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Scripture: Jeremiah 29:4-11
I’ve always thought that God’s favorite number must be 3.

I can’t defend this claim by citing any of our creeds and confessions.  It’s not a matter of church doctrine, and, to my knowledge, Presbyterian seminaries don’t offer any courses about God’s favorite number … or favorite color … or favorite vegetable, for that matter.  
But think about it.

We know God through God’s self-communication in the Holy Trinity.

Three ways we think about Christ are as prophet, priest and king.

And God in Christ ascended into heaven at what age? 33.

Whether or not God was a fan of Dale Earnhardt, whose famous black Chevrolet bore the number three, remains a matter of fierce debate among race fans.  But you see my point.

Some of you may have heard me use the analogy of how Caldwell church is like a three-stranded rope.  One strand is the original Caldwell church, one is the group of members here who once were members at another church in town, and the third strand consists of the new members who have joined – and others who will join in the future -- to be part of the new thing God is doing here. 

Braided together, the three strands are stronger than any one strand would be alone. What’s more, as a good sailor might tell us, a braided, three-stranded rope is the most durable kind -- because when it is pulled or stretched the fibers in the three strands meld together, making it stronger.  

This morning, I want to talk about another application of this rule of three in the life of the church. A number of authors have pointed out that a congregation – any congregation, including this one – is formed by two essential qualities. Memory and vision.  That resonates immediately with us, doesn’t it?

To those two qualities, I would add a third, namely hope, the specific hope we have here at Caldwell, and the eternal hope we have as a gift from God. We heard a little about that hope in our scripture this morning, and I’ll come back to scripture in a minute. But, first, let’s pause for a moment on the subject of memory.  

Our faith is rooted in the memory of what God has done for God’s people, from God’s first covenant with Israel to the new covenant in Jesus Christ, right on through to our own individual memories of what God has done for each of us in our lives, maybe as recently as last week or even this morning as we prepared to come here to worship.

It is impossible to come here to this memory-soaked, old campus and this lovely sanctuary and not think about what God has done – and is still doing here.  
One of our great blessings is that we have members of the original Caldwell community still with us to tell us stories.  Last week, Linda Schick and I had the pleasure of calling on some of our shut-in members.  They can no longer come here to worship, but they want you to know they are keeping up with the news and are excited about what’s happening.
As Linda said after our visits, it was good to see that each of the three ladies we visited still has a spark in her eye. That spark glowed a little brighter when we asked them to tell us some stories about Caldwell.

Mrs. Barbara Atkinson recalled her first memories here at age four or five.  Later on, she told us how, as a teenager, she sang in the choir to a packed sanctuary.  Then she paused and let us in on a little secret.  Every now and then, she said, she would put her hand on the hand of the handsome boy who sat next to her … and her parents never knew a thing because they couldn’t see everything up there in the choir loft.  She was so fond of this memory, she told it to us twice.  Both times, she winked and she was still trying to recall the name of that boy when our visit ended.

As a congregation, you have other memories, including the strong affection that so many of you have for your years in the life of another church … at a time when God was doing something unusual there. 
Then the memories of that same group expanded when it stayed together as the Agape Fellowship, remaining in touch with each other and with God through faithful exploration of the Word and the World, even when they did not have a church home.

The third strand of your collective memory as congregation exists in the various individual faith stories and experiences of our new members who are from neither the original Caldwell nor Seigle Avenue. We hope you will share your stories with us as we get to know you better.

This tapestry of memories will become the backdrop of all that you will do here together.  But, as important as it is to remember and celebrate all that God has done for us, God calls us to do much more than just remember. The 21st century holds an array of new challenges for the church and for Christendom – challenges that came home for me recently in two ways.

The first came earlier this month at the time of the death of Doug Marlette, the ingenious editorial cartoonist who prodded us all forward with an occasional jab of his pen. The Washington Post re-ran one of Doug’s cartoon, perhaps you saw it when it ran originally a few years ago.  
It pictured a scene at the General Assembly of our very own Presbyterian Church USA.  A panel of church leaders was reporting on the work of a group that had looked afresh for new ways we can describe our triune God.

The panel member on the left used the traditional “Father, Son and Holy Spirit.”

The next panelist offered the alternative of “Mother, child and womb.”

A third panelist offered the equally valid language of “Rock, redeemer and friend.”

Then there was a fourth panelist, a kind of goofy-looking fellow who appeared as if he did not really belong up on the dais.  With a dumb grin on his face, he proudly offered his alternative language “Rock, paper, scissors.”

In the corner of the same cartoon sat the delegates to the assembly. One of them was leaning over, whispering to the person beside him, saying.  “Bad news – we just got word the Episcopalians are praying for us.”

