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A Constitutional Crisis 
Nehemiah 8:1-3, 5-6. 8-10 

 
 Now that the federal government has gone back to business (at least 
for the next three weeks), it might be said it’s probably not a smart thing to 

govern by crisis.  What a mess this shutdown has been!  Though, some will 
say, this is the nature of Washington—something or someone creates a 

mess that is compounded by other messes that spawn partisan reactions to 
those messes with accusations and denials as to who’s responsible for those 
messes, which are then reported in the media and talked about in messed 

up ways, which communicate to the public of what a mess things are, which 
will only be cleaned up when we throw out those we think cause the messes, 

which results in elections that turn into a huge messes with new leaders 
who promised to clean up the messes in government yet who don’t know 

what they’re doing and end up making a mess of things.  That pretty much 
covers it. 
 This time around, though, the crisis our political leaders created 

impacted more than just those who take sinister delight in groveling in 
these messes.  Never in my life would I have imagined nearly a million 

federal workers being forced to stay at home or be conscripted to work 
without compensation in what became the longest government shutdown in 
history (at least until the next one).  I do believe the Thirteenth Amendment 

ended the practice of slave labor in 1865, but apparently the rights of 
federal employees didn’t apply.  They were treated with the same dignity as 

inmates in a Russian gulag. 
 This crisis could even have been understandable, if not redeemable, if 

there was some great moral foundation laid for it—such as fighting slavery 
or protesting an unnecessary war.  It’s not even about border security, since 
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both sides in this conflict claim to want to address it—each in their own 
way, of course.  This government shutdown amounted to nothing more 

than political posturing—two stubborn sides not solving the problem in the 
way most legislation is handled through debate and compromise.  So 

instead most of the federal system shut down and nearly a million public 
employees were forced to rely on private charity, including many of our 

Coast Guard neighbors.  What a country!  What a mess! 
  I’m not an expert on Constitutional Law by any means, but I decided 
to re-read parts of the Constitution this past week; I don’t think the 

Founders had in mind governing by means of a trumped-up crisis when 
they crafted this document and outlined the separation of powers.  Yet, over 

the course of 243 years since they declared independence from British rule, 
the fundamental trust required for the wise exercise of law, order, and 
justice by the powers that be has been chronically eroded through zealous 

partisanship and the self-serving political machinations of bureaucracy.  
This is not unique to our present time.  It’s been a part of American history 

from the outset. 
 But what seems unusual is the widespread loss of civic sensibility and 

constitutional knowledge, where over time it appears fewer people have 
insight into what democracy requires or how the system is supposed to 
operate.  Collectively, we’ve allowed the political winds to shape our 

perception for what’s prudent and proper instead of relying on the very 
institution upon which this whole government stands, i.e., the U.S. 

Constitution.  Few people appear to have even read the Constitution from 
its Preamble to the 27th Amendment.  Many assume every Article is merely 

subject to judicial interpretation and political expedience; as a result, 
everything depends on who holds the reins of power. They demand nothing 
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other than their own social and economic interests be considered; they hold 
no higher ideal for leadership other than to be victorious in a zero-sum 

game.  That’s what created this crisis—a stand-off between two sides in a 
zero-sum game. 

 Yes, we are in a Constitutional crisis, but I believe it’s not just because 
of the ongoing drama in Washington; it’s also due to what’s going on across 

our society and culture.  Namely, what should be expected of us as citizens 
of a democracy in the 21st century—the third century of our national 
“experiment”—a century where our population isn’t homogeneous, but 

mirrors the world’s diversity?  What do we hear when these words are 
cited? 

We the People of the United States, in Order to form a more perfect Union, 
establish Justice, insure domestic Tranquility, provide for the common defence 
[sic], promote the general Welfare, and secure the Blessings of Liberty to 
ourselves and our Posterity, do ordain and establish this Constitution for the 
United States of America. 
 

Are we moved by our Founders’ desires, yearnings, and sentiments to form 

a more perfect Union?  What does that mean?  What will it take for us to 
ensure those very things moving forward (be it unity, justice, tranquility, 

defense, the welfare of all), with the Blessings of Liberty for us and those 
who will yet follow us?  Does it matter that we’re losing public trust in a 

form of governance that depends on that very thing—trust that has been 
earned through past achievements and crucial for advancing our collective 
aspirations? 

 Our challenge today is probably not much different than what has 
been faced by generations before, when the ruling interests of their day 

failed to reflect the best qualities of human leadership.  However, our text 
from Nehemiah speaks to our current crisis from a time in Israel’s recovery 

as a nation as they grappled with their fears and security and a call to be a 
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moral and just people—in fact, to reflect the ancient code of Law spoken 
through their founders, especially Moses.  The setting was sometime after 

they returned from exile and were repatriating their homeland and 
rebuilding Jerusalem.  It took nearly a century to do it, in various waves of 

emigration and stages of reconstruction.  The Persians who freed them 
from Babylon, still wouldn’t allow the Israelites to refortify their cities (for 

strategic reasons, obviously), so it was nearly a century later when 
Nehemiah was named governor of Judah and commissioned to do so by 
King Artaxerxes.  Nehemiah was a dynamic, enterprising man who, 

according to the record, received the commission to finally build the wall of 
Jerusalem under the pretense that he was merely honoring and protecting 

the integrity of his ancestors’ graves.   
So, for most of Nehemiah’s memoir (from which our text today 

derives), it depicts his obsession in building the wall, making this urgent 

appeal to his people: 
You see the trouble we are in, how Jerusalem lies in ruins with its gates burned.  
Come, let us rebuild the wall of Jerusalem, so that we may no longer suffer 
disgrace…Then they said, “Let us start building!” (Neh.2:17, 18) 
 

