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Have you ever heard of something called, the Jerusalem Syndrome?  It’s a kind of temporary 

psychosis that strikes a few dozen tourists, mostly Christian, who visit the city of Jerusalem 

every year.  These are usually perfectly normal people who go on holiday to see the sites, and 

then, as a surprise to everyone and themselves as well, they have a psychotic break.  Here are a 

list of possible symptoms put together to help tour guides and hotel personnel recognize the 

behavior: 

Anxiety, agitation, nervousness and tension. 

A declaration of a desire to split away from the tour group or the family to tour Jerusalem alone.  

A need to be clean and pure: obsession with taking baths and showers; compulsive fingernail 

and toenail cutting. 

The use of hotel bed-linen to create an ankle-length, toga-like gown, which is always white. 

A procession or march to one of Jerusalem's holy places. For example, the Western Wall. 

The need to shout psalms or verses from the Bible, or to sing hymns or spirituals loudly.  

Finally, the delivery of a sermon in a holy place. The sermon is typically based on a plea to 

humankind to adopt a more wholesome, moral, simple way of life. Such sermons are typically ill-

prepared and disjointed. 

Manifestations of these type should serve as a warning to hotel personnel and tourist guides, 

who should then attempt to have the tourist transported to a hospital for psychiatric evaluation.  

 

I offer that as possibly helpful background for understanding a bit of the emotion behind what 

happens in this morning’s text from the Hebrew Testament book of Ezra. These three verses 

form a snapshot of a notable day of celebration.  It’s the culmination of a lot of hard work and 

decades of hoping against hope.  It was a day of trumpets, cymbals and fancy dress.  The holy 

temple that had been destroyed by the Babylonians 50 years earlier would soon be standing again. 

Cyrus of Persia had liberated the Hebrews from captivity.  Being more progressive than the 

Babylonians, he had funded not only a return to Jerusalem of Jews who wanted to go home again, 

but also the rebuilding of their temple.   

 

Good stuff like that happens once in a while.  Let it be noted that when this church remodeled 

this building 15 years ago, the Mormon Church gave us some money to help out.  Goodness 

abounds.   

 

 

 



Anyway, back to the Old Testament story:  when the wagons pulled into Zion, many of the 

younger ones, Jews who had only heard about King Solomon’s old outpost, took a look and 

when their leader said, “This is the place,” they, like Mormon pioneers coming into this valley in 

1847 said, “You’re kidding, right?” It didn’t look like much.  

 

In fact, the place was a mess. But the day recounted by Ezra in today’s text is more auspicious. 

The people of the newly reconstituted Israel were gathered on Mt. Zion to dedicate a new 

foundation meant to replace Solomon’s temple which had been burnt to ashes.  Ezra reports that 

the moment was incomparable.  Shouts of joy filled the air, and yet, in the midst of the sound of 

praise and cymbals, there was heard a competing sound, the curious sound of weeping.  

 

Some among the company who were old enough to remember the original temple standing on 

this spot were dissolved in tears at the sight of a new beginning.  Were these merely tears of a 

few odd ducks, easily overcome with emotion?  No, Ezra says that such was the intensity of the 

sound of this wail that “the people could not distinguish the sound of the joyful shout from the 

sound of people’s weeping.” 

 

So what is the source of these tears?  Are these simply tears of joy, joy that the Lord’s holy 

habitation is finally being restored after lying in ashes for the better part of a century?  Are they 

tears that come from ancient eyes, happy to have been preserved long enough to see such a 

wonderful day and sight; something they had not dared hope for? 

 

Or could they be weeping purely for sorrow’s sake?  Having known the glories of Solomon’s 

small but golden temple, could it be that the plans for its replacement seemed shabby by 

comparison?  Ezra does not say. Perhaps he expects us to know without being told.   

 

I wonder if maybe Ezra knows that the human heart is so complex that it at times harbors several 

emotions, even contrary emotions at a given moment --- joy and sorrow, regret and holy wonder.   

 

What quality of experience could inspire both intense sadness and great joy – both weeping and 

cheers?    I remember Bill Moyers once speaking of a discussion he had had with a veteran of the 

Battle of The Bulge.  It was late in 1944. Having been trapped by early snows and then later by a 

desperate German division, this veteran’s forces had been liberated by a tank corps under the 

command of Gen. George Patton.  

 

One day he had given himself up for dead, the next he found himself among the victors.  

Searching for a word to describe his feelings about such opposing tides of fortune -- the initial 

feelings of terror which were then assuaged by supreme elation,  the old soldier said the word he 

came up with was the word, “sublime.” It’s not a word we hear uttered very often anymore.   

 

The philosopher, Rudolf Otto has said that the word sublime is not merely an adjective,  it’s 

actually an experience.  It happens, he says, when we “come upon something quite beyond the 

sphere of the intelligible and the familiar before which we…recoil in a wonder that strikes us 

chill and numb.” 

 



Chill and numb,  Let me repeat a story I told here some years ago about a Catholic priest named, 

Fr. Lawrence Jenco. Fr. Jenco was a native of Joliet, Illinois.  He was head of Catholic Relief 

Services in Beirut, Lebanon when five members of a radical Islamic group snatched him from a 

city street in January 1985.  

 

He was freed a year and a half later after months of negotiations involving the Reagan 

administration, Shiite Muslim radicals and an Anglican envoy, Terry Waite.  Remember the 

“arms for hostages” fiasco? 

 

Lawrence Jenco numbered the days of his captivity by marking the walls of the dark closet in 

which he was held with saliva.  He kept track of the months by tying knots in a potato sack. 

