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Part of my seminary training in Chicago was to spend several weekends at various ethnic parishes in order to experience the diversity of worship within our Catholic tradition.  I spent a couple of the weekends at an African American parish and had an amazing experience of how their liturgies are filled with spirited singing and responses.  Growing up in a stoic German community where if you said the “Amen” or other responses with anything more than a whisper people might look at you strangely, it was quite amazing to pray with African American Catholics who are feel free to shout and sing their Mass responses with great gusto.  I was surprised to learn that if someone felt inspired by what they heard in the Reading, they would shout out an “Amen” or “Alleluia” after the “Thanks be to God” response.  And if the reading was particularly moving, the congregation would spontaneously break into singing an “Alleluia” song when the reading was finished.  I learned a great deal from that community about how to really LISTEN to what the Scriptures were saying…at least so I would know why they were singing in joy when it was finished.  I must be honest that since they trained me to listen so closely, there are a good number of times that I am so moved by the way some of our lectors proclaim the scriptures and what is being said, that I sometimes in my head sing a little ‘Alleluia-Amen’ when it is finished.  And so I want to warn you ahead of time if an audible ‘Amen’ ever slips out unconsciously!
In our first reading today, there is a very charismatic scene taking place as the people are emotionally and physically moved by the scriptures being proclaimed by the prophet Ezra.  This is a major historical piece of literature for both Jews and Christians since it is the oldest written document we have about the details of how the scriptures were proclaimed in the assembly of Jewish worshippers about 500 years before Christ.  Both Ezra and Nehemiah were leaders in the community helping them to reclaim their faith and commitment to God after many of them had given up on God during their Babylonian exile.  They had been without a temple for many years and now they are reorganizing the structure of their liturgy.
The way the story is written in such detail gives us a wonderful example of the basis for our own prayer structure, especially our Liturgy of the Word.  We hear of Ezra carrying the scroll in a solemn procession, standing on a raised platform in front of all the people, and then as he opened the scroll all the people stood up, raised their hands in the air and shouted out, “Amen, amen!”
These are the beginnings of what we call ‘liturgy,’ when prayer started taking on more of a ‘ritual’ format.  The word ‘liturgy’ itself refers to any form of ritual public service and the Church started using the word ‘liturgy’ to talk about our various forms of structured prayer.  The Mass as a whole is a liturgy but we also have within the Mass both the ‘Liturgy of the Word” and the “Liturgy of the Eucharist” to describe the two main components of the Mass.
Mainline Christian churches such as Catholics, Lutherans, and Episcopalians follow a more ‘liturgical’ structure to their prayer while the more Pentecostal and Fundamentalist denominations feel too confined and inhibited by the structure and ritual which we inherited from our Jewish background.  I know that our military people certainly have a lot of ‘liturgy’ and ritual in their own ceremonies and thus usually favor the more liturgical denominations.
Some of our newer parishioners or visitors often tell me they are pleasantly surprised by the slower, more reverent and prayerful style of our liturgy here at St. Clare.  The reverent processions, standing, kneeling, genuflecting, and periods of silence are all parts of our 2000 year old liturgy that is based on the even older rituals of our Jewish ancestors such as Ezra and Nehemiah.  Some churches in the 1970’s tried to buck these traditions and started offering short, fast-paced Masses that some of us grew up with and got used to.  With our fast-paced lifestyles, sometimes it can be difficult when we come into church to adjust to the slower pace of our liturgy…rooted in ancient rituals.
What we learn in this reading from Nehemiah, as well as the Gospel reading in which it is Jesus himself doing the Scripture proclamation, is that these Scriptures are the very Word of God being proclaimed.  This is GOD speaking to us…and it should evoke a startling response from us!  When Ezra did the reading, the people started to weep out loud…because the reading helped them realize how far they had strayed from God during their exile.  The Scriptures moved them to tears!  When Jesus did his scripture reading in the temple before all the people, they remained silent, but they were so moved by what he said, it says they just kept staring at him intently, probably in awe.
These examples are certainly a challenge to us in how we approach the scriptures.  I realize it takes extra effort when sitting in the pews at Mass, with the various distractions around us, to really LISTEN to the readings for a particular word or phrase that is meaningful.  Ezra’s congregation teaches us that sometimes the Scriptures are so challenging that they may make us want to cry as we become aware our sins against God’s Word.  And sometimes we may simply be in AWE at how the Word proclaims God’s love.  If we are really listening, there will probably be some kind of emotional or physical response to what God is saying to us.  Our sung Responsorial Psalm and Alleluia are part of our response to God’s Word.  As we move to the ‘second half’ of the Mass, the Liturgy of the Eucharist…the Spirit will motivate us to know how we are going to put this Word of God into action in our lives.