Now, while the first three alternatives for language about God were in fact proposed by a Presbyterian study group, that fourth panelist and his “Rock-Paper-Scissors” proposal was a product of Doug’s imagination, which often was aimed at getting us to laugh a little at ourselves.   
Whether an assembly delegate ever made the remark about the Episcopalians, I suppose we will never know. 
Now I know that this cartoon upset some people when it ran the first time. But – initially and today, and as with many of Doug’s cartoons, it  was a gentle reminder that we have debates and divisions in our denominations. And we must continue to address those issues – in love – and with a sense of humor. 
The second reminder of our 21st century reality in the church came in the mail from our Presbytery office. It was a document titled “Starting Strong: 5 Keys to Discovering 21st Century Church.” It was passed along as a resource for leaders relating to the challenge of the church as it faces a major shift in society.  And it is not a document for the faint hearted.
This shift, according to the authors, is that Christianity is being relegated to a lesser role in the northern hemisphere today, as already witnessed in places like Canada and Europe, where the church is in many places a shadow of its former self.  Here in the U.S., the church is still strong in many ways – but the role of traditional, protestant denominations has been changing for three decades . . . including a steady numerical decline in the number of members. 
The authors highlight a number of changes in society – and they point out that – in many ways – we are still being the church in a way that was designed after the second World War . . . when we are seeking to reach – sometimes not so successfully -  the children, grand-children and great-grandchildren of that generation. 
Now . . .  it is human nature to resist change.  So we may not welcome this message. We may not agree with its severity.  But we recognize some of the signs don’t we?

The authors of this resource go on to say that we in the church are entering a transitional time, a period of gestation, a time when we are becoming something new but we don’t yet know what that is to be. 
In this transition, the authors say, the church must focus on being an alternative community to what people find almost everywhere else in our hedonistic, have-it-your-way culture. The church must be a place of hope and offer a way of living that stands in stark contrast to society at large.
Then the authors draw an interesting parallel – a parallel between the times the church seems to be entering and the period when the nation of Israel was in exile, a time at the end of the 6th century BC when the Israelites were taken from their homeland and separated from all that they knew as familiar and comfortable.
And that brings us to our Old Testament scripture reading. 
In our scripture from Jeremiah, we hear the great prophet offer an unwavering reassurance to the exiles in Babylon that they will one day return to their homeland. It is not, however, a promise of immediate action.  To the contrary, Jeremiah encourages God’s people to live faithfully – and hopefully – where they are . . . because a return home is not going to happen next week, or next month or next year.

In the same kind of no-nonsense, straightforward language as the report on the 21st century that I mentioned a moment ago, Jeremiah is transparent about what is to happen:  There will be a “plucking up and a tearing down” – which is in fact what happens in the exile – but just as surely God promises a “planting and building” of God’s people in the future.

In the meantime, Jeremiah calls for God’s people to intensify the building up of their spirit, to seek God inwardly, where they are and in whatever they are experiencing in exile. By seeking God with what Jeremiah calls “a whole heart” the people will find that God is not bound by geography … or time … or circumstance.
There is a term that was applied to the Jews in this period of exile.  They were called the diaspora … or those who were dispersed and scattered.  The term is also used to describe another time 600 years later, when the Jews were again scattered following the Roman’s destruction of the great Temple in Jerusalem in 70 A.D.

Many of us – if not all of us – can relate to a time when we have been part of our own diaspora . . . times when we were part of a tight-knit group, a fellowship with whom we celebrated communions of all kinds … and then were scattered. 
One such time for me was my first year in college, when I found myself separated from a group of friends I had known since I was five years old.  I had no idea how important those relationships were until we were scattered. My report card for that first semester showed two Cs and two Ds. I realized later what an adjustment it was that I was making . . . and my parents were gracious in understanding … and in letting me enroll in drama and ROTC the next semester to get my grade point average up.

Perhaps your times of being in your own diaspora related to other kinds of separation . . . from family or friends at the time of a move or a divorce. . . from co-workers after leaving a job . . . or from a community of believers at a place of worship and, more individually, at the loss of someone in death.

God’s promise in the prophecy of Jeremiah is that God goes with us.  God calls us into a closer communion with him, a communion in which we are fed and nourished by the one source of all of our blessings.

“For I know the plans I have for you, says the Lord. 
 Plans for good and not for evil, to give you a future and a hope.”

(Jeremiah 29:11)
“For I know the plans I have for you … to give you a future and a hope.” Our hope is certain because, as Walter Bruegemann wrote this passage:  “There is a future will by God that refutes any despair . . . . “
Here at Caldwell, we know that well, don’t we, in the future and the hope that God has given us?  As Charlie MacDonald has said many times, he did everything he could to keep this church open … and only when he and the congregation had decided to close it … did God decide to keep it open.

And now, as we seek to discern why God kept it open, we have the makings of a vision . . . ideas about how to be the church in this place and in this century.  Those ideas, which you articulated in our recent dialogue sessions, are still in the form of broad brush strokes.  But the image that is beginning to appear is an exciting one: 

You articulated a desire to practice a joyful and active faith . . . to be an intentional community where people of all kinds are welcomed and nurtured.

You expressed a desire to manage growth well by focusing on doing a few things well and remaining balanced.

And you expressed a strong commitment to social action . . . to do something big and to have a particular voice in our city.

In his book about congregations, Bruce Birch writes that a congregation is formed around the qualities of memory and vision and from these come the congregation’s identity and mission.  He goes on to say:    

 
“It is instructive that in biblical Hebrew verbs do not have past, present and future.  They have only completed actions and uncompleted actions . . . .   Thus a congregation seeking to be faithful cannot wallow in its present.  It must draw on its memory and move into the future.”

Friends, God has blessed us – individually and collectively – with rich memories, some joyous and some painful, and with those memories we are called to participate with God in the new thing that God is doing here and in the church in the 21st century.  As we listen for God’s vision for us in this place and in these times, we take God’s reassurance with us:

  “For I know the plans I have for you, says the Lord. 

 Plans for good and not for evil, to give you a future and a hope.”

Amen.
