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	When we think of walls, we generally think of partitions or barricades erected for the purpose of separating and/or protecting persons from one another.  The Great Wall of China comes to mind, a massive edifice erected in the centuries before Christ to protect that country from Mongol invaders, or the barrier still under construction between Israel and the West Bank for what the Israelis claim is for security purposes.  Sometimes, walls assume a significance that transcend their intended purpose and become symbols of a nation’s condition or destiny as when the Berlin Wall became a symbol of Communist repression for nearly thirty years.  Who can forget those exciting days when the wall finally fell in 1989, how although we lived a half-a-world away from those events in Germany, it made us all feel so much freer as well.  
	Our story this morning ALSO concerns a wall, the one originally built by David and Solomon to protect Jerusalem from outside forces.  The protagonist of our story is a man named Nehemiah, a member of the court of King Xerxes in Persia (in what is modern-day Iran) who lived around 450 years before the birth of Christ.  We are told he was the cup-bearer to the king, the cup-bearer being a highly privileged position for it was his responsibility to sample the wine before it touched the king’s lips in case the wine was poisoned.  The position involved great trust because it was not uncommon for a king’s enemies to bribe the taster to poison the king.  The cup-bearer often became the king’s favorite, serving as a confidant and even advisor at times.  Apparently, this was the case with Nehemiah.  
	One day, while walking through the Persian capital of Susa, he was introduced by his friend Hanani to some strangers who had come all the way from Judah.  Nehemiah inquired of the state of those Jews who had survived or escaped from the exile which had been begun a hundred and forty years earlier under the Babylonians.  Before being forced from their homeland, the Jews had been corrupt and selfish.  They forsook God's commandments and set up other gods alongside the worship of Jehovah.  No longer did they look to God for their security but instead placed their trust in their OWN armies and treasury.  Therefore, God allowed Babylon to conquer Judah to punish them, but MORE importantly, to humble them so they would learn once again to hear his voice and to do his will.    
	Well the visitors from Israel reported to Nehemiah that they were in great trouble and shame, that the wall of Jerusalem was broken down and its gates destroyed by fire.  This was horrible knowledge to Nehemiah for Jerusalem was not just an historic city which for centuries had been the center of Jewish life, but it symbolically represented the dwelling place where God inhabited among his people.  Israel was no longer a nation but in the interim had reverted to a diverse and scattered collection of tribes once again.  Therefore, Jerusalem in shambles not only represented the cultural and political nadir of the Israelites but it could be interpreted as God having abandoned that nation, that she was no longer his special covenant people.  Jerusalem with her walls in ruin was a vivid picture of the overwhelming helplessness and despair the Jews were experiencing. 
	Verse 4 tells us that when Nehemiah heard these words, he sat down and wept and mourned for days, all the while fasting and praying before the God of heaven.  The word pair “sat down and wept” is the same phrase that occurs in Psalm 137:1 concerning the grief of those who had originally been deported to Babylon: “By the waters of Babylon, there we sat down and wept, when we remembered Zion.”  Even though Nehemiah lived many miles from what had been the homeland of his ancestors and had never visited Jerusalem himself, he remained a Zionist through and through, a nationalistic Jew who knew full well the glories of her past.  He was particularly distressed at its desolate condition because Jerusalem was the burial-place of his forefathers.  If those walls were not repaired, it was be possible that the Hebrew culture, which he continued to take great pride in, could disappear forever!
	This is the point at which he commences his great prayer here in chapter 1.  The prayer is essentially a petition, the request of which is found in the last line of the prayer, “O Lord, let thy ear be attentive to the prayer of thy servant, and to the prayer of thy servants who delight to fear thy name; and give success to thy servant today, and grant him mercy in the sight of this man.”  His prayer is actually a request for God’s help in gaining the favor and support of King Xerxes to help repair those walls and restore Jerusalem to her former glory.  He would need God to move the king’s heart as Xerxes had no reason or incentive to even grant such a bold request.  Nehemiah knew that WITHOUT God’s support, Jerusalem would never be anything more than the broken remnants of a once proud civilization.
