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SUMMARY 
 

A consistent question from many emerging orphan care movements and 

champions is “What is the Church’s role in caring for orphans?” 

 

This booklet is a written version of a presentation made by David 

Hennessey, Director for Global Movements, CAFO, at several 

international conferences over the past few years.  

 

Using the familiar story of Nehemiah, Mr. Hennessey highlights distinct 

similarities of the rebuilding of the wall around Jerusalem with 

rebuilding the walls of protection and provision around the fatherless 

children in our world.  

 

Beginning with the concept that it is the church’s responsibility to care 

for orphans, this booklet expounds on topics of: 

• Working locally is key 

• Not all are called to adopt or foster, but all are called to do 

something 

• Through caring for orphans, God is calling His church back 

to His heart

 

 

 

 

RESOURCE LINKS 

 

 

HOW TO USE 
This document may be shared among pastors and potential leaders for local 

orphan care movements. The material is free to share and the concepts free 

to use in presentations. 
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Rebuilding the Orphan Gate: 

A Journey through Nehemiah for the Global Orphan Care Movement  

 

 

Pure and Undefiled Religion 
 

“If you were King of the World, 

And could have absolutely anything you want, 

What is the ONE thing you would want?” 

 

I’ve asked this question to children in orphanages around the world. My initial expectation was to hear 

responses for cool toys, a new bicycle, a super sportscar, or something superficial. But those are not the 

answers I’ve received. 

 

In every country, from every child that I’ve asked that question, the same answer is given. 

 

“Mom”    “Dad”   “Family” 

 

Children living in institutions have a longing for a family - this is their number ONE desire.  

 

Why is this? 

 

I believe we are all created to be in families. We’re built to have mothers and fathers to nurture us into 

independence, share critical life lessons, teach us how to navigate the rough waters of life. 

 

It seems that scripture agrees with this assessment as well. 

 

A father to the fatherless, a defender of widows, is God in his holy dwelling. Psalm 68:5 

 

Within the very nature of God, “in his holy dwelling”, he is Father to the fatherless. Caring for orphans is 

not something that God does… it is who He is. It’s part of His DNA. 

 

Are we not created in his image? Are we not to care for the fatherless in the same way? 

 

The Bible takes it one step further, calling the care for orphans “pure and undefiled religion.” 

 

Religion that is pure and undefiled before God, the Father, is this: to visit orphans and widows in their 

affliction, and to keep oneself unstained from the world. James 1:27 

 

The word “to visit” in the original Greek refers not only to spend time with the person, but to look after 

them, caring for them and providing for them. 

 

So, if we want to have a religion that is pure, we must care for orphans. How do we do that? God covers 

this in Psalm 68. 

 

God sets the lonely in families. Psalm 68:6 
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Notice that it doesn’t say “God sets the lonely in orphanages,” or in shelters, group homes, or hotels. But 

that is exactly what our society is doing to children who, through no fault of their own, are left without 

parents. 

 

If God sets the lonely in families, we should be doing the same thing.  

 

Now let me be perfectly clear. I’m not saying that all Christians should adopt or foster. Only those called 

to adopt/foster should do so. But all members of the church are called to do something. 

 

Consider this for a moment: 

When God came to the earth in human form, he came as a baby, Jesus. And he came into an adoptive 

family - while Joseph was not his biological father, he accepted him and raised him as his own son. 

 

For not all who are descended from Israel belong to Israel, and not all are children of Abraham because 

they are his offspring, but "Through Isaac shall your offspring be named." This means that it is not the 

children of the flesh who are the children of God, but the children of the promise are counted as 

offspring. Romans 9:6b-8  

 

The children of the promise are counted as offspring. Remember that God sets the lonely in families - this 

is a promise from God. So, when orphans are brought into our families through adoption or fostering, it is 

not as second-class citizens or as servants to the household, but as children within the family, with all the 

rights and privileges as sons and daughters. They are children of God’s promise, and as such should be 

counted as our offspring. 

 

There was once a time when we were orphans, separated from the family of God through our sin. But 

when we confessed Jesus as our Lord, God adopted us into his family as sons and daughters. And now we 

are “co-heirs with Christ.” Take a moment and consider what that means for your life.  

 

Thank you, Lord, for taking me into your family and counting me as one of your sons! 

 

Through the rest of this booklet, we’re going to explore how the church can respond to the great need of 

orphans in our own communities, setting them in families as sons and daughters, and supporting those 

families as they raise the children.  
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A Nehemiah Moment 
 

I welcome you to a Nehemiah moment! 

 

Not often are we offered such a moment.  Some of us may go a lifetime without being personally called to 

accomplish something so much bigger than ourselves. 

