Sunday 27th June – Nehemiah – Building Back

Welcome! (Nice to see you’ve all still got legs – I was beginning to wonder!) Slightly different today – chance to talk.
I like to open the service with a psalm.  You might expect it to be a psalm of praise – after all, it is such a joy to be back.  But today I want to start with something a little more muted, as we consider the last months.  When we try to forget our difficulties it brings a couple of problems – the suggestion that they don’t matter, now they are over; and the loss of the blessing that comes from remembering just what it is that God has brought us through.  So we can turn to the psalms, not just for praise but for lament.  Lament at the losses we have endured; loss of people, loss of time, loss of health, loss of finances, loss of this connection.  And as we have described our time in lockdown as a time of exile, I thought we could just listen for a moment to this song; not a hymn we sing in church, but a popular song based on Psalm 137.
Boney M - https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vYK9iCRb7S4
Let us pray together.
Lord, as we look back on the last year you know that we have wept.  We have lost much that cannot be regained.  We have struggled to sing your song in unfamiliar circumstances.  We have experienced, or witnessed, much pain and suffering.  And Lord we acknowledge that, because only in acknowledging it can we experience your healing and comfort.  But we know that you do heal and comfort, Lord God.  Just a few psalms further on we read (Ps 147:2) ‘The Lord builds up Jerusalem; he gathers the exiles of Israel.  He heals the broken-hearted and binds up their wounds.’  So we pray that as we meet today you would heal and bind our hurts; that we might have a very real sense of your presence in this place holding, restoring and giving us hope.  As we worship you may we be lifted above our circumstances to fix our eyes on you; as we read your word together may we be encouraged and envisioned for the future.  And above all may your name be known and your glory be shown in this place and in this community, in Jesus’ name.  Amen.

Last week we talked about laying the foundation; that means today we are building.  

Our reading this morning is from the book of Nehemiah.  Nehemiah was the cupbearer to the king – a kind of minor court official.  He heard that the Temple had been rebuilt, but the walls of Jerusalem were still broken, making the Jews living there both vulnerable to attack and an object of shame amongst their neighbours, who would see that God had not fully restored them.

The first thing he did was to mourn, and fast, and pray.  Then he went to the king, who gave him permission to go and rebuild the walls of the city.  The governing officials there and the army of Samaria mocked him, and tried to dissuade him, even by physical attack.  So we come to read from Neh 4:10-20:

10:40

Our songs now remind us first, that Jesus is building his church, and second, that God is a strong tower in which we find refuge.  You can’t sing but you can join in the actions! 
264 I will build my church

673 Blessed be the name of the Lord

10:45
The people are all working hard to build the wall.  And I’m going to give our young people a job, too, to build a wall.  Just like Nehemiah’s people, each of you needs to build your portion of the wall in front of your house (your seat).  You are spread out, so you have a lot of work to do to get your bit of wall to join up with your neighbour’s wall.  Let’s see how high you can get it!

The Jews have been hard at work building the wall.  Each is building, as I said, in front of his own house, or his own workplace.  Each has a vested interest in getting this done!  You want your bit of the wall to be safe, for the sake of your family and your livelihood as well as for the sake of Jerusalem as a whole.  But they are getting tired, they are in danger from enemies, and they are afraid.

So Nehemiah organises a system.  A system by which each could do what was important to them, but at the same time were able to help their neighbours if the need arose.  He also identified the weak points of the wall and gave them extra support.  And as they worked, they were ready to fight, remembering all the time that God would be on their side.

I’m just going to look at those points for a moment, as we apply them to our own project of rebuilding the church after our exile.  And I’ve got some questions for you.
The people were tired, and afraid – As we come back to church, what are you afraid of?  What makes you anxious?  It might be covid related – perhaps you are anxious about people not social distancing, or that church with masks on won’t be as friendly.  It might be task related – perhaps you are anxious that you might be asked to do something, that you might become overburdened.  It might be people related – perhaps you are anxious that people will judge you, or afraid of rejection.  It might be church related – perhaps you are anxious that the church is getting smaller, or further from God.  All these fears play on our minds and try to stop us from building as we should be.  And as this is quite a personal question, I would really like you to write your fear on a post-it note.  Write it on the underside, so the side that has the sticky on it, so no one else can see, and stick it to the table.  Tomorrow I will come around and collect them up, and then I’ll have a look, so even I won’t know who has written what but I will know what sort of fears are on our minds as we start to rebuild.
10:47

