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Chapter 3

Nehemiah 

The Secret of Urban Renewal 

On December 23, 1972, the Central American capital city of 
Managua, Nicaragua, was devastated by a terrible earthquake. 
At twenty-five minutes past midnight, three awesome tremors 
struck the city. The first two sent vertical vibrations through the 
buildings, tearing everything loose. The third tremor seemed to 
move in a horizontal direction, knocking down buildings like a 
giant bowling ball. Within three minutes, a city of four hundred 
thousand inhabitants was destroyed. 

The president of the Nicaraguan Red Cross, George Cardenas, 
gave this account of what took place during the days immediately 
following the devastating earthquake: "The Red Cross used bull
dozers to dig one large, common grave which would hold several 
thousand bodies. People pulled their dead loved ones from the 
rubble and carried their bodies to the grave site on doors taken 
from the ruins. They deposited the doors along with the bodies in 
the common grave." 

Precisely how many people were killed on that night of terror 
no one knows. The Red Cross estimates that between six 
thousand and eight thousand died, with an additional forty 
thousand injured. Some people simply disappeared and no one 
knows what became of them. Parents searched in vain for chil
dren who may have been rescued and taken to orphanages, in 
some cases in foreign countries where they would never be heard 
from again. 

For the residents of Managua, the night of the earthquake was 
a taste of doomsday, and the spiritual needs of many hearts were 
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Apostles to the City 

back to Antioch where, Luke affectionately records, "they had 
been commended to the grace of God for the work which they 
had fulfilled" (Acts 14:26, RSV). When the missionaries arrived, 
"they gathered the church together and declared all that God had 
done with them, and how he had opened a door of faith to the 
Gentiles" (Acts 14:27, RSV). Luke says that they stayed "no little 
time" with the believers in Antioch, and the "home service" 
ministry of the apostles must have been a great blessing to the 
church. It is still true that when a church adds an international 
dimension to its ministry by sending and supporting overseas 
workers, the spiritual growth, joy, and vitality of the church's 
own life are greatly emiched. 

Antioch left an indelible mark on first-century Christianity. It 
was there that Barnabas and Paul gained experience in urban 
ministry. The city of Antioch was a microcosm of everything the 
two apostles later confronted on their missionary journeys. The 
church that was founded in Antioch was a model that served 
them well as they traveled from city to city, preaching the gospel 
and establishing believers in the faith. 

The experience in cross-cultural evangelism, the multi-racial 
face of the Antiochan church, the concern of believers for suffer
ing brethren in other places, and above all their single-minded 
devotion to Christ and his service, demonstrated what God's 
grace could do in a highly urban and pagan environment. To the 
leaders of such a church the Spirit spoke, commanding them to 
set apart two of their own number to perform a special work for 
God in distant places. Through this gateway the gospel went 
forth to other cities, where the struggles and victories of Antioch 
were repeated over and over again. 
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