Sermon – Nehemiah 8
Robert Louis Stevenson, the famous author of Treasure Island, and Doctor Jeckell and Mister Hyde, along with many people of his time, kept a regular diary. There is one entry on a Sunday where he wrote something he considered to be quite extraordinary. ‘I have been to church today’, he wrote, and surprisingly, I am not depressed’. Well I hope we can echo those words later on today.  Because all too often Christians are portrayed in the media as a pretty miserable lot. The world seems to think that having an active faith means giving up everything that is enjoyable, and a recent survey in America found that Christians were often perceived as judgemental, intolerant, arrogant and negative. 
But as we look at that passage from Nehemiah today, we will see that God doesn’t want his people to be miserable, the whole passage reverberates with hope and especially, joy.
But the people of God at this time had lost that joy, that sense of wonder at being the chosen people. For seventy years they had been living in exile in Babylon, taken there as captives after the fall of Jerusalem in 587 BC when the nation of Judah had collapsed. 
I’m a fan of science fiction, and have always loved Star Trek. One of the alien races introduced during the Next Generation TV series was one called the Borg. I apologise if you are not a fan, and don’t know what I’m referring to. Anyway, the Borg were described as part machine and part organic, and their way of dealing with other species was to assimilate them into their own culture – making them Borg. Their constant message was ‘Resistance is futile’. You might wonder where I’m going with this, yet in many ways the Babylonians were the Borg of their time. 
Their strategy to deal with subject nations who they had conquered, was to assimilate them – to transform them into loyal citizens of the Babylonian empire. 

And it seems to have worked all too well. All the influential and educated leaders of Judah had been relocated to Babylon, renamed, rehoused, and re-employed. They had to learn a new language. But in many ways it was a benign captivity. Many did very well in that new society. But the Babylonians had done their best to eradicate their ties to their old land, and particularly their religion, which was outlawed. 
The people lost their access to the word and Law of God, their priests, and their religious practices. All they had left were their memories, and later on, the memories of others. At the end of their 70 years of exile, they had forgotten more than they remembered about their faith.
However God had not forgotten them. Nehemiah had received permission from King Artaxerxes of Babylon to rebuild the walls of Jerusalem and repopulate it, probably because the King wanted to establish a friendly ‘buffer nation’ between Babylon and rebellious Egypt. So the people had returned to Jerusalem, and the walls were now back in place, the city was secure. Nehemiah had done what he had been sent to do, but although the city had been brought back to life, the people’s faith hadn’t. That was a job for someone else, and God had also sent Ezra, a priest, back to Jerusalem, with a mission of his own.
There was still work to do, the temple had not yet been rebuilt, but at the seventh month, the time of year that had traditionally been the time of one of the most important Jewish festivals, Sukkot, or the Festival of Booths, the equivalent of a Harvest festival, something stirred within the people.  
They discover a hunger to hear Gods word, a yearning to rediscover their spiritual heritage, and they more or less demand that Ezra read to them from the book of the Law, the Torah. They knew that despite returning from exile, rebuilding their city, and reclaiming their land, something was still missing, something else needed to be done.
So Ezra brought out the Torah, and read from it to the people for six hours. I wonder how a six-hour service would go down today? You could forget about the Sunday lunch. But the people were hungry to hear the word and to worship God. It wasn’t simply a case of reading either. It was necessary for a simultaneous translation to take place as well. The book had been written in Hebrew, their ancient mother tongue, but one of the results of their captivity was that hardly any of the Jews understood Hebrew – for decades they had been compelled to learn and use Aramaic. So the levites with Ezra had to translate and explain the text to the crowd.
But the effect of Gods word on the people was devastating. They heard, many for the first time about their nations history as the chosen people of God, about the Exodus from  Egypt, about the miraculous provision of God, and about the disobedience and rebellion of the past that had led to their exile and punishment. 
They saw how much they had lost, they saw how little they now knew, and how far they had fallen from that unique relationship with God. Maybe some who still hankered after that cosy lifestyle in Babylon now realised the price they had paid for that cultural assimilation.
So many of the people broke down in tears as their true situation before God was starkly revealed in his word. They could now see how far they had all fallen short of the glory of God. Their sin was suddenly obvious, their lives without his word, his law, his presence now meaningless. The military defeat they had suffered when Jerusalem was captured was nothing compared to the loss of that precious relationship with God.
I wonder – is there a lesson here for us today? How comfortable are we in the society around us – a society that is becoming more and more secular, where Christianity is suppressed or ridiculed? How many compromises have we made to be accepted in the culture of our time. Has our relationship with God suffered because we want to fit in?
There’s another challenge here for us too. When was the last time the word of God reduced us to tears? Perhaps our hearts are hard, maybe we are too self-absorbed. – do we share that same deep emotional response  – are there times when we are brought to tears by the knowledge of our own sin, by the realisation of our need for forgiveness, for a new start with God? Perhaps sometimes our relationship with God just isn’t that important to us. Surely one of the tragedies of our time is that people are relentlessly pursuing wealth or power or fame hoping to find fulfilment and happiness, while all the time ignoring the one thing that really matters – our relationship with our creator.
But here in this passage from Nehemiah, the people became acutely aware of their loss, their foolishness and their sin, and they wept; 

