Except the Lord keep the city

14th June, 2009. The Civic Service for Sheffield. 

Psalm 127.1-2 

“Except the Lord build the house , their labour is but lost that build it 

Except the Lord keep the city, the watchmen waketh but in vain” 

To build a city is a demanding task. To keep watch over a community and shape its life is a difficult enterprise and a high calling. 

We play at building cities when we are children. My favourite toy as a child was Lego. I liked nothing better than to construct houses and streets and factories from plastic bricks and in my imagination. One of the world’s best selling computer game to date is Civilisation where the challenge is to defend and guide a whole society through every part of its life. 

It is harder than it first appears to grow a city in your imagination and harder still to keep watch over and grow a city in real life. It is hard enough to keep the traffic flowing and the trains running on time. It’s even a challenge, sometimes, to keep the passengers flowing through the railway station. Maintaining the water supply, responding to the weather, collecting and recycling the waste, regulating new buildings: all of these elements are demanding. 

Add to them the complex challenges of educating the young, caring for the vulnerable and weak, providing for the homeless and the needy, fostering a proper civic pride and enabling different groups to live together in harmony and prosperity and the task grows more complex still. 

And add to that the truth that the world around us and the city itself do not stand still. Watching over this city involves scanning the horizon for the threats to our common life. How are we to address the economic challenge of the present time and encourage enterprise, industry and opportunity. How are we to respond to the global threats whether of environmental change or a flu pandemic? How do we foster and encourage responsible engagement with the democratic process? How do we build community cohesion in what is now an international city and one of great contrasts. 

The challenge and responsibility is immense. It is surely right, therefore, in the rhythm of our year to pause and take stock and to give thanks for those who dedicate their lives and their time to keeping watch over this city and to building its common life. Today we celebrate with our Lord Mayor and Lady Mayoress your achievements in all that Sheffield is. We offer our thanks and appreciation to councillors and officers alike who bring different gifts and make differing contributions to the body politic. And we pray for you in the coming year for wisdom, strength and grace in the challenges which lie ahead. 

I am at the beginning of getting to know Sheffield as a city. Already I know it as a city which has real coherence, a fascinating history, a remarkable physical environment and significant potential for the future. 

Long ago in a city called Jerusalem, the poets pondered the immense challenges of keeping a city safe and building its common life. Their words catch for us the sense that this task of city building is a more than human enterprise. To do it well, to do it safely, we must draw on the resources of Almighty God, the Lord of heaven and earth. 

“Except the Lord build the house , their labour is but lost that build it 

Except the Lord keep the city, the watchmen waketh but in vain” 

This is a more than human enterprise. If we are to watch and build well we need to work together. But we also need to to work with the God who created the heavens and the earth and who watches still over this beautiful but marred creation. 

We need first and foremost God’s greater perspective, God’s higher vision for human living, the vision for what a city can be, which is held before us in the Christian scriptures. We need that vision both to affirm what is good in our common life and to challenge what can and should be better. 

We need the vision of the equality and dignity of each person before God to challenge the inequalities which grow within any city unless they are unchecked. 

We need the vision of peace captured in our first reading. We need a vision of different communities living in harmony to challenge those who would divide us on grounds of class or race or background. 

We need the vision of opportunity and hope to inspire our artists and our entrepreneurs and our young people and to counter the despair that creeps into the human soul. 

We need the vision of a sense of God’s purpose in the whole world order to see ourselves against a broader canvas as an international city. 

And we need a vision that God’s gifts come so that we can in turn bless others to regain a sense of mission as a city within our nation and within God’s world. Sheffield has given many gifts to the world and has much more to give in the future. 

Equality, dignity, peace, opportunity, hope, purpose and blessing are not just ideas from history. They are truths which spring from the Christian scriptures. We dare to believe that they are God’s vision for human society. 

“Except the Lord build the house , their labour is but lost that build it 

Except the Lord keep the city, the watchmen waketh but in vain” 

As we build this city and watch over its common life, we need God’s vision for human society but also God’s grace and help. We depend upon God as we work together. The words inscribed on our city’s mace are these: With God’s help our work will bear fruit. To gain God’s help we need to ask it. 

It is for that reason you as councillors and officers are held in our prayers week by week. 

It is for that reason that many here will want to turn to the Lord of heaven and earth in private prayer for God’s help as you daily face the task of watching over and building this city. 

It is for that reason that I hope an increasing number will seek God’s help and perspective together in public worship in all that lies ahead as we connect the unfolding story of our city with God’s greater story and God’s deeper vision. That vision will one day will find its fulfilment as our prayers are answered and God’s kingdom comes and his will is done on earth as it is in heaven. In the meantime: 

“Except the Lord build the house , their labour is but lost that build it 

Except the Lord keep the city, the watchmen waketh but in vain”
