
In our Old Testament reading this morning, we find ourselves with Nehemiah. Since the 

book of Nehemiah comes up so rarely in the lectionary, and when it does it conveniently leaves 

out the section we read this morning, for obvious reason, I think we could all use a little 

background on Nehemiah. Nehemiah was the cup-bearer for the Persian king, and he was a Jew, 

living in a strange land. He is one of the descendants of those taken into captivity by the 

Babylonians, he is a descendant of the leadership of Israel, which was carried off. Carried off to 

live among the Babylonians who destroyed Jerusalem and the Temple, ripped from what was left 

of their land. Nehemiah has spent his life among those different from himself, clinging to what 

little is left to him and the other exiles. Nehemiah has grown up in exile, having only false 

memories of his homeland. Only knowing the glory of God’s work through stories, only 

knowing the joy of his people through Psalms of praise. These stories sustained them in a long 

and lonely exile. That is until he receives word, that the rest of people who were spared captivity, 

who have been living in the land all this time are in trouble, and the walls of Jerusalem which 

were destroyed, sit in ruins. Jerusalem has sat in ruin all of these years, it is no longer the city 

Nehemiah and the rest have dreamed of, if it ever really was. It has been a desolate place, as 

desolate as the remnant who remained.  

Upon hearing this Nehemiah went into mourning for his people. And mourning for the 

image of his homeland that had nurtured him through exile, the image of the land of milk and 

honey. The same image that sustained those who endlessly marched in the desert waiting to find 

a home. The same image that we all place before us as we march through times of struggle and 

pain, whether it exists of not. Images can be a powerful motivator, until it runs out. Once it runs 

out, you are left with the sad reality of truth. And that is exactly where Nehemiah found himself, 

he could no longer imagine a home which was beautiful and pristine, instead he was forced to 



mourn over a place in ruins. A place where his people were not waiting in eager anticipation for 

the captives return to be made whole, a place which had no protection from the outside world. 

He was faced with the reality of what laid before him, a place that was not worthy of the dreams 

he dreamed. What laid before him was a place that had been laid bare. The home Nehemiah 

longed for, the thing which gave their long and bitter waiting meaning was gone. And indeed that 

is a hard reality to face for anyone, and we can understand Nehemiah’s need to mourn, not only 

for his people but himself.  

In his mourning Nehemiah prayed to God, to restore the people, hoping that if the people 

returned to the commandments given to Moses they would be gathered up. Nehemiah turned to 

Scripture, something that Jews only began to do when they were separated from Temple 

practices, and hoped that in restoring the people to the Law, that God would restore the people to 

Himself. When the king then called him into his presence, as his cup bearer, Nehemiah pleads 

with the king to allow him to go to Judah and rebuild the place of his ancestor’s graves. 

Nehemiah hopes that new life will be given to the graves of his ancestors, that they can be 

restored from a community of death to a community of life. Nehemiah intends to rebuild the 

wall, but he also intends to rebuild the people, centered around the Law.  

Nehemiah becomes the center of this book. while God is mentioned, we never see the 

hand of God moving, or the voice of God speaking, we just find Nehemiah rebuilding the wall, 

and reading the Law. In this final chapter of Old Testament history, we are left not with the 

wonderworking of God but the apparent future of Israelite society. As we read this final chapter, 

the final chapter in the history of Israel, as recorded in Scripture, we are struck by what we find. 

While we may find Nehemiah a tragic character, desperately trying to create the Israel of his 



dreams, we also find Nehemiah spouting things we may classify as racist. Which can be hard to 

stomach, and easy to see why it is left out of the lectionary. 

In this final chapter, we begin by finding what we might a call a sermon. Scripture is 

read, the story of Balaam is recounted for the people, and its significance is explained, which 

sounds an awful lot like a sermon to me. And the focus of this particular sermon is not the glory 

of what God has done for us, they do not even lift up and praise the fact that God would speak 

through an ass, and sometimes through boring preachers. The focus of this sermon is the 

separation of the Jews from those of foreign decent, and the text implies that there was an 

immediate response. This is the final chapter that we are handed down, in the history of Israel as 

recorded in Scripture, it is not a word of hope, but a word of segregation. We find them 

desperately trying to fence off what God is capable of. We find them segregating who the word 

of God can come to, and who the word of God cannot come to. We find them deciding where the 

grace of God can go, and where it must remain absent. We find a practice, that I wish we could 

say never happened again in the history of time, or the history of the Church. Instead what we 

find is the first of many sermons that details who is outside of God’s grace, who is to be 

separated out from our community of faith. Those who belong in and those who belong outside, 

or at least in the balcony of the Church. This is a message we have heard so many times, for all 

sorts of reasons.  

