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 Hiking along the wooded trails in the River Hills of southern Lancaster 
County is truly a beautiful experience. One of the features of hiking there is 
coming across the remnants of human habitation long since gone. The most 
common are the old field stone walls farmers must have built in order to till the 
land. Today those walls of stone piled on stone are tumbling down. Trees of oak 
and hickory, even the native paw-paw grow around them and through them 
where once corn and wheat might have grown. The stones that make up these 
ancient walls were built for two purposes; to clear those stones out of the field in 
order to plow the land and to construct barriers to keep out the animals that 
might come and eat the farmer’s crops. 
 Walls and fences are useful for keeping out offending creatures like rabbit 
and deer from a field of corn or wheat. We build walls to mark out what is mine, 
differentiating it from what is yours. Some walls are built to keep offenders out, 
some are built to keep people in. Driving along east Orange street here in the city 
you will undoubtedly see the rear wall of the Lancaster County prison, a high wall 
topped with razor wire, a wall built to hold in rather than keep out.  
 Nations build walls as well. The Great Wall of China stretches 13,000 miles 
across a whole continent. Built over many centuries the wall was a defensive 
barrier to keep out the invading armies from the north. Today its only real 
function is a tourist destination. A few small sections are kept in repair so that 
millions of tourists can climb along its top and marvel at the engineering that 
makes it one of the world’s great ancient wonders. But in reality the vast majority 
of it is crumbling and overgrown, like those stone walls in what were farmers 
fields in the southern hills of Lancaster County.   

Some walls exist that cannot be seen. The hurt feelings that arise when 
someone is mistreated or neglected become the foundation of a wall that is built 
over time, resentment and anger piled on top of one another like so many stones 
in a wall. Some walls are inherited and nurtured from a young age, the 
assumptions and prejudices passed on from parent to child concerning people 
who are different: “they’re not our kind, be careful who you play with, you can’t 
trust them.” 
 Walls. They can be physical barriers. They can be emotional and relational 
barriers also. Walls exist between people of different faiths, different language or 
culture. In his letter to the Ephesians which we heard this morning St. Paul 



powerfully declares to us, “For (Jesus) is our peace; in his flesh he has made both 
groups into one and has broken down the dividing wall, that is, the hostility 
between us.” Paul here speaks of Jews and Gentiles, ancient people divided by 
ancient hatreds. Neither believed the other could be redeemed. Jews saw 
Gentiles as godless pagans. Gentiles saw Jews as ignorant barbarians. Jesus’ life, 
his person, his “flesh” bridges all barriers and dividing walls erected by human 
beings. Through him all have access to God the Father through the one Spirit. 

Jesus wants the walls to come down. Jesus breaks down the walls, walls of 
our own creation.  

Two weeks ago our youth were on our annual mission trip. It’s a wonderful 
experience serving in the community. The youth, and adults, are encouraged to 
“get out of their comfort zone.” In other words, to be stretched in some way 
beyond what they may be used to back home. But in reality its another way to 
say, see how God is breaking down the walls we create. A comfort zone is really 
your walled in place, that comfortable place in your life where you aren’t touched 
by the unexpected, the uncomfortable, where assumptions aren’t challenged and 
you can keep the blinders safely on. I had such a moment where I was stretched 
and had to step out of my own comfort zone. We were working one on one 
during a tutoring session with children who were in first through sixth grade. Each 
adult and youth were paired with a child where we helped them with math and 
English problems in a workbook. There were a few other adults from the 
community there as well, sitting with a child helping them with their problems. 
Most of the children were Latino, children of parents living in the community, 
many of whom worked in one of the large poultry processing plants along the 
highway. I was sitting next to an elderly gentleman, who was patiently trying to 
help his young student solve a problem in his workbook. I could tell from his 
accent that he also was Latino. We got to talking and in what is usual I asked him 
what he did for a living. My immediate assumption was that he too must have 
worked at one time in the poultry industry, like many of the parents of the 
children we met that week. He told me was a retired anesthesiologist. I 
immediately recognized that my surprise was in fact the wall I had built, believing 
that everyone who spoke Spanish was poor and who needed help, my help that I 
had come to give. God broke down a large chunk of the wall I had carefully 
nurtured with my feelings of privilege and generosity. 

St. Paul says, “(Jesus) reconcile(s) both groups to God in one body through 
the cross, thus putting to death that hostility through it. So he come and 
proclaimed peace to you were far off and peace to those who were near.” In the 



death of Jesus on the cross all ancient and modern walls we build, construct and 
nurture are broken down. Those ancient stones of hostility are transformed into a 
new foundation with Christ as the cornerstone. From walls arise the new Temple 
of God, a spiritual house in which ancient enemies become brother and sister in 
Christ.  

For those joined to Christ walls and fences are not the normal or natural 
state of things in the world. St. Paul in his letter to the Galatian church says, “In 
Christ there is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no 
longer male and female, for all of you are one in Christ Jesus." In a world where 
walls go up all the time, between families, neighbors, people of different races or 
religions or nations, we are called to live in faith of the one who brings down 
walls. Amen. 


