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32 We also lay on ourselves the obligation to charge ourselves yearly one-third of a 
shekel for the service of the house of our God: 33for the rows of bread, the regular 
grain-offering, the regular burnt-offering, the sabbaths, the new moons, the appointed 
festivals, the sacred donations, and the sin-offerings to make atonement for Israel, and 
for all the work of the house of our God. 34We have also cast lots among the priests, the 
Levites, and the people, for the wood-offering, to bring it into the house of our God, by 
ancestral houses, at appointed times, year by year, to burn on the altar of the LORD our 
God, as it is written in the law. 35We obligate ourselves to bring the first fruits of our soil 
and the first fruits of all fruit of every tree, year by year, to the house of the LORD; 36also 
to bring to the house of our God, to the priests who minister in the house of our God, 
the firstborn of our sons and of our livestock, as it is written in the law, and the firstlings 
of our herds and of our flocks; 37and to bring the first of our dough, and our 
contributions, the fruit of every tree, the wine and the oil, to the priests, to the 
chambers of the house of our God; and to bring to the Levites the tithes from our soil, 
for it is the Levites who collect the tithes in all our rural towns. 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 

I am sure that I am preaching to the choir here, but I cannot wait to get back 

to normal. Whether that is a new normal, the old normal or somewhere in 

between, I long for the day that we can put this Covid pandemic behind us. I can’t 

wait till every news broadcast and social media post I see, no longer contain 

heartbreaking numbers of new cases, deaths, and the stories of those who have 

lost loved ones. There are many, many things I look forward to; like going to sit 

down and eat at Jefe’s without questioning if it is a good idea. I can’t wait to stop 

having to run back to my truck because I forgot my mask, and likewise to be able 

to see my friends out and about without masks on. I don’t know how many times I 

have had to take a double take because I thought I recognized someone but wasn’t 

quite sure wearing a facemask. Just yesterday I ran into Howard Morris at Ronnie’s 

Burger and had to stare at him for 30 seconds before I was sure it was him. And I 
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can’t wait till we can do away with one entrance and exit at Wal-Mart, thereby 

stymying my trick of checking out in lawn and garden to cheat the lines. And I long 

for the day that I can just walk down an isle without having to consider that they 

all have become one way streets. And I know that they simply alternate back and 

forth but I never seem to get it right. Yes, I am the problem, a repeat offender 

wrong way shopper. These are all small trivial inconveniences, but there are bigger 

things I long for too. I can’t wait to be in the gym full of youth for a lock-in. I can’t 

wait to see all of you face to face in the church foyer; to be able to talk to more 

than screens and windshields. To be able to physically gather around the 

communion table with you. To be able to visit our people in the hospital without it 

meaning their other one visitor has to leave. And I cannot wait to walk into my 

grandmother’s care facility and introduce her to her great grandson she has yet to 

meet. I can’t wait for some kind of normal. 

If I’m being honest though, there are some things that I hope I don’t change 

post Covid. This time of social distancing and quarantine have added some needed 

changes in routine for my little family. First of all, we eat differently, rather than 

going out or always picking up food, we are actually cooking. Or, my wife is and I 

am trying to learn. I hope we don’t abandon that discipline of spending time 

together in the kitchen. We shop differently as well. Before Covid I joked that my 

wife headed to target with a vague idea and just let the store tell her what she 

needed. Of course, she reminded me I do the same thing at Academy. Camos and 

crankbaits hop in my cart as readily as candles and containers jump into hers. But 

now we make an exact list, plan out our routs in the store with extreme precision 

because once again the one way isles are the bane of my existence, and are out of 
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there in minutes. Saving time, waste, and of course money. On a more serious 

note though, it has also changed my morning routine. Before Covid when Asher 

was a newborn he was usually asleep when I left in the mornings, but during the 

time I worked from home I would spend precious time with him in the mornings 

when he first woke up. Beth and I even began singing him his special morning song 

together each day. That has continued since coming back to the office and I will 

not change our new morning routine for anything. Covid had also forced me to 

take a harder look at how my actions, and either carefulness or carelessness could 

affect others, even those with whom I am only tangentially involved. Likewise this 

has served as a rude awakening to the sacred notion that the needs of others 

outweighs my own desire for convenience. I surely hope these never ever go away. 