So zealous were they with completing the wall, it was rapidly organized and 
constructed in just a couple of months!  The wall became the pride of 
Jerusalem and Nehemiah’s legacy for the intent of securing their beloved 

city of Zion. 
 However, the story also notes that building the wall exacted a heavy 

price upon the people.  First, the Judeans had to pay an exorbitant tax to 
the Persians for permission to simply build the wall.  Then, wealthier 
inhabitants exploited the project for their own profit.  Public resistance and 

complaints grew before the wall was even finished: 
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Now there was a great outcry of the people and of their wives against their Jewish 
kin.  For there were those who said, “with our sons and our daughters, we are 
many; we must get grain, so that we may eat and stay alive.”  There were also 
those who said, “We are having to pledge our fields, our vineyards, and our 
houses in order to get grain during the famine.”  And there were those who said, 
“We are having to borrow money on our fields and vineyards to pay the king’s 
tax.”  Now our flesh is the same as that of our kindred; our children are the same 
as their children; and yet, we are forcing our sons and daughters to be slaves, and 
some of our daughters have been ravished; we are powerless, and our fields and 
vineyards now belong to others.”  (Neh. 5:1-5) 
 

Before Nehemiah and the rest of the leadership could complete the wall and 
eventually the Temple, they faced a moral reckoning—one that had become 

evidently clear in the hardship placed upon the people.  Trust was lost in 
their governor, Nehemiah, and other leaders.  Judah would not receive the 

blessing of God as a divided and unjust nation.  Justice had to parallel their 
desire for security, the powerful had to end their exploitation of the 
powerless, the wealthy their profiteering from Judah’s workforce, the 

landowners their oppression of foreigners and immigrants.  If the Israelites 
were to be redeemed as a nation, their moral center had to return to the 

foundations of their covenant with God and with the Law of Moses, their 
founder.  That’s where our text for today begins. 

 Following a census of all who were to be counted among the Israelites 
and before they could enter the rebuilt city, the people gathered in the 
square before the Water Gate.  There, Ezra, the heroic scribe of this story 

took center stage to recite the teachings of Moses in the Torah.  This was 
the first time in generations they heard their constitutional words 

proclaimed publicly, so it was stunning moment of national reflection and 
repentance: 

So they read from the book, from the law of God, with interpretation.  They gave 
the sense, so that the people understood the reading.  And Nehemiah, who was 
the governor, and Ezra the priest and scribe, and the Levites who taught the 
people said to all the people, “This day is holy to the Lord your God; do not 
mourn or weep.”  For all the people wept when they heard the words of the law. 
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As the story is told, the people rose and stood reverently while the Torah 
(Israel’s “constitution”) was read—the words attributed to their founder, 

Moses, held sacred to collectively guide them to be a just and righteous 
people.  It was within their own power to be a people united by law and 
duty to each other.  Yet, by accepting profiteering as the norm and 

corruption as morally acceptable and zeal and subterfuge as the typical 
means to get it done, trust broke down and the fissures within a divided and 

unjust society would widen to destroy them, just like the inevitable cracks 
that erode the integrity of any “impregnable” wall. 

 I admit, the parallels aren’t precise, but close enough to make the 
story of Nehemiah teachable for us in this present crisis.  The very 
constitution and strength of the American people are being called into 

question in this moment, even while the ideals of our democracy are eroded 
for the sake of political expediency.  This is not a binary choice between 

political parties, or conservative and liberal, or good people and bad people; 
it’s about all of us searching for what we will believe in and stand for in 

order to rebuild trust in a system that has served this country (and the 
world) well for nearly 250 years.   

Democracies evolve, to be sure, and some eventually fall to powerful 

internal forces of unchecked power and corruption.  But when they stand, 
they do so on the power of the people to trust the system that governs the 

nation, that guarantees everyone’s rights in society and that holds onto the 
authority of law and the fundamental principles of justice that democracy 
has been built upon. 

 It starts with this: if you have not read the U.S. Constitution in its 
entirety recently (or if ever), then I urge you to do so (copies available in the 
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Narthex).  Encourage others to do the same.  It’s the primer for our civic 
duty and basis for our citizenship—something naturalized immigrants take 

to heart more than many who were born here.  In it you will note that the 
security of our nation is not centralized into one position or branch of 

government, but based on the broad distribution of power—across three 
branches of the federal government and to the governing authority of each 

state and municipality, with checks and balances of accountability routinely 
expected and employed within all institutions where power is exercised.  
Individual ambition and self-interest must constantly be held in balance 

with, and often in check for, the interests of greater society, even while 
maintaining rights and protections for minority views and aspirations.   

If we don’t grasp these underlying principles upon which the 
Founders wrote the Constitution, if we don’t appreciate their amazing 
foresight to take into account the evolving nature of American society 

within the basics of this agreement, if we fail to foster trust between people 
and parties, then we will lose much of what we believe is great about this 

nation, as well as the character of her people.   
There is nothing divinely eternal or sacrosanct about the United 

States of America.  Our democracy is as strong as the institutions and 
citizenry who support it; it can erode structurally and the nation’s heritage 
can fall into the dust-pile of history, as many mighty powers have before.  

The grand experiment of democracy in America has no guarantee; it 
requires constant attention and maintenance from a people willing to 

support it in its essentials and its foremost claim, which is: 
We the People of the United States, in Order to form a more perfect Union, 
establish Justice, insure domestic Tranquility, provide for the common defence 
[sic], promote the general Welfare, and secure the Blessings of Liberty to 
ourselves and our Posterity, do ordain and establish this Constitution for the 
United States of America. 
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So help us God. 
       The Rev. Dr. Paul C. Hayes 
       Noank Baptist Church, Noank CT 
       27 January 2019 

 


