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Pentecost 20
More than survivors
Resolve to resoul (like Nehemiah)
Nehemiah 2:11-18; 13:15-22
Introduction

The man mingled with the rich and famous.
He knew what food was good…which wine was fine.

You could spot him at every party where royalty was present.

He was, you see, the royal family’s wine-taster.

Although the man never became rich, he has become famous.

This wine-taster, who knew how to open a bottle,

also knew how to close a gap.

That’s why he built walls – two of them:

one wall to protect a city, the other to protect the soul.

Nehemiah was a Jew who lived in ancient Persia.

He has attracted the attention of the modern world


because he managed to rebuild the walls of an ancient city in just 52 days.

Without any power tools or heavy construction equipment,

he restored the walls of Jerusalem much faster than a consortium of companies 

is resurfacing one side of the Interstate bridge over the St Croix River.

We heard the beginning of this fascinating story only moments ago.
If you want to know what Paul Harvey calls the “rest of the story”,

I suggest you read the book that bears his name.

Nehemiah attracts our attention today, though,


because he built a wall, not for the city, but for the soul

How did he build a wall to protect the soul?
By restoring an ancient principle and practice…


by restoring the Sabbath.

Jewish writers claim that “the world is resouled every Sabbath”.

I don’t know about you, but I like that word: resoul.

It makes me think of renewal…of recharging my drained batteries…

of getting a life – my life – back again.

The world – my world – can be resouled every Sabbath!

Let that word, then, be our objective today.

Let us – like Nehemiah of old – “resolve to resoul”.
And let us do this “resouling” just like Nehemiah did:
by restoring an ancient principle and practice…

 by restoring the Sabbath in our lives today.

Building a wall to protect our souls?

Building that wall by restoring an ancient practice – the Sabbath?
Such talk may raise some questions…


questions such as why? how? what for?

Good questions…


and questions that I will try to answer in the next few minutes.

Resolve to resoul

1) Why?

The first question: why?

why do we need to build a wall to protect our soul?
Several years ago, Tom Mueller wrote a piece for United Airlines’ in-flight magazine.
In his article, entitled “Ancient Roads, Walled Cities”,


Mueller explained why we – actually all people throughout history – erect walls.

Two reasons, he says: to protect and to preserve


to protect ourselves from our enemies…



to preserve our identity as a unique people.

You and I are God’s people…

God’s people traveling in a foreign – often hostile – culture on the way home.

Where, I ask, are the walls?

Where are the walls that protect us from the influence of this culture?

Where are the walls that preserve our identity as God’s people?

They seem to have crumbled.
Survey after survey reveals that we have succumbed to the influences of our culture.

One study after another shows there is no longer any difference;

there is today no difference between the lifestyle of the Christian and the non-Christian.

I’ve said this so often that you probably can recite the statistics yourself:


that we are supporting abortion, getting divorced, cheating on tax forms



at the same rate as those people who have no relationship with God whatsoever.
Nowhere is this similarity more obvious, though, than on Sunday.
We – as God’s people – no longer stand out by what we do on the first day of the week.

Long gone are the days when stores were shuttered.
Today both stores and stadiums are filled on Sunday.

Today shopping trips and sporting events are regular Sunday activities…

for us as well as non-Christians.

How did it happen?

Let’s blame Budweiser, shall we?
Several decades ago, that beer company spent big bucks trying to convince the country


that weekends were made -- not for God…not for the family – but for Michelob.

Do you remember the slogan?

“Weekends were made for Michelob”.

Is that the reason for what happens on Sundays today?

Hardly.
Besides, you and I need to pay more attention to the result 

-- not the reason for, but the result of -- what is going on?
What, especially, is happening to us?

Oh, we still may spend an hour at church on Sunday,

although – for some of us – only when we feel like it…and if there’s nothing better to do. 
We then may try to compensate by grabbing a devotion a day…
but quickly as we prepare to race off to school or work.

We also try to listen to Christian radio in the car,


buy a Christian book to read in bed,


attend a Christian conference once a year…



but then find we have no time to do the things we learn.
What is this frantic, frenzied lifestyle – so typical of North American culture –

what is this lifestyle doing to you and me?

Let me guess…

We no longer look like God’s people;


we don’t even feel like God’s people…


in other words, the “good” feelings are gone.
We are restless – we have no inner peace – even though God offers it.

And the joy of salvation – that profound joy that comes from a close relationship with God –


that joy is but a distant memory.