I’m sure many of you are in similar situations. We can see that God willing, 

with much prayer, somewhere on the horizon things are going to return to 

something resembling normal. For better or worse a new school year is upon us, 

businesses are open albeit not fully, and most who are returning to in person 

workplaces have returned. We are all anticipating the things we can finally look 

forward to; while also noting that things have in some ways changed for good. 

Maybe, even to so some degree we ourselves have been changed. It raises the 

questions of what ways will we return to our foundational habits, routines, and 

lifestyles and in what ways will we be different? It also invites us to ask that 

question of ourselves as a church. It is in the midst of a similar conversation that 

we find our scripture lesson today. 

We have traveled the long road home with Ezra and Nehemiah. The 

transition from dispersion under Babylonian and Persian exile to the dedication of 
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the people and temple in their newly reinhabited homeland. The timelines of Ezra 

and Nehemiah have been running parallel to one another and now they have 

come together in the rebuilt city, to rebuild the people of God for the house of 

God. Ezra had been in Jerusalem for a long while. He has found his people without 

hope, without faith, and without their moral rudder. Nehemiah boldly approached 

King Artaxerxes at a lavish banquet and is given permission to return with an 

armed escort to rebuild the broken down cities’ defensive wall. Each of them going 

about their own work seek to rebuild their society from the ground up. Last week 

Dr. Bender described the opposition and steps taken by Nehemiah to physically 

restore Jerusalem. He explored the wall in secret, organized labor, maneuvered 

politically, and set up a security structure to deal with opposition. Nehemiah’s 

physical task of completing the walls of Jerusalem is accomplished in a miraculous 

fifty-two days. Structurally, logistically, the people are back to the new normal. 

Yet now Nehemiah and Ezra must re-dedicate the people. A people who are 

different than they were before. They are faced with addressing the issues that got 

them into this mess in the first place and re-unite them into a cohesive and faithful 

people after they have been separated from their home and faith foundation for 

several generations. They are tasked with reconciling what was their past, what is 

their present reality, and what, with faith in God’s grace, will be their future. Today 

we read the part of the dedication where they are entering into covenant with 

God and with each other to care for the temple. They are in their own way 

determining how they will be church again. However, this is only a small part of 

the work of re-dedication. First Nehemiah addresses their societal issues. The 

people have sold their inherited land to the wealthy. Poverty and hunger are 
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rampant, and slavery is being practiced. Nehemiah will address these pressing 

issues with the same fervor and acumen as he did his building project. Last week 

Mark described how Nehemiah responded to opposition and danger with a three-

part plan. First, to request God’s help, then they drew courage for recalling what 

God had done for them, then they revised their physical, technical and tactical 

plans to address their challenges. Nehemiah approaches their societal problems 

with the same tried and true technique as he approached healing the cities 

defenses. They start out once again with a request, a request for forgiveness. They 

confess their sins before God and pray for restoration. Then they recall once again. 

They recall how even though God’s people had often strayed still God remained 

faithful, forgiving, and relenting in punishment. They recall the commandments 

given to their ancestors in the wilderness concerning the provision for the poor, 

the preservation of inherited property, and liberation for the oppressed. Then they 

revise; they revise their law, they revise their system, and they covenant to 

solutions like letting the land rest every seventh year, allowing a surplus of food 

for the poor. They would cancel debts, every seven years to alleviate long standing 

poverty and thereby allow slaves to go free. They revised their entire economic 

system to re dedicate themselves to God’s law and the thriving of the people. 

Then we get to our passage today. While it may sound like arbitrary commitments 

to us, of another time, a different way doing church, a different culture; 

nonetheless this passage gives us profound inspiration for how to step back out as 

the body of Christ in faithful ways both new and old. 

