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Kerrisdale Presbyterian Church  
“God Is Still With Us” 
Scripture: Ezra 3:1-13; Jeremiah 33:1-11; Psalm 100 
Hymns: Praise to the Lord, the Almighty 321 (vs 1-3); God, We Give You Heartfelt 
Praise (insert); God, we praise you for the morning 436 or In the presence of your 
people 427; Let all things now living 338 
October 25, 2015 
Rev. Steve Filyk 
 
We all have favorite memories. 
 Places in the past where we love to linger. 
 
The song “Summer of ‘69” 
 Was an international success  
  For Canadian singer-songwriter Bryan Adams. 
 
That song waxes nostalgically about  
 A never-ending summer filled with music 
  And friendship and young love. 
 
Just listen to the lyrics: 

 “And if I had the choice 
  Yeah, I’d always wanna be there 
   Those were the best days of my life”.i 
 
We all have favorite memories. 
 Places in the past where we love to linger. 
  Place in the past where we’d love to return. 
 
But if are nostalgic about our own lives 
 We are also nostalgic about the church. 
 
This past June our church hosted the opening worship  
 Of the national gathering of the Presbyterian Church in Canada: 
  The 141st General Assembly.   
 
As people were arriving I found myself 
 Wandering through the hallways 
  meeting newcomers and reconnecting with old friends. 
 

I met one person from Montreal  
 Who was quick to tell me about his church. 
  A church in the Town of Mount Royal. 
 
He boasted that there was a time in the 60s 
 When their Board of Mangers was so chock-full 
  Of the nation’s mover and shakers 

they could walk into any corporate office and be 
recognised. 

 
It was an interesting anecdote. 
 Of all the things he could have told me about his church 
  He told me about a time 50 years past. 
 
Of course WE also tend to be nostalgic about the past 
 When it comes to OUR church. 
  
I’ve been told many times of the great church school 
 That this congregation once hosted. 
  How we practically raised up the entire neighborhood. 
 
A memory of this is preserved in the Golden Jubilee booklet 
 That was printed back in 1961. 
 
Speaking of the church school: 

“The average attendance is approximately 200  
with a staff of 29,  

divided into the pre-school class,  
the primary, and the junior-intermediate,  

all at 9:30 a.m.”ii 
 
Can you imagine such a Sunday School? 
 Seriously—where did they put them all? 
 
There were more teachers then 
 Than we have children now. 
  That would be quite the operation. 
   No wonder it is so proudly recalled. 
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It is good to remember the past. 
 The truth is we practise a historical religion. 
  Understanding God’s work in the past 
   Gives us confidence for living in the present. 
 
Of course there is a danger 
 Of idolising that past and its achievements. 
  For this tempts us to overlook the present 

And all the incredible things God is doing today. 
 
Last week we opened our Bibles 
 To a dusty, seldom read portion of the Old Testament: 
  The book of Ezra. 
 
The book of Ezra is a book about new beginnings. 

It describes the repatriation of God’s people 
  And the resumption of Temple worship 
   After an exile of 70 years. 
 
Last week we were reminded that God is 
 At work in the hearts of humans; 
  That God is actively directing history. 
 
And today we hear how those plans unfold. 
 
The people come together to rebuild the altar. 
 They resume the offering of sacrifices.  
  All is done according to the directives 
   Given in Scripture. 
 
Following the rebuilding of the altar 
 The sod is turned for the reconstruction of the Temple. 
  This work echoes (or imitates) 
   The construction of the first temple, 
    The one built by Solomon. 
 
Like the first temple cedar logs are imported from Lebanon 
 And purchased with local exports. 
  Like the first temple work begins in the second month 
   Of the New Year. 