We easily get exasperated…


we frequently find ourselves exhausted.

Our souls are dry…almost dead.

We need to get our soul…our life – the abundant life God offers to his people –

we need to get that life back again.

And Nehemiah – the Jew living in ancient Persia – reveals how.
2)  How?

How do we resoul?

“Build a wall…”, says Nehemiah, “a wall that will protect your soul.”
This wine-taster, who could identify a good wine by smelling its bouquet…

this wine-taster also had a nose for problems;

he could “sniff out” the cause of a problem…and its solution.

Nehemiah understood why the Jews in Jerusalem were struggling to survive.

Foreigners had entered the city, 

first as next-door neighbors…then as in-house spouses.

The Jews were simply getting swallowed up by a foreign culture;


they were losing their unique identity.

They no longer looked – or lived – like God’s people.
This was especially evident on Saturday – their Sabbath –


when, instead of spending time with God and their families,


they spent their time like everyone else: working or playing.

Nehemiah knew what needed to be done.

He built two walls for God’s people:

one around their city…another around their souls.

He first restored the ancient wall of Jerusalem;

that would protect them physically.

He then restored the ancient practice of the Sabbath; 
that would protect them spiritually.

Did the wine-taster’s ways work to solve the problem?
Yes and no.

The walls of Jerusalem have crumbled again over the years,


but observing the Sabbath has preserved the Jews – as a people – to this day.
There is an old Jewish proverb which states:


“It’s not God’s people who preserve the Sabbath; 

it’s the Sabbath that preserves God’s people.”

In you need help in seeing the truth of this proverb,

listen to this excerpt from Isaac Grunfeld’s book on the Sabbath:

“The train dragged on with human freight.  Pressed together like cattle in the crowded boxcars, the occupants were unable to move.  The atmosphere was stifling.  As Friday afternoon wore on, the Jews in the Nazi transport sank deeper into misery.  Suddenly an old woman managed to open a bundle.  She drew out two candlesticks.  She had just prepared them for the Sabbath when she was dragged from her home that morning.  They were the only items she had thought worthwhile taking with her.  Soon the Sabbath candles lit up the faces of the tortured Jews, and the song “Lekhah dodi” transformed the scene.  Sabbath – with its joy and peace – had descended on them all.”
What a powerful picture, right?

What a powerful picture of how walling off a sacred space – even in horrific circumstances –


can minimize the impact of those circumstances.

No wonder God commanded his people to observe the Sabbath.

How, you may wonder, does the “observe” lead to the “preserve”?

How will observing the ancient principle and practice of the Sabbath 
preserve – or protect – our souls today?

Let’s refresh our memories…

and go back to the beginning.

“In six days the Lord made the heavens and the earth, 

and on the seventh day, he abstained from work and rested.” [Exodus 31:17 NIV]
On the seventh day, God...rested.

The last word of that phrase – in Hebrew – does not really means “rested”;


a more accurate translation is “exhaled”.

On the seventh day, then, God “וינףש” (vaiynafesh) …exhaled.

Interesting picture, isn’t it?

For six days, it’s as if God inhaled 

– tried to catch his breath, get enough oxygen – 

to work his creative magic.

Then, on the seventh day, he exhaled
-- he cleansed all impurities – 
and sighed, “It is good.”
There is, I submit, a sacred rhythm built into the world that God made.

And we need to get in step with that sacred rhythm each week.
For six days we – like God – can inhale;


we can try to get as much oxygen as we need to work and play.

But, every seventh day, we – just like God – need to exhale;


we need to take time to cleanse ourselves of all impurities.
We need to take time each week to get a life – our life – back again


so that each week we can sigh, as God did…and say “It is good”.

God himself put it this way:

“Six days you shall labor and do all your work, but the seventh day is a Sabbath… On it you shall not do any work. … For in six days the Lord made the heavens and the earth…, but he rested on the seventh day.  Therefore the Lord blessed the Sabbath day.” 
[Exodus 20:9-11 NIV]
Observing the Sabbath, then involves much more than going to church on Sunday morning.
It involves – brace yourself for this…


it involves giving God – and your soul – not 1 hour, but 1 day each week.

I can almost hear you thinking:

“Set aside 24 hours each week for God and my soul? 
What am I going to do in those 24 hours?”

I like what one Jewish rabbi said:


“On the Sabbath, I do whatever pampers my soul.”

How do you pamper your soul?
The Adventure Journal (sample) offers some very creative suggestions;

I propose you get your ideas from that source.
I just want to add a word of caution.