What we see in this passage and surrounding passages is a twofold path for 

returning with faith. On the one hand, the people are recalling their very DNA as 
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the people of God. They are recalling their law, their traditions, their ways of 

worship, and covenanting to never ever let them lapse again. At the same time, 

they are covenanting to live into this age-old faith in new and even more fervent 

ways. Ways that are more effective, ways that are more faithful, shaped by the 

lessons learned in the time of exile that brought them here. This chapter of 

Nehemiah 10 ends with the people all strongly declaring together we will not 

neglect the house of our God. They have re discovered their core values, they have 

acknowledged their shortcomings, and they are vowing to move forward all in for 

the mission of God. 

So church, how do we do this during our own time of transition, in our own 

return? What are the very foundational elements of our DNA as a people of faith 

that we must lean in to, preserve at all cost, and keep at the forefront of our vision 

going forward? And what are the ways in which we can live into these values in 

new more effective ways? Fortunately, for us as a church, identifying the core 

values of our identity is not hard. If you remember all the way back to last summer 

and fall, we were in the middle of a vision casting process for our church. 

Consultants from Auxano came in and worked with our vision team and staff to 

help us identify our core values our identity elements and explore how to live 

those out and grow accordingly. In doing so, they identified the things that make 

us, well us, the things that answer the question why we do what we do. And, it is 

these core values which we will strive to lean on for strength and lean into in new 

ways that will help us return from this time of physical separation. We are firm in 

our foundation. Firm in both who we are as FCC and who we are as Disciples of 

Christ. We are a church who has banded together since 1890, through depression, 
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drought, and the tornado of 79 and that is the foundation that will carry us 

forward but with eyes open to the concerns of our times. As disciples we have long 

striven to have a faith of both the head and the heart, being united in our 

confession and the table while allowing for diversity and differences. It is this 

foundation that we seek to re-connect to, in a time of increased anxiety, in a 

divisive climate, and contentious election year. Part of our core values is that we 

are open in our communion, all are welcome at the table of our Lord, and we go to 

that table each time we meet. We will hold fast to that identity as people of the 

table, while also expanding that table in new ways. These trying times have forced 

us to move from this communion table to communion tables in homes and even in 

cars. While we all anxiously await gathering at this table in person may we keep 

striving and searching for new ways to extend this table into homes and into our 

community. Part of our identity is that we are generational in our leadership, and 

we will continue to be led and served by children, youth, young adults, and the 

more seasoned saints as well. But, may we do so while being increasingly attentive 

to the different generational perspectives and needs. From students who have had 

school years, sports, and senior events put on hold. May we hear the perspectives 

of parents turned teachers, and teachers who have basically had to turn into super 

heroes. And, may we be led by the voices of our elder saints at Presbyterian 

Manor who have faced isolation and the utmost threat in our current situation. 

We have long been a church that is outward in our influence, and we will continue 

to be so. And, may we do so in new ways as we have experienced how to be the 

church outside the walls, out in the community. May we live truly, as the church 

deployed. We are a church characterized by our caring service, and we always will 
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be. I hope we have had our eyes more fully opened to the needs of our 

community. I hope we will be flexible to serve our community, and our neighbors 

across the street at MSU as they work out their own return to something 

resembling normal. But yet changed. We are a church who are intentional in our 

growth, we always have been and will continue to do so. But, may we do so with 

eyes open to the ways in which we are blessed to reach a broader range of people 

through our rapidly expanding on-line ministry and other avenues as well. 

Church, we, like Nehemiah, have a lot of work ahead of us. We are 

approaching a pivot point that will be both joyful and challenging, that will invite 

both restoration and renewal. In the coming days we, like the Israelites will have 

to lean on the foundation and traditions of our past, have eyes wide open to the 

challenges and opportunities of our present, and faithfully live into the future God 

is calling us towards. We can and we will. Because we too will not neglect the 

house of our God. –Amen. 


