 “The Vision of the Promise”

Deuteronomy 34: 1-12;  Matthew 22:34-40

Morgan Park Presbyterian Church

October 23, 2005

Rev. Dr. David M. Neff

Life for Moses had unfolded in a series of promises, promises for God’s people, his people.  Each day he lived, he believed in the promises and trusted in the promises of God.  As he sought to live them out God had always gone before him.

Now, at the end of his life, Moses could look back and see how God had proven faithful. He looked back on the burning bush, and his call on the mountain.  He looked back on Pharoah, the 10 plagues and Exodus.  He recalled the parting of the Red Sea and his sister’s dance of jubilation.  He remembered wandering through the wilderness, being led by a pillar of cloud by day and a pillar of fire by night.  He remembered standing upon the mountain top and receiving the Torah.  He remembered all the times the people had argued and grumbled and fought against him, wanting to turn back to Pharoah, where at least they had bread to eat.  But every time the people cried out to God, God provided: water from a rock when they were thirsty, manna and quail down from heaven when they were hungry.

And now, as Moses came to the end when his heart would stop pumping and his breath would be no more, God grants him one last gift, the most precious gift of all:

God gives Moses a glimpse of the future.  

God grants Moses a vision of the promised land. 

God grants Moses a vision of tomorrow for the people he has given his life for.

Over here will be Gilead, over there will be Dan, to the north Napthalia and to the south, Ephraim and Mannasseh and at the center will be Judah.






I.

It’s one of the most beautiful, stirring moments in the narrative of the Hebrew people.

And it parallels Kierkegaard’s advice, that as we live our life in faith, the only way we move forward is by looking backward.

Perhaps we as a congregation are at a similar pinnacle today.

Perhaps we have reached a defining moment on our faith journey as a pilgrim people of God-- where we look backward with gratitude to God who has led us through the year-- and give thanks for the faithful people of this church who have responded year in, year out, believing in the future that we experience today—and, at the same time, look forward to the promises of God’s future plans for us.  

In 1890, 14 people came together and began worshipping at Morgan Park Academy.

Even though there were many Protestant congregations around town, they believed there needed to be a Presbyterian presence here.  By faith, in 1891, they petitioned the Presbytery of Chicago to form a congregation, form a Session and a Board of Deacons. By faith they called a pastor and began meeting in a school Sunday after Sunday, raising funds dollar by dollar, planting seeds, going forward a little bit this year and a little more next year and finally building a church  . . . 

They had a belief in the future.  Although they never numbered more than 80 members, slowly they grew as they reached out to the community growing around the church.  






II.

Fast forward forty years.  In 1933, this congregation faced perhaps it’s toughest challenge.  A fire completely destroyed the church and threatened to destroy the progress of the gospel.  The whole sanctuary was charred and in shambles, the work of ministry here on this location was temporarily stopped.  While they were worshipping across the street on Sunday afternoons, our congregation was presented with a life and death dilemma.  

There were a large number of people who thought it unwise to rebuild our church.  Times were tough, the economy was bad, no one had any money and no one knew if the future was going to get any better.  A lot of people were afraid to take on something new.

But in 1933, they knew that if they didn’t have any test, they wouldn’t have a testimony.

So they made a decision and stepped out in faith.  They re-laid the foundations according to a new design; within a year they had built the lower portion of this church which we now know as Westminster Hall.  For over 9 years, they worshipped in Westminster Hall while 46 members raised $110,000 during the Great Depression to rebuild the sanctuary, money above and beyond their yearly budget.  At the same time, as a sign of their faith, they increased their giving to missions and outreach, funding a missionary in China, the new Presbyterian Hospital, the work of Chicago Christian Industrial League and McCormick Seminary . . . 

They couldn’t see the future, but they sense that God would use them to do God’s work in the future!

Because of their faith, God blessed the church with growth.  After the war, new families joined the church and music filled the air and ministries until the church grew by leaps and bounds, so much so that we built the Graham educational wing.






III.

But in the 70s and 80s, our congregation went through another fire, a fire you won’t find in the history books, a fire that decimated congregations just like this one.  Some people left the city and moved to the suburbs. Some people fled from one neighborhood to another.   Some people withdrew their children from public school and put them into private school. All because some people didn’t like the skin color of African-Americans.  

