committed themselves to a Covenant with this awesome God.   Our God is awesome and God’s love is steadfast.  Are we willing to commit ourselves to the future knowing that God goes before us?  Let’s focus our eyes, our hearts and tune our ears to GOD’S future.  May we echo Ezra’s confession :  YOU ARE THE LORD, YOU ALONE.    
     Now is the time to receive the gifts of transition: claim the separation, give thanks for past gifts received, and anticipate the future opportunities with the God of the future who is now with us.  

THANKS BE TO GOD!!! 