 

All is not right.  Something very dear to us is out of order.  Our hearts are broken for the children of 

Almighty God that are without family, lonely and hopeless.  And the solution to the problem lies within 

the people of God. 

 

God is calling His people to rebuild the broken families.  Not just in your country, but all over the world. 

 

Let’s walk together through the story of Nehemiah, explore how this is a model of what is happening in 

the global orphan care movement, and can happen in your country. 

 

After the time of the Kings, God had given Israel over to their enemies, due to their lack of obedience to 

the Lord.  When our story begins in Nehemiah, Israel has been scattered, and the walls surrounding the 

city of Jerusalem are in shambles.  The gates are broken and torn apart, the walls are unfortified, and the 

temple is not secure.   

 

We begin in Chapter 1, with Nehemiah asking friends about the status of Jewish exiles and the state of 

Jerusalem.  In verse 3, he is told, 

“Those who survived the exile and are back in the province are in great trouble and disgrace. The wall of 

Jerusalem is broken down, and its gates have been burned with fire.”  Neh. 1:3, NIV 

 

This is very bad news.  Nehemiah is completely broken at hearing it. 

 

When I heard these things, I sat down and wept. For some days I mourned and fasted and prayed before 

the God of heaven.  (Neh. 1:4) 

 

Nehemiah responds to this news by spending days to mourn, fast, and pray.  Jerusalem is not only his 

ancestor’s city, it is also the home of the dwelling place of God, the temple.  The current state of 

Jerusalem had broken the heart of God, and Nehemiah is sharing in the heartbreak of the Lord in the 

falling of this city. 

 

My friends, I have spoken with leaders from just about every continent.  Orphaned children are living in 

institutions that provide for their food, shelter, and clothing, but cannot provide the love and nurture that 

is so desperately needed for growth, development and prosperity.  They are forgotten, unloved, and 

lonely.  Families are broken and in disarray.  Fathers have abandoned their wives and children in pursuit 

of earthly pleasure.  The church, who is called to provide a wall of protection, support and provision, has 

failed to respond adequately.  These walls of care are broken down, and church gates have been burned 

with apathy. 

 

I don’t know about you, but when I hear, and write, these things, my heart is broken, and I sit and weep 

for the church, just as Nehemiah did for Jerusalem.  I believe that you, leaders of the church, feel the same 

way.   

 

This is your Nehemiah moment! 
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The question that remains is, “What will you do in response?” 

 

The first step, according to Nehemiah, is to pray. 

 

The prayer of Nehemiah was heartfelt, repentant, and direct.  He offered up continuous prayer for days on 

behalf of Israel.  He confessed the sin of his people, his family, and himself.  Recalling scripture, 

Nehemiah remembers God’s commandments and promises and repeats them back to the Almighty, asking 

for His mercy and redemption.  And finally, he asks for favor in the presence of the King. 

 

Our prayers are not simply on behalf of the orphan; they are on behalf of the church.  We must be 

consistent in our prayers to the Lord, asking for His mercy on His people day and night. The church has 

not consistently upheld the commandments to care for the orphans of the world.  We must personally and 

corporately lift up prayers of repentance to Him, repeating his commands of “pure religion” (James 1:27), 

defense for the fatherless (Isaiah 1:17), and provision for the orphan (Deut. 24:19).  Giving honor to the 

Father, we then must ask for His Holy Spirit to guide our plans to care for the orphan and to bring glory to 

Jesus Christ.  In doing so, we ask for His favor, and the favor of those who will provide earthly guidance, 

leadership, and resources. 

 

In doing all of this, we are rebuilding the church’s wall and gate of protection and provision for the 

fatherless, as the Lord has directed us to do in the scriptures above. I call this The Orphan Gate. 

 

Let’s take a few minutes right now to begin exactly as Nehemiah did.  I ask each of you to pray to the 

God of heaven, and ask Him what you should do to rebuild the walls of care for the fatherless.  Take 

some time in prayer, and be silent.  If you fell led, take a few days, fast, and listen for His response. 

 

And then be prepared for approaching “the King.” 

 

 
  



Rebuilding the Orphan Gate 

© David Hennessey, CAFO 2016 5 
 

A Bold Audacious Request 
 

After he prayed, Nehemiah went to the king with a very bold audacious request.  He asked the king for his 

time away (a request that alone could have ended in his execution).  But he also asked for much more.  He 

requested supplies, building materials, tools, people, protection, and authority.   