But that recognition, that deep emotional response, led them to repentance, Nehemiah and Ezra could see that, and they knew that repentance would restore their relationship with God, bring them to a time of revival. God had touched this community and would restore them to a new life. 
The people here had recognised what had gone wrong in the past, but they were now at a crossroads. Their time of exile had ended, God had brought them back to their land, and they had that opportunity for a new start. And that’s what Nehemiah and Ezra, and the other leaders tell them to focus on. 
There was a place for grief, it was an appropriate response to the realisation of their place before God. It had led them to repentance and a desire to restore what they had lost. But now Ezra and Nehemiah had another message for the people. Yes we have all sinned, yes we are all guilty, God is concerned with justice, but he is also the God of forgiveness, the God who longs for his people to return to him. 
He had sent Nehemiah and Ezra to lead them back, both to the land and the city they had lost, and back into their precious relationship with God. So after the grief, after the repentance, comes joy. Joy because God had not given up on them, not abandoned them, but had brought them to this place, this time, where they could find forgiveness and a new start with him.

Their grief looked to the past, but the joy looked forward to that new future that God had in store for them. Isn’t that an experience we all share? we all need to come to a realisation that our self-centred lifestyle separates us from God, leads us to a place where we seem to be comfortable and content, but in reality we are missing out on so much. 
God longs for us to find our way back to him, to live with a purpose, a hope, and a joy that we were designed for. It’s a joy that comes from the knowledge of God, a deep and sometimes inexplicable joy that is a natural consequence of our relationship with him.
Our society emphasises pleasure, and happiness – there was a recent series in national newspaper on how to find happiness – needless to say it didn’t have much to do with a relationship with God. 
But in many ways our society could be described as joyless, pleasure and happiness often being things that come and go, often slipping out of our grasp, but a deep and abiding joy very much lacking.

But the joy that comes from God is something that can sustain and empower us – as Nehemiah said to the people - ‘ The Joy of the Lord is your strength’. It is a natural result of our relationship with God, but it is so difficult to explain to anyone who doesn’t have that relationship with our Saviour. In our gospel reading today, Jesus quotes from Isaiah 61, a passage that goes on to speak of how Gods people will receive’ everlasting joy’. Nehemiahs people badly needed to rediscover that joy, after their time of exile in Babylon, and certainly there will be many people in 21st century Britain who need that joy too.
The notorious Atheist champion Richard Dawkins seems to idolise Charles Darwin, a man of undoubted genius and who made a tremendous contribution to our understanding of nature. 
Darwin trained for the Anglican ministry, but became so immersed in his work that his faith was left behind, he concentrated so much on the mechanics of creation, that he lost sight of the creator. He lost that joy of his youth, and later in life wrote to a friend:
‘ I feel so very flat, it is a horrid bore to feel as I constantly do, that I am a withered leaf for anything except science. I am like a man who has become colour blind’.

He had come to see nature as nothing more than a machine, and lost his capacity to see God at work in the beauty and intricacy of the natural world. Despite all his achievements His life became so poorer for the loss of that joy he had at one time found in his relationship with God.

So as the joy bubbled up in the people of God, under the instruction of Nehemiah and Ezra a party broke out. They celebrated the goodness of God, eating and drinking together, and sharing with all who had nothing. They were all caught up in an irrepressible, unstoppable outpouring of joy, a revival of their faith, their life, their future. Can you imagine it? It must have been fantastic!

While we must all come to a realisation of our sin, and our need of God, a realisation that may well lead to grief and tears, but the time must also come when the joy of our salvation wells up inside us and overflows into our mind and our soul. If that joy seems distant or in the past then maybe there are things in our past that need to be dealt with to enable us to return to the place God wants us to be. Maybe if that’s the case, our Freedom in Christ course that is being run during Lent may help.

Joy is an integral part of what it means to be a Christian.  1 John 1 verse 4 says, ‘We write these things so that your joy may be complete’. In 2 Corinthians  1 verse 24 Paul writes ‘We work with you for your joy’.
So lets not be the sort of Christians who live up to the worlds view that we are a miserable lot. As Paul encourages us in Phillipians 4 ‘Rejoice in the Lord always, again I say rejoice’.

In the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. Amen.
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