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7After this, in the reign of King Artaxerxes of Persia, Ezra son of Seraiah, son 
of Azariah, son of Hilkiah, 2son of Shallum, son of Zadok, son of Ahitub, 3son 
of Amariah, son of Azariah, son of Meraioth, 4son of Zerahiah, son of Uzzi, son 
of Bukki, 5son of Abishua, son of Phinehas, son of Eleazar, son of the chief 
priest Aaron— 6this Ezra went up from Babylonia. He was a scribe skilled in the 
law of Moses that the LORD the God of Israel had given; and the king granted 
him all that he asked, for the hand of the LORD his God was upon him. 
7 Some of the people of Israel, and some of the priests and Levites, the 
singers and gatekeepers, and the temple servants also went up to Jerusalem, 
in the seventh year of King Artaxerxes. 8They came to Jerusalem in the fifth 
month, which was in the seventh year of the king. 9On the first day of the first 
month the journey up from Babylon was begun, and on the first day of the 
fifth month he came to Jerusalem, for the gracious hand of his God was upon 
him. 10For Ezra had set his heart to study the law of the LORD, and to do it, 
and to teach the statutes and ordinances in Israel. 

 

 
Are you an integrator or a segmentor? These were the terms used in a Harvard Business 

Review article this week about work-life boundaries in the COVID-19 era. As all of us 

know, remote work used to just be an option for some of us. However, with working 

from home having become a mandate for many, a new, more permeable boundary 

between work and family roles has emerged. If you happen to be an integrator, this is 

okay. But if you’re a segmentor, this is really messing things up. 

The difference between integrators and segmentors is a matter of preference. If you 

are an integrator, back when you regularly worked in an office, you were perfectly fine 

having your family drop by to visit you at the office. You regularly took work home. You 
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would be perfectly comfortable performing work tasks during “family time” and doing 

family tasks – like paying bills and making doctor’s appointments - during “work time.” 

Yes, as a strong integrator, you might take work calls in the evenings when at home, but 

you might also show up at your kid’s school at 10:00 am the next day for their 

performance. 

On the other hand, if you are segmentor, back when you regularly worked in an office, 

you tried really hard to keep work and family separate. You restricted work-related calls to 

work and family-related calls to home. As a segmentor, you might have stayed a bit later 

at the office to finish up your work stuff so that you can be fully present with your family 

when you get home. The only time you might even think about doing a personal task 

during work hours would be on your lunch break.i 

When I was in high school and college, I worked in a retail pharmacy. One of the great 

things about being a retail pharmacist was that when the store closed, the pharmacist 

could go home and not worry about things until the next day. They didn’t take 

prescriptions home to fill. They didn’t call doctors or patients while cooking dinner. 

These clear lines between work and home made them classic segmentors. 

However, since college, I have worked in the ministry. One of the realities of ministry 

is that you’re never off the clock. That reality makes it nearly impossible to be a 

segmentor. After all, a minister wouldn’t be employed very long if you called them one 

evening with a pastoral emergency and he or she said they would get back to you when 

they arrived in the office at 8:00 am the next day. While proper boundaries should be 

maintained in a ministry context, the nature of this profession leads us as ministers to be 

integrators. 

The truth is, work is not the only thing we define by integration and segmentation. 

Those of you who are segmentors might keep professional acquaintances separate from 

personal acquaintances, while you integrators who draw no distinctions between the two. 

Some of you have a big-tent, integration approach to politics while others segment your 
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political affiliations by those who agree with you 100% and those who don’t. And if you 

have ever had to plan a kid’s birthday party, you know how difficult - and expensive - 

integration can be. Sometimes you have to segment the invitees between school friends, 

church friends, and soccer team friends just to avoid hurt feelings. Whether it’s people, 

politics, or princess parties, what you and I instinctively know is that there is always a 

tension between integration and segmentation. 

But what do we do when we feel that tension in our spiritual lives? What do we do 

when we everything around us seems to suggest that we segregate spiritual things from 

the rest of life? Or worse, what happens when we don’t feel any tension about whether 

we should be doing that? When these things happen in our lives, that’s where, like the 

exiles in Jerusalem, we need a little help from Ezra to get back on track. 

Two weeks ago, in Part 4 of our summer worship series, The Return, we finally met up 

with Ezra – the character for whom the book of Ezra is named. But in relating Ezra to 

you, I gave relatively few descriptors of who Ezra was and quickly moved on to what 

Ezra was leading the exiles to do. Our scripture this morning gives us a little more detail 

about who Ezra was. 

