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Rev. Cindy Worthington-Berry 
United Church of Christ, Boxborough 
September 29, 2013 
God’s Vision:_____ 
 
Let us pray... 
 
Long before there was Twitter, requiring people to be wise or funny or informative in 140 
characters or less, there were Wayside Pulpits.  That’s the old fashioned term for church 
signs, the ones where quotes can be posted or plastic letters can be arranged for the 
church to send a wise or funny or informative message.  I have never been part of a 
church that has a Wayside Pulpit, and I’ve always been kind of glad, for the same reason I 
don’t tweet:  too much pressure to be not only wise and funny and informative, but also 
pithy! 
 
But that doesn’t stop me from enjoying others’ Wayside Pulpits, especially the funny ones 
you can find online, and the online generating tool where you can make your own virtual 
signs.  Some favorites include:  
“Don’t Make Me Come Down There. [signed] God.”   
“Sign Broke.  Message Inside.”   
“Keep using my name in vain.  I’ll make rush hour longer.  [signed] God.”   
“God wants spiritual fruits.  Not religious nuts.”   
And my favorite:  “To Err is Human.  To Arrr is Pirate.” 
These Wayside Pulpits seem to be a fulfillment of scripture, at least based on the passage 
Andy read for us this morning.  According to the prophet Habakkuk, God told him that he 
should write a vision for the future on tablets, making it plain, “so that a runner may read 
it”, like one of those pithy church signs.  This scripture was the passage selected for the 
United Church of Christ Synod 2013, which took place in Long Beach, California, this past 
June.  Parishioner Angela Boheim and I were both there, representing Massachusetts. 
 
I am not a denomination junkie.  I’m not talking about the denominations of money:  five 
dollars, ten, etc.  “Denomination” also refers to subgroups within a religion; houses of 
worship associated in an autonomous branch of a tradition and operating under a common 
name, tradition and identity.  Sunni and Shia are two of the most well-known 
denominations in Islam, for example.  In the Christian tradition, denominations are 
generally twigs off the thicker Protestant branch, including Baptist, Methodist, Lutheran, 
Episcopalian, and our own United Church of Christ.  Of course, we also have the category 
of “non-denominational churches”, usually stand-alone churches begun by an individual 
with a particular mission in mind.  But even these tend to create organizations so they can 
collaborate.  That’s what denominations give us:  the ability to share resources and 
expertise, connections beyond our own walls, reminders of where we’ve come from, etc. 
 
Anyway, I grew up in the United Church of Christ, my mom worked for the UCC before I 
was born, I went to a seminary initially begun by the UCC, all the churches I’ve worked for 
have had the UCC as one of or its only denominational affiliation.  In college and seminary 
I checked out other denominations - Methodist advisors were campaigning for me to switch 
teams, and I’ve long had a positive association with the Unitarian Universalist Association.  
But I stayed with the UCC:  it’s liberal theology on the one hand, and it’s commitment to 
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social justice on the other, made it the “best fit” for me.  Not perfect, but nothing is.  Since 
that time, I’ve encountered plenty of UCC “denominational junkies”:  wearing their God Is 
Still Speaking sweatshirt, carrying their Comma coffee mug.  (And if you don’t know what 
I’m talking about, visit ucc.org to learn more about the denomination UCCB is affiliated 
with.)  But that’s not me.  In a denominational meeting I’m more likely to sit in the back of 
the room making snarky comments rather than sitting up front with pom poms.  So it might 
have been surprising to the denominational powers-that-be when I was giddy over being 
nominated for Synod. 
 
Synod is the national gathering of the United Church of Christ that takes place every two 
years.  Each states sends delegates based on the number of UCC churches in that state.  
Delegates gather for five days to hear reports, attend workshops, worship together, score 
free loot from the marketplace, and vote on the direction of the denomination for the next 
two years.  Now, I have wanted to go to Synod for a long time.  I wanted to be part of lifting 
up those things I love about the denomination (like the way it seeks to be connected with 
other Christian groups and different faith traditions) while maybe understanding and even 
having an impact on some of the things that frustrate me (how hard it is to make changes 
and work across geographical boundaries, unhealthy or unskilled clergy moving rather 
than being held accountable).  So I was thrilled to spend five days at what is a glorified 
congregational meeting.  In retrospect, that doesn’t sound so fun.   
 