 

Given his position, Nehemiah had access to King Artaxerxes on a regular basis.  The cupbearer was 

required to drink the king’s wine to ensure it was not poisoned.  Of course, this put Nehemiah in close 

proximity to the king, but that doesn’t imply a close relationship.  He was still a servant of the king, and 

as such was focused solely on caring for the king’s needs.  Even so, this king was observant, and noticed 

that Nehemiah was looking sad.  He asked the reason for this sadness, and Nehemiah replied, 

 

“May the king live forever!  Why should my face not look sad when the city where my ancestors are 

buried lies in ruins, and its gates have been destroyed by fire? 

 

The king said to me, “What is it you want?” Nehemiah 1:3-4 

 

Immediately following this question, Nehemiah prayed to the Lord again, and proceeded with his request 

for so many things required to rebuild the wall.  His prayer was for favor, and his request was detailed, 

including physical materials, as well as the protection and authority required to accomplish the task of 

rebuilding the wall. 

 

You may be expecting me to talk about all of the resources required to rebuild the Orphan Gate.  But I 

think there is a more fundamental question that we need to answer first.  This is a question that you 

probably have not anticipated. 

 

As we seek to rebuild the Orphan Gate, we must first understand who we should go to with the request.  

We need to consider who has the resources, the authority, and the mandate to accomplish the task. 

 

Who is the king in our situation here?   
 

As I’ve asked this question around the world, the initial response that I get is “the government.”  It is true 

that governments are perceived as having the resources to rebuild this wall.  They certainly have money, 

and have been providing the basics of food, clothing and shelter to children in institutions around the 

world.  But that has contributed to the basic problem, that many orphans have their basic needs met, but 

the fundamental need for belonging, the nurture and love of parents, and the identity of a family are not 

fulfilled; these critical life needs are impossible for governments to provide. 

 

So, who is the king? 
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In one respect, the king is you – church pastors and lay leaders, business leaders, and foundation directors.  

Your churches and organizations have the resources that are required – potential mothers and fathers for 

orphaned children, support teams within your congregations for these families, financial resources to help 

fund these activities, and hope within the gospel that you share.   

 

Not what you were expecting to hear, huh? 

 

Since you are the king, I stand here before you, asking a bold request.  

  

Will you provide the resources to care for the orphans in your country, village, or city?   

 

Will you preach sermons on God’s heart for the fatherless?   

 

Will you recruit families from within your churches to adopt and foster children in your own cities and 

villages?   

 

Will you provide the resources for the rest of your church to support those who are caring for orphans?   

 

Will you open your churches to these children and families? 

 

Caring for orphans is not something that God called somebody else to do, but something he’s called all 

Christians to do. While not all are called to adopt or foster, we each have our own roles roles to play. The 

first is to recognize our responsibility as leaders within our churches, and to respond accordingly. 

 

Be the King. 

 

Once you do that, we may begin rebuilding the Orphan Gate. 
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Rebuilding the Orphan Gate 
 

I am not an architect, carpenter or mason. If you asked me to rebuild a wall around a city, you may not 

appreciate the results as my training and expertise are not in these realms.  

 

However, I think I’d take the process from a rather linear approach, beginning at one point of the wall and 

rebuilding it brick by brick around the city. The building would continue as we worked our way around 

the city, until we lay the last brick right next to where we started. 

 

Nehemiah was obviously more skilled than I, since he took a completely different approach. He gathered 

the homeowners together and broke up the work according to the location of each home.  

 

“Excuse me, sir. I see you and your family live near the Sheep Gate. I suggest that you and your family 

rebuild the wall near your home, and while you’re at it, please rebuild the Sheep Gate as well!”  

 

“The Hassenaah family lives near the Fish Gate - you and your family rebuild the wall around that gate, 

and go ahead and rebuild that gate as well.” 

 

Nehemiah assigned each family to rebuild the wall and gates within their own neighborhoods, in their 

own backyards. This is a genius approach - the strength of those walls is most important to each of those 

families, and they walk by them every day so they know where to find the weak spots. By doing this, 

every family took personal responsibility for the overall protection of the city, and contributed to God’s 

plan. 

 

The broken wall of our churches is huge. In fact, it is global. Just as in Jerusalem, each family needs to 

take care of the wall and gate nearest to their own home. 

 

This means that Guatemalan churches must rebuild the walls of care for Guatemalan orphans. 

 

Kenyan churches must rebuild the walls of care for Kenyan orphans. 

 

Filipino churches must rebuild the walls of care for Filipino orphans. 

 

As leaders of orphan care movements, we must understand the current situation of the fatherless in our 

own countries. Yet movements are not implemented on a national level. Real movements are 

implemented locally – within the local community, neighborhood, city or region.  