	Therefore, Nehemiah implores God: “O Lord God of heaven, the great and terrible God who keeps covenant and steadfast love with those who love him and keep his commandments.”  He reminds Jehovah that he is a god of love who maintains a covenant relationship with his own.  Then he asks God to hear his prayer, confessing that he is a sinner who prays on behalf of a sinful people.  He also confesses that they alone were at fault and affirms that God’s destruction of Jerusalem was fully justified.  It was their continuous disobedience that not only led to their estrangement from God but also their long and distant exile in a foreign land.  Thus, it was themselves and their OWN sin that was to blame; they were their OWN worst enemy and not the Persians in whose land they now dwelt.  He doesn’t complain to God about the harshness of their captors or the pitiable plight of the Jews; there’s no self-justification anywhere in this prayer.  Rather, he accepts God’s judgment as true and fair.  As we saw in LAST WEEK’S sermon on Psalm 51, only a contrite and broken heart can ever expect answers from God.  His mercy is reserved solely for those who love him and observe his commandments, for those who turn to him in a spirit of humility and repentance as Nehemiah is doing here.
	What I find ESPECIALLY startling is how Nehemiah identifies with his people in this confession; he names HIMSELF among those having sinned before God.  After all, Jerusalem was destroyed and her people taken in exile long before he was ever BORN.  He had never even BEEN to the land of his forefathers.  It was THEIR sin, THEIR disobedience that had led to their predicament for the past century and a half.  Yet, here he is including HIMSELF as a sinner and confessing that he TOO has been just as guilty as the rest of God’s people.  As he reflects on the imperfection of the Israelites, he is driven to think about HIMSELF and says: “Yea, I and my father’s house have sinned.  We have acted very corruptly against thee, and have not kept the commandments, the statutes, and the ordinances which thou didst command thy servant Moses.”  Nehemiah has a profound knowledge of his own heart and BECAUSE he does, his life has taken on an extraordinary humility.  It is that humbleness, that complete and utter submission to God that ultimately moves God to restore the Jews to their homeland and allows them to rebuild those walls.
	In his prayer, we see that Nehemiah never doubts God’s ability to forgive his people and power to restore their homeland.  Though Israel had sinned repeatedly, he knows the Lord is ALWAYS willing to re-establish her, ALWAYS willing to revive their once living relationship with himself.  All she has to do is return to God with a humble heart and live in faithful obedience to him.  It was Nehemiah’s challenge to get God’s attention and then move him to respond to their plight.  There was no bargaining in this prayer.  Nehemiah never says to God that he will do something for God if God acts first.  Rather, his petition moves from PRAISING God as the great Lord of heaven, REPENTING of his sins and those of his people, ASKING God to grant him compassion before the king, and then YIELDING himself totally to God, repeatedly referring to himself as God’s servant.  In the end, his prayer certainly proved effective for in the very next chapter, King Xerxes does IN FACT give him permission to leave Persia and return to Judah that he might oversee the rebuilding of Jerusalem and her defenses.  
	Years ago, Mary Ellen Chase, an American author and educator who lectured extensively on "The Bible as Literature," wrote about the historic importance of the release of the exiles and their long trek back to Jerusalem.  She said, "The future of the world lay in this procession to Jerusalem.  It rested with it whether we should have a Bible at all as we know it- the Bible, the Jewish faith, Christianity and many centuries of western culture.  If there had been no return to Jerusalem, Judah would assuredly have shared, by and large, the fate of Israel- become intermingled with the east and eventually been lost as a united people."  In other words, had the Jews remained in Babylon or Persia, had they not the courage, the faith, the commitment, the will to return to their homeland WHICH THEY HAD NEVER SEEN and begun the task of rebuilding, there would have been no Judah and thus no Christ, no church, and you would not be sitting here this morning.
	Might not the same be said for our church?  Does not OUR future lie in our OWN willingness to make the long procession back to Jerusalem and begin the arduous task of rebuilding the city’s wall, or we will have no future?  We have facilities that must be renovated, programs that must be overhauled, and lives in need of spiritual development.  It is a decisive juncture in the history of this congregation and it can prove exciting- to see a purpose and mobilize everyone around it, to show the community our love and pride in our church, to celebrate and enjoy the achievement when it is all over.  Our greatest joys never lie in merely possessing a thing but in dreaming about it and then building that dream into a reality.  
	Such a venture will require the courage and commitment and will of all our members.  It will require a sacrifice of our time, our energy, and our resources.  It will require faith- the ability to see what isn't there and believe we can make it come true.  Above all, it will require profound humility on our part, a willingness to acknowledge our own limitations before God including our pride and selfishness and lack of love towards each other, even as Nehemiah did.  As we have seen, that’s the ONLY prayer that God can hear, the only demeanor that can move God to action.  