Like the first temple there is a musical celebration 
 with trumpets and cymbals. 
  Like the first temple the people praise God with this refrain: 
 
‘For he is good, 

for his steadfast love endures for ever towards Israel.’iii 
 
To have the altar rebuilt and the sacrifices resumed, 
 To have the foundation set for a new temple 
  Was a momentous event in the life of God’s people. 
Who would have imagined  

that following the rubble and smoke of the Babylonian conquest 
  that worship in Israel would be re-established? 
 
Who could have believed 
 That the promises of God 

spoken by the prophet Jeremiah 
 would one day be fulfilled? 

 
That a city that had become a wasteland, unliveable,  
 Would again be filled with laughter and celebration. 
  That there would be people exclaiming: 
   “God’s so good! 
    God’s love never quits!”iv 
   
It was a day of fulfilled promise 
 And many people were celebrating. 

But not all of them. 
 
Not all of them. 
 
Maybe you noticed this, 
 When the passage was read this morning. 

If not, let me read it for you again. 
 
When they saw this new house: 

“many of the priests and Levites and heads of families, 
old people who had seen the first house on its foundations,  

wept with a loud voice…”v. 
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Could it be that the tears shed at this celebration 
 were tears of joy? 
  That’s always possible. 
 
And yet when we draw on other remembrances of this occasion, 

The writings of Zechariah and Haggai,  
  We realise that those who had seen the first temple 

Were crying because they were disappointed by this 
event.vi 

 
Clearly there was no comparison. 
 
I mean if you turn to 2 Chronicles 
 And start reading at Chapter 3  
  You’ll realise just how magnificent 
   That FIRST temple really was. 
 
Outside were two pillars of polished bronze. 
 Inside the walls were overlaid with gold. 
  At the dedication the ark of the covenant 
   Was moved into that temple. 

When the prayers were completed fire 
descended from heaven 

     Consuming the offerings and sacrifices. 
 
God’s glory filled that temple on that day. 
 
But here at this dedication… 
 Well as one commentator notes: 
  “This time there is no ark, no visible glory,  

indeed no Temple [just the foundation]:  
only some beginnings, and small beginning at 
that.”vii  

 
And so while some are celebrating others are crying. 
 Those mourners are letting an earlier memory 
  overshadow this occasion; 
   their nostalgia for an earlier time is preventing them 

from recognising God’s work in the present. 
 

This is a challenge to those of us 
 Who have lived a few more years than others. 
  Those of us who have seen God move powerfully in the past. 
 
Those good memories can be a great blessing 
 Reminding us of God’s faithfulness in the past. 
  And those memories can be a stumbling block  

 Blinding us to God’s work in the present. 
 
Blinding us to the extent that we mourn 
 the very events that we should be celebrating. 
 
So can we remember the past 
 AND celebrate God’s work in the present? 
  That is the challenge. 
 
 
We don’t have 200 kids at church school 
 But we have children who are brought to us 
  From all parts of the city. 
   Brought by parents  

who are making a counter-cultural decision 
To raise their children up in the Christian 
faith. 

 
That to me is a sign of God’s kingdom: 
 People choosing to walk a narrow path. 
 
We don’t have a Board or Session 
 That will command attention in the nation’s board-rooms. 
  But we have individuals who are willing to shoulder tough work 
   With little honor or recognition  
    Who are willing to should tough work 

Know that the going isn’t getting any 
easier. 

 
To me this is a sign of God’s kingdom: 
 The perseverance of the saints. 
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Maybe small miracles. 
 But small miracles are also worth celebrating. 
  For they remind us that God is still with us. 

i Bryan Adams “Summer of ‘69” 
ii Kerrisdale Presbyterian Church “Golden Jubilee: 1911-1961” 15 
iii Derek Kidner Ezra and Nehemiah 51-53; see Ezra 3:11 NRSV 
iv See Jeremiah 33:10-11 NRSV 

 
Amen. 

v Ezra 3:12 NRSV 
vi Both Zechariah and Haggai issue stern rebukes to those who failed to recognise 
God’s great work in this event 
vii Derek Kidner Ezra and Nehemiah 51-53 

                                                           