 

Local churches will begin to join together to recruit families to adopt or foster fatherless children in their 

own communities. These same churches will develop ministry models within their congregations to 

support those adoptive/foster families. And they will connect with the local NGOs who are licensed to 

place children and equipped to provide effective support services. Only then will the Orphan Gate be 

rebuilt. 
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Everyone Participated 
 

As I said before, I am not a builder. 

 

But, if I were to outsource the construction of a new wall around an entire city, I would call upon the best 

carpenters and masons in the area. They would develop plans, oversee the reconstruction and manage 

skilled laborers to produce the best result. 

 

But Nehemiah does something completely different than that I would do. He uses whomever is available. 

In fact, he used EVERYONE that was available. 

 

Reading through Nehemiah chapter 3, we learn that the wall was rebuilt by: 

 Goldsmiths. While I don’t recall the wall being covered in gold, these craftsmen worked to 

rebuild the wall and its gates. 

 Perfume makers. The wall may have smelled really nice, but they were piling rocks and building 

just like everyone else. 

 Priests. The church leaders weren’t there to only read the scripture and encourage the workers. 

They took responsibility for different parts of the wall and joined in the dirty work. 

 Children, women, girls. Each of these segments of society were minimized in ancient culture, but 

they were asked to assist and expected to participate. 

 Government leaders. Sometimes we expect the leaders of government to simply give orders for 

others to do the work, but these leaders stepped in to repair and rebuild within their own sections 

of the wall. 

 

The reality is, EVERYONE participated! 

 

As we rebuild the Orphan Gate in our own communities, everyone is needed to help – not just the 

adoptive or foster parents. The work is massive and varied and everyone can do something. We are not all 

called to adopt or foster, but we are all called to work together to care for the fatherless. 

 

Some will be called to take one or more children into their home. These families will require proper 

training and preparation. Every fatherless child is a victim of some type of trauma, and these children 

require special care.  

 

I’ve heard people say that adoption or fostering is rescuing a child from their pain and trauma. The 

reality is that when we bring a child into our lives, we enter into the pain and trauma of the child and 

walk with them through it. Walking through this is challenging, and these families need as much support 

as their local church can give them. 

 

Providing food for families is a big help, especially as new children are introduced into the family. This 

doesn’t simply take a chore from the parents, it allows them some extra time to bond with the children. 

Bringing them food doesn’t need to stop after the first week. Your church can make a regular schedule for 

people to stop by each week, blessing them with a meal and talking to them about their journey. 

 

I think the most important things people can provide to adoptive parents are ears and shoulders. When 

things don’t go as they expected, someone to listen without judgement can be incredibly healing. And 

during especially difficult times, a shoulder to cry on as someone prays for them can show how much you 

care. 
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Emotional and psychological support is important for former orphans and their new families. There are 

excellent resources available and being developed to help train new families. 

 

Mentors can develop solid relationships with the children to guide them through their transition into new 

families and offer unbiased support as they encounter new challenges. Tutors are important to help fill in 

the educational gaps that likely occurred in the child’s past. 

 

Organizational skills are critical as churches and ministries begin to work together to recruit and train 

families, develop support systems that are appropriate within your nation and culture, and cooperate with 

governmental authorities. Volunteers with organizational skills can help develop processes and 

procedures to engage church members and organize training programs. 

 

And of course, funding is needed to help unrelated families finalize adoptions, whether domestic or 

international. 

 

There are more roles than I can cover in these few pages. As you pray about how your church can respond 

to the families and children, consider your unique culture and context to determine the appropriate roles 

for volunteers.  

 

Just as the body of Christ is made up of many different parts, the opportunities for involvement are 

numerous. Encourage your churches to seek the guidance of the Holy Spirit to determine the best ways to 

care for the fatherless and adoptive/foster families within your communities. 
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Back to God’s Heart 
 

Once the wall around Jerusalem was complete, it may seem as if God’s purpose was fulfilled.  Rebuilding 

the wall around Jerusalem was an immense project, and it required many people, materials, resources, 

skills and authority to complete. Once finished, the city was fortified against aggressors and the temple 

was once again protected. Of course, I believe that this was one of the goals of the entire endeavor. 

 

However, I don’t believe that the rebuilding of the wall was God’s primary purpose.  

 

Israel was scattered not only physically, but spiritually as well. The Israelites were in many different 

cultures and had been influenced by various religions and philosophies. 

 

Working together to rebuild the wall gave them the opportunity to refocus their lives and set their hearts 

back into the right relationship with the Lord. 

