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Flight or Fight?
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“Should a man like me run away?”

Nehemiah and his community were under sustained assault. They were trying to build a city that would honor God and provide safe haven and new opportunity for the Israelite exiles that had been disinherited. It involved bricks, mortar, doors, and windows – just like what we see here today. And it required armed guards to protect those who were trying to rebuild the ruins. 

We meet Nehemiah’s nemeses, Tobiah and Sanballat, back in chapter two, where it was said that “they were very much disturbed that someone had come to promote the welfare of the Israelites.” They feared that their power would wither if the Israelites prospered. As they saw it, power and blessing were zero sum games – when one side gained, the other side lost.  

As Israel began rebuilding, their opponents resorted first to ridicule against the disinherited, then anger, then attack.

In today’s text, they concoct a tall tale, a lie intended to frighten Nehemiah into retreat. They seek to eliminate the fight in him by stoking a spirit of flight in him. They try to use fear to manipulate Nehemiah, warning him that unless he runs away and hides, he will surely be attacked and destroyed. They pretend to be looking out for his well-being, when what they really intend is to destroy him. Their end game is to discredit him as a coward, so he loses all the moral authority that he has worked long and hard to build among his people.

There is, in fact, no such attack against him being planned. These are just empty threats, the currency of those who try to keep the upper hand by stirring up fear. Sanballat and Tobiah hope that just claiming that it will happen will be enough for them to prevail. And their prophets – today we’d call them advisers or administration officials –are all too willing to echo their leaders’ story, because they will benefit from backing the current administration. No matter whether it is truth or lies, they say what they think best serves their own interests. They claim to be prophets, but they are in truth merely profiteers. 

Nehemiah and the Israelites who were trying to regain their rightful home in Jerusalem had an impossible task. They had a letter from the king granting them legal permission to rebuild. But just because it is legally yours doesn’t mean that people won’t try to stop you from getting it.

The Sanballats and Tobiahs of the world may try to attack us, to intimidate us, to make us flee. But Nehemiah knew that the God who was on his side would see him through, no matter how great the opposition to his righteous cause. Nothing from the heights or depths, no principalities or powers, nothing present, nothing to come, could separate him from what God had promised him. And so he defied the threats of those who tried to scare him off: “Should a man like me run away?” Should a people like us run away?

Jerusalem was once mighty and prosperous. But now it lay in ruins, far from its former glory. Its population had been decimated, its buildings ransacked and run down. Under Nehemiah’s leadership, Israel was determined to take their city back. 

Nehemiah didn’t try to do it on his own. Much of the book of Nehemiah reads like a laundry list of names we can barely pronounce, allies in his righteous cause. Nehemiah was able to withstand the threats meant to make him flee, not only because he knew God was with him, but because he had other warriors standing alongside him as well. He finished the job because his allies pitched in with him to get the job done. He was empowered to refuse to back down because he knew God was with him and that his allies had his back.

It doesn’t take much imagination to draw parallels to our current political and social climate, and more specifically to the struggles going on right here where we stand. Houses of prayer have been assailed by those who would try to intimidate their inhabitants to flee. Much of what was once grand lies broken. Despite official legal protections, too many residents of the community are marginalized economically and politically.

Yet their spirit remains undaunted. They believe that in due time, deliverance will come. They know that in the long haul, justice shall prevail, because the God who was and is and will always be promises it. It was because of his faith in the God of Nehemiah that Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. was able to proclaim that the moral arc of the universe is long, but it bends toward justice.

Scripture teaches us to be attentive to those who suffer, to those on the margins, not just because they deserve help, but because precisely there, on the margins, God’s kingdom is especially manifest. If we claim to follow Jesus – who himself lived on and spoke from social and political margins – we need to be clear where we stand as face our world’s own struggles. Will we assume the perspective of those who have all the power, or side with those who live by inconvenient truths? Will preserving power or pursuing justice be our North Star?  

As he faced the struggles of rebuilding, Nehemiah doubtless remembered the words of the prophet Zephaniah, who told Israel in a time of calamity that it would be restored from its exile – “Do not be afraid, Zion! Do not let your hands hang limp. The Lord is in your midst, a warrior who gives victory. He will rejoice over you with gladness, he will renew you in his love. He will dance over you with singing.” (Zephaniah 3:16-17)

Imagine it – God singing with joy, God dancing over us! Over Bethesda! Over all who call on the Lord’s name in Homewood! Over Pittsburgh Presbytery, even! Not because of who we are, but because of who God is. The so-called Minor Prophets foresaw, from the heart of Israel’s distress, a day when God’s promises of justice and prosperity would be abundantly fulfilled. Will we be on the side of the oppressor, of those clinging desperately to power that cannot prevail? Or will we be on the side of the oppressed who will ultimately be victors? Will we be on the side of the unjustly accused who will one day be vindicated? Will we be on the side of captives soon to be released? Will we be on the side of the poor who will be blessed with abundance? Will we be on the side of the wounded who will be made whole? Will we be on the side of the hungry who shall be filled? Will we be on the side of the estranged who will be one day reconciled? Will we be on the side of the dying who are about to receive new life? 

Our short text closes in the same way as other episodes in Nehemiah’s story – with Nehemiah turning to God in prayer. It is a battle prayer, “Remember these people who are trying to destroy us, God!” Nehemiah was able to resist with non-violence precisely because he trusted God to avenge him and vindicate him. Nehemiah fortified his courage by turning every struggle into a prayer meeting.

If we want to see justice prevail in the face of public scorn, anger, and attack, we would do well to follow the path of Nehemiah when his small band of disinherited exiles faced those nemeses long ago. “Should a man like me run away?” Should a people like us run away? Not now. Not ever. Amen.
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