But I was enticed by the chosen scripture.  Based on the Habakkuk passage, the theme for 
this Synod was the same as this morning’s sermon title:  “God’s Vision:_____”  Selfishly, I 
knew UCCB Council was working on crafting a mission statement for the church, so 
thought I might learn something helpful.  But I also was a little inspired. 
 
Today, just like in Habakkuk’s time, we look around us and see plenty of injustice and 
suffering.  A pasta company says gay people can buy a different brand.  Flooding in 
Colorado results in $2 billion in property damage and the deaths of 10 people.  We’re 
relieved Syria might be willing to give up its chemical weapons, but that doesn’t mean the 
violence in that country will stop.  Not to mention the usual:  homelessness, 
unemployment, hunger, racism.  A first grader in the town where I live died this week.  
Now, I don’t believe God causes these things or can control them; God is with us in the 
midst of them, filling us with love and inspiring us to help each other.  But I still sometimes 
feel myself close to standing on my front porch and shaking my fist at the sky, as if God 
was floating on some cloud up there with a remote control in “his” hands.  “What is wrong 
with you?!  Why don’t you do something?!  What good are you if this pain and suffering 
goes on and on and on!” 
 
That’s what the prophet Habakkuk did.  And then he waited.  And an answer came to him.  
God didn’t yell at him for the fist-waving.  But God didn’t send down an eight-point plan of 
action God was going to take, either.  God said, “Write the vision; make it plain on tablets, 
so that a runner may read it.”  God said the vision, the answers, the hope - it is coming to 
you, it will be born in you, it will be up to you to make it become real so don’t look for it to 
arrive from outside or elsewhere.  You say it hasn’t come to you yet?  It will, hang in there.  
And then, when it does, make it plain. 
That was approximately 2,600 years ago.  And it feels to me like we’re still waiting for that 
vision.  At UCC Synod, people filled in the blank space in this morning’s sermon title.  So 
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there were signs everywhere proclaiming:  “God’s Vision:  Prayer”...  “God’s Vision:  
Advocacy”...  “God’s Vision:  Beauty”...  “God’s Vision:  Compassion”...  “God’s Vision:  
Action”...  “God’s Vision:  Diversity”...  “God’s Vision:  Peace”...  Beautiful words, and 
thankfully “plain” enough so that a runner could read them. 
 
That was not the case with the “visions” presented in the actual work of Synod.  Worship, 
reports and resolutions were so bogged down in words I - someone who tends to be overly 
wordy myself - found myself desperate for silence and non-verbal sound and space 
between all the words.  All well-intentioned, of course, but it was such a reminder for me 
that we don’t all have to speak on every subject, we don’t have to name every prayer 
concern aloud, that more words do not necessarily lead to more clarity.  I think I would 
have liked to paste a bunch of signs around Synod that just said “God’s Vision:_____” with 
nothing filled in. 
 
Now, truly, the work of Synod did point us a bit toward the vision God might have for us to 
heal the world.  I learned about the horrific conditions in immigration detention centers in 
our country, which has gotten me connected to immigration reform.  I joined with my 
colleagues in voting to divest our pension funds from oil companies, knowing it might affect 
my financial future in a negative way but hopefully it will be part of affecting our global 
future in a positive way.  I made connections with the UCC Mental Health Network, in 
preparation for a worship service next spring.  Not to mention the awesome pins and pens 
and post-it pads I got in the Marketplace! 
 
Seriously, just days before Synod the Supreme Court struck down the voting rights act, the 
legislation from 1965 that gave federal oversight over the administration of elections in 
regions with a history of discriminatory voting practices.  As an individual, I had been 
dismayed at what I saw as a step backward; but a group of leaders at Synod quickly put 
together a statement calling on churches to publicly support voter’s rights through public 
statements, advocacy and actions.  As a delegate to Synod I was able to vote on this 
statement, which immediately went out to the media.  A very small thing, perhaps, but I felt 
bolstered by the strength of our collective voice, less alone in my frustration and worry. 
With the rainbow scarves, it was joy that we shared.  As you might recall, individuals and 
churches were invited to send rainbow scarves to Synod.  Anyone who wanted one could 
get one to wear out in the Long Beach heat.  If someone asked you about the scarf, you 
were to ask them if they would stand up against bullying, especially bullying of GLBT 
youth.  If they said yes, you’d give them your scarf, and you could go back to the 
Marketplace to pick up another one.  They were hoping for a couple thousand scarves - 
10,000 were donated.  Synod attendees wore them everywhere, and then you started to 
see them on waitresses and bus drivers and tourists.  Since Proposition 8 - California’s 
legislation prohibiting gay marriage - was overturned just before Synod, there was lots of 
celebration around equality for people of all sexual identities and orientations. 
 