 

“Ezra opened the book. All the people could see him because he was standing above them; and as he 

opened it, the people all stood up. Ezra praised the Lord, the great God; and all the people lifted their 

hands and responded, “Amen! Amen!” Then they bowed down and worshiped the Lord with their faces to 

the ground.” Nehemiah 8:5-6 
 

Imagine the incredible sight of all of Jerusalem gathered together, listening as Ezra read aloud the Living 

Word. They were visibly moved, responding with great choruses of “Amen” with their hands lifted high. 

Their hearts were drawn to their God, and so much that was broken was put back together. 

 

In a similar way, the church today reflects the state of the Israelites from Nehemiah’s day. Our minds are 

focused on the pressing needs of a fast-paced life – getting things done, meeting goals and producing a 

return on investment. Meanwhile, politics and differing philosophies of life pull us in many different 

directions and divide families, congregations and denominations. Even among church leaders from 

different backgrounds, there is a challenge to find common agreement and cooperation on almost any 

topic. 

 

And yet, I find that even among different confessions of Christian faith, there is common agreement that 

God calls His church to care for the orphans.  

 

In Ukraine several years ago, a conference was held in Kiev with representatives from across that nation 

and other countries in Eastern Europe. One of the opening sessions included top leaders from different 

denominations and confessions in Ukraine. About a half dozen church leaders had the opportunity to take 

5 to 10 minutes to speak about God’s heart for the orphan. Baptist, Pentecostal, Evangelical, Catholic and 

Orthodox communities of faith were represented. It is normally a challenge to have these leaders sit 

together and agree on much of anything. Yet, each one spoke the same message – almost the same words 

– “Ukrainian orphans are the responsibility of the Ukrainian church!” 

 

I believe that God is calling His church back to His heart through the cry of the orphan. Around the world, 

I’ve witnessed churches responding through fostering, adoption and caring for the fatherless in their 

midst. The Holy Spirit is calling champions for the orphan to rise in every nation, and these champions 

are uniting within a global movement. He’s bringing different talents together to meet the needs of the 

movement and provide resources to learn and respond with excellence. Churches are collaborating within 

their regions and nations to recruit and prepare families to take children into their homes. 
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Through all of this, I see the Holy Spirit at work in the lives of each champion, leader and parent. They 

are reminded that the Lord loves them and adopted them into His family. And their response is to not only 

care for those whom He loves, but also to lift their hands and worship Him!  

 

This is the ultimate goal – to call the body of Christ back to God’s heart! 
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The Joy of the Lord 
 

When we hear God’s heart for the orphan and reflect on the church’s current response, we may feel like 

Nehemiah in the first chapter and weep for the church. We may feel like we haven’t done enough or have 

responded incorrectly to the needs around us. We feel compelled to respond to the cry of the orphan and 

to rebuild the Orphan Gate in our churches. 

 

However, when we respond and begin to encourage adoption and fostering, prepare and support families, 

and care for the fatherless in our midst, the time for weeping is over. 

 

Then Nehemiah the governor, Ezra the priest and teacher of the Law, and the Levites who were 

instructing the people said to them all, “This day is holy to the Lord your God. Do not mourn or weep.” 

For all the people had been weeping as they listened to the words of the Law. 

 

Nehemiah said, “Go and enjoy choice food and sweet drinks, and send some to those who have nothing 

prepared. This day is holy to our Lord.  

Do not grieve, for the joy of the Lord is your strength.” Nehemiah 8:9-10 

 

Just as it was time to rejoice when the wall around Jerusalem was restored and the Israelites were united, 

we may take joy that the church is responding to the needs of children around us.  

 

Do not grieve, for the joy of the Lord is your strength! 
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You Are Not Alone 
 

Caring for the fatherless is lonely work. So many times, we may feel that we’re the only ones who care, 

the only ones who desire to see change in these children’s lives. 

 

I remember the first CAFO Summit that my wife and I attended back in 2008. We had been serving 

orphans in Russia and Ukraine for the past 3 to 4 years, and outside of our small ministry, we felt we were 

alone. We through we were the only “crazy” people who really dedicated our lives to these children.  

 

As we gathered for the first session, we realized that we were surrounded by over 800 fellow “crazy 

people”! 

 

Since that time, God has brought more people together – this last year there were over 2,500 people from 

over 30 nations that gathered for the same Summit.  

 

My friends, you are not alone. 

 

There are other champions in your community that you may or may not know. Speak to the NGOs that 

are licensed to adopt and foster. Attend events where others with your passions gather. Begin to make 

friends and support one another in your ministries. 

 

God the Father loves these children much more than you ever will. He is calling thousands around the 

world to care, serve and parent His children. He is with you, and is surrounding you with a great cloud of 

witnesses. 

 

You are not alone. 

 
 