Throughout history, people have prescribed ways for others to observe the Sabbath.
The ancient Jews did it by crafting hundreds of rules and regulations for Saturday.
More recently, we have done the same thing by drafting “blue laws” for Sunday.

But I like what Jesus said 

when the legalists of his day told him what people need to do on the Sabbath.

“You just don’t get it, do you? 
The Sabbath was made for man, not man for the Sabbath. [Mark 2:27 NIV]”
Setting aside 24 hours each week to pamper your soul is good for you.

If we, as citizens of heaven living on earth, want to do more than just survive in this culture…

if we want to actually thrive as God’s people on planet earth,



we need to build walls for our soul.

One of those walls is the Sabbath…

24 hours each week when we do nothing but pamper our soul.

When Nehemiah built a wall for God’s people of old

-- when he restored the Sabbath in ancient Jerusalem --



he simply locked the city’s gates for 24 hours.
If we try to restore the Sabbath principle in our lives today…


if we want to set aside one day each week for God and our soul,



it will be much more difficult.

We will quickly discover 

that we’ll have to fight out culture “tooth and nail” for every minute we hope to set aside.

We may wonder: is it worth the struggle?

Marva Dawn, a Lutheran theologian, has written a book entitled Keeping the Sabbath Wholly.

She claims this:


“In an age that has lost its soul, Sabbath keeping offers the possibility of getting it back.”

3) What for?
When then are the benefits of keeping the Sabbath holy…

keeping 24 hours each week wholly – W-H-O-L-L-Y – for pampering our souls?

In her book, Working ourselves to death, 

Diane Foster claims that we resist resting 

because we actually are addicted to adrenaline.
She adds that this addiction is fully supported by our culture.

A pastor named Dan Johnson tells us what happened to him

when he started to keep the Sabbath.

He writes:

“The first Sabbaths I kept were a…cleansing.  I am addicted to adrenaline.  I am the kind of person that likes to cram as much as I can into every minute.  Then I took a Sabbath.  I stopped, cold turkey.  There was a raging clamor that said, ‘Don’t just sit there; do something!’ … But my first Sabbaths were cleansing moments of low adrenaline days.’

A purging…a healing, then, is one of the benefits 

of restoring this ancient practice in our lives today.
Profound joy is another.
Listen again to Dan Johnson…and what he experienced:
“Eventually, my day of rest became for me a day of pure joy.  The Jews historically spent three days looking forward to the Sabbath and the three days remembering the Sabbath.  I found myself doing the same, particularly experiencing huge relief the night before my day of rest.  (After all, this was) a day of no work, no rush…no stress.”
A Sabbath rest brings many benefits.

Some are mentioned on this insert I included with my outline for this message.

Others you can think of yourself.

Simply use your imagination:


what would happen to me…

with my family…

in my relationship with God.


if every 7 days I walled off 24 hours to pamper my soul?

Conclusion
This past week, as I prepared this message,

I was intrigued by a story reported on BBC’s World News.

Nova Scotia is the only Canadian province 

that still bans shopping and sporting activities on Sunday.

There is, however, a proposal to lift those bans.

As the people in Nova Scotia prepare to vote on this proposal,


people from the other provinces in Canada are urging them to defeat the proposal…



urging them to continue the ban on Sunday shopping and sports events.

Why?

Because Nova Scotia is the favored destination of Canadians on holiday.

They flock there from the other provinces to enjoy the peace of the place…

especially the peace and tranquility of a Sunday in Nova Scotia.

I tell you: there is a sacred rhythm built into this world.

And – in our heart of hearts – we know it.

We have this almost innate feeling 
that each week we need a day – 24 hours – to resoul.

We just don’t practice what we perceive, do we?

Why not resolve to change all that?

Before you face the traffic-jamming, brake-slamming,


coffee-spilling, car-stalling



client-calling, market-crashing,




boss-griping, computer-glitching,





lunch-skipping, clock-ticking,





pencil-breaking, aspirin-taking 
stresses in your week,








take a day – 24 hours – of Sabbath rest.

We cannot stop the frenzy of our culture;


but we ourselves can stop…
stop to wall off a sanctuary in time and space to pamper our souls.

Do you hear him calling you?

Do you hear the voice of that One who gave his life so you and I could get a life?
Listen…

“Come to me, all you who are weary…and I will give you rest.


Learn from me, for I am gentle…you will find rest for your souls.”  [Matthew 11:28-29 NIV]
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