
Listen for God’s Word: 

 

“I’m doing important work, so I can’t 
come down.” 
Nehemiah 6:3 (Common English 
Bible) 
 
The absence of success isn’t the great 
malady of our time; it is the absence of 
purpose. Millions of men and women 
push through each day eking out a 
living with no large meaning or 
compelling purpose in life to inspire 
them. Each day they are going and 
going but are not moving toward 
anything. Without direction or 
motivation these people find their lives 
flattened, living lives that are 
meaningless and without a center that 
strengthens, both physically and 
emotionally. Life is little more than 
some sort of dreary treadmill; the 
result being that powers are depleted 
and personal existence seemingly 
pointless. These are people who will 
say that, more than comfort or security, 
what they crave most of all is meaning 
in their lives. 
 

The absence of success isn’t 
the great malady of our time; 
it is the absence of purpose. 

 

John Claypool recalls a story told by 
Alfred Adler – an intriguing encounter 
that took place in the main train station 
of inner Austria, back in the early 
1930s. A well-dressed businessman got 
off the train and was walking through 
the lobby, when an alcoholic beggar 
stopped him and asked for just enough 
money for one more meal. The 
businessman said he did not usually 
respond to such requests, but he would 
on one condition. He said, “Tell me, 
how has an intelligent-looking person, 
as you appear to be, allowed yourself 
to get into these straits?” With that, the 
beggar turned red in the face with 
anger and responded, “Listen, if you 
had experienced what I have had to 
live through, you wouldn’t be asking 
that question. You would be exactly 
where I am…I was one of several 
children.” 
 
The beggar proceeds to tell his story to 
the businessman. “My mother died 
when I was young. My father was 
abusive and a very cruel man. The 
state finally took my brothers and 
sisters and me away from him and put 
us in an orphanage. During World War 
I, a battle raged around the orphanage, 
the building caught fire, and I had to 
flee into the night. I have never seen 
any of my family since. I don’t know 

Sunday, July 19, 2020 
 

A Sermon Preached by 
The Reverend Dr. W. Douglas Hood, Jr. 
 
 

“The Power of Purpose” 

Nehemiah 6:1-3 (Common English Bible) 
 



whether they are alive or dead. It’s 
been that way all my life. Every time I 
try to get on my feet, something 
knocks me down. If you had 
experienced what I had to live through, 
you would be standing in these very 
shoes.” 
 
The business said, “It’s interesting that 
you should say that, because as you tell 
your story, it does, in fact, parallel my 
own.” Shocked that their stories were 
so related, they began to talk more 
fully. As you probably anticipated, 
they discovered that they were in fact 
brothers, separated years before and 
now, mysteriously; their lives again 
had intersected. 
 

Once we have uncovered a 
strong sense of purpose,  

we reach up to the highest and 
best our intellect and energies 

will provide.  
 
Dr. Adler used this story to raise the 
perplexing question, “Why is it that we 
humans respond so differently to the 
same circumstances?” Here were two 
individuals who have the same genetic 
background, who had much the same 
things happen to them, and yet, while 
one had allowed those events to crush 
him to the ground, the other, like a sail 
tacking into the wind, has somehow 
used things that might go against him 
as energy to move forward. Why did 
these two brothers respond so 
differently to the same set of 
circumstances? The answer, simply, is 
how we look at life or, as Victor Frankl 

once observed, choosing to use our 
freedom of choice in how we will 
respond to any circumstance. Once we 
have uncovered a strong sense of 
purpose, we reach up to the highest 
and best our intellect and energies will 
provide.  
 
Nehemiah found the answer to 
aimlessness, “I’m doing important 
work, so I can’t come down.” 
Nehemiah put his hand out to a task 
that God wanted done and no 
distraction or discouragement would 
pull him away from that work. 
Naturally, Nehemiah’s first task was to 
properly discern what it was that God 
wanted from him. The exercise of 
discovering God’s purpose for us is 
commonly called, spiritual formation. 
It need not be a complicated process, 
but it does require a determination of 
the heart and a regular time 
commitment. At the minimum, what is 
necessary is the regular reading of the 
Bible and the prayer, “What would you 
have me hear from these words and 
what would you have me to do?” 
 
