A Future With Hope
Punchline:


When we say God’s promises as our affirmation of faith, the last thing we say is “We trust in God, therefore we are not afraid of the future.”  <slide> How real is that promise for you?  Maybe with some of the health issues in our congregation, that promise seems really far away.  Maybe with the continued economic issues in our country, that promise seems unrealistic.   Lindsay and I are having another kid in about six weeks; I definitely have fear of the future.  And maybe when we think about our congregation, our denomination, and even our religion in the changing landscape of America, we have trouble imagining being at peace.  
There are a million things about the future for us to be afraid of.  Pretty soon my kids are going to surfing the internet – talk about something to fear.  There are all kinds of things on TV that I don’t want my kids watching.  There’s a national deficit problem and a national economy problem, not to mention stuff further down the road like social security, medicare and increasing divisiveness in society in general.  I’m worried about the education my kids are going to get and I’m genuinely worried that I will not be able to provide my kids a better quality of life than the one my parents provided for me.  We fear terrorism, disease, the decline of Christianity, global warming…and probably most of all we fear ourselves – we fear that we aren’t good enough, that we will mess up or let someone down, that we are inadequate...and that the faster things change and the more uncomfortable we become, the closer our inadequacy is to showing.  So what is this business about not being afraid of the future??

The truth is, we are afraid of future because we are human.  We can’t control our emotions any more than we can control our heartbeat.  We want to live without fear, we believe we can live without fear (1 John says perfect love casts out fear), but we know that we are not quite there yet.

Now there are two possible ways to approach this problem: <Slide>

One way is the way that most people and most churches approach the problem – I call it the bomb shelter approach.  We will hide from the future until our fear is gone and we feel confident and then and only then will we venture out.  (When I’m ready to have a baby – financially, emotionally, spiritually, etc. then we’ll have one).  “I will hide in the church and at home, study the bible and pray and fellowship and worship until I feel strong and powerful in the Spirit – until I feel good enough.  Then once my fear of the changing world is gone and once my faith is strong, then I’ll be ready to go out and serve God.”   A lot of churches say, “We barely have enough resources to take care of our people; how can we even think about taking care of anyone else?”


Take our text this morning.  Jeremiah wrote this to the Jews who were exiled in Babylon.  Much like us, they were afraid of the changes they saw in the world.  They had been exiled and were in a completely different culture in a completely different land.  They were afraid of what their kids might be learning.  They were afraid of whether there would be opportunities for their families.  They were afraid of what would happen to them and whether their country would ever recover.  They were afraid of what the king would do to them.  And they were afraid God had abandoned them.  They were afraid.  If I were an exile, I would definitely take the bomb shelter approach.  I would stick with my people, I would keep my head down, and I would hope that things would blow over.


But what did God tell the exiles and the prophets and pretty much everyone else in the bible?   Go!  Get out there!  I will give you the words to say, I will tell you what to do, I will be with you.  God told all these people and showed all these people that we will never calm our fears enough to feel worthy of God’s calling, but by answering God’s calling our fears will be calmed.  God does not need us to be ready for him!  He is ready for us!

<slide> Jeremiah’s letter says, “Go and intermarry with the Babylonians, plant and harvest and eat in Babylon.  Multiply there.  Seek the welfare of the city and pray on its behalf.”  They are to embrace the new future that God has set before them.  And then God gives them this incredible promise <slide> “For surely I know the plans I have for you, says the LORD, plans for your welfare and not for harm, to give you a future with hope.  Then when you call upon me and come and pray to me, I will hear you.  When you search for me, you will find me; if you seek me with all your heart, I will let you find me, says the LORD, and I will restore your fortunes and gather you from all the nations and all the places where I have driven you, says the LORD, and I will bring you back to the place from which I sent you into exile.”
The order is important here – in order for the exiles to receive the future with hope that God promised, they have to be willing to take a leap of faith and embrace it.  God does not remove their fears SO they can embrace their future.  God removes their fears BY having them embrace their future.   Like he said the Jeremiah, like he said to Ezekiel, like he said to Peter, and all the people in the bible who weren’t ready, God says to the exiles – “Embrace the future I have made for you and you will your anxiety will be replaced with lasting peace and your fear of the future with hope.”

Friends as we consider the future of our church over lunch today, let us not take the bomb shelter approach.  Let us not be paralyzed by our fear of what’s going on out in the world and hide from what God wants us to do.   Let us not ask God to wait until we’ve overcome our fears, until we are strong in our faith, until we’re ready.  Instead let us boldly and courageously embrace whatever future God has set before us – maybe moving, maybe renting, maybe selling and renting back, maybe closing, maybe merging…who knows.  Because God promises us that when we embrace the future he has set out for us, our fear will be turned into hope and our anxiety will be turned into peace.  When we are ready to follow God, then we will receive Jeremiah’s promise.  “Oakhurst Presbyterian Church - surely I know the plans I have for you, says the LORD, plans for your welfare and not for harm, to give you a future with hope.  Then when you call upon me and come and pray to me, I will hear you.  When you search for me, you will find me; if you seek me with all your heart, I will let you find me, says the LORD, and I will restore your fortunes and gather you from all the nations and all the places where I have driven you, says the LORD, and I will bring you back to the place from which I sent you into exile.”
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