At the core of these sermons is the message that the idealized home we place before us, 

the place that could never exist, is real, and within our grasp. We have heard that our ideal home, 

the home that we have dreamed of is possible, if only we could rid ourselves of those people. It 

is a sermon which has been preached so many times before, and will continue to be preached. 

And if we are truly honest with ourselves, we have preached the same things to ourselves, even if 



it is not about theology, or race, or economics, or politics, we wonder if we would not be a more 

perfect community without some of the foreign rabble within our midst. Without the girl who 

sings out of tune, without the guy who snores during the sermon, or the lady who wears too 

much perfume, without the noisy child, without the person cemented in their ways. We must 

admit that sometimes we find ourselves dreaming the same dream as Nehemiah. We find 

ourselves so ready to segregate ourselves away from the other, so ready to build a wall around 

our little community and around ourselves.   

As the text continues, Nehemiah does not redeem himself, we find him railing against the 

children of mixed marriages. Ranting about their inability to speak Hebrew. We find him pulling 

people by the hair, making them promise they would not marry outside of their people. Given 

that, I hope you all are much more appreciative that none of my sermons end that way, or at least 

most. In scenes truly horrifying we find the end to Old Testament history, we do not find the 

works of God, we do not hear Good News, we only hear Nehemiah concluding his memoir by 

stating “I thus cleansed them from everything foreign…Remember me, O God, for good”. 

Nehemiah closes out the chapter, confident that he has cleaned Jerusalem from everything 

foreign, that he has walled off everything other. He has created what he believed would be the 

dream he dreamed, of a renewed and restored Israel. An Israel, free from sin, free from 

everything outside itself, but this is an Israel alien to grace.  

While this may be the last chapter in the history of Israel, that we find in Scripture, we 

are not left with this final image, wondering what became of Nehemiah’s dream. We know that 

Nehemiah’s grand plan failed miserably, the Greeks defiled the Temple, and the Romans 

occupied the land. The Temple would again be destroyed and the Jews would be forced out of 

Jerusalem to spend generations wandering. Jerusalem was anything but the dream that Nehemiah 



dreamed, but that is not exactly the Gospel message of hope. The Gospel message is not just that 

our best efforts to keep people out, to keep out the other, will fail. No that cannot be the Gospel 

message, and it also cannot be that God will abandon us to be frustrated and sent back into exile, 

hoping for that same dream again.  

The Gospel message, the message which broke into the life of Paul, a Jew centered on 

life in the Law, is that in the Body of Christ, we are not walled out. The Body of Christ is large 

enough to encompass the scope of God’s grace, to spread out to all. The Gospel message is that 

the walls which separates us, is not so high to keep us from God. The Gospel message is that the 

walls we build for ourselves, are not high enough to separate us from the Holy Other. They are 

not so impregnable that God cannot burst forth and break them down in the person of Christ. 

Which is exactly what He has done. The Gospel message is that whether you are a foot or an ear, 

you have been brought into this community, into relationship with God and one another by the 

work of Christ. You are now part of a community centered on God’s far reaching grace. The 

Gospel message is, that no matter how many walls we build, no matter how many separatist 

sermons are preached denying the reality of what God has done, God’s grace reigns. The Gospel 

message, the Gospel hope is that as Nehemiah closes without a word or action from God, God is 

ready to burst forth into the world, ready to speak and act not only for those in the walled city but 

for the world. This is the God who is able to take all of the Nehemiah’s, and the Paul’s and us, 

and by His grace let us see the dream that God is dreaming. It is not the dream that we dream of 

a promised land, a land that is separated out for us, a community that has been walled off, it is 

not the dream of a land that is for us, but a Body that is for all. It is a Body which is large enough 

to encompass the Jews, the Greek, the slaves and the free, each and every one of us. By God’s 



wonderful work, this community has been created and no wall can separate us from or limit 

God’s grace. 