Dallas Willard says the reason we find 
the Christian life so difficult is we seek 
God’s blessing while we live our own 
will. Amazing power comes when we 
surrender. How does that work? In the 
Second World War the Italian forces 
were driven out of North Africa. 
Wishing to make the harbor unusable 
to the Allies, they took huge barges, 
filled them with concrete, and sank 
them across the mouth of the harbor. 
When the Allies arrived there was no 
way in or out. That harbor was totally 
unusable unless somehow they got 



those massive sunken barges out of 
there. They came up with an ingenious 
plan. They took huge gas tanks – the 
size that hold hundreds of thousands of 
gallons at oil refineries, sealed the 
tanks so they would float, and floated 
them out on the water directly above 
the barges. They waited until the tide 
was out and then sent in frogmen who 
chained the tanks to the barges. When 
the tide came in, those tanks rose on 
the tide, lifting those heavy barges up 
out of the sucking sand at the bottom 
of the bay. From there it was simple to 
just float the barges away and the 
harbor was useable again. 
 

Align your life  
with the will of God  

and you will be unstoppable. 
 
Think of that enormous power! The 
barges were chained to the tanks. The 
tanks were moved by the tides. The 
tides were pulled by the gravitational 
attraction of the moon, and the moon 
was moving within the solar system, 
which was set in motion by the hand of 
God. Align your life with the will of 
God and you will be unstoppable. To 
stand against God’s will is futile. It 
does not matter how insignificant you 
may think you are. When you attach 
yourself to the power that moves the 
stars, when your life is attached to 
God’s will, our lives have incredible 
power. 
 
This is a large message of the New 
Testament; that salvation is, in part, 
being delivered from aimlessness and 
finding our lives organized around the 

creative purposes of God. Attention to 
God’s voice in the Bible gathers the 
scattered forces of our being and links 
them to the one divine force at work in 
the world. Anyone who has spent 
considerable time with God in this 
matter discovers that his or her 
loyalties are shaped and a grand 
purpose in life emerges. Day then 
follows day with a deep sense of 
meaning running through each of them 
because these people finally discover 
that they are moving steadily toward 
something worth getting to. 
 
At the end of his book, Leading 
Without Power, Max Dupree illustrates 
this vision in the leadership of 
Leningrad in WWII. In 1941, as the 
Nazi armies were marching on the city, 
the staff of the Hermitage Museum 
boxed up all the paintings and 
sculptures and shipped them east 
before the advancing army arrived. 
However, they left the frames on the 
wall and the pedestals on the floors as 
a symbol of their belief in a time when 
the war would be over. The siege of the 
city went on for two years, but during 
that time the staff of the museum 
didn’t just long for better days and 
they didn’t just complain. Instead they 
continued to give tours for the people 
even though there was no art in the 
building. We have photographs from 
this period that depict people standing 
in front of empty picture frames while 
the curators describe in detail the 
Renoirs and Rembrandts that should be 
there. They filled in the blanks, and 
helped others see what was not now 
visible. Attention to God, in reading 
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the Bible and prayer, makes visible 
God’s purposes for our lives. 
 

Attention to God, in reading 
the Bible and prayer,  

makes visible God’s purposes 
for our lives. 

 
When people say that they are going to 
pieces, often they are speaking the 
literal truth. Life has a tendency to 
crumble into pieces when a centering 
purpose is absent. What is deeply 
needed is some master passion, some 
supreme devotion that will hold our 
scattered selves together. That is the 
enormous contribution that Christ 
makes in the world. Christ puts divine 
meaning into our daily human tasks 
and saves us from scattered, aimless 
living. Called to a great cause, a great 
enterprise worthy of our complete 
devotion, fractured lives are once again 
pulled together, physical energies 
restored, and we discover that we are 
caught-up in an important work. It is a 
work that recovers purpose and makes 
us whole. 
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