There is lots more I could say about Synod:  cookies and mountain top removal coal 
mining and Samoans and rights for hotel workers.  But I’ll leave it up to you to ask me if 
you want to hear more.  Because, don’t forget, while I was getting ready for Synod and at 
Synod and recovering from Synod, the Council of UCCB was thinking about a mission 
statement for this church.  You remember almost a year ago we voted in a new form of 
governance, and last January elected a new Council.  This group is responsible for setting 
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the vision and primary goals for the congregation.  Experts say, in order to do so, we need 
a Mission Statement, something to test our goals and ideas and funding decisions against.  
Now, this new Council tends to be a little hard on themselves, focusing on the long list of 
things they haven’t gotten done yet.  But in just eight meetings they have dealt with 
comprehending the new system of governance, learning about our new financial 
processes, addressing urgent needs like failed furnaces and falling-apart buildings, 
creating a campaign to install “mood lighting” in the sanctuary, AND creating an innovative 
spring congregational meeting that could teach our denomination a thing or two, AND 
assessing how Council’s operations have gone so far and making adjustments to improve.  
And that’s not even the whole list.  Meanwhile, they kept praying and reflecting and 
wrestling with what should be in a UCCB Mission Statement.  There is so much to say 
about this church!  Welcoming and caring and family-oriented and community focused and 
energetic and diverse and close-knit and creative and open to new ideas and committed to 
outreach and we could go on and on!  But mission statements are supposed to be short 
and concise, “so that a runner may read it”.  And so lay leaders revisited their work, and all 
the feedback about the church received at the spring congregational meeting.  And here’s 
what they came up with: 

Welcoming All 
Caring for the World 
Growing in the Spirit 

I think a runner could read that, if it were written on the “tablet” of our sign by the road.  We 
like that it is short and specific, but open to lots of interpretation.  It touches on three 
components we feel important: 
- the radical hospitality we want to offer as a congregation, making space for all people; 
- our commitment to addressing needs right nearby and half a world away, in whatever 

way we can:  prayer, action, financial gifts; 
- the recognition that all of this is grounded in our relationship with God, a relationship we 

can strengthen and deepen. 
Prayerfully, the Council of UCCB offers this Mission Statement as their discernment of 
what God is calling our church to do and be in this place and time.  It’s their way of filling in 
the blank to “God’s Vision for UCCB:_____”  I know they - and I - would love to hear your 
thoughts about this Mission Statement. 
 
But what about “God’s Vision:____” for you?  Last week Paula Grieco asked us what 
“radical meaning” our lives might have.  This week’s sermon title is just another version of 
that question.  What is the “mission statement” of your life?  What words, what leading, 
what vision have you been waiting for?  What role will you play - are you playing - in 
bringing compassion and justice to this world?   
 
I was hoping one of the worship services at Synod would actually focus on the phrase 
“God’s Vision:_____” but they all went in other directions, so I can only share my own 
reflections.  “God’s Vision” is God’s plan for the future, God’s view of the world, God’s 
intention for each of us.  But remember in this morning’s scripture passage, God told 
Habakkuk the vision was coming to him.  “God’s Vision” is not an external image imposed 
upon us, but an invitation to see the world through “God’s eyes”:  it’s an opportunity to shift 
our perspective; to think differently; to consider what Divine Love might see when looking 
at us, our struggles, our world. 
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That’s why I really liked “God’s Vision:_____”.  If the phrase was just “Follow God’s Vision” 
with no fill-in-the-blank, it makes it seem like God’s vision is set and clear and pronounced 
from on high.  Or if it said “Your Vision:_____” that leaves it up to me, and whether or not 
I’m having a good day or standing on the porch shaking my fist at God and everyone else.  
But “God’s Vision:_____” challenges me to think / reflect / pray about how God might see 
the world, the UCC, UCCB, my own life... and listen for what comes to me, from me, 
through me. 
 
So, back to your own life.  What is “God’s Vision” for you?  If you look at your life, your 
gifts, your challenges through God’s eyes, what do you see?  What is Love calling you 
toward?  What brings Holy Joy to your days?  What Peace do you need to let in?  What 
Hope-Filled Action is stirring in you?  “God’s Vision:____”  In that empty space, waiting to 
be filled by the vision that is coming to you, everything is possible.  Amen. 