Here at Morgan Park, some people wanted to keep the church “exclusive”.  Some didn’t want to welcome African-Americans into our church.  Some didn’t want to mix with persons of color.  Some didn’t like the differences they brought.  Some thought they would be more comfortable worshipping elsewhere.  Over time, the numbers and spirit in our congregation started to dwindle.  Talk about a fire!  We all know how hurtful and destructive racism has been in our own lives;  we all know the damage that prejudice can effect--  its worse than a literal physical fire.  

But instead of letting the fire of racism consume from within, the people of this church allowed the flames of God’s spirit to integrate and welcome new people, inaugurating change,  embracing new life.  It was not easy.  But as people grew to understand each other, we became a different congregation.  

By stretching hands across barriers of race and segregation, we became better people.  As we realized skin color is nothing compared to our unity in Jesus Christ, we became brothers and sisters.  By embracing difference, we found strength;  by expanding our own diversity, we found a greater unity.  

Who we are today testifies to the faith of our people who believed in an expansive new vision of our future which was God’s true vision for us as a church.





IV.

That stage of growth prepared us for our last fire.  On a cold December night in 1992, our custodian Fred Meeks was driving his sister home in the wee hours of the morning, and noticed flames in the church.  He flagged a policeman down, the fire department came quickly, and soon the whole church was here to help out.  The interior of the sanctuary was smoke and water damaged.  The south wing and Fireside Room were destroyed.  

Many churches Would not have remained open after such a tragedy.  Many congregations would have retreated into their shell or folded their cards.

But because our faith was strong, we met the challenges head-on.  We engaged a difficult situation with all our creative powers, starting a new ministry to youth and children.  Once again, members met for a full year in Westminster Hall.  As we rallied together, we found strength in each other and gifts we never knew we had.  We found God’s grace greater than all the obstacles the fire threw against us.  

In just one year, the sanctuary was renovated just in time for Christmas.  In two more years, the south wing and fireside room were completed, and other improvements made.  The people proved true the sign in front of the church:

The flames are out, but the Spirit cannot be extinguished.

They showed a strong, dedicated faith always believes and always invests in the future . . .  






V.

Which brings us down to today.

We are facing another challenge in the life of our congregation.  We are facing a defining moment on our journey as a people of God.

Other churches around us are growing grayer and older, with fewer and fewer children and youth.  Yet within a mile of this church, there  are so many children and youth who need faith and values in their developmental years.  We need to do more to reach out to children and youth and share the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.  

Their parents are at risk, too.  Every couple I know is so busy and stressed out, they are at risk for all kinds of health concerns, and mental and emotional health concerns as more and more pressures are put on the family unit and more and more relationships breakdown.  I believe the church has something to offer families that they can’t get anywhere else in society.   We need to find a way to build a bridge to people who are stressed out, and offer a spirituality of care and nurture, a spirituality of health and well being, a spirituality of relationship and support and healing.

Because some church budgets are in the red, some churches around us are considering cutting back their ministries and outreach to the community.  Many boards are worried about the costs of heating and electricity which are going up 30-40% this winter.  

We need to meet the challenge of increased utilities with increased giving.   We need to increase our outreach because the world needs the church more than ever.






VI.

All these things and more define our present moment.  But more than these problematic realities is the reality of God’s faithfulness and God’s promises:

Do we believe in the future mission of our church?

Do we believe that God wants our congregation to embrace children and teenagers and youth and offer them Christian education and love they can’t find in their own homes or out there on the streets? 

Do we believe that God has a great plan for us to grow in ministry and continue to be a beacon of light in our community?

If we share this belief, then what we decide today will determine tomorrow.  

As it has been said of the people who went before us in this place, may it be said of us:  That when the times were difficult, our faith grew stronger in proportion to our trust in God.  When the going got tough, our love for each other deepened as a measure of God’s love for us.  When there was little to be had and even less to be shared, our generosity increased, as a sign of our hope in God.

May it be said of us in the time that we have been given: that we were strong in faith, mighty in love, overflowing in generosity, always believing and investing in the future, trusting and hoping in that new thing God is doing--  in our midst.

Abraham Lincoln once said that the greatest thing about the future is that it can come only one day at a time.  

With Moses, we can look backward in gratitude for where we have been, and look forward with faith to God’s vision of the promise, trusting in the faithfulness and goodness of God.  

God’s promise is our future, and our vision is God’s promise, because we walk by faith, and not by sight.  Amen.