	Like Nehemiah, this church has been the burial-place of OUR forefathers, and I know many of YOU fear that if THESE walls are not repaired, if our membership and giving is not increased, then OUR PRESBYTERIAN culture, which we continue to take great pride in, could LIKEWISE disappear.  Like ALL things, time has caught up with us and our church home, but rather than look to the past and try to recover the glories that were when, I assure you that God would have us to keep our eyes fixed firmly ahead and focused on the future for what NEW shape our church will assume and what NEW ministries we must develop.  
	Two years ago, we had three new bells installed in our carillon, and then to protect our investment, we had to have the entire carillon and surrounding area tuck-pointed, a project that took several months.  The Session has already signed off to have a completely new roof put on our facility starting this spring including new tiles over the sanctuary area.  As we look ahead, we are already thinking of what kind of ministry God may be leading us in and what that might also mean for our facilities.  For instance, if we are intentional about developing more ministries oriented towards older adults, we may need greater handicap accessibility in our bathrooms and possibly even a new elevator at a more convenient location of our building as Mary Mumm has suggested.  We are also considering a new electronic sign for the front of the church.  Mind you, many of these are still just dreams but that’s how new realities eventually COME into being.
	But new construction involving our facilities is but ONE type of building project.  We are also busy looking at our programs and ways in which we can make a greater impact upon the surrounding neighborhood.  The Acts 16:5 Committee of our church is currently immersed in this.  The Beth Moore series of studies led by Lynn McDowell began with a small handful of women who met each week to watch and discuss her videos.  Now they have over twenty ladies coming on a regular basis involving four different denominations and it is spurring a NEW spirit of love and enthusiasm for God, God’s Word, and ESPECIALLY for each other.  We are now considering how we can create that same energy for the men of our congregation- possibly meeting once a month for breakfast, prayer, Bible study, or even to hear a special speaker.  It would also be fun to arrange various outings among ourselves such as a church golf tournament or fishing trip or trip to a sporting event.  We have seen small groups begin to take off in our church over the past couple of years whether it is the Quilters who meet in Fellowship Hall or the Saturday Niters who get together each month to eat and fellowship at different homes and venues.  The latter began with a group of eight persons and now has almost thirty persons assembling for an evening of fun and fellowship.  God is INDEED doing something here.
	But there is yet a THIRD construction project that will be going on this year, the most important renovation program of them ALL- the rebuilding of our individual and corporate spiritual centers.  Lent, in particular, will provide us with an opportunity to take spiritual inventory of our lives, to examine the basis of our spiritual life and explore various spiritual disciplines including self-reflection, prayer, and Bible study.  The truth is that it's not enough for architects and engineers to inspect our buildings and restore them to their former glory if the ones who will utilize them are not of a right heart and mind.  It's not enough to have wonderful programs involving everyone in fellowship and service if those programs don't serve the spiritual end of honoring Christ in our lives and revealing his love.  The church is not a group of buildings or an aggregate of programs but we are first and foremost the PEOPLE OF GOD, the BODY OF CHRIST, and if we ever FORGET that or make our spiritual purpose subordinate to any other, we will cease BEING the church and become like any OTHER organization or service club- like the Lions or Rotary except with organ music.
	Polls show that for young and old alike, humanity’s deepest hunger remains a need for spiritual fulfillment.  Instead of addressing this spiritual need, however, churches have for too long promoted their buildings and programs, leaving their congregation's spiritual health to remain malnourished.  We will not promote any kind of a program in our church, building or otherwise, without ALSO promoting the need to develop a deeper walk with Christ as a prerequisite to it.  Yet, as we have learned in this morning’s text, it must begin with repentance and submission, with humility and love- for each other and for our God.  That is the ONLY way we will ever grab God’s attention, the ONLY way we will move the heart of God to action, and the ONLY way this handsome church will ever become a thriving force in downtown Waterloo again.  Let us pray…
	Our Heavenly Father, thank you for the example of your servant Nehemiah, for his love and faith and great humility.  Help us to develop similar qualities in our lives for without them, it will be impossible to rebuild our OWN walls.  We desire to become, NOT what we once were in the past but what you would have us to be- NOW and in YOUR future.  In Christ’s name we pray.  Amen.
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