So, back to Nehemiah.  How did he help people face their fears?  Well, first: Each could do what was important to them – I have talked in recent weeks about serving out of love, serving because it is something we want to do.  Each of us here will have things that are important to us, and those things won’t all be the same for everyone.  As we return to worship together in this place, what is it that is important to you?  Just take a moment, turn to the people in your group (or, if you are on your own, those closest to you) and just talk for a few minutes about what is important to you about church.  Perhaps someone could note it down on the paper.  
How can you be part of rebuilding that?  And think to yourself, or share with them if you like, how you can be a part of that on a committed basis. (2 minute pause)
10:50
They were able to help their neighbours if the need arose – I guess this is something I skated over in my previous sermons.  Yes, we are to serve out of love and do the things that are important to us.  But there will be occasions when something is not directly important to us, but is important to someone else, and they need our help.  You know, we are called to care for one another and consider one another’s needs.  So again, take a moment to think – what is important to other people about church, that they might need help with from time to time?  This is very different from the regular work that is important to you.  What things, that you haven’t already mentioned, can you recognise as being important to other people?  Is this something you could help with from time to time?
10:53
The weak points were given extra support – so, these are the bits that weren’t particularly important to anybody!  But Nehemiah realised that the wall was only as strong as its weakest point, and if they ignored those ‘unimportant’ parts they could easily be attacked.  So these are the bits that no one has a burning desire to do, but that still need to be done.  What might they be in the church?  How might we go about supporting those gaps?  Answer in your groups.

Does anyone want to share their answers?
10:56
Finally, as they worked, they were ready to fight, remembering that God would be on their side.  If we are building something great in this place, we will experience opposition.  We will experience discouragement.  We need to be ready, as Paul says in Ephesians, with the armour of God.  This is our equipment to accompany our building, that we might stay strong in our service and not be overcome by anything.  But ultimately, we remember that it is God whom we serve, and it is God who both builds and fights for us.  Psalm 127 says ‘Unless the Lord builds the house, the builders labour in vain.  Unless the Lord  watches over the city, the guards stand watch in vain.’  What we do, here or outside, is not done in our own strength, but in his.
And what is it we are building?  Nehemiah’s wall was a wall of protection, and a wall of confirmation.  He built a place of safety, and a place which proclaimed, ‘God is still standing.’  And we are building, too, a place of safety – safety from worldly life, where God reigns and we know love and not hate, forgiveness not anger, generosity not oppression, righteousness and not sinful living.  A place which proclaims, ‘God is still here!’  
So as we build, in the strength of God, let us all do our part; support one another; pay attention to the things that no one wants to do; put on our spiritual armour and work in his name.  But let us not build a wall which shuts others out, or indeed a wall which locks us in, but a wall which offers welcome and safety, and proclaims to the world that Jesus is Lord, the Father is here, the Spirit is moving; God is at work.

Let us pray.
Lord God, we give you praise and thanks for our return to worship in this building.  We thank you for your presence with us over the past months, and the ways in which we have learned to worship outside these physical walls.  As we come back today and begin to rebuild in the ‘new normal’ we face, may the walls we build not be to keep ourselves in or others out, but be a proclamation of your might and power that all might see and believe.  Guide our steps by your Holy Spirit and strengthen us by your loving power that we may serve you, and each other, and this church, to your glory.  Amen.

11:01
I am going to share with you another song now, ‘Let us build a house where love can dwell’.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=W3Pb77ylz_Q
As I’m not supposed to bring the microphones round, as we come to our prayer time now I would like you to take a moment to tell in your groups any prayer requests that are on your heart.  Our normal prayer list is on your newsletter too, so please do take note of that, and if you would like to pray together as a group you can do so.  Otherwise, I will give you a few minutes and then I will lead us in prayer.

…

11:08
Lord, you have heard our discussions, you know what and who is on our hearts.  We lift to you those who are sick, and in need of a healing touch from you.  Would you place your hands on them, let your love surround them, fill them with your Spirit to bless and keep them, and may they know your power at work in their lives.

… (15s)
Lord, we pray for those who are grieving; would you comfort them in their loss and give them peace.  May they know your everlasting arms around them.

… (15s)
Lord, we pray for those experiencing other kinds of difficulty or trouble right now; may they be able to hand that to you, to know your guiding, sustaining and redeeming power.  

… (15s)
Lord, we pray for the covid situation.  Thank you for the freedom that we do have; we pray that it will be treasured and not abused, that full healing and freedom may follow.  Guide governments and leaders to make the right decisions for their own countries and in generosity to one another.
We pray for countries experiencing conflict, injustice and oppression.  May they find ways of moving forward in peace and justice; raise up good and godly leaders to teach them your ways.  We pray for your people in these countries, that they might know your protection and your strength.  And we pray that your Word might be shared throughout the world, that people might come to know you, in Jesus’ name.  Amen.

11:10
As we come to the end of our service today, I would invite you to step out into the car park, where we can join together in actually singing our final hymn; please take your possessions with you so you don’t have to re-enter the building, observe social distancing and be aware of the people around you.  Chairs are available out there if you are unable to stand.
…
As these walls proclaim God’s glory, we are building a church to shine as a light in the darkness, so let us sing together, for the first time in way too long – 362 Shine Jesus shine.
May the Lord bless you and keep you; may he make his face shine upon you and be gracious to you; may he turn his face toward you and give you peace.  Shall we say the grace together.