Let’s start with his work life. There are historical indications that Ezra may have played 

a role in the Persian bureaucracy. As a scribe, in addition to his ability to write and edit, he 

may have also had financial and diplomatic responsibilities. It’s even thought that scribes 

may have been authorized to carry on negotiations in foreign languages. If all that was 

true for Ezra, he could have kept his Persian work separate from his Jewish faith. Ezra 

could have been a segmentor. But the author of Ezra seemed to indicate that doing so 

would have required turning his back on a lot of family history. 

And that swings us to the other end of the pendulum – Ezra’s family life. In our 

scripture lesson this morning from Ezra 7, the first five verses are all genealogy. Ezra was 

the son of Seraiah, who was the son of Azariah, who was the son of Hilkiah, who was the 

son of Shallum, who was the son of Zadok. Zadok was the well-known high priest who 
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served during the latter part of King David’s reign and who anointed David’s son 

Solomon as king. That alone would have been enough to put Ezra on the “who’s who” of 

Jewish history. But, the author of Ezra didn’t stop there. He wanted to establish Ezra’s 

credentials even more fully. As we heard in verses 3-5 of Ezra 7, Ezra’s lineage traces all 

the way back to Aaron, Moses’ sidekick during the exodus. While Ezra was not a high 

priest, his genealogy made clear that he had an unbroken connection to the high 

priesthood. 

But what made Ezra a key figure in the Old Testament wasn’t his lineage. After all, we 

don’t open our Bibles and turn to the book of Seraiah or Azariah or Hilkiah. Ezra’s 

father, grandfather, and great-grandfather were all on this same family tree. Yet, what set 

Ezra apart was the little description we find in verse 10: 

 

For Ezra had set his heart to study the law of the Lord, and to do it, and to teach the statutes 

and ordinances (that means, the entirety of the Law) in Israel. 

 

This is what made people think so highly of Ezra. It wasn’t just that he knew the law 

(the scripture). It was that he did it. He lived it out. He believed what it said and tried to 

follow its instructions. And even more, he didn’t just keep those truths and practices to 

himself. He also taught others what it said…and taught others by his example. What 

differentiated Ezra from so many others was that he did all three eagerly. He set his heart 

to study the word, to live and obey it, and to teach it to others. 

But this begs the question: How does someone with such a strong heritage and such a 

love for studying, doing, and teaching scripture do so as a Persian bureaucrat? And how 

does someone with such an important secular position maintain faithfulness to the Lord’s 

teachings? Perhaps this is the tension you feel every weekday from 8:00 am to 5:00 pm. 

In an attempt to ease this tension, German Biblical scholar, H.H. Schaeder suggested 

that Ezra was a kind of Secretary of State or high commissioner for Jewish affairs at the 
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Persian Court.ii A title or position like this would be a way of mixing business and faith. 

And perhaps that is true. Maybe Ezra’s position in the secular Persian government was 

one that allowed him to be fully Jewish. But, regardless of whether his faith life was 

sanctioned by his boss, Ezra found a way to integrate his faith into his everyday life. 

2020 was supposed to be a year of integration for us as a congregation. Some of you 

may remember that on the first Sunday in January, I asked you a sequence of four 

questions: 

 

1. How many of you believe the Bible is an important book? 

2. How many of you believe the Bible is the most important book ever written? 

3. How many of you believe the Bible is the most important book in your life? 

4. How many of you have spent at least 10 minutes a day this week reading the Bible?iii 

 
And after asking that question, I suggested that most of us would easily affirm that the 

Bible is important to us. But I then pointed out that many of us revere the Bible more 

than we read the Bible. We think highly of it, but it’s more often closed on our 

bookshelves than open in our hands. 

Acknowledging this reality was the springboard into the E-100 year. In an effort to 

better engage us with our Bibles, we said we were going to have a 20/20 focus in 2020 on 

the E-100 – the essential 100 scriptures of the Bible. We carefully mapped out how we 

would cover these 100 scripture texts both on Sunday mornings in worship and on 

Wednesday nights at The Neighborhood. And for two-and-one-half months, we did great. 

We dove deep into more than 20 of these 100 texts. 

But then a larger narrative overshadowed our E-100 emphasis. The stay-at-home order 

and the move to fully online church caused us to immediately revamp our Wednesday 

night worship. And while we stuck to our original E-100 plan on Sunday mornings all the 
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way through May, we then made the decision to deviate from the plan this summer and 

to spend some time with Ezra and Nehemiah. 

It would have been really easy to go through June, July, and August with the scriptures 

we selected last Fall for these months. After all, these scripture texts were essential 

scriptures. They were designed to help us see the big picture of the Bible – the skeleton; 

the bones; the larger narrative that helps it all fit together. But sticking to that plan had 

the potential to create a segmentation approach. When we made the decision to go a 

different direction, given the realities that we were facing in the COVID-19 era, we 

decided a larger principle was at play. It wasn’t enough to just know scripture. We needed 

to apply it – to integrate particular truths at a particular time to our lives. And, if we 

believed that, then Ezra and Nehemiah would help us better apply scripture to our 

present reality than our originally planned series. 