 

I once had the privilege of having a conversation with him. Hearing him describe his experience 

in person made it very real to me; almost too real. He recounted the day his captors tied 

explosives to his body. He spoke of another time when he saw a chain suspended from a ceiling 

and thought he was about to die. Although he said that his faith never wavered, he admitted that 

he told God, "I'm not Job, I want to go home now." I can identify with that.   

 

What I will never forget was the story he related of one very special night during his captivity; a 

night in which he was led up to the roof of the building in which he was being held.  There his 

captors sat him down and began unwinding his blindfold.  Now, Fr. Jenco had been told many 

times that if his blindfold were ever removed in the presence of his captors it could mean only 

one thing: immediate execution.  And yet what met his wondering eyes was not the sight of a 

gun, but the most startlingly beautiful vision he said he had ever seen.  His captors had led him to 

the roof-top to see the full moon on the horizon, huge and yellow, spread out over the city of 

Beirut.   

 

The moon was not something he had laid eyes on in over a year; something he wondered if he 

might ever see again.  One moment he had felt so close to death; the next he had never felt so 

alive.  "Yes," he thought to himself, "there is beauty in the world, after all; even my captors can 

be kind.”  

 

It was a remarkable moment, even a sublime moment.  To think that such an awesome vision 

could exist on such a dark night  He said he could never look upon a full moon with the same 

eyes again.   

 

Now, one might well say that an experience like the experience of a veteran of the Battle of the 

Bulge and that of hostage, Lawrence Jenco are reserved for only a small set of human beings, 

and that is obviously true, but might there not also be experiences available to us here that are 

somewhat common but also, every bit as life changing? Of course there are.   

 

I have never been a hostage, nor have I been in combat but I remember what it was like to 

become a parent – that too was a mixture of wonder and terror.  I had read the pre-parent books; 

I had heard a few “new father” anecdotes, but nothing in life prepared me for what happened in 

those first few days.   

 



I knew that there had been a great watershed in my life.  God had dictated that from that moment 

my little girl would increase and I would decrease, to use a Biblical analogy.  I knew what it 

meant for a person to be able to say,” I would give my own life for my daughter’s.” 

  

Jesus spoke once of the experience of birth this way:  “When a woman is in travail she has 

sorrow, because her hour has come, but when she is delivered of the child, she no longer 

remembers the anguish for joy that a child has been born into the world.” 

 

At the time my daughter Margaret was born, I was pastor of a church that had in its hymnal an 

Easter hymn called, “Because He Lives.”  The second verse began, “How sweet to hold a 

newborn baby.”  I remember thinking then, “Sure, sweet - of course; unless it’s your baby.” If 

it’s your baby, only a word like sublime will do.   

 

And then, if you are supremely lucky and you live long enough, you may get to have the 

experience all over again when you hold your new born grandbaby.   

 

So, there are those moments when you are holding your own child, flesh of your flesh, or holding 

the hand of a dying parent, or spouse or friend when something bigger than you are enters the 

room and life takes on a dimension you’ve never experienced before.   

 

At such a time you might find past assumptions about yourself challenged mightily, “truths” you 

had taken for granted dissolve, and you are compelled to acknowledge that the waters of your 

life run deeper than you have previously imagined.   

 

These moments full of contrary emotions we have trouble making sense of can be terrible 

ordeals, but they can also witness to the undeniable action of God in our lives. 

 

Attesting to the reality of such moments , the apostle Paul once said, “No eye has seen, nor ear 

heard, nor has the human heart ever conceived of what God has prepared for those who love 

God.”  (1 Cor. 2:9).   

 

The experience of the sublime.  If you have such a moment when your emotions are peeked one 

way or another, it changes you inside to a degree.  You are set up to recognize such moments 

again – when you hear a similar story, watch a moving moment in a film, or, more effecting than 

anything, hear a bit of music that will bring those emotions deep within you back to the surface 

quicker than anything.   

 

Special passages in classical music do that for me more arrestingly than anything.  Often it is the 

adagio movements in concertos that do this. Or largo movements. And if you have recently been 

saddened or touched deeply you can hear something on the radio while driving somewhere and 

find yourself bathed in tears.  Of course, music that stirs the soul in affirming ways is very 

powerful, too.   

 

This morning we dedicate our newly enhanced organ – an instrument that has been only half-

finished since its installation in 1975.  It’s only taken 43 years to make it all it can be.  Well, it 

often takes at least that long with the best people, right, so we shouldn’t be too surprised?   



It’s been a lovely organ all these years.  But now it is more than twice what it once was because 

of the new potential added to it.  May we have the ears to hear what it now can offer us. 

 

One more story -- consider finally the experience of a most remarkable man, the explorer Balboa.  

Seeking new trade routes, he landed in Panama in 1513.  What could he and a party of his men 

have expected when climbing a shallow opening in Panama’s coastal range? 

 

Certainly not what they found.  Before reaching the summit of the passage, Balboa and his men 

must have heard what surely would have been an awesome sound; the sound of a muffled roar.  

Then came the sight – not the hoped-for river, but something way beyond their wildest hopes.  

 

What they saw was European man’s first glimpse of the mighty Pacific ocean in all its glory and 

vastness.  It was a vision beyond comprehension, something infinitely wide with possibility. 

 

And the sound of that ocean?  Let me suggest that the sound must have been nothing less than 

the kind of sound heard by those present for the dedication of Ezra’s temple: the incomparable 

sound of something sublime.   

 

Amen 