This larger principle is also what set Ezra apart. He knew the word but he also 

attempted to apply it – to live it out; to do what it said. It wasn’t enough for Ezra to know 

the law, he obeyed it. And when we feel the tension pulling us to segregate our spiritual 

life from the rest of our lives, this is what we have to do as well. We have to integrate 

what we know with what we do. Because the point of knowing scripture isn’t for 

information. It’s about formation and transformation. We have to let it do its work in us 

and through us. We have to believe that scripture isn’t just about stuff that happened a 

long time ago. Instead, it still says something about our lives today. And if we believe that, 

we have to practice what we preach. 

But here’s what I also know about integration. Fully integrating our spiritual life with 

the rest of our lives is going to require some soul-searching. What I mean by that is that 

we will have to face some facts. More than likely, the reason we segment spiritual things 

from secular things is that we are afraid. We’re worried about what other people think. 

We’re worried about how what they think will make us feel. And if we step back at look 
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at the big picture here’s what that’s saying: We’re more afraid of what people will think of 

us than what people will think about God 

In his most recent book, The Motive, Patrick Lencioni dove into the reasons why people 

are in leadership. Some, he said, are in it because they love what they are doing and who 

they are doing it with. But others like being the CEO or the division president because of 

the perks that come with it. They like having access to the executive dining room. They 

like the membership to the country club. They like the way people think about them and 

treat them. But, Lencioni notes, if this is your motivation, you are likely to shy away from 

doing the hard work that is supposed to come with being the CEO or division president. 

You’re in it for you rather than for the organization. If you are in it for the right reasons, 

Lencioni says, you are willing to suffer for the organization.iv 

The same principle is true when it comes to integrating our spiritual life with our 

secular life. We’ve got to be willing to deal with a little discomfort. We’ve got to 

acknowledge that our motivation is Jesus Christ and that he told us to take up our cross 

and follow him. Taking up a cross means dealing with a little suffering. 

While Ezra was on the scene almost 500 years before Jesus, I suspect he knew the 

same principle: that living out and obeying the law would require some discomfort. But 

what our scripture lesson this morning tells us is that he had his heart set on studying, 

doing, and teaching scripture. In the Old Testament, the heart was both the place of 

emotion and love, but also the place of wisdom. Essentially, Ezra had both his heart and 

mind set on knowing, doing, and teaching the Word of God. And if that caused a little 

uneasiness and awkwardness, so be it. 

As difficult as I know it is, what I believe we know in our hearts is that there shouldn’t 

be boundaries between the spiritual and the secular because God is the Lord of all of it. 

And if we believe that, then there’s no need to spend time segmenting. Instead, it’s time 

to be about integrating – letting the Word of God speak not just on Sunday mornings but 

every morning…and every afternoon…and every evening. Every hour and every day. 
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For some of us, this might mean choosing to take the high road in our conversations 

about another employee. For some of us, it might mean making an ethical but expensive 

business decision. For some of us, it might mean giving what we have to someone who 

needs it more than we. And for some of us, it might mean swallowing deep, whispering a 

quick prayer, and beginning a conversation of faith with someone who doesn’t know 

Jesus Christ. That’s what integration is. That’s what merging secular and spiritual looks 

like. And we don’t do this because we are nice, moral people. We do this because Jesus 

Christ is Lord, and what the gospel – the whole counsel of scripture – tells us is to not be 

merely hearers of the word…but to do what it says. (James 1:22) So, let’s be the church – 

let’s be the men and women, the young people and old people, the new believers and the 

seasoned believers - let’s be the church that integrates what we read with what we do and 

what we model 24/7. Because that’s how the boundaries between church and the world 

start to become a little more permeable…a little more receptive…and little more grace-

filled. 
 
 
 

i Rothbard, Nancy P. “Building Work-Life Boundaries in the WFH Era” in Harvard Business Review.  July 15, 2020.  
https://hbr.org/2020/07/building-work-life-boundaries-in-the-wfh-era 
ii Schaeder, Hans Heirich as quoted in Klein, Ralph W. “Ezra and Nehemiah” in The New Interpreter’s Bible Commentary, Vol. III. Nashville: 
Abingdon Press, 1999. 
iii Miller, Chuck. Getting to Know the Book of the Christian.  Nashville: Word Publishing, 1979. 
iv Lencioni, Patrick. The Motive. Hoboken, New Jersey: Wiley, 2020. 

                                                 


